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Human rights became an increasingly promi-
nent part of US foreign policy after World War II.
The end of the Cold War elevated concerns for hu-
man rights—from religious and political persecu-
tion to oppression of ethnic minorities—to a top
priority for US administrations. Despite the per-
manence of human rights principles in US foreign
relations, there has been a great variation in the
content of rights prioritized by the United States
over time, connections of rights to US foreign poli-
cy priorities, and specific actions that the US gov-
ernment pursued in the name of human rights.
Women’s rights, for example, were not tradition-
ally a priority for American foreign policy in gen-
eral or in US relations with the Muslim world. It
was only in the 1990s that the global human
rights and women’s rights movement and Ameri-
can feminist activism succeeded in bringing Mus-
lim women’s human rights onto the US foreign
policy agenda.

U.S. Foreign Policy and Muslim Women’s Hu-
man Rights traces the evolution of women’s rights
in US foreign policy discourse and practices to-
ward the Muslim world. It begins with an analysis
of the Iranian Revolution of 1979 that became
“the catalyst for intense U.S. public attention to
Muslim women’s rights” and “a conceptual pre-
cursor” for US understanding of women’s rights

in the Muslim-majority countries (p. 14). The book
proceeds to discuss how American public percep-
tions of Muslim women’s rights solidified in the
1980s and early 1990s on the backdrop of the
global human rights, women’s rights, and feminist
movements that contributed to the inclusion of
women’s rights into the foreign policy discourse.
Kelly J. Shannon interrogates this complex dis-
course—voices from the US government, Ameri-
can feminist organizations, human rights ac-
tivists, and nongovernmental organizations
(NGOs)—during the first Gulf War of 1990-91. The
book then examines these discourses in the con-
text of US efforts to eradicate the practice of fe-
male genital mutilation, which Americans per-
ceived as an Islamic custom, and the Bill Clinton
administration’s refusal to recognize the Taliban
as a legitimate government out of concerns for its
deplorable treatment of women. The book con-
cludes with the analysis of Muslim women’s rights
in the US foreign policy discourse and practice in
the post-9/11 context.

Shannon’s rich historical account based on a
wide range of sources—government records, UN
documents, news media, films, scholarship, nov-
els, and oral histories—illuminates tensions be-
tween principled commitments to human rights
and instrumentality of US opposition to practices



that subordinate Muslim women. It demonstrates
how US policy has absorbed some of the deeply
ingrained cultural attitudes and stereotypes about
Muslim men and women, and taps complex rela-
tions between American feminism, imperialism,
and US foreign policy regarding women in Mus-
lim-majority countries.

Shannon challenges traditional interpreta-
tions of US foreign policy that insist on the prima-
cy of strategic and security-related considerations
in US decision making. The book asserts Muslim
women’s human rights as the driver of US policy
toward the Muslim-majority countries since the
1990s. Yet the evidence presented in the book pro-
vides firm support for neither side. Instead, the
book highlights the multiplicity of voices within
the US government with some seeking to co-opt
the human rights movement and others express-
ing the growing awareness of pervasive gender
inequalities and sincerity in their concern about
Muslim women’s rights. The complexity of dis-
courses surrounding the US practices abroad
makes it virtually impossible to decouple the in-
strumentality of a foreign policy decision from
the principled commitments to human rights.

Shannon has no pretension to assessing the
outcomes of US foreign policy in the area of Mus-
lim human rights. However, the lack of critical en-
gagement with the consequences of US global ef-
forts lead the reader to conclude that the US gov-
ernment and activists who have brought Muslim
women’s rights on the US foreign policy agenda
have succeeded in alleviating Muslim women’s
plight. Some discussion of the powerful backlash
across the Middle East in response to the US glob-
al economic and military policy would have tem-
pered this impression. Whether in the Middle East
or Pakistan and Afghanistan, the United States has
been culpable for the deterioration of women’s
rights. Historically and in present time, the US
military and security assistance, sanctions, and
“soft power” interventions worsened the status of
women’s rights, broadly defined.[1] Consistent
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with the dominant human rights discourse, the
book focuses on civil and political rights, but a
broader human rights perspective also sheds light
on poverty, conflict, and the lack of access to
health care as having deeply troubling conse-
quences for the women in the Middle East and be-
yond. The United States has been linked to the
creation of the dire social and economic situation
for the Muslim women in, for example,
Afghanistan and Iraq.[2]

While recognizing the tensions within femi-
nism and the contentious imperial undertones of
the global human rights movement, the book
gives prominence to the liberal feminist discourse
dominating the public and policy realms in the
United States. It offers a platform for few Muslim
voices—Betty Mahmoody, Fatima
Mernissi, and Nawal el Saadawi, among others—
but those reinforce the themes of oppression and
victimhood and perpetuate a somewhat singular
representation of women in the Muslim world.
Radical feminists who rejected any collaboration
with the US government or other state systems,
and Muslim women who tried to articulate a dif-
ferent vision of rights for themselves are rarely
consulted in the book.[3] As a consequence, the
interpretations of US foreign policy and Muslim
women’s rights take on a liberal flavor and main-
tain the idea that Muslim women should and
would value the same set of rights as those en-
joyed by their Western counterparts. A corollary
to this position is a refusal to recognize that liber-
al feminism that claims to be anti-colonial, post-
Oriental, and anti-imperialist is more imperial
than it admits in that it continues denying Muslim
women agency and does not accept their adher-
ence to religion as an expression of free choice.[4]
The book would have benefited from giving voice
to the representatives of intellectual thought and
women’s rights activism from the Muslim world
muted by the dominant discourse, considering
some of the by-products of liberal feminist work,
such as the creation of alliances with the state to
pressure Muslim countries to pursue the path to
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progress defined in the West and calls for inter-
vention in Muslim states on behalf of Muslim
women.

Regardless of the omissions, U.S. Foreign Poli-
cy and Muslim Women’s Human Rights is a timely
addition to the corpus of texts on US foreign poli-
¢y, human rights, and US relations with Muslim
states. In the current political climate of fading
human rights commitments and the rhetoric that
emboldens anti-Muslim practices, the book offers
a powerful reminder of the role of human rights
in the US national identity and lessons that can be
used for charting its way forward.
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