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Abstract
Title: Women’s Agency in Indonesian and Afghan Fiction through the Lens of Islamic Neomodern Feminism

This article demonstrates that contemporary Muslim women’s agency in literature cannot be adequately explained through binaries of submission and emancipation, nor through secular paradigms that detach agency from faith. Through a comparative reading of Cinta Suci Zahrana by Habiburrahman El-Shirazy and A Thousand Splendid Suns by Khaled Hosseini, the study examines how female protagonists negotiate gendered constraints within patriarchal Muslim-majority contexts by reworking, rather than rejecting, Islamic ethical frameworks. The article conceptualizes agency as a process of ethical self-fashioning grounded in intellectual aspiration, moral resilience, and religious commitment. Employing qualitative comparative discourse analysis based on close textual reading and contextual interpretation, the study examines narrative configurations of gender, faith, and power. In Cinta Suci Zahrana, women’s agency emerges through the convergence of piety, rational inquiry, and professional ambition, challenging assumptions that oppose religious devotion to modern intellectual autonomy. By contrast, A Thousand Splendid Suns constructs agency as moral endurance and solidaristic resistance shaped by structural violence, where empowerment arises through ethical fortitude and collective care rather than formal independence. Across both narratives, Islamic values function not as impediments to women’s empowerment but as interpretive resources through which dignity, justice, and self-determination are reclaimed. Situated within a comparative Islamic neomodern feminist framework, this article advances a theoretical intervention that rethinks feminist literary criticism in Muslim contexts beyond reductive secular–religious binaries and contributes to broader debates on gender, faith, and agency in global Islamic literary studies.
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The lives of Muslim women have long unfolded at the intersection of devotion and desire, tradition and autonomy, silence and resistance (Haqpana & Tsouroufli, 2023; Hussein, 2023; Jeffery & Qureshi, 2022; Jussawalla & Omran, 2022; Munazir, 2025; Nisha et al., 2025). Within many Muslim-majority societies, women's experiences are framed not only by patriarchal structures, but also by deeply internalized religious ideals and cultural narratives that shape their identities (Dulany & Rhidenour, 2025; Partzsch, 2024; Raj et al., 2011). Literature offers a compelling space in which these tensions are made visible. It captures the intimate struggles of women who must navigate between the societal demands of piety and their yearning for power, between what is expected of them and what they expect for themselves. Consequently, literary representations of Muslim women function as critical discursive sites that reveal how gender, faith, and power are negotiated in everyday life.
While global feminist discourse has provided powerful tools for analyzing women’s oppression and resistance, it often universalizes gender struggles through a Western-centric lens (Caretta & Vela-Almeida, 2025; Jing, 2024; Romano, 2021; Schwoerer, 2024; Weldon et al., 2023). Such approaches, though critical, may overlook the ways in which many Muslim women engage with their faith not as a constraint, but as a meaningful source of ethical reasoning, dignity, and spiritual strength. Recent scholarship has therefore called for feminist analyses that attend to women’s religious subjectivities and do not rely solely on secular paradigms of emancipation (Johnson & Fairweather, 2017; Tajali, 2024; Aulia & Efendi, 2025). This gap opens space for the development of an interpretive framework that is both critical and contextually grounded in Islamic epistemology. 
Yet the experience of Muslim women cannot be reduced to a single narrative of victimhood or emancipation. In many contexts, including those shaped by Islamic cultural values, women's responses to oppression are not always overt or revolutionary (Al-Khouja et al., 2021; Keshavarzi et al., 2025; Meger, 2023; Murphy, 2024). Instead, their strategies are often embedded in everyday acts of negotiation within the family, religious spaces, and intellectual spheres that reflect a conscious navigation of moral, social, and spiritual obligations (Schenk et al., 2022). This complexity calls for a mode of analysis that resists both essentialist readings of Islam as inherently patriarchal, and universalist feminist frameworks that fail to account for faith as a source of empowerment. 
This article implies conceptual Islamic Neomodern Feminism framework as a response to this epistemic gap. Unlike classical Islamic feminism which often focuses on reinterpreting sacred texts through a gender-equitable lens, or secular liberal feminism which emphasizes individual autonomy as liberation (Hassan et al., 2020; Suraju & Omotosho, 2024), Islamic Neomodern Feminism seeks to synthesize ethical modernity, contextual hermeneutics, and spiritual agency. This integrative perspective enables a more comprehensive understanding of how contemporary Muslim women negotiate their positions within both religious and sociopolitical landscapes (Aziz, 2009; Habibi, 2023; Magaraggia, 2012; Mir, 2022; Rahman, 1995). By applying Islamic Neomodern Feminism as a literary-critical approach, this study contributes to feminist literary criticism, gender studies in Muslim contexts, and offers an original theoretical intervention that expands how agency is understood and represented in Muslim literature. 

Islamic Neomodern Feminism
Feminism is commonly understood as an ideological and socio-political movement advocating women’s emancipation, equality, and justice, emerging in the late nineteenth century as both a theory and a rights-based movement (Wirasandi, 2019). Within literary studies, feminist criticism developed as a critical intervention that interrogates the ideological foundations of literary representation, evaluating texts based on their capacity to support or undermine women’s emancipation by exposing gendered assumptions in narrative structures and characterization (Sofia, 2009). Building on this approach, Connell’s concept of gender regime highlights how institutions such as family, education, religion, and the state are represented in literature as sites that sustain or contest gendered power relations (Connell, 1987). Connell further emphasises intersectionality, arguing that gender is always intertwined with other axes of power, including race, class, and global positioning, thereby enabling feminist literary criticism to address the layered and intersecting forms of marginalisation shaping literary characters’ experiences.
The expansion of feminist discourse into Islamic contexts has generated sustained scholarly debate, particularly in response to claims that Islam inherently marginalises women. Feminist scholars have challenged this assumption by distinguishing between Islam as a religious tradition and patriarchal interpretations that have historically dominated Islamic jurisprudence and exegesis. While Islamic teachings emphasise human dignity and moral equality, classical interpretations have often reflected male-centred epistemologies that reinforce patriarchal social structures (Ahmad, 2017; Muhibbudin, 2019; Seedat, 2013).
Islamic feminism began to gain prominence alongside the third wave of feminism in the 1990s. Fatima Seedat argues that Islam and feminism, as distinct intellectual traditions, can be brought into a productive relationship within the framework of Islamic feminism. Rather than erasing their differences, this approach maintains their epistemological distinctiveness while enabling critical dialogue (Seedat, 2012). From this perspective, Islamic feminism does not represent a Western imposition but a reformist project grounded in Islamic ethical principles, particularly justice (‘adl) and equality (musawah). 
Comparative Literature
Comparative literature is commonly understood as a field of study concerned with examining relationships among literary works across linguistic, cultural, and national boundaries. Henry Remak defines comparative literature as the study of relationships among literatures within the totality of written production, as opposed to isolated studies of national literatures, movements, or genres (Remak, 1961: 3). This definition underscores the transnational and interdisciplinary orientation of the field.
Similarly, Susan Bassnett emphasises that comparative literature involves the study of texts across national boundaries and requires attention to the social and cultural contexts of their production and reception (Bassnett, 1993, p. 1). Comparative analysis, from this perspective, is not limited to identifying textual similarities and differences, but extends to examining how literary works engage with broader cultural and ideological formations.
Comparative literature also encompasses the study of literature’s relationship with other disciplines, including history, politics, philosophy, art, and the social sciences (Sharma, 2021). This interdisciplinary orientation reflects the understanding that literature cannot be adequately analysed through formal or structural approaches alone. As argued by Benedetto Croce, literature is an expressive form that cannot be reduced to textual structure, as it embodies social, cultural, and experiential dimensions that extend beyond the written word (Croce, 1992). In this sense, comparative literature functions as an intellectual bridge that enables scholars to examine cross-cultural dialogue and exchange. The scope of comparative literature categorised into several major areas. These include cross-national studies of literary movements and periods; comparative analyses of genre and form; studies of shared myths, themes, and conventions; investigations of literary influence and reception; and area-specific approaches such as postcolonial and feminist criticism (Bassnett, 1993: 31). Together, these areas reflect the dynamic and pluralistic nature of comparative literary studies.

Methodology
This study employs a qualitative research design rooted in interpretative and comparative discourse analysis. As Creswell asserts, qualitative research is a means for exploring and understanding the meaning individuals or groups ascribe to a social or human problem. It involves an interpretive process that seeks to construct meaning from textual and contextual realities rather than to test predetermined hypotheses (Creswell & Poth, 2018). In alignment with this paradigm, the present study examines how women’s agency discursively represented in two literary texts of Cinta Suci Zahrana by Habiburrahman El Shirazy and A Thousand Splendid Suns by Khaled Hosseini through the theoretical lens of Islamic neomodern feminism. This exploratory–interpretive design is particularly suited for uncovering latent ideological structures embedded in literary discourse.
This research employs comparative discourse analysis, viewing language as a social practice inseparable from ideology and power, to examine how the two novels construct, sustain, or resist patriarchal narratives within Islamic cultural frameworks through linguistic features, narrative structures, and thematic representations (Fairclough, 1995; Miles & Huberman, 1994; Tracy, 2020). The interpretation is anchored in Islamic neomodern feminist theory—rooted in Fazlur Rahman’s reformist thought—and complemented by Raewyn Connell’s gender theory to analyse gender order, hierarchy, and women’s agency (Rahman, 1995; Aziz, 2009; Sungkowo, 2022; Mir, 2022; Habibi, 2023; Hussein, 2023; Connell, 2020). This integrated analytical framework enables a nuanced reading of the novels as discursive spaces where Islamic ethics, gender politics, and feminist agency are dynamically negotiated.
Result and Discussion
The findings of this study are organized around three interconnected aspects that illuminate the negotiation of women’s agency within the two novels. First, the analysis examines the social positioning of female. Second, attention is given to the struggles of the female protagonists, highlighting their strategies of resistance, resilience, and negotiation in the face of patriarchal structures and socio-religious constraints. Third, the study investigates intellectual aspects, including the characters’ educational pursuits, critical thinking, and moral reasoning, which reflect broader questions of empowerment and autonomy.

Social positioning of female characters
The social positioning of female characters is shaped by intersecting cultural, religious, and ideological structures that define women’s agency and autonomy, with literary representations reflecting, reinforcing, or contesting dominant gender orders (Connell, 2013; Ashraf-Emami & de Rooij, 2023). From a discourse-analytic perspective, such positioning operates as a discursive construct through which power, piety, and gender norms are negotiated, particularly in Islamic contexts where women’s roles are articulated through religious obligation, communal morality, and patriarchal authority (Fairclough, 1995; Mills, 2003; Badran, 2009; Mir, 2022). This section examines how each text situates female characters within social hierarchies and the discursive and narrative strategies through which these positions are constructed.
After a year of teaching, her father and mother offered her the possibility of getting married. Her father said that the child of a village head (lurah) in the Sayung area, Demak, intended to propose to her. The village head was still a distant relative, their lineage meeting at udeg-udeg siwur (her grandfather’s grandfather). The news arrived at the same time as the information that she had received a scholarship from Dikti to continue her Master’s degree at IT. Between the two offers, Rana chose to continue her studies. She reasoned that she was the only one among her fellow lecturers who had not yet obtained a Master’s degree. Her father immediately understood and permitted her to pursue further studies. Her mother said, “Getting married first and then pursuing a Master’s degree, it’s fine, right? The boy also wants to go to Bandung; in fact, he could also study at UIN Bandung at the same time.” (Shirazy, 2013, p. 14)

The passage from Cinta Suci Zahrana illustrates Rana’s social positioning within a traditional Javanese society, where women’s roles are strongly shaped by patriarchal norms, familial expectations, and Islamic values. Textually, the narrative presents how Rana’s parents actively arrange potential marital alliances, reflecting the societal expectation that a woman’s primary role is to marry and maintain family honor. The prospective suitor as a distant relative whose lineage intersects with Rana’s family underscores the influence of kinship networks in regulating female mobility and choice. The juxtaposition of the marriage proposal with the offer to pursue higher education highlights the tension between traditional expectations and individual aspirations for women within a socio-religious framework.
Contextually, Rana’s decision to prioritize her Master’s studies over marriage represents a subtle but significant assertion of agency within these constraints. In traditional Javanese society, women are often expected to conform to family decisions, marry young, and focus on domestic responsibilities norms that are reinforced by local interpretations of Islamic teachings emphasizing obedience, family duty, and moral propriety (Anggaunitakiranantika, 2019; Budiyanto et al., 2024; Handayani & Marianto, 2024; Hefner, 1988; Puspitasari & Pudjibudojo, 2022). By choosing education, Rana navigates these expectations in a manner consistent with Islamic principles that value knowledge, personal responsibility, and ethical discernment. Meanwhile data from A Thousand Splendid Suns describes below.
Jalil had three wives and nine children, nine legitimate children, all of whom were strangers to Mariam. He was one of Herat's wealthiest men. He owned a cinema, which Mariam had never seen, but at her instence Jalil had described it to her, and so she knew that the facade was made of blue-and-tan terra-cotta tiles, that it had private balcony seats and a trellised ceiling. (Hosseini, 2018, p. 5)
The passage portrays Mariam’s social positioning within the patriarchal and socio-religious landscape of Afghanistan. Women’s Afghanistan roles are deeply shaped by family hierarchies, societal norms, and interpretations of Islamic law (Butler, 1990; Ghoroghchiyan et al., 2024; Hamidi et al., 2021; Haqpana & Tsouroufli, 2023). Mariam exists at the margins of her father’s household, aware of Jalil’s wealth, his multiple wives, and nine legitimate children, yet deprived of the privileges, recognition, and intimacy afforded to others in the family. Her knowledge of the cinema, mediated solely through Jalil’s description, underscores the separation between her and spaces associated with social status, freedom, and public life. This separation reflects the broader gendered structures that define access, mobility, and visibility for women in her society.
Mariam’s subordinate status is reinforced by the intersection of patriarchal authority and religiously-informed social expectations. In the Afghan context, male guardianship, familial obligation, and domestic roles dictate the parameters of women’s lives, limiting their opportunities for education, economic participation, and social engagement (Butler, 1990; Hafsah et al., 2024; Manganaro & Alozie, 2014; Sahill, 2023; Taieb, 2024). Mariam’s position also demonstrates how legitimacy, lineage, and familial recognition shape her place within both domestic and societal hierarchies. These structures confine her to dependency, marginalization, and invisibility, illustrating the pervasive influence of patriarchal norms and religiously framed authority on women’s social positioning. Through textual and contextual analysis, Mariam’s experience illuminates the complex dynamics of agency and constraint in Afghan society. 
The comparative analysis of female social positioning in Cinta Suci Zahrana and A Thousand Splendid Suns reveals the nuanced ways in which patriarchal structures and Islamic values shape women’s agency in different socio-cultural contexts. In both texts, women are constrained by familial expectations, social hierarchies, and religiously-informed norms, yet the manner and degree of their negotiation within these constraints differ.
Overall, the comparative perspective demonstrates that while both texts expose the intersection of patriarchy and religion in shaping women’s social positioning, Rana’s experience foregrounds the potential for women to reinterpret and exercise agency within Islamic frameworks, highlighting the emancipatory possibilities central to Islamic Neomodern Feminism (Rahman, 1995; Sungkowo, 2022; Usman et al., 2022). Mariam’s narrative, by contrast, underscores the formidable barriers posed by patriarchal and socio-religious structures, offering insight into the processes of negotiation, adaptation, and resilience that women employ even under extreme constraints.

The struggles of female characters in the novel
The struggles of female characters in literature often serve as a lens through which broader social, cultural, and religious structures (Alshhre, 2024; Ashwini & Kiruthika, 2024). In narratives set within patriarchal and Islamic contexts, women’s challenges are not merely personal dilemmas but are intertwined with societal expectations, familial obligations, and moral frameworks (Lee & Park, 2011; Muhibbu-Din, 2019; Munazir, 2025; Rehman, 2020). In the following discussion, the focus will turn to the ways in which the female protagonists confront, adapt to, and potentially transform the limitations and pressures inherent in their respective societies.
Scholars argue that women’s struggles in patriarchal societies often emerge from multi-layered systems of domination that intertwine familial authority, cultural norms, and religious interpretations (Abu-Lughod, 2013; Badran, 2009; Mahmood, 2005). These struggles extend beyond overt acts of violence or discrimination; they encompass subtle forms of control embedded in everyday expectations surrounding obedience, modesty, filial duty, and moral responsibility (Kabeer, 1999). In literary contexts, such struggles are frequently represented through narrative tensions that reveal how women navigate competing moral and social pressures while attempting to preserve personal agency (Harlow & Carter, 2023; Mir, 2022).
In Muslim-majority settings, the articulation of women’s struggles often reflects broader debates about the role of religion in shaping gender norms. While some narratives portray Islam as a source of restrictive interpretations that justify women’s subordination, others highlight the ways women draw spiritual strength from faith to resist, reinterpret, or renegotiate such constraints (Wijaya et al., 2025; Seedat, 2013). This duality underscores that women’s struggles are neither monolithic nor easily categorized; they can manifest as resilience, moral perseverance, intellectual pursuit, emotional endurance, or strategic compliance (Mohsin & Syed, 2021; Kanal & Rottmann, 2021). Within the two novels, the female protagonists’ struggles function not only as personal hardships but also as symbolic representations of broader sociocultural tensions. 
She was no longer young. Thirty-four years old. Her peers already had two, three, or even four children, and some even had five. Her juniors, and even the female students whose theses she supervised, had already married. She had lost count of how many times she had attended her students’ weddings. And she could always only cry in envy as she watched them succeed in completing half of their religion. (Shirazy, 2013, p. 16)
The struggles of Zahrana, or Nana, in this novel an intense inner conflict shaped by the intersection of personal ambition, societal expectation, and religious belief. As a thirty-four-year-old woman devoted to her academic and professional pursuits, Zahrana confronts the psychological burden of being unmarried in a society that measures a woman’s fulfillment through marriage and motherhood. The text underscores her internal turmoil as she compares her own achievements with those of her peers and former students who have “completed half of their religion.” This phrase, derived from an Islamic teaching that views marriage as part of religious perfection, intensifies her emotional struggle by framing her unmarried status as a form of spiritual incompleteness.
Within the Javanese socio-cultural context, Zahrana’s conflict reflects the deeply ingrained patriarchal and religious values that define women’s social worth through marriage. Javanese society, shaped by the harmonization of tradition and Islam, often positions unmarried women beyond a certain age as socially deficient or morally questionable (Nurlaelawati, 2022; Poedjosoedarmo, 1983). Despite her intellectual success and professional integrity, Zahrana’s identity remains overshadowed by these expectations. Her struggle, therefore, is not only personal but also ideological a tension between modern self-realization and the moral ideals of womanhood reinforced by religion and culture.
Following the examination of Zahrana’s personal struggle within the Javanese-Islamic framework, the discussion proceeds to A Thousand Splendid Suns, which situates women’s experiences within a distinct socio-religious and cultural milieu. Through this continuation, the analysis expands to consider another portrayal of women’s struggles as articulated in a different Islamic context.
The following day, Kabul was overrun by trucks. In Khair khana, in Shar-e-Nau, in Karteh Parwan, in Wazir Akbar Khan and Taimani, red Toyota trucks weaved through the streets. Armed bearded men in black turbans sat in their beds. From each truck, a loudspeaker blared announcement, first in Farsi, then Pashto. The same message played from loudspeakers perched atop mosques, and on the radio, which was now known as the Voice of Short 'a. The message was also written in flyers, tossed into the streets. Mariam found one in the yard. 
Our watan is now known as the Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan. These are the laws that we will enforce and you will obey:
....
Attention women:
You will stay inside your homes at all times. It is not proper for women to wander aimlessly about the streets. If you go outside, you must be accompanied by a mahram,a male relative. If you are caught alone on the street, you will be beaten and sent home. 
You will not, under any circumstance, show your face. You will cover with burqa when outside. If you do not, you will be severely beaten. 
....
Girls are forbidden from attending school. All schools for girls will be closed immediately. Women are forbidden from working. (Hosseini, 2018, p. 166)
The passage captures a decisive moment in which political power is rapidly consolidated and gendered orders are formalized through public proclamation. Textually, the scene’s cinematic detail creates an atmosphere of authoritarian theatricality: the state announces itself into everyday life through sound, sight, and printed matter. The medium of the message (loudspeakers, mosque speakers, radio, and flyers) signals a comprehensive takeover of communicative spaces, converting public discourse into an instrument for immediate social reordering. For Mariam, finding a flyer in the yard concretizes how these proclamations migrate from the realm of abstract politics into the intimate coordinates of domestic existence.
The content of the proclamation systematically converts gendered norms into enforceable law. Orders that women must remain indoors, require a mahram to appear in public, cover their faces with the burqa, and face corporal punishment for non-compliance, together with the banning of girls’ schooling and women’s employment, represent a legal architecture that evacuates women from public life and reduces social personhood to a managed domesticity(Mannell et al., 2021; Nehan, 2022; Noury & Speciale, 2016; Singh, 2023; Zada & Zada, 2024). Such measures not only regulate movement and visibility but also sever the social and material bases of female autonomy (education, work, and social interaction) thereby transforming private vulnerability into state-sanctioned subordination.
Analytically, this passage shows how patriarchal domination is intensified and naturalized by its fusion with political hegemony and a monopolized religious discourse. The proclamations appropriate Islamic vocabulary and institutional symbols (mosque loudspeakers, the language of the watan and emirate) to legitimate a new social order; in doing so, they reframe gender hierarchy as divinely sanctioned civic law (Kurbonov, 2025; Powell & Paldino, 2025). The effect is twofold: patriarchal power that might previously have been enforced unevenly within families is now backed by state apparatus and sanctioned through mass communication, and resistance becomes fraught with the risks of state violence. 
From the perspective of Islamic Neomodern Feminism, the passage illustrates how women’s struggles move beyond interpersonal negotiation toward contesting institutionalised and doctrinal authority, as seen in Mariam’s legally restricted access to education, work, and public life. The struggles of Zahrana and Mariam thus represent intersecting modes of resistance—internal–moral and external–structural—shaped by gender norms, religious frameworks, and power hierarchies within the distinct cultural, political, and theological contexts of Java and Afghanistan.
In Cinta Suci Zahrana, the protagonist’s struggle is primarily internal and psychological, shaped by moral anxiety and societal expectations that equate female virtue and religious fulfillment with marriage, whereas Mariam’s struggle in A Thousand Splendid Suns unfolds within an oppressive socio-political order where institutionalised patriarchy, state power, and religious authoritarianism regulate women’s lives under the Taliban regime. While Zahrana negotiates agency within the symbolic boundaries of Islamic propriety, Mariam’s endurance, protection of Laila, and ultimate self-sacrifice emerge as moral and spiritual resistance in contexts where faith is co-opted by authoritarian power as a mechanism of control rather than liberation.
Viewed through Islamic Neomodern Feminism, both narratives demonstrate that women’s resistance within Islamic societies can emerge through faith via reinterpretation (ijtihad) and ethical reform (islah), enabling women to challenge patriarchal readings of Islam (Rahman, 1995; Adegoke, 2020; Usman et al., 2022). While Zahrana’s pursuit of education redefines piety as intellectual responsibility within a relatively stable yet conservative context, Mariam’s endurance reclaims compassion, loyalty, and sacrifice as moral agency under conditions of total socio-political disenfranchisement.


The Intellectual Agency of the Female Protagonists
Intellectual capacity and moral reasoning often function as crucial sites of empowerment for female characters in literature, particularly within narratives shaped by Islamic and patriarchal frameworks (Abdullah et al., 2024; Ajhuri, 2024; Giladi, 2023).  In such contexts, women’s intellect is not only a marker of individual progress but also a form of resistance against structural limitations that seek to define their identities through obedience and domesticity. 
Scholars have emphasized that intellectual engagement constitutes a vital pathway for women to challenge normative gender expectations and reconstruct their subjectivities within patriarchal orders (Badran, 2009; Kabeer, 1999). Within Islamic contexts, this form of agency often reflects a dynamic interplay between rational inquiry and spiritual consciousness, demonstrating that the pursuit of knowledge is not merely an act of personal advancement but a mode of reinterpreting the moral imperatives of faith (Hassan, 2020; Mir-Hosseini et al., 2015). In the following discussion, the focus is placed on how the protagonists of Cinta Suci Zahrana and A Thousand Splendid Suns manifest intellectual agency through learning, critical awareness, and moral discernment.
She was invited to Beijing to receive an award for her works and achievements in the field of architecture. The article she had written in a scientific journal published by RMIT Melbourne, Australia, received wide recognition from architectural experts around the world. And ultimately, she was invited to Beijing to be given an international-level award by the School of Architecture, Tsinghua University, a prestigious university in China. It was not easy to receive such a prestigious award and recognition (Shirazy, 2013, p. 2)
The excerpt highlights Zahrana’s intellectual achievement as a central dimension of her identity and agency within a Javanese-Islamic patriarchal society. Her invitation to Beijing to receive an international award for her architectural works symbolizes the culmination of years of academic discipline, creative innovation, and professional excellence. This intellectual recognition, particularly from prestigious institutions such as RMIT Melbourne and Tsinghua University, situates Zahrana as a woman who transcends local social boundaries through knowledge and merit. Within the context of Javanese patriarchy, where women are often confined to domestic roles and evaluated based on marital status, such global acknowledgment represents a radical redefinition of feminine success (Dewi, 2012; Herlambang et al., 2023; Kurnia, 2019; Mawaddah & Suhita, 2021; Rahmawati et al., 2024; Widarwati & Purnomo, 2025). Zahrana’s intellectual journey embodies the core values of Islamic Neomodern Feminism, which advocates for the reconciliation between faith and modernity, reason and spirituality, tradition and reform. 
Following the exploration of Zahrana’s intellectual pursuit within the Javanese-Islamic patriarchal context, the discussion now turns to A Thousand Splendid Suns, which offers a different portrayal of women’s intellectual consciousness shaped by Afghanistan’s sociopolitical and religious environment. This shift allows for a comparative understanding of how intellectual agency operates under varying conditions of gendered restriction and cultural interpretation of Islam.
Here in Kabul, women taught at the university, ran schools, held office in the government. No, Babi meant the tribal areas, especially the Pashtun regions in the south or in the east near the Pakistani border, where women were rarely seen on the streets and only then in burqa and accompanied by men. He meant those regions where men who lived by ancient tribal laws had rebelled against the communists and their decress to liberate women, to abolish forced marriage, to raise the minimum marriage age to sixteen for girls. There, men saw it as an insult to their centuries old tradition, Babi said, to be told by the government and a godless one at that that their daughters had to leave home, attend school, and work for alongside men. (Hosseini, 2018, p. 86)
The passage highlights a critical moment in A Thousand Splendid Suns where intellectual empowerment emerges as a contested political and cultural space, contrasting Kabul’s relative openness to women’s education and public roles with the patriarchal conservatism of Afghanistan’s southern and eastern regions. This juxtaposition underscores how women’s intellectual agency is inseparable from political ideology, regional power structures, and competing interpretations of faith and modernity.
Within this socio-political context, women’s intellectual advancement becomes both a symbol and a contested site of reform, as state-led efforts to institutionalise gender equality and intellectual freedom provoke resistance from male authorities who frame such reforms as threats to religious and cultural sovereignty (Smith, 2007; Hellyer, 2023). This tension between secular reform and religious conservatism positions women’s education at the centre of Afghanistan’s struggle over identity, governance, and moral legitimacy.
From the perspective of Islamic Neomodern Feminism, the passage encapsulates the movement’s central concern: the reconciliation of faith with intellectual and social progress. Neomodern feminist thought does not reject Islam but reclaims it from patriarchal and politicized interpretations that deny women access to knowledge and public participation. 
Thus, the passage underscores that women’s intellectual agency in Afghanistan is shaped not solely by individual will but by the broader struggle between state reform, patriarchal custom, and religious interpretation. The ideological conflict between Kabul’s reformist vision and the tribal defense of tradition illustrates the precarious position of women’s intellect within competing frameworks of Islam and governance. Through the lens of Islamic Neomodern Feminism, this conflict becomes emblematic of the broader challenge to reinterpret Islam as a dynamic moral system that supports gender equality, education, and rational inquiry (Anastasia et al., 2024; Estiti, 2024; Rahman, 1995; Yasin et al., 2023). This finding affirming that intellectual pursuit is not contrary to faith but an essential expression of it.

Conclusion
The findings of the Results and Discussion sections show that the representation of women in both novels reflects a dialectic between oppression and agency. In Cinta Suci Zahrana, the protagonist’s intellectual pursuit and moral consciousness signify a form of resistance enacted within faith, challenging the societal fixation on marriage as the sole measure of female fulfillment. Her agency is rooted in self-discipline, education, and spiritual reasoning, which together articulate the neomodern feminist ideal of harmonizing Islamic devotion with intellectual independence. In A Thousand Splendid Suns, women’s struggles emerge within the broader framework of structural violence and political hegemony, where patriarchal authority is reinforced by state power and dogmatic religious control. Yet even under such constraints, female endurance and moral steadfastness constitute a form of ethical resistance and spiritual autonomy.
Collectively, the findings affirm that both texts depict women as moral and intellectual agents who reinterpret the meaning of faith within the constraints of their cultural and political realities. Rather than portraying Islam as a static or oppressive force, both narratives illustrate the potential of religion as a source of ethical reasoning and transformative strength when understood through a neomodern feminist lens. The protagonists’ experiences exemplify different trajectories of faith-based agency, unified by their capacity to negotiate meaning and dignity within patriarchal systems.
In conclusion, this comparative qualitative inquiry contributes to the discourse on Islamic Neomodern Feminism by demonstrating that female empowerment in Islamic societies is grounded not in rejection but in reinterpretation of religious values. This finding aligns with Mahmood’s (2005) argument that agency must be understood within the moral and discursive traditions that shape women’s subjectivities, rather than through Western liberal assumptions about freedom. Similarly, Mir-Hosseini (2015), Badran (2009), and Rofiq (2024) emphasize that contemporary Islamic feminist projects increasingly seek reform through reinterpretive engagement with Islamic ethics and rational inquiry.
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