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A. Introduction

The status of women is one of the most controversial issues in the West when dealing with Islam. The West has a negative image of the Muslim woman (as, in fact, of lot of issues related to Islam). The image is that of an oppressed woman in the name of that religion.

One cannot deny that, effectively, a lot of Muslim women are oppressed, but this is not due to Islam. On the opposite, it is due to the fact that Muslim societies have deviated from the Islamic precepts concerning so many aspects of their lives for so long. There is a wide gap between what Muslims are supposed to believe in and do and what they actually practice. This gap is not a recent phenomenon. It began centuries ago and it has been widening with the time. This widening gap has had disastrous consequences on the Muslim world manifested in almost all aspects of life: political tyranny and fragmentation, economic backwardness, social injustice, scientific bankruptcy, intellectual stagnation, women oppression, etc…

The general non-Islamic status of women in Muslim world today is merely a symptom of a deeper illness. Any reform in the current status of Muslim women would not be fruitful if not accompanied by more comprehensive reforms of the Muslim society’s whole way of life. The Muslim World is in need for a change that will bring it closer to the ideals of Islam and not further from them. To sum up, the notion that the present poor status of Muslim women is due to Islam is an utter misconception. All the problems of Muslims are the results of a long and deep detachment from the principles of Islam and not, as Westerners may think, from a too much attachment to Islam.

 Muslims live now, mostly, in the underdeveloped world, with all the misery and the material problems people live in every second of their lives. The Globalization, a Western creation, will only worsen their conditions of living. There, not only women but also men are oppressed and deprived from their basic human rights. This includes Muslims, Christians, Buddhist, Hindus, Animists, etc… Muslims live in so vast geographic area that any generalization would be too simplistic. 

B. Why the Misconceptions?

Now, why can Western people believe that Muslim women are in a bad situation because they are Muslims? This is due to different factors:

1. Centuries old prejudices and preconceived ideas about Islam in general.

2. Most of the Western media act consciously and unconsciously to prove the truthfulness and veracity of all the current misconceptions. Some of those working in the Western media do not really know what is Islam or the Islamic reality. Most of the Western media look for the sensational rather than for the truth.

3. An inner sense of superiority that can push people to not accept the “Other” and even despise him because he is different, which is sometimes considered “inferior”.

4. The tendency to not make the effort to understand other cultures and religions. It is a kind of intellectual laziness.

5. Judging details from outside without putting them into their real context and relating them to the main ideas.

6. Confusion between the Islamic principles and the local customs of Muslims. One can think that all what happens in the Muslim World is Islamic. It does not work like that. The same thing is true about the Christian world. All that happens there cannot be said to be Christian.

In my talk about Muslim women, I will begin with the normative teaching of Islam concerning women and then I will deal with the actual situation of Muslim women in society.

C. Normative teaching of Islam


Now, let us see the normative teachings of Islam with regard to the status and role of women in society. We will have thus on one hand the criteria by which one can judge the practice of Muslims and evaluate their compliance with Islam; and on the other hand we will see how these principles had improved the life of the woman of the 7th century c.e.

Primary Sources of Islam


In identifying what is “Islamic”, it is necessary to make a clear distinction between the primary sources of Islam: The Quran and the Sunnah (sayings and deeds) of Prophet Muhammad; and the secondary sources which are the legal opinions derived by scholars from the primary sources.

Factors in Interpretation


The legal practitioners who extract laws from the primary sources may vary considerably and are more or less influenced by their specific times, circumstances and cultures. Obviously opinions and verdicts of human beings do not necessarily enjoy the authority or the finality accorded to the primary sources, revealed and inspired by God.


Furthermore, interpretation of primary sources should consider:

1. The context of any statement or commandment in the Quran and the Sunnah, the general perspective of Islam, its teaching and its world view.

2. The occasion of revelation, that is, the historical background providing the primary reasons or causes underlying the revelation of a Quranic portion or the events that occasioned the statement or the action of the Prophet Muhammad. This helps to better elucidate the meaning and the intention of specific words.

3. The role of authentic Sunnah in explaining and defining the meaning of the Quranic text. Disregarding or ignoring the Sunnah may lead to serious errors of interpretation. At times, the literal or lexical meaning of a term used in the Quran may not be its correct meaning if the Prophet qualified or specified what is meant by it. Errors are multiplied when an erroneous literal meaning is translated from the original Arabic text of the Quran to another language, which, in turn may have its own connotations for the translated word used.

The principles extracted from the verses of the Quran and the words of the Prophet, taking in consideration all the factors stated above, are in themselves, for Muslims, absolute, but the way they are implemented can differ to suit the diverse times, places, needs, the historical situations and the changes brought in the life of Muslims.

Now we will see the status of women in the Quran and Sunnah.

The status of women in the Quran and Sunnah

We shall go through:

I. The spiritual aspect.

II. The economical aspect.

III. The Social aspect.

IV. The political aspect.

V. The legal aspect.

I. The Spiritual Aspect

The Quran provides evidence that men and women are having the same human spiritual nature, and the same duties and responsibilities.

a. The same human spiritual nature:
1. God says in the Quran:

“O Mankind! Fear your Guardian-Lord, who created you from one soul, and created of like nature, his mate, and from them two scattered countless men and women”[4:1].

“It is He who created you from one soul and made his mate of like nature, in order that he might dwell with her (in love)”[7:189].

2. Both men and women are recipients of the “divine breath”, because they are created with the same human spiritual nature as said above. Reflecting the magnitude of this universal divine gift, the Quran states:

“But He fashioned (the human being) in due proportion and breathed into him something of His spirit. And He gave you (the faculties of) hearing, and sight and understanding: Little thanks do you give!”[32:9].

3. Allah has invested both genders with inherent dignity and has made men and women, collectively, his trustees on earth. The Quran says:

“We have honored the children of Adam, provided them with transport on land and sea, give for sustenance things good and pure, and conferred on them special favors above a great part of Our creation”[17:70].

4. The Quran doesn’t blame women for “the fall of man”. Adam and Eve are hold equally responsible for their sin in the Garden. Eve is never singled out for blame. Allah says:

“O Adam! You and your wife dwell in the garden and enjoy its good things as you both wish: but approach not this tree or you both run into harm and transgression. /Then Satan began to whisper suggestions to them, bringing openly before their minds all their shame parts that was hidden from them before: he said “your Lord only forbade you this tree lest you both should become angels or such beings as live forever”/. And he swore to them both that he was their sincere advisor. So by deceit he brought about their fall. When they tasted of the tree, their shame parts  became manifest to them and they began to sew together the leaves of the garden over their bodies. And their Lord called unto them: “Did I not forbid you both that tree and tell you that Satan was an avowed enemy unto both of you?” /They said: “Our Lord! We have wronged our own souls: If you forgive us not and bestow not upon us Your mercy, we shall certainly be lost”./ Allah said: Get you both down with enmity between yourselves. On earth will be your dwelling place and your means of livelihood for a time.”[7:19-27].

5. The Quran does not view pregnancy and childbirth as Eve’s punishment for having eaten from the forbidden tree. It rather esteems pregnancy and childbirth as sufficient reasons for the love and respect due to mothers from their children. Allah says in the Quran: 

“And we have enjoined on every person to be good to his/her parents: in travail upon travail did his/her mother bear him/her, and in years twain was his/her weaning”[31:14].

 b. Duties And Responsibilities:

· Men and Women have the same religious and moral duties and responsibilities. The Quran says:

“If any do deeds of righteousness, be they male or female, and have faith, they will enter paradise and not the least injustice will be done to them”[4:124].

“Never will I suffer to be lost the work of any of you, be he male or female: you are members of one another”[3:195].

· According to Prophet Muhammad’s saying:

“Women are but twin-halves of men “  (shaqa’iq).

This hadith relates directly to the issue of gender equality: The male is worth one half and the female the other half. Can “one half” be better or bigger than the other half?

c. Criterion for “superiority”:


The Quran is quite clear about the claimed superiority or inferiority of any human. It says:

“O mankind! We created you from a single pair of a male and a female, and made you into nations and tribes, that you may know each other. Verily the most honored of you in the sight of Allah is one who is the most righteous of you. And Allah has full knowledge and is well acquainted with all things”[49:13].

Our having been created by the One and Only creator implies our basic equality before Him: He is just to all. Being a faithful creature, servant and worshiper of the One God is at the heart of one’s real spirituality and humanness.

Being created “from a male and a female”, referring to Adam and Eve means that all mankind belongs to the same family, with one common set of parents. Each component of the pair is as necessary and as important as the other one and hence is equal to him or her.

Nowhere does the Quran state that one gender is superior to the other. Some interpreters of the Quran mistakenly take the Arabic word “Quewamah” for superiority. But “Quewamah” means in fact “to take care of”, “to provide for”.

The Quran makes it clear that the sole basis for the superiority of any person is piety and righteousness, not gender, color or nationality.

II. The Social Aspect

What’s new Islam had brought to the social aspect of women’s life?

a. As a Daughter
1. The Quran ended the cruel pre-Islamic practice of female infanticide, “wa’d”:

In the Day of Judgment: “When the female infant buried alive is asked for what crime she was killed”[81:8-9].

2. The Quran went further and rebuked the unwelcoming attitude of some parents upon hearing the news of the birth of a baby girl, instead of a baby boy:

“When news is brought to one of them of  the birth of a female child, his face darkens and he is filled with inward grief!”[16:58-59].

3. Parents are duty bound to support and show kindness and justice to their daughters. The Prophet Muhammad said:

“Whosoever has a daughter and he does not bury her alive, does not insult her, and does not favor his son over her, God will enter him into Paradise”.

4. A crucial aspect in the upbringing of daughters that greatly influences their future is education.  Education is not only a right, but also a responsibility for all males and females. Prophet Muhammad said:

“Seeking knowledge is mandatory for every Muslim”. 

(Muslim here is inclusive of both males and females).

b. As a Mother
1. The Quran elevates kindness to parents to a status second only to the worship of Allah:

“Your Lord has decreed that you worship none but Him and that you be kind to both parents. Whether one or both of them attain old age in your life, say not to them a word of contempt nor repel them, but address them in terms of honor”[17:23].

“And we have enjoined on every human being (to be good) to his/her parents: in travail upon travail did his/her mother bear him/her and years twain was his/her weaning: hear the command show gratitude to Me and to your parents: to Me is your final destination”[31:14].

“Fear Allah, through whom you demand your mutual rights, and revere the wombs that bore you for Allah ever watches over you”[4:1].

2. Naturally, the Prophet specified this good behavior to his followers, rendering to mothers an unequaled status in human relationship.

A man came to the Prophet asking: “O Messenger of Allah, who among the people is the most worthy of my good companionship?”. The Prophet said: “Your mother”, the man asked: “Then, who is next”. The Prophet said: “Your mother”, the man asked: “Then, who is next”. The Prophet said: “Your mother”, the man further asked: “Then, who is next”. The Prophet said: “Your father”.

c. Towards Women in general
Prophet Muhammad taught kindness, care and respect towards all women, he said:

“I commend you to be kind to women”.

“It is the generous among  you  who is good to women and it is the wicked who insults them”.

d. As a Wife
Marriage:

1. Marriage in Islam is based on mutual peace, love and compassion. The Quran says:

“And among His signs is this, that We created for you mates from among yourselves that you may dwell in tranquility with them, and He has put love and mercy between your hearts: Verily in that are signs for those who reflect”[30:21].

2. The female has the right to accept or reject marriage proposals. Her consent is a prerequisite to the validity of the marital contract, according to the Prophet’s teaching. If a father gives his daughter into marriage without her consent, such marriage may be declared void if she so wishes. Ibn Abbas, a Companion, said that a girl came to the Messenger of God and she reported that her father had forced her to marry without her consent. The Messenger of God gave her the choice between accepting the marriage and invalidating it. The girl said: “Actually, I accept this marriage but I wanted to let women know that parents have no right to force a husband on them”. NB: The liberal atmosphere that allowed the girl to expose her case, publicly, and her comment upon the practice of some parents. She understood the dignifying status given to women by the new religion.

3. The woman is entitled to receive a marital gift, “Mahr” depending on the groom’s financial situation, which is to be included in the nuptial contract, and such ownership does not transfer to her father or husband.

4. The woman keeps her maiden name. She has separate identity from her husband’s. She keeps all her properties and enjoys full right to dispose of them.

5. In consideration of the physiological and psychological makeup of men and women, both have equal rights and claims on one another, except for one responsibility, that of Quewamah “maintenance”. Allah says in the Quran:

“And they (women) have rights similar to those of men over them, and men have a degree above them”[2:228].

Such degree is Quewamah “providing for, taking care of” as described in another verse [4:34]. This refers to that natural difference between the sexes that makes the man more suitable to “provide for” the woman, the only one capable of bearing children and bringing them into existence. It is important to fulfill all the needs, spiritual, intellectual and material of the woman so she can carry on this noble function. The Quran delineates another function for males to create a balance in human relations and to allow the continuation of human existence. This “degree” implies no superiority or advantage before the law. Yet, man’s role of maintenance in relation to his family does not mean the husband’s dictatorship over his wife. Islam emphasizes the importance of taking counsel and mutual agreement in family decisions. The Quran gives us an example:

“If they (husband and wife) desire to wean the child by mutual consent and after consultation, there is no blame on them…”[2:233].

The Quran recommends kind treatment and consideration to the wife. Even if a wife falls out of favor with her husband, or disinclination for her arises within him, the Quran states:

“Consort with them in kindness, for if you hate them it may happen that you hate a thing wherein God placed much good”[4:19].

The Prophet Muhammad said:

“The most perfect believers are the best in conduct and the best of you are those who are best to their wives. And I am the best of you to my wives”.
Should marital disputes arise, the Quran encourages couples to resolve them in a spirit of fairness and probity.

Divorce:
1. If husband and wife cannot resolve their problems in a spirit of fairness and probity and if mediation of the families of both spouses does not succeed neither, then divorce is permissible. Forms of marriage dissolution include enactment based upon mutual agreement, the husband’s initiative, the wife’s initiative (If part of her marital contract), the court’s decision on a wife’s initiative (If there is a cause), and the wife’s initiative, without a cause, provide that she returns her marital gift to the husband (Kul3 or divestiture).

2. Priority of the custody of young children is given to the mother. Later a child may choose the mother or the father as custodian. Custody questions are to be settled in a manner that balances the interests of both parents and the well-being of the child.

3. The woman divorcee is entitled to full support (nafaqua) during the waiting period, the nursing period and the child support period. She is also entitled to alimony from the ex-husband (mot3a).

Polygamy:
It is a very controversial issue in the West. The Quran allowed the continuation of polygamy long practiced by the Prophets of the Bible. The Quran regulated it and limited the number of co-wives to four. The condition of absolute fairness and equality in dealing with his wives is required from the husband. If he thinks that this condition is beyond his capacities, he should not marry more than on wife. The Quran says:

“But if you fear that you shall not be able to deal justly with them, then only one”[4:3].

But why God allowed such a practice? There is a general rule in Islamic law: “The lesser of two evils” is always to be chosen. There are always some special situations where polygamy is the lesser harm.

1. On the Individual Scale
a. If a wife is barren and the husband aspires to have children and heir, that man would have either to:

· Suffer the deprivation of fatherhood for life.

· Divorce his barren wife and get married to another woman.

In many cases, neither solution can be considered as the best alternative. Polygamy would have the advantage of preserving the marital relationship without depriving the man from fathering children of his own.

b. A man whose wife becomes chronically ill would have one of these possible alternatives:

· He may suppress his natural sexual needs for the rest of his life.

· He may divorce his chronically ill wife at a time when she needs his love and compassion most, and get married to another woman, thus legally satisfying his needs for a complete companionship.

· He could compromise by keeping his chronically ill wife and secretly have illegitimate relationships. 

Let us discuss these alternatives from the point of view of Islamic teaching:

The first solution is against human nature. Islam recognizes sex and sexual needs and provides legitimate means for their satisfaction. The second solution is clearly less compassionate. Furthermore, divorce is described by the Prophet as “the permitted thing most hateful to God”. The last solution is plainly against the Islamic teachings that forbid illicit sexual relationship in any form.

Islam being against illicit sexual relationships, hypocritical pretence of morality and against divorce, unless no better solution is available, provides for a better alternative that is consistent with human nature and with the preservation of pure and legitimate sex relationships. In a situation like this, it is doubtful that any solution would be better than polygamy, which is after all an optional solution.

2. On the Social Scale
Aside from natural cases where women outnumber men, devastating wars in the past and at present, have taken their toll mainly among men. The result is not only simply more women who cannot find husbands, but also even more widows who may aspire to a respectable family life. Polygamy can be a good solution to that problem. Unmarried women and widows are human beings. Unless their human needs are legitimately satisfied, the temptation is great for corruption and immorality. But aside from the moral question, these women are also exploited. They are used, as tools for men’s pleasure, yet have no guarantees, no rights or security, financial or emotional. Should they become pregnant, it is their burden alone. But even if such women are ready to pay the price for this personally, society suffers seriously from such situations. The increasing number of illegitimate children born today under conditions such as these provides a potential base for tomorrow’s criminals. Furthermore, it is inhuman, humiliating for those children to grow up without knowing who their fathers are and without enjoying a normal family life. A second wife legally married and treated kindly is better off than a mistress without any legal rights or security. The second wife is having exactly the same rights as the first one. The legitimate child of a polygamous father, born in the full light of the day, and who enjoys all the rights and privileges of a son or a daughter is far better than the unwanted illegitimate child.

Let us see the situation of the first wife when her husband decides to marry a second wife. We say marry and not kidnap, buy or seduce. She is free to accept or to refuse to be a second wife. (The first and the second wives have identical status):

· The first wife may be barren or chronically ill and see in polygamy a better solution than divorce.

· She may divorce him, unilaterally, if her nuptial contract gives her the right to do so (Ismah) or if it is included as a condition that her prospective husband shall practice monogamy. Should the husband violate this condition, his first wife would be entitled to seek divorce with all the financial rights connected to it.

· She can go to court and ask for divorce if the second marriage of her husband causes her damage of any kind: materially, physically or psychologically.

· She can seek Khul3 (divestiture), dissolution of the marriage if she does not like to continue life with that husband without the husband being guilty of any injustice or wrong doing. She only has to give back to the husband her marital gift.

N.B. Not all women think about polygamy the negative way the Western people and even the Oriental but Westernized women would think about it. It is a question of culture. The Muslims are not the only people to accept polygamy. Women who have polygamous husbands do not all suffer as Westerners may think. On the opposite, in some cultures and areas, women prefer polygamy and have no problems dealing with the co-wife (or co-wives) of the polygamous husband and his kids from the other wife. Some of them even like this part-time husband, the help the other co-wife or co-wives would give for raising the children, or just to have company.

3. Polygamy and not Polyandry, Why?
Anthropologically speaking, polyandry (a woman marrying several husbands) is quite rare. Its practice raise thorny problems related to the lineal identity of children and the laws of inheritance, both important issues in Islam. In polygamy, the lineal identities of children are not confused. They all have the same father and each of them know his or her mother. In the case of polyandry, however, only the mother is known for sure. The father could be any of the husbands of the same wife. In addition to lineal identity problems, polyandry raises problems related to inheritance law: For example, which of the children inherits or shares in the estate of a deceased “probable” father?

Moreover, a woman marrying four husbands would only increase the problem of surplus women, thus increasing the problems of other women to get a husband.

   e. Modesty and Social Interaction

1. Muslim men and women are free to dwell together in social life under some conditions related to the modest clothes and behavior they should observe in society. The chapter called “Surat-un-Nur” in the Quran describes these points:

“Say to the believing men that they should lower their gaze and guard their chastity; that will make for greater purity for them; Allah is well acquainted with all that they do. And say to the believing women that they should lower their gaze and guard their chastity; that they should not display their beauty and ornaments except what must ordinarily appear thereof; that they should draw their head cover over their neck slits (juyuub) and not displaying their beauty except to their husbands, fathers, husband’s fathers, their sons, their husband’s sons, their brothers or their brother’s sons, or their sisters’ sons, or their women or there slaves or male servants free from physical needs, or small children who have no sense of sex; and that they should not strike their feet in order to draw attention to their hidden ornaments. And O you believers! Turn all towards Allah that you may attain bliss”[24:30, 31].

In another verse, the Quran says:

“O Prophet, tell your wives and daughters and the believing women that they should cast their outer garments over their bodies (when outside) so that they should be known and not molested”[33:59].
Thus the Islamic dress is a sign of modesty that is necessary for the well being of the Muslim women.

The purpose of the Muslim woman’s dress is her protection. Quran is so concerned with protecting bodies and women’s reputations that any person who dares to accuse a woman of unchastity without bringing four witnesses is to be severely punished.

The Muslim woman’s dress is thus imposed by God and not by men. It is not the symbol of the submission of women to their husbands, or fathers, but it is the symbol of their submission to God who knows better what is good for them. Actually the dress of the Muslim woman does not play on nor exploit her feminine attractions. It emancipates her from her own desires and from the others, being men, fashion, society, etc… and further she is valued only for her spiritual, intellectual and human capacity. The Islamic modesty allows men and women to transcend their basic desires and to achieve the goal for which they are created: the khilafah, the trusteeship of God on earth.

2. Women at the Prophet’s time participated with men in acts of worship, such as prayers and pilgrimage, in every day life, in the market place, in the discussion of public issues, in political life and in battlefield: fighting, caring for the wounded, giving water and helping wherever she could. She is considered a full member of the society. A Muslim woman, Umm Hani, gave protection to one of the idolators. The Prophet approved of it and said:

“We give protection to whom Umm Hani has given protection”.

3. The general rule in social life is participation and collaboration of males and females in public affairs: the Quran says:

“The believers, men and women, are protectors one of another; they enjoin what is just and forbid what is evil; they observe regular prayers, practice regular charity and obey Allah and His apostle. On them will Allah pour His mercy: for Allah is exalted in power and wise”[9:7].

4. Women used to discuss with the Prophet the details of the new religion and especially what concerned them personally. We have presented the case of that young woman who wanted to show the others that parents have no right to impose a marriage upon their daughters.

5. The 58th chapter of the Quran is entitled “Almujadilah” or “the woman who is arguing”. Khawlah, a woman companion of the Prophet was having a case of suspended marriage, a practice of the pre-islamic era. Her husband had pronounced a statement that would free him from his responsibilities towards her without divorcing her. She kept arguing with the Prophet about her situation. The Quran intervened and said:

“Allah has heard and accepted the statement of the woman who argues with you (the Prophet) concerning her husband and carries her complaint to Allah, and Allah hears and sees all things…”[58:1].

      God was favorable to her and abolished this iniquitous old custom.

6. The wives of the Prophet were a source of learning for all Muslims, men and women. The Prophet used to say to his companions about Aicha, his own wife:

“Take your religion from her”.

 They used to come and ask her during the life of the Prophet and after his death. She narrated hundreds of the best-authenticated sayings of the Prophet, contributing thus to the preservation of the Sunnah. She also memorized the Quran and was an authority in interpreting it.

7. The Muslim women wanted to be learned in the new religion. One of them asked the Prophet:

“Oh, Messenger of God, men have monopoly of all what you say. Appoint for us a day on which you may teach us what God has taught you”.

He appointed a time and place for them separately and he used to go and teach them. But this did not mean that they should separate from men’s gatherings.

8. In the new Islamic community, after the death of the Prophet, the women continued to be as active and as well informed. A woman corrected the Khalif Umar when he wanted to limit the amount of the marital gift. Umar was pleased with her intervention and said:

“The woman is right and Umar is wrong”.

 All this was in public.

III. The Economical Aspect

1. The Right to Possess Personal Property
One aspect of the worldview of Islam is that everything in the skies and on earth belongs to Allah: The Quran says:

“To Allah belongs all that is in the heavens  and on earth”[2:284]

However, out of Allah’s mercy, he created mankind to be collectively His trustees on earth. The Quran says:

“And He (Allah) has subjected to you, as from Him, all that is in the heavens and on earth: behold, in that are signs indeed for those who reflect”[45:13].

It is the human family that is addressed in the above, and in other verses of the Quran. The human family with both genders enjoys this basic right to personal possession of property, as Allah’s trustee.

Islam decreed a right of which women were deprived before Islam: The right of independent ownership. Islam acknowledged the woman’s right to her money, real estate or properties. This right undergoes no change whether she is single or married. She retains her full properties. It is nowhere suggested in the Quran or the Sunnah that a woman is a minor because she is female. The Muslim woman keeps, all her life, her maiden name, an indication of her independent legal entity.

2. Financial Security
Financial security is assured for women in all stages of their lives, as a daughter, wife, mother, sister and sister in faith.

a. As a daughter: Her father is fully responsible of her until she can earn her sustenance or get married.

b. As a mother: Her husband should provide for all her needs. If he cannot, her son takes over the responsibilities of his father.

c. As a sister: If the father cannot meet his responsibilities, her brother replaces the father.

d. As a sister in faith: All the Muslim community is responsible for the women in need. Zakat (the obligatory Alms) is there to provide for them.

e. As a wife: She is entitled to full financial support during marriage, and during waiting period (Iddah) in case of divorce or widowhood. The divorcee is also entitled to alimony from her ex-husband. Her financial support does not depend on her own wealth but on the husband’s wealth.

3. Inheritance
Islam restored to the woman the right of inheritance, after having been herself an object of inheritance in some cultures. Her share is completely hers and no one can make any claim on it, including her father and her husband. The Quran says:

“Unto men (of the family) belongs a share of that parents and near kindred leave, and unto women a share of that what parents and near kindred leave, whether it be a little or much – a determined share”[4:7].

Her share in most cases is one-half the man’s share with no implication that she is worth half a man. The variation in inheritance rights is only consistent with the variations in financial responsibilities of man and woman according to the Islamic law. Man in Islam is fully responsible for the maintenance of his wife, his children, and in some cases of his needy relatives, especially females. This responsibility is neither waived nor reduced because of his wife’s wealth or because of her access to any personal income gained from work, rent, profit or any other legal means. She has no obligation to spend on her family. An examination of the inheritance law reveals not only justice but also an abundance of compassion for women.

4. Employment

Nothing in the Quran or the Sunnah prevents the Muslim woman from practicing a job or a profession needed by her society, for her own benefit and the benefit of the society. Surely raising her own kids must come on top of her priorities. There is a sacred rule in Islam saying: “No one should be wronged nor cause wrong to others”. There are professions which women would be morally obliged to perform because of the needs of the society, like: women’s teacher, women’s doctor, women’s nurse, etc…

After the death of the Prophet, when Umar Ibn Al Khattab was the Khalif, he nominated a woman “Alchiffa” as the supervisor of the town’s market. If a Muslim woman is able to carry out a job without causing or enduring any prejudice for her or for the society, she is entitled to have it.

IV. The Political Aspect

1.  Women, at the time of the Prophet, used to participate in the “Presidential elections”: The new converts had to give a pledge, personally, to the Prophet. Every one was responsible for the pledge she or he gave to the “President” they have chosen. No man could pledge on behalf of his daughter, wife, sister or mother, nor man could repudiate that pledge. This is true of any vow or pledge a woman makes.

A special chapter in the Quran called “Al-Mumtahana”, “The Tested Woman”, says:

“O Prophet, when believing women come to you to make a covenant with you that they will not associate in worship anything with God, nor steal, nor fornicate, nor kill their children, nor slander anyone, nor disobey you in any just matter, then make a covenant with them and pray God for the forgiveness of their sins. Indeed God is forgiving and most merciful”[60:12].

The young Muslim community grew in this way, thanks to the individuals who were choosing personally, the new leader, the Prophet Muhammad. This shows clearly the importance of women in the political life.

2.  Umm Salama, the wife of the Prophet, acted as his secretary of defense during the event of the truce of Hudaybeyah. The Muslims who were going to do the pilgrimage to Mekka were prevented by the pagans and the Prophet agreed to make a truce with them. But that truce did not seem acceptable to the Muslims. They stayed quiet but did not obey the Prophet’s orders. The Prophet told Umm Salama about that delicate situation and she suggested to him what to do. He carried on her suggestion and effectively he was obeyed.

3.  The Quran gives the story of the Queen of Sheeba celebrating both her political and religious practices. Although the verse [27:23] does point out that she was “a woman” ruling, this is nothing more than a statement quoted from one who had observed her. Beyond this identification of her as a woman, no distinction, restriction, addition, limitation or specification of her as a woman who leads is even mentioned. The Quran demonstrates that her judgment was better than the norm, and she independently demonstrated that better judgment. The Quran shows that her faith and her politics were of a high level. They indicate one who has knowledge, acts on it, and can therefore accept the truth. This demonstration of pure wisdom that is exhibited in the Quran by a woman can hopefully be exhibited by a man as well!

V. The Legal Aspect

1. It is true that the Quran has instructed the believers dealing in financial transactions to get two male witnesses or one male and two females [2:282]. The reason given in the same verse is “so that if one of them errs the other can remind her”. In the wording of this verse, both women are not called as witnesses. One woman is designated to “remind” the other: she acts as corroborator. Although the women are two, they each function differently. However, considering that women could be coerced in that society - and even in today’s societies - if one witness was female, she would be easy prey for some male who wanted to force her to disclaim her testimony. When there are two women, they can support one another, especially in view of the term chosen: if she “tudilla”, “goes astray”, “errs”, the other can “Tudhakkira” “reminds her”, or “recall her attention” to the terms of agreement. The single unit which comprises two women with distinct functions not only gives each woman significant individual worth, but also forms a united front against the others. Despite the social constraints, at the time of Revelation – inexperience and coercion of women – a woman was nevertheless considered a potential witness, with potential resources.

2. It is also true that the Quran in other situations accepts the testimony of a woman as equal to that of a man. In fact, the woman’s testimony can invalidate the man’s. If a man accuses his wife of unchastity, he is required by the Quran to solemnly swear five times as evidence of the wife’s guilt. If the wife denies and swears similarly five times, she is not considered guilty and the marriage is dissolved [24:6-9].

Conclusion

1. Islam, as we have seen, gave women an independent identity and declared that their moral and spiritual gains depended solely on their own performance. Like man, a woman’s failure or success rests on her own beliefs, attitude, behavior and conduct. She is a responsible being in her own rights and carries the burden of her moral and spiritual obligations. In the Quran, women are presented as the role model for believers as well as non-believers. In the chapter called “The Prohibition” Surat Al Tahreem, we read:

“God sets forth, for an example to the unbelievers, the wife of Noah and the wife of Lut: They were both married to two of our righteous servants, but they were disloyal to their husbands and they profited nothing before God on their account, but were told: Enter the Fire along with others that enter. And God sets forth, as an example to those who believe, the wife of Pharaoh. Behold, she said: O my Lord! Build for me, in nearness to you, a mansion in Paradise, and save me from Pharaoh and his doings, and save me from those who do wrong. And Mary, the daughter of Imran, who guarded her chastity. We breathed into her of Our Spirit and she testified to the truth of the Words of her Lord and of His Revelations and was one of the devout”[66:10-12].

2. Islam is a religion that had immensely improved the status of women and had granted them many rights that the modern world has recognized only in the 20th century. Islam has so much to offer today’s woman: dignity, respect and protection in all aspects and all stages of her life, in addition to the recognition, the balance and means for the fulfillment of all her spiritual, intellectual, physical and emotional needs.

E. Women in the Islamic World

I. Development of the Islamic Law

These are the main ideas that govern the status of women in the primary sources of Islam: The Quran, the Word of God revealed to the Prophet Muhammad and the Sunnah, the sayings and deeds of the Prophet. These sayings and deeds, when proven to be authentic and soundly transmitted directly from the Prophet to those who wrote them down and are examined through scientific procedures by the scholars, are what the Sunnah means.

These two sources of Islamic laws were interpreted and applied in socio-historical contexts by human beings.

The Quran is not a law book. It does however provide principles and guidelines, as we have seen, that were incorporated into Islamic law through selection and interpretation.

Using reason and influenced by diverse geographic locations and customs, early jurists developed a body of laws which, while somewhat uniform in their essentials reflected the differences of juristic reasoning and social customs of a patriarchal and a male dominated society. Islamic law is thus the product of divine laws as understood and interpreted by male religious scholars in the past and handed down to their successors who were using them as legal texts. These texts were given a sacrosanct character and believed to be the only sound interpretations of the primary sources. These interpretations reflect not only local customs but also a patriarchal mind, which is of the utmost importance for the issue concerning the status of women in Islam. Moreover, in practical life, these interpretations were understood and applied in a more patriarchal sense. This explains the gap between the real principles and the real situation of the majority of Muslim women.

The dynamic legal development of the Islamic law in the first three or four centuries after the Prophet came to be stifled. There were different factors: On top of them were the debates between the jurists about whether or not the door of “Ijtihad” (personal reasoning or interpretation) was closed on the basis that the elaboration of the law was essentially complete. Jurists were then encouraged to follow and imitate (taqlid) the established authoritative doctrines rather than practice “ijtihad” - new interpretation - which came even to be denied. Other factors contributing to stop the creative legal activity were the growing political fragmentation and decay, the assimilated customs contrary to the Quranic spirit, and finally the Mongols invasions of the thirteenth century which destroyed the cultural centers and the scholars of the eastern Muslim world, including mosques, universities and libraries, and killed hundreds of thousands of the region’s inhabitants. The response of the Muslim community amid this collapse was a withdrawal into conservatism and resistance to change. Unfortunately, many of the practices of the time, which had resulted from the acculturation of foreign customs and pre-Islamic traditions that were contrary to Quranic values, were already associated with religion, and thus were preserved. This conservative reaction, coupled with the claim that the “door to ijtihad” (new interpretation) had been closed in legal matters in favor of “taqlid” (imitation), resulted in the relative stagnation of the Muslim community and its jurisprudence. These sources of conservatism contributed to the rather static character of Muslim society and law in the medieval period, a situation that persisted up to the eighteenth century, when calls began for the revival, renewal, and reform of Islam, particularly the radical rejection of taqlid (imitation) in favor of (Ijtihad) new interpretation. This perspective gave rise to debates about the compatibility between Islam and modernity in the nineteenth century, culminating in further calls in the twentieth century for Islamic reform and the revival of the dynamism of Islamic law, with particular emphasis on modern social conditions, public interest, and focusing on the spirit, rather then the letter, of the law.

II. The Principles and the Practice


The Quran reformed Arabian patriarchal society but this society, as well as the larger community of all the new Muslim people, were not able to get rid of all their own patriarchal mentality, the universal mentality of the time. The new Muslim converts didn’t get enough education on the issue of women’s status to be ready to leave all the old ideas for the new ones on this subject.


Historically, women’s role in society was determined as much by social and economical factors as by religious prescriptions. Social customs, poverty and illiteracy often eroded or subverted Quranic intent. While Islamic law did provide the parameters for behavior regarding marriage, divorce and inheritance, the actual rules in practice – whether or not men took more than one wife, or whether divorce was common, or how modesty expressed itself in terms of women’s dress or participation in the work force – were the result of local conditions and social class, which often differed from urban to rural settings and from one country or region to another. Women in Africa and Southeast Asia were never as secluded nor covered as their sisters in Saudi Arabia or in the Indian subcontinent. Islamic laws that protected women’s right to inherit were often circumvented by families who sought to protect the property of the patriarchal family. Historically, the role of women in religious observances and education was similarly restricted. In the centuries after the death of the Prophet, men increasingly cited a variety of reasons, from moral degeneration in society to women’s tendency to be a source of temptation and social discord, to restrict both her presence in public life and in the mosque.


As in all the world’s major religious traditions in pre-modern societies and cultures, in Islam both the reassertion of tribal custom and historical interpretations and practices often undermined Quranic reforms and reaffirmed a male dominance that perpetuated the inequality of women.

III. Historical Interaction with Other Civilizations 

The status of women in Islam was profoundly influenced by the fact that the original Islamic life interacted with and was informed very rapidly by diverse cultures, all male dominated.


The rapid Arab conquests have put the Muslims in contact with other ways of living and thinking which were adopted quite easily. Among other customs, was the veiling of women and their seclusion, the denial of their rights, the negative attitudes towards women.  These were not parts of the Islamic teaching. They were acquired through history by way of assimilation of the very diverse civilizations existing in the countries conquered by the Arabs. Let us have a rapid look at the first Christian centuries, where the notion of women’s seclusion – architecturally realized as a building or area for women in the residence (gynoecia) guarded by eunuchs – together with veiling attitudes about the proper invisibility of women, became features of upper-class life in the Mediterranean Middle East, Iraq and Persia. Such attitudes and practices were found before the Christian era on the northern shores of the Mediterranean as on the southern shores. They seemed to represent a coalescence of similar attitudes and practices originating from within the various patriarchal cultures of the region: Mesopotamian, Persian, Hellenic, Judaic and Christian cultures, each contributed practices that both controlled and diminished women, and each also apparently borrowed the controlling and reductive practices of its neighbors. Nothing for example was borrowed from the very egalitarian ancient Egyptian society of the Middle Empire (2000 B.C.). Cultural exchanges seem to have led above all to the pooling and reinforcement of such ideas and to the triumphant endorsement throughout the region of a notion of a woman in which humanity was submerged and who was considered as being essentially and even exclusively biological, sexual and reproductive creature.


The Arabs in their early and rapid conquests encountered all these practices and ideas, and moreover, the people themselves who were living in these systems embraced Islam and became active members of the new communities. Obviously, and naturally, they didn’t change totally and the invaders and the invaded assimilated and their systems intermixed. The reality was stronger than the principles. The new and still man dominated civilization couldn’t go through all the changes and transformations brought by the Prophet Muhammad. The women’s status in these Muslim societies was not as good as the Quran wanted it to be. Surely, this issue was not the only one neglected or changed by the practice of the Muslim people. They neglected others.

IV. The Modernization of the Islamic World


With the beginning of the 19th century, the Muslim world was going through a process of modernization to meet the challenge of the European colonization and the impact of the West. At that time, modernization meant importing techniques and reforms in all areas of life: Education, urbanism, engineering, techniques, armament, science, economics and social life.

In Egypt, by the beginning of the 20th century, the Muslim family law and the status of women were on the agenda of the Islamist modernists, like Mohammed Abduh. Kassem Amin opened the door to the feminist movement and he was soon followed by the first feminist women: Malak Hifni, Nabawiya Mussa, Hoda Shaarawy, Cesa Nabarawy, Dorreyah Shafiq who demanded their Islamic rights. Women had a long way to go. Significant changes occurred in the lives of Muslim women. Influenced by the Western ideas and by Islamic and secular modernism, legal reforms, voting rights, educational and employment opportunities altered and broadened women’s role in society. In addition to being wives and mothers, women entered many areas of public life, ranging from politics to the professions.

V. Socio-Economic Changes and Women


Thus, universal education, open government employment, and family reforms were introduced by governments and implemented from the top down, rationalized and legitimated in the name of Islam, by using or manipulating Islamic principles and legal techniques. The power of authoritarian states and modernizing elites prevailed.


Yet, alongside these new reforms, continued to exist the traditional values of shame and honor. Saudi Arabia and some of the Gulf countries maintained segregation of the sexes, restrictions in education, employment and political participation. These differences are as much the product of political economy as of religion and culture. For men and women in the non-oil producing states, employment in the Gulf brought wide ranging changes: women were left at home as the primary parent while husbands labored in the gulf. Other women found employment opportunities that altered their role and family relationships. Those families in countries with both weak economies and rising expectations often found a two pay check family an attractive option, if not a financial necessity. At the same time, women in the Gulf have lived in societies where oil wealth and cheap foreign labor reinforced more traditional norms and values regarding a woman’s place in society and in the family.


Since the seventies, several new factors, internal and external, intensified and influenced the process of change. These include the dramatic economic fluctuations of the seventies and the eighties; the increase in labor migration; women’s participation in salaried work, state ideology and politics; feminists recommendations; the awareness of Western distaste for and criticism of Islamic family institutions; International pressure through agencies such as the United Nations, the Agency for International Development and the International Monetary Fund; the reality transforming the lives of Western women; a backlash against radical feminism in the West.


Those eager to incorporate women in development projects and to insure them an ability to earn a living, for example, tend to agree with the assessment of the U.N. and the World Bank that the domination of women is primarily conditioned by economical factors. They believe that all social relations of dependence and oppression take their origin exclusively in economic domination.


Certainly, the emphasis on universal education has made a great difference for women. At the turn of the 20th century, debates concerning women’s education centered on whether women should be educated at all. Today the tendency is to look at a woman’s education as a fulfillment of her Islamic duty. Modernization has produced an educated professional corps of women who are employed in various sectors of the Islamic societies.


Women’s education has increasingly become a sign of status in some circles. One illustration of this is that often educated women are receiving higher dowries. While a large number of urban women have received university training, almost half of them drop out of the job market when they get married.

VI. Foreign Influences on the Women Issue and the Islamist’s Reaction


Advocacy of Western values and norms in the Muslim countries in the first half of the 20th century became so pervasive that it fostered an atmosphere among ruling elites in various Muslim countries in which whatever pertained to the West was perceived as superior to its Islamic counterpart. For Europeans who sought to westernize the Arab world, the expectation was that Muslims should abandon their traditions and religious teachings in order to become modern. Muslim experience of European colonization has left a residue of resentment over attempts of the colonial bureaucrats and Christian missionaries to alter political, economical, criminal and family laws through pressure and direct legislation. Upon achieving independence, the various Arab governments instituted universal education and opened government employment to educated females. With the coming to power of socialist regimes in several Arab countries, the debates began to include Marxist authors who looked to the Soviet Union as the model to emulate. Efforts to thwart capitalist influence in the Arab world produced several studies that attempted to delineate the influence of colonization and of Western efforts to incorporate Muslim countries into the capitalist system, on the family and the role of women in society. The model of woman as worker was idealized with the overall ethos of participation in development. Children were to be cared for in nursery schools rather than at home. This model fostered a reaction in traditional Islamic circles and generated virulent Islamic rhetoric reaffirming traditional values.

Since the Islamic Resurgence in the seventies, Islamists have insisted that in contrast to the tendency to modernize society and Islam, equated with Westernization and Secularism the real task should be the Re-Islamization of the society. For Islamists, the primary threat of the West is cultural rather than political or economical. Cultural dependency robs one’s faith and identity and thus destroys Islam and the Islamic Ummah (community), far more effectively than political rule.

Women and the family are pivotal in the context and considered as the primary culture bearers, as the maintainers of the tradition, the last bastion against foreign penetration. The Muslim dress became not only a sign of modesty but also a symbol of the identity of Muslim society and the symbol for the defense of Islam.

There are diverse Islamist perspectives: Some continue to reassert traditional values and perspectives that promote the “macho myth” of the strong, aggressive, dominant male, the unquestioned head of the household and leader in society, and the weak, fragile, subservient female. Others have increasingly accepted the fact that education and employment are an inherent right of women and men.

Muslims increasingly challenge the assumption that the Western experience is the only legitimate analytical framework for assessing the role of women, or that the Western family must serve as the universal model. Many have decided that Western values are to be avoided at any cost. For them the West should allow for other cultures and traditions to be themselves and to develop according to their own values. For them Globalization does not mean Westernization.

VII. Women’s and Men’s Oppression


One of the themes that emerge from contemporary writing about Muslim women is that of woman as victim of the experience of oppression in developing countries. The oppression is not unique to the Muslim context but is a consequence of disempowerment and feelings of impotence. The condition of women serves to demonstrate the extremes of disempowerment. She is used to compensate for the socially oppressed man. She has become the projection of the inadequacy of the society, shackled with the burden of failure and weakness. Her inherent worth is devalued in relation to her physique, intellect, gender, productivity and status. At the same time, her role as a mother and as one who is ready to sacrifice is symbolically elevated. The Globalization is making things worst for women in poor countries.

VIII. Present Challenges for Muslims

At the dawn of the 21st century, the challenges of modernization and change in the Muslim world are part of everyday life. Significant progress has been made in both recognizing the need for reform and working toward it. The Muslim family law remains the major arena for Islamic reform, requiring Muslims to grapple with two major issues:

1. The relationship between tradition and change.

2. The means or methodology for reinterpretation and reform.

The task for the Muslim legislators is not easy, namely to provide an Islamic rationale for change, one clearly rooted in Islamic history. The importance of providing an Islamic methodology for Islamic reform is especially evident today because of the call of the Islamic renewal for more Islamically oriented societies, and because of the sense of personal and national identity in Islam. Muslims want continuity between tradition and modernization.

The majority of Muslim populations need a real Islamic reform in order to be accepted. But an Islamic reform does not mean going back to those laws that developed during the first centuries of Islam and reflected the society of those days, but an Islamic reform which has to be the product of reinterpretation of the Quranic precepts while at the same time recognizing and accommodating modern conditions.

Islamic history if correctly understood, offers a picture of a dynamic, changing, adaptive religious tradition. A fuller appreciation of the real as well as the idealized Islamic past can provide the understanding and means or methodology on which to base Islamic responses to the challenge of modernity as Muslims once more repeat the process of Islamization – to develop a society and to draw on all available data and practices, but to do so in light of Quranic principles and values.     
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