Rights of Women Within Islamic Countries
ized or compromised by "foreigners" like the Muslims. A
large number of Muslims living in England happen to be
L irutrurecxamincksdroits humaimdcsflmmes musulmancs
blue-collar workers who are devout religiously and highly
&m la tradition iskamiquc. Par m m p k , &m ks sociktks
conservative i n s o h as attitudes toward women are conmusulmancspatriarcaks, m3mc si k Qurirn snnbkprnchcr
cerned. This was the case when I was a student at the
rn f a m r h h m c s beaucoup dc scs doctrines ~ f i i n i t u s ~ University of Durham in England during the 1960s. At
that time neither the religious devotion of the Muslims
nor their attitude toward women caused much concern to
British society. But things changed radically and dramatiMost Muslim women who become human rights
cally after the publication of The Satanic Vmcs by Salman
advocates or activists,fie2 strongly that virtually all
Rushdie, in the fill of 1989. The intense reaction of the
Murlim societies discriminate against womenjfom
Muslims to this book which degraded, with a calculated
deliberateness,that which was most sacred to them in their
cradle to grave. This l e d many of them to become
religious tradition, caused grave alarm to the British who
deeply alienatedjfom M d i m culture.
began to see the Muslims in Britain as a threat to their
"secular democracy." One very effectiveway to get back at
the Muslims was to hit them where it would hurt the
sont utiliskescontrc ksfmmesplw souvent qu 'en kurfaveur.
most-by politicizingtheissue ofMuslim women. Images
Dam cet artarhck,
rauteurc ncpliqw qu 'm gknkral ksfmmes
of "poor, oppressed" Muslim women began to attract
sont la cibk dcsplusgrandrsviolations deJ droitshumaim qui
more and more publicity, not only in England but also in
suwiennent &m ks sociktk mwu[manes.
other western countrieswith sizable Muslim minorities, as
Muslims in general were denounced as anti-western, antiGiven the reservoir of negative images associated with
rational, anti-modern, and even anti-human.
Islam and Muslims in "the collective unconscious" of the
West, it is hardly surprising that, since the demise of the
Muslim women and human rights: the unarticulated
Soviet Empire, "the World of Islam" is being seen as the
new "enemy" which is perhaps even more incomprehenqm*
sible and intractable than the last one. The routine porSince the modern notion of human rights originated in
trayal of Islam as a religion spread by the sword and
a western, secular context, Muslims in general, but Muscharacterized by "Holy War," and of Muslims as barbalim women in particular, find themselves in a quandary
rous and backward, frenzied and fanatic, volatile and
when they initiate, or participate in, a discussion on
violent, has led, in recent times, to an alarming increase in
human rights whether in the West or in Muslim societies.
"Muslim-bashingn-verbal, physical, as well as psychoBased on their life experience, most Muslim women who
logical-in a number ofwestern countries. In the midst of
become human rights advocates or activists, feel strongly
so much hatred and aversion toward Islam and Muslims in
that virtually all Muslim societies discriminate against
general, the outpouring of so much sympathy, in and by
women from cradle to grave. This leads many of them to
the West, toward Muslim women appears, at a surface
becomedeeplyalienated from Muslim culture in a number
level, to be an amazing contradiction. For are Muslim
ofways. This sense of alienation ofientimes leads to anger
women also not adherents of Islam? And are Muslim
and bitterness toward the patriarchal structures and syswomen also not victims of "Muslim-bashing?"Few of us
tems
of thought which dominate most Muslim societies.
can forget the brutal burning of Turkish Muslim girls by
Muslim
women often find much support andsympathy in
German gangsters or the ruthless rape of Bosnian Muslim
the
West
so long as they are seen as rebels and deviants
women by Serbian soldiers. In what way, then, am I-a
within
the
world of Islam. But many of them begin to
Muslim woman-to interpret the "sympathynshown to
realize,
sooner
or later, that while they have serious diffiMuslim women by the popular rhetoric of the West?
culties
with
Muslim
culture, they are also not able to
As a Muslim woman who has lived for the greater part
identif)
with
Western,
secular culture. This realization
of her life in the West, I find it difficult to believe on the
leads
them
to
feel-at
least
for a time-isolated and alone.
basis of my lived experience, that there is much genuine
Much
attention
has
been
focused,
in the western media
concern for Muslim women in many western countries or
and
literature,
on
the
sorry
plight
of
Muslim women who
people. The concern which exists in a country with a large
are
"poor
and
oppressed"
in
visible
or tangible ways.
Muslim population-such as England-is that the culHardly
any
notice
has
been
taken,
however,
of the protural norms and values of British society not be jeopardCANADIAN WOMAN STUDIESlLES CAHIERS DE LA FEMME

found tragedy and trauma suffered by the self-aware
Muslim women of today who are struggling to maintain
their religious identity and personal autonomy in the face
of the intransigence of Muslim culture, on the one hand,
and the imperialism of western, secular culture, on the
other hand.

My perspective as a Muslim woman on the h u e of
human rights in the context of the Islamic tradition
Before stating my perspective as a Muslim woman on
the issue of human rights in the context of the Islamic

WhiG the Qur kn, because of its protective a t t i d
toward all oppressed classes ofpeoplr, appears to be
weighted in many ways in favour of women, many
of its women-rehzted teachings have been used in
Muslim societies against, rather than fir, women.
traditions, it would be useM-I believe-to clarifj.what
the term "the Islamic tradition" stands for. The Islamic
tradition-like other major religious traditions-does
not consist of, or derive from, a single source. Most
Muslims if questioned about its sources are likely to refer
to more than one of the following: The Qur'anor the Book
of Revelation which Muslims believe to be God's Word
transmitted through the Agency of Angel Gabriel to the
Prophet Muhammad; Sunnah or the practical traditions
of the Prophet Muhammad; Hadith or the oral sayings
attributed to the Prophet Muhammad; Fiqh (Jurisprudence) or M&ib
(Schools of Law); and the Shan"2b or
code of law which regulates the diverse aspects of a
Muslim's life. While these "sources" have contributed to
what is cumulatively referred to as "the Islamic tradition,"
they are not identical or considered to be of equal weight.
Of all the sources of the Islamic tradition, undoubtedly,
the most important is the Qur'an which is regarded by
Muslims in general, as the primary, and most authoritative, source of normative Islam.
Given the centrality of the Qur'an to the lives of the
majority of the more than one billion Muslims of the
world, the critical question which has been the subject of
my reflection for many years is: what, ifanything, does the
Quf an say about human rights? On the basis of my lived
experience as a Muslim as well as on the basis of my study
and research, I believe thai the Qur'an is the Magna Carta
of human rights and a large part of its concern is to free
human beings from the bondage of traditionalism, authoritarianism (religious,politid, economic,or anyother),
tribalism, racism, sexism, slavery, or anything else that
prohibits or inhibits human beings from actualizing the
Qur'anic vision of human destiny embodied in the classic
proclamation: "Towards Allah is thy limitn(Surah 53AnNajm:42).
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Righta of women: Qur'anic idcalm versus M&
Muslim men never tire of repeating that Islam has
given more rights to women than has any other religion.
Certainly, if by "Islam" is meant "Qur'anic Islam," the
rights that it has given to women are, indeed, impressive.
Not only do women partake of all the "general rights"
mentioned in the Qur'an, they are also the subject of
much particular concern. Underlying much of the
Qur'an's legislation on women-related issues is the recognition that women have been disadvantaged persons
in history to whom justice needs to be done by the
Muslim u m d (community). Unfortunately, however,
the cumulative (Jewish, Christian, Hellenistic, Bedouin,
and other) biases which existed in the Arab-Islamic culture of the early centuries of Islam infiltrated the Islamic
tradition, largely through the Hadith literature, and
undermined the intent of the Qur'an to liberate women
from the status of chattels or inferior creatures and make
them free and equal to men.
A review of Muslim history and culture brings to light
many areas in which- Qur'anic teaching notwithstanding-women continued to be subjected to diverse forms
of oppression and injustice, often in the name of Islamand what is farworse-in the name ofa just, merciful, and
compassionate God. While the Qur'an, because of its
~rotectiveattitude toward all downtrodden and oppressed
classes of people, appears to be weighted in many ways in
fivour of women, many of its women-related teachings
have been used in patriarchal Muslim societies again;,
rather than for, women. Muslim societies, in general,
appear to be far more concerned with trying to control
women's bodies and sexuality than with their human
rights. Many Muslims when they speak of human rights,
either do not speak ofwomen's rights at all (Jullundhri),
or are mainly concerned with how a woman's chastity may
be protected (Maududi). (They are apparently not very
worried about protecting men's chastity).
Women are the tatgets of the most serious violations of
human rights which occur in Muslim societies in general.
Muslims say with great pride that Islam abolished female
infanticide; true, but it must dso be mentioned that one
of the most common crimes in most Muslim countries
(e.g., in Pakistan) is the murder of women by their
husbands. These so-called "honour-killings" are, in fact,
extremely dishonourable and are frequently used to camouflage other kinds of crimes.
Female children are discriminated against from the
moment of birth, for it is customary in Muslim societies
to regard a son as a gift, and a daughter as a trial, from God.
Therefore, the birth of a son is an occasion for celebration
while the birth of a daughter calls for commiseration if not
lamentation. Many girls are married when they are still
minors, even though marriage in Islam is a contract and
presupposes that the contracting parties are both consenting adults. Even though so much Qur'anic legislation is

aimed at protecting the rights ofwomen in the context of
marriage,l women cannot daim equality with their husbands. The husband, in fict, is regarded as his wife's
gateway to haven or hell and the arbiter of her final
destiny. That such an idea can exist within the frvnework
of Islam-which, in theory, rejects the idea of there being
any intermediarybemcen abeliwer and God-represents
both a profound irony and a great tragedy.
Although the Qur'an presents the idea ofwhat we today
call a "no-faultn divorce and does not make any adverse
judgments about divorce (see Surah 2: AlBaqarah:23 l ,24 l), Muslim societies have made divorce

It is hardly surprising that until now the majority
of M u l i m women have accepted this situution
pmively, almost unuware of the extent to which
their human rights have been violated by their
male-dominated and male-centered societies.
extremely difficult for women, both legally and through
social penalties. Although the Qur'an statesclearly that the
divorced parents of a minor child must decide by mutual
consultation how the child is to be raised and that they
must not use the child to hurt or exploit each other (Surah
2: AI-Baqarah233), in most Muslim societies, women are
deprived both of their sons (generally at age swen) and
their daughters (generally at age 12). It is difficult to
imagine an act of greater cruelty than depriving a mother
of her children simply because she is divorced. Although
polygamy was intended by the Qur'an to be for the
protection of orphans and widows (Surah 4: An-Nisa'23), in practice Muslimshave made it the Sword ofDamodes
which keeps women under constant threat. Although the
Qur'an gave women the right to receive an inheritance not
only on the death of a dose relative, but also to receive
other bequests or gifts during the lifetime of a benwolent
caretaker, Muslim societies have disapproved greatly of
the idea of giving wealth to a woman in preference to a
man, wen when her need or circumstances warrant it.
Although the purpose of the Qur'anic legislation dealing
with women's dress and conduct (Surah 24: An-Nur:303 1;Surah 33: AI-Ahzab:59), was to make it safe for women
to go about their daily business (since they have the right
to engage in gainful activity as witnessed by Surah 4: AnNisaJ:32) without fear of sexual harassment or molestation, Muslim societies have put many ofthem behindveils
and shrouds and locked doors on the pretext ofprotecting
their chastity, forgetting that according to the Qur'an
(Surah 4: An-Nisa': 15), confinement to their homes was
not a normal way of life for chaste women but a punishment for "unchastity."
Despite the fict that women such as Khadijah and
'A'ishah (wives of the Prophet Muhammad) and Rabi'a alBasri (the outstanding woman Sufi) figure significantlyin

early Islam, the Islamic tradition has, by and large, remained rigidly patriarchal until the prcscnt time, prohibiting the growth ofscholarshipamong women particularly
in the realm of religious thought. This means that the
sources on which the Islamic tradition is mainly based
have been interpreted only be men who have arrogated to
themselves the task of defining the ontological, theological, sociological, and eschatological status of Muslim
women. It is hardly surprising that until now the majority
of Muslim women have accepted this situation passively,
almost unaware of the extent to which their human (also
Islamic, in an ideal sense) rights have been violated by their
male-dominated and male-centered societies. Kept for
centuries in physical, mental, andemotional bondage, and
deprived of the opportunity to actualize their human
potential, wen the exercise of analyzing their personal
experiences as Muslim women is, perhaps, overwhelming
for these women. (Here it needs to be mentioned that
while the rate ofliteracy is low in many Muslim countries,
the rate ofliteracyofMuslim women, especially those who
lives, is
live in rural areas where most of the -population
amongst the lowest in the world.)
Much of what has happened to Muslim women becomes comprehensible if one kceps one fict in mind:
Muslims, in general, consider it self-evident that women
are not equal to men, who are "above" women or have a
"degree of advantage" over them. There is hardly anything
in a Muslim woman's life that is not affected by this belief;
hence it is important, not only for theological reasons but
also for pragmatic ones, to subject it to rigorous scholarly
scrutiny and attempt to identify its roots.
The roots of the belief that men are superior to women
lie--in my judgment-in three theological assumptions:
(a) that God's primary creation is man, not woman, since
woman is beliwed to have been created from man's rib,
and is, therefore, derivative and secondary ontologically;
(b) that woman, not man, was the primary agent of what
is customarily referred to as "man's fill" or the expulsion
of man from the Garden of Eden, and hence "all daughters of Eve* are to be regarded with hatred, suspicion and
contempt; and (c) that woman was created not onlyfim
man, but alsofir man, which makes her existence merely
instrumental and not of hndamental importance.
I have been engaged since 1984 in doing research
which offers compelling proof on the basis of an analysis
of Qur'anic text and teaching, that the three assumptions
on which the superstructure of the idea of man's superiority to woman has been erected, not only in the Islamic,
but also in the Jewish and Christian, tradition, are unwarranted.
The myth that Eve was created from the rib ofAdam has
no basis whatwer in the Qur'an which, in the context of
human creation, speaks always in completely egalitarian
terms. In none of the 30 or so passages that describe the
creation of humanity (designated by generic terms such as
an-W, al-iman and al-bashar) by God in avariety ofways,
is there any statement which asserts or suggests that man
CANADIAN WOMAN STUDIESlLES CAHIERS DE LA FEMME

for their righteousnessis statedunambiguouslyin a number
was created prior to woman or that woman was created
of Qur'anic verses.4 Not only does the Qur'an make it
from man. If woman and man were created equal by
clear that man and woman stand absolutely equal in the
God-and this is dearly and unambiguously the teaching
sight of God, but also they are "embersnand "protectorsn
of the Qur'an-they cannot become unequal rssential~at
of each other. In other words, the Qur'an does not create
a subsequent time, since God is the ultimate arbiter of
a hierarchy in which men are placed above women, nor
value. This means that the inequality of women and men
does it pit men against women in an adversary relationin almost all Muslim (and many other) societiescannot be
ship. They are created as equal creatures of a universal,just
seen as having been willed by God, but must be seen as a
and merciful God whose pleasure it is that they live-in
perversion of God's intent in creation. All this notwithharmony and righteousness, together.
standing, the ordinary Muslim continues to believe, with
In spite of the Qur'anic affirmation of man-woman
ordinary Jews and Christians, that Adam was God's
equality, Muslim societies in general have never regarded
primary creation and that Eve was made from Adam's rib
men andwomen as
hence can never be
equal, particularly
equal to him.
in the context of
In the context of
marriage. Fatima
the "Fall" story, it
Mernissi's observaneeds to be pointed
tions on the posiout that the Qur'an
tion of a Muslim
provides no basis
woman in relation
whatever for assertto her family in
ing, suggesting or
modern Morocco
implying
that
apply, more or less,
Hawwa (Eve) havto Muslim culture
ing been tempted
generally:
by ash-Shaitan (the
Satan), in turn
One of the distempted and detinctive characceived Adam and
teristics of Musled to his expulsion
Street food vendor, Cairo, Egypt, 1985.
Photo: Aida Farrag Graff
lim sexuality is
from af-jannah (the
its territoriality, which reflects a specific division of
garden). Regardless of this, however, many Muslim comlabour and a specific conception of society and of
mentators have ascribed the primary responsibility for
man's "Falln to woman and have branded her as "the
power. The territoriality of Muslim sexuality sets
devil's gateway."2 Though no "Fallnoccurs in the Qur'anic
ranks, tasks and authority patterns. Spatially connarrative, as pointed out by Iqbal,3 and there is no
fined the woman was taken care of materially by the
doctrine of "original sin" in Islam, patriarchal Muslim
man who possessed her, in return for her total obediculture has used the Biblical myth to perpetuate the myth
ence and her sexual and reproductive services. The
of feminist evil particularly in order to control women's
whole system was organized so that the Muslim
sexuality which it associates, like St. Augustine, with
ummah was actually a society of male citizens who
"Mlenness."
possessed among other things the female half of the
The Qur'an, which does not discriminate against women
population Muslim men have always had more
in the context of creation of the "Falln story, does not
rights and privileges than Muslim women, including
support the view-held by many Muslims, Christians,
even the right to kill their women.. .The man imand Jews-that woman was created not onlyfiom man,
posed on the woman an artificiallynarrow existence,
but alsofirman. That God's creation as a whole is "for just
both physically and spiritually. (103)
endsn (Surah 15: Al-Hajr:85) and not "for idle sport"
(Surah 2 1:Al-Anbiya:16) is one of the major themes of the
Underlying the rejection in Muslim societiesof the idea
Qur'an. Humanity, fashioned "in the best of moulds"
of man-woman equality are the three deeply-rooted be(Surah 95: At-Tin:4) has been created in order to serve
liefs mentioned earlier, namely, that women are inferior to
God (Surah 51: M-Dhariyat:56). According to the
men in creation (having been created from a crooked rib)
Qur'an, service to God cannot be separated from service
and in righteousness (havinghelped ash-Shaitizn in defeatto humankind, or-in Islamic terms-believers in God
ing God's plan forAdam), and having been created mainly
must honour both Haquq AUah (rights of God) and
to be of use to men who are superior to them.
Haquq al-?bad (rights of creatures). Fulfillment of one's
Woman and man, created q u d by God and standing
duties to God and humanity constitutes the essence of
equal in the sight of God, have become very u n q d in
righteousness. That men and women are equally called
Muslim societies. The Qur'anic description of man and
upon by God to be righteous and will be equally rewarded
woman in marriage: "They are your garments / And you

...
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are their garments" ( S w h 2: Af-Baqarab:187) implies
closeness, mutuality, and quality. However, Muslim
culture has reduced many, if not most, women to the
position of puppets on a string, to slave-like creatures
whose only purpose in life is to cater to the needs and
pleasuresofmen. Not only this, it has also had the audacity
and the arrogance to deny women direct sacs to God. It
is one of Islam's cardinal beliefs that each person-man or
woman-is responsible and accountable for his or her
individual actions. How, then, can the husband become
the wife's gateway to haven or hell? How, then, can he
become the arbiter not only ofwhat happens to her in this
world but also of her ultimate destiny?Surely such questions must arise in the minds of Muslim women, but so far
they have not been asked aloud and my own feeling is that
not only Muslim men, but also Muslim women-with a
fewexception+a.re afraid to askquestions, the answers to
which are bound to threaten the existing balance of power
in the domain of family relationships in most Muslim
societies.
However, despite everything that has gone wrong with
the lives of countless Muslim women down the ages due
to patriarchal Muslim culture, I believe stronglythat there
is hope for the future. There are indications from across
the world of Islam that an increasing number of Muslims
ate beginning to reflect seriously upon the teachings of the
Qur'an as they become disenchanted with capitalism,
communism, and western democracy. As this reflection
deepens, it is likely to lead to the realization that the
supreme task entrusted to human beings by God, ofbeing
God's deputies on earth, can only be accomplished by
establishingjustice which the Qur'an regards as a prerequisite for authentic peace. Without the elimination of the
inequities, inequalities, and injustices that pervade the
personal and collective lives of human beings, it is not
possible to talk about peace in Qur'anic terms. Here, it is
of importance to note that there is more Qur'anic legislation pertaining to the establishment of justice in the
context of family relationships than on any other subject.
This point to the assumption implicit in much Qur'anic
legislation, namely, that ifhuman beings can learn to order
their homes justly so that the human rights ofall within its
jurisdiction --children, women and men-are safeguarded, then they can also order their society and the
world at large, justly. In other words, the Quian regards
the home as a microcosm of the ummah and the world
community, and emphasizes the importance of making it
"the abode of peace" through just living.
A longer vmion of this artich will be published in a book
entitkd, Religious Human Rights in Global Perspective I:
Religious Perspectives, John Wtte, Jr. andJohan van drr
VF, e& (DordrcchdBoston: Martinus Nijhofl1995).
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l ~ o instance,
r
see The Qurkn, Surah 4: An-Nisa:.rl,l9;
Surah 24: An-Nur:33; Surah 2: Al-Baqarah: 187; Surah 9:
At-Tawbah71; Surah 7: AI-A>aJ189; Surah 30: ArRum:2 1.
2 ~ h iexpression
s
comes from Termllian (A.D. 160-225),a
Church Father from North Africa who wrote: "And do
you not know that you are (each) an Eve?The sentence of
God on this sar of yours lives in this age: the guilt must of
necessity live too. You are the devil's gateway you are the
u n d e r of that (forbidden) tree: you are the first deserter
of the divine law, you are she who persuaded him whom
the devil was not valiant enough at attack. You destroyed
so easily God's image, man. O n account of your desertthat is, death-even the Son of God had to die." (De mlte
jbainarum 1.1 cited in BiblicalAfirmations of Women by
Lconard Swidler (Philadelphia: The Westminster Press,
1979): 34 1.
3 ~ h Reconstruction
e
ofRrligious Thought in Islam, Iqbal
says: "Qur'anic legend of the Fall has nothing to do with
the first appearance of man on this planet. Its purpose is
rather to indicate man's rise from a primitive state of
instinctive appetite to the conscious possession of a free
self, capable of doubt and disobedience. The Fall does not
mean any moral depravity; it is man's transition from
simple consciousness, a kind ofwaking from the dream of
nature with a throb of personal causality in one's own
being. Nor does the Qur'an regard the earth as a t o m hall where an elementallywicked humanity is imprisoned
for an original act of sin. Man's first act of disobedience
was also his first act of free choice; and that is why
according to Qur'anic narration, Adam's first transgression was forgiven (85)
4 ~ o instance,
r
see The Q u r h , Surah 3: Af-'lmran:195;
Surah 4: An-Nisa !124; Surah 9: At- Tawbah:7 1-72; Surah
16: An-Nahl:97; Surah 23: AI-Ahzab:35.
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