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efore I address the issue of the human rights of women within Islamic communities, I consider it necessary to reflect on two areas
of concern which have—in my judgment—a critical bearing on the
human rights debates in the present-day Muslim world. The first area of
concern relates to some widely-held assumptions regarding human
rights and to the secular nature of the human rights discourse which has
developed within the framework of the United Nations. The second area
of concern relates to the perception of Islam and Muslims, in and by the
West, and the image of Muslim women which has become prevalent in
Western societies.

B

Some Assumptions About "Human Rights"
In the contemporary world, the term "human rights" has become a
fad, and it is often used rather glibly. Underlying this usage is the assumption that everyone knows what "human rights" are and from
whence they came. Another widespread assumption is that human beings do, in fact, possess "human rights." If the latter assumption were
valid, that is, if "human rights" were a universal human possession, there
would not be significant numbers of persons in virtually every society in
the world struggling, either openly or surreptitiously, to secure their
"human rights."
It may be argued, on a philosophical plane, that "human rights" do
exist, though they are not exercised by all or even most human beings.
This argument leads, however, to the question: If "human rights" exist
though they are not being exercised by all or most human beings (many
of whom would be astonished to know that they had arty such "rights"),
then in what sense do these "human rights" exist? It is an historical fact
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that "human rights" have never been, nor are they now, the universal
possession of humankind, although the United Nations adopted the International Bill of Human Rights containing the Universal Declaration of
Human Rights in 1948.
it may also be argued that, though all or most human beings do not
exercise their "human rights," these rights remain intact since human
beings can exercise them whenever they choose to do so, because these
rights are universally recognized and enforceable by courts of law. In answer to this argument (besides remembering the words of Shakespeare
regarding the delays of justice), I would like to cite the words of an eminent Muslim jurist:
It would be pointless to detail the progressive erosion of human
rights in so many contemporary constitutions around the world.
Against the rising tide of governmental interference and despotism, they are proving like dikes of straw. Under the guise of creating a "welfare state" or" an egalitarian society," most rights
have been deprived of all meaning or significance. In some parts
of the world they are directly suspendable and often remain suspended. In states that claim socialist objectives, many of these
rights are deprived of enforceability through independent courts;
in some constitutions they have been made subject to so many
constitutionally authorized inroads as to become devoid of all reality. Even in countries where they do not suffer from any of the
above limitations, judicial interpretation has, in deference to the
idea of State activism and the welfare of the people, severely
limited their scope. Perhaps never before has man enjoyed so
great a capacity for good and for bad as today; yet never before
has an individual felt, as now, so helpless in confrontation with
the power and weight of faceless governmental agencies. Power
like wealth accrues in the hands of those who wield it. The constitutional limitations of the free world appear to provide little
safeguard or guarantee against the continuation of this trend?

The Universal Declaration of Human Rights. Though the Universal
Declaration of Human Rights is called "universal," it "was articulated
along the lines of historical trends of the Western world during the last
three centuries, and a certain philosophical anthropology of individualistic humanism which helped justify them."2 The Declaration simply as-

K.M. Ishaque, "Islamic Law —its Ideals and Principles," in A. Gauher, ed., The Challenge of Islam (London, 1980), 57.
2 Raimundo Panikkar, "Is the Notion of Human Rights a Western Concept?" Break-

through 31 (Spring, 1989).
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sumed a universal human nature common to all the peoples, the dignity
of the individual, and a democratic social order.3
In the decades since the Declaration, the term "human rights" has become an integral part of both political and popular discourse, particularly
amongst Western, and Western-educated, persons. Until very recently
most of this discourse has been largely in secular terms. In fact, it is frequently assumed, and stated, by many advocates of human rights, in
both Western and non-Western (including many Muslim) countries, that
human rights can exist only within a secular context and not within the
framework of religion.
Underlying the stance that the concept of human rights is fundamentally secular, and, therefore, outside of, and even antithetical to, the
worldview of religion, is—of course—a certain view of religion in general, or of particular religions. In Muslim countries such as Pakistan, for
instance, it is often remarked by secular-minded proponents of human
rights that it is not meaningful to talk about human rights in Islam because as a religious tradition, Islam has supported values and structures
which are incompatible with the assumptions which underlie the Universal Declaration of Human Rights.
What needs to be pointed out to those who uphold the Universal
Declaration of Human Rights to be the highest or sole model of a charter
of equality and liberty for all human beings is that given the Western origin and orientation of this Declaration, the "universality" of the assumptions on which it is based is—at the very least—problematic and subject
to questioning. Furthermore, the alleged incompatibility between the
concept of human rights and religion in general, or particular religions
such as Islam, needs to be examined in an unbiased way.
A Popular Muslim Reaction. Muslims, reacting to the charge tha t
human rights can only exist within a "Western" and/or "secular" society,
are apt to make statements such as the following by A.K. Brohi, a legal
scholar and philosopher who served as a Federal Minister in the Pakistan
government:
There is a fundamental difference in the perspectives from which
Islam and the West each view the matter of human rights. The
Western perspective may by and large be called anthropocentric
in the sense that man is regarded as constituting the measure of
everything since he is the starting point of all thinking and action. The perspective of Islam on the other hand is theocentricGod-conscious. Here the Absolute is paramount, and man exists
only to serve his Maker, the Supreme Power and Presence which
3

ibid.
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alone sustains his moral, material and spiritual make-up, secures
the realisation of his aspirations and makes possible his transcendence. . . [In the West] the rights of man are seen in a setting
which has no reference to his relationship with God, but are posited as his inalienable birthright. The student of growth of Western civilization and culture notices throughout that the emphasis
is on human rights within an "anthropocentric" perspective of
human destiny. Each time the assertion of human rights is made
it is done only to secure their recognition from some secular
authority such as the state itself or its ruling power. In marked
contrast to this approach the strategy of Islam is to emphasize the
supreme importance of our respect for human rights and fundamental freedom as an aspect of the quality of religious consciousness that it claims to foster in the heart, mind and soul of
its followers. The perspective is "theocentric" through and
through. . . . It seems at first sight, therefore, that there are no
human rights or freedoms admissible to man in the sense in
which modern man's thought, belief and practice understand
them; in essence, the believer has only obligations or duties to
God since he is called upon to obey the Divine Law, and such
human rights as he is made to acknowledge stem from his primary duty to obey God. Yet paradoxically, in these duties lie all
the rights and freedoms. Man acknowledges the rights of his fellow men because there is a duty imposed on him by the religious
law to obey God and the Prophet and those who are constituted
as authority to conduct the affairs of state. In everything that a
believer does his primary nexus is with his Maker, and it is
through Him that he acknowledges his relationship with the rest
of his fellowmen as even with the rest of creation. In the words of
the Qur'an, "Man has been created only to serve God."4

While Brohi is correct in saying that the perspective of Islam is Godcentered, his generalization that the Western perspective is "anthropocentric" needs to be seriously qualified. The viewpoint of many Christians and Jews who form a significant component of the Western world
is, in fact, similar to that of Brohi. For instance, writing on The JudeoChristian Heritage and Human Rights, Carl F.H. Henry, a Protestant theologian and founding editor of Christianity Today, states:
Though it may at first seem astonishing to the contemporary
mind, Jewish law, as Haim Cohn remarks, embraces no concept
of human rights in the modern sense. The Bible stresses "not
rights but duties—and these were essentially duties to God,"
4 A.K. Brohi, "Islam and Human Rights," in Gauher, ed., The Challenge of Islam, 179-181.
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Louis Henkin reminds us, "although fellowman was the beneficiary of many of them". . . The Bible has a doctrine of divinely
imposed duties; what moderns call human rights are the contingent flipside of those duties. . . . To be sure, many biblical duties—if not all—imply a corresponding enforceable right. The
divine prohibition of theft or of removal of a landmark implies
an unstated right to property and possession.5

Henry goes on to make a comparison between the Biblical approach
to human rights and the Universal Declaration of Human Rights—a
comparison which would be echoed by many Muslims including Brohi.
Henry writes:
The Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948) presents a
panorama of human rights while it says very little about human
duties and nothing at all about duties to God. Only Article 29,
which limits the exercise of rights by reciprocal rights and a regard for morality, public order and general welfare, refers to
human duty, and even here the context is anthropological. Although the stipulated rights are considered the generally acknowledged norms of modern civilization, none is legally
enforceable since the Declaration wholly ignores the subject of
ultimate source and sanction of rights and does not even obligate
states to enact the stipulated rights. The Bible, by contrast, has no
notion of publicly unobligated individuals who are beneficiaries
of rights—claims, or of ultimate rights formulated and conferred
by earthly institutions, let alone of civil government existing only
as a humanly devised option. "Do unto others," said Jesus, "as
you would that they do unto you" (Matthew 7:146

The fact that the Universal Declaration of Human Rights does not acknowledge religion as a source of human rights points to what I consider
a critical flaw in the orientation of the United Nations. It is understandable why in 1948, against the backdrop of massive human conflicts, the
United Nations would want to distance itself from any sort of identification with religion which has, historically, contributed significantly to
much divisiveness and strife in the world. However, it is much less understandable how the United Nations could become so trapped in its
secular discourse that it would persist in its refusal to deal with the fact
5 Carl F.H. Henry, "The Judeo-Christian Heritage and Human Rights," in Carl H. Esbeck, ed., Religious Beliefs, Human Rights and the Moral Foundations of Western Democracy
(Columbia, MS, 1986), 29-30, quoting Haim Cohn, Human Rights in Jewish Law (New York,
1984), 17ff. and Louis Henkin, The Rights of Man Today (Boulder, CO, 1978), 1.
6 Henry, "The Judeo-Christian Heritage and Human Rights," 30.
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that for millions of human beings whose lives are rooted in belief rather
than unbelief, human rights become meaningful only when they are
placed within the framework of their belief-system.
The United Nations may well be coming to that realization. In the
document produced at the conclusion of the United Nations International
Conference on Population and Development, held in Cairo in September
1994, "religion, ethics, and culture" were considered to be factors which
are relevant in population planning and development. This recognition
of the place of religion marks a shift, which is radical enough to be called
a paradigm shift, in the orientation of the United Nations. This shift away
from a wholly secular mindset is likely to make the United Nations much
more effective in reaching out to masses of people in many parts of the
world.
While it is necessary, in my opinion, to recognize the importance of
religion as a major, if not the primary, source of human rights for a large
number of human beings, including the majority of Muslims, in the
world, I have great difficulty in accepting as valid or normative Brohi's
statement that "Man acknowledges the rights of his fellow men because
this is a duty imposed on him by the religious law to obey God and the
Prophet and those who are constituted as authority to conduct the affairs
of state." Certainly, modern Islam's most outstanding thinker, Muhammad Iqbal, who spent his whole life teaching Muslims how to develop
their selfhood and who believed that "art, religion and ethics must be
judged from the standpoint of personality,"7 would have challenged the
idea that the highest human morality consisted either in obedience to a
law which was externally imposed or in doing one's duty to one's fellow
beings only from a sense of religious constraint. In Iqbal's own words,
"There are many who love God and wander in the wilderness; I will follow the one who loves the persons made by God."8
For hundreds of years now, Muslims have been taught that they were
created to serve God by obeying those in authority over them and by enduring with patience whatever God willed for them. For hundreds of
years, Muslim masses have patiently endured the grinding poverty and
oppression imposed on them by those in authority. Not to be enslaved by
foreign invaders whose every attempt to subjugate them was met with
resistance, Muslim masses were enslaved by Muslims in the name of God
and the Prophet, made to believe that they had no rights, only responsibilities; that God was the God of Retribution, not of Love; that Islam was
an ethic of suffering, not of joyous living; that they were determined by
7 Muhammad Iqbal, quoted by R.A. Nicholson, The Secrets of the Self, translation of Asrar-e- Khudi (Farsi) (Lahore, 1964), xxii.
8 Muhammad Iqbal, Bang-e- Dara (Urdu) (Lahore, 1962), 151.
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"Qismat" or Fate, not masters of their own fate. The heroic spirit of Muslim thinkers such as Syed Ahmad Khan and Iqbal, who were born in India in the last century—products not only of a pluralistic society but also
of an East-West synthesis—brought about a Renaissance in the Muslim
world and liberated Muslims from the multi-faceted bondage of colonialism. Their work, however, was not completed, since the traditionalism
which has been eating away at the heart of Islam for several centuries
continues to hold sway over most of the Muslim world. What we are
witnessing today in the Muslim world is of extreme interest and importance, for we are living in an age of both revolutions and involutions, of
both progression and retrogression, of both great light and great darkness. It is imperative for Muslims that they rethink their position on all
vital issues, since we can no longer afford the luxury of consoling ourselves for our present miseries and misfortunes by an uncritical adulation
of a romanticized past. History has brought us to a point where rhetoric
will not rescue us from reality and where the discrepancies between Islamic theory and Muslim practice will have to be accounted for.
Having drawn attention to aspects of the on-going debate on human
rights in the contemporary world which seem to me to be highly relevant
in understanding the issue of human rights in the context of the Muslim
world, I turn to my second area of concern which relates to the way Islam
and Muslims are perceived in the West. This perception along with the
way in which Muslim women are commonly portrayed in Western societies, also plays—I believe—a crucial role in the evolving discussion on
human rights in many Muslim communities throughout the world.
Western Perceptions of Islam (and of Muslim Women)
Since the 1970s, there has been a growing interest in the West in Islam
and Muslims. Much of this interest has been focussed, however, on a few
subjects such as Islamic Revival, Islamic Fundamentalism, The Salman
Rushdie Affair, and Women in Islam, rather than on understanding the
complexity and diversity of the World of Islam. Not only the choice of
subjects, but also the manner in which these subjects have generally been
portrayed by Western media or popular literature calls into question the
motivation which underlies the selective Western interest in Islam and
Muslims. It is difficult to see this interest as being positively motivated
given the widespread negative stereotyping of Islam and Muslims in the
West.
Though there are a number of Americans who had not paid any serious attention to Islam or Muslims until the Arab oil embargo of 1973 or
the Iranian Revolution of 1979, propaganda against Islam and Muslims is
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nothing new in the West. It is as old as the first chapter of Islamic history,
when the new faith began to move into territories largely occupied by
Christians. Dante, the great poet of medieval Christianity, perceived the
Prophet of Islam as the divider of the world of Christendom and assigned him to all but the lowest level of hell for his grievous "sin." St.
Thomas Aquinas, the most outstanding Scholastic philosopher who
owed such profound debt to the thinkers of Muslim Spain, described Islam as nothing but a construct to accommodate the lust of Muhammad.9
What far-reaching shadows were cast upon the future by powerful
Christian voices such as those of Dante and Aquinas can be glimpsed
from Thomas Carlyle's historic lecture on "The Hero as Prophet. Mahornet: Islam" in the series entitled On Heroes, Hero-Worship and The Heroic in History. Writing in the mid-nineteenth century, Carlyle urged his
fellow Christians to dismiss "our current hypothesis about Mahomet, that
he was a scheming Imposter, a Falsehood Incarnate, that his religion is a
mere quackery and fatuity.'ilo
Given the reservoir of negative images associated with Islam and
Muslims in "the Collective Unconscious" of the West, it is hardly surprising that, since the demise of the Soviet Empire, "the World of Islam"
Is being seen as the new "Enemy" which is perhaps even more incomprehensible and intractable than the last one. The routine portrayal of Islam as a religion spread by the sword and characterized by "Holy War,"
and of Muslims as barbarous and backward, frenzied and fanatic, volatile
and violent, has led, in recent times, to an alarming increase in "Muslimbashing"—verbal, physical, and psychological—in a number of Western
countries.
In the midst of so much hatred and aversion toward Islam and Muslims in general, the outpouring of so much sympathy, in and by the West,
toward Muslim women appears, at a surface level, to be an amazing
contradiction. Are Muslim women also not adherents of Islam? Are
Muslim women also not victims of "Muslim-bashing"? Few of us can
forget the brutal burning of Turkish Muslim girls by German gangsters
or the ruthless rape of Bosnian Muslim women by Serbian soldiers. In
what way, then, am I—a Muslim woman—to interpret the "sympathy"
shown to Muslim women by the popular rhetoric of the West?
As a Muslim woman who has lived for the greater part of her life in
the West, I find it difficult to believe on the basis of my experience, that
9 Quoted by E.W. Femea in "Roles of Women in Islam: Past and Present" (unpublished
paper presented at The Taiziyeh Conference held at Hartford Seminary, Connecticut, May 2,
1988).
10 Thomas Carlyle, "The Hero as Prophet. Mahornet: Islam," in id., On Heroes, HeroWorship and the Heroic in History (New York, 1903), 43 (emphasis added).
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there is much genuine concern for Muslim women in many Western
countries or peoples. The concern which exists in a country with a large
Muslim population—such as England—is that the cultural norms and
values of British society not be jeopardized or compromised by
"foreigners" like the Muslims. A large number of Muslims living in England happen to be blue-collar workers who are devout religiously and
highly conservative insofar as attitudes toward women are concerned.
This was the case when I was a student at the 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 dramatically after the
publication of The Satanic Verses by Salman. Rushdie, in the fall of 1989.
The intense reaction of the Muslims to this book which degraded, with a
calculated deliberateness, that which was most sacred to them in their
religious tradition, caused grave alarm to the British who began to see the
Muslims in Britain as a threat to their "secular democracy."11 One very
effective way to get back at the Muslims was to hit them where it would
hurt the most—by politicizing the issue of Muslim women. Images of
"poor, oppressed" Muslim women began to attract more and more publicity, not only in England but also in other Western countries with sizeable Muslim minorities, as Muslims generally were denounced as antiWestern, anti-rational, anti-modern, even anti-human.
The Qur'an and Human Rights
Since the modern notion of human rights originated in a Western,
secular context, Muslims in general, but Muslim women in particular,
find themselves in a quandary when they initiate, or participate in, a discussion on human rights whether in the West or in Muslim societies.
Based on their life experience, most Muslim women who become human
rights advocates or activists feel strongly that virtually all Muslim socie11 At a conference on the theme of "Religious Fundamentalism and Western Secular
Democracy," sponsored by the Anglo-American Ditchley Foundation and held at Oxfordshire in England, in Spring 1991, Sir Geoffrey Howe, who was the former deputy Prime Minister of England, said that Muslims in Britain had become a threat to the "secular"
"democratic" values of British society. He cited two major examples to illustrate his contention—the way in which Muslims behaved with regard to Salman Rushdie, and the way Muslim women were treated by the Muslim community. A Member of Parliament from a district
in London which has a large Muslim population cited many cases of the maltreatment of
Muslim women mainly by their families, but when I offered to make some suggestions as to
how the situation of Muslim women in England could be improved, he was not at all interested in hearing these suggestions. It became obvious that he was interested in quoting the
statistics of how many Muslim women were being maltreated and not in finding ways to
help Muslim women change their conditions of life.
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ties discriminate against women from cradle to grave. This leads many of
them to become deeply alienated from Muslim culture in a number of
ways. This sense of alienation often times leads to anger and bitterness
toward the patriarchal structures and systems of thought which dominate most Muslim societies. Muslim women often find much support and
sympathy in the West so long as they are seen as rebels and deviants
within the world of Islam. But many of them begin to realize, sooner or
later, that while they have serious difficulties with Muslim culture, they
are also not able to identify with Western, secular culture. This realization leads them to feel—at least for a time—isolated and alone. Much attention has been focussed, in the Western media and literature, on the
sorry plight of Muslim women who are "poor and oppressed" in visible
or tangible ways. Hardly any notice has been taken, however, of the profound 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 both the imperialism of Western, secular
culture and the intransigence of Islamic traditional culture.
We need to clarify the term "the Islamic tradition." 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'an or 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; Figh (Jurisprudence) or Madahib
(Schools of Law); and the Shari' a 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, if anything,
does the Qur'an say about human rights? On the basis of my research
and reflection, as well as my deepest faith, I believe that the Qur'an is the
Magna Carta of human rights and that a large part of its concern is to free
human beings from the bondage of traditionalism, authoritarianism
(religious, political, economic, or any other), tribalism, racism, sexism,
slavery or anything else that prohibits or inhibits human beings from

371
actualizing the Qur'anic vision of human destiny embodied in the classic
proclamation: Towards Allah is thy limit.12
In this section, I offer an account of the Qur'an's affirmation of fundamental rights which all human beings ought to possess because they
are so deeply rooted in our humanness that their denial or violation is
tantamount to a negation or degradation of that which makes us human.
From the perspective of the Qur'an, these rights came into existence
when we did; they were created, as we were, by God in order that our
human potential could be actualized. These rights not only provide us
with an opportunity to develop all our inner resources, but they also hold
before us a vision of what God would like us to be: what God wants us to
strive for and live for and die for. Rights created or given by God cannot
be abolished by any temporal ruler or human agency. Eternal and immutable, they ought to be exercised since everything that God does is for
"a just purpose."13
Right to Life. The Qur'an upholds the sanctity and absolute value of
human life and states in Surah 6: Al-An'am: 151:
do not take any human being's life—(the life) which God has dedared to be sacred—otherwise than in (the pursuit of) justice:
this has He enjoined upon you so that you might use your reason.14

In Surah 5: Al-Ma'idah: 32, the Qur'an points out that, in essence, the life
of each individual is comparable to that of an entire community and,
therefore, should be treated with the utmost care: "We ordained for the
Children of Israel that if anyone slew a person unless it be for murder or
for spreading mischief in the land it would be as if he slew the whole
people: And if any one saved a life, it would be as if he saved the life of
the whole people."15
Right to Respect. In Surah 17: A1-isra':70, the Qur'an says: "Now, indeed, We have conferred dignity on the children of Adam.."16 Human
beings are deemed worthy of esteem because of all creation they alone
chose to accept the "trust" of freedom of the will (Surah 33: At-Ahzab: 72).
Human beings can exercise freedom of the will because they possess the
rational faculty, which is what distinguishes them from all other crea12 Reference here is to Surah 53: An-Najm: 42; the translation is by Muhammad Iqbal,
The Reconstruction of Religious Thought in Islam (Lahore, 1971), 57.
13 Reference here is to, Surah 15: Al-flijr: 85; Surah 16: An-Nahl: 3; Surah 44: Ad-Dukhan:
39; Surah 45: Al-Jathiyah: 22; Surah 46: Al-Ahgal: 3.
14 Translation by Muhammad Asad, The Message of the Qur'an (Gibraltar, 1980), 188.
15 Translation by 'Abdullah Yusue Ali, The Holy Qur'an (Brentwood, 1989), 257.
16 The Message of the Qur'an, 429.
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tures (Surah 2: Al-Bagarah: 30-34). Though human beings can become "the
lowest of the lowest," the Qur'an declares that they have been made "in
the best of moulds" (Surah 95: At-Tin: 4-6), having the ability to think, to
have knowledge of right and wrong, to do the good and to avoid the evil.
Thus, on account of the promise which is contained in being human,
namely, the potential to be God's vicegerent on earth, the humanness of
all human beings is to be respected and considered to be an end in itself.
Right to Justice. The Qur'an puts great emphasis on the right to seek
justice and the duty to do justice. In Surah 5: Al-Ma'idah: 8, it tells the believers:
0 you who have attained to faiths Be ever steadfast in your devotion to God, bearing witness to the truth in all equity; and
never let hatred of any one lead you into the sin of deviating
from justice. Be just: this is the closest to being God-conscious.17

And again, in Surah 4: An-Nisa': 13f; the Qur'an emphasizes the importance of upholding justice:
0 ye who believe! Stand out firmly for justice, as witnesses to
Allah, even as against yourselves, or your parents, or your kin,
and whether it be (against) rich or poor: for Allah can best protect
both. Follow not the lusts (of your hearts), lest ye serve, and if ye
distort (justice) or decline to do justice, verily Allah is wellacquainted with all that ye do.18

In the context of justice, the Qur'an uses two concepts: "adl" and
"ihsan." Both are enjoined, and both are related to the idea of "balance,"
but they are not identical in meaning. "Ad!" is defined by A.A.A. Fyzee,
a well known scholar of Islam, as "to be equal, neither more nor less."
Explaining this concept, Fyzee wrote: "in a court of Justice the claims of
the two parties must be considered evenly, without undue stress being
laid upon one side or the other. Justice is introducing the balance in the
form of scales that are evenly balanced."19 "'Adi" was described in similar terms by Abu'l Kai= Azad, a famous translator of the Qur'an and
noted writer, who stated: "What is justice but the avoiding of excess?
There should be neither too much nor too little; hence the use of scales as
the emblems of justice."20 Lest any one try to do too much or too little, the
Qur'an points out that no human being can carry another's burden or
attain anything without striving for it (Surah 53, An-Najm: 38-39).
17 ibid.
18 The Holy Qur'an, 228-229.
19 A.A.A. Fyzee, A Modern Approach to Islam (Lahore, 1978), 17.

20 Ibid.
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Recognizing individual merit is a part of "adl," the Qur'an teaches
that merit is not determined by lineage, sex, wealth, worldly success, or
religion, but by righteousness. Righteousness consists of both right
"belief" ("iman") and just "action" ("anted") as clearly indicated by Surah
2: 14.1-Baqarah: 177, which states:
It is not righteousness that ye turn your faces towards East or
West; but it is righteousness to believe in God and the Last Day,
and the Angels, and the Book, and the Messengers; to spend your
substance, out of love for Him, for your kin, for orphans, for the
needy, for the wayfarer, for those who ask, and for the ransom of
slaves; to be steadfast in prayer, and practice regular charity; to
fulfill the contracts which ye have made; and to be firm and patient, in pain (or suffering) and adversity, and throughout all periods of panic. Such are the people of truth, the God-fearing.21

Surah 49: Al-Hujurat: 13 tells us: "The most honoured of you in the sight
of Allah is (he who is) the most righteous of you."22 While Surah 4: AnNisa': 95 distinguishes clearly between passive believers and those who
strive in the cause of God:
Such of the believers as remain passive—other than the disabled—cannot be deemed equal to those who strive hard in
God's cause with their possessions and their lives. God has exalted those who strive hard with their possessions and their lives
far above those who remain passive. Although God has promised the ultimate good unto all (believers), yet has God exalted
those who strive hard above those who remain passive by
(promising them) a mighty reward—(many) degrees thereof—
and forgiveness of sins, and His grace; for God is indeed muchforgiving, a dispenser of grace.23

Just as it is in the spirit of "adl" that special merit be considered in the
matter of rewards, so also special circumstances are to be considered in
the matter of punishments. For instance, for crimes of unchastity the
Qur'an prescribes identical punishments for a man or a woman who is
proved guilty (Surah 24: An-Nur: 2), but it differentiates between different classes of women: for the same crime, a slave woman would receive
half, and the Prophet's consort double, the punishment given to a "free"
Muslim woman (Surah 4: An-Nisa': 25; Surah 33: Ai-Ahzab: 30). In making
such a distinction, the Qur'an while upholding high moral standards,
21 The

Holy Qur'an, 70-71.

22 Ibid., 1343.
23 The

Message of the Qur'an, 123-124.
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particularly in the case of the Prophet's wives whose actions have a normative significance for the community, reflects God's compassion for
women slaves who were socially disadvantaged.
While constantly enjoining "`adl," the Qur'an goes beyond this concept to "ihsan," which literally means, "restoring the balance by making
up a loss or deficiency."24 In order to understand this concept, it is necessary to understand the nature of the ideal society or community
("ummah") envisaged by the Qur'an. The word "ummah" comes from the
root "umm" or "mother." The symbols of a mother and motherly love
and compassion are also linked with the two attributes most characteristic of God, namely, "Rahirn" and "Rahman," both of which are derived
from the root "rahm," meaning "womb." The ideal "ummah" cares about
all its members just as an ideal mother cares about all her children,
knowing that all are not equal and that each has different needs. While
showing undue favor to any child would be unjust, a mother who gives
to a "handicapped" child more than she does to her other child or children, is not acting unjustly but exemplifying the spirit of "ihsan" by
helping to make up the deficiency of a child who is unable to meet the
requirements of life. Thus "ihsan" shows God's sympathy for the
"disadvantaged" segments of human society (such as women, orphans,
slaves, the poor, the infirm, and the minorities).
Right to Freedom. As stated earlier, the Qur'an is deeply concerned
about liberating human beings from every kind of bondage. Recognizing
the human tendency toward dictatorship and despotism, the Qur'an says
with clarity and emphasis in Surah 3: A1-7mran: 79:
It is not (possible) that a man, to whom is given the Book, and
Wisdom, and the Prophetic Office, should say to people: "Be ye
my worshippers rather than Allah's." On the contrary (He would
say): "Be ye worshippers of Him Who is truly the Cherisher of
all."

The institution of human slavery is, of course, extremely important in
the context of human freedom. Slavery was widely prevalent in Arabia at
the time of the advent of Islam, and the Arab economy was based on it.
Not only did the Qur'an insist that slaves be treated in a just and humane
way,'6 but it continually urged the freeing of slaves.27 By laying down, in
Surah 47: Muhammad: 4, that prisoners of war were to be set free, "either
24 G.A. Paiwez, Tabzveeb-ttl-Qur'an (Lahore, 1977), 1:78.
25 The Holy Qur'fin, 148.
26

See, e.g., Surah 4: An Nisai: 36.

27 See, e.g., Surah 2: Al-Baciarah: 177; Surah 4: An-Nisa': 92; Surah 5: Al-Maliclah: 89; Surah
9: At-Tawbah: 60; Surah 24: An-Nur: 33; Surah 58: Al-Mujacialah: 3.
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by an act of grace or against ransom,"28 the Qur'an virtually abolished
slavery since "[t]he major source of slaves—men and women—was prisoners of war."29 Because the Qur'an does not state explicitly that slavery
is abolished, it does not follow that it is to be continued, particularly in
view of the numerous ways in which the Qur'an seeks to eliminate this
absolute evil. A Book which does not give a king or a prophet the right to
command absolute obedience from another human being could not possibly sanction slavery in any sense of the word.
The greatest guarantee of personal freedom for a Muslim lies in the
Queanic decree that no one other than God can limit human freedom
(Surah 42: Ash-Shura: 21), and in the statement that "Judgment (as to
what is right and what is wrong) rests with God alone." (Surah 12: Yusuf:
40).3° As pointed out by Khalid M. Ishaque, an eminent Pakistani jurist:
The Qur'an gives to responsible dissent the status of a fundamental right. In exercise of their powers, therefore, neither the
legislature nor the executive can demand unquestioning obedience. . . . The Prophet, even though he was the recipient of Divine
revelation, was required to consult the Muslims in public affairs.
Allah addressing the Prophet says: ". . . and consult with them
upon the conduct of affairs. And . . . when thou are resolved,
then put thy trust in Allah" (Surah 3: Al2Iniran: 159).31-

Since the principle of mutual consultation ("shura") is mandatory (Surah
42: Ash-Shura: 38), it is a Muslim's fundamental right, as well as responsibility, to participate in as many aspects of the community's life as possible.
The Queanic proclamation in Surah 2: Al-Bagarah: 256: "There shall
be no coercion in matters of faith"32 guarantees freedom of religion and
worship. This means that, according to Queanic teaching, non-Muslims,
living in Muslim territories, should have the freedom to follow their own
faith-traditions without fear or harassment. A number of Queanic passages state clearly that the responsibility of the Prophet Muhammad is to
communicate the message of God and not to compel anyone to believe?3
The right to exercise free choice in matters of belief is unambiguously endorsed by the Qur'an in Surah 18: Al-Kalif: 29, which states: "The Truth is
28 The

Message of the Qur'an, 778,
29 G.A. Parwez, Islam: A Challenge to Religion (Lahore, 1968), 346.
30 The Message of the Qur'an, 343.
31
Ishaque, "Islamic Law—Its Ideals and Principles," 157.
32 The Message of the Qur'an, 57.
33 See, e.g., Surah 6: Al-An'am: 107; Surah 10: Yunus: 99; Surah 16: An-Nahl: 82; Surah 42:
Ash-Shura: 48.
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from your Lord: Let him who will believe, and let him who will, reject
(it)."34
The Qur'an also makes clear that God will judge human beings not
on the basis of what they profess but on the basis of their belief and
righteous conduct, as indicated by Surah 2: Al-Bagarah: 62 which states:
"Those who believe (in the Qur'an) and those who follow the Jewish
(scriptures), and the Christians and the Sabians, any who believe in God
and the Last Day, and work righteousness, shall have their reward saith
the Lord; on them shall be no fear, nor shall they grieve."35
The Qur'an recognizes the right to religious freedom not only in the
case of other believers in God, but also in the case of non-believers in God
(if they are not aggressive toward Muslims). For instance, Surah 6: AlAn'ant 108 states:
Revile not ye those whom they call upon besides God, lest they
out of spite revile God in their ignorance. Thus have We made
alluring to each people its own doings. In the end will they return to their Lord, and We shall then tell them the truth of all that
they did.36

In the context of the human right to exercise religious freedom, it is important to mention that the Queanic dictum, "Let there be no compulsion
in religion"37 (Surah 2:141-Bagarah: 256) applies not only to non-Muslims
but also to Muslims. While those who renounced Islam after professing it
and then engaged in "acts of war" against Muslims were to be treated as
enemies and aggressors, the Qur'an does not prescribe any punishment
for non-profession or renunciation of faith. The decision regarding a person's ultimate destiny in the hereafter rests with God.
This right to freedom includes the right to be free to tell the truth. The
Queanic term for truth is "Haqq" which is also one of God's most important attributes. Standing up for the truth is a right and a responsibility
which a Muslim may not disclaim even in the face of the greatest danger
or difficulty (Surah 4: An-Nisce: 135). While the Qur'an commands believers to testify to the truth, it also instructs society not to harm persons so
testifying (Sura 2: Al-Bagarah: 282).38

34 The Holy Qur'an,

716.

35 Ibid., 33-34.
36 Ibid., 325-326.
37 Ibid., 106.
38 G.A.

Parwez, "Bunyadi Haquq-e-Insaniyat (Urdu)," in Tulle -e-Islani (Lahore, No-

vember, 1981), 34-35.
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Right to Privacy. The Qur'an recognizes the need for privacy as a
human right and lays down rules for protecting an individual's life in the
home from undue intrusion from within or without.39
Right to Protection from Slander, Backbiting, and Ridicule. The
Qur'an recognizes the right of human beings to be protected from defamation, sarcasm, offensive nicknames, and backbiting (Surah 49: AlHujurat: 11-12). It also states that no person is to be maligned on grounds
of assumed guilt and that those who engage in malicious scandalmongering will be grievously punished in both this world and the next
(Surah 24: An-Nur: 16-19). Urging throughout that human beings should
treat others with sensitivity and compassion, the Qur'an points out in
Surah 4: An-Nisa': 148449:
God loves not that evil should be noised abroad in public speech,
except where injustice hath been done; for God is He who
heareth and knoweth all things. Whether ye publish a good deed
or conceal it or cover evil with pardon, verily God doth blot out
(Sins) and hath power (In the judgment of values).40

Right to Acquire Knowledge. The Qur'an puts the highest emphasis
on the importance of acquiring knowledge. That knowledge has been at
the core of the Islamic world view from the very beginning is attested to
by Surah 96: Al-`Alaq: 1-5, which Muslims believe to the first revelation
received by the Prophet Muhammad. This passage reads:
Proclaim! (or Read) in the name of thy Lord and Cherisher, who
created, created man, out of a (mere) clot of congealed blood.
Proclaim! And the Lord is Most Bountiful. He who taught the
(use of) the pen taught man that which he knew not,41

Asking rhetorically if those without knowledge can be equal to those
with knowledge (Surah 39: Az-Zumar: 9), the Qur'an exhorts believers to
pray for advancement in knowledge (Surah 20: Ta-Ha: 114). The famous
prayer of the Prophet Muhammad was "Allah grant me knowledge of
the ultimate nature of things" and one of the best known of all traditions
(" ahadith") is "Seek knowledge even though it be in China."
According to the Qurianic perspective, knowledge is a prerequisite
for the creation of a just world in which authentic peace can prevail. The
Qur'an emphasizes the importance of the pursuit of learning even at the

39 See, e.g., Surah 24: An-Nur: 27-28, 58; Surah 33: Al-Ahzab: 53; Surah 49: Al-Hujurat: 12.
40 The Holy Qur'an, 232-233.
41 Ibid., 1672-1673.
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time, and in the midst, of war, as indicated by Surah 9: At-Tawbah: 122,
which states:
With all this, it is not desirable that all of the believers take the
field (in time of war). From within every group in their midst
some shall refrain from going to war, and shall devote themselves (instead) to acquiring a deeper knowledge of the Faith,
and (thus be able to) teach their home-coming brethren, so that
these (too) might guard themselves against evil.42

Right to Leave One's Homeland Under Oppressive Conditions. According to Qur'anic teaching, a Muslim's ultimate loyalty must be to God
and not to any territory. To fulfill his Prophetic mission, the Prophet
Muhammad decided to leave his place of birth, Mecca, and emigrated to
Medina. This event ("Hijrah") has great historical and spiritual significance for Muslims who are called upon to move away from their place of
origin if it becomes an abode of evil and oppression where they cannot
fulfill their obligations to God or establish justice. In a powerful passage
in Surah 4: An-Nisa': 97-100, the Qur'an states:
When angels take the souls of those who die in sin against their
souls, they say: "In what (plight) were ye?" They reply: "Weak
and oppressed were we in the earth." They say: "Was not the
earth of Allah spacious enough for you to move yourselves away
(from evil)?" Such men will find their abode in Hell—What an
evil refuge!—except those who are (really) weak and oppressed—men, women, and children who have no means in their
power, nor (a guide post) to direct their way. For these, there is
hope that Allah will forgive for Allah cloth blot out (sins) and
forgive again and again. He who forsakes his home in the cause
of Allah, finds in the earth many a refuge, wide and spacious:
Should he die as a refugee from home from Allah and His Messenger, his reward becomes due and sure with Allah: And Allah
is Oft-Forgiving, Most Merciful,'3

Right to Develop One's Aesthetic Sensibilities and Enjoy the Bounties Created by God. As pointed out by Muhammad Asad, "By declaring
that all good and beautiful things of life, i.e., those which are not expressly prohibited are lawful to the believers, the Qur'an condemns, by
implication, all forms of life-denying asceticism, world-renunciation and
self-mortification."44 There is a great difference between the spirit of clas42 The Message of the Qur'an,

285.
Holy Qur'an, 217-218.
44 The Message of the Qur'an, 207, n.24.
43 The
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sical Greece with its contempt for sense-perception and the Qur'an which
regards physical phenomena as "Signs of God." Some of the most memorable passages in the Qur'an point to the insight and wisdom which can
be gained by reflecting on the myriad manifestations of God's creative
activity all around us. The Qur'an tells Muslims that monasticism was
not prescribed by God (Surah 57: Al-Hadid: 27). Though they are to remember that the hereafter is more important than the life on earth, Muslims are told to reject the negative view that it is wrong to enjoy the
beauty and bounty of God's creation.
In Surah 7: 111-Kraf: 32, the Qur'an states:
Say: "Who is there to forbid the beauty which God has brought
forth for His creatures, and the good things from among the
means of sustenance?"
Say: "they are (lawful) in the life of this world unto all who have
attained to faith—to be theirs alone on Resurrection Day."45

The right to develop one's aesthetic sensibilities so that one can appreciate beauty in all its forms, and the right to enjoy what God has provided
for the nurture of humankind, are, thus, rooted in the life-affirming vision of the Qur'an.
Right to Sustenance. As pointed out by Surah 11: Hud: 6, every living
creature depends for its sustenance upon God. A cardinal concept in the
Qur'an which underlies the socio-economic-political system of Islam is
that the ownership of everything belongs not to any person, but to God.
Since God is the universal creator, every creature has the right to partake
of what belongs to God (Surah 6: Al-An am: 165; Surah 67: Al-Muilc: 15).
This means that every human being has the right to a means of living and
that those who hold economic or political power do not have the right to
deprive others of the basic necessities of life by misappropriating or misusing resources which have been created by God for the benefit of humanity in general.
Right to Work. According to Queanic teaching, every man and
woman has the right to work, whether the work consists of gainful employment or voluntary service. The fruits of labor belong to the one who
has worked for them—regardless of whether it is a man or a woman. As
Surah 4: An-Nisa': 32 states: "to men is allotted what they earn, and to
women what they eam."46
Right to "The Good Life." The Qur'an upholds the right of the human being not only to life but to "the good life." This good life, made up
45 Ibid., 207.
46 The Holy Qur'an, 194.
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of many elements, becomes possible when a human being is living in a
just environment. According to Queanic teaching, justice is a prerequisite
for peace, and peace is a prerequisite for human development. In a just
society, all the earlier-mentioned human rights may be exercised without
difficulty. In such a society, other basic rights such as the right to a secure
place of residence, the right to the protection of one's personal possessions, the right to protection of one's covenants, and the right to move
freely, also exist:17
Other Rights. Since Queanic teaching embraces every aspect of human life, it contains references to more human rights than can be mentioned in this short summary. Reference has been made in the foregoing
account to the human rights which figure most importantly in the Qur'an
and which continue to be of on-going interest and importance in contemporary Muslim societies. In addition to the rights mentioned in the foregoing, reference may also be made to the following: (1) the right to social
and judicial autonomy for minorities; (2) the right to protection of one's
holy places; and (3) the right to return to one's spiritual center.48 According to Surah 3: Al-ilmran: 96, Surah 5: Al-Maiidah: 97, and Surah 22:
Al-Ha]]: 25, the ll.Kaiba" in Mecca is the spiritual center of all humankind.
It was here that the Prophet Ibrahim proclaimed the pilgrimage to all
humankind, as pointed out by Surah 2: Al-Baciarah: 125, Surah 3: Millman: 96, and Surah 22: Al-Hajj: 26.
Rights of Women: Queanic Ideals Versus Muslim Practice
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
"Quilanic 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 foregoing section, they are also the subject of much particular concern in the Qur'an. 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 "ummah. " 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 in47 In this context, reference may be made to several Queanic verses. See, e.g., Surah 2:
Al-Bagaralt: 229; Surah: AVIntran: 17,77; Surah 5: At-Ivia'iclaii: 1; Surah 17: Al-Isra' : 34; Surah 67:
Al-Mu/k: 15,
48 In this context, reference may be made to number of Queanic verses. See, e.g,, Surah
5: Al-Ma'idalt: 42-48; Surah 9: At-Tawbah: 17.
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tent of the Qur'an to liberate women from the status of chattels or inferior
creatures and make them free and equal to men.
A brief review of Muslim history and culture brings to light many areas in which—Queanic teaching notwithstanding—women continued to
be subjected to diverse forms of oppression and injustice, often in the
name of Islam, and, what is far worse, in the name of a just, merciful, and
compassionate God. While the Qur'an, because of its protective attitude
toward all downtrodden and oppressed classes of people, appears to be
weighted in many ways in favor of women, many of its women-related
teachings have been used in patriarchal Muslim societies against, 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 of women's rights at al.1,49 or are mainly concerned with
how a woman's chastity may be protected.5° (They are apparently not
very worried about protecting men's chastity).
Women are the targets of the most serious violations of human rights
which occur in many Muslim societies. Muslims say with great pride that
Islam abolished female infanticide; true, but it must also be mentioned
that one of the most common crimes in a number of Muslim countries
(for example Pakistan) is the murder of women by their husbands. These
so-called "honor-killings" are, in fact, extremely dishonorable 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
Qurianic legislation is aimed at protecting the rights of women in the
context of marriage-5' women cannot claim equality with their husbands.
The husband, in fact, is regarded as his wife's gateway to heaven or hell
and the arbiter of her final destiny. That such an idea can exist within the
framework of Islam—which, in theory, rejects the idea of there being any
intermediary between a believer and God—represents both a profound
irony and a great tragedy.
49 For example, R.A. Jullundhri, "Human Rights in Islam," in A.D. Falconer, ed., Understanding Human Rights (Dublin, 1980).
50 For example, A.A. Maududi, Human Rights in Islam (Lahore, 1977).
51 See, e.g,, Surah 4: An-Nisai: 4,19; Surah 24: An-Nur: 33; Surah 2: Al -Bagarah: 187; Surah
9: At -Tawbah: 71; Surah 7: Al -A raft 189; Surah 30: Ar-Rum: 21.
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Although the Qur'an presents the idea of what we today call a "nofault" divorce and does not make any adverse judgments about divorce52
Muslim societies have made divorce extremely difficult for women, both
legally and through social penalties. Although the Qur'an states clearly
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,53 in most Muslim societies, women are
deprived of both their sons (generally at age 7) 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,54 in practice Muslims have made it the Sword of
Damocles 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 close relative, but also to receive other bequests or gifts during
the lifetime of a benevolent caretaker, Muslim societies have disapproved
greatly of the idea of giving wealth to a woman in preference to a man,
even when her need or circumstances warrant it. Although the purpose
of the Queanic legislation dealing with women's dress and conduct,55
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:
An-Nisa': 32) without fear of sexual harassment or molestation, Muslim
societies have put many of them behind veils and shrouds and locked
doors on the pretext of protecting their chastity, forgetting that according
to the Qur'an56 confinement to their homes was not a normal way of life
for chaste women but a punishment for "unchastity."
Despite the fact that women such as Khadijah and "Aiishah (wives of
the Prophet Muhammad) and Rai:Ilia al-Basri (the outstanding woman
Sufi) figure significantly in early Islam, the Islamic tradition has, by and
large, remained rigidly patriarchal until now, prohibiting the growth of
scholarship among 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 by men who have arrogated to themselves the task of defining the ontological, theological, sociological, and
eschatalogical 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,
e.g., Surah 2: Al-Batiarah: 231, 241.
53 The reference here is to Surah. 2: Al-Bagarah: 233.
54 The reference here is to Surah 4: An-Nisai: 2-3.
55 See, e.g., Surah 24 An-Nur: 30-31; Surah 33: Al-Ahzab: 59.
56 The reference here is to the Qur'an, Surah 4: An-Nisai: 15.
52 See,
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in an ideal sense) rights have been violated by their male-dominated and
male-centered societies. Kept for centuries in physical, mental, and emotional bondage, and deprived of the opportunity to actualize their human
potential, even 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 of literacy is low in many Muslim countries, the rate of literacy of Muslim women, especially those who
live in rural areas where most of the population lives, is amongst the
lowest in the world.)
Much of what has happened to Muslim women becomes comprehensible if one keeps one fact in mind: Muslims, in general, consider it a selfevident fact 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 vitally
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: (1) that God's primary creation is man, not woman, since woman is believed to have been created
from man's rib, and is, therefore, derivative and secondary ontologically;
(2) that woman, not man, was the primary agent of what is customarily
referred to as "Man's Fall" 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 (3) that woman was created not only from
man, but also for man, which makes her existence merely instrumental
and not of fundamental importance.
I have been engaged for more than a decade in research which offers
compelling proof on the basis of an analysis of the 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.
First, the myth that Eve was created from the rib of Adam has no basis
whatever in the Qur'an which, in the context of human creation, speaks
always in completely egalitarian terms. In none of the thirty or so passages that describe the creation of humanity (designated by generic terms
such as "an-nas," "al-insan," and "al-bashar") by God in a variety of ways,
is there any statement which asserts or suggests that man was created
prior to woman or that woman was created from man. If woman and
man were created equal by God—and this is clearly and unambiguously
the teaching of the Qur'an—they cannot become unequal essentially at a
subsequent time, since God is the ultimate arbiter of value. This means
that the inequality of women and men in almost all Muslim (and many
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other) societies cannot be seen as having been willed by God, but must be
seen as a perversion of God's intent in creation. All this notwithstanding,
the ordinary Muslim continues to believe, with ordinary Jews and Christians, that Adam was God's primary creation and that Eve was made
from Adam's rib, hence can never be equal to him.
Second, in the context of the story of the "Fall," it needs to be pointed
out that the Qur'an provides no basis whatever for asserting, suggesting,
or implying that "Hawwa" (Eve) was tempted by "ash- Shaitan" (the Satan), in turn tempted and deceived Adam, and led to his expulsion from
"al - jannah" (the Garden). Yet many Muslim comn-ientators57 have ascribed the primary responsibility for man's "Fall" to woman and have
branded her as "the devil's gateway."58 Though no "Fall" occurs in the
Queanic narrative, as pointed out by Iqbal,59 and though there is no doctrine of original sin in Islam, patriarchal Muslim culture has used the
Biblical myth to perpetuate the myth of feminine evil, particularly in order to control women's sexuality which it associates, like St. Augustine,
with "fallenness."
Third, the Qur'an, which does not discriminate against women in the
context of creation or the "Fall" story, does not support the view-----held
by many Muslims, Christians, and Jews—that woman was created not
only from man, but also for man. That God's creation as a whole is "for
just ends" (Surah 15: Al -Hijr: 85) and not "for idle sport" Surah 21, AlAnbiya: 16) is one of the major themes of the Qur'an. Humanity, fashioned "in the best of moulds" (Surah 95: At-Tin: 4) has been created in
order to serve God (Surah 51: Adh-Dhariyat: 56). According to the Qur'an,
service to God cannot be separated from service to humankind, or, in Is5 For instance, al-Tabari.
58 This expression comes from Tertullian (AD. 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 sex of yours lives in this age: the guilt must of necessity live too. You are the devil's
gateway; you are the unsealer 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 to attack. You
destroyed so easily God's image, man. On account of your desert—that is, death—even the
Son of God had to die," Tertullian, De culte ferninarum 1.1, quoted in Leonard Swidler, ed.,
Biblical Affirmations of Woman (Philadelphia, 1979), 346.
59 In The Reconstruction of Religious Thought in Islam, 85, Iqbal writes: "[The] Qurianic
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 of waking 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 torture-hall where an elementally wicked 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 Queanic narration, Adam's first transgression was forgiven. . . ."
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lamic terms, believers in God must honor both "Haquq Allah" (rights of
God) and "Haquq aPibad" (rights of creatures). Fulfillment of one's duties
to God and humanity constitutes the essence of righteousness. That men
and women are equally called upon by God to be righteous and will be
equally rewarded for their righteousness is stated unambiguously in a
number of Queanic verses.6° Not only does the Qur'an make it clear that
man and woman stand absolutely equal in the sight of God, but also they
are "members" and "protectors" of each other. In other words, the
Qur'an does not create a hierarchy in which men are placed above
women (as they are by many formulators by the Christian tradition), nor
does it pit men against women in an adversary relationship. They are
created as equal creatures of a universal, just and merciful God whose
pleasure it is that they live—in harmony and righteousness—together.
In spite of the Queanic affirmation of the equality of man and
woman, Muslim societies in general have never regarded men and
women as equal, particularly in the context of marriage. Fatima
Mernissi's observations on the position of a Muslim woman in relation to
her family in modern Morocco apply, more or less, to Muslim culture
generally:
One of the distinctive characteristics of Muslim sexuality is its
territoriality, which reflects a specific division of labor and a specific conception of society and of power. The territoriality of
Muslim sexuality sets ranks, tasks and authority patterns. Spatially confined the woman was taken care of materially by the
man who possessed her, in return for her total obedience and her
sexual and reproductive services. The whole system was organized so that the Muslim "ummah" was actually a society of male
citizens who possessed among other things the female half of the
population. . . . Muslim men have always had more rights and
privileges than Muslim women, including even the right to kill
their women. . . The man imposed on the woman an artificially
narrow existence, both physically and spiritually.61

Underlying the rejection in Muslim societies of the idea of man
woman equality are the three deeply-rooted beliefs mentioned earlier,
namely, that women are inferior to men in creation (having been created
from a crooked rib), and in righteousness (having helped ash-Shaitan in
defeating God's plan for Adam), and in having been created mainly to be
of use to men who are superior to them.
60 See, e.g., Surah 3; Al-ihnran: 195; Surah 4: An-Nisa' 124; Surah 9: At-Tawbah: 71-72;
Surah 16: An-Nahl: 97; Surah 23: Al-Ahzab: 35.
61
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Woman and man, created equal by God and standing equal in the
sight of God, have become very unequal in Muslim societies. The
Queanic description of man and woman in marriage reads thus: "They
are your garments/And you are their garments" (Surah 2: Al-Bagarah:
187) implies closeness, mutuality, and equality. 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 pleasures of men. Not only this, it has also had the audacity
and the arrogance to deny women direct access 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 can the husband
become the wife's gateway to heaven or hell? How can he become the arbiter not only of what 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. My own feeling is
that not only Muslim men, but also Muslim women—with a few exceptions—are afraid to ask questions the answers to which are bound to
threaten the existing balance of power in the domain of family relationships in most Muslim societies.
Despite everything that has gone wrong with the lives of countless
Muslim women through the ages due to patriarchal Muslim culture, I
believe strongly that there is hope for the future. There are indications
from across the world of Islam that an increasing number of Muslims are
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, of being God's
deputies on earth, can only be accomplished by establishing justice 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 Queanic terms. It is important to note that there is more
Queanie legislation pertaining to the establishment of justice in the context of family relationships than on any other subject. This points to the
assumption implicit in much Queanic legislation, namely, that if human
beings can learn to order their homes justly so that the human rights of
all 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 Qur'an 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.
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