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Islam has been a living reality for over fourteen hundred 
years, but it took the Arab oil embargo of 1973 and the 
Iranian Revolution of 1979 to awaken many people from 
their "dogmatic slumber" to take note of the fact that Is-
lam was not quite dead after all. In the wake of the so-called 
"revival" of what had been presumed to be a dead or dying 
Islam, many questions have been asked about the fundamen-
tal nature, value system, and historical development of the 
Islamic way of life. Since we have lived in the midst of a 
feminist revolution in the West, it is not surprising that ques-
tions related to the position of Muslim women figure promi- 
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nently among the questions asked about Islam. Two other 
factors responsible for focusing attention on Muslim women 
have been the role of the Iranian women in their revolution 
and the execution of a Saudi Arabian princess. Each of these 
factors illustrate, in profound ways, the phenomena of 
change and confrontation as they relate to women in many 
Muslim communities today. 

Since the "modern" period of Islamic history began with 
the colonization of most Muslim countries, many changes 
have occurred in these countries. Some of these changes have 
visibly affected the lives of women. In a number of Muslim 
countries, there is a marked improvement in the situation as 
far as women's education and employment are concerned. 
Also in many Muslim countries women have acquired im-
portant legal and political rights. So it would seem to be the 
case— from one point of view — that Muslim women are 
coming out of the Dark Ages and that it is only a matter of 
time before they will take their rightful place in human 
society and cease to be the largest (more than four hundred 
million) and perhaps the most oppressed minority in the 
world. Although the statistics relating to the improving situ-
ation of women (particularly in the areas of education and 
employment) are signs of hope, in my opinion they cannot . 
be said to reflect the whole truth regarding.the lot of women 
in Muslim societies. 

Despite the fact that there are many parallels among the 
ways in which the Jewish, Christian, and Islamic traditions 
have regarded women, there are some ways in which the 
situation of Muslim women is exceptional. Through their 
long and arduous struggle against sexism, many Jewish and 
Christian women acquired the ability to describe their 
search for self-identity and the meaning of their existence. 
For the majority of Muslim women who have been kept for 
centuries in physical, mental, and emotional bondage and 
deprived of opportunities to see themselves as fully human, 



98 

the task of defining what womanhood in Islam is, or even of 
analyzing their personal experiences as Muslim women, is 
quite overwhelming. 

Even when a Muslim woman is able to acquire an educa-
tion and secure a job, she is seldom able to free herself from 
the burden of traditionalism that confronts her on all sides. 
In the absence of any supportive literature or any social 
support structure, it is very difficult for the small majority of 
self-aware Muslim women to deal with the kind of oppres- 
sion that prevails in Muslim societies. So, although there are 
changes taking place in Muslim societies due to a variety of 
socio-economic, historic, or political factors, in few Muslim 
countries is one likely to encounter such a dramatic confron-
tation as the one between the "chador-clad" women and the 
"jeans-clad" women of postrevolutionary Iran. 

But the fact that confrontations are rare does not mean 
that there is no conflict in Muslim societies between men and 
women or between the traditional and the modern. In my 
judgment what we are witnessing today is the beginning of 
one of Islam's greatest revolutions, the women's revolution, 
even though many Muslims insist that the women's' strug- 
gle — for example, in Iran — is nothing but a political stunt or 
a divisive tactic employed by leftists to tarnish the radiance 
of Iran's glorious revolution. It is easy enough to mock at the 
magnitude of the Iranian women's struggle by reducing it to 
a Lilliput-style feud between women who wear the chador 
and women who wear jeans. But behind the cartoons and 
the slogans is a terrifying reality that threatens to shake the 
world of Islam from within. Reluctance or refusal to face 
this reality is liable to lead to very serious consequences. 
Forces of Islamic conservatism are straining hard to keep the 
lid of Pandora's box from flying off, but it is the verdict of 
history that a genuine revolution, once begun, will run its 
course. 

All thinking Muslims know that the world of Islam is 
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faced with a very severe crisis. Some realize that a major 
reason for this crisis is the fact that though so many people 
are suddenly talking about Islam, most people, including 
most Muslims, do not know except vaguely what they mean 
by Islam. If one asks an "average" Muslim what he under-
stands by Islam, he is likely to refer to one or more of the 
following: the Quran (the Book of Revelation), the Sunnah 
and Hadith (the practice and sayings ascribed to the Prophet 
of Islam), Fiqh (jurisprudence), Madahib (schools of law), 
and the Sharrah (the code of laws regulating all aspects of 
Muslim life). If all the above mentioned "sources" of Islam 
formed a coherent, homogeneous body of knowledge, per-
haps one could include all of them in the term Islam. But not 
only are there numerous problems of inner inconsistency 
within the area of Hadith and Sunnah and the schools of 
law; it also does not seem possible in my opinion to resolve 
the conflicts between the different "sources" of Islam. 

Because there is no consensus among Muslims as to what 
Islam is, it becomes virtually impossible to talk about the 
Islamic view of women or the normative view of women 
according to Islam's theoretical perspective without first de-
fining what one means by Islam. 

In terms of my own research, which I hope will soon be 
published, I define Islam strictly in terms of what is con-
tained in the Quran. I do so because the centrality of the 
Quran to the Islamic world view and belief system is undis-
puted. Also, in view of the Muslim belief that the Quran is 
the Word of Allah conveyed through the agency of the Angel 
Gabriel to the Prophet Muhammad and transmitted by him 
without any error or changes to those who heard him, the 
degree of authority possessed by the Quran is "absolute," 
whereas the authority of the other sources of Islam is "rela-
tive" — at least theoretically. The majority of the Muslims in 
the world, however, though they acknowledge the Quran to 
be the basic document on which Islam is founded, are influ- 
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enced much more by what is contained in the Hadith litera-
ture and the Shareah than they are by the Quran. This is not 
surprising since the Quran is generally understood in the 
light of commentaries (tafsirs), which are themselves based 
upon Hadith literature or the explanations of the jurists (fu-
qaha), whose main source of information is also the Hadith. 
literature. 	. 

Keeping in mind, then, that a state of confusion gener-
ally prevails in the Muslim mind with regard to Islamic 
ideals, let us focus on five 'areas of special concern to Muslim 
women. 

The first area to draw our attention is the attitude to 
female children. The Quran forbade the practice of female 
infanticide in.a number of verses (for example sura 81, verses 
8 and 9; sura 16, verses 57-59; sura 17, verse 31). Muslims 
today do not bury their daughters alive as they did not infre- 
quently in pre-Islamic Arabia. In .  most Muslim societies, 
however, there is jubilation when a son is born and sadness 
or at best silence when a daughter is born. Most Muslims do 
not think that the Quranic condemnation of the killing of 
daughters also includes the ethical principle that daughters. 
are not to be discriminated against in favor of sons. If a 
Muslim woman produces only daughters, she is likely to be 
subjected to humiliation and persecution and threatened 
with divorce. As women become more literate and self- 
aware in Muslim societies they become acutely resentful of 
being discriminated against from the moment of birth. 
There is urgent need in Muslim societies, therefore, for an 
enlightened attitude toward female children. 

The second area of interest is male-female relationships, 
especially in the context of marriage. The Quran makes it 
clear that God made man and woman in like manner, of like 

.substance (for exampld, sura 4, verse 1; sura 7, verse 189; 
sura 16, verse 72; suka 42, verse 11) and that man and worn-
an are, in every way, equal in the sight of God (sura 3, verse 
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195; sura 16, verse 97; sura 4, verse 124; sura 9, verses 7142; 
sura 4, verse 32). Nonetheless, Muslim societies have sought. 
to subvert the intent of these passages by citing traditions 

. that describe Eve (whose name is not mentioned in the 
Quran) as created from the • crooked rib of Adam' and as 
being responsible for Adam's fall from grace. (There is no 
suggestion in the Qurali that Eve was a secondary creation 
made from Adam's rib, nor that she was a temptress who 
through her evil, vanity, foolishness, and weakness caused 
Adam's fall). 

It is taken as a self-evident truth in all Muslim societies 
that men, in general, are superior to 'women, and that the. 
husband in particular is superior to the wife.. I have spent 
much time investigating the religious sources of this idea and 
have come to the conclusion that it is based primarily on 
some Quranic verses and a number of traditions ascribed to 
the Prophet. The critical examination of this material is of 
crucial importance: without it no fundamental change in 
the position of woman can occur in any Muslim society. 	. 

Sura 4, verse 34, is perhaps the most important. Quranic 
verse dealing with the subject of men and women. Before I 
share with you my own understanding of. this verie— and I 
have "wrestled". with this verse.  for years — let me quote Ab-

'dullah Yusuf 'Al's translation of it: 

Men are the protectors 
And maintainers of women, 
Because God has given 
The one more [strength] 
Than the other, and because 
they support them from their means. 
Therefore the righteous women 
Are devoutly obedient, and guard 
In [the husband's) absence 
What God would have them guard. 
As to those women 
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On 'whose part ye fear 
Disloyalty and ill-conduct, 
Admonish them [first) 
[Next], refuse to share their beds, 
[And last] beat them lightly 
But if they return to obedience, 
Seek not against them 
Means [of annoyance] 
For God is Most-High 
Great [above you all]2  

It is assumed by almost all who read this verse that it is 
addressed to husbands. The first point to be noted is that it is 
addressed to ar-rijal ("the men") and to an- nisaa ("the worn-
en"). In other words, it is addressed to all men and women of 
the Islamic community. This is further indicated by the fact 
that in relation to all the actions that are required to be 
taken, the plural and not the dual form (used when refer-
ence is made to two persons) is found. Such usage makes 
clear that the orders contained in this verse were not ad-
dressed to a husband or wife but to the Islamic ummah 
(community) in general. 

The key word in the first sentence of this verse is qawwa-
mun. This word has been translated variously as "protectors 
and maintainers [of women]," "in charge [of women]," "hav-
ing pre-eminence [above women]," and "sovereigns or mas-
ters [over women)?' Linguistically, the word qawwamun 
means "breadwinners" or "those who provide a means of 
living." A point of logic that must be made here is that the 
first sentence is not a descriptive one stating that all Men as a 
matter of fact are providing for women, since obviously 
there are at least some then who do not provide for women. 
What the sentence is stating, rather, is that men ought to 
have the capability to provide (since ought implies can). In 
other words this statement, which almost all Muslim so-
cieties have taken to bean actual description of all men, is in 
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fact a normative statement pertaining to the Islamic concept 
of division of labor in an ideal family structure. The fact 
that men are qawwamun does not mean that women cannot 
or should not provide for themselves, but simply that in view 
of the heavy burden that most women shoulder with .regard 
to family duties, they 'should not have the additional obliga-
tion of providing the means of living. 

Continuing with the analysis of sura 4, verse 34, we come 
next to the idea that God has given the one more strength 
than the other. Most translations make it appear that the one 
who has more strength, excellence, or superiority is the man. 
However, the Quranic expression does not accord superiority 
to man. The expression literally means "some in relation to 
some:' so that the statement could mean either that some 
men are superior to some others (men and/or women) and 
that some women are superior to some others (men and/or 
women). In my opinion, what is being stated here is that 
some men are more blessed with the means to be better

•  providers than are other men. 
The next part of the verse begins with a "therefore:' which • 

indicates that this part is conditional upon the first: in other 
words, if men fulfill their assigned function of being provid-
.ers, women must fulfill their corresponding duties. Most 
translations describe this duty in terms of the wife being 
"obedient" to the husband. The .word salihat, which is 
translated as "righteously obedient," is related to the word 
salahiat, which means "capability" or "potentiality," and not 
obedience. Women's special capability is to bear children. 
The word qanitat which succeeds the word salihat and is 
also translated as "obedient" is related to a water bag in 
which water is carried from one place to another without 
spilling. The woman's special function, then, according to 
this verse, is that like the bag in which water is transported 
without loss to its destination, she carries and protects the 
fetus in her womb until it can be safely delivered. 
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What is outlined in the first part of this verse is a function-
al division of labor necessary for maintaining balance in any 
society. Men who do not have to fulfill the responsibility of 
childbearing are assigned the function of being breadwin-
ners. Women are exempted from the responsibility of being 
breadwinners in order that they may fulfill their function as 
childbearers. Me two functions are separate but comple-
mentary and neither is higher or lower than the other. 

The three injunctions in the second part of the verse were 
given to the Islamic ummah in order to meet a rather ex-
traordinary possibility: a mass rebellion on the part of wom-
en against their role as childbearers, the function assigned to 
them by God. If all or most of the women in a Muslim 
society refused to bear children without just cause as a sign 
of organized defiance or revolt, this would mean the end of 
the Muslim ummah. This situation must, therefore, be dealt 
with decisively. The first step to be taken is to counsel the 
rebels. If this step is unsucceseful, the second step to be taken 
is isolation of the rebellious women from significant others. 
(It is to be noted here that the prescription is "to leave the 
women alone in their beds." By translating this line, "refuse 
to share their beds," Yusef All is suggesting, if not stating, 
that the judging party is the husband and not the Islamic 
community— an assumption not warranted by the text.) 

If the second step is also not successful, then the step of 
confining the women for a longer period of time may be 
taken by the Islamic ummah or its representatives. Here,.it is 
important to point out that the Arabic word that is generally 
translated as "beating," when used in a legal context.as  it is 
here, means "holding in confinement," according to the au-
thoritative lexicon Taj al-Arus. (In sura 4, verse 15, unchaste 
women are also prescribed the punishment of being confined 
to their homes.) 

I have analyzed sura 4, verse 34, in detail in order to show 
how the words of the Quran have been mistranslated in 
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order to make men the masters and women the slaves. Most 
traditions dealing with the subject of married women also 
describe a virtuous woman as one who pleases and obeys her 
husband at all times. Pleasing the husband can, in fact, 
become more important than pleasing God since, as one 
tradition puts it, "the woman who does not discharge her 
duties to her husband is disobedient to Allah, and the dis-
charge of duties towards Allah depends on the discharge of 
duties towards the husband" (Ibn Majah).3  

A daughter is not equal to a son in Muslim societies where, 
in contradiction to an explicit Quranic injunction, frequent-
ly daughters (and sometinies sons) are married without their 
consent. This pattern of injustice reaches its climax in the 
husband-wife relationship in which the husband becomes 
the wife's gateway to heaven or hell. The fact that there is 
more Quranic legislation on the subject of a right ordering of 
the relationship between men and women than on any other 
subject shows how important this subject is within the 
framework of the Quran. That so much of this legislation 
has been ignored or supplanted shows how afraid Muslim 
societies have been of changing the existing balance of power 
in the domain of family relationships. 

The third topic for our attention is polygamy. Islam has 
been much attacked for its support of polygamy, but polyga-
my is allowed by the Quran only in very exceptional circum-
stances and with a very rigid requirement attached to it. 
Sura 2, verses 2 and 3, which contain the only reference to 
polygamy in the Quran, reads as follows: 

To orphans restore their property — 
[When they reach their age], 
Nor substitute [your] worthless things 
For [their] good ones; and devour not 
Their substance [by mixing it up] 
With your own. For this is 
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Indeed a great sin. 
But if ye fear that ye shall not 
Be able to deal justly 
With the orphans, 
Marry women of your choice, 
lkivo, or three, or four; 
But if ye fear that ye shall not 
be able to deal justly [with them]; 
The only one, or [a captive] 
That your right hands possess 
That will be more suitable, 
To protect you 
From doing injustice.' 

Polygamy is not recommended but permitted only in spe-
cial circumstances and for humanitarian purposes. The re-
quirement to be just to all one's wives is also an absolute one. 
Despite these qualifications, however, it is indisPutable that 
polygamy has been widely misused through the.ages and has 
done tremendous damage to women. 

In the last decades several "progressive" Muslim countries 
tried to control the practice of polygamy and divorce by 
reforming family law. This was a change that would have 
been of much benefit to women, but with the swinging of 
the pendulum in the direction .of conservatism, the reforms 
are being abrogated (for example, in Iran). There is some 
weakening in the institution of polygamy due to economic 
factors, and with more monogamous marriages the inci-
dence of divorce is also likely to decrease. 

Our fourth issue is family planning. Since in sura 17, verse 
31, the Almighty promised sustenance for all offspring, fam-
ily planning programs have had little success even in the 
poorest of Muslim countries. Another Quranic passage that 
is cited by opponents of birth control in Muslim societies is 
sura 2, verse 223, which reads: 
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Your wives are 
As a tilth into you 
So approach your tilth 
When or how you will . . .5  

Numerous traditions attributed to the Prophet insist that a 
wife must never refuse to have sexual relations with her hus-
band; so meeting her husband's sexual demands becomes a 
woman's religious duty. 

Conservative Muslims have taken a strong line against 
birth control. A. A. Maududi's observations are quite typical 
of their viewpoint: 

Coeducation, employment of women in offices, mixed social 
gatherings, immodest female dresses, and beauty parades are 
now a common feature of our social life. Legal hindrances 
have also been placed in the way of marriage and on having 
more than one wife, but no bar against keeping mistresses 
and illicit relationships, prior to the age of marriage. In such 
a society perhaps the last obstacle that may keep a woman 
from surrendering to a man's advances is fear of an illegiti-
mate conception. Remove this obstacle too and provide to 
women with weak character assurance that they can safely 
surrender to their male friends and you will see that the 
society will be plagued by the tide of moral licentiousness. 

In this day and age there can be no doubt that a woman 
who has no control over her own body or who is compelled 
by social and religious pressures to play the part of a repro-
ductive machine becomes less than a fully autonomous hu-
man being. There is a definite correlation between the social 
status of women and their ability to control or determine 
how many children they will have, as indicated by numerous 
studies. Status of Women and Family Planning, published 
by the United Nations (New York, 1975) is one such study. 
There is little doubt that the future of Muslim women de- 
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pends critically on the choices open to them in the area of 
family planning. 

Fifth, and finally, is the question of purdah. In the context 
of proper attire and conduct, the Quran lays down one basic 
principle. This may be described as the principle of modesty. 
In sura 24, verses 30 and 31, modesty in enjoined both upon 
Muslim men and Muslim women, though more detailed in 
structions are given in the case of women because at the 
dawn of Islam women were regarded as sex objects to be 
used as toys and bait, to be bought and sold, to be ogled and 
discarded at will. By using an elaborate network of laws and 
recommendations the Quran aimed at liberating women 
from the indignity of being sex objects and transforming 
them into persons. If a woman wished to be regarded as a 
person and not as a sex object, it . was necessary, according to 
Quranic teaching, that she should behave with the dignity 
and..decorum befitting a secure, self-respecting, and self-. 
aware human *being rather than as an insecure female who. 
felt that her survival depended on her ability to attract, 
entertain, or cajole those men who were interested not in her 
personality but only in her sexuality. 

Muslim societies:in general have disregarded the basic in-
tent of the Quranic statements of women's status as.autono-
mous human beings capable of being righteous as an act of 
choice. •These'societies have preferred to regard women as 
mentally and morally deficient creatures on whom morality 
has to be externally imposed. Nothing perhaps illustrates 
Muslim men's deep insecurities (which are reflected in their 
obsession with female sexuality and the means of controlling 
it) so well as the sternness and strictness with which they 
compel their women to cover themselves from head to foot 
and keep them confined to their 'houses. (Such confinement 
is described by sura 4, ver'se 15, as a punishment for unchaste 
women and not as the normal way of life7 .) 

It is beyond the scope of this paper to discuss all the areas 
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in which a change of attitude toward women is needed, 
areas where conflict could be likely to erupt between those 
who hold opposing viewpoints. I have, however; endeavored 
to point out some areas of special concern to a large number 
of Muslim women. 

With each passing day, with each new imposition, at least 
some Muslim women are becoming more and mOre aware of 
the burden of oppression that they have carried for so long. 
They are beginning to ask to exercise their rights, rights 
given to them not by an Islamic government but by Allah. 
Their struggle and its outbome cannot.in  the final analysis be 
separated from what Islam was, what it has become, and 
where it is going; but their struggle may very well turn the 
tide of events in modern history. 
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