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ISLAM AND WOMEN'S HUMAN RIGHTS: 
A Reappraisal in Light 

of the Qur'an and the Hadith 

by Rania Allmel/ Nallle, LAU Stlldent 

I slam is a full and complete religion wh ich addresses every 
<lSpeCi of life: social. econom ical, familial. spiritual and 
political. There is no doubt that there are physiological and 

psychological differences between men and women. but this 
does not obviate the fact that they are both human beings 
endowed with intrinsic rights and worth. Thus. they should be 
treated equally, taking into consideration the implications of 
their inherent differences. 

Contemporary Muslim societies interpret women's rights in a 
drastically different way from the actual IClIchings of the 
Qur'an, Because of the existence and innuence of a deeply­
rooted patriarchal social system and culture, many Muslim men 
tend to interpret the Qur'an and the Hadith (teaching.~ of the 
Prophet Muhammad) in a limited and li teral manner which suits 
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their own temporal interests. Muslim women. on the other 
hand. have historically been unaware of their rights. mostly due 
to their lack of religious and formal education. Today. howev­
er. women'.~ ignorance stems from the fact that they have 
unthinkingly given into tradit ions which are based on misinter­
pretations of religious teachings. 

Women's rights in Islam have existed since the Qur'an was 
revealed to the Prophet Muhammad. All women's rights are 10 
be applied as they have been assigned. Some members of 
Islamic communities, however. misuse or ignore women's 
rights due to a lack of faith or knowledge. This inevitably leads 
to a wide-spread misconception of Islam and its teachings con ­
cerning women. thus fueling so much of the stereotypes and 
prejudices non-Muslims hold "bout the Islamic world. 

During al.jahiliyya (the pre-Islamic period). it was the tradition 

45 



46 

of the Ambs 10 bury alive newborn infant girls. These young 
females were not valued as highly as male offspring, and par· 
ems feared that girls might put the family's honor at risk by 
bringing shame through improper behavior. The inhumane 
practice of female infantic ide continued until the Qur'an was 
revealed, stating clearly that girls and boys arc equal in worth, 
and specifying that the only mcaningful differences between 
people arc those related to faith and belief in God. not gender, 
linguistic or racial differences: 

·'0. 1ll/lIIllnkillll. we IU/I'e crel/tell you lIIale and 
female ami JUlI'e appointed YOII races (llIfltrihes thar yOIl may 
know olle anuther; surely the lIoblest amollg you ill the sight 

of God i.l· Ihe mo.w God-fel/rillg of you·' 
(Sura 49; \'as!! 13) 

With the relevation of the Qur'an. female intiullicide was 
henceforth forbidden, yet the disappointment which marks the 
birth of a girl child sli!! lingers in many Muslim societies, and 
in qu ite a few non-Muslim com munities as well. 

Before considering the question of gender equality from itll 
Islamic perspective, we must first examine the physiclll, bio­
logical and psychological allribUles of men and women in order 
10 judge the kinds and degree of their dilTerences. If such dif­
ferences do ex ist, should they automatically require a limita­
tion of rights. or the llssignment of special rights or duties 
according 10 gender? Concerning physical structure and func~ 
lion. it is clcar thaI most men, in comparison to most women. 
have clearly discernible natur:ll characteristics. e.g .. greater 
muscle mass and bone density. as well as greater wo,:ight and 
height. Just because men are physically ~tronger, however. 
does not mean thut they are entitled to more rights than women. 
Men's physical attributes merely indicutc that "he is made for 
hard and dillicult jobs" (Bahonar, 1985: 32). Islam teaches 
that. in the eyes of God. men and women are equal in rights and 
responsibi lities. Although differing in physical structurc, bio­
logical functions. and the social roles e:lch plays in the com­
munity. neither is accorded more value or worth than the other 
in the Islamic world-view. Islam does not deny, however. that 
God has given men the capacity to lead during crises due to 
their physical power, which ellubles men to protect their spous­
es and offspring in times of danger, stri fe and hardship. 
Because of their physical strength, men are obliged 10 perform 
cenain duties from which women are exempted. A woman's 
strength. on the other hand. is found in the emotional and affec­
tive realm, according to Islu111. A woman's physically distin­
gui shi ng characteristic is her ability to carry children, bear off­
spring, ilnd care for the young. Islam states that women are thus 
equipped by nature with the necessary emotional and mental 
skills to nurture children. Bearing children is one, but certain­
ly not the only, responsibility that a Muslim woman fulfills in 
her community, 

Another contribution Musl im women can make to society is 
through work. Alt hough men lire rcsponsible for supporting 
women and childrcn. and thus removing the economicalncces­
sity for a woman 10 work outside the home. Islam docs not, as 
so many people assume. forbid the woman to work. Compared 
to the West, where family tics have been dangerously WCilk­
ened. and where women nlU.~t cilrry iI double burden of holdi ng 
down a demanding full-time job while also maintaini ng a good 
home for their families , Islam's perspective appears eminen tly 
humane and practicill. Women in Muslim societies lIre encour­
aged 10 give primary allcntion to the care and education of thci r 
children. yet work is nOI forb idden if the sit uation calls for it. 
"Between the IwO. male and female. there arc social solidarity 
and mutual responsibility" (Abodalati. 1993: 124). 

It is not the Islamic faith. but rather. patrillrchal society which 
forbids Muslim women to work. Social and cul1ural traditions. 
not religious precepts. maintain that women should not work 
outside of the home. Also, few men's egos can endure the fa(~t 
that they arc not able to support their families alone. An addi­
tional reason that men do not permit women to work is to pre, 
vent her from coming into contact with men who arc not rela­
tives. This consideration explains why Musli m women veil. to 
prevent problems from arising: 

'·Say 10 the women beliel'ers [llllt the)' ca.~t doll'/! their eyes 
and gll(ll"(l ,heir pril·a/e pans. alld 1101 Tel'eattheir (uiOl"llmellls 

s(II'e such (IS is Ollf\f(llri: (llId leI them cas/tlieir reUs ()rer 
their bodies" 

(Slim 24; wrse.f 30·31) 

As one recent magaLine article explained the Islamic practice of 
veiling to a Western audience. ··wearing a veil does not mean 
that a woman is weak: she wears a veil because she knows the 
high stallls that Allah has given her. to protect society and to 
prevent immorality: The hijab helps women 10 achieve justice 
in society. Thh does not mean that mcn should nOl abo dress 
modestly'· (Mahjollba, 1(84). 

Another exmnple of social traditions obscuring true Islamic 
teachings is that of women's role in the choice of her marriage 
partner. According to the Qur'an. women are to choose whom 
they wish to marry and when they want 10 marTy. But, ·'unfor­
tunately, the traditional tenet was that the male guardian of the 
family should choose [n woman's] husband and foree her to 
marry if necessary. Girls were usually married at a you ng age 
to relieve hcr parents of economic burdens" (A I-Samawi, 1995: 
3(0). As far as women's marital rights are concerned. the man 
is obli ged to provide all the necessities of life. ·'Men should 
spend on women even if they work or hllVe their own money 
because the woman has no obligillion to participale in the mar­
ital expenses. and the man has no authority to manage her pos· 
sessions or to use them. unless she permits him to do so" (AI· 
Gamari, 1993: 117). Bearing children and house-keeping are 
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the only contributions that ;1 woman is required to makc to the 
sacred institution of milrriagc. Ncvcl1hcless. some mcn in our 
Islamic .~ociet ies still belicve that a married womiln is requircd 
to stay at home. do the housework and be avail:lblc to scrve the 
man's every need whcnever he wishes. Thus, many Muslim 
women are denlcd their SOCIal life. Where;lS a man has both a 
public and a private life. most women's lives are only private: 
the life she shares with her husbilnd and children in the home. 

Perhaps the most widely misunderstood and dcnigrated practice 
in Islam is that of polygamy. This pmctice. which most people 
consider unfair. is. of course, unjust because of men's lack of 
knowledge of the Islamic religion. There are several theoreti­
cal reasons which may be invoked to justify polygamy: 
"Firsl...men remain potentially fenile all of their adu lt lives. 
while women become barren at menopause .... Anothcr rC<lson is 
that men are exposed to more danger. i.e .. fighting in wars and 
~uffering accidents during work. Thus. many women were 
often widowed. and others remained unmarried due to the loss 
of men" (Hojjatulislam. 1995: 28). The verse in the Qur'an 
which permits polygamy is as follows: 

"Man:v such women liS seem ~o(!d 10 YOII, 111'0. Ihree. or foUl: 
BUI ijyoufe(/r Ih(l( you Ire(l( 

Ihem IIneqllally. 
IiiI'll olily ol/e ... " 

(Sura 4: rel'se 3) 

Since women give birth. marrying more than one man cou ld 
lead 10 a confusion of pmernity. and hence to a loss of social 
identity for the child, in a patriarchal social system. "Those 
who :Ire ignorant of the actual Islamic teachi ngs take advantage 
of this verse, being able to marry up to fOllr wives. whilc ignor­
ing the fa,·t that they have to treat each one equally" (AI­
Gamari. 1993: 126). This is another illustration of how men use 
the Qur'an however they wish. emphasizing their rights yet 
ignoring their duties to treat all of their wives equally and with 
impartiality. Some men who are not even \nle believers claim 
this right for reasons that are far from religious. 

Islam is the only one of the three great monothe i ~tic religions 
which permits divorce, especially in cases of marriages thaI 
stand no chance of lasting. "Although Islam allows divorce. it 
provides various ways of resolving the connict between the 
couple be fore it leads to a divorce. Therefore. divorce is the 
final decision that takes place "after much effort has been 
expended to heal the rift" (Al-Gamari. 1993: 136). At the same 
time. Allah considers divorce "the worst of all the permitted 
things (halla/)," Divorce is not to be undertaken lightly: " it is a 
biller medicine which should not be administered except in 
extreme cases" (AI-Farouqi, 1988; 27). If the only other alter­
native is for the couple to live a J1li~e rable life. divorce i~ the 
sole solution. "Only the man has the right 10 divorce. due to the 
reason that a woman tends 10 be more emOlional by nature and 
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thus her feelings get hurt easily" (ihid.), but it should be noted 
that there is an exception which most Muslim women today 
take advlllllage of: they can requcst, before marriage. that the 
right to ask for a divorce re~ts with them. and this right is now 
written inlO the marriage contract if the woman wishes. As we 
~aw III the cases of work, marn age and polygamy. divorce lllus· 
trates another way in which Islamic teachings can be misinter­
preted and misapplied. Some men invoke the right of divorce 
whenever they wish. even when their reasons arc insignificant. 
Another case of misusing this right is seen when a man marries 
.mother woman and fails to SUPP0T! the first wife or even to 
acknowledge her. Such men, or course. arc not true believers. 
There is a verse in lhe Qur'an which clearly forbids sllch self­
ish behavior: 

"A lid Il"hf'1I you dil'onx! 1I"OIIIell alld they f/!ac/, Iheir pre· 
scribed lime {i./!" Ihree 1II01llhf. 10 (Ielermine pregllant)). Ihell 
eilher relOin them ill (I good Jeflowxhip or xet lhem free wilh 
liberty. and do 1101 felaill them for injllry so thor .1'011 exceed 
the limits. Whosoever (Ioes rhis is ill(leed IInjust TO his own 
sOIlI; and do //01 [(Ike Allah's comllllllliC(l/iOIlS for mockery. 

And remember the fm'or oJ Allah IIpon yOIl. and thar which he 
has revealed to .1'011. rhe Book and the wisdom (l(lmonishing 
.1'011 Ihereby. and be Cllreflll ofyollr dill)' 10 Allah. mul knolV 

Ihal AI/ah i.l· Ihe kllower of alllhing.I·." 
(SIII"(lit 2; vprw' 231) 

Another area of controversy for non-M usl ims concerns the 
Islamic teachings about inheritance. The Qur'an says "God 
charges to the male the like of the portion of two females" (Sura 
4: verse II). Given the aforementioned economic structure of 
the Muslim household. it on ly seems fair and logical that a man 
should receive double the .~hare of inheritance received by his 
sister. since a Illan has unl imited financial responsibilities 
towards his mother. unmarried female siblings, his wife and 
children, whereas a woman usually has only li mited personal 
expenses. Muslim men who do not fultill their economic 
responsibilities to thcir fam ilies are not true believers. 

Legal st ipulations which indicate that the testimony of two 
women is equal to that of one man in cases of arbitration and 
judgment are explained by the following verse from the QUr"an: 

'Cal/lwo lI'illlesses; oJ if Ihere (//"1' IJOtllVO f//(!II, then call olle 
lIlun lind 111'0 lVomen from Ihose 011 whom YOII agree aI/lOng 
the people who are present. So, if olle of the women goes 

aslray {ill her lestimony}, Ihe olher 11'0/11(/1/ may remind her." 
Sura 2; verse 282 

Commenting on this verse, Kotb notes that "In the verse itself. 
the explanation is made clear: by the very nature of her family 
d\lties. the tendency of the woman's spirit is toward emotions 
and passions. just as in man ittcnds towards contemplation and 
thought"' (1953: 51). The implied reasoning behind Ihis is that 
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womcn lIlay be more innucnced by their fcelings and thus sym­
pathize with one side Of another depending on the conniet situ­
ation. But this represents yet another example of how men 
clai m to be superior to justify thei r dominance in a patriarchal 
society. The following verse is often taken out of context and 
used to defend and affi rm male dominance: ··Men are in charge 
of women because Allah made the one of them to excel the 
other and because they spend of their propeny" (Slim 4; verse 
34). Men misinterpret this verse, emphasizing the notion of 
"being in charge" of a woman. and de-emphasizing the deeper 
meaning. i.e .. that men must not dominate so milch as support 
women. The relat ionship between the sexes is meant to be com­
plementary. not asymmetricll!' with one panner having all of 
the rights and the other being burdened with all of the duties. 

Westem and European Views of Islam 

In general. most Westerners view Islam from their own socio­
cultural perspective and using their own modes of interpreta­
tion. which are often biased by ignorance of Islam. if not 
marred by negative stereotypes. The fact that most Islamic 
societies do not correct ly interpret or confirm 10 many Islam ic 
tenets, and someti mes even distort Islamic teachings, adds to 
the West's misunderstanding of the mean ing of Islam. If indi­
viduals and groups in Western countries are really interested in 
understanding Islam. rather than simply criticizing it. they 
shou ld refer directly to the Qur'an and the Hadi lh and learn 
from knowledgeable religious scholars. If they were to under­
take a serious study of the religion. Westerners would learn that 
men and women are indeed eq ual according to the logical rea­
soning presented above. Critic~ of Islam view issues from a 
distance and believe that wOlllen are deprived of their due rights 
by Islam, but to the contrary. Muslim women are granted their 
full and complete rights. Women's rights in Islam have been 
clear and unambiguous si nce the revelation of the Qur'an. 
Sadly, these rights have so often been ignored by Muslim soci­
eties. On the other hand, we must not forget Ihat many Western 
women arc still struggli ng to allain some of their basic rights. 
100, such as equal pay for equal work in the Uniled States. 

Regarding the contrast between the Islamic and the Western 
interpretations of women's right to work. most Westerners 
believe thai a woman should seck employment because men are 
not obligated to support anyone but themselves. Thus. it is cru­
cial for a woman to attain financial independence simply to sur­
vive. Un like Islam. which burdens the man with such respon­
sibilities. "the West imposes upon women the payment of lower 
wages. France does not grant married women the right of 
admi nistering Iheir.own property. a right that Islam has always 
granted to women. Islam has always given women privileges 
that Western and EUrope.U1 countries did not grant them until 
today" (Kotb. 1953: 53). 

Turning to the practice of polygamy. which. it must be noted. is 

very rare in contemporary Muslim soc ieties, we can see that it 
may be justified for the reasons menti oned abovc, and this is 
indircctly proven by realities in the West. where adu ltery. open 
marriages and illegitimate children are becoming normal 
aspects of so many people's lives. Many Westerners engage in 
eX ira-mari ta l alTairs at leasl once in their married lives. ··It is 
true that lhe Christ ians do not lIlarry more than one woman. but 
we know that many engage in extra-marital relations in secrct" 
(Hojjatuli slam. [985: 31). 

The issues of inheritance and leglll witnesses are generally per­
ceived as unCair. No doubt. they have been most often defend­
ed and promoted by the least reJigiously-educmed members of 
our society. 

Conclllsion 

We have learned that Muslim women indeed have rights. but 
they have often been denied lhese GOd-given rights due to their 
lack of education. which leaves them vul nerable to unjust dom­
ination. One should not judge the religion of Islam by the way 
it is promoted and practiced by societies. We must take into 
consideration the fact that most Muslim societies are in need of 
more education about the tenets of the faith. Lacking such edu­
cation, Ihey are likely to misinterpret and mis-apply the teach­
ings of the Qur·an. 

The physical differences which distinguish men from women 
cannot be denied: these are biological facts of life. The 
strongest aspect of Islam is the equality given to all believers. 
Because of Ishun 's emphasis of equality and social justice, 
women's rights are guaranteed. Debate on this issue will prob­
ably never come to a conclusive end: there will alwlIYs be mis­
conceptions and problems in dealing with sensitive subjects, 
but comprehensive teaching of the true bases of the Islamic 
faith can prevent the worst injustices su ffered by Muslim 
women, whi le simultaneously correcting rmllly of the stereo­
types Westerners hllVC about Islam. 
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