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Many Westerners have a vague notion that women in Iran, Saudi Arabia, and other Is-
lamic societies are subject to relentless control by men. Although there is some truth to
this stereotype, a more realistic account of the relationship between Islam and gender
must begin with a basic understanding of this unfamiliar religion. In this article, Jane
Smith provides an overview of Islamic tenets, explores some of the variations that divide
the vast Islamic world, and assesses the relative social standing of the sexes—as Muslims

themselves understand it.

To attempt to talk about women in Islam is of
course to venture into an area fraught with the
perils of overgeneralization, oversimplification,
and the almost unavoidable limitations of a West-
ern bias. The first problem is simply one of raw
numbers. There are perhaps close to half a billion
Muslim women inhabiting all major areas of the
world today. Is it possible to say anything that
holds true for all of them, let alone for their sis-
ters over the past fourteen centuries of Islam?
Then one must consider all the various elements
that comprise the picture of Islamic womanhood.
Many of these elements are directly related to
the religion of Islam itself, such as past and pre-
sent legal realities, roles permitted and enforced
as a result of Muslim images of women, and the
variety of Islamic and hetero-Islamic rites and
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practices in which Islamic women have tradition-
ally participated. Other elements contributing to
the full picture of women in Islam—such as edu-
cation, political rights, professional employment
opportunities, and the like—have less to do with
the religion per se but are still influenced by it.
The Holy Qur’an (sometimes transliterated
as “Koran”) still forms the basis of prevailing
family law in most areas of the Muslim world. It
has always been and still is considered to be the
last in a series of divine revelations from God
given in the seventh century C.E. to humanity
through the vehicle of his final prophet Muham-
mad. The Qur’an is therefore the literal and un-
mitigated word of God, collected and ordered by
the young Muslim community but untainted
with the thoughts and interpretations of any per-
sons, including Muhammad himself. It is obvi-
ous, then, why the regulations formulated by the
Qur’an in regard to women have been adhered
to with strictness and why changes in Muslim
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family law are coming about only very slowly in
the Islamic world.

The circumstances of women in pre-Islamic
Arabia are subject to a variety of interpretations.
On the one hand, certain women—soothsayers,
priestesses, queens, and even singular individu-
als—did play powerful roles in society. On the
other hand, whatever the earlier realities for
women in terms of marriage, divorce, and inheri-
tance of property, it is clear that the Qur’an did
introduce very significant changes that were ad-
vantageous for women. Contemporary Muslims
are fond of pointing out, quite correctly, that
Islam brought legal advantages for women quite
unknown in corresponding areas of the Western
Christian world. What, then, does the Qur’an say
about women?

The ecarliest messages of the Qur’an, and the
twin themes that run through all the chapters, are
of the realities of the oneness of God and the in-
evitability of the day of judgment. All persons,
men and women, are called upon to testify to
those realities. . . . Religiously speaking, then,
men and women are fully equal in the eyes of
God according to the Qur’an.

Before looking at the specifics of the legal in-
junctions for women, it is necessary to consider
two verses that have caused a great deal of con-
sternation to Westerners. One is 2:228, which
says literally that men are a step above women,
and the other is 4:34, clarifying that men are the
protectors of women (or are in charge of women)
because God has given preference to one over the
other and because men provide support for
women. Perhaps because these verses have been
so troublesome for non-Muslims (especially fem-
inists), they have been subject to an enormous
amount of explanation and interpretation by con-
temporary Muslim apologists eager to present a
defense of their religion. These writers, men and
women, affirm that it is precisely because men
are invested with the responsibility of taking care
of women, financially and otherwise, that they
are given authority over the females of their fami-
lies. And that, affirm many Muslim women today,

is exactly the way it should be. We will return to
this perspective later, particularly in light of what
a desire for liberation means—and does not
mean—for many Muslim women. . . .

According to the Qur’an, a man may marry up
to four wives, so long as he is able to provide for
each equally. He may marry a Muslim woman or
a member of the Jewish or Christian faith, or a
slave woman. A Muslim woman, however, may
marry only one husband, and he must be a Mus-
lim. Contemporary Muslim apologists are quick
to point out that these restrictions are for the ben-
efit of women, ensuring that they will not be left
unprotected. In Islam, marriage is not a sacra-
ment but a legal contract, and according to the
Qur’an a woman has clearly defined legal rights
in negotiating this contract. She can dictate the
terms and can receive the dowry herself. This
dowry (mahr) she is permitted to keep and main-
tain as a source of personal pride and comfort.

Polygamy (or more strictly polygyny, plurality
of wives) is practiced by only a small percentage
of the contemporary Muslim population, and a
man with more than two wives is extremely rare.
Many countries are now taking steps to modify
the circumstances in which a husband may take
more than one wife, although only in two coun-
tries, Turkey and Tunisia, are multiple marriages
actually illegal. Other countries have made such
moves as requiring the husband to have the per-
mission of the court (as in Iraq and Syria) or to
get the permission of the first wife (as in Egypt),
or permitting the wife to write into her marriage
contract that she will not allow a cowife (as in
Morocco and Lebanon). It seems reasonable to
expect that other countries will make changes and
modifications. It is interesting to note that while
for some finances have dictated monogamy—
most husbands have simply not been able to af-
ford more than one wife—changing economic
realities may again dictate that a man contemplate
the possibility of having several wives to work
and supply income for the family.

Muslim women traditionally have been mar-
ried at an extremely young age, sometimes even



before puberty. This practice is related, of course,
to the historical fact that fathers and other male
relatives generally have chosen the grooms them-
selves, despite the guarantee of the Qur’an that
marriage is a contract into which male and female
enter equally. While it is true that technically a
girl cannot be forced into a marriage she does not
want, pressures from family and the youth of the
bride often have made this prerogative difficult to
exercise. Today, the right of a male member of
the family to contract an engagement for a girl
against her wishes has been legally revoked in
most places, although it is still a common prac-
tice, especially in rural areas. . . .

In the contemporary Islamic world, divorce
rates vary considerably from one country to the
next. Muslim apologists insist that divorce is not
nearly as common in Islamic countries as it is, for
example, in the United States. This statement is
generally true, although in some countries, such
as Morocco, the rate is high and continues to
grow. Often what is really only the breaking of
the engagement contract is included in divorce
statistics, skewing the measure. Many countries
are now considering serious changes in divorce
procedures. The simultaneous triple repudiation
generally has been declared illegal, and in many
countries divorce initiated by either party, the
man or the woman, must take place in the court
of law. Other countries add special stipulations
generally favorable to the woman. It remains
true, however, that men can divorce for less cause
than women, and often divorces hung up in
courts with male judges can prove enormously
difficult for women to gain.

In accordance with Islamic law, custody of
the children traditionally has gone to the father
at some time between the age of seven and nine
for boys and between seven and puberty for
girls, depending on the legal school. This prac-
tice too is slowly changing, and in most areas
women who have been divorced by their hus-
bands are allowed to keep their sons until pu-
berty and their daughters until they are of an age
to be married.
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It is considered one of the great innovations of
the Qur’an over earlier practices that women are
permitted to inherit and own property. Non-Mus-
lims have generally found great difficulty with
the Qur’anic stipulation that a woman is allowed
to inherit property but that the inheritance should
be only half that of a male. According to the Is-
lamic understanding, however, the rationale is
precisely that which applies to the verse saying
that men are in charge of women. Because women
are permitted to keep and maintain their own
property without responsibility for taking care of
their families financially, it is only reasonable that
the male, who must spend his own earning and in-
heritance for the maintenance of women, should
receive twice as much. . . .

According to the Qur’an, women should not
expose themselves to public view with lack of
modesty. It does not say that they should be cov-
ered specifically from head to toe, nor that they
should wear face veils or masks or other of the
paraphernalia that has adorned many Islamic
women through the ages. The Qur’an also sug-
gests that the wives of the Prophet Muhammad,
when speaking to other men, should do so from
behind a partition, again for purposes of propri-
ety. It has been open to question whether this
statement is meant to apply to all women. In the
early Islamic community, these verses were exag-
gerated and their underlying ideas elaborated and
defined in ways that led fairly quickly to a seclu-
sion of women which seems quite at odds with
what the Qur’an intended or the Prophet wanted.
When the community in Medina was established,
women participated fully with men in all activi-
ties of worship and prayer. Soon they became
segregated, however, to the point where an often-
quoted hadith (no doubt spurious) attributed to
Muhammad has him saying that women pray bet-
ter at home than in the mosque, and best of all in
their own closets. Today a number of contempo-
rary Muslim writers are urging a return to the
practices of the young Muslim community, with
women no longer segregated from the mosque or
relegated to certain rear or side portions as they



390 Religion

generally have been, but participating fully in
worship with men. . . .

What is popularly known as “veiling” is part
of the general phenomenon of the segregation of
women and yet is also distinctly apart from it.
The two are increasingly seen as separate by con-
temporary Islamic women seeking to affirm a
new identity in relation to their religion. Veils tra-
ditionally have taken a number of forms: a veil
covering the face from just below the eyes down;
a chador or burka covering the entire body, in-
cluding the face, often with a woven screen in
front through which women can see but not be
seen; and a full face mask with small slits
through the eyes, still worn in some areas of the
Arabian Gulf. These costumes, so seemingly op-
pressive to Western eyes, at least have allowed
women to observe without being observed, thus
affording their wearers a degree of anonymity
that on some occasions has proven useful.

The general movement toward unveiling had
its ostensible beginning in the mid-1920s, when
the Egyptian feminist Huda Sha’rawi cast off her
veil after arriving in Egypt from an international
meeting of women. She was followed literally
and symbolically by masses of women in the suc-
ceeding years, and Egyptian women as well as
those in other Middle Eastern countries made
great strides in adopting Western dress. At the
present time in the history of Islam, however, one
finds a quite different phenomenon. Partly in re-
action against Western liberation and Western
ideals in general, women in many parts of the Is-
lamic world are self-consciously adopting forms
of dress by which they can identify with Islam
rather than with what they now see as the imperi-
alist West. Islamic dress, generally chosen by
Muslim women themselves rather than forced
upon them by males, signals for many an identi-
fication with a way of life that they are increas-
ingly convinced represents a more viable alternative
than that offered by the West. . . .

We see, then, that while legal circumstances for
women have undergone some significant changes
in the past half-century, the dictates of the Qur’an

continue to be enormously influential in the mold-
ing of new laws as well as in the personal choices
of Muslim men and women. . . .

I have stressed here the insistence of the
Qur’an on the religious and spiritual equality of
men and women. And aside from some unfortu-
nate hadith with very weak chains of authority
suggesting that the majority of women will be in
the Fire on the Day of Judgment because of their
mental and physical inferiority, religious literature
in general, when talking about human responsibil-
ity and concomitant judgment, makes women full
partners with men under the divine command to
live lives of integrity and righteousness. . . .

Of course, women do participate in many of the
activities and duties considered incumbent on all
good Muslims, but generally these practices have a
somewhat different function for them than for
men. Prayer for women, as we have said, is usually
in the home rather than in the mosque, and does
not necessarily follow the pattern of the regular-
ized five times a day. Participation in the fast itself
is normally the same as for the men (except when
women are pregnant, nursing, or menstruating), but
the particular joys of preparing the fast-breaking
meals are for the women alone. While the husband
determines the amount of money or goods to be
distributed for almsgiving, another responsibility
of all Muslims, it is often the wife who takes
charge of the actual distribution.

The last duty incumbent on Muslims after the
testimony to the oneness of God and prophethood
of his apostle Muhammad, the prayer, the fast,
and paying the almstax is the pilgrimage once in
a lifetime to the holy city of Mecca. Women do
participate in this journey, and as transportation
becomes easier and the care provided for pil-
grims in Saudi Arabia becomes more regularized
with modernization, increasing numbers of fe-
males join the throngs which gather to circumam-
bulate the Xaaba at Mecca each year. . . .

Saints in Islam are both male and female. One
is normally recognized as a saint not by any
process of canonization but because of some
miraculous deed(s) performed or through a dream



communication after death with a living person
requesting that a shrine be erected over his or
her tomb. Often a woman is favored with these
dreams and after the construction of the shrine
she becomes the carekeeper of the tomb, a posi-
tion of some honor and responsibility. . . .

While women in the Islamic world have been
segregated and secluded, and historically have
been considered second-class citizens by the
vast majority of males in the community, they
have not been totally without power. They have
been able to maintain a degree of control over
their own lives and over the men with whom
they live through many of the religious practices
described above. The fact that they alone have
the ability to bear children, the influence they
continue to play in the lives of their sons, and
the power they have over their sons’ wives are
subtle indications that there are certain checks
and balances on the obvious authority invested
by the Qur’an in men. From sexuality to control
of the network of communications in the family
to manipulation of such external agencies as
spirits and supernatural beings, women have had
at their control a variety of means to exert their
will over the men in their families and over their
own circumstances. The subtle means of control
available to women throughout the world have
of course been exploited: withholding sexual fa-
vors (a questionable but often-quoted hadith
says that if a woman refuses to sleep with her
husband, the angels will curse her until the
morning), doing small things to undermine a
husband’s honor such as embarrassing him in
front of guests, indulging in various forms of
gossip and social control, and the like. . . .

Until fairly recently, education for women in
the Muslim world has been minimal. Girls were
given the rudiments of an Islamic education,
mainly a little instruction in the Qur’an and the
traditions so as to be able to recite their prayers
properly. Beyond that their training was not
academic but domestic. In the late nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries, Islamic leaders
awoke with a start to the reality that Muslims
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were significantly behind the West in a variety
of ways, including technology and the educa-
tion necessary to understand and develop it.
Many of these leaders recognized that if Is-
lamic nations were to compete successfully in
the contemporary world, it had to be with the
aid of a well-educated and responsible female
sector. Thus, this century has seen a number of
educational advances for women, and in some
countries, such as Egypt, Iraq, and Kuwait,
women constitute very significant numbers of
the university population. Nonetheless, illiter-
acy in many Muslim nations continues to be
high, and the gap between male and female lit-
eracy rates is even increasing in some areas. In
Saudi Arabia, where at present the economic re-
sources are certainly available, large numbers
of Saudi girls are receiving a full education,
though separated from boys, and are taught either
by men through television transmission or by
women.

In education as in most areas of life, the male
understanding of women as encouraged by cer-
tain parts of the Islamic tradition continues to
play an important role. The Qur’an does state,
along with the stipulation that women can inherit
only half of what men inherit, that the witness (in
the court of law) of one man is equal to that of
two women. This unfortunately has been inter-
preted by some in the history of Islam to mean
that women are intellectually inferior to men, un-
stable in their judgment, and too easily swayed by
emotion. Such perspectives are certainly not
shared by all but nonetheless have been influen-
tial (and in some places are increasingly so
today) in making it difficult for a woman to have
access to the same kinds of educational opportu-
nities that are available to men. Certain subjects
are deemed “appropriate” for a woman to study,
particularly those geared to make her the best and
most productive wife, mother, and female partici-
pant in the family structure.

The prevalent view, confirmed by the Qur’an,
is that women should be modest and should nei-
ther expose themselves to men nor be too much
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in public places, where they will be subject to
men’s observation or forced to interact with
males not in their immediate families. This view
obviously has contributed to the difficulties of
receiving a full education and of securing em-
ployment outside the home. More employment
opportunities are open to women today than in
the past, however, and in many countries women
hold high-level positions in business, govern-
ment, civil service, education, and other sectors.
Statistics differ greatly across the Islamic world
and are difficult to assess because they often fail
to take into account the rural woman who may
work full time in the fields or other occupation
outside the house but does not earn an indepen-
dent salary. . . .

Saudi Arabia presents an interesting case study
of the confrontation of Islamic ideas with contem-
porary reality. Women are greatly inhibited in the
labor arena; because of conservative religious atti-
tudes they must be veiled and covered, are not
permitted to drive or even ride in a taxi with a
strange man, and in general are unable to partici-
pate on the social and professional level with
males. However, in a country in which production
is both necessary and economically possible and
which suffers from a lack of manpower, the use of
women in the workforce or increased importation
of foreign labor seem the only two (both undesir-
able) alternatives. Thus more Saudi women are
working, and because of their right to inherit, are
accumulating very substantial amounts of money.
It is interesting to note the rapid rate of construc-
tion of new banks exclusively for women in
places like Jiddah and Riyadh.

The aforementioned Qur’an verse about the
witness of two women being equal to that of one
man and the supporting literature attesting to fe-
male intellectual, physical (and in fact sometimes
moral) inferiority have made it difficult for Mus-
lim women to achieve equal political rights. In
most Arab countries (except Saudi Arabia and
certain of the Gulf States), as well as in most
other parts of the Islamic world, women have
now been given the vote. Centuries of passivity in

the political realm, however, have made it diffi-
cult for women to take advantage of the opportu-
nities now available to them. In some countries,
such as Egypt, women are playing major political
roles, but generally women politicians find little
support from men or even from other women for
their aspirations. This is not to underestimate the
strong current in Islamic thinking which encour-
ages the full participation of women in politics,
as well as in the educational and professional
fields.

Like an intricate and complex geometric pat-
tern on a Persian rug or a frieze decorating a
mosque, the practices, roles, opportunities, pre-
scriptions, hopes, and frustrations of Islamic
women are woven together in a whole. The colors
are sometimes bold and striking, at other times
muted and subtle. Some contemporary Muslim
women are progressive and aggressive, no longer
content to fit the traditionally prescribed patterns.
Others are passive and accepting, not yet able to dis-
cern what new possibilities may be open to them,
let alone whether or not they might want to take ad-
vantage of such opportunities. Some are Western-
ized as their mothers and grandmothers were and
have every intention of staying that way, while
others are increasingly clear in their feelings that
the West does not have the answers and that
Islam, particularly the Islam of the Qur’an and
the community of the Prophet Muhammad, is
God’s chosen way for humankind. For the latter,
their dress, their relationships with their hus-
bands and families, and their verbal assent to Is-
lamic priorities reflect this conviction that the
time has come to cease a fruitless preoccupation
with things Western and to reaffirm their identity
as Muslim women.

It is difficult for Western feminists to grasp
exactly what the Muslim woman may mean by
“liberation.” For many Islamic women, the fruits
of liberation in the West are too many broken
marriages, women left without the security of
men who will provide for them, deteriorating re-
lations between men and women, and sexual li-
cense that appears as rank immorality. They see



the Islamic system as affirmed by the Qur’an as
one in which male authority over them ensures
their care and protection and provides a structure
in which the family is solid, children are incul-
cated with lasting values, and the balance of re-
sponsibility between man and woman is one in
which absolute equality is less highly prized than
cooperation and complementarity.

The new Islamic woman, then, is morally and
religiously conservative and affirms the absolute
value of the true Islamic system for human rela-
tionships. She is intolerant of the kind of Islam in
which women are subjugated and relegated to
roles insignificant to the full functioning of soci-
ety, and she wants to take full advantage of edu-
cational and professional opportunities. She may
agree, however, that certain fields of education
are more appropriate for women than others, and
that certain professions are more natural to males
than to females. She participates as a contributor
to and decisionmaker for the family, yet recog-
nizes that in any complex relationship final au-
thority must rest with one person. And she is
content to delegate that authority to her husband,
father, or other male relative in return for the sol-
idarity of the family structure and the support
and protection that it gives her and her children.

That not all, or even most, Muslim women
subscribe to this point of view is clear. And yet,
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at the time of this writing, it seems equally clear
that if Western observers are to understand
women in the contemporary Islamic world, they
must appreciate a point of view that is more and
more prevalent. The West is increasingly identi-
fied with imperialism, and solutions viable for
women in the Islamic community are necessar-
ily different from the kinds of solutions that
many Western women seem to have chosen for
themselves. For the Muslim the words of the
Qur’an are divine, and the prescriptions for the
roles and rights of females, like the other mes-
sages of the holy book, are seen as part of God’s
divinely ordered plan for all humanity. Change
will come slowly, and whatever kinds of libera-
tion ultimately prevail will be cloaked in a garb
that is—in one or another of its various aspects—
essentially Islamic.

CRITICAL-THINKING QUESTIONS

1. In what formal ways does Islam confer on
men authority over women?

2. In what formal and informal ways does Islam
give power to women to affect their own lives and
those of men?

3. From a Muslim perspective, what are some of

the problems with Western living and, particu-
larly, Western feminism?



