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Women’s Rights

By A. S. Alam, M. D.

(This is an Interfaith Dialogue Publication)


Women comprise a little more than half the population of the world. However, their rights and honors have not always been respected by the civilized society. To understand the status of woman in Islam one has to know the position woman held in the society in pre-Islamic days. Before the arrival of Islam woman had, practically, little or no rights. In Arabia, men used to marry as many women as they liked. They also left them whenever they wished. Women were looked down upon so much that people were ashamed of having infant girls. Some of the tribes used to bury their infant girls alive! 


In Roman law woman could not be a teacher, a surety, or a witness. She could not make any will or contracts. Anything a woman owned became the property of the husband after her marriage, including herself. In India, the principle of ‘Manu’ was in practice. Manu said to hold the woman in a state of dependence by her protector, day and night (Encyclopedia Britannica, 11th ed., vol. 28, p782). The position of women in Greece and Britain was no better. 


“Equal rights” was given to women only recently. It is on papers only, and not in practice. Women are used mostly for physical pleasures and promotion of business. In the name of progress, equal rights and women’s liberation, slowly and slowly, the society has dragged down the women from the lofty and most respectable position given by God, to the most disrespectful position of “object of pleasure and lust”. They have been made to discard their graceful and honorable robes for something that is sometimes almost nonexistent. They have been humiliated and made to undress in public by the so-called civilized man mostly by the offer of money. In one pretext or another, they have been lured out from the protection of their homes to the open field, infested with hungry wolves, who start devouring them at the earliest opportunity and continue to do so till their charm and usefulness last. 


Christianity and Islam are the two largest religions in the world with a combined following of over two billions of people. Let us now see the position women occupy in these religions.

Status of Women: 

The Quran says: 
· "And women shall have rights similar to the rights against them, according to what is equitable; but men have a degree (of advantage) over them”. (Q* 2:228). 
· "Men are the protectors and maintainers of women, because God has given the one more (strength) than the other" (Q* 4:34). 

This ‘a degree above’ is maintenance and protection of women by men, because of their physical and psychological makeup. From legal standpoint, it implies no superiority or advantage. Financial responsibility for the maintenance of his wife, children and needy relatives, especially women, rests on the man (Ref. 25 -p23). Woman bears no obligation to spend from her property on her family. She bears no financial responsibility to maintain her children if the husband is alive.


In Islam woman can ask questions, even in the mosque. During the caliphate of Omar, a woman argued with him in the mosque, proved her point and caused him to declare in the congregation: "The woman is right and Omar is wrong" (Ref. 25, p24).


Mohammad (P*) was employed by a woman named Khadiza. 
The Bible says:

· ”There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free, there is neither male nor female; for you are all one in Christ Jesus” (B* Galatians 3:28). 
· “For the man is not of the woman; but the woman of the man. Neither was the man created for the woman; but the woman for the man" (B* 1 Corinthians 11:8-9). 

· “Let your women keep silence in the churches: for it is not permitted unto them to speak; but they are commanded to be under obedience, as also saith the law. And if they will learn anything, let them ask their husbands at home: for it is a shame for woman to speak in the church” (B* 1 Corinthians 14:34-35). 

· "I permit no woman to teach or to have authority over men; she is to keep silent" (B* 1 Timothy 2:12). 


In the Holy Bible God said to woman after Eve gave the forbidden fruit to Adam: "I will greatly multiply your pain in childbearing ... and he (husband) shall rule over you” (B* Genesis 3:16). 


In Islam, the blame for eating from the forbidden tree is put to both Adam and Eve. God later forgave them. “Then learnt Adam from his Lord words of inspiration, and his Lord turned towards him; for He is Oft-returning, Most Merciful” (Q* 2:37). In fact, in one verse, Adam was specifically blamed (Q* 20:121). 


The Holy Bible says: “but any woman who prays or prophesies with her head unveiled dishonors her head ...  For if a woman will not veil herself, then she should cut off her hair; but if it is disgraceful for a woman to be shorn or shaven, let her wear a veil.” (B* I Corinthians 11:5-6). 

 
The Holy Quran does not order women’s head to be shaved for not wearing head cover. It says: “that they should not display their beauty and ornaments except what (must ordinarily) appear thereof; that they should draw their veils over their bosoms and not display their beauty” (Q* 24:30-31). 


To the western society, the long dress and the head cover that the nuns wear, represents purity, modesty, dignity, and command of respect. However, when a Muslim woman wears long dress and covers her head, to the same society, it represents Muslim oppression of their women!

Status of Mother: 


In Islam, kindness to parents is considered next to worship of God: "your lord has decreed that you worship none save Him, and that you be kind to your parents. Whether one or both of them attain old age in thy life say not to them a word of contempt nor repel them but address them in terms of honor. And out of kindness lower to them the wing of humility and say: My Lord bestow on them Thy Mercy even as they cherished me in childhood." (Q* 17:23-24).


Prophet Mohammad (P*) said: "Paradise is at the feet of mother" (Nisai 25:6 Ref. 10-p 80). 


The Holy Bible says: “Children, obey your parents in everything, for this pleases the Lord.” (B* Colossians 3:20). 


In the same Holy Bible, Jesus (P*) addressed his mother as ‘woman’: “When the wine gave out, the mother of Jesus said to him, ‘They have no wine’. And Jesus said to her, O woman, what have you to do with me? My hour has not yet come” (B* John 2:3-4). 


The Bible also reports: “And his (Jesus’) mother and his brothers came; and standing outside they sent to him and called him. And a crowd was sitting about him; and they said to him, ‘Your mother and your brothers are outside, asking for you.’ And he replied, ‘Who are my mother and my brothers?’ And looking around on those who sat about him, he said, ‘Here are my mother and my brothers! Whoever does the will of God is my brothers, and sister, and mother.’” (B* Mark 3:31-35).

Marriage:


In Islam, women cannot be forced to marry anyone without their consent: "You are forbidden to inherit women against their will" (Q* 4:19). 


The Holy Quran orders husbands to "Live with them (wives) on a footing of kindness and equity" (Q* 4:19).


In the Mosaic Law, the wife was betrothed: “To betroth a wife to oneself meant simply to acquire possession of her by payment of the purchase money; the betrothed is a girl for whom the purchase money has been paid” (Encyclopedia Biblica 1902, VOL. 3 - p 2942). 


The consent of the girl was not necessary for the validation of the marriage. “The woman being man’s property, his right to divorce her follows as a matter of course.” In the Mosaic Law, divorce was a privilege of the husband only (Encyclopedia Biblica 11th Edition, P 782). 

Marriage gift: 

Woman has the full right to her ‘Mahr’, a marriage gift, and its ownership does not transfer to her husband or father. Her marriage gift is hers to keep, even if there is a divorce.

Divorce: 

Both men and women have equal right to seek an end to an unsuccessful marriage. To protect from hasty decision out of temporary emotional outburst or stress, certain steps and waiting periods are observed (Ref. 25 -p19). If divorced, she may also get alimony from her ex-husband. 

Bible forbids divorce: “Every one who divorces his wife and marries commits adultery, and he who marries a woman divorced from her husband commits adultery.” (B* Luke 16:18). 

Property rights: 


The Islamic law recognizes women’s right to her money, real estate, or other properties. She has full rights to buy, sell, mortgage or lease any or all her properties. (Ref. 25 -p 21).


According To English Common Law, “all real property which a wife held at the time of marriage became a possession of the husband.” (Encyclopedia America Intl. Edition V29, P108). 


Married woman’s property act of England was passed in 1870 (Ref. 25, p8). France made woman eligible to make contract in 1938, however the wife was still required to secure her husband’s permission before she could dispose her private property (Ref. 25, p 21).


Islam is the religion that gave woman the proper respect of a human being. It gave her the fundamental rights as well as accountability equal to that of man, although her roles and responsibilities are different. 

Inheritance: 

The Quran says “From what is left by parents and those nearest related, there is a share for men and a share for women, whether the property be small or large, - a determined share.” (Q* 4:7). In general, her share is 1/2 that of man, but she is relieved of all financial responsibility. This way she is much better off. If a woman gets $ 50, it is all hers to keep. When a man gets $ 100 he is to maintain his wife, children, parents, and all dependent or needy relatives particularly widows. (Ref. 25, P22-23). In reality, he is worse off.

Equal rewards: 

God said: “Never will I suffer to be lost the work of any of you, be he male or female;” (Q* 3:195). 


In Islam, the blame for eating from the forbidden tree is put on both Adam and Eve. God later forgave both of them (Q* 2:37). In fact, in one verse, Adam was specifically blamed (Q* 20:121). 

Employment: 

There is no law in Islam, which forbids women to seek employment. 

Protection of women’s honor: 

The Quran says: “And those who launch a charge against chaste women, and not produce four witnesses, flog them with eighty stripes and reject their evidence ever after:” (Q* 24:4). The witness of a woman to defend her honor and chastity is greater than the witness of her accuser spouse, if he cannot present any witness (Q* 24:6-9). 


Prophet Mohammad (P*) said: 

 “Paradise lies at the feet of your mother.” (Al Nisai Ref. 25- p21).

 “Best of you are those who are best with your wives.” 
(Ref. 25 -p18).

 “(It) is the generous (in character) who is good to women, and it is the wicked who insults them.” (Ref. 25-p21). 

 "You have certain rights over your women, but they also have rights over you. ... Do treat your women well and be kind to them for they are your partners and committed helpers" (Prophet Mohammed's last sermon). 

Under Islamic law: 

· Women are far more secure financially. Women's personal property does not get transferred to husband or father.

· Her marriage gift is hers to keep, even if she divorces.

· She bears no obligation to spend from her property on her family.

· She bears no financial responsibility to maintain her children.

· If divorced, she may also get alimony from her ex-husband. 

· There is no law in Islam, which forbids women to seek employment. 


Interfaith Dialogue publishes two books, (“The Eternal Guidance” and “The Rational Choice”). They are concise and to the point. You will find very useful information in them. Knowledge is power and helps to make rational decisions. Enrich yourself and your family with knowledge. Send for these books today. Contact Interfaith Dialogue, at: <info@interfaithdialogue.net>.

Visit website: www.interfaithdialogue.net
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Abbreviations
As*. – Answer 
B*- The Bible

Q*- The Quran.
Qs*- Question

P*- Peace of God be upon him / them.
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(P*) = Peace and blessings of God be upon him / them

B*= The Holy Bible, Q*= The Holy Quran

