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[Abstract : Gender equality simply means equality between the two sexces, 1.c.,
hetween male and female, or men and women. The role of man and woman is
cqually important in the formation and development of human civilisation. But are
men and women really equal in all respects of human life? What is the attitude of
Islam towards gender equality? Well, from a matcrial as well as spiritual point of
view, Islam recognizes the position of women to be the same as that of men. But
after acknowledging a perfectly equal status as human beings for both male and
female, and trcating them as equals, entitled Lo equal rights, Islam does, however,
differentiate between the two sexes with regard Lo their special functions in life, a
step that has given rise to a great hue and cry by some women organistions
supported by certain writers, rcformers and young men. To explain the 1ssue
claborately is the main theme of this article. ]

Now-a-days, simullaneously the East and the West are simmering with a furors
ovcer the rights of women and a demand on behalf of them for an absolute equality
with men. Among the feverous champions of the rights of women, the most
noteworthy arc those persons, men and women, who rave most foolishly in the
name of Islam; some are alleging mischievously that in all respeets Islam has
maintaincd a perfect equality between the two sexes, while others, for their
ignorance or negligence of Islam, claim that Islam is the grealest enemy of women
because [slam degrades and lowers their status holding them intellectually
deficient and assigning them a position very much akin to that of animals. They
arc reduced to no more than a merc means of sensual as well as sexual gratification
for men and a machine for the propagation of thc human species; which 1s
sufficient to show how subservient to men they arc is in the sight of Islam with the
result that men dominate them and enjoy an all-round supcriority over them.!

Now the Queslion is, are men and women really cqual in all respects of human
life? What is the attitude of Islam towards gender ecquality? Well, we shall discuss
the issue elaborately. But before discussing the position of women in Islam, we
want to touch in brief upon the history of the Movement for women's
emancipation in Curope, because it is that very source of mischief whence all the
defecting trends in the modern East flow.

The women in Europe and all over the world were looked upon as a mere
nonentity. They were the subject of many a discourse of the learned scholars and
philosophers who wrangled among themscives over the questions such as @ Has
woman got a soul or not? 1f yes, what preciscly is the nature of her soul? Is 11
human or animal? Supposing she does possess a4 human soul, what social and
human position should she occupy 1n relation to man? Is she born as a slave to
man, or does she hold a position shightly supertor (o that of a sluve? ete.?
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‘Fhat very position of women in Europe remained unchanged during the periods of
scridom and feudatism, When the industrial revolution took place in Europe, it
brought m 1ts wake the worst possible sulferings for women yel experienced by
them throughout thc history of mankind. Throughout the ages Europe has
exhibited such a rigidity and avarice of nature as lack of both generosily and
liberality. It is needless to ask why these all happencd as we know that Europe has
bcen ever known for its miscrliness, rigidity and ingratitude. It has never been
known to respect men as men, nor to render a voluntary act of goodness.

However, there were some conscious and conscientious persons who could not
silently forbear the perpetration of these vile inequitics against the weaker sections
of the population. They struggled to put an end to this cruelty towards the children,
The protests against social injustice did not, however, go unnoticed. They bore
fruit; but women still remained without anyone to champion or advance their
cause, as 1t required an intcllectual relinement which as Europe did not possess.
As a result, women pressed on their way through this ordeal overworking in a
desperate effort to support themselves but receiving in return wages far less than
those given to their male counterparts- for a similar work.

In the first World War tens of millions of European and American young men were
killed leaving behind them millions of widowed women, These poor women
suffcred the worst tribulations and trials of labor. They had none to support and
lookafter them. The war had causcd so great a shortage of men Lhat the survivors
could hardly supply their place. The factories could not re-start their production
nor could the war damages be repaired due to the shortage of working hands. Thus
it fell upon women to go out and Lake the place of men, for if they did not, they as
well as their dependents- old women and small children-were threatened by
hunger.

To go and work in the factories, however, required that women should ignore their
moral temperament as well as their feminine nature which had now become a
positive hurdle in earning a living. Moreover, factory-owners did not want
working hands only; they wanted to satisty their lust as well. The helplessness of
womcen now promised them an excellent opportunity of which they [ully availed
themselves. The women thus had to discharge a two-fold duty : Work in the
factories and try their level best to please their employer. The women were not
plagucd by hunger alone: sex (oo claimed its share and gratification. Their necd
for bread and the urge Lo achieve sexual gratification besides their love for costly
clothes, cosmetics etc. were the factors that forced them to this course of life. The
factory-owners exploited this weakness of women to their own advantage, They
paid them wages lar less than thosc they paid to the male workers doing the same
work at the same factory- a gross inequity which neither reason, nor conscience of
mankind can ever justify.’

Under these circumstances the stupendous revolution that at last broke out in
Europe was but inevitable. 1t swept away the centurics-old inequily and gross
injustice. But what did women get as a result of this revolution? They were over-
worked physically, had fost respect as well as womanhood. They did, however, in
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place of these at last win the right to have equal wages with men, the only natural
right offered them by Europe.

The Curopean men did not, however, easily forcgo their superionty- their egoism
rather with respect to women. They were [orced to recognize egual rights for
women after a very tough and intense struggle in which all the usual weapons of
warfare were fully made usc of. [n this struggle for their rights the women resorted
to strike and non-cooperation; addressed public meetings and employed
journalism to advance their causes. Then they realized that in order to sct things
right women would have to participate in legislation as well, so first they
demanded the right to vote and then proceeded to ask for a right to become the
member of the parliament. As women had received an education similar to that
imparted Lo men, for both were required to do similar jobs now as logical sequence
lo it women demandcd an equal share in government jong with men. Such is the
picture of women's struggle in Europe (o obtain their rights.#

Now we shall discuss the exact status of women in Islam and observe it there is
any type of constraint which should force women to take up arms for rights like
their counterparts in the West. Or is it merely an inferiority complex and a result
of thoughtlessly imitating the West that make these Eastern Champions of their
rights declaim so enthusiastically in public meetings?

As a fundamental principle of its system, Islam acknowledges a perfectly equal
status as human beings for both men and women® and Islam also holds that the
woman has a soul similar to that of a man. Almighty Allah declares : “O pcople!
he careful of {your duty to) your Lord, who created you from a single being and
created its mate of the same (kind) and spread from these too many men and
women.”s Thus men and women arc quite cqual to each other in their origin, therr
abode as well as in their palace of return. Islam gives women the right to hife, (o
honour and 1o property like men.? Prophet Muhammad (peace be upon him) said,
“Tt is forbidden for a muslim (man or woman) to take the life, honour and property
of another muslim (man or woman).™

From a material point of view, woman is recognized as on par with man. She can
earn money and own property just as a man can do and therefore shc may, if she
fecls the need, foliow any profession. Allah the almighty said, “For men is the
benetit of what they carn. And lor women is the benefit of what they carn.”™ She
has tull control aver her property and can dispose of 1t as she likes. In this respect
Allah declares : “But if they (the women) themselves be pleased to give you a
portion thereol (i.e., of their property), consume it with enjoyment,”!® Women can
also inherit property as men can : “For man is a sharc of’ what the parents and the
near relatives leave, and for woman a sharc of what the parents and the ncar
relatives leave.”! We must pausc here a while to tuke note of an important point
concerning woman’s right to hold property and use or exploit it at will. Even after
Islam had granted women these rights. the women in Europe were deprived of
them for more than cleven hundred years. [slam had already granted to womenfolk
not duc to the pressurc of some economic circumstances, or as o result of the
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conflict going on in the world. It was rather initiated by its desire to implement
truth and justice in practice rather than in the world of dreams.

From a spiritual point of vicw, Islam also recognizes the position of women to be
the same as that of men. Good works bring the same reward, whether to a male or
a female, as Allah-the Creator of the whole universe says : “I will not suffer the
work of a worker among you to be lost, whether male or female, the one of bemg
from the other.”'? Similar sense has been expressed in another verse of the holy
Quran.i? Paradisc and ils blessings arc equally for both male and female as
expressed 1 the holy Quran : “And who ever docs good whether man or woman,
and he (or she) is a believer-they shall enter the Garden.”!* Both men and women
shall enjoy the glorious as well as higher lifc, as Allah ulters ; “Whocver does
good, whether male or female, and is a belicver, We shall certainly make him or
her live a distinguished life.”15

Revelation which is the greatest spiritual gift of the almighty Allah has been
granted to men as well as o women, though there is exception. 16 Example may be
cited from the holy Quran as : “And when the angel said, O Mary, surcly Allah has
chosen thee and purified thee.”17 Allah also expresses : “And We revealed to
Moscs’ mother, saying give him (Moses) suck; then when thou [arest for him, cast
him into the river and fear not, nor gricve,”18

Again 1t was Islam that at a period when the entire world was lost in ignorance and
darkness stressed the importance of knowledge for mankind, not as a special
privilege of a particular class bul as an essential and unavoidable need for each and
every man and woman. Islam made it obligatory upon all the Muslims-male or
[emale-to acquire knowledge as a necessary condition to their being truc believers
in Allah and Islam. Tt also goes to the credit of Islam that it was the first religion
that acknowledging a separatc and independent human status of woman Impressed
upon her that she could not achicve perfection in lifc without knowledge.
Acquisition of knowledge was as great a duty of women as of men, for Islam
wanted the womenfolk to develop their rational faculties along with their physical
oncs and thus ascend to higher planes of spiritual existence. !9

it has already bcen said before that Islam occupies a unique position in that it
recognized an independent cconomic status of women and gave them the right to
own, use and enjoy it in there own right without any intermediary trustec or
mediator.29 Not only this but in the most important event of her life, i.e., marriage
as well her independent status was established. She could not be given in marriage
without her consent as that of a man. No marriage was valid uniess she agreed to
it. The Prophet Muhammad (pbuh) said : “No widow should be married without
consulting her; and no virgin be married without her assent, and her assent is her
stlence.”! Even alter the marriage ceremony if she declares that she did not assent
to i, the marriage is dissolved. Not content with this, lslam even went a step
[urther giving her the right to propose her marriage to any man she liked to mairy.
The Furopean women oblained this right only in the eightcenth century.22

By entering the married state, woman does not lose any of the rights which she
possesses as an individual member of the socicty. She is stifl {rec to carry on any
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work she likes, to make any contract she desires, (o dispose of her property as she
wishes: nor is her individuality merged in that of her husband. But she is at the
same time recognized as undertaking new responsibilitics of life, which carry with
them new rights.23 The holy Quran scttles the principle : “And women have rights
simular to their obligations, in a just manncr.”’> These arc the rights and
responsibilities of the home. The prophet of Islam described her position in the
home as that of a ruler : “Every onc of you is a ruler and cvery one shall be
questioned about his subjects; the Amir (i.e., the king) 1s a ruler, and the man 1s a
ruler over the people of his house, and the woman is a ruler over the house of her
husband and his children. So every one of you is a ruler and every one shall be
questioned about his subjccts.”?

Thus so far as the home is concerned, the wile has the position of a tuler in it, the
home being her territory. By marriage she is at oncc raised o a higher dignity and
acquires new rights, though at the samc time she incurs new responsibilities. Her
rights as regards her husband arc also affirmed in the sayings of the holy Prophet
as he said to Adbuilah 1bn Umar (R) : “Thy body has a right over thec and thy soul
has a right over thee and thy wifc has a right over thee.”26

About the mutual relation of husband and wife the Almighty Allah declared : “And
of His signs is this, that the created mates for you from yourselves that you might
(ind quiet of mind in them, and e put between you love and compassion.”?7 The
Creator of the whole universe also uttered : “TTe it is Who created you from a
single soul, and of the same did He make his mate, that he might find comfort in
her.”28 The same idca is elsewhere very beautifully described in different words :
“They (your wives) arc an apparcl for you and you are an apparel for them.”® The
closest union of two souls could not be described more aptly.

The rights and responsibilities of a husband against his wifc and that of a wife
against her husband are mainly as well as basically centered in two points. Firstly,
The husband is bound to maintain the wife according to his means, as the
Almighty Allah declares : “Let him who has abundance spend out of his
abundance, and whoever has his means of subsistence straitened to him, let himn
spend out of that which Allah has given him. Allah lays not on any soul a burden
beyond that which He has given it.”* The husband must also provide the wile a
lodging as is described in the holy Quran : “Lodge them where you live, according
to your means.” Sccondly, the wile is also bound to keep company with her
husband, to preserve her husband’s property from loss or waste, and to relrain
from doing anything which should disturb the peace of the family. She is required
not to admit any one into the house whom the.husband does not like, and not to
incur expenditure of which the husband disapproves.i

The wife is not bound to render personal service such as the cooking of food, but
the respective duties of husband and wife are such that each must always be rcady
to help the other. The wife must help the husband cven in the [ield of labor, if she
can do it accordingly and the husband must help the wile in the household
duties.Of the Prophet himself, it is related that he used to help his wives in many
small works of the household, such as the milking of the goats, patching the
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clothes, mending the shoes, cleaning the utensils and so on.3® In his famous
address at the Farewell pilgrimage, the Prophet of Islam laid particular stress on
the good treatment of women : “O my people! you have certain rights over your
wives and so have your wives over you ... They are the trust of Allah in your
hands, So you must treal them with all kindness.” The Quran lays the greatest
possilbe stress on good (reatment towards the wife. “Keep them in good
fellowship™® and “wreat them kindly”™3¢ is the oft-recurring advice of the holy
Quran. The Prophet laid equally great stress upon good treatment of a wife. He is
reported to have said, “The most cxcellent of you is he who is best in his treatment
of his wife,"37

Assigning the woman her natural function of nursing the human race
wholeheartedly Islam had an eye to the demands of human nature as well as those
of the socicty. So man was charged with the duty of supporting her and providing
for her all her requircments so as to leave her frec from all irrelevant worries,
besides giving her the highest respect and regard so much that “when a man
enquired of the holy Prophet : ‘who has the {irst claim to my good trcatment?’ e
said, “your mother’. “The man said, ‘And then who?’ the Prophet said, ‘Then your
mother’. “I'he man asked : ‘And then?” Again the prophet replied : “Fhen your
mother!” The man once again asked : ‘And then?” The Prophet said, “Then your
father!™38

What then is all this uproar by the muslim woman of to-day about? [s there any
right or facility that Islam has not alrcady given her so that she should still feel
constrained to launch a campaign to win them through means such as suftrage and
representation in parliament? Let us see :

Firstly, she demands an equal human status. But Islam has already given this to her
in theory as wcll as in practice before law.

Secondly, she wants economic independence and the right to participate in social
tife directly. Well, Islam was the first religion that gave her this right.

Thirdly, she wants the right to education. Islam not only recognizes it but makes
the acquisition of it obligatory on her as well.

Fourthly, does she want the right not to be given in marriage without her
pernussion? Islam has given her this right as well as the right to arrangc her own
marriage.

Fifthly, does she demand that she should be treated kindly and fairly while
performing her functions within the house, and that she should have the right to
ask for a separation from her husband if he should fail to treat her in a just and fair
manner? Islam does give her all these rights and makes it incumbent upon men to
salegurad them.

Sixthly, does she want the right to go and work outside? Islam recognizes this right
of her too. They are not forbidden to take part in any activity when necessary, nor
is there any injunction in the holy Quran or the tradition of the Prophet (pbuh)
shutting them up within the four walls of their houses. On the other hand, the Holy
Book speaks of a muslim society in which men and women had often to meel each
other : “Say (o the believing men that they lower their gaze and restrain their
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sexual passions. That is purer for them ... And say to the belicving women that
they lower their gaze and restrain their sexual passions and not display their
adornment except what appears thercof.”¥ Another revelation supports the same
spirit : “O Prophet, tell thy wives and thy daughters and the women of the believers
to let down upon themsclves their over-garments, This is more proper, so that they
may be known, and not be given trouble.”#0 If women did not to out of their
houses, where was the necessity of asking them to wear a distinctive dress, and
where was Lhe occasion for their being troubled? According to tradition, the
Prophet is reported to have said to women : “It is permitted to you to go out for
your needs.”!

Lastly, does she scek the {reedom to induige in base, degrading and humihating
syberities? Well, Islam can not grant this o her as it does not aiso allow men 1o
degrade themselves by indulging in such depravities.

The demand for equality between men and women as human beings is a natural
and reasonable demand. Men and women are two equally important component
parts of a whole humanity, proceeding trom the one and the same progenitor. But
so far as the demand for treating them as equals in their functions in lifc and the
modes of their actual performance is concerned, can that cver be feasible” That is
simply impossible even if all the women around the world should wish it, hold
conferences and pass resolutions to that effect. These conferences and their
resolutions cannot alter the characters of men and women, nor can they in any way
transform their functions making men share those of women in conceive, birth and
suckling and vice versa.#

Islam differentiatcs between men and women where such a differentiation is but
natural. Now, let us take two outstanding situations in which Islam differcntiates
between the sexcs : the distribution of inheritance and the headship of the family.
About inheritance Islam says : “To the male the equivalent of the portion of two
females,”3 which is quite natural and justified, for it is man alonc who 1s charged
with shouldering all the financial obligations. The woman is under no such
obligation as to spend moncy on anyone but her own person and toilet, except
ofcourse who she should hcad her family but such a situation very rarely met
within an islamic socicty, for so long as a woman has got a rclation howsoever
distant she need nol take upon hersell the support of her family. Can such an
arrangement be termed as injustice towards woman, as the votaries ol feminism
aver? Leaving aside these vain postulations and prejudiced claims, the problem is
just one of a simple reckoning : “On the whole woman gets one-third of the
inherited property to spend it on her persons, whereas man is given two-thirds of
it”44 10 discharge his financial obligations, in the [irst place, towards his wife
including the dowry (mahr) which is alse the most obligatory on the part of
husband,*s and secondly, his family and children. As such, spcaking in terms of
simple mathcmatics, to whom does the larger portion go-husband or wile? There
may be certain men who are wont to spend all their money on themselves and are
disinclined to marry or found a family, but such cases are exception. Normally 1t
is the man who sounders the financial burdens of his [amily including a woman-
his wife, not as an act ol grace but as a moral obligation. Il a woman possesses a
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propetty of her own, her husband cannot take it away from her without her
consent, he would even then have to bear her financial burden, as if it were, she
had nothing in her possession to support herself with. And if he should refusc her
this allowance or should he be miserly in proportion to his income she can lodge
a complaint against him in the Court and force him to give her the sustenance
allowanee or get free from him. There as such no justification to say that in
inheritance woman receives a share less than that of man, as in view of his
obligations 1t is but natural that a man should get double the share of a womand
On the other hand, so far as theirs camings are concerned, there is no difference
between man and woman; nor in their wages for a work, nor in the profit gained
in trade, nor in revenues from land elc., for in thesc matters Islam follows another
law, the Jaw treating on a perfectly equal fooling man and woman with regard o
their labours and the wages thereol. No injustice is (o be done to cither of them.
Now, we shall discuss about the sccond issue-the headship of the family. Islam is
a practical rcligion and it does not shut its eyes to the hard realitics of life, It
describes the home as a unit in the greater organization of a nation as a whole, and
just as 1n the vaster national organization there is somebody to excrcise the final
authority in certain cases, so the smaller organization of the home cannot be
maintained without a similar arrangement, Hence the hushand is first spoken of as
being ‘a ruler over the people of the house’ and the wife is then described as ‘a
ruler over the house of her husband and his children.” The home is thus a kingdom
in miniature, where authority is excrcised by both the husand and the wife. But
unless one of them is given the leadership, or a higher authority, there would be
chaos in this kingdom. The reason for giving the lcadership or the higher authority
to the male parent is thus stated in the holy Quran : “Men are the maintaincrs of
women, with what Allah has made some of them to excel others, and with what
they spend out of their property.”™7 It is the man who can be entrusted with the
maintenance of the family, and therefore it is he who must hold the leadership or
the ligher authority of the family.

In the concluding remarks, we can say that after acknowledging a perfectly equal
status as human beings for both men and women, and treating them as equals,
cntitled to equal rights, Islam does, however differentiate between men and
women with regard to their special functions in life, a step that has given risc to a
great hue and cry by some women organisations supported by ccrtain writers,
reformers and young men. We have to ask them, do men and women belong in one
and the samc sex, or arc they two distinct sexes? Tlave they got similar functions
in life, or arc their functions scparale and distinct as men and women? This is
infact the knotty point, the crux of the problem. If the women conferenccs, their
supporters, the writers, the reformers and the young men mean to say that there is
no difference whatsover in the physical and intuitional equipment of men and
women as well as in their biological functions in life, then we have nothing o say
to them. But if they acknowledge that a difference does exist between men and
women and therr respective functions, then the attitude of Islam to this respect has
(o he recognized without any hesitation.
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