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HALF of the population of the world consists of women. It is, therefore, necessary that any religion or social theory that stands for the good of mankind should also be concerned with the welfare, the rights and progress of women. This is an issue, which throughout history has bristled with emotional complexes, traditional taboos and other complications.

Historically, the status of woman has undergone many changes. She has been man’s helpmate without whom his life would never have been complete. She has been a plaything, an object of decoration and a beast of burden carrying man’s load of work and sorrow on her back. She has participated in all kinds of important activities ranging from administration to technical work, to poetry and mysteries. Some ecclesiastics have debated whether woman has a soul and have sometimes come to the conclusion that she has not!

She has been a fighter for her rights and has gained many rights denied to her in the past – the right to vote, the right to own property, the right to equal wages with men for equal work and the right to divorce.

In some cultures, the status of woman was better recognized at one time, or at least in one direction, and then there was a regression. Sometimes, within the same state or region, the position of women has differed enormously. Economic factors, technical advances, social theories and religion have influenced it. Sometimes there has been a great gap, greater than in the case of men between the theoretical rights enshrined in personal law or constitution and those accorded in practice. The right to share in property has been denied to women by hidebound men of feudal and semi-feudal societies.

Generally speaking, the status of women before the advent of Islam was not enviable, either in Arabia or outside. While there were occasional exceptions due to the personal status or the ability of individual women, in many of the older cultures they were generally looked down upon and treated as inferior beings. There is reason to believe that in the great Greek civilization, woman was treated as a slave. In her childhood she was the slave of her parents; in her youth and old age the slave of her husband, and as a widow, of her sons. Plato did hold that women should be treated as equals but this had no impact on her everyday life.

In the Roman civilization too, she had a low status under the law. The father and the husband had full control over their daughters and wives. They could even turn them out of the house with no redress. The father could marry her daughter to any one he liked and could also annul the marriage (sounds familiar in present day Pakistan?). The husband could in some cases even kill his wife, without the law taking any cognizance of the crime. Even in Jewish and Christian religions as they developed later, woman was supposed to be a source of pollution and the history of monks is full of painful incidents of how they not only looked down upon women but even considered it sinful to look at their mothers’ faces. There is of course nothing in the religion of Jesus Christ which countenances such an approach but this does show what travail and shame woman had to pass through in history.

In the Manu Smriti, likewise, woman is regarded as entirely and helplessly dependent on man. She is not to do anything independently. She is not even expected to perform acts of worship for her highest duty is to be of service to her husband (Pati parmeshwar), which would ensure her salvation. A widow was not allowed to remarry and must spend her life in sorrow without adequate fulfilment and the normal enjoyment of life. This applied equally to child widows. (When director Deepa Mehta wanted to show the horrors of a Hindu widow’s life in her film Water, rabid Hindu zealots prevented the shooting of the film anywhere in India. She had to go to Sri Lanka for filming). There are also other deprecatory references to women as addicted to telling lies, deceit, hypocrisy, stupidity, greed and lack of loyalty.Arabs during the age of ‘ignorance’ often indulged in infanticide of girls. To many of them, women were not companions who could participate fully in the life of their husbands. They were mere objects of pleasure or slaves to carry out their commands. Unlimited polygamy was common and wives could be discarded at will without any restraints. When a man died, his wife or wives became the property of his brothers or his sons and stepsons. Women had no right to own personal property and no safeguards against maltreatment by their men folk. There were some exceptional women like Bibi Khadija, a well-to-do widow whom the prophet married, who carried on trade transactions. There were only a few poets among the womenfolk.

With the advent of Islam, this situation changed both in theory and in practice. There are many verses in the Quran as well as the sayings of the Holy Prophet and events in his personal life and conduct, which helped greatly to raise woman’s status in society and gave her many, hitherto denied, rights.

The first thing that Islam did was to declare that there is genuine equality between the sexes and no people or community could build up the fabric of good life if their mutual relations were not rightly ordered. To Islam it was not merely a matter of rights but also of decent behaviour. Man must learn to treat women with respect and consideration as well as with a sense of justice both in economic and social relations.

“You, who believe, are forbidden to inherit women forcibly. Nor should you treat them with harshness that you may take away what you have given, unless they have been guilty of open lewdness. On the contrary, live with them on a footing of kindness and justice. If you take a dislike to them (for some reason, do not lose your balance). It may well be that you dislike something and God may bring out a great deal of good through it.” (4:19)

The Prophet always showed consideration and gentleness to women, whether belonging to his family or outside. For instance, he always stood up to show respect for his beloved daughter, Fatima, and in other ways in an era when infanticide was in vogue and women were considered ‘property’. In his last sermon made a few months before his death, the Prophet worked upon it, as if it was a covenant with God: “Fear the displeasure of God in the matter of women.” On another occasion he remarked that the best of men (before God) is he who deals with his family in the gentlest possible way,” and that “he is the best of believers who is courteous and treats his dependents gently.”

The Quran did not restrict itself to recommending gentle behaviour towards women but also gave specific instructions about what this connotes in the matter of inheritance, marriage, divorce, etc. It lays down detailed guidance about how property was to be distributed among the relations and dependents of a deceased individual, giving due share to both men and women – the latter being allotted half of the share allotted to man, presumably on the assumption that they were entitled to inherit from their parents as well as their husbands.

It is stated in the Quran: “From what is left by parents and others closely related there is a share for men and a share for women, whether the property be small or large – it is a share (determined by God).” (4.7)

Elsewhere, the Quran states: “Men have their share in what they have earned and women have their share in what they have earned.” (4.82)

The above verses of the Quran clearly imply that women are entitled to keep what they have earned and no one can forcibly take it away from them. It also implies that women have the right to earn their living, which is, incidentally, a repudiation of the feudal mentality.

In the matter of marriage laws, Islam has come in for a good deal of criticism based on its failure to understand the historical context of the times. In the pre-Islamic days of Jahiliyat there were no generally recognised principles which governed social issues like marriage, divorce, and inheritance among the Arabs. What attitude does Islam take in regard to marriage? The main verses, which lay down the rules to be followed, are: “Marry such women as seem good to you, two, three or four; but if you fear that you will not be equitable then only one or what your right hand owns.” (4:3)

It was, in the first instance, a limitation on unchecked and irresponsible polygamy, which prevailed then in Arabia, and, secondly, it has a restrictive clause of taking undue advantage of the permissive clause. Islam tries to create a balance between the ideal and the real, between what is desirable and what is feasible in all social matters.

Islam laid down in most social, economic and other matters the broad principles that should govern the relations among individuals and groups. It did not, as contended by conservative clerics, some religious writers and genuinely misled scholars, give a rigid framework within which the growing forces of life should be necessarily circumscribed.

Islam indicated clearly the direction of advance and left it to the intelligence of its interpreters and scholars to redefine the position of women in the evolving pattern of society through centuries. Where they have failed to do so, they must bear its responsibility.

