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OMEN, throughout the history of Islam, have played

\X/ significant roles and, by their feats, have demonstrated
not only the vast arena which Islam affords them for
the performance of noble and heroic deeds, but also the
exaltedness of the positon accorded to women in Islamic
society.

Within the sphere of Islam, ‘Aishah, the daughter of Abu
Bakr and wife of the Prophet, stands out as a woman of notable
intelligence, whose intellectual gifts were fittingly utilized in the
service of Islam. Very young in comparison with the Prophet,
she survived him by almost half a century, during which period
she became a great and authentic source of religious learning
for the ummah (community). This was largely thanks to the
accuracy with which she had preserved in her memory the
speeches, conversations and sayings of the Prophet. In all, she
related about 2210 of his sayings and was extraordinarily gifted
in being able to formulate laws from them. It is said that no
less than one quarter of the shari‘ah injunctions have been
derived from her narratons. Her knowledge and deep
perception in religious matters was so established that whenever
the Companions of the Prophet found .themselves in
disagreement over any religious matter, they would come to
her to seek her assistance. According to Abu Musa ‘Ashari,
whenever they were in any doubt as to the meaning of any
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part of the Aadith, they would tumn to ‘Aishah. It was seldom
that she was unable to solve their problems.5?

Although the Encyclopaedia Britannica mentions her as
‘Aishah, the third wife of the Prophet Muhammad, who played
a role of some political importance after the Prophet’s death,’®
her real importance is not that of her own individual superiority
in Islamic history, but the indication her position gives of the
high status women were accorded within the sphere of Islam,
and of the vastness of the field in which their talents might
honorably be used. It was owing to the distinctive character
of Islam that she was able to render such important social
and political services.

We present below some additional examples of women
who played an effective role in Islam.

TWO REMARKABLE WOMEN

When the Judaic era was drawing to a close, a woman had
to be singled out who would in every way be fit to become
the mother of one so miraculous in nature as the Prophet Jesus,
on whom be peace. God had ordained that the final prophet
of the Jewish people was to be born without a father: the
character of his mother had, therefore, to be one of
irreproachable innocence and chastity. Mary, who subsequently
became known as the Virgin Mary, was found to have lived
her life according to this exacting standard, and, by her
extraordinary chastity, had proved herself fit to be chosen as
the mother of Jesus.

In one of the most authentic collections of the hadith by
Bukhari, the Prophet is recorded as saying, “The best woman
out of all of them (the Jewish people) was Mary (mother of

62. AcTirmidhi, Sahih, Abuab al-Managib, 13/257.
63. Encyclopaedia Britannica (1984), 1/167.
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Jesus), the daughter of ‘Imran, and the best woman out of
all of my own people was Khadijah bint Khuwaylid."®* (This
saying was passed on by ‘Ali, the Prophet's cousin and son-
in-law.) The special historical status that both Khadijah and
Mary enjoyed was due to their both having given themselves
up entirely to God: they both subordinated their own wills
to that of the Almighty.

In the case of Khadijah, she was chosen by God to be
the life partmer of the final Prophet, Muhammad, because the
circumstances of his life were such that he needed someone
of superlative virtue, who would put herself and her propernty
entirely in his hands without ever mising her voice in
complaint. She did, indeed, give up everything — her life, her
property, her leisure and her comfort — for the sake of the
Holy Prophet. Although her life, as a result, was one of severe
affliction, she was never heard to protest. It was these qualities
then that made her worthy in the eyes of God to become the
life companion of His Final Prophet. What was the underlying
cause of her superiority? Here are two parts of the hadith which
throw some light on this.

‘Aishah says that the only other wife of the Prophet that
she ever felt envious of was Khadijah, even though she was
not a contemporary of hers. “Whenever the Prophet sacrificed
a goat,” says ‘Aishah, “he would tell me to send some meat
to Khadijah's friends.” One dzay I became annoyed, “Oh no,
not Khadijah again!” I exclaimed, whereupon the Prophet
replied, “I have been intoxicated with her love.”*

According to ‘Aishah, the Prophet would not leave home
without praising Khadijah. “One day when he mentioned
Khadijah, I became annoyed and said, ‘She was just an old

64. Al-Bukhari, Sakih, Kitab Ahadith al-Anbiya’, (Fath al-Bari, 7/104-105).
65. Muslim, Sahih, Kitab Fada'il as-Sahkabah, 4/188.
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woman. In her stead, God has given you one who is better.’
This angered the Prophet, who said, ‘God knows, He has given
me no better than her. She believed when others disbelieved.
She had faith in me when others rejected me. She supported
me with her wealth when others left me in the lurch. And
God gave me children by her, which He has not given me
by any other wives.'”®%

In every age, there is a need not only for men but also
for women to devote themselves to the mission of Islam.
Ideally, they should be individuals who are willing in the way
that Khadijah was, to involve themselves unstintingly in the
scheme of God. Such people are like small cogs which revolve
stricdy according to the motion of a larger wheel — in this
case, the will of God. This is undoubtedly a trying task; but
it is also one that carries a great reward. To perform this task
is “to help God.” There can be no doubt about the excellence
and superiority of those whom God chooses to enlist as His
helpers.

THE IDEAL LIFE COMPANION

One of Khadijah's most significant contributions to the
furtherance of Islam was the reassurance which she gave to
the Prophet on the occasion of his receiving the first divine
reveladon in the soliude of the Cave of Hira from the
Archangel Gabriel. This was an experience which left the
Prophet awestruck and trembling with fear. When he returned
to his home, he was still overwhelmed by a feeling of dread
and, as he entered, he asked Khadijah to wrap him in a blanket.
After some time, when in some measure he had regained his
mental equilibrium. he related the entire experience to her,

66. AlHaythami, Mama' az-Zawa'id wa Manba' al-Fawa'id, Kitab al-Managb,
9/224.
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expressing his fears that his life was in danger. She hastened
to reassure him, and comforted him by observing, “It cannot
be. God will surely never forsake you. You are kind to your
kin; you always help the weak; you solace the weary; you take
care of whoever crosses your threshold; you speak the truth.”®

_ Then it occurred to Khadijah that she had best make

enquiries of some learned Christians who, well-versed as they
were in the scriptures, were bound to have knowledge of
revelation and prophethood. She went first to a rahib (hermit)
who lived near Mecca. On seeing her, the priest asked, “O
noble lady of the Quraysh, what has brought you here?”
Khadijah replied, “I have come here to ask you about Gabriel.”
To this the rahib said, “Glory be to God, he is God's pure
angel. He visits prophets: he came to Jesus and Moses.” Then
Khadijah went to another Christian called Addas. She put the
same question to him, and he too told her that Gabriel was
an angel of God, the very same who had been with Moses
when God drowned the Pharach. He had also come to Jesus,
and through him God had helped Jesus.®

Then Khadijah hastened to Waragah ibn Nawfal, a
Christdan convert who had translated part of the Bible into
Arabic. When she had finished telling him of what
Muhammad had seen and heard, Waraqah exclaimed, “Holy,
holy! By the Master of my soul, if your report be true, O
Khadijah, this must be the great spirit who spoke to Moses.
This means that Muhammad must be the Prophet of this
nation.”® On a subsequent visit, Khadijah brought Muham-
mad to meet Waraqah ibn Nawfal. Muhammad related the
events exactly as they had taken place and, when he had
finished, Waraqah said, “By the Master of my soul, I swear

67. Ibn Kathir, As-Sirah an-Nabawiyah, 1/386.
78. Ibid., 1/408409.
69. 1bid., 1/404.



54 WOMAN IN ISLAMIC SHARI'AH

that you are the same Prophet whose coming was foretold by
Jesus, son of Mary.” But then Waraqah sounded a note of
warning: “You will be denied and you will be hurt. You will
be abused and you will be pursued.” He nevertheless
immediately pledged himself to the Prophet: “If I should ever
live to see that day, 1 should surely help you.””

ABSOLUTE FREEDOM

Zihar was an old pagan custom among the Arabs which
permitted a husband to nullify his wife’s right to consider
herself his lawful spouse. All he had to do was utter the words,
“anti‘alayiya ka zahr ummi,” meaning, “be to me as my
mother’s back.” He was then free of conjugal responsibilities,
but the wife was not thereby set free to leave her husband’s
home or to contract a second marriage.

It happened once in Medina that a Muslim by the name
of Aws ibn as-Samit cast off his wife, Khawlah bint Tha'labah,
by uttering the fateful words. This was particularly hard on
Khawlah, who loved her husband and had little children to
support. She lacked the means to provide for her children,
but, according to the convention of zthar, she could not claim
any support from her husband. She came, therefore, to the
Prophet, laid the whole case before him and urged him to
assist her. But, since up to that point no revelation had been
made to the Prophet on this subject, he could only reply that
she was no longer the lawful wife of her husband.

On hearing this, Khawlah began to lament the ruin of
her home and the penury into which she and her children

would sink. She also told the Prophet that her husband had
not expressly stated that he was divorcing her. But the Prophet

70. 1bid., 1/399.
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could give her no positive answer, because he thought that
by Arab custom, the separation must already have taken place.
Then Khawlah could only weep and pray to God to save her
from ruin.

It was on this occasion that the surah 58 of the Qur'an

entitled, al-Muwjadilah (She Who Pleaded), was revealed. It
begins with these words:

God has indeed heard the satement of the woman who pleads
with thee concerning her husband, and carries her complaint w
God. And God always hears the argument between both sides
among you, for God hears and sees all things.”

On the basis of this revelaton, the justice of her plea
was recognized, and this iniquitous custom, based as it was
on a false set of values, was finally abolished.

Much later, when Khawlah was an old woman, she once
met ‘Umar ibn al-Khattab, who had by that time become the
Caliph of the Islamic Empire. ‘Umar greeted her and she
returned his greeting. Then she said: “O ‘Umar, there was
a time when [ saw you in the marketplace of ‘Ukaz. Then
you were called ‘Umayr” and you would set your goats to
grazing with a stick in your hand. Then, the times changed
and you came to be called ‘Umar. Later you became the Chief
of the Faithful. Be God-fearing in dealing with your subjects
and remember, that for one who fears God's chastisement, a
distanty related man is like a close relative; and one who does
not fear death risks the loss of all that he seeks to gain.”

One Jarud Abdi, who was in the company of ‘Umar at
that time, exclaimed, “O woman, you have been impudent to
the Commander of the Faithful!” But ‘Umar immediately

71. lbn Sa'd, at-Tabagat al-Kubra, 8/378-380.
72. Qur'an, 58:1.
73. 'Umayr is a diminutive of ‘Umar.
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silenced him by saying, “Let her speak. You know who she
is. She is the one whose plea was heard above the seventh
heaven. She, above all others, deserves to be heard out by

‘Umar.”™

DIVISION OF LABOR

[slam has assigned separate spheres to men and women, the
former having the management of all non-domestic, external
matters, and the latter being completely in charge of the home.
The ensuing division of labor is justifiable in terms not only
of biological and physiological differences, but also of the social
benefits which stem therefrom. One important benefit resulting
from men and women functioning in different spheres is that
they can see each others’ lives objectively, without that sense
of personal involvement which tends to cloud their judgement
and lead to a damaging emotionalism. They are better able
to counsel each other wisely, to give moral support at critical
moments, and to offer the daily encouragement with which
every successful union should be marked. Experience has
repeatedly shown that when one is confronted by a serious
problem, one is often initially incapable of arriving at a well-
reasoned, objective judgement of the situation. It is only when
there is some sympathetic adviser present, who is personally
uninvolved in one’s predicament, that solutions begin to
present themselves. With men and women having their
activities in separate spheres, they are in a better position to
bring objective opinions to bear in such difficult situations,
and can give truly helpful advice in an unemotional and coolly
detached way.

In Islamic history, there are many examples of women
who have helped their husbands when faced with critical

74.  AlQurnubi, AlJami' & Ahkamil Qur'an, 17/269.270.
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situadons. One of the most notble was Khadijah, who
successfully brought the Prophet back to a state of normalcy
after his experience in the Cave of Hira.

Similarly, when the Prophet entered into the Treaty of
al-Hudaybiyyah, he felt severely afflicted by his own people’s
display of dissatisfaction with the terms of the Treaty, which,
in their opinion, made far too many concessions to their
enemies, the Quraysh. The Companions felt, in fact, that in
accepting humiliating peace terms, they were bowing to the
enemy. However, even in the face of such sentiments, the
Prophet ordered his people to sacrifice the animals they had
brought with them, and to shave their heads.”” No one got
up to obey his order. The Prophet repeated his order three
times, but no one stirred from his place. This was extremely
disconcerting, for never had an order given by the Prophet
been deliberately ignored. The Prophet, dismayed at the
resentment shown by the Muslims, retumed to his tent and
to the company of his wife, Umm Salmah. Seeing him look
so grieved, she asked him what ailed him. The Prophet then
told her of this unprecedented refusal to obey his order. Umm
Salmah then said, “O Messenger of-God, if you are convinced
that your judgement is right, you should go outside, and,

without a word to anyone, slaughter your animal and shave
you head.”?”®

The Prophet did exactly as she had suggested. He went
out, sacrificed his animal and shaved his head. When the
people saw what he had done, they immediately began to follow
suit.

75. The animals were to be sacrificed after the performance of Hajj. However, the
Quraysh did not allow the Muslims to enter Mecca. The terms of the treaty
were humiliating. The Muslims were so disconcerted at not being allowed to
make the pilgrimage that they were in no state of mind o follow the Prophet's
command.

76. 1Ibn Kathir, As-Sirah an-Nabawiyah, 1/386.
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Their anguish was so great that it seemed they would cut
one another’s heads as they began to shave them after the
sacrifice.

The reason that Khadijah and Umm Salmah were able
to arrive at a correct judgment in such delicate situations was
that they were detached from them and, therefore, in a position
to offer objective opinions. If they too had been seriously
involved, they might have been too subjective in their thinking.

WOMAN — AS A SOURCE OF KNOWLEDGE

There is a famous saying of the Prophet that the acquisition
of knowledge is the duty of all Muslims.” In this saying, the
word muskim is in the masculine form, mushmah being the
feminine form, but the work of scholars carried out on the
traditions makes it clear that musimah may be legitimately
inferred. That means that the acquisiion of knowledge is
likewise the duty of Muslim women.

In the biographies of the narrators of Hadith literature,
mention is made of the academic services of women, which
is a clear indication that during the first era of Islam, there
was a strong tendency among women to acquire knowledge.
The benefits ensuing from their efforts were far-reaching. For
example Imam Bukhari, whose al-Jami‘ as-Sahih is by far the
most authentic source of Hadith learning, set off, when he
was 14 years of age, to acquire knowledge from far distant
scholars: if he was in a position to appreciate the lessons given
by the great teachers of the time, it was because his mother
and sister had given him a sound educational background at
home. It is said that Imam ibn Jauzi, the famous religious
scholar, received his primary education from his aunt. Ibn Abi
Asiba’s sister and daughter were experts in medicine — the

77, lbn Majah, Sunan, Al-Mugaddimah 17, 1/81.




