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Abstract

Women’s rights in Islam constitute a comprehensive and multidimensional
framework rooted in divine revelation and prophetic practice. This study examines
the status and rights of women in Islam through spiritual, social, economic, legal,
educational, and political perspectives. Drawing upon primary Islamic sources—the
Holy Qur’an and the Sunnah of Prophet Muhammad (PBUH)—as well as classical
and contemporary scholarly literature, the paper highlights Islam’s recognition of
women as equal moral agents with full dignity, accountability, and legal capacity.
The analysis demonstrates that Islam granted women unprecedented rights in the
seventh century, including rights to education, property ownership, inheritance,
marriage consent, divorce, healthcare, social participation, and political
engagement. The study also explores historical examples of women’s contributions
to scholarship, governance, healthcare, economic development, and spiritual
leadership within Islamic civilization. It further addresses the divergence between
authentic Islamic teachings and restrictive cultural practices that have, at times,
limited women’s rights in Muslim societies. The findings reaffirm that Islam
upholds justice, respect, and empowerment for women and that reviving genuine
Islamic principles is essential for addressing contemporary misconceptions and
promoting gender justice in the modern Muslim world.
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Introduction
Islam, as a religion and socio-legal system, grants a comprehensive framework of

rights and responsibilities to women. These rights span spiritual equality, social
protection, economic independence, marriage, inheritance, education, and political
participation. Although cultural practices sometimes conflict with Islamic teachings,
Islamic scripture provides a strong foundation for the dignity, autonomy, and
protection of women.

Spiritual and Moral Equality

Equality Before God
The Qur’an emphasizes that men and women are equal in their spiritual worth and

accountability.

“Indeed, the most noble of you in the sight of Allah is the most righteous of you.”
(Qur’an 49:13)
Both men and women are equally rewarded or punished according to their
deeds (Qur’an 16:97).

Equal Religious Duties
Women are required to pray, fast, give charity, and perform the pilgrimage (Hajj),
just as men are. Islam does not consider women inferior in their relationship with

God.

Educational Rights
Obligation to Seek Knowledge
Seeking knowledge is a religious duty for every Muslim, regardless of gender.

A well-known prophetic saying states:
“Seeking knowledge is an obligation upon every Muslim.” (Sunan Ibn Majah)

Historical Context
From the early days of Islam, women participated as scholars, jurists, and

transmitters of Hadith. Aisha (RA), wife of the Prophet Muhammad (PBUH), is
considered one of the most authoritative sources of early Islamic knowledge.
Economic and Financial Rights
Independent Ownership and Wealth
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Islam grants women full financial autonomy. Women can inherit, own property,
conduct business, and receive dowry (mahr), which becomes their exclusive
property (Qur’an 4:4).

Right to Work
Women are permitted to work and engage in professional activities as long as

Islamic ethical guidelines are observed. Early Muslim society included women
entrepreneurs, traders, and nurses.

Inheritance Rights
Islam introduced inheritance rights for women at a time when they were denied

such rights in many societies. While shares may differ between men and women,
they are based on financial responsibilities assigned to males, not on spiritual or
moral inequality (Qur’an 4:7—11).

Marriage and Family Rights

Right to Marriage Consent
Forced marriage is prohibited in Islam. A woman must give free and full consent to

her marriage. The Prophet (PBUH) said:
“A woman’s marriage is not valid until she is consulted.” (Sahih Bukhari)

Right to Mahr (Dowry)
Mabhr is a mandatory gift from the husband to the wife, symbolizing respect and

security (Qur’an 4:4).

Right to Divorce
Women have structured avenues for divorce, including kAula (a divorce initiated by

the wife), and can stipulate conditions in the marriage contract.

Protection Against Harm
Islam strictly prohibits oppression, violence, or mistreatment of women. The

Prophet (PBUH) said:

“The best of you are those who are best to their wives.” (Sunan al-Tirmidhi)

Social and Legal Rights
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Right to Dignity and Respect
Islam protects women from defamation, exploitation, and harassment. The Qur’an

establishes clear penalties for slander and false accusations (Qur’an 24:4-5).

Modesty and Personal Security
Islamic guidelines on modest dressing apply to both genders and aim to preserve

dignity, reduce exploitation, and promote respectful interactions.
Political Rights

Participation in Governance
Women have the right to vote, participate in public affairs, and offer leadership.

Islamic history records women engaging in political decision-making, such as the
pledge of allegiance (Bay‘ah) given to the Prophet.

Legal Testimony
Depending on the nature of the case, women’s testimony is accepted and

recognized, with variations based on legal context and responsibility.

Rights in Healthcare & Well-Being
Right to Medical Treatment
Islam encourages healthcare for all. Women are permitted to seek medical

treatment, including from male doctors if no female specialist is available.

Maternal Protection
Islam places strong emphasis on maternal care, pregnancy rights, and nursing. The

Qur’an describes the hardships of motherhood with deep respect (Qur’an 31:14).

Political Participation in Islam
Islam recognizes women as full members of society with the right to participate in

political, social, and public affairs.

Early Islamic Examples of Women's Political Roles
Pledge of Allegiance (Bay‘ah): Women pledged loyalty directly to Prophet
Muhammad (PBUH), a significant political act (Qur’an 60:12).
Consultation (Shura): Women participated in community consultation and
political discussions.
Advisory roles: Female companions were often consulted on sensitive
issues.
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Historical Leadership
« Aisha (RA): Known for political leadership, mediation during community
conflicts, and major influence on Islamic jurisprudence.
« Umm Salama (RA): Advised the Prophet during the Treaty of
Hudaybiyyah, influencing a major political decision.

Modern Examples
Many Muslim-majority countries have elected female leaders, such as:

Benazir Bhutto (Prime Minister of Pakistan)
Sheikh Hasina (Prime Minister of Bangladesh)
Megawati Sukarnoputri (President of Indonesia)
Tansu Ciller (Prime Minister of Turkey)

This demonstrates that political leadership by women is compatible with Islamic
principles.

Safety, Protection, and Honor Rights

Islam places strong emphasis on protecting women’s dignity, safety, and honor.

Protection from Harm

Islam strictly forbids physical, emotional, or psychological abuse.
The Prophet (PBUH) said:
“Do not harm your women.”
Mistreating women is considered a sin and injustice.

Protection Against False Accusations

Qur’an 24:4-5 protects women from defamation by requiring four witnesses for
serious accusations.

This law was revealed to defend women from false allegations and preserve
their dignity.

Emphasis on Respect and Kind Treatment

« Qur’an 4:19 commands men to treat women with kindness.
The Prophet (PBUH) said: “The best of you are those who are best to their
wives.”

Health Rights and Reproductive Rights

Islam emphasizes healthcare and well-being for women, especially during

pregnancy, childbirth, and nursing.
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Right to Medical Care
. Women have the right to seek medical treatment.

Female physicians existed in early Islamic history, such as Al-Shifa’ bint
Abdullah and Rufaidah al-Aslamiyyah.

Maternal Protection in Islam

e Pregnancy and breastfeeding are recognized as physically demanding, and
women are given special allowances:

e Exemption from fasting during pregnancy and nursing

¢ Financial support during breastfeeding (Qur’an 2:233)

e Right to rest, nutrition, and protection from harm

Early Islamic Healthcare System

e Hospitals (Bimaristans) in the 8th—10th centuries had separate women’s
wards, staffed by female nurses and doctors.

e Female medical professionals contributed to surgery, gynecology, and
midwifery.

Rights to Social Participation and Public Life
Public Engagement
Women actively participated in:

Community development
Poetry and literature
Market inspections
Social welfare programs

Economic Public Roles
o Women served as traders, business owners, and market inspectors.
o Al-Shifa bint Abdullah was appointed by Caliph Umar as a supervisor of
the marketplace—one of the earliest examples of women in governmental roles.

Rights within the Legal System
Court Representation
e Women could file lawsuits, defend themselves, and represent others in court.
e Islamic courts across history show many cases where women sued for:
o Unpaid dowry
o Divorce rights
o Inheritance distribution
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o Property protection

Testimony

> Women'’s testimony is accepted in many legal matters.
> Variations in testimony rules relate to the nature of the case, not the
woman’s value or capability.

Contribution to Scholarship and Intellectual Life
Female Scholars
Islamic civilization produced thousands of female scholars across centuries:

e Aisha (RA) taught over 200 major scholars.

e Zaynab bint al-Kamal issued ijazahs (scholarly certifications) for hadith.

e During the Abbasid era, many women worked as librarians, educators, and
writers.

Patronage of Knowledge

o Elite women funded libraries, schools, universities, and public learning
centers.
o Fatima al-Fihri founded the world’s oldest university (Al-Qarawiyyin).

Economic Empowerment and Property Rights

Business and Trade
o Women engaged in large-scale trade, farming, craftwork, textile production,
and importing goods.
e Many women invested in waqf (Islamic endowments) and donated property
to charitable causes.

Property Ownership

e Unlike many ancient societies, Islam granted women the right to:
e Own wealth
e Sell and buy assets
e Inherit property
e Protect their earnings
Women’s property remains theirs even after marriage—there is no joint marital

property unless she chooses to contribute.

Women’s Rights in Cultural, Artistic, and Literary Contributions
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Islamic civilization allowed and encouraged women to contribute to arts, culture,
and literature while maintaining modesty and ethical guidelines.

Contributions to Literature

e Women authored poetry, fiction, letters, and religious writings.

e Al-Khansa’, one of the greatest Arab poets, was honored by the Prophet
(PBUH) for her work.

e Female scholars wrote commentaries, historical works, and legal opinions.

Preservation and Transmission of Knowledge
e Many women served as scribes, copyists of manuscripts, and keepers of
libraries.
e Women in Andalusia (Islamic Spain) were known for their contributions to
poetry, calligraphy, and manuscript decoration.

Patronage of the Arts
e Elite Muslim women funded:
Schools of calligraphy

Mosques and infrastructure
Libraries and book-copying centers

Their support preserved Islamic intellectual culture.

Women and Ethical/Spiritual Leadership

Spiritual Guides and Teachers

e Women historically served as spiritual mentors in Sufism.
o Sufi women like Rabi‘a al-Adawiyya influenced Islamic spirituality through
teachings on love, compassion, and devotion.

Women’s Influence on Moral Education

e Mothers and female scholars shaped moral and ethical education in households
and communities.

e The Prophet (PBUH) said:

o “Paradise lies at the feet of your mother.” Highlighting the central spiritual
role of women.

Rights Related to Modesty, Privacy, and Personal Autonomy

Islamic guidelines for modesty protect privacy and personal dignity—not just for
women, but for both genders.
Privacy Rights
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e Women have the right to privacy in their homes, personal belongings, and
interactions.
e No one may enter a woman’s home without permission (Qur’an 24:27).

Modesty as Personal Autonomy

e Hijab is a symbol of dignity and moral autonomy, not oppression.
e Women choose how they present themselves based on personal and religious
convictions.

Safeguards against Harassment

e Islam requires respectful treatment of women in public and private spaces.
e Rules of lowering the gaze apply to men first (Qur’an 24:30) before
addressing women.

Women and Humanitarian Roles in Islam

Early Social Services
- Women were involved in charity, nursing, welfare, and caring for the needy.
« Rufaidah al-Aslamiyyah established the first field clinics in Islamic
history.

Helping Orphans, Widows, and the Needy

o Islam encourages women to lead or join charitable organizations.
e Women traditionally managed community kitchens, shelters, and support
funds.

Crisis and War-Time Contributions

o Women provided water, first aid, and administrative help during battles.
e Some women engaged in defensive combat when necessary, such as
Nusaybah bint Ka“ab.

Rights in Work and Professional Careers
Professional Freedom
Islam does not forbid women from working. They can choose careers in:

. Medicine

. Education

. Government
. Business

. Law

. Science

. Arts

102



s Maarif-e Auliya [ ISSN: (2311-6552)}
g Research Journal
EE— Vol-3 Issue-1 (January-March 2026) Published:

March 09, 2026

Work-Life Balance

«  Women’s income is completely their own; they are not obligated to spend on
the home.
«  Women may work part-time or full-time based on personal choice.

Examples from Islamic History
. Female judges (Qadis) existed in some Muslim regions.
. Women were market inspectors, farmers, traders, and property managers.

Equality in Reward and Accountability
Equal Reward

. Women and men receive equal rewards for their good deeds (Qur’an 33:35).
. Their spiritual status is based on righteousness, not gender.

Equal Punishment

. Women and men face equal accountability for wrongdoing (Qur’an 16:97).
. Islamic law does not discriminate in moral responsibility.

Gender-Neutral Obligations
Acts like prayer, charity, fasting, and pilgrimage apply equally to both men and

women.

Women’s Role in Building Civilizations
Contributions to Science

e Women studied astronomy, medicine, mathematics, and philosophy in Islamic
universities.

e Records show women receiving ijazahs (certificates) in:
« Medicine
«  Quran recitation
« Hadith scholarship
«  Figh(Jurisprudene)

Economic Development

* Through trade, business investments, and property management, women
contributed to the growth of Islamic economies.

Social Stability

e Women were central in:
e Raising leaders
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e Educating children
e Strengthening families
e Preserving cultural values

Rights in Death, Burial, and Legacy
Respect in Burial

. Women must be buried with dignity and privacy.
. Female relatives or other women usually prepare the body (ghusl).

Legacy and Inheritance
. Women inherit fixed shares, protected by law—ensuring financial security.
. Women can also create wills and allocate their property.

Charitable Endowments (Waqf)
e Women created waqfs for:

e Schools

e Hospitals

e Mosques

e Orphanages

Strengthening future generations.

Conclusion
Islam grants women extensive rights across spiritual, social, economic, legal, and

political domains. While cultural practices sometimes diverge from Islamic
principles, the Qur’an and Sunnah provide a clear framework that upholds justice,

dignity, and equality for women.
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