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Key concepts

• Muslims regard the family as all important to pass on the teachings of 
Islam, raise children in the faith and arrange marriages. They often live in 
extended family units which care for the elderly and provide support. There 
are questions about different sorts of families and how much freedom is 
appropriate for younger generations.

• The position of women in Islam is much debated. There are some prominent 
Muslim women who have held important positions; but at the same time 
the oppression of Muslim women has been raised as a major issue. The roles 
of women in changing times is debated amongst Muslims.

Key quotes
‘Compared to the pre-Islamic position of women, Islamic legislation meant an 
enormous progress; the woman has the right, at least according to the letter of 
the law, to administer the wealth she has brought into the family or has earned 
by her own work.’ (Annemarie Schimmel)
‘Our understanding of this equality has been liberated with the return to the 
origin of Islam, for the equal, instinctual woman admits that man has a legal and 
natural right to guardianship over her.’ (Professor Aisha Abd Al Rahman)
‘For far too long the domain of Islamic law had been controlled by men; but 
gradually women and their male allies are making a bid to change this process. 
They too have returned to the sources … to come to rather different conclusions 
from the traditionalists. The flexibility of the laws has opened the way for Muslim 
women to use interpretations and analysis of the texts and the contexts to create 
a new and permissive form of Islamic law.’ (Haleh Afshar)
‘Multiculturalism should not mean that we tolerate another culture’s intolerance. 
If we do in fact support diversity, women’s rights, and gay rights, then we cannot 
in good conscience give Islam a free pass on the grounds of multicultural 
sensitivity.’ (Ayyan Ali Hirsi)

Issues for analysis and evaluation
Key questions, arguments, and debates

1. The extent to which the Muslim family is central to the Islamic religion. 
Obedience to parents was commanded by Muhammad. But then the 
Ummah is the worldwide brotherhood of Muslims, in which all are like a 
family. The family can provide support; but also restrict. Its importance can be 
debated in modern times.

2. Whether or not women are equal to men in Islam.  
What constitutes equality? Women traditionally have different roles, based 
in the home, but can have careers as well. Muhammad’s wives Khadijah, a 
businesswoman, and Aisha, fiercely independent, might inspire equality. 
Unequal treatment in shari’a courts and cultural forced marriages suggest 
inequality.

• Women in the early days of Islam are said to have benefitted by increased 
equality. Some may have even led prayers (e.g. Umm Waraq). Women 
founded places of learning and became surgeons under the Abbasids. The 
position of women in Islam is thought to have declined over the centuries.

•  In modern times, with the rise of women’s equality and feminism in the 
west, Muslim women have been inspired to voice their opinions about 
their roles. Professor Aisha Abd Al Rahman ‘Bint al Shati pioneered work in 
Egypt with her writing; Haleh Afshar promotes feminism but with a subtle 
difference: she regards the role of mother as different but special for Muslim 
women.

• Hijab, modest dress, is interpreted as a veil by many - a symbol of identity 
and expression, liberating to some women, a means of repression to others.

• Some Muslim women has led countries as prime ministers and taken other 
important roles. The position of women as Imams is contested.
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• Muhammad promoted harmonious family life, helped his wives with 
household chores such as mending clothes, and regarded compassion and 
play with his grandchildren as so important that he once missed two prayer 
times to play. The family gave social security before such systems existed.

• Today, Muslims often criticise unmarried cohabitees and gay couples, 
believing them to be outside the bounds of traditional Islam. Reformist 
Muslims however believe that the principles of Islam should be 
reinterpreted for today and these unions should be accepted. 

• Arranged marriages are partly a cultural means to deter mixing. The 
freedom of choice of martial partner is an Islamic right that women are 
reasserting.


