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In the name of Allah the Most Beneficient, the Most Merciful
Women’s Rights  (Part 1)
Sadik H. Kassim

shkassim81@gmail.com
All praise is due to Allah, our Lord.  We beseech Allah for His blessings and ask for His protection, and we seek refuge in Allah from the mischief of our souls;  He whom Allah guides will not go astray; and he whom Allah finds in error, there is none to guide him.  We declare that there is no deity but Allah, and that Muhammad is His servant and Messenger.

Chapter 31, verse 21 states the following with regard to the status of men and women:
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“And of His (Allah’s) signs is that He created for you from your-selves, mates that ye may dwell unto them, and caused between you love and compassion:  Verily in this are signs for a people who reflect.” 

Praise Allah!  What a magnificent definition of gender!  This verse is declaring that Men and women are companions of one another; that they are a source of comfort and compassion for each other.  The opposite gender companion is not considered to be “the old ball and chain”.  Rather, the verse states that men and women are created from a singular essence that is distinct but complementary.  The American Declaration of Independence, the oft-cited document on rights and freedoms in the U.S., states that, “all men are created equal.”  No mention is made of women as being created of an equal essence.  In fact, neither the declaration of independence, nor the constitution, nor the universal declaration of human rights has such a profound, poetic, and succinct definition of gender as the above verse.  There are many more examples, to be sure, throughout the Holy Qur’an and in the Hadith literature where the rights and responsibilities of men and women are clearly and eloquently stated.       

Yet, despite these many verses and Prophetic traditions, many people, including Muslims, still have the wrong impression regarding the rights and responsibilities of women and men in Islam.  According to a recent survey by CAIR, for example, a majority of Americans believe that Islam oppresses women.  According to the survey, Americans of all backgrounds, regardless of race, income, and education, held this view.  It is unfortunate that we find ourselves in such a situation.  To see a religion that repeatedly defined gender rights in eloquent and empowering terms; a religion that granted both men and women rights and responsibilities for dealing with each other, to be thought of in such a negative light.  We cannot, however, blame non-Muslims for holding such views.  As Muslims, we have fallen short of our duties with regard to gender rights in general and women’s rights in particular.  The objective of today’s khutbah is to briefly go over the rights of women and men in Islam.  Specifically, the roles of men and women in society as based on the Qur’an and the authentic hadiths of the Prophet.  Islam, my dear brothers and sisters, has the solution to the gender problems that ail America; the solution to the gender problems that ail the world. 
Yet, before I delve into the concept of gender and women’s rights as discussed in Islam, I want to discuss the situation of women in the United States.  Specifically, I want to talk about a recent report that was produced by The American Psychological Association (APA), a secular, scientific organization that is considered to be the leading authority on mental health in the country.  The APA is not a conservative or a religious organization, which makes the findings of the report all the more startling.  The “Report of the APA Task Force on the Sexualization of Girls”, has largely been ignored by the popular media; this is unfortunate because the report tells 
us a lot about the condition of women in America today.  The report summarizes over thirty years of research, and focuses primarily on the sexualization of girls and women.  
Sexualization or objectification is the concept that a person’s value comes only from his or her sexual appeal or behavior, to the exclusion of other characteristics.  According to the report, “throughout U.S. culture, and particularly in mainstream media, women and girls are depicted in a sexualizing manner.  These representations can be seen in virtually every medium.”  I am not going to go into specific examples here.  All of us, at one level or another, are familiar with the concept of sexualization.  Take a look at advertising, where we see on a daily basis, commercials and advertisements that use the female body to sell everything from under arm deodorant, to soda, to cars.  Just with regard to magazine advertisements, for example, it is estimated that nearly 70% of ads found women, when displayed, playing the part of the “decorative object”; they were directly being used as an appendage to help sell the product being advertised.  Men, by contrast, were nearly never found being depicted as “decorative objects.”  There are many, many more examples in movies, T.V., etc…Collectively, according to the report, the “culture delivers abundant messages about objectification and sexualization of women…this is the cultural milieu in which girls develop.”  Why is the prevalence of sexualization such a concern?  According to the APA, “the sexualization and objectification of women in the media appear to teach girls that as women, all they have to offer is their body and face, and that they should expend all their effort on physical appearance.”  The inculcation of young girls and women with such attitudes has produced many negative consequences.    

According to the report, “sexualization contributes to impaired cognitive performance...research suggests that viewing material that is sexually objectifying can contribute to body dissatisfaction, eating disorders, low self-esteem, depressive affect, and even physical health problems in high-school-aged girls and young women.”  In fact, “research links sexualization with three of the most common mental health problems of girls and women: a) eating disorders, b) low self-esteem, and c) depression or depressed mood.”  

America’s young girls and women are suffering!  They are being told to focus on their bodies to the exclusion of everything else.  The images and the culture tell them that sexiness is the ultimate goal they should be striving towards; not education; nor the development of a complete personality.  Yet, according to the report, “in addition to the serious consequences for girls that have been outlined previously, the sexualization of girls is likely to have numerous negative consequences for society and its other members, including boys, men, and women.”  The objectification and sexualization of women has produced an unhealthy relationship between men and women.  Men view women as sexual objects and treat them like so.  Women view themselves objects, and deny themselves their maximum potential for greatness.  As a result, society is suffering.    

Given the implications of these findings, the report concludes by saying that there is an urgent need for solutions to the ever-present and ever-increasing problem of sexualization and objectification.  There is a need for positive images to counteract the negative images that the popular culture is perpetuating.  Society, according to the report, needs to put forth practical and psychological alternatives to the values conveyed by popular culture.  So, amidst this environment, the question becomes, does Islam have anything to offer in this debate?  Are there any values that Islam can put forward regarding the role and responsibilities of women?  For as the Qur’an reminds us in Chapter 2: Verse 143

“Thus, have We made of you an Ummat justly balanced, that ye might be witnesses over the nations, and the Messenger a witness over yourselves.”
I submit to you that yes, Islam has a lot to offer to the debate.

In Islam, the foundation of interactions between men and women is SEXUAL MODESTY.  That is why the Prophet has said, in an authentic hadith: “Sexual modesty is part of Iman (belief).”  Sexual modesty is not limited to Islam.  Every major world religion urges modesty upon its believers.  In Judaism, for example, there is the Law of Tzniut, which is practiced by the Orthodox Jews and includes a group of laws concerned with modesty, in both dress and behavior.  Even secular, humanist, and feminist philosophers have held sexual modesty to be a fundamental component of gender rights and women’s rights.  Simone de Beauvoir, the famous French feminist, felt sexual modesty was the one thing that was natural for women, and that if society didn’t respect that; there would be a lot of brutality against women.  Unfortunately, we as a society have regressed tremendously.  Sexual modesty is viewed as being an antiquated notion.  “Girls gone Wild” is the norm and not the exception.
Anyway, getting back to the concept of sexual modesty in Islam, the religion takes a slightly different point of view than other world religion and philosophies.  In Islam, sexual modesty is viewed as being a duty incumbent upon BOTH MEN AND WOMEN.  The two most important verses are found in Chapter 24 verses 30 and 31 of the Qur’an, where Allah declares:
“Say to the believing men that they should lower their gaze and guard their modesty: that will make for greater purity for them: And Allah is well acquainted with all that they do.” 
In the Bible, it says that viewing a female with lust is similar to adultery.  Specifically, in MATTHEW 5:28 it states: “But I say to you that whoever looks at a woman to lust for her has already committed adultery with her in his heart.”  The Qur’an, however, is not as extreme.  Staring with lust is not similar to adultery.  Rather, Allah is telling the believing men to lower their gaze because it is better for them.  The modern scientific literature has verified the philosophical essence of this verse.  Exposure to sexualized images of women jeopardizes men’s ability to form and maintain intimate relationships with women.  Even viewing a single episode of an objectifying television program such as Charlie’s Angels has been found to have a negative impact on boys and men.  So when the verse tells us that it is better for men to lower their gaze, it’s absolutely true; mentally and spiritually it is better for men to lower their gaze.  Sexual modesty, in its primary form, is the responsibility of men.  That is why the Prophet has declared, 
in an authentic hadith, that “the true veil is in the eyes of the men.”  What is the responsibility of women then?   
Verse 31 of chapter 24 continues by stating:

“And say to the believing women that they should lower their gaze and guard their modesty; that they should not display their beauty and ornaments except what (must ordinarily) appear thereof.”

Notice, the first thing that Allah commands of women is to lower their gaze.  Allah does not mention a veil or clothing as the fundamental basis of women’s sexual modesty.  Why is this?  The modern scientific literature tells us that exposure to sexualized and objectified images has profound effects on women.  Among the many effects listed in the APA report, we are told that “perhaps the most insidious consequence of self-objectification is that it fragments consciousness.  Chronic attention to physical appearance leaves fewer resources available for other mental and physical activities.”  When girls and women watch sexualized and objectified images, their minds become frazzled.  The best studied example of this idea is the island of Fiji and the impacts of TV on the mental and physical health of the girls of Fiji.  Before television, traditional Fijian culture emphasized a robust body shape and based notions of identity not on the body but on family, community, and relationships.  Three years after television was introduced, girls’ eating behaviors and attitudes about their bodies had shifted, and rates of disordered eating had increased.  There is a reason that Allah tells the believing women to first lower their gaze.  Turning away from the sexualized and objectifying rubbish is good for men.  It is good for women.  So look away my dear brothers and sisters.  Don’t buy into the commercialized notions of sexiness and beauty.  These things are harming us as individuals.  They are harming us as a society!

Besides lowering their gaze, women are obligated with a few more responsibilities however.  This is why the Prophet has stated, in an authentic hadith, that “sexual modesty consists of 10 components, 9 of these components are found in women, and 1 component is found in men.” 

Besides lowering their gaze, the above verse commands women “that they should not display their beauty and ornaments except what (must ordinarily) appear thereof.”
In modern times, low cut jeans and tight fitting shirts that leave little to the imagination are the norm for many females.  Dressing in such a manner is viewed as being a sign of liberation and a sign of sexual maturity.  Yet, according to the APA report, “despite the fact that many girls believe that a sexy appearance brings them power, quite the opposite may be true.”  Specifically, the APA report writes that, “although sexy dress does not justify sexual harassment…the belief that girls are sexual objects may be related to boys’ tendency to sexually harass girls in school and in this way could affect girls adversely.”  It is a biological reality my dear brothers and sisters.  Immodest dress by girls and women breeds immodest behavior by boys and men.  This is why the Qur’an emphasizes modest clothing for women.  In chapter 33, verse 59 it states:

“O Prophet!  Tell your wives and daughters, as well as all (other) believing women, that they should draw over themselves some of their outer garments (when in public):  this will be more conductive to their being recognized (as descent women) and not annoyed.  But (withal), Allah is indeed much forgiving, much merciful.”

Modest clothing benefits men.  Modest clothing benefits women.  According to the APA report, immodest clothing (i.e. dressing sexily), leads to sexual harassment.  “The consequences of sexual harassment are far-reaching, can be long lasting, and move beyond psychological effects on girls to educational consequences, costs to schools and consequences to society in general.  One study of the estimated economic cost of sexual harassment in the U.S. Arm, for example, found that in one year alone, the cost of sexual harassment was over $250 billion.”    

This is why the verse urges women to dress modestly, to avoid being “annoyed (i.e. harassed)” and assaulted.  The above Qur’anic verse was revealed to prevent the physical assault of women.  In modern times, women are being mentally and physically assaulted because of immodest clothing.  So, my dear brothers and sisters, the first principle that we can glean from the Qur’an and the Hadith literature is the concept of sexual modesty.  It is important for men and women to treat each other with dignity; Islam is the only religion today that provides a systematic approach to achieve this goal.    
Once men and women approach each other in a sexually modest and dignified manner, they have practical roles and responsibilities.  Specifically, the Qur’an beautifully declares in Chapter 9, Verse 71:

“And (as for) the believing men and the believing women, they are “Awliya” (i.e. guardians/partners/companions) of each other; they enjoin good and forbid evil and keep up prayer and pay the poor-rate, and obey Allah and His Messenger; (as for) these, Allah will show mercy to them; surely Allah is Mighty, Wise.”
Praise Allah!  The verse tells us that the believing men and women are partners and companions to one another.  Partners in what?  Partners in committing fahsha’a?  Partners in committing munkar?  Partners in bar hopping?  No!!  Men and Women are partners in pursuing justice here on earth.  What a liberating and pro-active definition of equality?!  Equality is not being defined in terms of biology, or culture, or psychology, or sociology.  Equality is based on actions and deeds.  As such, Men and Women are obligated to pursue good deeds; Men and Women are obligated to promote the foundations of an equal society; equality is not some abstract philosophical concept.  Equality, via the pursuance of good deeds, is a duty fundamental to all people.  The second principle we can glean from the Qur’an is that Men and Women are equals in pursuing noble aims.   
Unfortunately, as an Ummat (community) we have strayed very far from this beautiful definition of equality.  In the next khutbah, I plan to briefly give historical examples where Muslim men and women where partners for justice; a period when the true spirit of equality of deeds and actions, as urged by Islam, was pursued.  We can learn much from the examples of history that can be applied to our situation today.  
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