Provide an indication of contemporary issues affecting Muslim women in the modern world, focusing on the ways in which ‘women’s rights have been articulated.

The role and status of women were changed heavily from the pre-Islamic period. Prior to the period of Islam, the practices of polyandrous and polygamous married were undertaken. The majority of women had to autonomy to select and divorced their own husbands and their dress code did not require them to be veiled and covered up. Despite giving women the ability to choose who they marry and how they dressed it did not necessarily mean that misogyny towards women was absent. American-Egyptian scholar Leila Ahmed states that the liberation that women experienced pre-Islam did not indicate the power of women or experiencing negative attitudes such as misogyny but it did correlate with women being able to enjoy more sexual freedom which under Islam was taken away. The religion of Islam removed the practice of polyandrous marriages and the number of female spouses was reduced to a maximum of four[footnoteRef:1]. The status of Muslim was further changed as the practice of female infanticide was forbidden by the Qur’an, the dower which was previously payed to the woman’s male guardian was now payed to the woman directly and also giving the right to own and inherit property.[footnoteRef:2] [1:  “Women and Islam”, Soraya Altorki, Zayn Kassam, Valerie J. Hoffman, Valentine M. Moghadam. http://www.oxfordislamicstudies.com/article/opr/t236/e0852 [Accessed 30/01/19]]  [2:  “Women in Islam, the Western Experience”, Anne Sofie Roald. P109.] 


While post-Islamic times have brought Muslim women the freedom to chose and divorce their husbands and allowed the dower to be paid directly to them, this is not necessarily the practice in the modern world, Muslim women in the modern world enjoy different advantages. For instance, Muslim women in Senegal the majority of women are not veiled but dress in traditional African fashion, in Malaysia, Muslim women have a stake and fully contribute to the country’s economic development, meanwhile the Muslim women in Saudi Arabia lack all of these advantages and liberties. One particular issue facing Muslim women in the modern world is that of Family Law. Kecia Ali in “Rethinking Women’s Issues in Muslim Communities states that the rules of Shariah on marriage and divorce are deemed extremely unfair to Muslim women and that this view is not only held by non-Muslim but also held by Muslims particularly in countries such as Saudi Arabia where they impose “Islamic Family Law” which is based on classical Islamic Law. Those who advocate for “Islamic Family Law contend that under the “family Law” women are granted and guaranteed numerous rights by Islam and that they simply must invoke their rights in order to legally protect themselves within Sharia. One way in which to ensure women have equal rights within the marriage is to make sure that a wife has the freedom to chose whether or not she can work, to be able to visit her family and grant to ability to divorce her husband should he take another wife[footnoteRef:3]. The granting of these rights is a step forward and is praised for the cause of women’s rights in Islam, however by contemporary standards these “rights” seem to be redundant as men and women in marriage in contemporary times are seen as equals thus by attempting to enforce these conditions for the woman in a marriage is almost unnecessary and meaningless. While Muslim women in countries such as Afghanistan are subject to “Islamic Family Law”, Muslim women from countries such as the United States experience a completely different situation. In the Western world Muslims from America are not under the subject of Sharia Law, they have complete autonomy in what they do in their life whether that be choosing a husband and choosing the way that they dress, they have their own free will to live the life that they see fit. Kecia Ali puts forward that “the legal strategy of including conditions in a marriage contract can be an extremely useful way of making clear the spouses’ expectations for the marriage and about their roles within it”[footnoteRef:4]. Ali believes that including these conditions in a marriage are a way of gaining recognition for rights that are ignored by contemporary Muslims, particularly those who are in a position of drawing up marriage, despite adding conditions to the marriage it has very little impact the imbalances of spousal rights within classical law, for instance no conditions exists where a wife can prevent her husband to ability to divorce her at any time and for any reason or none at all[footnoteRef:5]. Under Sharia Law women are at a disadvantage within marriage as they can be left by their husbands at the drop of a word, this is not the case in for Muslim women in the United states as both spouses have equal rights within the marriage, maybe even to go as far to say that women in the western world have more advantages and rights to that of their male counterparts. In term of divorce the Qur’an deals with it in different ways: One such way is that divorced women undergo a period without remarrying and waiting for a period of three months and their husbands are entitled to take them back should he wish, when intending to divorce a woman a man must wait until the three-month period of possible reconciliation is over and once this is done part with her on good terms[footnoteRef:6]. The way that women’s rights have been articulated within the confides of marriage is that they are more often than not at a state of disadvantage. Muslim women in countries such as Saudi Arabia and Afghanistan where “Islamic Family Law” is predominant they are at the mercy of their husbands as they lack the rights that would make them equal within their own marriage, Anne Sofie Roald in her book “Women in Islam: The Western experience states that: [3:  “Rethinking Women’s Issues in Muslim Communities”, Kecia Ali. https://www.brandeis.edu/projects/fse/muslim/mus-articles/ali-rethinking.pdf [Accessed 31/01/19] ]  [4:  “Rethinking women’s Issues in Muslim Communities”, Kecia Ali. https://www.brandeis.edu/projects/fse/muslim/mus-articles/ali-rethinking.pdf [Accessed 31/01/19]]  [5:  “Rethinking women’s issues in Muslim Communities”, ]  [6:  “Women in Islam”, Anne Sofie Roald. P 214-15] 

“If a man has a problem with his wife, his friends would send their wives to talk her into better behaviour. If this does not work, the issue of divorce is easily raised. Contrary to this, if a woman has difficulties within her marriage few men would take the responsibility of talking to the man in question. The common notion in such cases is that one should avoid interfering in family affairs. Moreover, if a woman wants a divorce, there is a tendency to urge her to be patient (sabr) even in matters where the man has transgressed what in the Koran is called ‘the bounds of God’.”[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Women in Islam: The Western Experience”, Anne Sofie Roald. P 223] 

The way in which women’s rights are articulated by Anne Sofie Roald is very much that of the Woman being at the mercy of her husband, she is expected to give her husband patience even if their marriage is on the verge of falling apart. It also highlights the power imbalances once again within the marriage as the husband can easily divorce his wife without question should she experience difficulties within the marriage. Roald further drives the point of inequality in the marriage stating: “The issue at stake is this that men are often supported in their pursuit of a divorce, whereas women are most often dissuaded from pursuing a divorce from within the community.”[footnoteRef:8] [8:  “Women in Islam: The Western Experience”, Anne Sofie Roald. P223] 


The debate of over Islamic dress has either become a symbol for authentic Islam while at the same time whether or not the dress code for Muslim women is symbol for gender difference between Muslim men and women. Other suggestions are that Muslim women veil themselves as a means to not be harassed and taken seriously, it suggests that Muslim women veil themselves as a compromise so that despite having the majority of their bodies covered it allows them freedom with the stigma of being viewed by others in society as unchaste[footnoteRef:9]. However, this act can also be perceived as contradictory, while the Muslim women who wear Islamic dressing such as the hijab may see it as a sign of their freedom and autonomy, the hijab also carries along with it an extreme negative connotation of the inferiority and subordination of women and the idea that a woman’s place is within the home only[footnoteRef:10]. The subject of Islamic dress affects Muslim women in the modern world as Muslim women in the United States and other western nations, covering one heads has a different connotation to that of a Muslim woman in a country such as Afghanistan and Saudi Arabia, where Islamic dress is compulsory on the part of women. Several views on Islamic dress seems to have taken root among Muslims in the west, according to Kecia Ali the wearing of Islamic dress is an absolute must as the Qur’an deems it necessary, another view is that covering up takes away the attention away from the woman’s looks, in the context of an western Muslim woman the wearing of the veil attracts attention to the woman’s appearance which does the exact opposite of what the Qur’an intended, and the final view is that wearing a veil identifies a woman as a Muslim[footnoteRef:11]. While there is negative connotation in relation to the wearing of Islamic apparel, Koranic verses have often pointed out that wearing Islamic dressing has been regarded as a symbol of having a special status: [9:  “Rethinking Women’s issues in Muslim Communities”, Kecia Ali. https://www.brandeis.edu/projects/fse/muslim/mus-articles/ali-rethinking.pdf. [Accessed 31/01/19]]  [10:  “Rethinking Women’s issues in Muslim Communities”, Kecia Ali. https://www.brandeis.edu/projects/fse/muslim/mus-articles/ali-rethinking.pdf. [Accessed 31/01/19]]  [11:  “Rethinking Women’s issues in Muslim Communities”, Kecia Ali. https://www.brandeis.edu/projects/fse/muslim/mus-articles/ali-rethinking.pdf. [Accessed 31/01/19]] 

“O wives of the Prophet! You are not like any of the [other] women. If you are conscious of God let not your speech be over-soft, in case any in whose heart is a disease should desire [you].”[footnoteRef:12]  [12:  “Women in Islam: The western experience”, Anne Sofie Roald. P 256] 

The distinguishing of the Prophets wives would suggest that they have some sort of special status. Was the example of the prophet’s wives to be followed by every Muslim woman or was the image of the wives only for themselves. Scholars such as Fatima Mernissi and Nawwal El Saadawi have opposed the use of the veil, claiming that it is the veiling of the brain while Mernissi believes that there was no Islamic obligation for Muslim women to veil themselves. Others who have argued the opposite include Haleh Afshar, a researcher on Iranian women, she claims:
“Islamist women are particularly defensive of the veil. The actual imposition of the veil and the form it has taken is a contested domain. Nevertheless, many Muslim women have chosen the veil as the symbol of Islamisation and have accepted it as the public face of their revivalist. They maintain that the veil enables them to become the observers and not the observed… In the context of the patriarchal structures that shape women’s lives, the veil is a means of bypassing sexual harassment and gaining respect.”[footnoteRef:13] [13:  “Women in Islam: The western experience”, Anne Sofie Roald. P258] 


The emphasis on a women’s dress is a contemporary issue faced by Muslim women in the modern world, the mandatory apparel of Islamic dressing robs women of choosing what they wish to wear and how they want to be seen in public. Kecia Ali puts forward that Muslims need to stop putting so much emphasis on the way Muslim women dress and focus on the morality of both men and women, she further states that the wearing of Islamic apparel does not automatically mean that a woman is less faithful to her religion than to a woman who does dress in Islamic apparel.[footnoteRef:14]  [14:  “Rethinking women’s issues in Muslim Communities”, Kecia Ali. https://www.brandeis.edu/projects/fse/muslim/mus-articles/ali-rethinking.pdf. [Accessed 01/02/19] ] 


The issues of family and Islamic dressing, while it does not cover all of the contemporary issues that Muslim women face, it does cover important aspects of women’s lives. Family represents a woman’s legal status within her marriage which is a significant aspect in the life of a Muslim woman, while the issue of Islamic dressing covers the contemporary issue of a Muslim woman’s social life. Both issues covered in this essay have articulated that women’s rights in a negative light. Muslim women have had to face inequalities within their marriage as well as removing their freedom in what they wear. It should be noted that the Qur’an elevated women’s rights and does not support to indication that women were inherently inferior.
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