Women in Islam
How Australian Muslim feminist women
practise their faith in a gender-positive way
Kate Hammond
0000-0002-9688-4220

Submitted in partial fulfillment of the
requirements for the degree of

Doctor of Philosophy
August 2021

Asia Institute
The University of Melbourne

Acknowledgements

I would like to express my gratitude and acknowledgements to the many people who have
supported me over the course of writing this thesis. First and foremost, thank you to Dr Muhammad
Kamal and Dr Christina Mayer for supervising this research. Your experience, expertise, and advice
have been priceless. To the participants who volunteered their time for interviews – I can’t thank
you enough. Speaking with you all has been an absolute privilege. Thank you to Darcy, Mum, and
Dad, for pushing me to enrol in a PhD when my confidence was wavering. You knew I could do it and
you helped me see that too. Thank you to all my friends and family who have spent many hours over
the past 3.5 years listening to me talk through the exciting moments, the scary moments, the
challenges, and the successes.

Lastly, I would like to thank the Australian Commonwealth Government for funding this research
via the Research Training Program Scholarship (Stipend and Fee offset).

2

Abstract
This thesis researches how Australian Muslim feminist women practise their faith in a genderpositive way. The practical aspect of Islamic feminism in the Australian context has been underresearched within the Islamic Studies discipline, despite the growing popularity of pro-faith feminism.
This research seeks to understand how Muslim feminist women have challenged and reframed
traditionally patriarchal practices and interpretations of their faith in order to support or form their
belief in divinely sanctioned gender equality.
The position of women in Islam is a topic fraught with disagreement and controversy. While many
Muslims argue that God has proclaimed men and women to be equal, others declare that the Qur’ān
and Muhammad’s sunnah place men in a position of superiority over women. Some Muslim women
argue that Islamic practices that favour male superiority are not due to the Qur’ān placing men in a
position of authority. Rather, they are due to the tradition of men interpreting the foundational texts
and imbuing within them a patriarchal bias. Muslim women are challenging this convention through
interpreting the texts themselves from a feminist perspective. The result of these changing
interpretations is a version of Islam that empowers women and encourages gender equality. Yet there
are some controversial aspects of Islam - for example, Qur’ān verse 4:34, often known as “the beating
verse” - that present more of a challenge than others in being reinterpreted as gender-positive. This
thesis, therefore, addresses these aspects of the faith that have traditionally been utilised to support
male superiority and patriarchal practices.
Due to the paucity of existing research on this topic in the Australian context, this research relies
heavily on independent fieldwork in the form of semi-structured interviews. This thesis utilises the
theoretical framework of standpoint feminism, which places women’s lived experiences as central to
understanding society and for challenging patriarchal knowledge paradigms. Through employing a
feminist standpoint as a theoretical framework, this research presents a counter-narrative to the
persistent characterisation of the Muslim woman as an oppressed, agentless being who needs to be
‘saved’ from her culture. In order to challenge patriarchal practices within Muslim communities, the
voices of Muslim women presenting an alternative, yet equally legitimate interpretation of the faith
must be amplified.
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Definition of Terms
Abāya

A loose, robe-like dress that covers the whole body
except the head, hands, and feet.

ABS

Australian Bureau of Statistics

Allah

God

Āya

Verse of the Qur’ān

Burqa

A type of head and body covering worn in
Afghanistan with a lattice in front of the eyes,
permitting the wearer to see.

Cisgender/ed

A person whose gender identity corresponds with
their sex assigned at birth.

Complementarianism

The belief that God has made men and women to be
spiritually equal yet have a responsibility to perform
differing roles based upon their “manhood” and
“womanhood”. Typically, this translates into
caregiving/domestic roles for women/wives, and
leadership/breadwinning roles for men/husbands.

Egalitarianism

The belief that all people are equal and should
therefore have equal opportunity, rights, and status.
In relation to gender, egalitarianism is characterised
by the belief that gender roles should be
interchangeable, with no one gender in submission
to another.
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Fatwa

An opinion or decision regarding religious
doctrine or law made by a recognised religious
authority. Collections of such decisions form a
code of precedents that guide judges in the
exercise of Islamic law.

Feminism

The belief in gender equality. In particular, the
belief that women are the social, political,
economic, and intellectual equals of men.

Fiqh

Jurisprudence. The human understanding and
rendering of sharīca (see below)

Fitna

Lit. “discord, “civil strife”. A condition of civil
discord/disharmony. In modern times, this
phrase is often associated with wives
causing ‘civil discord’ in their marriage and/or
home by disobeying their husbands.

Gender-positive

Broadly, a way of being and thinking that promotes
and correlates with a belief in gender equality. Specifically,
gender- positivity seeks to overtly and/or covertly
transform unequal gender relations to promote shared
power, control of resources, decision-making, and support
for women’s empowerment.

Ḥadīth

Lit. “speech”, “report”, “account”. Traditions

(pl. aḥādīth)

relating to the deeds and sayings of the Prophet as
recounted by his companions and transmitted
through a chain of narrators. Aḥādīth may
elucidate doctrine or provide a commentary
8

on it. They are the basis, along with the Qur’ān, for
Islamic law.

Ḥijāb

Lit. “veil” or “partition”. The term generally used
to refer to the headscarf worn by some Muslim
women (with the face and eyes uncovered).

Ḥijābī

Colloquialism meaning ‘woman who wears the
ḥijāb’

Iḍribūhunna

The key Arabic verb in the disputed and controversial
Qur’ān verse 4:34. iḍribūhunna is most commonly
translated as ‘beat them’, ‘hit them’, or ‘strike them’,
with ‘them’ being wives. However, some Muslims pose
alternative, less – or non - violent translations.

Ijtihād

Lit. “effort”. Ijtihād is applied to questions that are
not covered by the Qur’ān or sunnah, and must
therefore be answered by reasoning. Usually
ijtihād is limited to those with religious authority
and knowledge to make informed judgements.
However, some Muslims believe that ijtihād can
be performed on an individual level using
independent reasoning.

Imām

Lit. “model”, “exemplar”. 1. Leader of prayer,
either for a particular occasion or as a regular
function. 2. A title that denotes the head of a
Muslim community or group.

Islamic Feminism

The belief that God made men and women to be
equal, and that Islam is a tool for achieving gender
9

equality; ‘a feminist discourse and practice
articulated within an Islamic paradigm’ (Badran,
2002:17).

Jāhiliyya

The “Age of Ignorance” – Jāhiliyya is often used by
Muslims to refer to the time preceding the Prophet
Muhammad’s revelations, when Arab communities
were ignorant of the teachings of the ‘true’ religion,
Islam.

LGBTQIA+

An acronym that stands for lesbian, gay, bisexual
transgender, queer, intersex, asexual, and other nonheterosexual sexual identities and non-cisgendered
gender identities. LGBTQIA+ is used as an umbrella
term for topics relating to sexual and gender
identity.

Madhhāb

A system of thought, an intellectual approach. A

(pl. madhāhib)

school of thought in Islamic jurisprudence.

Mahr

The bridal gift that must be paid to a woman by
her husband upon marriage, and which she
(theoretically) retains as her personal property
and can spend at her own discretion. The mahr is
also considered to be a bride’s ‘insurance’ should
her husband divorce her, in which case she retains
the sum of money. Providing this is a religious
obligation for men at the time of marriage.

Non-Binary

A gender identity that is outside the gender binary.
Non-Binary people identify anywhere along the
gender spectrum and are not necessarily exclusively
masculine or feminine. Some non-binary people use
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the pronouns ‘they/them’, or other pronouns, rather
than ‘he/him’, or ‘she/her’.

Niqāb

A veil covering the face, worn in conjunction with
a ḥijāb (headscarf) leaving all but the eyes
obscured

Nushūz

Traditionally understood to mean ‘recalcitrance’,
‘disobedience’, and ‘violation of marital duties’ as
a result of deliberate ill will. Usually used (in the
traditional sense) with reference to a wife’s
disobedience towards her husband.

Qur’ān

The Islamic Holy Book. Believed by Muslims to be
the literal and unchanged word of God revealed to
the Prophet Muhammad in the 7th century CE.

Sharica

The revealed religious law. Outlined in the Qur’ān
and sunnah and elaborated on by the analytical
principles of the four orthodox schools of law
(Shāfi‘ī, Ḥanbalī, Ḥanafī, and Mālikī).

Shaykh

Lit. “old man”, “elder”. A title given to a person
with authority, usually of a political or religious
nature. Can also connote a learned religious
leader.

Shirk

(lit. “association”) The ascribing of partners to
God. The only unforgivable sin in Islam.
Committing shirk denies the fundamental Islamic
belief of a single, absolute God.
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Sunnah

(lit. “custom”, “way”, “usage”). The spoken and
acted practice of the Prophet. Prophet
Muhammad’s sunnah is critical as it provides
contextual and elaborative information to the
Qur’ān, and delivers Muslims examples to emulate.

Sūra

A chapter of the Qur’ān

Tafsīr

Explanation, commentary, or interpretation,
usually of the Qur’ān.

Tawḥīd

The belief in/ the profession of monotheism. The
“oneness” or “unity” of God. This is the
fundamental and most important concept in Islam.

Umma

Global Muslim community

WGEA

Workplace Gender Equality Agency
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Chapter One: Introduction
1.1. Background
In February of 2017, on the ABC’s weekly panel discussion program Q&A, prominent
Sudanese-Australian writer and social commentator, Yassmin Abdel-Magied controversially declared
that “Islam to me, is the most feminist religion.” These comments were a response to Tasmanian
independent senator Jacqui Lambie’s argument that Muslims who support “Shar`ia law” should be
deported, as Shar`ia - amongst other things - does not allow for equal rights for women. This
disagreement was shared widely on social media and news outlets. For some, Abdel-Magied had stood
up for herself and many Muslim women who are tired of assumptions being made about their faith.1
For others, Abdel-Magied and her comments were laughable, prompting ridicule, personal attacks,
and vitriolic responses against her and the very religion she was fighting for. 2
This debate perfectly characterises the tumultuous Australian landscape in which discussing
Islam and Muslims is a polarising and difficult task. However, it is precisely the reaction to AbdelMagied’s comments that encapsulates the importance of this research. Among the reports on the
event by news outlets and the online community’s reaction to the video of the disagreement, a small
but crucial element had been ignored. This crucial detail was Abdel-Magied’s words “to me” - “Islam,
to me, is the most feminist religion.” This may seem like an irrelevant detail, but in this research, it is
the core. Yassmin Abdel-Magied and many other Muslim women do not see a conflict between Islam
and gender equality. On the contrary, they see their faith as an instigator of and a tool to achieve
gender justice, and that any indication to the contrary is a reflection of centuries of patriarchal bias
rather than an aspects of the faith itself. Unfortunately, these women are often ignored - both within
and outside Muslim communities - by people who view Islam and Muslims as a homogenous, static
monolith. There are indeed Australian Muslim feminist women who believe that Islam ordains gender
equality, and this research will explore the way in which they are challenging traditional patriarchal
interpretations and practising their faith in a gender-positive way.
Islam is perhaps the most discussed religion in the West today. The discussions on Islam
predominantly focus on two key concerns: terrorism and women’s rights. Although there is an
abundance of research on ways to tackle the former issue in the West, there is only a small amount

1

El Matrah, 2017 ‘Yassmin Abdel-Magied said nothing wrong. She should not have to face this venom’;
Zevallos, 2017 ‘Islamophobia and the Public Persecution of Feminist Yassmin Abdel-Magied’; Carland, 2017
‘Yassmin Abdel-Magied and the Australian crucible’.
2Hirsi Ali, 2017 ‘How do you solve a problem like sharia?’; Devine, 2017, ‘Sharia apologist’s taxpayer tour a
wasteful disgrace; Blair, 2018 ‘The Most Feminist Religion’; Cootes, 2017 ‘Yassmin Abdel-Magied: The Woman
On Whom Everything Is Lost’.
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of research focusing on Muslim women in the West and their views on gender equality, and even less
in the Australian context. Much of the research that does exist on the topic of gender equality and
feminism in Islam is preliminary, or focused on theoretical exegesis rather than detailed analysis of
real-life experiences.
Upon recognising the paucity of such research, it was clear that there was an opportunity to
fill this gap with the real stories of Muslim women practising their faith in a gender-positive way. It is
important to bring to the forefront the lived experiences of women who believe that Islam ordains
gender equality and practise their faith in a way that reflects this belief. This research therefore hinges
on the primary research question: How do Australian feminist Muslim women practise their faith in a
gender-positive way? To investigate how these women realised this gender-positive version of Islam,
this research focuses on participants’ personal and theological motivations, as well as their views on
specific aspects of the religion that have traditionally been used to uphold patriarchal practices. Due
to the heavy reliance on interviews with Muslim women, this research employs a theoretical
framework that privileges women’s lived experiences and adds to a long tradition of feminist methods
and literature that amplifies and prioritises women’s triumphs and tribulations. This research also
utilises a framework that recognises the complexity of the hardships Muslim women face due to their
marginalisation in many intersecting ways. Through researching views on gender equality from the
perspectives of Australian Muslim feminist women, this research demonstrates that within Australia
there exists a trend of seeing and realising gender justice from a pro-faith perspective. For these
women, Islam is a facilitator – not a barrier – to gender equality.

1.2. Objectives
The primary objective of this research is to identify the different ways Australian Muslim feminist
women practise and interpret their faith in a way that aligns with a belief in gender equality. This will
be achieved by:
1. Identifying what ‘gender equality’ means to Australian Muslim feminist women.
2. Identifying if, and how, Islam has influenced, impacted, and/or formed the research
participants’ views on gender equality.
3. Ascertaining how the participants have engaged with and challenged the aspects of their faith
that have traditionally been understood as sanctioning male superiority.
4. Establishing if and how the research participants encourage gender-positive change within
their communities.
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1.3. Research questions
This research focuses on one primary research question: How do Australian Muslim feminist
women practise their faith in a gender-positive way? In order to answer this question, four
subsidiary questions will be addressed:
1. What does the term ‘gender equality’ mean to Australian Muslim feminist women?
2. In what way has the faith of Australian Muslim feminist women influenced their views on
gender equality?
3. How do Australian Muslim Feminist women engage with the aspects of their faith that have
traditionally been used to support male superiority and patriarchal practices?
4. How, if at all, do Australian Muslim feminist women promote Islamically-sanctioned gender
equality within their communities and/or family?

1.4. Scope and significance of research
1.4.1. What this research does and does not include
This research provides a thorough analysis of how Australian Muslim feminist women practise
their faith in a gender-positive way. This is not an analysis of how common these beliefs are amongst
Australian Muslims. It is already clear that there are Muslim women in Australia who believe that
gender equality is a key aspect of their faith. Susan Carland’s research shows this, Yassmin Abdel
Magied is a public example of this. This research therefore does not require an investigation into
whether or not there are Muslim feminists.
Although this research engages with the core Islamic texts, this engagement largely centres
on the research participants’ understanding of such texts and how they have understood them from
a gender-positive perspective. This is not a textual analysis of the Qur’ān and hadith beyond the extent
of addressing the sections of the foundational texts that are directly relevant to gender relations.
It is important to explain the use of the term ‘woman/women’, and language around gender
used in this research. When referring to gender, terms such as ‘genders’ and ‘all genders’ will be used
in lieu of ‘both genders’, or ‘each gender’, unless quoting a participant or other source. Additionally,
the researcher, when using the term ‘woman/women’ intended for this to be inclusive of all women,
including transgender women. This research also aims to be inclusive of those who identify as nonbinary. As it happens, 49 participants identified as women, and one participant identified as nonbinary. It is important, therefore, to recognise that although this research speaks of Muslim women,
one participant is not a woman. However, the researcher believed their participation in this research
15

would be beneficial due to the intersectional and inclusive theoretical framework of this research.
Furthermore, the inclusion of a non-binary person whose sex assigned at birth does not match their
gender identity and presentation brings up important issues of gender inequality and discrimination
for LGBTQIA+ and gender non-conforming Muslims. This participant spoke of being raised on the
assumption that they were both cisgender as well as a girl/woman. They therefore faced the same
sexism that is directed towards cisgender girls and women (though their experience of it was different
as they were not the gender they had been labelled), as well as sexism, discrimination, and oppression
specific to transgender people. This participant provided a unique insight into assumptions
surrounding expectations society and individuals impose upon people on the basis of their gender and
sex.
It is also important to make note of the use of the terms ‘traditional’ and ‘gender-positive’ in
this research. The word ‘traditional’ to describe the position of women in Islam is a contentious one.
‘traditional’ could mean the way in which Islam awarded Muslim women unprecedented rights and
privileges, and the support the Prophet Muhammad gave to his wives, daughters, and other women
– the example of which many Muslim feminists today use to argue for gender equality in Islam. More
commonly, however, the word ‘traditional’ is used to describe the strict, conservative, and patriarchal
interpretations of Islamic gender relations that have been practised at varying levels of popularity
since the advent of Islam. Using the word ‘traditional’ therefore, is contentious as it implies a certain
level of validity to patriarchal interpretations of the faith as something that has been practised
undiluted for over thirteen centuries. The contrasting implication is that progressive, gender-positive
interpretations are less legitimate, less true. The use of the word ‘traditional’ in this research to refer
to more orthodox interpretations of the faith is not intended to imply more or less validity to one
interpretation over another. Rather, it is used simply to distinguish the former, more conservative
interpretations of the faith, from the interpretations that aim to promote a more gender-equitable
interpretation of the faith – described in this research as ‘gender-positive’. There is no implication –
because it cannot be known – that one interpretation is ‘truer’ than another. Yet an interpretation
that promotes equality, equity, and autonomy for all genders is what the participants in this research
practise. It is these gender-positive interpretations that this research focuses on.

1.4.2. Significance of research
According to a 2011 Pew Research Centre Report (Horowitz et al, 2011), westerners continue
to associate a number of pervasive stereotypes with Muslims and Islam. Although non-Muslims in
western Europe, the United States, and Russia, have overall positive assessments of Muslims, nonMuslims’ opinions of Muslims in Germany are divided, and are overall negative in Spain (Horowitz et
16

al, 2011:5). However, what all these countries have in common is that the vast majority of nonMuslims perceive Muslims to be disrespectful of women. In all western countries surveyed, only 22%
of non-Muslims believed that Muslims are tolerant or respectful of women (Horowitz et al, 2011:19).
Even though this research was not carried out in Australia, it does show that in historically Christian
societies - of which post-settlement Australia is one - there is a trend of assessing Islam and Muslims
to be intolerant and disrespectful towards women. This assumption is what many Muslim feminists
and participants in this research are attempting to erase. As will be demonstrated in Chapter Two
(Literature Review), there is a limited amount of research on Islamic feminism and Muslim women’s
movements in the Australian context. It is therefore difficult to contest stereotypes and negative
claims made about Muslims and their faith, particularly in relation to the position of women in Islam.
Therefore, the Muslim feminist participants in this research, who are living proof that Islam and
feminism can be compatible, are key drivers to challenging assumptions about Islam’s treatment of
women. This research is vital to explore and document their beliefs, ideas, and experiences, thus
providing a record and analysis of Australian Muslim feminist women attempting to undo the tradition
of patriarchal bias that has long tainted their faith.

1.5. Limitations and positioning
To be a responsible researcher, it is important to address possible biases and limitations of
one’s research. Foremost, I am not Muslim. I was raised in a non-religious household, and have never
held a belief in a god of any kind. Therefore, as a non-Muslim, my research experience has been
different to that of a Muslim woman undertaking the same task. However, I do not believe that my
being a non-Muslim has negatively influenced this research. I respect beliefs that differ from my own,
and I am strongly committed to supporting people’s right to freedom of belief. I have completed an
undergraduate degree as well as an Honours year in Islamic Studies, and have sufficient knowledge
on Islam to perform research in the field of Islamic Studies. Yet I do recognise that being an ‘outsider’
has had some impact on this research, as several women whom I approached for an interview
expressed their scepticism or outright disapproval of this research being performed by a non-Muslim,
due to the fear that I would ‘twist’ their words or paint Islam in a negative light. However, this
trepidation to participate in this research was not held by many women. The vast majority of women
whom I approached or who approached me expressed a strong desire to share their personal beliefs
and opinions on gender equality in Islam.
Susan Carland argues that the outsider researcher, in cases of religious matters, does not have
the same emotional investment in the topic as the religious insider, which means their unbelief may
prejudice their research. Carland argues that the outsider’s ‘objectivity’ could instead be ‘sceptical
17

subjectivity’, and their unbelief in the religion may leave them with a lack of appreciation for what
they uncover, and prone to holding on to stereotypes and assumptions surrounding Muslims and Islam
(Carland, 2015:40-1). This belief - that not having a personal investment in the topic under discussion
will cause ignorance in the face of important research - implies that researchers only undertake their
studies for self-seeking means. This is untrue. Even though I may not have a personal stake in the
outcome of this research, and even though I am not a Muslim, I recognise the importance of
understanding Islam from the point of view of Muslim women. Additionally, achieving gender equality
– whether from a pro-faith or a secular perspective – is beneficial for the whole of society. No one
‘version’ of gender equality is appropriate for all women, and different genders and individuals will
have different methods and means of achieving gender equality. As a researcher and as a woman, I
recognise, appreciate, and support different perspectives and processes that lead towards an
intersectional gender justice.
I do however take note of Carland’s belief that, as an outsider to the religion, the research
participants may have approached my interview questions differently than they would with a nonMuslim. This may be due to the effect of the ‘double-bind’, where they did not want to be seen as
‘selling out’ their community in the face of heightened Islamophobia. To overcome this limitation, I
employed an interview structure that ensures that the research participants were as comfortable as
possible, and explained to them their right to anonymity. I also ensured they understood my
commitment to respecting their beliefs and experiences.
There were also positives to being an ‘outsider’ researcher. It is possible that as a non-Muslim,
there were certain things that the research participants may have been more open to talking to me
about, as they would have had no need to be concerned about ‘betraying’ a shared community. For
example, a participant said that she was able to speak with me about things she has done or wants to
do that are considered ‘un-Islamic’, such as physical intimacy with boyfriends, drinking alcohol, and
taking off her ḥijāb. This participants’ fear of being judged by her Muslim friends has meant she is
unable to discuss with them any doubts or disagreements she has about her religion and what is
considered ‘appropriate’ behaviour for a Muslim woman (Susi, VIC: 19/09/2019).
Another potential limitation to this research is my lack of knowledge of the Arabic language.
There are several texts relating to Qur’ān and ḥadīth commentary that are unavailable in English, and
which I was therefore unable to access. However, on the whole, I do not believe that this has greatly
impacted this research. My educational background has provided me with an in-depth understanding
of the Islamic religion and of the foundational Islamic texts. I have read multiple English translations
of the Qur’ān and aḥādīth, and have had access to a wide range of translated primary and secondary
texts on the topics relevant for this research. Furthermore, much of the established literature on the
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topic of Islamic feminism has been published in English. All participants interviewed were proficient
enough in English to not require an interpreter.
According to Dwyer & Buckle, the most important requirement for a researcher is not insider
or outsider status, but ‘an ability to be open, authentic, honest, deeply interested in the experience
of one’s research participants, and committed to accurately and adequately representing their
experiences’ (Dwyer & Buckle, 2009: 59). These are all values I have been committed to upholding
throughout this research. In holding myself to this standard, I believe the limitations above have been
overcome.

1.6. Theoretical framework
1.6.1. Standpoint feminism
The theoretical framework most appropriate for researching how Australian Muslim women practise
their faith in a gender-positive way is feminist standpoint theory. Feminist standpoint theory is a
valuable framework for repositioning women’s lived experiences as central to understanding society
and for challenging patriarchal knowledge paradigms. In particular, standpoint feminism is
exceedingly relevant when researching marginalised people and groups whose disadvantaged position
in society is caused by several intersecting factors. According to Ramazanoglu and Holland, standpoint
feminism is a way of taking women’s experiences as fundamental to knowledge of political relations
between genders (Ramazanoglu & Holland, 2002:61). Taking a standpoint means being able to
produce the best current understanding of how knowledge of gender is interrelated with women’s
experiences and the realities of gender (Ramazanoglu & Holland, 2002:60). Standpoint feminism,
therefore, is a way of exploring how women experience life differently from men, because they live in
specific social relationships to the exercise of male power.
Standpoint feminism emphasises that achieving gender equality is dependent on including
women’s perspectives in all aspects of society. For example, women must be included in industries
such as science, technology, politics, and law, so that a range of perspectives contribute to these fields,
while inequalities highlighted by the inclusion of people traditionally barred from male-dominated
(and white, non-disabled dominated) fields can also be addressed (Lips, 2019:40). Including women’s
perspectives challenges male-centric assumptions about society that have been taken as fact due to
the privileging of the white male experience. This research is an example of how standpoint feminism
can help to turn the focus towards women who often face discrimination, even within wider feminist
circles. The insights and experiences of Muslim women are necessary in order to recognise and correct
inequalities within Australian society.
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There are two basic theses within standpoint feminism. First is the situated knowledge thesis.
This thesis argues that social location systematically influences our experiences, which shapes and
limits what we know to the point that knowledge is achieved from a particular standpoint (Intemann,
2010:783). The recognition that knowledge is not only formed in a certain context, but better
understood within that context, shapes the research and highlights the importance of an overarching
understanding of the ways in which patriarchal practices have permeated all cultures and societies.
Standpoint feminism is therefore relevant as it attempts to expose how methods of research are
constructed to uphold the power structures of dominant social groups. For this reason, it functions to
counteract androcentric research frameworks while also highlighting Muslim women’s experiences of
subverting patriarchal interpretations of their faith. The second thesis within standpoint theory is the
thesis of epistemic advantage. This thesis asserts that some standpoints - in particular the standpoints
of marginalised and oppressed peoples - are epistemically advantaged in certain contexts (Wylie,
2003:28). In recognition of this epistemic advantage, the experiences, viewpoints, and contributions
of marginalised groups – and in this research, Muslim women - are central in understanding and
dismantling the patriarchal structure of societies. Both of these theses will be discussed in relation to
this research.

1.6.2. Situated knowledge
According to Donna Haraway, relativism and positivism are equally inept at asserting
knowledge and truths about the world. Both, she argues, make it impossible to see the world clearly
due to their promise to provide a vision of the world from nowhere and everywhere simultaneously
(Haraway, 1988:583). Therefore, Haraway advocates for a practice of objectivity that ‘privileges
contestation, deconstruction, passionate construction, webbed connections, and hope for
transformation of systems of knowledge and ways of seeing that is both hostile to relativisms and
totalizations’ (ibid.). Haraway is arguing against the positivist concepts of objectivity and the idea of a
researcher as an objective, ‘disembodied’ observer. Because, she believes, disembodiment assumes
that the researcher is part of the majority; in western societies, this ‘default’ position is ‘male’ and
‘white’ (Haraway, 1988:581). Therefore, knowledge privileges the white male perspective as these
positions are viewed as the most neutral. Women and other marginalised members of society are
considered ‘marked bodies’, which means they are assumed unable to disassociate themselves and
their points of view and from the marginally-situated environment in which their knowledge was
formed (ibid.). The assumption that the neutral position is the most true pushes minority experience
to the sidelines based on a belief that their point of view can only be personal, and not external,
absolute, or extrapolated to argue concretely about society. Haraway maintains that contrary to
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positivist tradition, all knowledge has some degree of situation, as every person’s knowledge has been
shaped by the societal position in which they stand. Knowledge is therefore embodied rather than
acquired through a universal, disembodied, rational mind (Intemann, 2010:785). Concepts of situated
knowledge recognise that knowledge is positioned and formed within a context, and sees personal
experiences as a form of enrichment, rather than hindrance, to understanding truths about the world.
The enrichment of knowledge by personal experience is where situated knowledge becomes
relevant to this research. It is easy for people to make claims about Islam and its treatment of women
from an outsider’s perspective, particularly if one takes a positivist view of knowledge (which
disfavours metaphysics and theism). On the surface, some aspects of Islam may be seen as condoning
concepts of inferiority and subjectivity of women. Similarly, much like Haraway’s view that the default
and therefore most objective view is male, it is often taken for granted that the traditionalist,
patriarchal interpretations of Islam are the ‘most correct’ versions of the faith - perhaps because they
have been interpreted and upheld by influential men. Yet there are many Muslim women who argue
that their religion is the cause and means of achieving gender justice. Their knowledge is situated in
their own personal experience and understanding of what it means to be Muslim. They have practised
the religion for themselves and understood much of the scripture from a gender-positive perspective.
This research takes these women’s knowledge and understanding of their religion as reliable due to
their personal experience of Islam. Their firm assertions that Islam promotes gender equality, and
their acquisition of this knowledge and belief is a consequence of their experiences as Muslim women
and, also, of Muslim women within a non-Muslim majority country. It is therefore important to discuss
with them not only their views on specific aspects of Islam, but also their family and social background
to achieve a well-rounded understanding of where and how they have formed their beliefs. Their
feminist Islamic beliefs are formed and developed in particular contexts, and can be best understood
in recognition of these contexts. In order to understand exactly how Australian feminist Muslim
women practise Islam in a gender-positive way, it is important to investigate the framework within
which these women come to recognise a feminist underpinning of their religion. Likewise, the
recognition that knowledge is social situated and impacted by a the social positioning of a researcher
or ‘knower’ can explain why traditional interpretations of Islam have in some ways ignored the
inherent equality that Muslim feminists see in their faith, and have instead resulted in an Islam that
privileges men.
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1.6.3. Epistemic advantage
The second defining thesis in feminist standpoint theory is the argument for the epistemic
advantage of situated knowledge. Feminist standpoint theory suggests that despite established
discourses defining women to be on the margins of society, women’s personal cultural positions
provide them with heightened understandings of the contradictions between their own experiences
and the ways the dominant, patriarchal group defines them (Anderson Droogsma, 2007:294). In other
words, since men control power in society, patriarchal discourses attempt to prescribe women’s
experiences and limit their agency (Anderson Droogsma, 2007:297). However, in pushing women’s
struggles to the periphery, women consequently acquire commonalities of experiences and thus
produce a counter (and perhaps more accurate) narrative to the dominant, patriarchal understanding
of the world (ibid.). Marginalised people possess access to information that the privileged members
of society cannot access nor experience. Patricia Hill Collins recognises this epistemic advantage in
relation to black women, stating that ‘our experiences as African-American women provide us with a
unique angle of vision concerning black womanhood unavailable to other groups … it is more likely for
black women, as members of an oppressed group, to have critical insights into the condition of our
oppression than it is for those who live outside those structures’ (Hill Collins, 2000:39).
Accessing these ‘critical insights’ through employing a standpoint feminist framework is all the
more important due to this researcher’s inability to situate herself in the mind frame of a Muslim
woman. As a non-Muslim, the religious scriptures are read from the point of view of an unbeliever.
Acknowledging epistemic advantage will provide an understanding of how Australian Muslim feminist
women come to the conclusion that Islam encourages gender equality from the assumption that the
base texts are ‘true’. Due to the reality that these women live their lives as Muslims, basing many of
their choices around their religion, this is a form of knowledge this researcher cannot personally
access. Likewise, the compounding factors of racism and Islamophobia that inhibit participants’
achievement of gender equality within Australian society broadly are barriers that the researcher does
not face. Knowledge formed on the basis of epistemic advantage was therefore invaluable to this
research to understand how Australian Muslim women understand and practise their faith in a
gender-positive way, and how they realise this belief and practice within and outside their cultural
and religious communities.

1.6.4. The importance of intersectionality
Despite standpoint theory’s aim to create a more inclusive branch of knowledge, it has faced
criticism through its assumption that there is a concrete ‘women’s experience.’ In reality, there are
countless differences amongst women and there are therefore multiple standpoints (Naidu, 2010:83).
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Naidu, for instance, argues that what standpoint feminism is really referring to when it speaks of
‘women’s experiences’ is the experience of the dominant group - white, western feminists (Naridu,
2010:25-6). However, more contemporary concepts of standpoint feminism have absorbed these
criticisms through including ideas of intersectionality into their theory and activism, and highlighting
the works of academics of colour writing standpoint feminist theory.
The concept of intersectionality - known for many centuries yet only named in the late 1980s
by African American feminist theorist Kimberle Crenshaw - refers to particular forms of intersecting
oppressions – e.g. the intersection of race, class, and gender (Crenshaw 1991). Crenshaw addressed
these issues due to the lack of recognition of the intersection of race and gender within gender studies
and antiracist disciplines, despite these intersections being readily apparent in the everyday lives of
women of colour (Crenshaw, 1991:1242). Much of the discourse, politics, and practise dealing with
the marginalisation of women and the marginalisation of people of colour existed on parallel terrains,
with little to no consideration that these issues were interrelated. Consequently, when each of the
practices of anti-racism and anti-sexism expound identity as either a woman or a person of colour,
‘they relegate the identity of women of color to a location that resists telling’ (ibid.). Crenshaw
continues to argue that ‘Because of [black women’s] intersectional identity as both women and of
color within discourse that are shaped to respond to one or the other, women of color are
marginalized within both’ (Crenshaw, 1991:1244). Intersectional paradigms therefore highlight that
oppression cannot be reduced to a single type – every person has multiple aspects of their identity
that either reduce or compound their marginalisation, depending on the context. While it is important
to avoid co-opting the work of black feminist theorists to explain the marginalisation of Muslim
women, the coining of the term ‘intersectionality’ brought about discussions surrounding inclusion
within gender studies disciplines. The ideals of intersectionality have been adopted – at least in theory
- by contemporary feminists both within and outside of academia with increasing popularity (Mason
and Watson, 2017:3) Intersectionality is now used not only with relation to race and gender, but also
with relation to other factors by which people are marginalised – e.g. sexuality, class, religion,
disability, gender identity. Yet intersectionality’s rise in popularity led Crenshaw herself to write in
2015 that despite the mainstreaming of the word, there has been little practical progress ‘Intersectionality was a lived reality before it became a term. Today, nearly three decades after I first
put a name to the concept, the term seems to be everywhere. But if women and girls of color continue
to be let in the shadows, something vital to the understanding of intersectionality has been lost’
(Crenshaw, 2015). Within the context of this research, intersectionality is all the more important due
to the researcher being a white, non-Muslim woman. It is therefore important that this research does
not treat intersectionality as a superficial component of feminist research, but as a way to capture
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participants’ experiences of practising their faith in a gender-positive way within a context where
Muslim women’s experiences are disbelieved and their arguments ignored.
Where intersectionality refers to where a person sits in society with relation to power, the
‘matrix of domination’ refers to how society is organised to discriminate against aspects of a person’s
identity. The structural, disciplinary, hegemonic, and interpersonal domains of power reappear across
all forms of oppression. Feminist theorist Patricia Hill Collins refers to the structural modes of
oppression as the matrix of domination (Hill Collins 2000:21). In relation to standpoint theory, Hill
Collins argues that standpoint theory’s central component is the notion that knowledge remains
crucial to maintaining and changing unjust systems of power (Hill Collins, 1997:375). The notion of a
standpoint refers to historically shared group-based experience. Because groups - whether these
groups are women in general, queer women, women of colour, or women with disability - are all
marginalised by the same socially constructed conditions, standpoint theory highlights the shared
histories of certain groups based on their locations in relation to power (Hill Collins, 1997:376).
However, Hill Collins also recognises that individuals’ positions can change in relation to different
groups, and people are therefore marginalised to different extents depending on the context.
Intersectionality and the matrix of domination are inextricably tied.
Ensuring this research is intersectional is vital due to the recognition that Australian Muslim
women are not only oppressed based on gender, but also face religious and (often) racial
discrimination. It is important to see Muslim women’s membership in multiple marginalised groups
that contribute to their overall disadvantaged position in Australian society. In her essay, ‘Too Loud,
Swears Too Much and Goes Too Far, Mona Eltahaway argues that Muslim women are particularly
vulnerable to what she calls a ‘trifecta of oppressions: misogyny (faced by all women), racism (faced
by women of colour) and Islamophobia (faced by Muslims)’ (Eltahaway, 2019:4). Patriarchy, she
argues, demands that women are to be quiet, modest, humble, polite, nice, well behaved, and aware
of the red lines. The more ways in which a woman falls within the intersections of oppression, the
more she is expected to live by these demands (ibid.). Contemporary standpoint theory’s recognition
of the intersecting forms of oppression faced by Muslim women therefore provides a thorough and
comprehensive understanding of the context in which Muslim women are promoting gender justice
and the barriers that they face.
Alison Wylie has stated that to do social science as a standpoint feminist is to approach inquiry
from the perspective of insiders (Wylie, 2003:27). This aptly encapsulates its relevance to this
research. There is a persistent characterisation of the Muslim woman as an oppressed, agentless being
that needs to be ‘rescued’ from her culture (Hidayatullah, 2003:38). Through employing a feminist
standpoint as a theoretical framework, this research is able to counteract this perception through
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bringing forward the voices and experiences of the research participants. Due to this research relying
heavily on interviews and personal experiences with Islam, standpoint theory is an appropriate way
to understand how Muslim feminists attempt to assert their own understanding of their faith to push
for gender justice from a pro-faith perspective. In order to place participants’ voices at the forefront
of this research, quotes from interviews will be used widely, to showcase participants’ views and
experiences in their own words. 3 Ali Imtoual, the director of Police and Federation of Ethnic
Communities’ Councils has stressed the importance of standpoint theory in articulating a female
Muslim research agenda within Australia. Imtoual argues that research about Muslims needs to be
driven by Muslim communities and individuals to enable a shift in attention away from a narrow focus
on the ḥijāb, terrorism, and the ‘clash of civilizations’ (Ho & Dreher, 2009:117). The most effective way
to achieve a research focus that puts Muslim women’s experiences at the forefront is through
employing feminist standpoint theory as the theoretical framework. While non-Muslims within
Australian society may view Islam as an oppressive and patriarchal religion that contributes to Muslim
women’s subjugation, when Muslim feminists are asked, they attest that Islam is in fact a liberatory
rather than a restrictive religion.

1.7. Methodology
As has already been outlined in the previous section on theoretical framework, this research
employs standpoint feminist theory as an underpinning concept to acknowledge the importance of
placing the research participants’ personal, lived experiences at the centre of the research. This
research can be labelled as ‘feminist research’ because of its focus on Muslim women’s experiences
with sexism and their mistreatment as a result of their gender. Feminist research requires feminist
research methods. This methodology therefore aims to obtain information from the research
participants in a way that privileges their voices and experiences.

1.7.1. Data collection and analysis
To investigate how Australian Muslim feminist women are practising their faith in a feminist
way, this research utilises qualitative analysis through textual analysis and semi-structured interviews.
Textual analysis of the established literature on the topics of Islamic feminism and influential Muslim
women throughout history provides a solid foundation of knowledge for navigating and
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Due to the large number of participant quotes used, shorter ones will be quoted directly in text, and longer
ones have been added as an appendix and referenced as follows: (Name of participant, place of residence:
date of interview. Chapter number. Quotation number).
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contextualising interviews with the research participants. It also allows this research to be compared
with existing research on Islamic women’s movements to identify new and original findings. Once a
thorough understanding of relevant feminist theory and Islamic theology was achieved, interviews
with research participants began.
The research participants interviewed were women above the age of 18 living in urban areas
of Australia (predominantly Melbourne, Sydney, and Brisbane). The only requirement was that
participants believe in gender equality and that Islam promotes such a belief. The women interviewed
came from a variety of educational backgrounds to provide a diverse sample of Australian Muslims
feminist views. To locate women who adhered to the aforementioned beliefs, contact was made with
local Muslim women’s organisations both online and in person to ask if they would share the
recruitment advertisement on their Facebook page, in their offices, or distribute it via email.
Recruitment methods that were aimed at including older women were online recruitment
advertisements in Muslim women’s Facebook groups, including Muslim mothers’ groups. Flyers were
also put on display in shopping centres, supermarkets, public libraries, and bollards in suburbs of
Sydney and Melbourne with high Muslim populations. In addition to this, the Islamic Council of
Victoria twice published the recruitment advertisement in their monthly newsletter. All of these
recruitment methods, as well recruitment methods deemed more likely to target a younger
demographic (such as university noticeboards, Twitter) were aimed at attracting participants of all
ages.
There were several known journalists, academics, and public figures who were approached
for interviews. Participants were also recruited via Facebook groups relating to Muslim women – e.g.
‘Muslim Mums Brisbane’, ‘Muslim Mums Australia’, ‘Progressive Muslim Women of Australia.’ Some
interview participants were contacted directly by the researcher via Twitter and LinkedIn. Some
research participants were then recruited through snowballing.
Single, one-on-one interviews were conducted in a place of the participants’ choosing to
ensure their comfort and privacy when answering questions on sensitive matters. The interviews were
semi-structured with open-ended questions, which provided the subjects with direction, yet did not
restrict the respondents to short, impersonal answers. Interview questions related not only to
participants’ faith, but also to their lives more broadly - e.g. their background, where they grew up,
their family’s relationship with religion. This line of questioning provided an indication as to the many
external influences that have driven them towards a feminist understanding of their faith. When
discussing the specific Qur’ān verses during interviews, participants were given a sheet of paper with
the relevant verses, from M.A.H. Abdel Haleem’s translation of the Qur’ān. The verses were given to
participants to refresh their memory on the particular sections of the Qur’ān being discussed. A small
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number of participants preferred to read from their own favoured translation or Arabic version of the
Qur’ān.
The reasoning behind undertaking interviews rather than focus groups is the personal and
discreet nature of one-on-one interaction. For some women, the topics discussed were sensitive. They
may have, therefore, felt embarrassed, ashamed, or reluctant to speak on such topics in front of their
peers. One-on-one interviews circumvented this problem. Furthermore, the personal, individual
responses obtained during interviews were more comprehensive, instead of a single yet more
superficial answer compiled from an amalgamation of experiences that a focus group might have
elicited.
The best possible method for conducting such interviews was face-to-face interaction.
However, since the research participants were located across the country, it was necessary for some
interviews to take place via video-call. Of the total fifty interviews, forty were conducted in person
and ten were conducted via video-call. The interviews were recorded in order to be referenced and
transcribed. The interviews were transcribed by the researcher to ensure that anonymity (if desired)
was maintained.

1.7.2. Ethical considerations
Over the course of this research, there were several ethical considerations to manage. Firstly,
some of the women interviewed desired anonymity. For this reason, names and some of the personal
(yet non-pivotal) information of the participants were changed. For instance, if a participant has three
children and works as a primary school teacher, what may have been recorded instead is that she has
four children and works at a high school. Participant locations were recorded by state instead of by
town/city to protect participants’ identities further. Additionally, no indication is given as to whether
a specific participant opted for anonymity or not. This ensures that no participant can be identified via
elimination of those who do not wish to be anonymous. Furthermore, interview transcripts and any
personal information obtained was stored on a personal, password-protected USB, as well as the
researcher’s secure University of Melbourne Onedrive account. A plain language statement and a
consent form were provided to the research participants to ensure that they understood what the
research was about, and what their data are being used for.
Another ethical issue considered was language barriers. It was the researcher’s expectation
that some of the women interviewed might not be fully competent in English and might require an
interpreter. However, although English proficiency varied from person to person, all participants were
sufficiently fluent in English to undertake an interview without the need for an interpreter.
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Lastly, this research focused on some sensitive topics. Faith is an important part of the
research subjects’ lives. Some therefore struggled when confronted with questions on some of the
more controversial aspects of Islam (e.g. Qur’ān 4:34). Participants were told explicitly that if there
was any question or topic they did not wish to discuss, it could be skipped. The personal consequences
of discussing delicate and complex issues surrounding women and Islam was appreciated during the
interviews. Trust and honest communication between the researcher and research participants was
vital. To achieve this trust and open communication – especially as the researcher is a non-Muslim –
a more conversational style of interviewing was adopted. Some participants expressed their
trepidation surrounding participating in this research due to the fact that the researcher is a nonMuslim, and were sceptical of the researcher’s motivations. Fostering a relationship of trust and an
atmosphere of comfort therefore helped not only in obtaining the most accurate and detailed
information, but also ensured the participants were comfortable and confident that the researcher
was not attempting to twist their words or malign their beliefs.

1.8. Demographic overview of participants
This section provides a demographic breakdown of the fifty participants involved in this
research.

1.8.1. Age of participants
Participants ranged in age from 18 years old to 66 years old. Women aged between the ages
of 18 and 32 made up the majority of participants. The average age of participants was 31.5. The
median age of participants was 28. As the median age of the Muslim population in Australia is 27, this
is in line with the national average. 4 The Australian Muslim population is significantly younger than
the overall Australian population. As of the 2016 Census, 66% of Australian Muslims were aged below
35 (ABS Census of Population and Housing, 2016). This is one reason why a larger number of young
Muslims agreed to take part in this research. Other reasons for this age disparity could be due to
recruitment methods targeting younger age brackets, or an indication that younger women are more
inclined and interested in participating in a study on gender equality in Islam. However, it is the view
of the researcher that the recruitment methods were sufficiently varied to target women of all ages.
The disproportionate number of younger participants can therefore be seen as a reflection of the
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This number is in line with the national average. However, participants were all aged 18 years and above.
Fifty per cent of participants were therefore aged between 18 and 28, compared to the national average of
fifty per cent of Australian Muslims being aged between 0 and 27 (ABS, 2018).
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young Australian Muslim population on the whole, as well as indication of increased interest in the
topic of gender equality in Islam amongst Australia’s population of young Muslim women.

Age range
18-22
23-27
28-32

No. of participants
11
13
7

33-37
38-42
43-47
48-52
53-57

6
4
4
2
1

58-62
63-67

1
1

1.8.2. Place of residence
The majority of research participants in this study reside in Victoria. According to Australia’s
2016 Census, Muslims make up 3.3% of the Victorian population, 0.7% higher than the national
percentage (Department of Premier and Cabinet, 2017:8). Between the 2011 Census and the 2016
Census, Victoria’s Muslim population increased by 29%. For comparison, between 2011 and 2016,
Victoria’s population as a whole increased by 10.7% (Department of Premier and Cabinet, 2017:2).
Melbourne and Sydney have the largest Muslim population in Australia, with 3.6% of New South
Wales’ residents identifying as Muslim (Multicultural NSW, 2020). The NSW Muslim population grew
by 22% between 2011 and 2016, while the NSW population as a whole grew by 8% (ABS, 2017c).

State
Victoria (VIC)

No. of participants
35

New South Wales (NSW)
Queensland (QLD)

7
7

South Australia (SA)
Western Australia (WA)
Tasmania (TAS)
Northern Territory (NT)
Australian Capital Territory (ACT)

1
0
0
0
0
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It is the researcher’s belief that the disproportionate number of Victoria-based participants in
this research will not negatively affect the quality of this research. Methods to recruit women were
alike in Melbourne, Sydney, and Brisbane. It remains unclear why fewer women in other areas
responded to Facebook posts, messages, flyer distribution through Muslim women’s organisations,
and snowball sampling. A large proportion of Australia’s growing Muslim population reside in Victoria.
Victoria’s Muslim population is the fastest growing in Australia relative to population size. Including a
large proportion of Victorian Muslims in this research has not created Victoria-specific research
results, as the Victorian population of Muslims is both the fastest growing and representative of
Muslim populations in Australia as a whole.

1.8.3. Country of birth
The below tables show a breakdown of the places of birth of the 50 participants involved in
this study as well as their parents’ places of birth. 68% of participants were born overseas, with the
median age of immigration being 18. This is higher than the national average of 62.8% of Muslims
being born overseas (Hassan et al. 2018:17). Although 16 participants (32%) were born in Australia,
only 10% of participants’ parents were Australian-born. Nine out of the 16 Australian-born participants
are first generation Muslim Australians, meaning that their parents were both born overseas. Of the
remaining seven Australian-born participants, four had one parent born in Australia, and three had
both parents born in Australia. Pakistan was the most common overseas place of birth for both the
participants and their parents, with 20% of participants born in Pakistan, and 21% of participants’
parents born in Pakistan.
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Country of birth
Australia
Pakistan
Indonesia
Turkey
Saudi Arabia
Singapore
Sri Lanka
Bangladesh
Bosnia
Fiji
India
Iran
Jordan
Kuwait
Lebanon
Malaysia
New Zealand
Sudan
United Kingdom

No. of participants
16
10
3
3
2
2
2
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1

Parents’ country of birth
Pakistan
Australia
Turkey
Lebanon
Indonesia
United Kingdom
Bosnia
Sri Lanka
Ethiopia
India
Kuwait
Malaysia
Palestine
Singapore
Bangladesh
Fiji
Iran
Jordan
Libya
Afghanistan
Albania
Cyprus
Eritrea
Germany
Japan
Saudi Arabia

No. of participants
21
10
8
7
6
5
4
4
3
3
3
3
3
3
2
2
2
2
2
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
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On the national level, Pakistan is the most common place of birth for overseas-born Muslims
in Australia, making up 14.7% of the Muslim population (ABS, 2016a). Afghanistan is the second most
common place of birth for overseas-born Muslims, making up 11.5% of Australia’s Muslim population
(ibid.). No participants in this study were born in Afghanistan, and only one participant had a parent
born in Afghanistan. This large proportion of Pakistan-born Muslims and absence of Afghanistan-born
Muslims is not a result of snowball sampling. Only one of the ten participants born in Pakistan
contacted the researcher upon the recommendation of a friend who had taken part in this study. The
remaining nine Pakistan-born participants contacted the researcher independently, or were contacted
independently by the researcher. It remains unclear why participants of Pakistani birth were more
likely to participate in this research.

1.8.4. Education
Educated women were overrepresented as a proportion of research participants. On a
national level, Australian Muslims are more likely to have completed high school or attained a
Bachelor’s degree or above than the Australian population as a whole (Hassan et al., 2018:33).
However, 66% of participants had completed a Bachelor’s degree or above, compared to only 19.9%
of Australian Muslim women as a whole (ibid.). The research methods were sufficiently diverse to
target women from a variety of educational backgrounds and levels. The disproportionate level of
highly educated women in this study could therefore be seen as a result of educated women having a
greater interest in and knowledge of the topic of gender equality in Islam. However, there may be
other factors that contribute to the lower number of uneducated women, including other
commitments such as work and/or domestic duties.

Highest qualification received
PhD

No. of participants
4

Master's Degree
Graduate Diploma/Honours

14
3

Bachelor's Degree
Advanced Diploma
Diploma
TAFE Certificate
High School Certificate

12
1
2
2
12
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21 participants (42%) reported their occupation as ‘student’, with 14% of students reporting
performing additional work alongside their studies. On the national average, only 17.9% of Muslim
women in Australia are full-time or part-time students (Hassan et al., 2018:51). The higher number of
students involved in this research is likely a result of a combination of fewer commitments (work,
children), and the relative flexibility of university student schedules. Some women confirmed this
when attempts to arrange interviews clashed with work or family commitments, resulting in
interviews being cancelled or postponed due to an inability to commit the 1.5-2.5 hours needed for
an interview.

1.8.5. Relationship status
A smaller proportion of participants stated their relationship status as married (46%)
compared to the Australian Muslim population as a whole (62.7%) (ABS, 2016b). The number of never
married participants (42%) is higher than the national average of 26.3% (ABS, 2016b). 6% were
divorced, and 2% were widowed, compared to the national Muslim average of 4.9% and 2.3%
respectively (ABS, 2016b).

Relationship Status
Married
Never Married
Divorced
Engaged
Widowed

No. of participants
23
21
3
2
1

1.8.6. Anonymity
18 out of 50 participants (36%) wished to be de-identified as a condition of including their
data in this research. The primary reason for wishing to remain anonymous was the disclosure of
personal and/or family information. For example, one participant wished to remain anonymous
because she is a member of the LGBTQIA+ community and stated she would be fired were her
employer to discover this. Similarly, another participant wished to remain anonymous after revealing
that her brother is gay. Although this participant herself is supportive of her brother, there are
members of her family who are unaware or are not as accepting. This participant therefore did not
want to encourage any gossip or speculation on the topic through linking this personal information to
herself and her family.
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Another common fear that was relayed was participants’ belief that they have insufficient
knowledge to be speaking on certain religious matters. These participants wished to remain
anonymous so that they would not be misquoted or judged based on their opinions. One woman
feared being judged due to her desire to do things that are “forbidden” in Islam, such as taking off her
ḥijāb, drinking alcohol, dating, and getting a tattoo. She was afraid of ‘damaging the image of Islam’
and being ostracised by her friends, who she is not open with about these desires.
The controversial nature of the topic of gender equality in Islam was a motivation for two
participants to remain anonymous. One stated that she was concerned about causing discord as a
result of ‘voicing opinions about the religion that are controversial and may offend or shock others
who hold a different opinion.’ She was also fearful of causing offence to her family members
mentioned in the research, as she linked a lot of her struggles in achieving gender equality to her
parents’ patriarchal mindsets and methods of raising her.
64% of participants were happy to be identifiable. This is a contrast to previous studies on
gender equality and Islam in the Australian context. In Susan Carland’s research on the push for gender
equality in Australian and North American communities, seven out of seven Australian participants
wished to be given a pseudonym. Carland states that there was a ‘genuine concern amongst all the
Australian women [she] interviewed that other Muslims would discover what they had said, and that
this would have a damaging impact on their professional reputations for continued community work.
These women seemed slightly fearful’ (Carland, 2015:54). Although safety and/or fear of backlash was
not a primary concern for the majority of anonymous participants in this research, three women did
cite this reason for wishing to be non-identifiable. One participant in particular had concerns for her
safety, stating that in order to be able to talk freely and openly, she would need to remain anonymous
to protect herself from her brother.
For the majority of participants in this research, anonymity was not a concern. One participant
voiced a strong desire to have her story attributed to her, stating, ‘I’m not ashamed of anything. I think
the more I can help with my story the better. I’d really like to change a few minds’. Other participants
stated that since their views were things that they already express openly and often, there was no
need to de-identify them.
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Reasons for anonymity
Confidentiality: Personal info/family info revealed
Safety/fear of backlash

No. of participants
6
3

Does not want to be misquoted or judged
Sensitive/controversial nature of the topic
No Particular Reason

3
2
4

1.8.7. Converts
Of the fifty participants involved in this research, seven are converts (14%) while 43 (86%)
were raised Muslim. There are no national statistics to compare these numbers to with regards to
Australian Muslims as a whole. One common theme brought up by converts was their desire to make
it clear that they converted through their own free will, and not as the result of a marriage or
relationship with a Muslim man. One participant stated that after leaving an abusive relationship,
people asked her why she was still wearing her ḥijāb. The common assumption was that she had
converted “for” her husband, and since she had left him, was no longer being “forced” to wear a ḥijāb.
This assumption was made despite the fact that she had converted to Islam and adopted a ḥijāb long
before meeting her now ex-husband. Similarly, one participant whose husband was a convert
expressed her experience of the assumptions made about converts – ‘Alex was Muslim long before he
met me, but I think people assume I would have forced him to convert… [they] assume that the only
reason a white person would become Muslim would be because they get together with a Muslim’
(Maheera, VIC: 4/05/2019). Converts – and particularly women converts – face assumptions
surrounding their motivations for converting. These assumptions work to strip converts of their
autonomy, and are based on the negative assumption that no one – least of all women – would
willingly choose to follow Islam. In reality, convert participants all came to the faith for a variety of
reasons, none of which were related to marriage or romantic relationships.

1.8.8. Arabic speakers
The majority of participants did not speak Arabic. While many participants were able to read
the Qur’ān in Arabic, full comprehension was limited to only nine participants (18%). Six participants
(12%) had some ability to speak and read Arabic, and 32 participants (64%) had no ability to
understand Arabic. Three participants did not say whether or not they spoke Arabic. The rate of Arabic
speakers in this research is lower than that of the Arabic-speaking Muslim population in Australia
broadly. According to 2016 Census data, 1.4% of Australians speak Arabic at home (ABS, 2017b). This
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would equate to roughly half of Muslims in Australia having proficiency in Arabic 5. As the largest group
of participants were from non-Arabic speaking backgrounds, the low proficiency in Arabic was to be
expected. The ability to read and comprehend Arabic – and therefore read the Qur’ān in its original
form - may impact participants’ interpretation and understanding of particular verses. Participants’
understanding of the Qur’ān and the verses discussed in interviews will be shaped by the particular
translation they favour. However, Arabic speaking Muslims are a minority worldwide, and these
participants – like other non-Arabic speaking Muslims – engage with their religious texts via sources
they trust and rely on the scholarship of others to provide accurate and applicable
translations/interpretations of the Qur’ān.

Proficiency in Arabic
Full comprehension
Some comprehension
No comprehension
Did not say

No. of participants
9
6
32
3

1.9. Thesis outline
This research is ordered into four body chapters, each focusing on a subsidiary research
question. The separate yet intertwined chapters culminate in answering the central and primary
research question: How do Australian Muslim feminist women practise their faith in a gender-positive
way?

Chapter One: Introduction
This chapter provides the introductory information for this research, including a historical
context to the research, the scope, and the significance. This chapter also outlines the
theoretical framework for this research, the research methods, and a demographic overview
of the research participants.

Chapter Two: Literature Review
This chapter outlines the current literature on the history of Islamic feminism and gender
movements, as well as the history of important historical figures connected to these
movements. The literature review will also contextualise the research through presenting the
5

Approximately 93% of people from Arabic speaking countries are Muslim. It follows that a similar proportion
of Arabic speakers in Australia are likely to be Muslim.
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research on Islamic feminism in the Australian context, and the women at the forefront of
such movements.

Chapter Three: Pro-faith gender equality
Chapter Three addresses the research question, ‘What does the term ‘gender equality’ mean
to Australian Muslim feminist women?’ through discussing what participants believe does and
does not constitute gender equality. This chapter engages with concepts of
complementarianism that are common in Muslim communities, as well as explain existing
contentions and issues surrounding feminism.

Chapter Four: The role of faith in the belief in gender equality
Chapter Four addresses the research question, ‘In what way has the faith of Australian Muslim
feminist women influenced their views on gender equality?’ This chapter discusses the role
Islam has played in forming and/or supporting the participants’ belief in gender equality.

Chapter Five: Women’s role in Islam
This chapter explores participants’ specific views on gender equality in Islam through the
question, ‘How do Australian Muslim feminist women confront the aspects of their faith that
have traditionally been used to support male superiority and patriarchal practices?’ Through
positing this question, the participants are able to challenge key aspects of Islam - for instance,
Qur’ān 4:34, the “beating verse”- that are often used to discredit their belief in Islamicallyprescribed gender equality.

Chapter Six: Encouraging change
Chapter four focuses on the question, ‘How, if at all, do Australian Muslim feminist women
promote Islamically-sanctioned gender equality within their communities and/or family?’ This
chapter provides a more contextualised understanding of the responses - both positive and
negative - participants have received within and outside Muslim communities. In doing so,
this research identifies the many ways and fronts on which Australian Muslim feminist women
are pushing for gender justice.
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Chapter Seven: Conclusion
This chapter is a summary of the research undertaken, and provides a concluding response to
the primary research question, ‘How do Australian Muslim feminist women practise their faith
in a gender-positive way?’ This chapter also outlines the contribution made by this research
to the field of Islamic studies, and in particular to scholarship on Islamic feminism movements
in the West. Lastly, this chapter concludes with suggestions for future research.

1.10. Conclusion
This chapter has provided the introductory information to this research, which includes the
research objectives, research questions, and limitations. This chapter has also provided the theoretical
framework for this research. It has been argued that standpoint feminist theory is the most
appropriate framework for this research due to its privileging of marginalised voices. Importantly, this
research will employ a more contemporary form of standpoint feminism that acknowledges that
women - in this case Muslim women - are marginalised in a number of intersecting ways.
Standpoint feminism is particularly relevant in consideration of the research methods. Due to
the reliance on interviews with Muslim women, as well as the ethical considerations of speaking to
these women about sensitive topics, standpoint theory allows the focus to remain on the participants’
personal experiences and places their voices at the forefront of this research. A demographic
breakdown of participants involved in this research provides contextual information on who Muslim
women practising a gender-positive interpretation of their faith are, and how they became involved
in this research.
This introductory information to this research provides the basis for why and how this
research was conducted. This thesis provides evidence that Islam and feminism are not incompatible,
and shows that a patriarchal understanding does not have to be the default when interpreting and
practising Islam. It is hoped that that documenting the beliefs and experiences of Australian Muslim
feminists will counteract assumptions surrounding Muslim women from both within and outside
Muslim communities.
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Chapter Two: Literature Review
In order to understand how Australian Muslim women succeed in practising their faith in a
gender-positive way, it is important to recognise the social and historical context in which such an
endeavour occurs. This chapter provides this context through outlining the current literature on the
history of Islamic feminism and gender movements, as well as the contributions of important historical
figures connected to these movements. The literature review also contextualises the research through
presenting the research on Islamic feminism in the Australian context, and the women at the forefront
of such movements. In doing so, it shows that while there is an abundance of scholarship on Islamic
feminism and women’s movements in general, there is limited research on Australian Muslim women
and their gender activism. This research, therefore, strengthens the emerging yet under-studied topic
of an Islamic feminism unique to Australia.
The position of women in Islam is a topic fraught with disagreement and controversy. While
feminist scholars of Islam assert that it is male interpretation of Islam, rather than the religion itself
that places women as inferior to men, others declare that the religious texts and traditions advocate
oppressive practices that construct a gendered hierarchy. Leila Ahmed notes that the issue of gender
equality and women’s rights is now not only a topic of discussion for female Muslim feminists, but also
routinely among issues addressed by male Muslim academics (Ahmed, 2011: 275). This generation of
Islamic scholars identify as committed Muslims, and believe that any discussion of equality and justice
in Islam must automatically include gender. Even if, Ahmed argues, past androcentric generations
failed to interpret the Qur’ān as entailing gender justice, ‘by definition Islamic justice must – in the
eyes of this new generation of committed American Muslims – self-evidently and rationally include
gender justice if it is to be counted as, indeed, justice’ (Ahmed, 2011:277).
A vast amount of literature on women and gender in Islam argues that misinterpretation of
the religion is the reason for the oppression of women in the Muslim world (Barlas, 2002:2; Engineer,
2004:49). Engineer argues that the patriarchal setup of societies across the world has meant that the
interpretation of the Qur’ān has occurred by men whose original points of view already support a
male-dominated society (Engineer, 2004:48). As such, the implementation of many interpreted verses
has reflected this presupposition of male superiority (Engineer, 2004:49). This point of view is common
amongst feminist scholars of Islam. According to Roald and Wadud, the traditional interpretations of
the Qur’ān - which are written by men - are shaped by the subjective male point of view (Roald,
199:29; Wadud, 1999:2,). In Saeed’s view, these inaccurate interpretations of the Qur’ān become
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more problematic when jurists misinterpret ethical passages as legal ones (Saeed, 2008:13). Many
passages that are intended to be read as moral guidelines have been regarded as purely legal, and the
language and spirit of the Qur’ān has been lost to those seeking an authoritative basis for devising a
system of jurisprudence (ibid.). Saeed argues that although some Qur’ān verses regarding women
appear to contradict one another, the overall Qur’ān message is one of equality and must be
reinterpreted under this assumption (Saeed, 2008:14).
Leila Ahmed also adheres to this idea of patriarchal bias causing a misinterpretation of Islam.
However, Ahmed also attributes the position of Muslim women to colonialism. She argues that many
of the problematic interpretations of Islam are a reaction to western imperialism in the Middle East
(Ahmed, 1992:236). In retaliation to attempts to undermine Islam and Arab culture and replace it with
western beliefs and customs, many Muslims held on to traditionalist interpretations of Islam and
gender relations in defiance of imperialist powers (Ahmed, 1992:237). This accusation of Orientalism
and ethnocentrism is common in debates surrounding the position of women in Islam. Many Muslim
feminists argue that scholarship that attributes the inferior status of women in Muslim societies to
Islam is conducted under a western bias. Consequently, declarations surrounding Islam being
oppressive to women ignore the voices of Muslim women who disagree, privileging the assumption
that the West is the primary reference in moral theory and praxis (Talpade Mohanty, 1984:334). Many
feminist Islamic scholars point to certain rights that were awarded to women with the founding of
Islam as evidence that God has ordained gender equality (Azim, 2011:174; Engineer, 2004:42).
According to Abbott, in the centuries preceding Islam, women were suffering from a loss of position
due to the borrowing of patriarchal practices from neighbouring societies (Abbott, 1941:259). Smith
expands on this, stating that in the context of these decreasing rights for women during Jāhiliyyah, it
was Islam that prevented the further deterioration of women’s position in society through cementing
certain rights for women (Smith, 1979:520). Conversely, some scholars argue that pointing to several
rights awarded to women with the onset of Islam as evidence of gender equality is an
oversimplification and ignores the true history of Jāhiliyyah society. Ahmed maintains that while Islam
did not create a patriarchy itself, it indeed consolidated patriarchal traditions within Arab society
(Ahmed, 1986:667). In fact, Ahmed contends that women in pre-Islamic society may have enjoyed a
larger degree of independence and sexual freedoms than women in Islamic society (Ahmed,
1986:691). Nicolau points to Islamic practices such as polygyny, unequal rights to divorce or marry,
and the recent surge in attempts for Muslim women’s emancipation as evidence that Islam is
entrenched with many traditions that favour men over women (Nicolau, 2014:711-20). However, both
Nicolau and Ahmed agree that it is not solely the religion itself that has created this gender disparity,
as again, there is a tradition of men with patriarchal mind-sets interpreting the base texts (ibid.).
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Despite feminist scholars declaring Islam promotes gender equality, some ‘Ulama’ and Islamic
jurists ‘maintain categorically that women have been given an inferior status’ (Engineer, 2004:48).
Beliefs surrounding the inferior position of women within Islam come from both within and outside
Muslim communities. Controversial ex-Muslim, Ayaan Hirsi Ali, for example, argues that while there
are variations in interpretations of Islamic law when it comes to women, the underlying assumption
of inferiority is common across all variants (Hirsi Ali, 2017:16). Other scholars, such as Haideh
Moghissi, argue that the postmodern debate about whether or not Islam oppresses women invariably
lapses into dangerous apologetics (Moghissi, 1999:7). Moghissi contends that the desire to be
culturally sensitive and to absolve Islam of any blame in the mistreatment of women in the Muslim
world ultimately lends support to the forces within religion that control women in the first place
(Moghissi, 1999:40-1). Describing Islamic Feminism as an ‘impossible oxymoron’ Moghissi argues that
female empowerment is not possible within an Islamic framework (Moghissi, 1999:134). The status of
men and women, however, is rarely referred to in words that imply such a value judgement – e.g.
‘superior’, ‘inferior’ from scholars and religious leaders within Muslim communities. Rather, rigid
gender roles as well as specific gendered practices are encouraged and held up as ‘Islamic’. Although
they are not described outright as a consequence of superiority or inferiority, negative outcomes for
all genders can occur when people are confined to a particular role on the basis of their gender, not
their choice. In western societies, due to the reality that families often rely on a dual income, wives
are often required to work outside of the home in addition to their domestic duties. The contemporary
reality for many Muslims can, in this way, cause tension between a belief in religiously prescribed
traditional gender roles, and the practical needs of a family.
Combatting assumptions about people’s capabilities and desires on the basis of their gender
– particularly in the face of scholars and religious leaders who endorse such beliefs – is difficult. Lena
Larson highlights how practising Muslims in Europe and religious actors (exemplified by muftis) are
confronting and negotiating the incongruity between the lived realities of Muslim families and fiqhbased gender norms (Larson, 2018:198). In one example, Syed Mutawalli ad-Darsh, a prominent mufti,
responded to a query by a Muslim woman who asked whether gender roles between husbands and
wives could be reversed. In his response, ad-Darsh stated that husbands cannot take on the role of
the primary caregiver, as looking after children is a task for women. Men, he argues, are not equipped
– emotionally or physically – to look after babies, and can therefore never be a substitute for the
emotional attachment fostered between a mother and her child (Larson, 2018:209). Ad-Dash
acknowledged that in some Muslim families, the wife may be the primary breadwinner, but declared
that this arrangement is not condoned in Islam (Larson, 2018:208). This is but one example of the ways
in which religious leaders and those who encourage a more traditional, patriarchal interpretation of
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the faith can avoid using language that directly outlines a belief in women’s inequality. The outcome,
however – particularly for women in the West – can be a scenario where traditional gender roles are
enforced within marriages based on the belief that they are Islamically-required. Women, in turn, may
end up performing the majority of the domestic duties as well as working outside of home, which can
have negative effects on many aspects of women’s lives, particularly if they are not performing these
duties by their own free choice. These traditional gender roles do not only include unpaid domestic
labour. In addition, beliefs from adherents to a patriarchal interpretation of Islam can extend to
endorsements of a gendered hierarchy within interpersonal relationships. This often takes the form
of a husband or father being the ‘head’ of the household. As the ‘head’ of the household, the husband
or father is considered the leader, and will often have the ‘final say’ in decisions affecting the family.
There may also be an assumption of obedience or compliance. When reading religious texts with a
presupposition or belief in a patriarchal hierarchy within families – and, consequently, within society
in general – the existence of specific verses that encourage things such as women’s covering, unequal
inheritance, polygyny, and husband disciplinary privileges can appear to reinforce any such belief
surrounding men’s authority over the women in their lives. The scholarship that sees equality within
Islam, therefore, is faced with the task of undoing these patriarchal interpretations and explaining the
meaning of such verses, and their implications for a gender-positive practice of Islam.
Feminist debates within Islam often focus on these specific practices and verses that relate to
women, in addition to tackling the aforementioned consequences of traditional gender roles. When
discussing both a general gendered hierarchy, as well as specific verses or practices, it is clear that the
debate on whether or not Islam is gender-positive have scholars and adherents to the religion on both
sides. It is also clear that there are Muslim women who have successfully reinterpreted (or
uninterpreted) certain aspects of their faith that have traditionally been understood to denote male
superiority and patriarchal practices. Yet, undeniably, the elements of Islam that have, in some cases,
been used to argue the opposite remain a focus for both Muslims and non-Muslims. To place
participant beliefs and thereby this research within a context of historical understandings and research
on the position of women in Islam, the history and contemporary state of gender relations in Islam
must first be understood.
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2.1. Historical background: Context of revelation and influential Muslim
women throughout history
Over the course of Islam’s history, there have been many Muslims pushing for increased rights
for women. By the twentieth century, Islamic women’s movements were gaining traction across the
Muslim world.
With the advent of Islam, Muslim women obtained increased rights as a result of the Prophet
Muhammad’s revelations and sunnah (Azim, 2011:174; Engineer, 2004:42). In the context of seventhcentury Arabia, the Qur’ān encouraged a sense of gender justice and compassion towards all victims
of oppression, including women (Esack, 2002:219). At the time of the Qur’ān’s revelation, seventhcentury Arabia was experiencing enormous socio-anthropological flux in the region (ibid.). Arabian
society had previously had a number of distinct matrilineal features, although these were gradually
being replaced by patriarchal ones, resulting in a loss of position for women in the centuries
immediately preceding Islam (Ahmed, 1986:667; Esack, 2002:220; Abbott, 1941:259). Women in
Arabian society at the time of the first Qur’ān revelation were not only seen to be socially inferior, but
some authors claim that their conditions differed little from slaves and animals (Siddiqi, 1972:16;
Honarvar, 1988:366). The practice of female infanticide was widespread. This was due primarily to
economic hardship of raising many daughters, but also involved elements of shame associated with
the birth of a female child6 (Ahmed, 1992:42; Esposito, 1975:100). The rights awarded to women with
the arrival of Islam were therefore seen to elevate women’s status within a society where women’s
rights had been gradually diminishing for some time. However, it is worth noting that some scholars
believe that while Islam did not create patriarchy in and of itself, the revelations relating to women
that are seen to be beneficial for them - such as the restriction on polygyny to four wives - may have
consolidated patriarchal practices within Islamic society (Watt, 1956:272-3). Despite the significance
of Prophet Muhammad’s revelations for women at the time, belief in their divine origin can act as an
impediment to reinterpretation or reanalysis. What is meant by this is that in a society that was
gradually improving for women, the Prophet Muhammad’s revelations may have been instrumental
in securing certain rights for women at the time, but the divine nature attributed to them has also
meant that the progressiveness seen at the time of their revelation has remained static and fixed
within concepts of seventh-century morality. Their divine status is therefore a double-edged sword in
6Although

many authors associate female infanticide purely with the shame of birthing a daughter, this is an
over-simplification. Reasons behind the killing of female infants were primarily economic and militaristic, with
most women unable to work outside of the household and contribute to the family income nor care for their
ageing parents financially, as well as sons’ increased value as military men and warriors in warring tribal societies.
Although there was a risk associated with birthing daughters due to their future potential to dishonour their
family through misbehaviour, shame was a secondary rather than primary reason behind female infanticide
(Weisfeld, 1990).
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that it was such divinity that encouraged women’s rights in the first place, yet it is also such divinity
that has been a roadblock to challenging areas of the Qur’ān that traditional interpretations perceive
as promoting male superiority.
Nevertheless, the advent of Islam brought a shift in the basis of the social foundations of the
Middle East from blood kinship to fellowship of the community of believers (ummah) (Esposito,
197:102). This shift meant that women, as an integral part of the ummah, were recognised through
rights such as property ownership, the bestowing of a dower (mahr) to a woman instead of her family,
restrictions imposed on the husband’s right to polygyny, the right to inheritance, the right to make
stipulations in the marriage contract, the (conditional) right to divorce, and more (Esposito, 1975:1025; Esack, 2002:220; Wadud, 1999).
Many scholars also point to powerful female contemporaries of the Prophet Muhammad as
well as influential women in early Islamic society as evidence of Islam’s sanctioning of women as, if
not equal, at the very least respected and included members of the community. Scholars also draw
attention to these women as proof of a long history of Muslim women pushing for increased rights
and recognition. Khadija bint Khuwaylid was one such woman to whom many feminists cite as
evidence of the powerful and influential women Muhammad surrounded himself with. Khadija was
the first wife of the Prophet Muhammad and the first convert to Islam (Sikand, 1999:49; Abbott,
1942:viii). She was fifteen years his senior and a wealthy businesswoman who employed Muhammad
to assist her with her trading interests (Ibn Ishaq, 1955:82-3; Sidani, 2005:499; El Sadaawi, 1982:196).
Khadija exercised her freedom in choosing to propose to Muhammad and remained his sole wife until
her death more than 20 years after their marriage (El Saadawi, 1982:196; Ahmed, 1992:42). Khadija’s
role alongside Muhammad and her personal achievements remain an inspiration to many Muslim
women, and evidence of Muhammad’s support of gender equality. In an essay on the equal position
of women in Islam, author, journalist, and women’s rights activist Sufia Ahmed describes the
connection between Khadija’s legacy and her own work – ‘for me Khadija was the first feminist and
she inspired me to become one. She taught me to stand up for women’s rights, for girls’ rights, and to
challenge inequality and misogyny, both cultural concepts which are designed to serve the patriarchal
society structures that benefit men and reduce women to subservient roles. Above all, Khadija taught
me that I had every right to exist as I choose. Just like she did as the wealthiest merchant in Mecca’
(Ahmed, 2019:43-4).
However, despite Khadija’s reverence as a Muslim feminist icon, it can be argued that
Khadija’s comparatively great amount of freedom and independence is a better reflection of preIslamic times rather than the consequence of any increased rights awarded to women through Islam.
Muhammad married Khadija when he was twenty-five (Ahmed, 1992:42; Esack, 2002:43). This was
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many years before he received the first revelation. The freedom and autonomy Khadija enjoyed was
therefore not facilitated by Islam. Rather, it was more likely a result of her social status as a wealthy
and successful commercial trader. Her ability to dictate the terms of her marriage is perhaps the most
obvious evidence of this. Khadija was able to arrange her marriage to Muhammad without a male
guardian to act as an intermediary and, some have argued, may have included a marriage clause that
disallowed Muhammad from taking additional wives (Ahmed, 1992:49). This seems apparent given
their monogamous marriage for over twenty years until Khadija’s death in A.D. 619, a mere few
months after which Muhammad married the widow Sawdah, and asked for the hand of cA’isha Bint
Abi Bakr (Haykal, 2002:139; Abbott:1942:4). Muhammad’s polygynous practices after Khadija’s death
culminated in him marrying fourteen women (Roded, 2006:57). So, although Khadija was indeed a
powerful and influential woman, her freedom and influence is not necessarily a reflection of changes
attributed to Islam. She is, however, a reflection of the Prophet Muhammad’s respect and support for
strong women.
A more appropriate indication of Muhammad’s treatment of women and the rights women
enjoyed in the early Islamic period can be better gained through looking at the life of Muhammad’s
aforementioned favourite wife, cA’isha bint Abu Bakr. cA’isha married Muhammad at a mere six years
of age7 (Ibn Sa’ad, 1997:43; Kabbani & Bakhtiar, 1998:289; Abbott, 1942:4; Hidayatullah, 2003:270).
Although she was a young girl at the time of her marriage, cA’isha’s close relationship with Muhammad
yielded her much influence over, and respect from both her husband and the Muslim community at
large. It was well known that cA’isha was Muhammad’s favourite wife (Walker & Sells, 1999:55). cA’isha
was the centre and catalyst of many of the decisions and actions that formed the early Islamic
community. She is the original narrator of many aḥādīth, and after the death of the Prophet, she
played an important role in politics, even leading armies into battle (Walker & Sells, 1999:55;
Spellberg, 1991:48). One comment attributed to cA’isha shows her proclivity and wit in standing up to
her husband. cA’isha narrated that after troubles arose in Muhammad’s household due to his favouring
of certain wives over others, it was revealed to him that ‘You may make any of [your women] wait and
receive any of them as you wish, but you will not be at fault if you invite one whose turn you have
previously set aside’ (Qur’ān 33:51). In response to this revelation, which allowed Muhammad to
dictate with no consequences which wife he spent his time with, cA’isha slyly retorted, "I feel that your
7

Some scholars dispute that Muhammad married cA’isha at such a young age, with estimates varying from six
years old to nineteen years old (Glassé, 2001:34; Haykal, 2002:139; Elsadda, 2001:42; Lai et al, 2018:11; Hassan
et al., 1998:21). However, many of these revisions of cA’isha’s age are responses to contemporary unease with
the marriage of such a young girl to a man in his fifties. cA’isha’s marriage to the Prophet Muhammad was not
consummated for several years, following the Hijrah, or Flight, from Mecca to Medina (al-Bukhari, 1971 67:69;
Glassé, 2001:34; Ibn Sa’ad, 1997:43; Kabbani & Bakhtiar, 1998:289; Abbott, 1942:4; Ahmed, 1992:51;
Hidayatullah, 2003:270). It was not uncommon for young girls to be wed to much older men in seventh-century
Arabia.
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Lord hastens in fulfilling your wishes and desires" (Al-Bukhari, 1971 65: 4788). This is just one such
instance that is used to demonstrate the equal status cA’isha experienced in her relationship with
Muhammad (Ahmed, 1992:51). Karen Armstrong notes that it is situations such as this that caused
Muhammad’s male companions to comment on his leniency towards his wives and the way they stood
up to him and answered him back (Armstrong, 2000:14). Muhammad frequently sought out their
advice and took their counsel seriously (ibid.). cA’isha, being his favourite, evidently wielded a great
deal of power both within and outside of their relationship.
Although there are many more of Muhammad’s female contemporaries who exercised
considerable influence at the time, one particular event worth noting is the incident that occasioned
the revelation of verse 33:35 of the Qur’ān. According to Al-Wahidi, a woman named Asma’ bint
‘Umays visited the wives of the Prophet to ask if anything in the Qur’ān was revealed directly to
women (Al-Wahidi, 2008:129). When the wives answered that nothing as of yet had forthright
addressed women, she took her query to Muhammad, stating, ‘O messenger of Allah, women are
disappointed and at a loss… they are not mentioned [in the Qur’ān] in good as the men are [sic].’
(ibid.). Shortly thereafter, Muhammad announced that a new revelation had been brought down. This
revelation was verse 33:35, which addresses both men and women equally and directly, declaring:

For men and women who are devoted to God - believing men and women, obedient men and women,
humble men and women, charitable men and women, fasting men and women, chaste men and
women, men and women who remember God often - God has prepared forgiveness and a rich reward
(Qur’ān 33:35).

This event is arguably one of the most important in the formation of Islam, as after this question was
put to Muhammad, the Qur’ān explicitly addressed women a number of times, 8 demonstrating
Muhammad’s willingness to hear and lobby for women.

8

The Qur’ān addresses women in one of the five following ways: 1) A verse is addressed to men, yet refers to
women (usually in relation to men) – e.g. ‘If any of your women commit a lewd act, call four witnesses from
among you, then, if they testify to their guilt, keep the women at home…’ (Qur’ān 4:15); 2) Women are
addressed in general alongside men – e.g. ‘You who believe… Do not kill each other, for God is merciful to you’
(Qur’ān 4:29); 3) Women are addressed alongside men in third person – e.g. ‘For men and women who are
devoted to God’ (Qur’ān 33:35); 4) A direct address to women in the second person – e.g. “Wives of the Prophet,
you are not like any other woman’ (Qur’ān 33:32); 5) A direct reference to women in third person – e.g. ‘Divorced
women must wait for three monthly periods before remarrying’ (Qur’ān 2:228). It should be noted that the vast
majority of revelations concerning women are in the first format. Furthermore, of the verses directly addressing
women in the second person, all of these are directed at the Prophet’s wives and not to women in general,
irrespective of the current-day extrapolation of many of these verses to apply to all women. It could also be
argued that revelations did address women as well as men from the beginning, as the Arabic language addresses
mixed-gender groups using masculine grammar, and the masculine pronoun may be used generically to include
both males and females (Bakhtiar, 2011:lxv). Unlike English, Arabic is a gendered language, and many generic
terms are grammatically masculine. For example, the word ‘wālid’ is grammatically a masculine word – meaning
a father – but can also be used in some contexts to refer to both parents (Hassen, 2001:277). The masculine
quality of the Arabic language has been an issue of discussion for feminist translators of the Qur’ān such as Laleh
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The many aḥādīth attributed to Muhammad’s female contemporaries demonstrate that
women - and cA’isha in particular - were important contributors to the verbal texts of Islam. Indeed,
many of the aḥādīth have been preserved thanks to the dedication and skill of Muslim women who
memorised aḥādīth and taught them to students and leaders alike (Akram Nadwi, 2007:53). These
texts are the basis of the established normative practices of the religion today. The literature on
women in this period is imperative to understanding Islamic feminism and gender-positive
interpretations of the faith today due to the use of such examples of Muhammad’s powerful female
contemporaries to justify a feminist version of the faith. Emulating the Prophet Muhammad is
something Muslims strive to achieve. If it can be shown that he not only treated women as equals, but
surrounded himself with powerful, strong, and independent women who advocated for women’s
rights, then it stands to reason that all Muslims should treat women with the same degree of respect
and equality. The fact that women were fundamental and integral contributors and preservers of the
religion’s foundations indicates that at least in the early generations of Muslims, accepting women as
authorities presented no apparent conflict. However, some authors also note that due to many of the
traditions, opinions, and actions of women being transcribed and collated by men, it is unknown how
many were lost over the course of history - perhaps even due to deliberate suppression, omission, and
misrepresentation (Armstrong, 2000:14; Ahmed, 1992:47).
The centuries after Prophet Muhammad’s death were a formative and politically tense time
for Muslim communities. Two distinct and competing voices emerged within Islamic discourse,
particularly relating to gender. One expressed the pragmatic regulations for society, and the other
expressed the ethical vision for the future of Islam. Unfortunately, power was focused on those who
emphasised the former over the latter. During the Umayyad and Abbasid periods, an elaborate legal
code was established based on the Islamic scriptures. This was mainly as a response to the practical
necessity of navigating and ruling an expanding empire of conquered peoples of both the Islamic faith
and other local religions (Yousefi, 2009:27-9). The Islamic body politic placed preference on creating
a functioning society under Islam. The Umayyad and Abbasid authorities chose to view the regulations
and practices put into effect by Prophet Muhammad as the fundamentals of the message and as
binding on all Muslims. The focus was therefore on creating a functioning social and legal code that
involved specific pragmatic problems such as maximizing government revenues and efficiently
collecting taxes from subjects, as well as maintaining social and political order (Yousefi, 2009:ii). As a
result, the ethical injunctions of the Qur’ān encouraging fair treatment for women were viewed as

Bakhtiar, who has adopted more gender-neutral language in parts of her translation (Hassen, 2001:227;
Bakhtiar, 2007:697). However, the gendered nature of Arabic also shows the extent of the Prophet Muhammad’s
commitment to making women feel included, as he went out of his way to address women using specifically
feminine language.
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peripheral or ignored altogether, most particularly in the realm of the creation of laws (Ahmed,
1992:58-9). The period as a whole, with particular respect to women, was unpropitious due to this
reluctance to incorporate social justice and ethics into the Umayyad and Abbasid legal codes. These
formative decisions favouring the legalistic rather than ethical elements of the faith cemented during
the Abbasid period have defined Islam ever since, bringing to the forefront an institutionalised
androcentric interpretation of the faith. Many scholars argue that this prioritisation of legal
pragmatism over the ethical spirit of the Qur’ān remains to be a pervading barrier to a more equal
Islam to this day (Saeed, 2008:13; Ahmed, 1992:239; Wadud, 1999:94; Engineer, 2004:219).
Yet despite the limitations the ruling class placed on women during the medieval period,
scholars have found several cases of Muslim women holding influential positions (Carland, 2015 :9).
Such influential positions included contributing to religious scholarship, where women scholars
‘acquired and exercised the same authority as men scholars’ (Akram Nadwi, 2007:xviii). According to
Akram Nadwi, women’s role and study in the teaching of aḥādīth and Qur’ān interpretation was
notable in some areas during the medieval period. One contemporary, Ibn al-Najjar (1182-1245), the
leading Shafi‘i muhaddith of his age and an authority on Islamic history had academic relationships
with many women (Akram Nadwi, 2007:257; Farah, 1964:221-2). 9 There were indeed women
attempting involvement in scholarship and religious interpretation, whether or not the establishment
accepted them – and women in general – as legitimate sources of knowledge.
The modern era opened new doors for women in the field of Islamic jurisprudence. Much of
this scholarship was initially focussed on securing women’s and girls’ educational rights. However, by
the twentieth century these endeavours had moved towards a push for women’s empowerment more
broadly. In order to understand the rise of Islamic feminism and women’s movements in the Middle
East, it must first be recognised that the context in which these movements were arising were
colonised societies facing vast changes in economic, political, and social institutions (Badran, 2009:55).
Many scholars agree that changes, taking place amongst orientalist and colonialist assumptions about
Islam and its treatment of women drove many Muslims - in particular Muslim women - to fight back
against what they saw as an unjust characterisation of their faith. At the same time, many women
desired that these feminist defences of their faith be reflected in Islamic society through a more
gender-positive, egalitarian interpretation of Islam.

9

While Akram Nadwi states that Ibn al-Najjar was taught by four hundred women (Akram Nadwi, 2007:257),
Caesar Farah states the opposite, saying that Ibn al-Najjar himself taught four hundred women who were his
disciples and followers (Farah, 1964:221). Despite this discrepancy in the literature, whether Ibn al-Najjar taught
or was taught by women attests to the fact that women were engaging with the scholarship on aḥādīth and
Islamic scripture, both of which demonstrate that there were women attempting to understand the foundational
texts for themselves.
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Despite the devastating effects of colonialism for Middle Eastern societies, in Leila Ahmed’s
ground-breaking text on the history of Islamic women’s movements, Women and Gender in Islam:
Historical Roots to a Modern Debate, Ahmed argues that these European encroaches set in motion
the changes and confrontations that formed and allowed for Muslim women to push for change within
their own communities on their own terms, while resisting colonialist structures and attitudes. Ahmed
argues that while the majority of consequences of both formal and informal colonialism were
decidedly negative, the social institutions and mechanisms for the control and seclusion of women
were gradually dismantled. The social system, which ‘had combined the worst features of a
Mediterranean and Middle Eastern misogyny with an Islam interpreted in the most negative way
possible for women’ was now being challenged and debated by both the colonisers and the colonised
(Ahmed, 1992:127). For the first time since the establishment of Islam, the treatment of women under
Islamic law and within Islamic traditions – polygyny, un-reciprocal divorce laws, segregation – were
openly discussed in Middle Eastern societies (Ahmed, 1992:128). Ahmed, though fiercely critical of
orientalist and colonialist assumptions surrounding Islam and Muslims, attributes the beginning of
modern Islamic women’s movements to the desire to challenge such assumptions. Women and
Gender in Islam puts a critical eye on European colonialism in the Middle East and its residual impacts
for women to this day.
If colonialism and European encroachment created the atmosphere to encourage social
change, it was Muhammad ‘Ali Pasha’s rule in Egypt (1811-1849) that began the first - and perhaps
the most important - movement relating to women’s basic rights - the push for education.
In 1832, Muhammad ‘Ali sponsored the Middle East’s first government educational institution
for women, a school for women to train as health officers and midwives (Kuhnke, 1990:122). The
women who attended the school were so rigorously taught in all areas of medicine and health that
LaVerne Kuhnke, the leading historian on the subject, refers to the students not as midwives, but as
hakimas, the term for female doctors (Kuhnke, 1990:123; Fahmy, 1998:36). According to Fahmy, the
pioneering aspect of the school amazed contemporary European travellers who ‘not only did not find
Egyptian women locked up in their harems but in fact saw them working in modern health
establishments’ (Fahmy, 1998:36). Scholars such as Leila Ahmed and Amira el-Azhary Sonbol note that
the school was one of the most remarkable reforms of Muhammad ‘Ali, and a symbol of his
enlightened regime (Ahmed, 1992:135; Sonbol, 1991:45). However, Fahmy is more sceptical of
Muhammad ‘Ali’s intentions, arguing that Muhammad ‘Ali’s focus on modernising Egypt came with
pragmatic policies such as the establishment of this school, which served the main purpose of
furthering the state’s military goals through keeping a healthy army (Fahmy, 1998:41). It just so
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happened, she argues, that a peripheral consequence of this was that women gained the opportunity
to engage in a profession that improved their position in society (Fahmy, 1998:38).
This belief - that progress in relation to women’s rights was primarily the result of pragmatic
rather than ethical reasons - is common amongst scholars. In particular, when comparing the works
of intellectuals such as Muhammad ‘Abduh and Qasim Amin, one can see the differences in
motivations for campaigning for women’s rights. Much of the literature in relation to women’s
education in the Middle East points to Muhammad ‘Abduh as the initial spokesperson for women’s
educational rights. Muhammad ‘Abduh was an Egyptian shaykh and distinguished teacher and scholar
from al-Azhar 10 (Badran, 2009:20). His works 11 , primarily published in the 1870s and 1880s, were
revolutionary in that they called for believers to go straight to the Qur’ān and hadith for guidance in
everyday life (ibid.). ‘Abduh also focused on gender reforms and, according to Badran, the emergence
of Islamic feminism was grounded and legitimised in the framework of Islamic modernism expounded
towards the end of the nineteenth century by Muhammad ‘Abduh (ibid.). Although very few of
Muhammad Abduh’s works have been translated into English, Charles C. Adams has compiled an indepth synopsis and translation of Abduh’s key views and comments on the topic of women and the
Qur’ān position on gender equality (amongst other things). Adams translates the following passage
from Abduh’s Al-Manar: ‘the claim of Europeans to have been the first to honour woman and grant
her equality is false. For Islam was before them in this matter; and even yet their laws and religious
traditions continue to place the man above the woman’ (Adams, 1933:152). This passage is the first
time in which the argument is used – still utilised by Muslim feminists today - that it was Islam, and
not the West, that first recognised the full and equal humanity of women (Ahmed, 1992:139). Abduh
believed that with respect to their essential nature, their inherent rights, and their relation to God, all
men and women are on a plane of absolute equality (Adams, 1933:151). Perhaps the most significant
factor of Muhammad ‘Abduh’s work is that unlike some other reformers of the time, he had a
thorough understanding of religious scripture and history. This knowledge meant his reforms were
grounded firmly in religious terms and justified by religious teachings. Like many Muslim feminists
today, he argued that the liberation of Muslim women was in harmony, not in conflict, with Islam.
Several decades following Muhammad ‘Abduh’s campaign for increased rights for women,
Qasim Amin, an Egyptian secular reformer and intellectual, published Tahrir al-mar’a (The Liberation
of Women). Many attribute the beginning of Islamic Feminism to Amin, who is often referred to as

10

Al-Azhar University is a world-renowned main centre of Islamic and Arabic learning. Founded c. 970 in Cairo
by the Fatimids, it is Egypt’s oldest degree-granting university.
11 Notable works include: Risālat al-tawḥīd “Treatise on the oneness of God” (1897) and the journal, Al-Manar,
founded by Abduh and his disciple, Rashid Rida. Rida continued to publish Abduh’s writings through Al-Manar
after Abduh’s death in 1905 (Hashmi, 2016:6).
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‘the Father of Arab Feminism’ (Sonneveld, 2017:89). During the second half of the nineteenth century,
improving the status of women in Egypt predominantly focused on education. Amin, however,
expanded this debate to encompass other aspects of women’s lives, such as marriage, polygyny, and
divorce (Amin, 1992:x). Amin’s primary argument is that authoritarian rule leads to the oppression of
men in the public sphere, which causes these men to then oppress women in the private sphere
(Sonneveld, 2017:89): ‘The natural implication of [authoritarian rule] is that human beings respect
only force and are deterred only by fear. When women were weak, men crushed their rights, despised
them, treated them with contempt, and stomped on their personality… everything in existence
belonged to [man], and she was part of that totality of which he took possession’ (Amin, 1992:9).
Islamic-based reforms, he argues, should therefore be used to improve the rights of both women and
men. The status of women is ‘inseparably tied to the status of a nation. When the status of a nation is
low, reflecting an uncivilized condition for that nation, the status of women is also low, and when the
status of a nation is elevated, reflecting the progress and civilization of that nation, the status of
women is also elevated’ (Amin, 1992:6). Amin, like many Muslim feminists, believed that the status of
women in Arab societies cannot be attributed to Islam. Rather, that gender inequality is a reflection
of local customs, traditions, and superstitions, all of which are upheld by successive ‘despotic
governments’ (Amin, 1992:8).
Despite his arguments for the equal (legal) status of women and female education, it is
surprising that Amin is viewed as founding an Arab feminist discourse due to his patronising and harsh
attitudes towards Islamic traditions and women in general. For example, Amin believed that the ḥijāb
was responsible for the ignorance, superstition, obesity, anaemia, and premature aging of the Muslim
women of his time (Stowasser, 1994:127). Amin discusses the thought process of women at length,
stating that women are incapable of using ‘sound rational judgement’ to make decisions, and instead
rely on ‘whimsical feelings’. As a result of this inability to use logic, women have, over the course of
history, become ‘performers’, whose ‘cunning’ developed into their ‘greatest faculty’ and facilitated
the manipulation of men. This ability, according to Amin, ‘is not a consequence of wisdom, but of
foxlike trickery’ (Amin, 1992:16). Rather than reflecting notions of gender equality and justice for
women, Amin’s attitude is more indicative of someone who believes women to be scheming,
calculating, intellectually inferior creatures.
It is this patronising - and in some cases chauvinistic - manner reflected in Amin’s work that
have led both Leila Ahmed and Margot Badran to believe that Amin’s title as the Father of Arab
Feminism is an undeserved one. Both argue with what appears to be an impatient tone, that for a long
while prior to the publication of Tahrir al-mar’a, women had already begun to articulate a feminist
discourse that had emerged directly from their own personal experiences as women (Badran, 2009:56;
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Ahmed, 1992:144). Muslim women did not need a “father of feminism”, as women were already “the
mothers of (their own) feminism” (Badran, 2009:56). Ahmed takes this distaste for Amin’s work one
step further, accusing Amin of being patriarchal, misogynistic, and merely calling for the substitution
of Islamic-style male dominance by western-style male dominance. ‘Far from being the father of Arab
feminism’, Ahmed argues, ‘Amin might more aptly be described as the son of Cromer 12 and
colonialism’ (Ahmed, 1992:163).
Much like with the reality of Muhammad ‘Ali’s pragmatic intentions for the liberation of
women, Ahmed and Badran agree that far from being a ground-breaking advocate for women’s rights,
Qasim Amin was operating from nationalist rather than ethical motivations. Amin himself largely
describes women’s education not in terms of equality in education to correct social injustices, but
because women are a ‘burden’, who need education to ‘produce as much as she consumes’, and
‘increase [her country’s] wealth and its total intellectual productivity’ (Amin, 1992:13). Ahmed’s and
Badran’s criticism of Amin’s work reads as starkly personal. This is understandable considering his
being historically upheld as a pioneer in the discourse on women’s rights, a field in which Muslim
women themselves were already battling but received little to no recognition for work that was, unlike
Amin’s, motivated by humanitarian intentions and arose from personal experience. Despite the
wealth of women who have argued for the liberation of Muslim women from a pro-faith perspective,
Amin is credited with founding Arab feminism, something that may have less to do with his work and
more to do with his gender.
From the early decades of the twentieth century onwards, feminism in the Middle East gained
momentum. Many Muslim women advocated for increased rights for women from both a secular and
a pro-faith perspective. Increasing education amongst women and girls allowed more women to enter
the workforce and gain employment in influential fields such as law, journalism, medicine, and
academia. In the early twentieth century in Egypt, two diverging strains of feminism were emerging:
secular and Islamic. While many secular feminists believed that the incorrectly interpreted Islamic
traditions were the cause of women’s oppression, the Islamists believed the subjugation of women
was a result of decreasing religiosity. However, despite accusations labelling the secular feminists as
“westernised”, these secular feminists, led by Huda Shaarawi (1879-1947) and the Egyptian Feminist
Union (EFU), considered themselves to be indigenous Muslim reformers who were fighting against
patriarchal culture in Egypt (Lewis, 2007:11). It was under this patriarchal culture that Huda Sharaawi
believed women’s Islamic rights had been stolen from them (Lewis, 2007:11). Nevertheless, the
Islamic feminist movement operating in Egypt at the time, represented by Zainab al-Ghazali (191712Lord

Cromer was the British controller-general in Egypt in 1879, and the agent and consul-general in Egypt
from 1883 to 1907. Cromer believed Islam to be inherently sexist, stating ‘I am here [in Egypt] to liberate
Muslim women, I am here to liberate them from Islam’ (cited in Benn and Jawad, 2003:12).
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2005), criticised Huda Sharaawi’s secular feminist movement as an attempt to westernise Egypt. AlGhazali aspired to achieve gender equality through a return to Islam, which she believed was the
highest source of her agency and equal rights (Lewis, 2007:35).
In 1936, after becoming dissatisfied with the secular nature of Huda Shaarawi’s EFU, AlGhazali established Jama’at al-Sayyidat al-Muslimat, the Muslim Women’s Society (MWS) (Tucker,
2000 :17-18; Al-Ghazali, 1994 p 12). Al-Ghazali’s group sought to familiarise Muslim women with their
religion. They believed this would emancipate women from the restrictive version of Islam being
followed in Muslim societies at that time (Baron, 2001:237). In a sentiment that is echoed within
Islamic feminist discourse to this day, al-Ghazali’s MWS was a ‘call to Islam’ (Al-Ghazali, 1994 p 12),
under which women would be restored their Islamically-sanctioned rights. Al-Ghazali criticised secular
feminist movements in Egypt at the time as yet another form of westernisation perpetuated by
colonialism (Lewis, 2007:11).
Al-Ghazali and Shaarawi had opposite methods to achieve their shared goal of gender justice
for Muslim women. Many women could have identified with aspects of both camps, recognising that
in some cases, secular feminism was appropriate, and in others, pro-faith feminism was a more
effective method for lobbying for increased rights. Yet despite Shaarawi’s feminist activism occurring
from a secular perspective, Shaarawi herself was a Muslim woman. Her goal was to liberate women
from patriarchy irrespective of their personal religious beliefs, but it did not mean that her faith was
not an important aspect of her identity or motivation for the cause. Shaarawi was politically active
during a time when women were often kept in isolation and husbands and wives led separate
existences in the divided ‘harem world’ (Shaarawi, 1986:116). She believed in promoting an
‘intellectual awakening’ and called for the national liberation of women to be free from ‘the repressive
acts and intimidation practiced by the British authority’ (Shaarawi, 1986:112). For her ground-breaking
political activism against both colonialist patriarchy and Egyptian patriarchy, her work remains
relevant and an inspiration to Muslim women’s movements and Islamic feminism to this day.
In spite of Shaarawi’s early contribution to women’s rights activism, Quawas believes her work
has largely been ignored in the recent discourse on Arab feminism (Quawas, 2006:219). This lack of
engagement with Shaarawi’s work in the past decades is likely a result of the secular nature of her
activism, which may have led to the assumption that her work is not strictly an expression of Islamic
feminism. Additionally, the aforementioned alliance with “western” feminists may have labelled
Shaarawi as encouraging Orientalism and detracting from the creation of an indigenous Muslim
women’s feminist discourse. However, despite the secular underpinnings of Shaarawi’s work, her
pioneering activism is still a firm part of the foundation of Islamic feminism and inspiration for today’s
Muslim women encouraging change. Her contribution to women’s liberation during a time when
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speaking against the patriarchal Islamic establishment was particularly dangerous demonstrates her
commitment to the cause.
It is important to address the literature on the historical achievements of Muslim women due
to assumptions surrounding Muslims women’s lack of agency and autonomy - particularly in premodern times. According to Omaima Abou-Bakr - a leading scholar on Islamic feminism and historical
studies - the long-overdue increase in focus on women across the history discipline in general has
brought to light many influential female Muslim historical figures (Abou-Bakr, 2010:127). This
scholarship has shown that Muslim women, rather than being mere objects instead of subjects of
history, were encouraging change through religious knowledge production as best as they could under
the circumstances. Unfortunately, these women were largely forgotten by history, due to what AbouBakr describes as ‘the problematic of male authorship and mediation in most of the important
medieval historical sources on women as factors in doubting the complete veracity of information or
the authenticity of their textual pronouncements and depictions’ (Abou-Bakr, 2010:129). Much like
the task of Muslim women battling against the tradition of male-centric interpretation of the Qur’ān,
women historians and scholars today also face the struggle of reinterpreting history and engaging with
women’s achievements. These stories are considered inconsequential due to women not holding roles
and positions that patriarchal societies judge as important and deserving of historical focus – even
though, evidently, there are stories of both women who subvert gendered expectations and mores,
as well as those who do not. Their stories are important because women’s contributions to society are
important. They show the spectrum of experience of being a woman living in a patriarchal world.

2.2. Rethinking Islam: women questioning patriarchal interpretations
The latter-half of the twentieth century produced many Muslim activists and intellectuals
engaging in the debate on the position of women in Islam. Although the foundations for Islamic
feminism were laid in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, Islamic feminism as we know it
today has gained substantial ground in the past several decades. With increasing education amongst
Muslim women and girls, many began reading the Qur’ān for themselves and seeing a disparity
between the ethical, egalitarian message they read, and the legalistic, politicised message enforced
by establishment Islam. From these female-led interpretations of the Qur’ān emerged a contemporary
Islamic feminism that articulates female subjectivity and affirmation within a native, Islamic discourse
(Hidayatullah, 2014:38). As described by Haleh Afshar in the opening of her book Islam and Feminisms,

In the last days of the nineteenth century [feminist] contestations could have cost [Muslim] women
their lives, at the end of the twentieth century, it is the religious establishment that is gradually, albeit
reluctantly, coming to terms with the reality of the new contextualised and feminised interpretation of
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Islam. At the same time Western feminism has relinquished its early white middle-class hold on its
analytical framework and has opened a space for a variety of feminisms to voice their differing views,
priorities, and objectives. It may be possible to contend that at the end of the twentieth century, just
as there are many feminisms, so there may also be several Islams, each contextualised to the needs of
a particular society and a specific time, yet each still acceptable as the true faith to others in different
places (Afshar, 1998:1).

This new (relative) acceptance of a feminist Islamic scholarship is evident in the large amount of
literature surrounding women’s rights in Islam, the compatibility of Islam with feminism, and femaleled tafsīr being published since the 1980s. Similarly, Muslim women’s activism in the realm of women’s
rights, and western feminism’s eventual submission that identifying as both a Muslim and a feminist
is not oxymoronic is being increasingly acknowledged. According to Google’s Ngram viewer, use of the
term ‘Islamic feminism’ increased in literature more than fifteen-fold between 1995 and 2008 (Google
Books Ngram Viewer, ‘Islamic feminism’). What is known today as Islamic feminism is somewhat more
united than the women’s movements of the early twentieth century. This is perhaps due to the
emergence of ‘choice feminism’, which allows for aspects of self - such as the ability to choose one’s
religion without the assumption that this choice compromises the integrity of one’s feminist beliefs
(Gillis et al. 2007:xxiv). It is generally agreed that Islamic feminism can be defined as a feminist
discourse practised and articulated within an Islamic paradigm (Badran, 2002; Basarudin, 2005; alSharmani, 2014; Afshar, 1998; Yamani, 1996). As Margot Badran describes it, Islamic feminism
positions itself in its own space between secular feminism and masculinist Islam (Badran, 1999:169).
Omaima Abou-Bakr, one of the first women to conceptualise Islamic feminism, believes that
the label ‘Islamic feminism’ can be somewhat limiting and hegemonic when used by western scholars
to name the gender activism of Muslim women. However, she does not reject the term as some other
scholars do, noting that the qualifier ‘Islamic’ provides the key framework under which the production
of this sort of feminist knowledge is to be situated (Tønnessen, 2014:11). Abou-Bakr, like many Muslim
feminists, denotes the importance of de-homogenising feminism to rid the movement of pervasive
Orientalist and colonialist pressures. She also advocates the need for un-interpreting (rather than reinterpreting) past gender-biased readings done by male jurists to offer new, female-led perspectives
toward justice and equality within Islam itself (Abou-Bakr, 2011:1). Rather than the cause of
oppression for women, Abou-Bakr believes Islam to be the solution for “undoing the doings of
patriarchy” (Abour-Bakr, 2011:17). This reclaiming of an indigenous Islamic feminist discourse based
on re-interpretation (or un-interpretation), such as was fought for by early Muslim feminists, can be
achieved through Muslim women’s feminist knowledge production grounded within the Qur’ān
principles of justice and equality (Al-Sharmani, 2014:84).
New knowledge production resulting from negative experiences of Islam is a fundamental
aspect of the fight for a more gender-positive interpretation of the faith. In her doctoral thesis Fighting
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Hislam, Susan Carland acknowledges the work of scholars such as Nimat Barazangi and Elisabeth
Schussler Fiorenza, who both see the burgeoning pro-faith feminist discourse as a reaction to the
negative, patriarchal interpretations of their faiths imposed on their respective religious communities.
This consciousness-raising results from feeling tension as women living under patriarchal
interpretations, which leads to scrutinising the conditions under which their faith has traditionally
been understood (patriarchal), which then leads to questioning the prevailing androcentric
interpretations of scripture (Carland, 2015:106; Shussler Fiorenza, 1984; Barazangi, 2004:22). This
process of tension

scrutinising

questioning is very common amongst the Muslim women Carland

interviewed. However, her research shows that this process does not end after questioning. Instead,
many Muslim women who are dissatisfied with the sexism experienced in their religious communities
continue this process towards the production of knowledge. Thus, the process of turning their
negative experiences into positive opportunities for change was one of tension
questioning

scrutinising

knowledge production (Carland, 2015:107).

This addition to the process as shown by Carland’s research in unsurprising when looking at
the many Muslim women who have been and continue to unapologetically produce new knowledge
to challenge the traditional, patriarchal interpretations of the faith. And there exists many methods
Muslim feminists adopt to argue for gender equality as supported by their faith. In her text, Feminist
Edges of the Qur’an, Aysha Hidayatullah identifies six common approaches Muslim women employ in
order to challenge patriarchal practices within Muslim communities. These methods often surround
scriptural analysis to establish a feminism (or gender-equality) strongly grounded in, and supported
by, the holy texts. These methods are: (1) criticism of the assumption that men are by default the
recipients and audience of revelation. (2) Criticism of the assumption and representation of God as a
male and the treatment of His prophets as patriarchs. (3) The importance of placing the revealed texts
in their socio-historical contexts. (4) Close study of the language of revelation. (5) Interpretation of
sacred texts in light of women's life experiences. (6) Recovery of the stories of significant women
figures in early Islamic history (Hidayatullah, 2014). Hidayatullah’s investigation into feminist
interpretations of Islam is not so much about a personal understanding of the religion, but a critique
of the most common approaches to arguing for an interpretation that espouses gender equality.
Hidayatullah begins her text through describing the painful and disenchanting process she underwent
as a graduate student of Islamic studies, beginning optimistically a study of the Islamic tradition that
she hoped would absolve the Qur’ān of any blame for abuses to Muslim women (Hidayatullah,
2014:vii). As it happens, Hidayatullah’s completed dissertation left her with the belief that there have
been serious flaws, contradictions, and paradoxes in feminist interpretations of the Qur’ān. This
includes the work of influential feminist scholars such as Amina Wadud, Leila Ahmed, Riffat Hassan,
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and Azizah al-Hibri. Hidayatullah arrives at the conclusion that there are aspects of the Qur’ān that
are unfavourable for women, and instead of resorting to apologetic explanations or engaging in
interpretative manipulations to force egalitarian interpretations, Muslim women should instead
confront these aspects with honesty (Hidayatullah, 2014:viii). This may be achieved, she concedes, by
radically reimagining the Qur’ān’s revelation and divinity. Hidayatullah’s work is all the more
compelling for this personal reckoning, through which the disappointment and pain at this realisation
is palpable. Unlike many other Muslim feminists, Hidayatullah does not attempt to absolve the Qur’ān
of the blame for the mistreatment of Muslim women (Hidayatullah, 2014:125-45). Her desire for a
renegotiation of Islamic traditions based upon the possibility of Qur’ān fallibility is uncommon and
controversial, but something that would undoubtedly open up a whole new realm of possibilities for
a feminist interpretation of the faith.
Despite Hidayatullah’s misgivings about the plausibility of many of the feminist reinterpretations, she has indeed pinpointed the common methods that can be found beneath such
interpretations. Although many women employ a combination of the aforementioned methods, with
some being the foundation of their work and others being supplementary evidence of gender-equality
in Islam, the most common methods for creating a gender-positive version of the faith are: placing
revelations in their socio-historical context, scriptural hermeneutics, ijtihād, tafsīr, and reference to
powerful female contemporaries of Muhammad. However, this researcher’s view is that number 5
(interpretation of sacred texts in light of women’s life experiences), and number 3 (the importance of
placing the revealed texts in their socio-historical contexts), are debatably different ways of making
the same argument; that is, that aspects of the religion that may have been revealed in a certain way
for practicalities’ sake (for instance, limiting polygyny to four wives rather than disrupting society to
the detriment of the Islamic cause by banning it outright) are no longer relevant in today’s society
given women’s differing societal position and experiences in the twenty-first century. Both are
advocating the belief that what may have been acceptable or practical in seventh century Arabia is
not necessarily so in women’s lives in the modern world.
What is common to all who argue for a gender-positive interpretation of the faith, and is
indeed the starting point for inquiry into such a cause, is the assertion that patriarchal bias when
interpreting the foundational Islamic texts over the course of Islam’s history is what has led to the
pervasive androcentrism within Muslim communities. In what is perhaps the most apt description of
such a disservice to women, Nawal el Saadawi labels this androcentric trend the ‘patriarchal cataract’
(El Saadawi, 1982:193). This ‘patriarchal cataract’ has meant that historically and to this day,
patriarchal traditions based on patriarchal interpretations of the Qur’ān and hadith have been
cemented as key tenets of the faith (Wadud, 1999; Ahmed, 1992; Carland, 2015; Khankan, 2018;

57

Hidayatullah, 2014; Mir-Hosseini, 2006; Badran, 2009; Afshar, 1998). The tradition of taqlid13 thinking
has meant that once patriarchal beliefs were accepted and espoused by influential scholars and
theologians, these beliefs were repeated, imitated, and ultimately accepted as cannon without
question.
It has only been in the past half-century that there has occurred a significant and noticeable
push to re-write history, highlighting historical Muslim women who fought against such patriarchal
interpretations, as well as creating new, female-led interpretations. It is indeed a compelling argument
when many of these scholars can clearly pinpoint the specific sections of the holy texts that are open
to an equally justifiable gender-positive interpretation. For instance, with regard to verse 2:282, which
many have interpreted to denote that a woman’s testimony is worth half that of a man’s, or in other
words, there must be two female witnesses to equal one male witness, Amina Wadud argues that this
is an extrapolation of a verse intended for a specific purpose. This verse, she argues, is in reference to
women’s witnessing in financial matters, since at the time of revelation, women were not schooled in
such things (Wadud, 1999:85). This concept of looking at specific verses – and in particular verses that
appear to promote a gender-unequal practice – as relevant to a specific time or purpose is called a
‘particular’ and exists in opposition to Qur’ān verses considered ‘universal’. Asma Barlas writes of
universals and particulars, ‘those who read male privilege into the Qur’ān do not differentiate
between teachings that apply to Muslims across time and space and those that were directed at its
first (seventh-century) audience. This collapse of the universal and the particular results in part from
an unwillingness ‘to reckon with moving time’. In other words, it is not just questionable textual
practices but also the failure to contextualize its teachings that ties the Qur’an in perpetuity to a long
defunct patriarchy’ (Barlas, 2016b:33). Unequal testimony is one example of a practice that some
consider a particular – relevant to a time when women were largely uneducated. Currently however,
as scholar Fazlur Rahman has asserted, the practice of valuing a woman’s testimony less than a man’s
can be overcome when women are educated in financial matters, ‘with which there is not only nothing
wrong but which is for the betterment of society’ (Rahman, 1980:49). Therefore, not only does this
verse apply to specific cases of financial testimony and not women’s testimony in general, and since
one’s gender does not and should not determine one’s competency in such matters anyway, a
woman’s testimony in court is equally as reliable as a man’s testimony.
Amina Wadud’s female inclusive interpretation of the Qur’ān has many other examples of rethinking traditionally patriarchal Qur’ān passages. Wadud describes her text as an inclusive reading of
the Qur’ān, through which she identifies Qur’ān passages that have traditionally been interpreted as
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Taqlid (lit. ‘imitation’) can be described as the conformity of scholars to the beliefs of their teachers
(Ibrahim, 2016:804).
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unfavourable for women, and reimagines them under the Qur’ān principles of justice and beneficence.
Although only just over one hundred pages, Wadud addresses the more controversial aspects of Islam
such as Verse 4:34 “the beating verse”, unequal inheritance, male authority, polygyny, and so forth.
Wadud, in her view, absolves the Qur’ān of the historical and ongoing mistreatment of women in
Muslim communities, shifting the blame on centuries of male-dominated misinterpretation. She
argues that if Islamic traditions and principles are determined by what Muslims do, then men and
women are not equal. However, if Islam is to be determined how God intended it to be determined –
by the principles and stipulations set out in the Qur’ān - then men and women can be nothing other
can co-equals, and anyone thinking otherwise is demonstrating a faithlessness to Islam (Wadud,
1999:ix). Wadud recounts that the more research she did into the Qur’ān, unfettered by centuries of
androcentric reading and patriarchal Arabo-Islamic cultural predilections, the more she affirmed her
beliefs that ‘a female person was intended to be primordially, cosmologically, eschatologically,
spiritually, and morally a full human being, equal to all who accepted Allah as Lord, Muhammad as
prophet, and Islam as din’ (Wadud, 1999:x).
Almost two decades after Amina Wadud published one of the first English, feminist
commentaries on the Qur’ān, Iranian-American translator, Laleh Bakhtiar published what she labels
‘the first critical English translation of the Quran by a woman’ (Bakhtiar, 2011:lxiv). Bakhtiar’s
translation has been viewed as controversial, with University of California, Los Angeles, Islamic law
Professor Khaled Abou El Fadl stating that ‘Bakhtiar has a reputation as an editor, not an Islamic
scholar. Three years of classical Arabic is not enough’ (Ahmed-Ullah, 2007). Similarly, Imam Omar AbuNamous, a New York Islamic Cultural Centre Mosque Imām, questions Bakhtiar’s translation, stating
that,
[T]here is nothing to stop a women from translating the Holy Koran. The translator should have good
command of the Arabic language in order to convey it and translate it into other languages. I don’t
know if Dr. Laleh Bakhtiar has good command of Arabic” (Badawy, 2007).

These controversies arose primarily from her translation of Qur’ān verse 4:34, which some view as
condoning domestic violence:

Men are in charge of women by [right of] what Allah has given one over the other and what they spend
[for maintenance] from their wealth. So righteous women are devoutly obedient, guarding in [the
husband's] absence what Allah would have them guard. But those [wives] from whom you fear
arrogance - [first] advise them; [then if they persist], forsake them in bed; and [finally], strike them. But
if they obey you [once more], seek no means against them. Indeed, Allah is ever Exalted and Grand.’
(Qur’ān 4:34)

Laleh Bakhtiar, however, translates this verse as follows:
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Those (f) whose resistance [nushuz] you fear, then admonish them (f) and abandon them (f) in their
sleeping place, then, go away from them (f)’ (Bakhtiar, 2016:432).

It is clear there is a marked difference between translating this verse as condoning wife beating, and
translating it as stating a husband should ‘go away from’ their wives. It is this contradiction with
traditional translations that has caused many scholars to question Bakhtiar’s credentials in translating
Arabic as a non-native speaker. Despite Bakhtiar’s translation being clearly the more favourable
outcome for women, preferentiality to a non-violent translation unfortunately does not prove the
accuracy of such a translation. The criticisms and scrutiny of her credentials are legitimate, considering
Bakhtiar does not speak Arabic, but has merely learnt to read the holy texts in Arabic, and has also
relied on American Library of Congress Arabic to English translations of Arabic words (Bakhtiar,
2011:lxix; MacFarquhar, 2007). The inadequacy of her Arabic reading skills has likely hindered her
translation to a large extent. However, it is also likely that some of the criticism she has faced may be
due to her translation as a woman, and more importantly, as a woman encouraging a more egalitarian
understanding of the religion.
Bakhtiar’s scholarship and endeavour for female inclusivity within Muslim communities is not
limited to Qur’ān exegesis. Like other scholars, she also highlights influential women in early Islamic
societies to show that Prophet Muhammad and his contemporaries treated women with respect.
Laleh Bakhtiar, along with her co-author, Shaykh Muhammad Hisham Kabbani, has published a
thorough account of Muhammad’s women companions and the aḥādīth attributed to them (Kabbani
& Bakhtiar, 1998). This text, which the authors describe as an ‘encyclopedia’, shows Muslim women’s
vast contribution to Islamic traditions (Kabbani & Bakhtiar, 1998). Many Qur’ān passages as well as
Muhammad’s sunnah would be either unknown or unable to be understood were it not for the
clarification and recollections of women. Bakhtiar and Kabbani recognise the integral role of women
in both the creation and maintaining of Islamic traditions, which they have compiled in a single text to
highlight their contribution in all areas of society, not just in areas relating specifically to women
(Kabbani & Bakhtiar, 1998:xxvii).
The method of referencing prominent Muslim women throughout history as evidence of a
correlation between Islam and gender equality as identified by Hidayatullah can be epitomised
significantly through Leila Ahmed’s influential work, Women and Gender in Islam: Historical Roots to
a Modern Debate (Ahmed, 1992). This work is highly respected and greatly referenced, and this
research has utilised Ahmed’s thorough, honest, and insightful recount and analysis of women and
gender in successive Islamic societies. Ahmed’s work provides a chronological and in-depth account
of the lives of Muslim women from pre-Islamic times to today. It sets up the historical background to
the emergence of women’s movements - both indigenous and imposed - in the Middle East from the
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late nineteenth century onwards. What is most compelling about this work is Ahmed’s ability to
provide honest commentary on the reasons behind the mistreatment of Muslim women in Islamic
societies throughout history, making no effort to downplay the role of sexist cultural practices as well
as sexist interpretations of Islam that have led to women’s oppression. By the same token, Ahmed is
fiercely critical of the repercussions of colonialism, including the hypocrisy of European men (and
women) who patronise, dominate, and silence Muslim women’s voices under the guise of “saving”
women from what they perceive as a “backward” faith.
At the forefront of holding western feminists accountable for their orientalist focus on ‘saving’
Muslim women from their faith is Palestinian-American Anthropologist, Lila Abu-Lughod. In her text,
Do Muslim Women Need Saving?, Abu-Lughod highlights the common (western feminist) trend of
using the plight of women in the Middle East to justify colonialist interests in the area. Her book
challenges the assumption that there can in fact be such thing as a universal set of rights, when such
universal rights are based upon western ideas of morality, freedom, and justice (Abu-Lughod, 2013).
Abu-Lughod points to instances where, contrary to the desires of some western feminists, Muslim
women are embracing the ‘Islamic revival’ and utilising Islam to secure certain rights and argue against
customary ideas (Abu-Lughod, 2013:210). The consequence of young women familiarising themselves
with their religion is providing a path to empowerment, rather than a path to oppression.
However not only does Abu-Lughod criticise external feminist groups, she also finds many
Muslim feminist groups and methods limited in their effectiveness. Abu-Lughod questions the
methods and motives of the ‘new’ feminist groups who are operating in an Islamic framework in the
hope of ‘avoid[ing] accusations that they are importing foreign ideologies or devaluing women’s
commitments to being good Muslims’ (Abu-Lughod, 2013:187). It is these groups, she argues, that fail
to recognise the everyday experiences of the “ordinary” Muslim woman – the uneducated, rural
woman who has vastly different priorities and everyday realities to the global Muslim feminist
intellectuals. This condemnation of what is perceived to be a class of privileged and westernised
feminists ignoring the wants and needs of “ordinary” women is reminiscent of the criticism levelled at
Huda Shaarawi by Zainab Al-Ghazali (Tucker, 2000:17). According to Abu-Lughod, the clearest
situation in which the discrepancies can be seen is in the response to violence. After many years of
blaming Islam for gendered violence such as honour killings, the standard practice nowadays – both
among international NGOs and Islamic feminist organisations – is to blame “tradition” and “culture”,
rather than Islam (Abu-Lughod, 2013:192). The accepted idea is that patriarchy is the problem, and
education, women’s facilities, and no-tolerance is the solution. For Muslim feminists, this also includes
education on the tenets of Islam that promote peace, love, care, and equality (Abu-Lughod, 2013:192).
However, Abu-Lughod argues that these frameworks and solutions are inadequate, considering that
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in many cases of violence against Muslim women, the factors causing the violence and forcing women
to remain in violent situations are the complex and tangled dynamics of globalisation, colonisation,
poverty, and intimate family ties (Abu-Lughod, 2013:197). As a result, she argues, the intertwined
reasons behind violence against women cannot be pinned on the single problem of patriarchy, nor
can encouraging a more egalitarian interpretation of the Qur’ān de-tangle the ‘strands of suffering’
(Abu-Lughod, 2013:197). Abu-Lughod is right in saying that simply encouraging gender equality will do
little to practically assist women in situations of domestic abuse, particularly in cultures and
communities that have experiences historical and ongoing colonialism, imperialism, racism, and
conflict. The presence of abuse in relationships does not have a singular cause or cure, as has been
shown in Jess Hill’s extensive documentation and analysis of power, control, and abuse in domestic
relationships in Australia (Hill, 2019). However, in Abu-Lughod’s use of several isolated examples to
argue that violence against women is not a result of patriarchy she ignores a global trend of gendered
violence. Even in her pointing to economic factors that cause anger and violence, and which force
women to remain in violent situations, she ignores patriarchal customs (existent worldwide) being to
blame for women’s lack of financial independence. Although Abu-Lughod is correct in her assessment
of the western orientalist ‘fetish’ with saving Muslim women, as well as the vast impacts of colonialism
and ongoing neo-colonialism, she minimises patriarchy’s role in female disempowerment. In doing so,
she diminishes promising reinterpretation strategies utilised by Muslim feminists to fight back against
gendered violence and gender inequality both inside and outside Muslim communities.
The literature on Islamic feminism and women’s movements published in the past several
decades is vast. The increasingly prevalent work of Muslim feminists has produced a new realm of
knowledge and understanding of the position of women in Islam. This trend is not an isolated one,
with scholarship taking place across the globe, from Muslim countries to the secular West. Much of
this scholarship focuses on – at least in part – to particulars of Islam that have sometimes been used
to argue for male superiority. Feminist scholarship puts forwards equally legitimate alternatives.

2.3. Gender-positive focus on traditionally patriarchal practices and verses
As much of the data from this research arises from the discussion of several Qur’ān verses
that have sometimes been interpreted as promoting patriarchal practices or traditions, it is important
to understand wider scholarship and discussion of these traditions. These traditions/verses – ḥijāb,
unequal inheritance, polygyny, and “the beating verse” – are discussed not only by feminist Islamic
scholars, but are also debated, critiqued, and criticised by non-Muslims too. It is, therefore, the
patriarchal interpretations of Muslims, as well as stereotypes and prejudice from non-Muslims that
feminist scholars are pushing back against when they discuss such traditions and verses.
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2.3.1. Feminist ḥijāb scholarship
The ḥijāb has had a fraught relationship with feminism. While many Muslim women view the
ḥijāb as a tool of empowerment, Second-Wave Feminists of the 1960s encouraged Muslim women to
throw off their veils and reclaim their sexuality (Al Wazi, 2015:327), and some western feminists today
still see the ḥijāb as a symbol of Muslim women’s lack of agency and their subordination to Islamic
patriarchy (Rottman & Ferree, 2008:481-513). Muslim feminists continue to defy the negative
characterisations of the ḥijāb and claim (or reclaim) the practice as a symbol of their autonomy and
identity as Muslim women. Muslim women who choose to wear the ḥijāb believe it allows them a
sense of respect, dignity, and control over who has access to their physical body (Al Wazni, 2015:329).
When discussing feminist interpretations of ḥijāb verses and the practice in general, however,
differing conclusions arise. For some scholars, the ḥijāb is in itself antifeminist and a relic of the
sociohistorical context in which the Qur’ān was revealed. For others, the ḥijāb can act as a tool of
empowerment and a symbol of Muslim women’s identity, particularly within a western context in
which larger society may tacitly or explicitly encourage them to remove overt symbols of their faith.
These opposite conclusions that arise from similar intentions – a gender-positive practice of Islam –
demonstrate the complex, personal, and diverse interpretations of ḥijāb and Muslim women’s choice
whether or not to practise this tradition.
The motivations for adopting the ḥijāb vary from person to person. In a 1984 study, Haddad
outlined several factors that encouraged women in Egypt, Jordan, Kuwait, Oman, and the United
States to wear the ḥijāb. Haddad found that women’s decision to wear the ḥijāb was based on one or
several of the following: Religious – an act of obedience to the will of God; psychological – an
affirmation of authenticity in connection with their roots and a rejection of western norms; political –
a statement of dissatisfaction with the political status-quo; revolutionary – an identifier of their
connection and belief in Islamisation as the necessary means to “save” society; economic – a sign of
affluence and status; cultural – a public declaration of their commitment to chastity and modesty;
demographic – a sign of being urbanised; practical – a way to minimise the amount of money spent
on clothing; and domestic – an adherence to their (male) family members’ wishes, thereby
maintaining harmony within the home (Haddad, 1984:158). The use of ḥijāb as tied to Muslim
women’s religious, cultural, social, and personal identities is commonly cited in literature on women’s
adoption of Islamic dress (Awad, 2017:99; Simorangkir & Pamungkas, 2018:20-9; Bouma & BraceGovan, 2000:167-84). As Khaled Abou El Fadl states, ‘the practice of ḥijāb is often performed as a
socio-political act symbolizing one’s Islamic identity’ (El Fadl, 2014:73). According to Ahmed, activist
Muslim women fighting for gender justice in the United States adopt the ḥijāb as one method of
making their Islamic identity visible (Ahmed, 2011:279-80). The use of ḥijāb to shape one’s identity
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has been tied back, by some, to social identity theory, which argues that people’s sense of self is
defined by their membership to a certain group (Hopkins & Greenwood, 2013; Simorangkir &
Pamungkas, 2018:20-21). In this way, the ḥijāb can be a symbol of Muslim women’s group identity,
much like “feminine” behaviours and self-regulation of socialised gender traits can be an indicator of
women’s membership to their identified gender group. Ḥijāb can act as a signifier of a central part of
Muslim women’s identity in a public manner.
With relation to religious motivations for wearing ḥijāb, obedience to God’s commandments
is one common reason cited in feminist ḥijāb scholarship. This motivation is, of course, only relevant
to those who do believe ḥijāb to be mandatory. In Ameli and Merali’s research on British Muslim’s
reasons for wearing a ḥijāb, they reported that female participants overwhelmingly cited spiritual
reasons, including obedience to God, as their motivation for covering their head (Ameli & Merali,
2006:27). Obedience to God was considered a spiritual value, indicative of participants’ piety. Some
people, however, believed that ‘obedience’ implied that Muslim women are ‘brainwashed’ into blindly
following their faith without question (ibid.). These people viewed ḥijābis as ‘psychologically
disadvantaged’, and doomed to live ‘dull, unhappy and unfulfilled lives’ as a result of wearing a ḥijāb
(ibid.). Evidently, the concept of ‘obedience’ can be read as respect and deference to God and His
wisdom for those who believe the ḥijāb verses to be commanding a head covering, or a sign of stripped
autonomy for those who do not.
And not all Muslim women do believe that the Qur’ān instructs women to adopt a hair
covering. In Amal Awad’s text, Beyond Veiled Cliches, Awad discusses the ḥijāb with a LebaneseAustralian woman named Aliya. Aliya asserts that the ḥijāb is a ‘male-imposed limit’, and that ‘most
women are forced to wear [ḥijāb]’. Awad disagrees, saying that for Arab Muslims in Australia, ḥijāb
can be a statement of identity and compliance with newfound faith (Awad, 2017:99). This dialogue
demonstrates how the ḥijāb can be a symbol of male power to some women and a symbol of faith to
others. There are also, however, those who believe the ḥijāb to have served a function in a past
context – one that is no longer applicable to contemporary times. These scholars and adherents to the
faith therefore believe the ḥijāb to be an optional rather than obligatory practice. The belief that ḥijāb
is a practice relevant to the time of revelation is referred to as the historical contextualisation method.
According to Aysha Hidayatullah, in works of feminist exegesis, the historical contextualisation
method includes the following: ‘researching the occasion of a verse’s revelation (sabab al-nuzul);
distinguishing between descriptive and prescriptive verses of the Qur’an (i.e., differentiating between
verses that describe the practices of the seventh-century Arabian audience to which it was directly
addressed and verses that prescribe practices to all audiences); distinguishing between universal and
particular verses (i.e., differentiating between verses that apply only to specific situations and those
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that apply to human beings generally): and identifying historical situations that shaped the context of
revelation in seventh-century Arabia and subsequent exegesis of the Qur’an’ (Hidayatullah, 2014:6566). When applied to the verses on ḥijāb, some scholars have referenced aspects of 7th century Arabian
society that rendered head coverings relevant then, though not today. Islamic scholar Asma Barlas,
for example, argues that that verse 33:59-60 was not revealed to hide free Muslim women from
Muslim men. Rather, the jilbab (cloak) referenced in these verses was a way for Muslim women to be
visible and recognisable – hence protected – in a slave-owning society where sexual abuse – in
particular of slaves – was ‘rampant’ (Barlas, 2002:55). In mandating clothing that rendered Muslim
women recognisable and distinguishable from slaves, ‘the Qur’an explicitly connects [the jilbab] to a
slave-owning society in which sexual abuse by non-Muslim men was normative, and its purpose was
to distinguish free, believing women from slaves, who were presumed by jahili men to be nonbelievers
and thus fair game’ (Barlas, 2002:56). Therefore, she argues, only in a slave-owning society, does the
jilbab signify ‘sexual nonavailability’ (ibid.).
Although there exists an array of views on the meaning and function of ḥijāb and the ḥijāb
verses, having these discussions in some contexts can be difficult. In his text, Reasoning With God:
Reclaiming Shari’ah in the Modern Age, Islamic scholar Khaled Abou El Fadl writes of his negative
experiences when attempting to initiate discussions on the obligatory nature of the ḥijāb. El Fadl
argues that reasoned discussions on the legitimacy or illegitimacy, leniency, and culturally specific
understandings of ḥijāb and segregation are all but impossible. When attempting to open up dialogue
on the aforementioned topics, he is shut down. Opening up this topic to discussion is ‘treated as
heresy’ because, he argues, ‘the pattern and practice of affectation has been for a group of men to
enunciate the proper limits for the public appearance and public involvement of women and then
close the matter to discussion’ (El Fadl, 2014:72-3). The problem that El Fadl identifies is possibly a
result of the male-dominated nature of some Muslim spaces where theological discussions are
occurring. Discussions on ḥijāb may be taking place less often in Islamic centres and conferences, and
more often among individual people and groups. As there are many Muslims out there who do not
believe the ḥijāb to be obligatory, these conversations are evidently occurring to some degree. Yet
Muslim scholars have also argued that there is unnecessary focus on the ḥijāb. El Fadl speaks about
the superficiality of placing emphasis and attention on the ḥijāb, saying that in doing so, Muslims are
‘focusing on form over substance’ (El Fadl, 2014:73). According to El Fadl, debating head coverings is
a superficial and shallow discussion that fails to address more pertinent issues within Muslim
communities - ‘Islamic movements will not give nearly as much attention to the moral and religious
education of women as they give to the practice of the hijab… primacy is given to the formalistic act
of wearing the hijab, even at the expense of the ethical and moral well-being of women’ (El Fadl,
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2014:73). The focus on ḥijāb is coming not only from within Muslim communities – where some
Muslim women may feel pressured into adopting the ḥijāb, and where ‘discussing whether women
are Islamically required to cover their hair outside of prayer is treated as heresy’ (El Fadl, 2014:73) –
but also dominates discussions and lines of questioning from non-Muslims. Susan Carland writes of
the western focus and ‘obsession’ with the ḥijāb, stating, ‘I have watched the conversation on the
topic of Muslim women and sexism develop only incrementally. The obsession with the ḥijāb persists,
and Muslim women are still spoken of largely through the prism of unchallenged oppression’ (Carland,
2017:8-9). This western focus on the ḥijāb and ‘veiling’ is evident in western society through past and
ongoing incidents such as Pauline Hanson’s burqa stunt in Australian federal parliament14, France’s
(and other western European nation’s) increasingly severe ḥijāb and niqāb restrictions, and through
publications – positive and negative - in news media (OHCHR, 2019; McKirdy, 2017; BBC News, 2018;
Lang, 2021; Al Jazeera, 2021; Bolt, 2017; Diallo, 2018). Evidently, the ḥijāb and ḥijāb verses not only
mean different things to different Muslims, but Muslims also contend with the hyper focus and
scrutiny of the practice in Muslim minority societies. Feminist scholarship attempts to counteract
pervasive negative assumptions surrounding ḥijāb and ‘veiling’ through positioning women as the
arbiters of their own lives and faith whose practice may or may not include a hair covering, on the
basis of personal choice, interpretation, and religious expression.

2.3.2. Feminist unequal inheritance scholarship
The practice of ‘unequal inheritance’ derives from Qur’ān verse 4:11, which outlines the
division of deceased estates, and which allocates women a smaller portion of inheritance than male
family members. Namely, verse 4:11 directs parents to give daughters a portion of inheritance half as
large as they give their sons. Verse 4:11 was revealed when an Ansari woman approached Prophet
Muhammad with a complaint that following the death of her husband, she and her daughter were not
included in the distribution of inheritance. Her husband’s brother argued that they should not inherit
any property because they do not risk their lives by going into battle (Jawad, 1998:61). The revelation
of this verse and the new laws regarding inheritance that it implemented challenged the social
structure of a society that had long given men significant financial advantages in matters of
inheritance. In pre-Islamic Arabia, women were not considered in matters of inheritance. Rather, they
themselves were objects to be inherited (Chaudhry, 1997). According to Jawad, inheritance tradition
in Medina during Jāhiliyya was as follows: ‘When a man dies, his son automatically inherited his
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In 2017 One Nation Senator Pauline Hanson wore a burqa into the Senate chamber to underscore her claim
that the garment proposed a security risk and should be banned.
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stepmother. She could not challenge this arrangement. He could marry her if he so wished and have
with her the same relations as his father had had before him; or he could leave her if he was no longer
interested in her. When the heir was too young, the widow (stepmother) was stopped from remarrying and forced to wait until the heir became mature enough to take a decision concerning her
future’ (Jawad, 1998:62). In Mecca, the situation for women in pre-Islamic time was ‘even worse’ –

[T]he aidl (imprisonment) was common among the Quraysh in Mecca. A man married a noble woman.
If he disliked her, he separated from her after securing an agreement with her that she would only remarry with his approval. To validate the agreement, the husband would bring witnesses and in their
presence put the terms of the agreement in a written contract. If a person wanted to marry that
woman, she would not be able to make any decision concerning her future without the permission of
her former husband. And in order to win his approval she had to pay him a sum of money big enough
to satisfy him. Otherwise he could easily oppose and stop it (Jawad, 1998:62-3).

The Qur’ān verse 4:19 references and condemns this practice, stating, ‘You who believe, it is not lawful
for you to inherit women against their will, nor should you treat your wives harshly, hoping to take
back some of the bride-gift you gave them…’ (Qur’ān 4:19). Verse 4:11 went even further, giving
women an inarguable right to inherit. Yet even though verse 4:11 resulted in an improvement for
women, there remains debate and discussion as to why the amount of inheritance awarded to women
is lower than the amount awarded to men within the same family, and whether this is still a practice
relevant to today. Feminist scholars have brought forward arguments not only as to the underpinning
rationale of this practice that may account for a gendered division of inheritance, but also may
challenge the obligatory nature of the practice altogether.
When looking at verses – and particularly those that appear to favour men over women –
scholars often point to the sociohistorical context of revelation. Verse 4:11 is one verse in which the
context of women’s financial position and rights are pertinent to the full understanding and
assessment of its applicability in contemporary times. The socio-historical context of the revelation of
verse 4:11 provides several factors that are often cited to account for the explicit unequal distribution
of inheritance. Foremost is the argument that prior to this Qur’ānic revelation, most women in 7th
century Arabia were largely excluded from receiving any inheritance (Saeed, 2008:78; Esack,
2009:220). The command that women should receive a portion of their parents’ estate was – and still
is – considered to be an elevation in the status and rights of Muslim women, and such a change in
inheritance traditions was not a concept that was easily accepted at the time (Saeed, 2008:78-9). It is
this ‘trajectory of change’, and ‘gradualism’ that scholars often point to in order to argue the genderequal intent and continual incremental change that certain verses invoke (Al-Hibri, 2000:54-6; Hassan,
1991:61-2; El Fadl, 2014:380-81).
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The religious obligations of sons to maintain their families is also an explanatory factor cited
in scholarship on unequal inheritance. As Saeed writes, ‘[a]nother consideration is the Qur’an’s own
instruction that men are obliged to provide financially for their families, and that, in general, the
Qur’an places greater financial responsibilities on men. In this context, the Qur’an’s stipulation that a
man receive a larger share of inheritance, so that he can meet his greater financial responsibilities, is
more comprehensible’ (Saeed, 2008:79). The practice of male financial responsibility in Islam is based
on Qur’ān verses and hadith. Verse 4:34 stipulates that ‘Husbands should take good care of their
wives, with [the bounties] God has given to some more than others and with what they spend out of
their own money…’ (Qur’ān 4:34). Yusuf Ali translates the beginning of verse 4:34 as ‘Men are the
protectors and maintainers of women, because Allah has given the one more (strength) than the
other, and because they support them from their means’, making clear the connection between men’s
comparatively large amount of wealth and their subsequent responsibility to provide for and maintain
women financially (Kia, 2019:250). There is also a stipulation in the Qur’ān that a husband must
continue to support his wife financially after divorce for between three months and two years (Qur’ān
2:228). Prior to Islam, a divorcee was entitled to nothing by way of maintenance (Engineer, 2004:35).
Thus, Islam imposed obligations upon a man to financially support his wives ‘according to his means’
(65:7), maintaining her and their children out of his own wealth. As Lamrabet writes of male financial
maintenance, ‘Qiwamah is not authority conferred on the husband. It is the responsibility, obligation
or duty of men – husband, fathers, or otherwise – to… provide for the needs of their family and all
relatives who are in need. The involvement of men in household management is a way of balancing
certain tasks between the couple. It enables women, particularly those of childbearing age, to raise
their children without constraint. This is relevant today, since despite developments in women’s
participation in public life the question of sharing family duties of far from resolved’ (Lamrabet,
2015:84). In some interpretations, male financial responsibility therefore relinquishes women from
the pressure of maintaining their family in monetary terms.
In conjunction with male financial responsibility as a contextualising aspect of unequal
inheritance is the tradition of women’s financial independence. Some scholars have defended the
practice of unequal inheritance due to the stipulation in Islam that women’s money is their own, and
there are therefore no familial or other claims upon their share of inheritance (Larsen, 2018:212). Due
to the absence of obligations upon women to spend from their own wealth to support their family,
women retain control over their finances, while their husband’s money is spent on maintaining the
family (Jawad, 1998:10). The practice of women’s financial independence is based on Qur’ān verses
and hadith, though is more an inference than a specific stipulation. For example, Qur’ān verse 4:12
states, ‘You inherit half of what your wives leave, if they have no children. If they have children, you
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inherit a quarter…’ (Qur’ān 4:12). This verse, through stating that husbands inherit a portion of their
wives’ wealth, signifies that women and wives have their own property. Islam also introduced the
practice of paying a woman’s ‘marriage gift’, or mahr, directly to the bride, rather than the bride’s
father (Chaudhry, 1997). Assets obtained through the mahr, inheritance, or other means such as
employment, is a woman’s independent wealth, to be used in whatever was she needs or wishes
(Muhammad, 2019a:21). It is within this context, therefore, that verse 4:11 and unequal inheritance
can be understood.
The recognition, however, of the differing social context in which verse 4:11 was revealed
does not mean that all scholars believe the practice to be immutably fixed. Khaled Abou El Fadl writes
extensively on the importance of the historical context for elucidation of a verse and to highlight its
literal applicability to such contexts. El Fadl argues that this contextualisation is vital to understand
the meaning and intent of a verse- ‘It is clear that the Qur’anic revelation on women addresses
particular problems that arose in a specific context, but it is equally clear that there are ethical and
moral objectives that the Qur’an unfailingly pursues…’ (El Fadl, 2014:60-1, 77) El Fadl goes on to
outline the situation for women at the time of the revelation of verse 4:11 to argue that the practice
of particular verses should model the Qur’ān ideal of justice and fairness. Some practices, therefore,
are not immutably fixed. Gradual change towards equality is the ‘moral objective’ that the Qur’ān
pursues, and, therefore, an equal share of inheritance between genders is ‘more consistent with
Shari’ah’ (El Fadl, 2014:380-81).
Historical contextualisation provides the rationale to the existence of a verse that prescribes
unequal inheritance, though, for some, it also provides evidence for the intent and trajectory of
change – one towards greater equality for women through the reinterpretation of texts in
consideration of contemporary gender mores. As Asma Barlas argues,

I believe [The Qur’ān’s] ‘patriarchal moments’ are in the nature of these ‘periodic and contextual’
contents since they pertain to a historical situation in which men had a certain type of authority over
women. That the Qur’an takes this authority as a given does not mean it upholds patriarchy. To the
contrary, as I have argued, its core teachings incline against the ideology of male supremacy propagated
by religious, traditional and secular patriarchies. It is, rather, the belief in the idea of fixidity, of both
time and text, that results in interpretations which tie the Qur’an to a seventh-century patriarchy, thus
prolonging its life much beyond its historical origins, prime and logic (Barlas, 2016:33).

Other scholars, too, have argued the particular nature of verse 4:11. As Lena Larson writes, in
contemporary western households, women contributing to the family income is often required.
Therefore, ‘traditional gender roles and norms in the Muslim family, not least rulings on inheritance,
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must be revisited… There is a discrepancy between the lived realities of contemporary Muslim families
in Europe, on the one hand, and the idealized notion of marital roles in Islam, on the other. This notion,
at its core, is based upon men’s authority over women’ (Larsen, 2018:198). Scholars argue that when
the rationale behind unequal inheritance – that men are financially responsible for women and social
mores dictate that women do not work outside of the home – is no longer applicable, the verse itself
should be applied based on its essence, not its literal content.
Other scholars, however, do not believe in changing verse 4:11 altogether. Instead, they put
forth alternate practice to ensure a more equitable outcome. Amina Wadud proposes that inheritance
distribution should take into account family dynamics and contributions. ‘If in a family of a son and
two daughters’, she argues, ‘a widowed mother is cared for and supported by one of their daughters,
why should the son receive a larger share?’ (Wadud, 1999:87). Wadud argues that distribution of
inheritance can include a variety of possibilities, exemplified by the complex and changing shares
outlined in the Qur’ān on the basis of differing family structures. Wadud argues that verse 4:11 shows
that females should never be disinherited, distribution of inheritance must be equitable, and
according to these verses, such ‘equity’ in distrubtion of inheritance must take the actual naf’a
(benefit) of the bereft into consideration’ (ibid.). The Qur’ān does not elaborate on all possible
distributions of inheritance. However, by providing examples of differing scenarios, Wadud interprets
from this that many combinations of distribution can and do exist to achieve equity. Wadud also cites
a provision that allows for one-third of wealth to be bequeathed to any such person. In short, she
argues, ‘the matter of inheritance involves theses considerations; 1. Distribution to both male and
female surviving relatives; 2. Some wealth can be bequeathed; 3. Consideration must be given to the
circumstances of the bereft, their benefit to the deceased, and the benefits of the wealth inherited.’
(Wadud, 1999:88). Wadud believes that distributing inheritance through allocating sons double the
amount as daughters, while simultaneously utilising the provision of bequeathing one-third to ensure
a more equitable outcome is within the bounds of verse 4:11 and does not require a radical
reinterpretation or outright rejection of the verse. This may be a more palatable way to practise verse
4:11 in a gender-positive way for those who are wary of direct challenges to Qur’ān verses.

2.3.3. Feminist scholarship on polygyny
The permissibility of polygyny in Islam and the conditions under which it can be practised has
been debated for centuries. Despite monogamy being favoured by the majority of Muslims and
remaining the norm in many Muslim communities and countries, Fauqi argues that polygyny is
‘probably the Islamic tradition most misunderstood and vehemently condemned by non-Muslims’
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(Faruqi, 1988:28). Particularly in a western context, the practice of polygyny can invoke ire from those
who adhere to and promote a monogamous family structure. Within Muslim communities, too, the
permissibility of polygyny is an ongoing debate. For some scholars, verse 4:3 clearly permits polygyny,
and is supported by Muhammad’s marriage to some 14 wives, 12 of which he was married to at the
same time (Roded, 2006:57). For others, verse 4:3 is abrogated by verse 4:129, which states it is
impossible to treat multiple wives with equal fairness, negating any permissibility.
Conclusive statistics on polygyny rates in Australia are non-existent. Although bigamy –
marrying more than one person – is illegal under Australian law, it is not a crime to have multiple de
facto relationships. A Muslim man marrying more than one woman under civil law in Australia may be
a criminal offence, though multiple religious Islamic marriages are legal (Klapdor, 2016). As Black and
Sadiq write, ‘Australian family law is, by and large, relatively accommodating. This enables Muslims to
comply with both Sharia and Australian law or to prioritise one over the other (Black & Sadiq,
2011:398). Religiously, polygyny in Australia can and does occur, yet the extent to which Muslims
engage in polygynous marriages is speculative, as there is limited research on the topic. This may be
because of the illegal nature of bigamy according to Australian civil law, as well as the taboo
surrounding polygyny within a country where the social norm is monogamy. According to Black and
Sadiq, however, there ‘seems to be consensus that it is quite low’ (Black & Sadiq, 2011:409). Farrar
and Krayem also write that ‘polygyny, though permitted in the Shari’ah, is in fact quite rare, and that
is largely due to the limitations and conditions the Shari’ah imposes’ (Farrar & Krayem, 2017:62).
Discussions on the permissibility of polygyny – particularly in an Australian context – are subsequently
primarily theoretical rather than practical.
Verse 4:3 was revealed to Prophet Muhammad following the Battle of Uhud, in which a large
number of men died, leaving many widowed Muslim women (Jones, 2006:65). In a social context
where women relied upon men to provide for them financially, it was revealed that Muslim men were
permitted to take these widows as wives, on the condition that they do justice to all of them. The
parameters of ‘justice’ predominantly refer to the fulfilment of certain requirements that
predetermine the permissibility of entering into a polygynous marriage. These ‘requirements’ will
differ depending on the school of law one subscribes to. According to The Moroccan Family Code,
equality between wives is a requirement of the permissibility of polygyny (HREA, 2004:4). A husband
must also acquire consent from the first wife in order for any additional marriage to occur. The Code
states,
The judge shall not authorize polygamy unless he has verified the husband’s ability to guarantee
equality with the first wife and her children in all areas of life, and there is an objective and exceptional
motive that justifies polygamy. The woman has the right to stipulate a condition in the marriage
contract by which her husband will refrain from taking another wife… In the absence of such a
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condition, the first wife is summoned to obtain her consent, and the second wife must be notified of
the consent to the fact that the husband is already married to another woman. Moreover, the first wife
has the right to petition for divorce for harm suffered’ (HREA, 2004:4).

Some have also argued that polygyny is permissible in specific extenuating circumstances, such as
illness or infertility of the first wife, a preferable alternative to extra-marital affairs, or to fulfil a social
obligation such as taking responsibility for a widow or destitute woman (Abdel Haleem, 2001:45;
Syamsuddin, 2018:152; Ja’far et al., 2019:341; Engineer, 2004:119-24). Polygyny, for some, is not seen
as an absolute right or privilege for men. Rather, its aim is to serve as a solution to marital or social
issues – e.g. infertility, destitution – on the proviso of women’s permission and equal treatment.
Other scholars, however, reject polygyny as a realistic or ethical answer to the
aforementioned scenarios. Amina Wadud, for example, argues the polygyny should not be the
response to women’s economic vulnerability. Wadud, again, uses what Aysha Hidayatullah calls ‘the
method of historical contextualisation’ to come to a ‘feminist rereading’ of verse 4:3 (Hidayatullah,
2014:71-4). Wadud argues that at the time of revelation, marriage was premised on the need for
women and girls to be provided for by a man (Wadud, 1999:82-3). Within this context, women were
considered ‘financial burdens: reproducers, but not producers’ (Wadud, 1999:84). In the modern era,
however, ‘a lot of women neither have nor need male supporters… It is no longer accepted that only
men can work, do work, or are the most productive workers… polygamy is no simple solution to
complex economic problems’ (Wadud, 1999:84). Wadud also argues against polygyny’s permissibility
in the first instance, stating that the condition of equality in itself renders the practising of polygyny
impossible, as immaterial equality cannot be fulfilled. To measure equality only in material terms,
Wadud argues, ‘is an extension of the archaic idea of marriages of subjugation, because fairness is not
based on quality of time, equality in terms of affection, or on spiritual, moral, and intellectual support’
(Wadud, 1999:83).
The difficulty of adhering to the condition of polygyny is exemplified by the Prophet himself,
whose youngest wife, cA’isha, is widely known as his ‘favourite’ wife (Roded, 2006:57). Qur’ān 33:51
references Prophet Muhammad spending an unequal amount of time with his wives, over which his
wives complained to him about. There are, however, special stipulations regarding marriage that apply
only to the Prophet. Namely that he was permitted to marry as many women as he wishes, but his
marriages were also important for the larger Muslim community as they forged social and political
alliances (Armstrong, 2000:13). Prophetic tradition with relation to polygyny has evidence both for
and against the practice. As Aysha Chaudhry writes,
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Prophet Muhammad’s personal participation in a patriarchal society was unavoidable and was
demonstrated time and again. He married between ten and twelve women in his lifetime, most of
whom he was married to at the same time… In both visions of Prophet Muhammad, as a fundamentally
egalitarian or patriarchal man, he is seen as engaging in actions that confirm and challenge patriarchy.
For example, though he had multiple wives in the latter part of his life after his first wife passed away,
thus affirming patriarchal norms, his first marriage with Khadijah was entirely monogamous, thereby
representing a more egalitarian impulse (Chaudhry, 2015:91).

Chaudhry links polygyny to patriarchy and monogamy to egalitarianism. The Prophet – ‘who is fully a
product of his environment, and yet transcended its strictures’ (Chaudhry, 2015:90) – is exemplified
as both a supporter and a subverter of polygyny. The discussion of polygyny in scholarship, for those
who argue that it is no longer permissible, rests on the argument of applicability according to
sociohistorical context. And for some, the justifications resulting from women’s position in seventh
century Arabia are no longer relevant in the discussion on polygyny’s appropriateness and morality.
As Rehman argues, the tumultuous context in which the polygyny verses were revealed are evidence
of them being a pragmatic solution to socially-specific problems. As these societal problems receded
over the following centuries, the male-dominated societies constructed systems that abused and
exploited the existence of pragmatic and context-specific verses, creating gender hierarchies and
unequal rights for men and women (Rehman, 2007:115). Given the changes in the social, political, and
legal environment in which Islam is being practised, ‘the continuation of the practice of polygamy
demands a substantial explanation. Many of the historic reasons within the Islamic world for justifying
polygamous marriages… are no longer tenable (Rehman, 2007:115).
Aside from contemporary gender dynamics relating to women’s economic equality, some
scholars have posited that Muslim women today may be being pressured into polygynous marriages
as a result of aspects of their identity that are deemed ‘less desirable’. As Majeed argues, ‘the positive
examples of multiple-wife marriage are outweighed by those led by men who are financially,
spiritually, and/or mentally ill-equipped for such responsibilities and involve women who feel they
have no other options’ (Majeed, 2015:132). Vulnerable women being pressured into polygynous
marriages is something that Kecia Ali also discusses, though the exploitation she highlights is often on
racial and/or socioeconomic basis – ‘as a colleague pointed out to me, “discourses on more/less
desirable brides are raced, ethnicized, shaded, and classed, with the result that poor, dark-skinned
black women, especially if they are not virgins, are disproportionately likely to be ‘encouraged’ to
settle and accept polygamy, lest they end up being single forever.” The same holds for women
perceived as disadvantaged by age, education, (dis)ability, or who do not conform to conventional
norms of femininity or attractiveness’ (Ali, 2016:46). These perceived ‘disadvantages’ are related,
again, back to issues with gender inequality and racism more broadly. Polygyny may serve as a
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superficial solution to a larger problem relating to the lack of recognition and the devaluation of
women’s contributions to society and marriage. One study of women with fertility issues in Gambia
showed the pressure women are under when they struggle to conceive, and the compounding of that
stress when their husband chooses to take a second wife as a solution to infertility. In these situations,
women with infertility had little authority in the decision, as ‘in the broader society it is perceived to
be normal for men to get a second wife when the first one is not able to have children’ (Dierickx et
al.:6). Although there were benefits for some women – particularly those who wanted their husband
to take a second wife – overall, polygyny had negative influence on women’s financial, social, and
emotional wellbeing (Dierickx et al.:9). Due to social pressures to have children, and a lack of decisionmaking power, ‘women with infertility are neither completely free agents nor passive victims’ (ibid.).
The lack of autonomy for some women – whether it be due to illness, infertility, or financial
independence – may push them into polygynous marriages they otherwise would not freely consent
to. As Oppong et al. argue, ‘Financial dependency makes it hard for women to reject or escape
polygyny. Based on the perceived inferior social position of women in many cultures, they are
generally more vulnerable, and, unlike men, they have less decision-making power (Oppong et al.,
2019:946).
For some women, however, the acceptance of polygyny is seen as something that they, as
women, are compelled to endure and will ultimately be better Muslims as a result. Rao describes how
some Muslim women in America view polygynous marriages as ‘an opportunity to develop their
religious selves by transcending mundane jealousies’ (Rao, 2015:428). The author herself describes
this concept as ‘sacrificial femininity’ (Rao, 2015:429), stating, ‘Even when women themselves have
not experienced polygyny, the religious acceptability of polygyny places demands that are important
in shaping their religious selves, which are here oriented around the notion of sacrifice (ibid.). There
are also positive experiences of polygyny relayed by some Muslim women that do not involve sacrifice.
Some women reference the cooperation and practical support having a co-wife can elicit. Dierickx
reports that ‘There were many women with infertility who said that they had a good relationship with
the co-wives who respected and supported them with their daily household chores enabling them to
engage with activities outside the compound’ (Dierickx, 2019:5). For some, polygyny – whether their
experiences are positive or negative – is part of their culture, identity, and religious practice. Debra
Majeed, writing on African American women’s experiences of polygyny from a womanist perspective,
describes the arguments of proponents of polygyny and its ties to their identities as black American
Muslim women –
[T]hese women and men view African American Muslim female identity as a socially constructed mix
of ethnicity, religion (the strand of Islam followed), class, education, and lived experience. Like
monogamy, marriage to a polygynous husband, they say, can be fulfilling environment that enables
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women to retain the rights they have been granted through Islam. Such an environment does not, in
their view, represent an inherently oppressive institution that minimizes women's choice and identity,
as opponents have charged (Majeed, 2015:36).

For these advocates of polygyny, negative consequences arise not due to the practice itself, but
because of the lack of adherence to religious guidelines of polygyny. Majeed also contextualises the
practice of polygyny in American among black Muslim communities within the context of racial
vilification –
Others insist that like their Muslim ancestors, the entire African American community has been ravaged
by war - this time in the form of domestic terrorism. Then, as now, the lack of marriageable (i.e., single,
heterosexual, employed, drug-free and available) men, and/or the high number of female-led
households, and the continued economic disparity experienced by mothers and their children makes
the practice of polygyny both mandated and permissible. "We are at war," insists an Imam in the New
York region. "With the high incarceration of our men and other social challenges, we have to find some
solution to save our community" (ibid.).

Polygyny, here, is described not only as an acceptable practice within a context of racial vilification
that, it is argued, mirrors a wartime scenario, but also as a subversive tradition that pushes back
against western and/or Christian assumptions and prescriptions on what is and is not an ‘acceptable’
family structure. Polygyny, evidently, may mean different things within different social and cultural
contexts. For some Muslims, there exists a vehement opposition – both on a spiritual and scriptural
level, as well as on a practical, ethical, and cultural level. Others, however, contend that polygyny is
permitted in Islam, as evidenced in scripture, and can be applicable, permissible, and ethically
practised in certain contemporary contexts.

2.3.4. Feminist scholarship on Qur’ān 4:34
In 2017, the Australian chapter of Hizb ut-Tahrir caused controversy when they posted a video
on their Facebook page of two women explaining the Qur’ānic verse 4:34 - infamously known as ‘the
beating verse’. In the video they state that this verse permits husbands to hit disobedient wives with
small sticks or pieces of fabric – “He [the husband] is permitted – not obliged, not encouraged – but
permitted, to hit her [his wife]… It should not cause pain. Not harsh” (Gleeson & Baird, 2017). The
video was widely condemned both on social media as well as by federal politicians on all sides (ibid.;
Belot, 2017). Several weeks prior, Keysar Trad, the then-president of the Australian Federation of
Islamic Councils, suggested in a Sky News interview that Islam permits husbands to beat their wives
as a “last resort” (Gleeson, 2018). These are just some public examples of patriarchal interpretations
of verse 4:34, and within an Australian context, there is no research on how prevalent these
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interpretations are. There is also no data on whether Muslim women in Australia experience higher
rates of domestic and family violence than non-Muslim women, as these statistics are not collated
along religious lines (Ibrahim & Abdalla, 2010:7; Muslim Women Australia, 2020:12). Even if these
statistics did exist, and did show a higher prevalence of domestic and family violence within Muslim
communities, there would be no indication that such a disparity is caused by a specific Qur’ān verse.
Ibrahim and Abdalla argue, in fact, that ‘research shows that religion can be a protective factor in
preventing violence against women, and Islam is no exception… Many of the cases of wife beating (in
particular) can be invalidated by a proper understanding of the intent of [verse 4:34].’ (Ibrahim &
Abdalla, 2010:25). Feminist scholars have attempted, through various means, to advocate for and
disseminate this ‘proper understanding’ of the verse that consistently causes controversy in
discussions of women’s rights and equality in Islam.
There are two issues that arise in the discussion of verse 4:34. First are the concepts of
qiwamun – that men are ‘protectors’, ‘maintainers’, or have ‘authority’ [qiwamun] of and over
women, depending on the translation. Secondly, verse 4:34, in most translations, permits husbands
to physically punish their wives for disobedience. Again, depending on the translation of the word
iḍribūhunna, this physical punishment can vary in severity from a single tap or smack, all the way to a
beating. The existence of a verse that has been translated or interpreted as sanctioning men’s
authority over women as well as their right to physically punish their wives – even if this punishment
is a ‘last resort’ – is self-evidently antifeminist and diametrically opposed to gender equality. For this
reason, Muslim feminists have come to a number of alternative translations and interpretations of
verse 4:34 that align with their understanding of a gender-positive Islam.
Two occasions of revelation are associated with verse 4:34. The first and less-frequently cited
event is retold by one of the Prophet’s wives, Umm Salama. Umm Salama narrated that the women
of Medina asked the Prophet Muhammad why men received a larger share of inheritance than
women, which prompted the revelation of both verse 4:32 and 4:34 (Chaudhry, 2015:31-2). Verse 4:32
states, ‘Do not covet what God has given to some of you more than others – men have the portion
they have earned; and women the portion they have earned – you should rather as God for some of
His bounty; He has full knowledge of everything’ (Q 4:32). Verse 4:34, when read in conjunction with
verse 4:32, appears to expand on men’s authority both in monetary terms and in disciplinary terms,
encouraging women to be content with their share of inheritance and their husband’s position of
leadership within their marriage. According to Ayesha Chaudhry, ‘In this context, the primary point of
Q 4:34 is to instantiate a gendered hierarchy, in which, secondarily, husbands have disciplinary
prerogative in marriage’ (Chaudhry, 2015:32). The second and more well-known occasion of
revelation, however, contextualises verse 4:34 in a different way. According to this tradition, verse
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4:34 was revealed to the Prophet Muhammad when an Ansar leader, S’ad bin Rabi’ slapped his wife
for disobedience. She then complained to her father, who took her to the Prophet Muhammad to
complain that she had been slapped by her husband. Prophet Muhammad told her to retaliate, which
caused uproar from the men in Medina, and the Prophet saw that his advice to retaliate was strongly
opposed in a society where men were completely dominant (Engineer, 2004:55). Verse 4:34 was
revealed as a way to sooth tensions and to control the violence of men towards their wives through
attempting to promote other methods to deal with disobedient wives, with violence (symbolic or
otherwise) as a last resort The revelation of such a verse, however, contradicted the Prophet
Muhammad’s earlier verdict, and led to him commenting “I wanted one thing, and God wanted
another” (Chaudhry, 2011:424). Some narrations also report that the Prophet then said, “and what
God wanted is best”. Ayesha Chaudhry speculates, however, that ‘this addendum was added in order
to make Muhammad’s response to the divine command more appropriately submissible, by verbally
approving God’s corrections of his earlier decision’ (ibid.). Nevertheless, this comment is indicative of
a level of discomfort from Prophet Muhammad regarding a revelation the appears to permit wifebeating. It is important for many scholars and Muslim feminists, therefore, to contextualise such a
verse with the knowledge that the Prophet himself preferred husbands to avoid violence altogether
(Dunn & Kellison, 2010:13). It is also important to many to contextualise within a patriarchal system
and society that may have been reluctant to accept anything more radical than incremental change.
It is within this context that Sulaimani argues, ‘customs which were regarded as acceptable were not
abolished, but were revaluated in Islam’ (Sulaimani, 1986:7). Domestic violence – for those who do
not believe verse 4:34 to be mistranslated – was one of these accepted practices that was ‘revaluated’.
Defenders of male authority in Islam frequently cite verse 4:34 as their main textual
justification (Mir-Hosseini, et al. 2018:14). The normatively patriarchal Muslim juristic and exegetical
tradition concedes to men certain rights over women (Barlas, 2016:111). And as Barlas argues,
‘[although] there are less than six such instances in some six thousand verses [of the Qur’ān], they
form the basis of both law and scriptural exegesis’ (ibid.). Verse 4:34 is particularly contentious as it
not only implies that women must ‘obey’ their husband, but also that a lack of obedience justifies
physical punishments. Whether this punishment is painful or not, the existence of a verse that allows
husbands to punish their wives implies a power dynamic where husbands are at the top, giving orders,
and wives are below, taking them obediently. Aysha Chaudhry calls this power dynamic the
‘patriarchal cosmology’, which exists in opposition to the ‘egalitarian cosmology’. Below is a depiction
of the two gender cosmologies put forth by Ayesha Chaudhry.
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As Chaudry explains, in the patriarchal cosmology, ‘[m]en have direct, unfettered access to
God, but women’s relationship to God is mediated by men, who must oversee their wives’ moral wellbeing. In contrast, in the egalitarian idealised cosmology, men and women possess equal human worth
before God, so every individual has an independent relationship to the divine’ (Chaudhry, 2015:12).
The issue of disciplinary privilege undermines assertation that men and women have equal status in
Islam. Whether or not this disciplinary privilege takes a violent form, the implication remains that
women – or wives – are accountable to their husbands, rather than to God directly. This intercessor
in their relationship with God undermines a core Islamic tenet of tawḥīd. In the diagram above,
Chaudhry makes the distinction between men/husbands, and wives/women in the two cosmologies,
as in the egalitarian cosmology, ‘gender is constructed anew’, and ‘the marital relationship no longer
holds a sacred post above all other relationships’ (ibid.). Scholars point out the conflict in the belief
that women/wives must obey men/husbands with the Islamic tenet of sole obedience to God. Aziza
Abdel-Halim writes in her text on the position of women in Islam that ‘God rewards each individual,
male or female, for his or her own deeds. Every Muslim is answerable only to God for his or her own
deeds or misdeeds’ (Abdel-Halim, 2008:58). Abdel-Halim also argues that there is no stipulation within
Islam that women – or any people – have to obey other humans – ‘Muslims have an obligation of
unconditional obedience to Allah (SWT) and to the Prophet’s commands (PBUH), but not to
unconditionally obey commands from human beings. This applies to relationships between members
of a family or community’ (Abdel-Halim, 2008:40). Abdel-Halim uses examples of Qur’ān verses and
aḥādīth to support her argument that Muslim women hold the full ability and right to make their own
decisions without interference or permission from their husbands. In verse 4:34 and Muslim legal
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tradition more broadly, this patriarchal cosmology and the belief that women must obey men arises
from the word qiwamah. Drawing on Gilligan’s expression, Ziba Mir-Hosseini describes the juristic
concepts qiwamah and wilayah15 as the ‘DNA of patriarchy’, and that ‘[t]hose who seek to establish
an egalitarian construction of gender rights in Muslim contexts must address and redefine the
understanding of these legal concepts in line with contemporary notions of justice, in which gender
equality is inherent’ (Mir-Hosseini, 2018:35).
Some scholars who contextualise verse 4:34 within concepts of 7th century marital
relationships consequently believe that the verse lacks applicability within contemporary marriages.
As Amina Wadud argues, within a social context where women’s primary role was the continuation of
population through child-bearing and rearing, Islam allocated men responsibility to match women’s
pivotal and integral role of motherhood – ‘For simple balance and justice in creation, and to avoid
oppression, his responsibility must be equally significant to the continuation of the human race. The
Qur’ān establishes his responsibility as qiwamah: seeing to it that the woman is not burdened with
additional responsibilities which jeopardize that primary demanding responsibility only she can fulfil
(Wadud, 1999:73). However, again, the changing nature of marriage in differing social contexts means
that even the financial maintenance aspect of verse 4:34 may have differing implications in
contemporary times. As Wadud goes on to argue – as do other scholars – such a gendered social
structure is not so simple in a contemporary context –

This ideal scenario establishes an equitable and mutually dependent relationship. However, it does not
allow for many of today’s realities. What happens in societies experiencing a population overload, such
as China? What happens in capitalistic societies like America, where a single income is no longer
sufficient to maintain a reasonable comfortable lifestyle? What happens when a woman is barren?
Does she still deserve qiwamah like other women? What happens to the balance of responsibility when
the man cannot provide materially, as was often the case during slavery and post-slaver US? All of these
issues cannot be resolved if we look narrowly at verse 4:34. Therefore, the Qur’an must eternally be
reviewed with regard to human exchange and mutual responsibility between males and females
(Wadud, 1999:73).

Welchman writes of qiwamah,
Perhaps the most explicit articulation of qiwamah in the marital relationship under Muslim personal
status laws is the equation that sets the husband’s obligation to maintain his wife… against the wife’s
corresponding obligation to obey her husband. This is a formulation that Moors (1995) describes as the
‘gender contract’ (Welchman, 2018:133-134).

15

Walayah, or wali is the concept of guardianship or protectorship. This is primary used with reference to men
being wali over others – namely their children, wives, and/or female family members.
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Balancing maintenance with obedience links the concept of qiwamun with the next controversial
aspect of 4:34, iḍribūhunna. When wives do not uphold their end of the relationship obligations – to
obey as a reciprocation to maintenance – then according to some interpretations and translations of
verse 4:34, husbands have the authority to physically punish their wives to elicit obedience. The word
‘iḍribūhunna’ is commonly translated as ‘beat’, ‘hit’, ‘slap’, ‘spank’, or, some have argued, ‘separate’
(Silvers, 2006:172). Some scholars have also added words or supplementary information to their
translations, such as ‘beat (lightly)’ (Ali, 2005:91), ‘hit’ [a single slap] (Abdel Haleem, 2010:54), or ‘beat
[symbolically with a handkerchief, straw, or other instrument that will do no physical harm]’ (Barlas,
2002:188; Dunn & Kellison, 2010:18). These translations and the addition of the adjectives/footnotes
imply or outright direct that the physical punishment is intended to be painless and/or symbolic, or
with minimal pain at most. It is also put forth as a last resort.
While there is disagreement on how best to translate this verse, most translations, if not
explicitly allowing domestic violence, do allow a husband to have a certain level of disciplinary
privileges. There has, however, been growing arguments from Muslim feminists that call for
reinterpretation and translation of this verse to prevent Islam being used as a justification for domestic
violence. One argument sometimes used is the belief in the historical and ongoing mistranslation of
the word iḍribūhunna. Asma Barlas is one scholar who suggests there has been a mistranslation of
verse 4:34. She argues, ‘the “hierarchy verses,” they comprise 0.01 per cent of the Qur’an and we can
also read them in a manner differently than they have been read. For example, the root of the word
that is translated/ interpreted as “strike” in verse 4:34 — a translation that seems to justify “wife
beating” — also means to leave, cite (to authorities), go away from and so on’ (Barlas, 2019). In light
of the different possible translations, Barlas argues that it is up to humans to decide what
interpretation they choose, and the fault often lies there, rather than with the text itself (Barlas, 2019).
Similarly, Ahmed Ali maintains that the Qur’ān never permitted wife beating, translating the verse as
‘...As for women you fear are averse, talk to them persuasively; then leave them alone in bed (without
molesting them) and go to bed with them (when they are willing)’ (Ali, 1993:78). Laleh Bakhtiar
translates verse 4:34 as ‘…And those whose resistance you fear, then admonish them, and abandon
them in their sleeping places and go away from them…’ (Bakhtiar, 2007:94). Feminist scholars have
put forth alternative translations of verse 4:34, in direct challenge to what they see as an historical
and ongoing injustice in translation and interpretation.
Some scholarship on verse 4:34 utilises the Prophet’s sunnah to argue against any
interpretation of verse 4:34 that permits physical punishment. Using prophetic reports to justify a
certain interpretation of a Qur’ān verse is a common way to encourage further inspection and
understanding. There are two prophetic reports that illuminate the Prophet Muhammad’s stance on
80

physically harming his wives. The first, reported by cA’isha, reads, ‘Allah’s messenger never beat
anyone with his hand, neither a woman nor a servant, but only, in the case when he had been fighting
in the cause of Allah… (Sahih Muslim, 2328a). This hadith demonstrates the Prophet’s belief in nonviolence to settle disputes, except the event of warfare. Aysha Chaudhry highlights cA’isha’s reference
of the Prophet hitting ‘neither a woman nor a servant’, the implication being that this is particularly
remarkable, as women and slaves would normally be ‘the obvious recipients of violence’ (Chaudhry,
2011:420-21). Abdullah Saeed likewise argues that when understood holistically, with the knowledge
of hadith and that the Prophet Muhammad did not beat his wives, verse 4:34 should not be used as
permission for marital violence (Saeed, 2008:131). Muhammad Abdel Haleem also wrote, ‘It should
be remembered that the Qur’an mentions ‘beating’ only once, even though it talks about serious
difficulties in marriage in several chapters… It should also be remembered that the Prophet, who is
the model for all Muslims, never hit any of his wives. He also said: ‘The best of you are those that are
best in treating their wives’, ‘It is only a good man who treats women well, and only a mean man treats
them badly’, ‘Is any one of you who beats his wife not ashamed to beat her and then sleep with her?’
(Abdel Haleem, 2001:53) Ayesha Chaudhry writes of the application and understanding of prophetic
traditions and religious texts in light of contemporary mores, ‘A close reading of hadith texts
demonstrate that prophetic reports also capture a Prophet who resisted the patriarchal impulse. In
engaging with prophetic reports and applying creative hermeneutical strategies to the reading of each
hadiths, Muslim feminists may be able to recover a corpus of prophetic reports that support a reform
of Islamic law with an eye to gender egalitarianism. Though this approach may be deemed selective
and disingenuous, this is precisely how prophetic reports have always appeared in Muslim writings, in
the pre- and postcolonial periods’ (Chaudhry, 2018:103-4). The Prophet’s sunnah, like in the case of
the previously discussed verse and traditions, is utilised to demonstrate preferable conduct in light of
a verse that can appear to promote male superiority and patriarchal practices. Contextualising verse
4:34 within the Qur’ān itself, the specific occasion of revelation, the context of 7th century Arabia more
broadly, and the Prophet’s personal behaviour with regards to the treatment of his wives has led to
feminist scholars and Muslims discouraging the implementation of verse 4:34 and any implication that
husbands have authority and/or disciplinary privileges over their wives. As Asma Barlas writes of the
historical and ongoing patriarchal Qur’ān exegesis,

[A]s I see it, Muslim patriarchies are hanging by one of the flimsiest ideological threads in history. This
is not only because they have hung an ontology of sexual oppression on a scandalously few lines in the
Qur’an but also because they have done so by suppressing all that is egalitarian in Islam and by
corrupting our very conception of God. For observant Muslims, the Qur’an is the word of a God who,
the Qur’an says, does not transgress against the rights of another (God is just), forbids coercion in
religion and is beyond sex/gender. I fear that as long as we continue to project sexual partisanship and
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injustice onto this God by interpreting the Qur’an as a patriarchal text, we will be no better than the
‘illiterates who know not the Book/But [see therein their own] desires,/and they do nothing but
conjecture’ (2:78) (Barlas, 2016:34).

Encouraging an egalitarian cosmology over a patriarchal cosmology is the goal of many feminist
scholars seeking Islamic gender justice. Going back to the Qur’ān and arguing against certain
popularised patriarchal interpretations in favour of a feminist reinterpretation – or un-interpretation
- is one way to reclaim these verses from the ‘ontology of sexual oppression’ that patriarchy
perpetuates.

2.4. Tackling gender inequality in Australian Muslim communities today
Although there are several well-known authors, academics, and public figures who publicly
advocate their belief in Islam’s compatibility with feminism, research on the everyday Australian
Muslim women’s response to sexist interpretations of their faith is largely non-existent. Literature on
Muslim communities in Australia predominantly focus on three general areas: Information on Islam
and Muslims, including demographics and traditions (Saeed, 2003; Kabir, 2005; Akbarzadeh & Saeed,
2001); immigration, both historical and current, including research on refugees and asylum seekers
(Jones & Kenny, 2010; Voloder, 2017; Northcote et al, 2006); and, most predominantly, racism and
islamophobia, including the gendered discrimination faced by Muslim women (Abdel-Fattah, 2017;
Akbarzadeh, 2016; Briskman, 2015; Iner et al., 2017; Iner et al., 2019; Yasmeen, 2010).
Despite this established research being fundamental to acquiring knowledge on Muslim
communities in Australia, as well as educating the general public on the diverse nature of Australian
society, it is largely peripheral information in relation to this research. There is evidently a paucity of
scholarship on Muslim women’s movements in the Australian context, a limitation that this research
aims to reduce. The discussion of the work of those who have laid the foundations for scholarship,
research, and discussions on Islamic feminism and gender movements in the Australian context has
served as a basis for forming this research.
One notable work that must be highlighted is Susan Carland’s Doctoral thesis on Muslim women
fighting sexism in their respective Australian and North American communities. Carland’s research
focuses on how Muslim women in the Australian and North American context are actively encouraging
change within their Muslim communities to remedy sexist practices. Of the twenty-four women
interviewed, seventeen were North American, and seven were Australian. Carland’s interviewees
included well-known names in the field such as Amina Wadud, Asra Nomani, Asma Barlas, and Laleh
Bakhtiar amongst others. Her thesis puts the interviewees’ voices at the forefront of her research and
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the inclusion of these important and influential women in the field of Islamic feminist scholarship
makes her thesis particularly useful in and of itself, but also as a point of reference for this research.
Furthermore, the aforementioned observation of the tension

scrutinising

questioning

knowledge production (Carland, 2015:107) trend provides an innovative insight into how Muslim
women orchestrate change in the face of sexist and oppressive practices. Carland’s thesis can be
considered ground-breaking research in the field, particularly in relation to Australian women
encouraging gender equality within Muslim communities. However, as distinct from this research,
Carland’s thesis focuses predominantly on North American women, and in particular, North American
women who are highly educated, and whose professions largely revolve around reforming genderrelations within Muslim communities (Carland, 2015:62).
Carland’s research shows many similarities between the North American and Australian women
fighting sexism within Muslim communities. Yet one interesting trend her research showed was the
tendency for her Australian interviewees to wish to remain anonymous. Of the seventeen North
American women she interviewed, only two wished to remain anonymous, one of these two citing
safety reasons relating to domestic violence, the other citing work requirements for anonymity
(Carland, 2015:54). In contrast, of the Australian women interviewed, all seven wished to remain
anonymous. Carland states that,

There was a genuine concern amongst all Australian women I interviewed that other Muslims would
discover what they had said, and that this would have a damaging impact on their professional
reputations for continued community work. These women seemed slightly fearful (Carland, 2015:54).

Although having anonymous participants does not diminish the quality of research, it may indicate
that more Australian Muslim women have reservations about discussing and/or criticising practices
and attitudes relating to gender-equality within their communities. As a result of Carland’s experience,
it was expected that this tendency for Australian women to opt for anonymity when speaking out
against sexism would similarly arise in this research. This was not the case. Perhaps Australian Muslims
are now, six years later, are becoming more open to holding these discussions publicly.
Whether anonymous or identifiable, Australian Muslim women navigate a complex sociopolitical context when speaking about gender justice for women. Sarah Malik describes how ‘visibly
public’ Muslim women in Australia are faced with an impossible paradox; they must, on the one hand,
‘display a powerful front to discount the racialized narrative and public appetite for Muslim women
as only oppressed, silent victims’ while at the same time, attempt to limit a perceived justification for
Islamophobia on the grounds of pervasive sexist practices within Muslim communities (Malik, 2017).
Malik believes that ‘[t]his is why Muslim discussion around gender reform are not public in Australia:
because of the fear that they will act as ammunition for racialised violence against already deeply
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marginalised communities’ (Malik, 2017). This phenomenon is not unique to Muslim women in
Australia and is often referred to as the ‘double bind’ (this concept will be discussed further in Chapter
Six) (Abdel-Fattah, 2017; Carland, 2015:151; Hussein, 2010). Shakira Hussein, in her text on Australian
Muslim women facing this dilemma defines the double bind as the position Muslim women find
themselves in when they are caught between patriarchy and racism; ‘Muslim women feel constrained
in expressing dissatisfaction with their communities’ gender norms by the likelihood that their voices
will be appropriated by those hostile to Muslims in general’ (Hussein, 2010:159-60).
The double bind can also affect Muslim women’s access to domestic and family violence
services and resources. In Hayley Gleeson and Julia Baird’s investigation into religion and domestic
violence, they found the pervasive attitude towards sexism that manifested itself in gendered violence
within Australia’s Muslim communities is one of silence and minimisation (Gleeson & Baird, 2017).
This silencing and minimising is usually in the form of religious leaders encouraging women to stay in
violent relationships under the guise that they will be rewarded by God for being patient. According
to Silma Ihram, President of the Australian Muslim Women’s Association, there is such a reluctance
for the community to publicly address gendered issues such as domestic violence “because it’s seen
as adding to the Islamophobic narrative - which we are already struggling under” (Gleeson & Baird,
2017). The double bind for Australian women has real and damaging consequences. However some
scholars, such as Christina Ho, recognise that there are a growing number of Australian Muslim women
who are battling against the double bind to speak out about issues of importance, such as gendered
violence within their religious communities, and women’s access to community organisations and
mosques (Ho, 2007:296). Carland notes that it is possible that tensions have reached a crux, where
Muslim women ‘have to determine whether the greatest good lies with where the biggest negative
response resides: is it facilitating Islamophobia, or angering their religious community?’ (Carland,
2015:152). For Carland’s research participants, the positives of standing up for their Muslim sisters
and not letting patriarchal interpretations corrupt their religion, outweigh the potential for their
activism to be used against them in Islamophobic rhetoric (Carland, 2015).
In the public arena, one well-known Australian Muslim woman attempting to dispel notions of
Islam’s incompatibility with feminism is Australian engineer, author, and journalist, Yassmin AbdelMagied. Abdel-Magied has garnered much attention in the past several years, even describing herself
as ‘the most publicly hated Muslim in Australia’ (Abdel-Magied, 2017). She is outspoken in her belief
in the compatibility of feminism and Islam, and describes herself as asserting her identity in a way that
challenges her place in the world to draw people’s awareness towards their own privilege and status
(ibid.). Abdel-Magied is defiant in her resistance towards both bigotry and Islamophobia from nonMuslims, as well as sexism and oppression of women within Muslim communities. She recognises that
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this places her in a position where she is facing tension from both sides, as if she is ‘banging a drum
no one wants to hear, because the discussion makes them uncomfortable’ (Abdel-Magied, 2016:317).
In 2018, Yassmin Abdel-Magied hosted an ABC documentary miniseries that focuses on the
global fashion industry’s responses to the growing market of ‘Modest fashion’ and ‘the Australian
Muslim women who are breaking stereotypes in style’ (ABC, 2018). The series aims to highlight the
relationship between Muslims and the fashion industry, particularly with relation to the historical
neglect and underrepresentation of Muslim women, something which is only now being slowly
rectified. Abdel-Magied, a long-time advocate of ḥijābi women’s rights and freedoms to dress as they
choose, speaks about contentions surrounding the ḥijāb being a product of patriarchy:

“This is a space to celebrate [ḥijābi women] in all their diversity… The rhetoric around Muslim women’s
clothing is a neat intersection between that patriarchal urge, and a deeper prejudice against Muslims that
has historical roots… we have a long way to go before we reach true, transformative equality”
(Chamseddine, 2018).

Abdel-Magied’s activism has drawn much ire in Australia’s public debate on Islam, Muslims, and
women’s rights. In an official media release, Liberal senator Eric Abetz stated that ‘while hundreds of
thousands of women have bravely protested, in the face of arrest and imprisonment, to be freed from
the oppression of the hijab, we have the ABC in Australia championing the oppressive symbol with
taxpayers’ money’ (Abetz, 2018). This is just one of many damning public comments made in response
to Abdel-Magied’s protests against patriarchal culture and anti-Muslim bigotry, something she
believes to be endemic within Australian society.
Another notable Australian woman at the front of discussions on women’s rights and Islam in
the Australian context is academic and lecturer Christina Ho. Ho has written a number of journal
articles on Muslim women, Islamophobia, and gender issues in contemporary Australia. Ho draws a
connection between Islamophobia and colonialism, arguing that ‘concern’ for Muslim women by
white Australians has become a means for the articulation of a paternalistic and anti-Muslim
nationalism’ (Ho, 2007:290). The result of such paternalistic attitudes expressed under the guise of
counteracting the perceived misogyny embedded within Islamic culture is a silencing of Muslim
women (and men) who see their religion as a tool for opposing patriarchy. As previously mentioned,
Christina Ho writes about the consequences of the double bind, which restricts Australian Muslim
women from addressing problems with patriarchy within their own communities, and Islamophobia
without. Colonial feminists, she argues, jeopardise Muslim women’s ability to confront social
problems in their own communities, as their criticisms risk being absorbed into the dominant
discourse of anti-Muslim bigotry. Speaking out about such social issues – in particular issues relating
to gender inequality in a political climate that has pre-defined Islam as oppressive - provides non85

Muslims with more ‘evidence’ of the ‘inherent’ misogyny of Islamic culture and faith (Ho, 2007:219).
It also provides ammunition for those wishing to attack multiculturalism and/or curtail the
immigration of people from ‘alien’ cultures (ibid.).
Ho has also addressed the misogynistic focus on veiling and the ḥijāb, arguing that the public
focus on the ḥijāb and ‘sharica Law’ are ‘narrow debates’ that have ‘served to silence the experiences
and the concerns of Muslim women and of scholars and community workers who engage the
intersections of gender, race and religion’ (Ho & Dreher, 2009:114). Ho remains one of the few
scholars in the Australian field of Islamic studies who focuses predominantly on women’s issues,
particularly in relation to the conflict between Islamophobia and Islamic patriarchy. Her work
highlights the experiences of Muslim women who feel side-lined in the public debate on Islam,
Muslims, and the in/compatibility with Australian society, despite the fact that these debates often
centre on issues specifically relevant to women’s rights.
Prominent Australian academic Abdullah Saeed is another well-known advocate for Islam’s
compatibility with gender equality. Saeed’s extensive body of work on Muslims in Australia is heavily
cited, discussed, and frames much of the discussion on topics relating to Islam within the Australian
context. Saeed has been clear on his belief that Islam pronounces equality between men and women.
In his work, The Qur’an: An Introduction, Saeed argues that the Qur’ān does not entrench gender
discrimination as religious law. Rather, he blames historically biased interpretations for the patriarchal
practices present within Muslim communities today (Saeed, 2008:14-15). In another of his works,
Saeed discusses practices such as gender segregation and other cultural norms and values that are
often demeaning to women and serve the purpose of restricting women’s roles and visibility in public
life. In Saeed’s view, these practices are justified using dubious interpretations and ‘selective reading’
of some religious texts (Saeed, 2013). Saeed is staunch in his belief that men and women are equal in
the eyes of God, believing women to be independent individuals who have the same rights and
responsibilities as men, and whose only differences are biological (Saeed, 2003:162-4). Saeed’s
scholarship is well-respected in the field of Islamic studies. Although he does not solely focus on
women’s rights, a significant portion of his work does address women’s issues and debates on gender
in Islam. The endorsement of Islam’s compatibility with gender equality by one of the foremost
authorities in the field of Islamic studies in Australia is no doubt a legitimising aspect for Islamic
feminism.
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2.5. Conclusion
This chapter has provided the context of this research through examining the literature on the
historical and contemporary background to Islamic gender movements both in Australia and abroad.
There is a long history of powerful and influential Muslim women defying stereotypes by lobbying for
increased rights as endorsed by Islam. The Prophet Muhammad’s wife, cA’isha is one such woman who
is still revered by Muslim feminists to this day for her refusal to stay silent in the face of patriarchal
practices. Later education reforms allowed Muslim women to begin their own interpretation of Islamic
texts, showing that many of the patriarchal practices the Islamic world had known were not present
when Muslim women began interpreting the Qur’ān free from ‘the patriarchal cataract.’ However, it
wasn’t until the late twentieth century that Islamic feminism took the form we see today. Scholarship
and re-interpretation by Muslim women such as Leila Ahmed, Asma Barlas, Amina Wadud, and Margot
Badran showed the possibility of practising a form of Islam that supported rather than undermined a
belief in gender equality. The large body of literature that endorses such a notion employs the key
arguments of the trend in methods of Islamic feminist investigation as outlined by Aysha Hidayatullah.
The literature on gender equality and women’s movements in Islam confirms Hidayatullah’s belief that
these common methods are key to arguing for women’s equal status in Islam.
It has been shown that throughout history to this day there have been many Muslim women,
all around the globe, who have been, and still are, attempting to reinterpret (or un-interpret) their
faith to conform to a gender-positive understanding of Islam. Australian society is not immune to
these women’s movements, with many Australian Muslim women practicing their faith in a way that
aligns with a belief in gender equality. Although the literature on Islamic feminism in the Australian
context is limited, the literature that is available also follows the aforementioned trends outlined by
Hidayatullah. Academics such as Abdullah Saeed and Christina Ho continue to argue for both the
Qur’ān’s endorsement of gender equality, as well as for the amplification of Muslim women’s voices
in the debate on Islam and gender issues in Australia. The Australian Islamic feminism scene is growing,
with public figures such as Yassmin Abdel-Magied becoming well-known across differing segments of
Australian society (albeit often for controversial reasons). Furthermore, Susan Carland’s research can
be considered groundbreaking, showing the many ways that influential Australian Muslim women are
actively changing attitudes inside and outside their communities.
This literature review shows that there is a large amount of space for research on Australian
Islamic feminism. This thesis provides evidence that Islam and feminism are not incompatible, and
shows that the “patriarchal cataract” does not have to be the default when interpreting and practising
Islam. What an analysis on the literature on Islamic feminism and gender movements in Australia does
reveal however, is that there is a gap in research on precisely how Australian Muslim women have
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achieved a gender-positive interpretation of their faith. There are undoubtedly many Australian
Muslims who believe in the compatibility of Islam and gender equality. Yet there is a paucity of
information of the logistics and reality of coming to such a belief, as well as the struggle with aspects
of the religion that have traditionally been used to condone patriarchal practices. This is a limitation
this research has addressed. Rather than focus on whether or not there are Australian Muslim women
who believe in both Islam and gender equality - there are – this thesis focuses on how these Australian
Muslim women practise their faith in a gender-positive way.
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Chapter Three: Pro-Faith Gender Equality
This chapter investigates the research question what does the term ‘gender equality’ mean to
Australian Muslim women? Through addressing this research question, this chapter will elucidate
what participants mean when they talk about ‘gender equality’, identifying commonalities in
paramaters between participants. This chapter will also discuss feminism, complementarianism,
egalitarianism, hostile and benevolent sexism, and their impacts on the goal of gender equality.

3.1. What is ‘gender equality’?
The first question posed by this research surrounds the term ‘gender equality’- what does it
mean, and how can it be defined? For some people, gender equality means a belief in the complete
and unconditional intellectual equality of all genders. For others, gender equality simply means men
and women have equal value, though not necessarily interchangeable roles. Each individual’s idea of
what does and does not constitute gender equality is personal, subjective, and relative to certain
contexts. It was an important part of this research, underpinned by the theoretical framework of
standpoint feminism, to avoid imposing the researcher’s personal and/or narrow parameters of
gender equality onto the research participants. Each participant gave a different definition of what
they believe gender equality means, whether that be completely interchangeable gender roles, or the
idea that genders are ‘equal but different’ and have separate roles and responsibilities. It was initially
the researcher’s belief that including women who believe in the complementarianist concept of
“different but equal” would undermine this research. However, throughout the course of the
interviews it became clear that attempting to filter out women who did not fit in with the researcher’s
defined parameters of gender equality was in effect imposing the researcher’s personal beliefs upon
research participants. This imposition contradicted the theoretical framework of standpoint feminism.
The aim of this research is to understand the beliefs of Australian Muslim women. Each participant is
therefore entitled to their own definition of what does and does not constitute gender equality.
It is imperative to dissect and discuss participants’ various understandings of gender equality,
as the idea that genders are ‘equal but different’ can sometimes serve to reinforce and perpetuate
traditional gender roles damaging to all genders. At the same time, the belief that gender roles are
interchangeable due to their basis in the socialisation of genders that relegates women into
subservient roles did not sit well with some participants’ religious beliefs. For some participants, a
happy medium was achieved where their faith supported and/or caused their belief in gender
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equality. For others, their belief in gender equality sometimes sat at odds with Islamic traditions and
principles.
What must first be noted in participants’ definitions of gender equality was the common
assertion that they believed in gender equity, not gender equality. One participant, Chloe, explained
her preference from the term ‘equity’ over ‘equality’ to draw the focus onto ‘equitable mechanisms
that are required to get us to a stage of equality’ (Chloe, QLD: 21/09/2019.3.1.). Several participants
likewise raised this concern over the use of the word ‘equality’. However, within this research – and
like Chloe has mentioned above - the idea of ‘gender equality’ is something to be achieved, not
something that is already existent. Using the term ‘gender equality’ does not mean treating all genders
the same. Rather, it means recognising that some people are marginalised and held back due to
aspects of their identity, and correcting for this through equitable means, to achieve equality for all.
Gender equality is a belief and a goal, and equity is the means for realising it.
The foremost point that all participants agreed upon is the belief that Islam supports and/or
forms their belief in gender equality. All participants expressed their opinion that Islam and gender
equality are correlative rather than contradictory. The role of Islam in forming their belief in gender
equality, however, varied from participant to participant. Another prominent theme that emerged
from the participants’ definitions of gender equality was a belief in equal rights, opportunities, and
equality before the law. 68% of participants saw legislative equality as paramount to gender equality.
Furthermore, 60% of participants believed in the reversal of traditional gender roles as an indication
of gender equality. Physical differences were mentioned by 34% of participants. These physical
differences – when talking about cisgendered men and women - may have an impact on gender roles
if a couple chooses to have children. Aside from these several themes, there was little else consistent
across the participants’ views on what constitutes gender equality. The following table outlines the
most common parameters of gender equality mentioned by the fifty participants in their definition of
gender equality. The prompt question for this was, ‘Can you tell me what the term ‘gender equality’
means to you?’ Many participants mentioned more than one of the following parameters.
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Parameter of Gender Equality
Islam supports and/or promotes gender equality
Equal rights, opportunities, and equality before the law

No. of participants
50
34

Gender roles are always reversible (if one so chooses)
Acknowledging physical differences
Equality in the workplace (equal pay)
Providing equity for women
Family roles should be based on teamwork, not dictated by gender

30
17
14
12
10

Responsibilities in the home should be shared
Genders are intellectually equal
Gender roles are sometimes reversible (exceptions to the rule)
Genders are spiritually equal

9
8
6
4

3.2. Nature or nurture?
A contentious topic within discussions on gender equality is the nature versus nurture debate.
Many participants spoke of women being “nurturers”. When asked whether this nurturing role
women often took on – by choice or not – was based on something natural and inherent in women,
or whether it was a result of socialisation, there was a mixed response.

Nature v. Nurture
Traditional gender roles are caused by the socialisation of genders.
Traditional gender roles are dictated by the nature of each gender.
Traditional gender roles are based on both socialisation and natural
strengths of genders.
Roles come naturally, but are dictated by an individual's inherent
strengths, not their gender.
Views not expressed

No. of participants
10
5
9
14
12

Five women (10%) believed that women have a biological aptitude for taking on the role of
primary caregiver. Indeed, two women said it was a woman’s responsibility to do so. When asked what
her beliefs were surrounding gender roles, one participant, Davira, responded that men and women
are ‘equal, but they have different roles’. When asked what those roles were, Davira said it was her
belief that the woman ‘care[s] for the children’ while man is ‘the head of the family’, and is
‘responsible for earning money for the family’. Davira also believes that women should have the same
opportunities to work outside the home as men, yet should still take responsibility for the domestic
work, ‘because that’s the main responsibility for women – to take care of the children.’ In this respect,
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choosing to work would inevitably result in women taking on not only domestic caretaking
responsibilities, but adding to that work commitments as well (Davira, VIC: 17/04/2019).
Similarly, Safia also believed that women are responsible for looking after children, while men
are responsible for looking after the family financially. Safia argued that women are naturally better
at raising children through the emotional bond fostered between mother and child through the
duration of pregnancy. Fathers have not experienced the hardship of pregnancy and birth, and are
therefore less bonded with their children. Although Safia believes that women are naturally better at
looking after children, she also says that there are exceptions to this, and there are situations where
‘not all mothers are motherly and not all fathers are fatherly’. In these situations, or in situations
where a father is unable to provide for his family due to illness, the gender roles can be reversed (Safia,
VIC: 29/05/2019).
On the other side of the nature versus nurture debate was the belief that gendered roles in a
family are the result of socialisation. Ten participants (20%) agreed that while women may typically
be more likely to stay home and take care of the domestic sphere, including children, this was not
because women are naturally more nurturing or more skilled at cooking and cleaning. Rather, these
traditional gender roles that most heterosexual couples take on are a result of men being socialised
towards leadership, breadwinning roles, and women being socialised towards more domestic,
caregiving roles. Sara argued that while women are biologically able to nurture, the resulting societal
push for women to become primary caregivers is ‘unfair’ (Sara, QLD: 24/09/2019.3.2.). Sara argues
that biological factors aside, parents have an equal responsibility to care for their children. Most
women’s anatomical ability to bring a child into the world should not relegate her to the role of
primary caregiver once the child is born, unless she wishes to be. The birth of a child is the point where
the caretaking responsibilities become shared. Fathers should take on parental responsibilities in
other areas to make up for the aspects of parenthood that are restricted to women because of
physiological differences, e.g. breastfeeding.
Nine participants (18%) believed that the gender roles that men and women typically fall into
are both a result of nature and nurture according to Ajna, genders have natural aptitudes, but there
can be exceptions to this. Gender equality, to her, is about the genders complementing each other’s
strengths (Ajna, VIC: 20/05/2019.3.3.). When asked whether the differences in strengths between the
genders she perceives are socialised or natural, Ajna said that she felt that it is a combination of the
two. Although Ajna perceives men and women to be stronger in different areas, she contends that
women can be in any line of work, even traditionally male-dominated ones, and that in some
situations, the gender roles can be reversed, as an exception to the rule. As a woman in the male-
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dominated field of physics, Ajna sees herself as an example of someone who is an exception to the
rule. Another important point Ajna brings up in talking about gender equality for Muslim women is
the role of race as a barrier to achieve equality, particularly equality in the workforce. Ajna speaks of
the ‘old men’s club’ of ‘old white men’ making it difficult for women – and Muslim women in particular
– to make changes within certain fields (Ajna, VIC: 20/05/2019). However, in speaking of the difficulty
for women in attempting to break into high-paying white male-dominated fields, Ajna draws a link
between gendered skills and the lack of women working in these fields. In Ajna’s own field – STEM
(Science, Technology, Engineering, and Medicine) – one of the most common forms of discrimination
is women being treated as less competent because of their gender (Funk and Parker, 2018). The belief
that women are less suited to certain careers and industries because of their gender is a significant
barrier for women achieving economic and social equality. Ajna sees herself as an exception to such
rules surrounding women’s natural and socialised aptitudes. Yet it is such perceived rules that
disincentive women from pursuing male-dominated careers, and that discriminates against them if
they do.
The largest category of belief regarding the nature versus nurture debate was the belief that
it is nature that dictates a person’s skills and attributes. However, this is not nature as dictated by
gender, but nature as dictated by the differentiation of individuals. 14 participants (28%) fell into this
category. When asked about her thoughts on traditional gender roles, Zayn described her belief that
people’s inherent attributes are related not to gender, but to the fact that every person is created as
an individual (Zayn, NSW: 5/07/2019.3.4.). When asked about her views whether she believes
socialisation has influence in creating gender stereotypes, she responded that society can push people
into roles they do not necessarily desire (Zayn, NSW: 5/07/2019.3.5.). Aside from the physiological
differences relating to the task of bearing and nurturing children – which she is clear to avoid
downplaying - Zayn does not see gender as indicator of an individual’s talents or skillset. Rather, the
role, goals, and ambitions in life are down to each individual’s personal attributes and inclinations.
Zayn describes fighting back against the social expectations of her gender, which dictate her worth as
a woman based on how well she subscribes to work that is “traditionally” valued. Instead, Zayn
deviates from this social script to continue her creative endeavours and commit time to self-care. For
Zayn, individual’s souls ‘would [not] be compartmentalised on the basis of gender, or even sex… we
need to transcend the boundaries that we’ve defined in this world, in order to reach our potential,
which is unlimited’ (Zayn, NSW: 5/07/2019).
Another participant, Aaminah, also believes that biology with relation to sex and gender does
not and should not dictate what roles people take on in life. Aaminah is a feminine/androgynouspresenting non-binary person, and much of their writing and activism surrounds LGBTIQIA+ rights.
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Aaminah speaks of their belief that biologically, there are so few differences between the sexes that
certain aptitudes towards traditional gender roles cannot be natural or inherent in cisgendered men
and women (Aaminah, QLD: 18/10/2019.3.6.). Like Zayn and many others, Aaminah believes that
there is a social need for caring roles and breadwinning roles, but these should be dictated by an
individual’s strengths and desires in life, not by their gender. As a feminine/androgynous presenting
non-binary person, Aaminah is already pushing back against societal expectations of their assigned
gender at birth, their real gender, and their gender presentation. Biologically, Aaminah argues, there
are so few differences between the sexes, and yet society dictates gendered roles based on these
sexes. These roles are not only harmful for cisgendered people, but also harmful for those whose
assigned gender at birth as dictated by their sex is not in line with their true gender and/or their gender
expression.

3.3. The effects of gendered roles
The belief that roles – particularly in the home – should be dictated by gender, with women
taking on a domestic, caregiving role, and men taking on the leadership and breadwinning roles is
called complementarianism. To understand how complementarianism is seen by some women as a
form of sexism, the concept of ambivalent sexism must be outlined.
According to Glick and Fiske, there are two types of discrimination that make up ambivalent
sexism - hostile sexism, and benevolent sexism. Hostile sexism comes in the form of overt antipathy
towards members of the opposite sex, while benevolent sexism is subjectively favourable, yet
patronizing, beliefs about women (Glick & Fiske, 2001:116). Both are harmful, yet the latter is subtler,
and is often in the form of subjectively favourable treatment of women in isolated incidents (for
example, opening a door for a woman, paying for a meal or drink, or buying a woman a gift). Since
these cases, on an individual level, can be seen as benefiting the receiver of this treatment, benevolent
sexism is often excused as a form of sexism and used as a way to argue that women receive
preferential treatment in cases where men do not. This can therefore be used as a way to manipulate
women into maintaining traditional gender roles where men are the protectors and maintainers while
women are the deferential “damsels in distress.” There is a strong correlation between hostile sexism
and benevolent sexism. Both benevolent sexism and hostile sexism predict gender equality on
objective national indicators (e.g. degree to which women inhabit high-power positions) in a diverse
set of nations (Glick & Fiske, 2001:180). At an individual level, hostile sexism and benevolent sexism
are two differing ways to achieve the same outcome: securing gender roles that work to men’s
advantage. Hostile sexism is targeted at non-traditional women through aggressively and directly
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punishing them for not conforming to gender roles, while benevolent sexism is targeted at traditional
women through rewarding them for conforming to gender roles (Glick & Fiske, 2001:180). The
perpetuation of benevolent sexism is also facilitated by women accepting such treatment as positive.
Because of the subjectively benevolent tone of benevolent sexism and the possibility that encouraging
this behaviour can work to women’s individual advantage (by securing rewards from men), many
women foster benevolently sexist attitudes (Glick & Fiske, 2001:116). However, benevolent sexism
attitudes ultimately work to disadvantage women collectively through rewarding them in the
immediate term for upholding conventional female roles that ultimately portray them as unequipped
to fill high-status, powerful roles (ibid.). Women’s relatively greater acceptance of benevolent sexism,
as opposed to hostile sexism, can be viewed as an unwillingness to ‘bite the hand that provides and
protects’ (Glick & Fiske, 2001:181). ‘The combination of benevolent sexism and hostile sexism
resembles a protection racket in which men provide both the threat [hostile sexism] and the solution
to that threat [benevolent sexism], with the price being women's compliance with conventional
gender roles and acceptance of patriarchy [emphasis added]’ (ibid.).
Complementarianism, as a principle that endorses traditional gender roles based on the same
beliefs that endorse and encourage benevolent sexism, can therefore be considered a contributing
cause to ongoing global gender inequality. As Glick and Fiske’s research has shown, women who
endorse benevolent sexism are more likely to excuse overtly sexist acts such as a husband forbidding
his wife to work outside of the home under the belief that this control is loving, protective behaviour.
Attitudes that validate roles based on gender rather than on individual experiences, qualities, and
skills, are contradictory to the ideals of feminism and gender equality. According to Australia’s
National Research Organisation for Women’s Safety (ANROWS), the foremost attitude that
undermines gender equality is belief in the idea that men and women are ‘naturally suited to perform
different tasks and responsibilities and have naturally distinctive, and often oppositional, personal
characteristics’ (Webster et al., 2017:9). That is, attitudes that promote rigid gender roles,
stereotypes, and expressions. This is not to say that women who choose to present as more typically
feminine and who take on a more traditional gender role are subscribing to and perpetuating notions
of benevolent sexism. Gender inequality arises through the assumption that women should adhere to
notions of femininity, and that men should adhere to notions of masculinity, and that those who
deviate from these two binaries are transgressing social norms. Aaminah is one such participant who
describes how gender expectations place limitations on people of all gender identities and
expressions, simply on the basis of deviation from a gender-normative, cisnormative, and
heteronormative status quo (Aaminah, QLD: 18/10/2019.3.7.). Notions of complementarianism and
benevolent sexism can overtly or covertly punish all genders for deviating from the expectation that
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male = man = masculine = leader/protector/provider, and female = woman = feminine =
mother/nurturer/supporter. On an individual level, when women choose to take on the typically
female role relating to domestic and caregiving work in the home, this arrangement can work well for
a family. However, when these individual cases, in sum, follow a trend where the vast majority of
mothers are taking on the role of primary caregiver, and the vast majority of fathers are taking on the
role of primary breadwinner, women’s social and economic position relative to men suffers long-term
consequences.
According to the most recent data on Australia’s Household, Income, and Labour Dynamics
survey (HILDA), while family employment patterns have shifted in the past few decades from the
typical family dynamic of a breadwinning father and stay-at-home mother, this shift is due to women
taking up employment outside of the home, while fathers’ employment patterns have not changed
(Baxter, 2019). Mothers are taking on work outside the home while continuing as the primary
caregiver (ibid.).

Source: HILDA. (Baxter, 2019).

As shown on the chart above, the majority of Australian mothers are taking on considerably
more domestic work than Australian fathers. This disparity exists both before and after a couple has
children (Wilkins et al. 2019:98). Fathers, on the other hand, take on a greater proportion of paid work
outside the home. It could be argued – and has by some participants in this research – that although
mothers are taking on the majority of domestic work, this is ‘evened out’ by the fact that the father is
working outside of the home and providing financial security. However, what the HILDA survey has
also shown is that even in families where the mother and father are earning the same, as well as in
families whether the mother is the primary breadwinner, women continue to take on the majority of
housework and child care responsibilities (ibid.). When asked about her thoughts on women taking on
unpaid labour in the home, 28 year old mother of three, Bahar, said that to her, there is no concept
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of the work in the home being ‘unpaid’, as her husband’s salary is paying for the things that she needs
(Bahar, VIC: 26/06/2019.3.8.). Bahar argues that the work she does around the home is not unpaid,
as her husband provides for her with his wages. If she was required to work outside the home, then
her life would no longer be ‘stress-free’, as she would have responsibilities not only relating to looking
after her home and her children, but to her career as well. Bahar recognises that if she were to return
to work, she would likely, as paralleled by HILDA survey trends, remain doing the majority share of
domestic duties. Second wave feminists described the inequality and ‘leisure gap’ of having to perform
paid work, and then going home where, on top of their paid work, they also maintained the domestic
sphere including child rearing (Blair-Loy et al., 2015:436). This was referred to as the ‘double burden’
or, ‘the second shift’ (Hochschild, 2003; Moen, 1989:4; Ferrant et al., 2014:1; Stalker, 2014:245). Some
research also suggests that the stress resulting from the double burden of simultaneously child-rearing
and working negatively affects women’s health, including mortality rates (Bucher-Koenen et al. 2020).
In theory, working couples should be dividing “unpaid” domestic duties equitably. But, as Hannah
pointed out, a mother who goes into paid employment often ends up doing ‘twice the work’ (Hannah,
SA: 2/10/2019).
While there may not be a concept of “unpaid work” in Bahar’s relationship, for many women,
there are negative consequences related to gendered roles in the home, some of which may not be
evident for years to come. According to the Workplace Gender Equality Agency (WGEA), in 2017-2018,
for non-public sector employees, 94.9% of primary parental leave was taken by women. Alternately,
94% of secondary parental leave was taken by men (ABS, 2019). Primary parental leave is the type of
leave most likely to affect people’s career trajectories (ABS, 2019). WGEA identifies women taking
time out of the workforce to take on caregiving responsibilities as well as other unpaid domestic work
as a primary contributor to Australia’s Gender Pay Gap (WGEA, 2019). In Australia, women working
full-time earn, on average, 14% less than men who work full-time. This is due to a number of reasons,
including gender discrimination in hiring and promotions, women working in female-dominated
industries which often attract lower wages, women’s disproportionate share of unpaid domestic work,
lack of workplace flexibility to accommodate caring and other responsibilities, and women’s greater
time out of the workforce, which impacts career progression (WGEA, 2019). What the gender wage
gap amounts to over a lifetime is women having a significantly smaller amount of Superannuation. In
the 55-64 age range, the median Super balance for men is $150000. For women, it is $80000 – a Super
gender gap of 47% (De Silva & Buckley, 2016:5). For married women, this financial inequality between
themselves and their husbands may not be an issue, or may only be an issue in terms of autonomy.
However, for women who are divorced or widowed, a lack of financial independence or work
experience presents issues as serious as insecure housing and access to food.
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It is the assumption that domestic work – including childcare – is women’s responsibility that
is a significant contributor to women’s lack of financial independence and career progression. Faiza, a
36 year old PhD student and mother of two young children, spoke about the effects of her taking on
the role of primary caregiver in the home (Faiza, VIC: 2 June 2019.3.9.). Faiza feels the consequences
of taking time away from her career to raise her children. Her husband, who is a senior university
lecturer, was able to continue working for the past eight years, leaving his career progression
unimpeded. Women – and mothers in particular – she argues, should be facilitated through equitable
opportunities for work in order to correct the career setbacks that motherhood can cause.
Caretaking roles and breadwinning roles in and of themselves are not always an issue when it
comes to gender equality. The inequality arises when people are pushed, coerced, or pressured into
roles by virtue of their gender. Although there was diversity in views about whether the gender roles
are based on nature or socialisation, all participants agreed that gendered roles are not set in stone.
Some believed that gender roles could be reversed in extenuating circumstances, while others
believed that caretaking and breadwinning roles are always interchangeable. Ultimately, all
participants agreed that if women feel the need to push back against gendered expectations, they
should do so. The role of complementarianism is therefore only antithetical to gender equality when
it takes away a person’s ability to choose their role in life based on their individual wants, needs, and
skillset, and not on their gender.

3.4. The divisive topic of feminism
For many Muslim women, feminism and women’s rights movements are plagued with
colonialist and Orientalist connotations. Feminism is often seen as a western, secular movement with
no room for Muslim agency, subjectivity, and theology within a feminist discourse (Hidayatullah,
2014:38). Leila Ahmed argues that due to Islamic feminism being marginalised by secular feminists for
much of the twentieth century, Muslim women today are often reluctant to associate with the
movement (Ahmed, 1992:174). Even prominent Islamic scholar Asma Barlas, who has formed many
arguments utilised by Islamic feminism, resists the “feminist” label because of what it symbolises
(Badran, 2004; Seedat, 2013:31). Similarly, British writer and activist Mariam Khan, describes the
difficulty, not of reconciling Islam with feminism, but with reconciling ‘White Feminists’ with Islam in
her essay, ‘Feminism Needs to Die’ –

It was always difficult balancing [Islam and feminism]. Islam wasn’t making it difficult, but feminists
were… How could I know what feminism was if I subscribed to a faith they believed oppressed women?...
The feminism I saw would only stand up for a specific group of women. Women like me, who were beyond
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this core group, were on their own… The terms of my empowerment as a woman are dictated by what
White Feminism and the West perceive as empowering’ (Khan, 2019:107-9).

The reluctance of some women to associate with western women’s movements is often in retaliation
to pervading beliefs that Muslim women are agentless victims who need to be ‘saved’ from
themselves and their ‘backward’ culture and religion (Hidayatullah, 2014:38). For centuries, western
women have presumed Muslim women to be less enlightened, less free, and less desirous of their
rights as women. Even Mary Wollstonecraft, a pioneer of women’s rights in eighteenth century Europe
propagated the image of the enslaved Muslim women as a way to discourage Christian Europe from
being corrupted by Islamic values, orientalising the western feminism movement from the very
beginning (Wollstonecraft, 2012:36; Massad, 2015:113). Male travellers returning from Muslim lands
would bring back stories of Muslim women being regarded as less than human. They were depicted
as significantly worse-off than their western female counterparts, and this mistreatment of Muslim
women was often used as a threat by western men in order to limit the rights of Christian European
women (Massad, 2015:114). The European patriarchy created the illusion that western women were
living in a paradise of gender relations, something that could easily be exchanged for the subordinate
fate their Muslim counterparts suffered were they to become unappreciative of their relative
freedoms (ibid.). Ironically, much of these discussions were taking place at the same time as, and by
the same activists who were pushing for expanded property rights for ‘freeborn Englishwomen’, a
right which had already been awarded to Muslim women by the seventh century (ibid.).
Yet this narrative propagated by European men worked, so much so that western women
became some of the main detractors to Muslim women’s achievements in the realm of gender
relations. In her text Women and Gender in Islam, Leila Ahmed describes the historical hypocrisy of
western feminism in relation to women’s rights in Muslim societies, writing that the Victorian male
establishment noticed a rising resentment amongst European women towards European men and
redirected this resentment, in the service of colonialism, toward “Other” men and the cultures of
“Other” men (Ahmed, 1992:151-5). Colonialist men turned the European feminist’s focus away from
their own society and onto the societies and cultures of the colonised peoples, whose traditions were
more oppressive, more outdated, more in need of western feminist ideas. western feminism
subsequently functioned to morally justify the attack on colonised societies and uphold the notion of
a superior Europe. Evidently, then, argues Ahmed, ‘whatever the disagreements of feminism with
white male domination within western societies, outside their borders feminism turned from being
the critic of the system of white male dominance to being its docile servant [emphasis added]’ (Ahmed,
1992:151-5).
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The long history of feminist movements being plagued with Euro-centric and white-centric
goals continues to this day. Mariam Khan argues that mainstream White Feminism suggests that
Muslim women’s choices and values cannot exist within its framework, and it fails to recognise that
Muslim women’s identities as both religious and (often) women of colour cannot be set aside in the
pursuit of equality for all women (Khan, 2019:105). White Feminism - which both Khan and this
researcher consider to be the mainstream form of feminism – focuses primarily on the needs of white,
straight, middle-class, cisgendered, nondisabled women while making claims that it speaks on behalf
of all women (ibid.). White Feminism is not intersectional. Reni Eddo-Lodge speaks extensively on the
topic of White Feminism in her text Why I’m no Longer Talking to White People About Race (EddoLodge, 2017). White Feminism, she argues, has always been reluctant to recognise the role of other
forms of oppression in women’s disadvantage. In particular, black women’s intervention in White
Feminism was categorically not welcome – ‘The reaction [from women] was identical to the way the
most sexist of men treat feminism… If feminism can understand the patriarchy, it’s important to
question why so many feminists struggle to understand whiteness in the very same way’ (Eddo-Lodge,
2017:164-8). White Feminism is able to recognise that men are privileged because of their gender, but
is unable (or unwilling) to recognise that white women are privileged because of the colour of their
skin (and/or class, ability, education etc.).
Participants were cognisant of these issues related to feminism. One participant, Muneera,
noticed that feminism often serves the needs of upper-class women at the expense of underprivileged
women. Muneera was concerned that feminist movements in her home country [Pakistan] were
failing to deliver tangible differences to the women who needed them most – marginalised, lowerclass women - and were instead ‘exploiting’ their experiences of gender injustices to serve their own
purposes (Muneera, VIC: 24/07/2019). Bahar – also originally from Pakistan – spoke similarly of her
experience of feminist movements (Bahar, VIC: 26/06/2019.3.10.). Although merely holding feminist
beliefs is something that all women can participate in, the ability to have the time and energy to join
in on and stay up to date with feminist activities, activism, and literature is a privilege sometimes
limited to the upper-classes. Bahar and Muneera have both noticed the centring of the needs of
privileged women within feminist circles and movements, often at the expense of less privileged
women. This is where, as mentioned, much of the criticism of feminism is levelled. One participant,
Sara, spoke of feminism prioritising privileged – specifically white – women’s issues. Sara believes that
feminism must learn from movements such as womanism, which centres the experiences of black
women (Sara, QLD: 24/09/2019.3.11.). The marginalisation of women of colour within feminism
movements in Australia is still felt by Sara. It appears antithetical to the ideals of feminism to not strive
for equality for women – all women. However, as Sara stated, racism and feminism are not mutually
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exclusive. It is not unlikely that euro-centric and white-centric sentiments remain pervasive in
feminism movements and groups in Australia, and it is important to recognise these ongoing issues
for feminist movements to continue to evolve and more come more equal, equitable, and inclusive.
There was also discussion from participants about whether feminism is necessary if Islam is
already providing women with the tools to achieve equality. There was recognition that some Muslim
women believe it is not necessary, for this very reason. Yet for participants in this research, identifying
as a feminist was not an admission that Islam does not promote gender equality, but a recognition
that feminism can – and should – exist within the framework of Islam, and vice-versa. Zayn was one
participant who spoke against arguments she has heard that Islam negates the need for feminism, or
that feminism is anti-Islam (Zayn, NSW: 5/07/2019.3.12.). For Zayn, feminism is not something that
dilutes or secularises her religion. Rather, it is a paradigm for understanding the world and how to
apply her religious beliefs in it. Muslim women can subscribe to feminism in the same way that they
can subscribe to conservative or progressive politics alongside their religious beliefs.
Participants in this research are part of a long tradition of Muslim women advocating for
Islamic feminist ideals. Feminist Islamic scholar, Amina Wadud, is highly critical of patriarchal systems
that encourage gender-based divisions of labour. Instead, she argues that the Qur’ān must be adapted
to modern society to accommodate a system where ‘women would have full access to economic,
intellectual, and political participation, and men would value and therefore participate fully in home
and child care for a more balanced and fair society’ (Wadud, 1999:103). This sentiment is echoed by
participants who believe that despite some of the negative connotations and history surrounding
feminism, it is a useful tool to argue and push for a more equal society for all women. While
recognising the very legitimate criticisms of feminism and the word feminist, it remains this author’s
view that these two terms are the most appropriate to use in relation to this research. As has already
been mentioned, there is a large amount of complexity and diversity of views in Muslim women’s
scholarship on gender equality, Islam, and feminism, as well as a diversity in views on these topics
amongst participants. This research does not presume to conflate or make a monolith of these issues,
nor does this research presume that all these issues have been resolved. As Zayn said, it is important
to acknowledge these issues while simultaneously push forward and attempt to correct past and
ongoing injustices within feminism (Zayn, NSW: 5/07/2019.3.13.).
The element of intersectionality here is key. Feminism has the ability to make up for past and
ongoing mistakes in order to become an inclusive movement for all women. Feminism is a complex
belief system, and its meaning differs from person to person. Within this research, feminism – broadly
– is the belief that all genders are equal, and all genders should therefore receive equitable
opportunities, rights, and respect to reach the goal of gender equality. It is impossible to separate the
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political and social associations that feminism has picked up over the course of the past century.
However, an intersectional understanding of feminism is the best way to recognise these injustices
and attempt to correct them. In her book, Feminism in Islam: Secular and Religious Convergences,
Margot Badran uses feminism as a term to acknowledge that ‘women have suffered forms of
subordination or oppression because of their sex, and [feminism is therefore] an advocacy of ways to
overcome them to achieve better lives for women, and for men, within the family and society’ (Badran,
2009:18). Such a definition, she asserts is ‘broad enough to be all-inclusive without intending to
suggest a monolithic feminism’ (ibid.). Thus, in the context of this research, ‘feminism’, or ‘Islamic
feminism’ should be seen as a way to distinguish between those who view Islam as ordaining equality
between men and women, and those who do not.

3.5. Conclusion
This chapter has investigated the research question ‘what does the term ‘gender equality’
mean to Australian Muslim women?’ The most commonly stated criterion for gender equality is the
belief that men and women should have equal rights, equal opportunities, and equality before the
law. 60% of participants also believed that traditional gender roles are always interchangeable if one
chooses. 10% of participants believed that nature caused women to have an inherent aptitude for
caring for a home and children, while 20% believed gendered skillsets to be a result of socialisation.
18% believed gendered skillsets to be a result of both socialisation and nature, and 24% believed it to
be the result of individuals’ strengths rather than individuals’ gender. The majority (60%) also believed
that these traditional gender roles can always be reversed, while 12% believed that gender roles can
be reversed in extenuating circumstances such as ill health or financial need. The belief that people
should choose their role in life – regardless of gender – was an important aspect of gender equality
for many participants. Participants also spoke about their views on feminism, and the historical and
ongoing issues with the movement with regards to Muslim women’s inclusion. The centring of
privilege – whether racial privilege or class privilege – is something that participants believe feminist
movements must strive to rectify. Yet participants also believed that feminism is a belief system that
correlates, not clashes, with their faith and personal identities. Feminism, gender equality, and Islam
go hand in hand. The overarching belief, expressed by all fifty participants, is that Islam upholds,
supports, and/or forms their belief in gender equality. Faith is a considerable contributing factor – and
in some cases the sole contributing factor – for their belief in and attempts to achieve gender equality.
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Chapter Four: The Role of Faith in
Participants’ Belief in Gender
Equality
This chapter will explore in more depth the relationship between participants’ belief in gender
equality and their belief in Islam through addressing the research question, In what way has the faith
of Australian Muslim feminist women influenced their views on gender equality? The role that religion
has played in forming and/or supporting participants’ belief in gender equality is a key area to explore
in order to understand how Australian Muslim feminist women have come to a gender-positive
understanding of their faith. For some participants, an inherent belief in gender equality has meant
that their interpretation of the faith has been shaped by their gender-positive values. For other
participants, it was Islam that was the foundational source for their belief in gender equality. Most
participants, however, acknowledged that their belief in gender equality and their belief in Islam
confirmed one another, resulting in the cementing of both their belief in gender equality as well as
their belief in Islam. This chapter will also analyse participants’ backgrounds, including whether or not
religion was a big part of their upbringing, and whether their parents displayed or spoke about notions
of gender equality – or gender differences – in the home. Factors outside of religion that influenced
participants’ belief in gender equality will also be discussed to understand the many determinants in
participants’ lives that led them to a gender-positive interpretation of their faith.
The following table is a breakdown of the factors that influenced participants’ belief in gender
equality. This data was gathered through participants’ responses to the question, ‘how did you come
to believe in [your definition of] gender equality?’ Some participants reported more than one
contributing factor.
Factors causing participants’ belief in gender equality
Seeing and/or experiencing discrimination
Islam
Parents/parents’ relationship
School/university/education
Media (TV, social media, reading)
Inherent belief
Western/Australian culture

No. of participants
22
21
17
13
8
6
4

Being surrounded by strong women

4

Feminism
Friends/spouse

4
2
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4.1. The role of parents
Parenting in the Islamic faith is an important and respected role. Due to the variance in
cultures and nationalities that make up Muslim communities no two Muslim families will parent in the
same way. Religiously, however, Islam is clear on the responsibilities that parents have towards their
children, and that children have towards their parents. Islam regulates a person’s role within the
parent-child relationship, and the importance of fulfilling one’s responsibilities. Marriage is sanctified
and encouraged within Islam, as it performs the function of uniting the ‘two elements’ of humanity
(men and women), and fosters procreation (Sachedina, 1990:108). The Qur’ān states of marriage and
procreation, ‘And it is God who has given you spouses from amongst yourselves and through them He
has given you children and grandchildren and provided you with good things…’ (Qur’ān 16:72). The
Qur’ān also states, ‘Be aware that your possessions and your children are only a test, and that there
is a tremendous reward with God’ (Qur’ān 8:28). Parents reap rewards in paradise for the rearing of
their children. One hadith to which participants referred to show the importance of parenting – and
specifically of parenting daughters – was, ‘There is no man whose two daughters reach the age of
puberty and he treats them kindly for the time they are together, but they will gain him admittance
to Paradise’ (Sunan Ibn Majah, 3670). Another similar hadith reads, ‘Whoever has three daughters, or
three sisters, or two daughters, or two sisters and he keeps good company with them and fears Allah
regarding them, then Paradise is for him’ (At-Tirmidhi, 2007). Parents must treat their children justly,
showing no preference for one over another – ‘Be afraid of Allah and be just to your children’ (Sahih
al-Bukhari, 2587). Raising one’s children to be knowledgeable on their faith while providing for them
and treating them with fairness results in spiritual rewards. Respect and goodwill from children
towards parents is also important, with the Qur’ān stating, ‘Your Lord has commanded that you should
worship none but Him, and that you be kind to your parents. If either or both of them reach old age
do not be harsh with them, but speak to them respectfully and lower your wing in humility towards
them in kindness and say, ‘Lord have mercy on them, just as they cared for me when I was little’’
(Qur’ān 17:23-24). In particular, the role of the mother is an important position that should be
respected. Several participants sited a hadith to show the centrality of mothers within Islam which
stated, ‘…Paradise is beneath [your mother’s] feet’ (Sunan an-Nasa’I 3104). The Qur’ān also states,
‘We have commanded people to be good to their parents: Their mothers carried them, with strain
upon strain, and it takes two years to wean them. Give thanks to Me and to you parents – all will
return to me’ (Qur’ān 31:14). The parent-child relationship within Islam is evidently an important one.
Parents are encouraged to raise their children with the knowledge of their religion, and children are
told to show gratitude and appreciation for the sacrifices their parents have made.
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In one study, interviews with Muslim parents and children in the UK suggested that Islam was
adopted as a tool of parenting to legitimise values and beliefs. An ‘Islamic upbringing’ meant that
‘parents transmitted a sense of right and wrong based on their interpretation of the Islamic doctrine’
(Franceschelli & O’Brien, 2014:1196). As there is no single interpretation of the Islamic doctrine,
parents’ personal views and understandings of what it means to be a ‘good’ Muslim will shape their
parenting styles and dictate the values they wish to impart upon their children. This can be seen within
the experiences of the participants in this research. Parents’ views on gender equality or inequality
influenced participants’ belief in gender equality to a large degree. In addition to this, parents’
marriages were seen to exemplify equal or unequal partnership in practise. In the experience of some
participants, religion was used to justify gender equality or inequality in the home. Ideas surrounding
gender expectations were both taught directly – by parents and peers – and absorbed through
observation – predominantly the observation of their parents’ relationships and treatment of family
members. 17 participants (34%) cited their belief in gender equality arose, in part, through being
taught gender equality by their parents, or by observing their parents’ relationships. These
participants said that their parents/primary guardians were responsible for instilling within them
gender-positive beliefs and aspirations. All participants were asked whether or not their parents spoke
about concepts of gender equality or gender differences. For some participants, their home modelled
and expressed belief in equality between genders. For other participants, their home environment
was one where gender equality was not present. These beliefs - whether they be a belief in gender
equality or inequality - were related back to religion to varying extents. The following table depicts
whether or not participants reported growing up with gender equality in the home.

Gender equality in the childhood home
Yes
No

No. of participants
34
16

As shown in the table above, the majority of participants (68%) grew up in a home where the
belief in gender equality was either expressed verbally or expressed covertly - such as through parents
treating siblings the same regardless of their gender. In many of these homes, participants also saw
gender equality within their parents’ relationships and modelled in the home. Being treated fairly by
their parents was important in the development of participants’ sense of self-worth and equality. In
particular, many participants – such as Amna - reported measuring their parents’ views on equality
through how they treated their male children in comparison to female children (Amna, VIC:
2/05/2019.4.1.). Another participant, Ella, spoke of being raised primarily by her mother, who she
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described as a ‘passionate second-wave feminist’. Ella’s mother fought against religious institutions
that did not allow her daughters the same opportunities as her sons. It was this influence that sparked
Ella’s interest in women’s rights, feminism, and gender equality (Ella, VIC: 26/05/2019). The views
surrounding gender espoused by participants’ primary guardians were an important factor in whether
or not participants believed in gender equality from a young age.
Yet despite most participants being raised in an environment that encouraged gender-positive
attitudes, almost one third (32%) of participants did not. For several participants whose home life did
not include gender equality, it was often this lack of equality that caused them to perceive injustice in
the way their domestic life was structured along gendered lines. One comment that often arose from
participants whose upbringing included religion though not gender equality was that their parents
often conflated – deliberately or unintentionally – patriarchal cultural practices and views with
religion. 27-year-old Ameena said that religion was used and misused in her family to perpetuate
gender inequality. Ameena was also one of the 26% of participants who reported education as a
primary contributor to her belief in gender equality – this education being what she used to encourage
her own rights within her family. During Ameena’s childhood, her parents – in particular her mother
– told her that she was raising her to ‘become someone’s wife’. If Ameena’s behaviour was not in line
with their expectations of how a woman should act, they would tell her that ‘these things are not
Islamic’ (Ameena, VIC: 26/05/2019). Through this utilisation of religion to dictate what type of
behaviour was acceptable from a young woman, Ameena ‘grew up thinking that [her] role in life was
to be subservient to [her] husband and that the family comes first, before anything else.’ Ameena was
raised to believe that she could not have a career because she would be ‘betraying [her] obligations’
as wife and mother. Ameena’s father was ‘a patriarchal man’, and her mother was ‘more than happy
to conform to the patriarchal ways of living’. Religion would be ‘thrown around’ to support their views
(Ameena, VIC: 26/05/2019). Ameena’s absorption of her parents’ beliefs that women are subservient
to men shows the extent to which children can be influenced by the worldview of their primary
guardians. It was not until she left her family home to go to university that the patriarchal worldview
under which she was raised was challenged. Ameena said that ‘going to uni changed [her] life’,
because it was there that she learnt that ‘there’s more to life’ than being someone’s wife’. This new
awareness of the many barriers to gender equality led Ameena towards a career surrounding gender
activism and legal improvements for women (Ameena, VIC: 26/05/2019). So, although most
participants grew up in an environment that encouraged and espoused gender equality, participants
who did not grow up with gender-positivity learnt gender equality, in part, through what they did not
see, rather than what they did.
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As all participants believed in gender equality yet did not all grow up with gender-positive
affirmations and models within their home life, there were outside influences that drew these
participants towards a belief in gender equality. One prominent contributing factor in forming
participants’ belief in gender equality was the media and reading. Reading – both fiction and nonfiction – played a part in forming five participants’ belief in gender equality. Books helped to educate
participants on their rights, trigger introspection, and encourage analysis of the world around them.
Sabrina described how reading caused her to be aware of inequality in the world (Sabrina, VIC:
6/05/2019.4.2.). Similarly, Ameena spoke of how the books she read in her English lessons in high
school caused her to ask questions about family dynamics and the role of women in the world. Books
with strong female leads such as Jane Austen’s Pride and Prejudice provided role models for her to
emulate to push back against patriarchal practices within her life. Ameena has also been influenced
by contemporary feminist books such as Susan Carland’s Fighting Hislam (Ameena, VIC: 26/05/2019).
For Lujayn, books that influenced her belief in gender equality were scientific and philosophical works.
It was knowledge she gained from reading biology and philosophy books that allowed her to establish
a belief in gender equality, which she later brought to a gender-positive interpretation of her religion
(Lujayn, QLD: 3/09/2019).
TV, social media, and other internet sites also played a part in participant’s development of a
belief in gender equality. 23-year-old Bakhtawar, who grew up in Pakistan, reported that seeing
women on TV who were not as fortunate as her taught her that not all women receive the same
opportunities (Bakhtawar, VIC: 7/06/2019). Bakhtawar saw that having parents who treat daughters
as equal to sons, and who encourage education for all their children – as she did – was not something
that every girl has. In comparing her own life to those of women and girls she saw on TV, she
recognised that what she experienced was equality, and what they experienced was inequality
(Bakhtawar, VIC: 7/06/2019). Social media was another form of media that provided information,
resources, and a dissemination method for participants to share feminist and gender-positive content.
18-year-old Amna spoke of social media being particularly influential in her realising her rights as a
woman from a young age. Amna said that the internet played a ‘huge role’ in her belief in and activism
surrounding gender equality and feminism (Amna, VIC: 2/05/2019). Research has shown that social
media can, in part, be credited with a contemporary resurgence of interest and discussions of
feminism and gender equality. This most recent wave of feminism – Fourth Wave – is focused on
‘forming communities, consciousness-raising groups, and discussing goals that are relevant to their
individual, lived experiences’ (Blevins, 2018:101) In essence, Fourth Wave feminism is based around
technology, and the connection it grants to people interested in advocating for and learning about
gender equality. The renewed interest in issues of gender and feminism is all the more sustainable
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partly due to the fact that the main tools of its circulation – social media and online content – are
accessible to many (McLean and Maalsen, 2013:243-44). According to McLean and Maalsen, the
dynamics of social media in Australia and the world have played a substantial role in ‘facilitating this
rapid feminist revitalisation and providing the potential to sustain it’ (McLean and Maalsen, 2013:246).
Despite social media aiding in the dissemination and adoption of feminist beliefs, the opposite can
simultaneously occur, whereby the same platforms can be used to spread anti-feminist and
Islamophobic ideas (Törnberg & Törnberg, 2016; Marwick & Lewis, 2017:20; Ging, 2017:10;). Muslim
women therefore face the intersection of sexism and Islamophobia on the Internet – the same
mechanism involved in disseminating feminist ideas and values. The internet is likewise used for sexist
means by Muslim men. Participant Chloe spoke of her enjoyment of YouTube videos from ḥijābi
rapper Mona Haydar, whose song ‘Dog’ details how Muslim men use the internet to ‘manipulate and
oppress women’ (Chloe, QLD: 21/09/2019). One participant, Ella, herself experienced sexism and
Islamophobia online from people who accuse her of hypocrisy for pushing for women’s rights while
being Muslim (Ella, VIC: 26/05/2019.4.3.). The meme16 of a Muslim woman punching herself in the
face is used to say that a woman embracing Islam is no different from a woman deliberately selfharming, because Islam is inherently anti-women. Citing Saudi Arabia’s treatment of women is a
deflection to draw focus away from western patriarchy, rather than a reaction to perceived injustices
or a belief in gender equality. Despite experiencing abuse online, Ella still uses social media to send
feminist and pro-faith messages. Likewise, for participants such as Amna, Ella, and Chloe, social media
and the internet has been an outlet for their frustration and a resource for sharing or viewing feminist
content. Amna continues to utilise social media platforms such as Instagram to share feminist
messages to her followers. Amna reported that online content and media ‘pushed’ her into fighting
for her rights as a woman (Amna, VIC: 2/05/2019).
Although parental influence, reading, and social media did play a considerable part in
participants’ belief in gender equality, a more common cause participants cited was seeing and/or
experiencing discrimination. Much like Ameena’s lack of equality in her home causing her to see
injustice in her upbringing, 44% of participants’ observations or experiences of gender inequality led
them to question the ways in which women are disadvantaged in society. As research suggests that
by ten years of age, girls can demonstrate awareness of gender discrimination (Leaper & Friedman,
2007:565), it follows that exposure to the unequal treatment of women and girls would in fact lead
participants to evaluate such treatment. One participant, Rida, saw her sister and cousins pushed into
marriage and then motherhood at the expense of education. Witnessing how their domestic duties

16

A meme is an image, usually intended to be humorous in nature, spread rapidly and/or extensively on the
internet. Memes are commonly photographs, screen-shots, or pictures with text superimposed onto the image.
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limited their freedom, Rida resisted marriage and pursued an education and career instead. She was
labelled a ‘rebellious’ child as a result. This social pressure both within and outside her family led Rida
to question, ‘why was it like this? Why can’t I do certain things when men can do them?’ Rida argued
for her education because it would lead her to economic independence. She said that, ‘eventually they
accepted it, but behind my back they spoke about me. They were telling people that I was rebellious
because I questioned them and had my own voice’ (Rida, VIC: 2/06/2019). Participants believed that
the gendered expectations they faced were a function of both their families’ individual beliefs
regarding gender, as well as the consequences of patriarchal culture more broadly dictating a woman’s
role in life. Of particular concern to participants, however, was patriarchal cultural practices ebbing
into and causing confusion for religious practice and the understanding of women’s role in Islam.

4.2. Culture, religion, and gender equality
Many participants reported that the cultural gender norms that placed limitations on women
were often conflated and confused with Islamic traditions and used to perpetuate gender inequality.
As the participants were from many different cultural backgrounds, the cultural traditions and
attitudes that affected their treatment as women was dependent on the family and individuals within
that family. There are some overarching Islamic traditions that exist within many Muslim communities
of different heritage, yet even those Islamic traditions may be shaped by the cultural background of
the person practising them. One example of this is the differing styles of ḥijāb around the world. The
practice of covering one’s head is common for Muslims of many cultures. Yet, the way in which one
wears a ḥijāb – kerudang in Malaysia and Indonesia, purdah or chador in India and Pakistan, shayla in
the Gulf states, among others – is influenced by cultural fashions, styles, and traditions (Nistor,
2017:59; Slininger, 2014:73-74). In this way, regional cultures can become blended with religion,
sometimes to the point where they become indistinguishable from one another. With relation to ḥijāb
traditions and styles, this conflation of culture and religion is a simple cultural marker. Sometimes,
however, these cultural practices that become merged with religion can be harmful for women and
limit their agency and autonomy. One example of this is Female Genital Mutilation (FGM). Within an
Australian context, FGM has been conflated and associated with Islam by both Muslims and nonMuslims. FGM is often condemned as an Islamic practice, despite the procedure being performed in
North Africa and the Middle East since as early as 25 BCE (Biglu, 2016:4). There is a correlation
between Islam and FGM, with the practice spreading to other Islamic countries outside the Middle
East and North Africa. Indonesia, the world’s largest Muslim country, has FGM rates of up to 49 per
cent among girls aged 0 to 14 years (UNICEF, 2020). Yet the religious justifications for FGM are
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tenuous, with the existence of only unreliable hadith mentioning “female circumcision” (Sunan Abu
Dawud 5251; Ahmad, 2000). The practice, which has little to no religious legitimacy, has been
connected with Islam, even to the point where Muslim countries such as Indonesia are practising the
procedure despite it not existing in their pre-Islamic culture. One participant spoke of their personal
experience with the topic of FGM, stating that it was their parents’ cultural upbringing, not religion,
that caused their mother to push for the procedure for her and her sisters. Sara stated that upon
confronting her mother on the topic of FGM when she was older, her mother stated, ‘I only did it
because everyone around me was doing it’. Of the motivation for FGM within her family and the
broader Sudanese community, Sara said that it is linked to a desire to control women’s sexuality and
sexual desires (Sara, QLD: 24/09/2019.4.4.). Sara has had firsthand experience of the cultural
ramifications of FGM for women and girls. Social pressure to conform and follow certain practices is
so great that even in the absence of religious stipulations, certain harmful traditions can be
perpetuated. Individuals generally follow the norm set by the dominant group (Hammond et al.:217),
and the perception that sexism is common within a society can serve as an aversion to deviating from
that norm. The confusion surrounding FGM being an Islamic practice also occurs among non-Muslims
in Australia. Maheera, who used to volunteer at an Islamic art gallery, would often be queried about
the practice while giving tours to non-Muslims (Maheera, VIC: 4/05/2019.4.5.). Muslim women are
often placed in a position where they must educate non-Muslims on the misunderstandings and
misconceptions surrounding Islam. These misunderstandings can be perpetuated by the media,
politicians, and public figures within Australian society and the West. The conflation of practices such
as FGM with Islam, can “damage” the imagine of Muslim women (Naureen, VIC: 8/05/2019.4.6.). The
confusion – even within the religion – of what is Islamic and what is cultural can lead to further
confusion amongst non-Muslims about the rights, principles, and practices that Islam espouses. The
perpetuation of FGM and other non-Islamic practices that are damaging to women’s equality within
the context of large Muslim populations or countries causes assumptions that Islam must therefore
be oppressive towards women. It is felt as incumbent upon Muslim women to dispel these untruths
and stereotypes, both within Muslim communities and outside of Muslim communities.
It was the experience of some participants that these cultural practices – under the guise of
religion – can be deeply ingrained within Muslim communities. This integration of culture and religion
can cause problems when patriarchal cultural practices are given the legitimacy of religious
observances. Several participants in particular spoke of the common social pressure to marry young.
Despite there being no specific age in which Muslim women must marry, participants faced an
expectation that they should abandon their education and careers in favour of family life. 18-year-old
Amna stated that herself and her peers were already feeling the pressure of marriage – ‘one example
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of [culture’s relationship with religion] is getting married really young. That’s a big cultural practice.
It’s not Islamic… But with culture it’s always like, ‘get married, get married, have kids, have kids’. And
then after that, what am I going to do?… marriage isn’t everything’ (Amna, VIC: 2/05/2019). Among
participants, there was a lot of anger surrounding the confusion, conflation, and distortion of culture
and religion. 23-year-old Bakhtawar expressed this anger, stating that, ‘Sometimes I feel really angry
about it when people confuse culture with religion, and especially patriarchal culture. In almost
everywhere It’s always been the way that men will go out and earn, and women will stay at home and
do housework. But when it gets associated with religion, it really angers me. Because it’s not that way.
Religion doesn’t tell a woman to stay at home and do that stuff - it was always culture’ (Bakhtawar,
VIC: 7/06/2019). Similarly, Hannah – a convert – spoke of how her ex-husband used religion in order
to argue for patriarchal cultural practices. At the time of her marriage, distorted religion was utilised
by her husband to justify his domestic abuse and controlling behaviour – ‘I was married… for nine
years. Because I’m a convert, when I met [my ex-husband] we had a lot of arguments and discussion
around religion, because I could see that some of his practices were coming from his culture. I felt that
he was sometimes putting his culture before his religion’ (Hannah, SA: 2/10/2019). As the abuse in
Hannah’s marriage escalated, Hannah struggled to attain support for a divorce from the Muslim
community. As a convert to the faith as well as an outsider to her husband’s cultural community,
Hannah felt isolated in her experience. It was Hannah’s husband who was the abuser, as well as
Hannah’s husband who failed to pay the Islamically-required maintenance for his wife and their
children. Despite her being the victim/survivor, Hannah said she faced criticism and disbelief from the
cultural and religious community. This experience is not uncommon. Despite Muslim women having
the right to obtain a divorce 17 – especially where there has been abuse within the marriage (MirHosseini et al., 2018:241-2) – Muslim women still struggle to obtain divorce at all, or do so at a social
and/or economic cost (Ali, 2016:31). In arguing for their religious rights, some Muslim women may
achieve their desired divorce. However, cultural norms can result in religious laws being ignored, and
the women who pursue a divorce being shunned by their communities (Mir-Hosseini et al., 2018:243).
For Hannah, after attempting for six months to be granted a divorce from her husband, she found an
Imām who upheld her right to a divorce, though she has not received any child support for their three
children.
Another clash between culture and religion that several participants spoke of was the
implementation of Islamic inheritance practices in conjunction (or confliction) with cultural
17

Different schools of thought have differing divorce procedures – particularly for women. In the Hanafii school,
which is the most restrictive in terms of divorce, it is extremely difficult for wives to initiate a divorce. In the
Maliki school, which is more lenient on the topic of divorce, women have several grounds to pursue a divorce
including non-support, abandonment, domestic abuse (physical or emotional) (Ali, 2016:31; HREA, 2004).
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inheritance traditions. Davira, whose family comes from West Sumatra, explained the way that the
Islamic practice of unequal inheritance derived from Qur’ān verse 4:11 runs counter to inheritance
practices in West Sumatra that favour women (Davira, VIC: 17/04/2019.4.7.). In Davira’s family and
community, cultural and religious practices surrounding inheritance can clash. Where the former
favour women, the latter awards women less inheritance than men. Some participants spoke of the
cultural and religious conflation of inheritance going even further, whereby culture strips women of
their right to inherit at all. The participants who spoke of this practice all grew up in Pakistan, except
one participant, who moved to Australia from Sri Lanka. In these cases, families cited cultural practices
such as paying a dowry to override or manipulate religious rights to inheritance. Rida spoke of being
taught from a young age that women are not entitled to an equal amount of inheritance due to the
high price of their dowry and other expenses such as education (Rida, VIC: 2/06/2019.4.8.). Despite
the practice of a dowry being paid to the groom’s family being inconsistent with the Islamic practice
of mahr, which is a gift paid directly to the bride upon her marriage, the observance of dowry customs
is used within Rida’s culture to justify giving daughters a smaller amount of inheritance than sons.
Similarly, for those women who have been given an education, this is then later used to justify their
smaller share of inheritance, despite the great emphasis on the importance of education in Islam
(Barazangi et al., 2020). In these ways, culture has been misused to justify patriarchal practices, or to
give a patriarchal explanation for an Islamic practice that may not reflect the true reason and
underlying intention/essence of that practice.
These cultural practices were not only enforced by the men in their families and cultural
communities, but the women too. There was a level of internalisation by some women of the belief
that men and women are unequal. Like Ameena’s mother, who told her she was raising her to ‘become
someone’s wife’, Rida reported that it was the women in her family who were the most fervent
supporters of gendered roles (Rida, VIC: 2/06/2019.4.9.). Sara’s mother similarly limited her
daughter’s choices and freedom because of her gender. In Sara’s words, ‘I always felt that my Mum
was always a lot more misogynistic than my father’. Sara believes that it was her mother’s adoption
of Sudanese culture that limited her opportunities growing up (Sara, QLD: 24/09/2019.4.10.). In Sara’s
experience, the culture under which she was raised was the source of the inequality in her life.
Through engaging with her ‘true’ culture -Habesha culture - and going directly to her religion, she was
able to reclaim some of her rights. The patriarchal upbringing she experienced was so damaging to
her relationship with her parents that she now has ‘zero contact’ with them (Sara, QLD: 24/09/2019).
Why men engage in sexist behaviours and promote patriarchy is clear – men (largely) benefit from
belonging to the privileged class/group and want to maintain their higher status. Women perpetuating
sexism, however, is more complicated, as women’s support of a patriarchal system ensures their
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gender-group stays in an inferior social position (Becker, 2010:453). One reason can be linked back to
Glick and Fiske’s analysis of hostile and benevolent sexism – women are rewarded by men for adhering
to traditional gender roles. Therefore, the acceptance and enforcement of traditional gender roles by
an individual woman secures that woman’s subjectively “preferential” treatment (Glick & Fiske,
2001:180). However, it is not only benevolent sexism that women endorse and perpetuate. Some
women perpetuate hostile sexism as well, specifically stating their belief that men and women are not
equal. Both Sara’s mother and father engaged in hostile sexism, saying to their daughters, ‘you’re not
equal. We expect certain things from you [girls], and we hold you to a different standard’. Sara
described her mother as ‘the biggest misogynist you’ll ever meet’ (Sara, QLD: 24/09/2019). Women
perpetuating sexism is labelled ‘internalised sexism’, a branch of ‘internalised oppression’ (Bearman
et al, 2009:12-13). Internalised oppression consists of oppressive practices that are enacted despite
the absence of an oppressor, or member of the oppressor group. With reference to women, an
example of internalised oppression would be a woman who, after receiving continual messages from
society that women are not equal to men, begins to believe that she and other women are not equal
to men. Consequently, her behavior and thoughts align with society’s belief that she and other women
are unequal to men, and she may perpetuate this message within her own social circle and family.
Internalised sexism ‘involves the internal dynamics within an oppressed group. It helps to maintain
sexism as a whole via a system of social expectations and pressures enacted between women’
(Bearman et al., 2009:14). It is different from the oppression of women by men, as oppression is
defined by the enaction of prejudice plus power (Bearman et al., 2009:14). Women, as a social group,
do not hold power in society in the same way that men do. Women’s perpetuation of sexist traditions
and attitudes, though harmful, cannot be viewed in the same way as men’s perpetuation of the same
attitudes, as women are a part of the oppressed group. Instead, women are perpetuating a system
that disfavours women as a whole but may give preferential treatment to women as individuals who
subscribe to the social script of women’s subjugation. Some research has also shown that women who
endorse hostile sexist beliefs do not direct their hostile sexism towards their own gender in-group, but
towards women who deviate against traditional gender roles (Becker, 2010:364). Sara’s deviation
from what her parents expected from her elicited sexism from her parents. Sara also believes that
when it comes to Muslim women who engage in misogynistic behavior, the misinterpretation of
religion may also play a part (Sara, QLD: 24/09/2019.4.11.). It is difficult to make sweeping crosscultural comparisons on attitudes towards and acceptance of sexism. Research favours attitudes
within the United States and Europe, and data on whole regions and continents such as Africa and the
Middle East is limited (Swim et al.:138-44). Patriarchy is, however, a global system, and there are
women in all countries and cultures who endorse such a system. In Sara’s experience, women – and
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in particular Muslim women – perpetuate misogyny due to their belief that doing so will give them a
certain level of power within a system that disempowers women as a group. They have misunderstood
their rights in their religion, believing that women’s subjugation is a component and reflection of piety,
and accepting their inferior position is a mark of their religiosity. For Rida, it was more an element of
socialisation and patriarchal non-religious traditions that caused the women around her to disapprove
of her choices. Both Sara and Rida believe, however, that Islam grants women equality, and that
women who are oppressed must fight for their rights.
Participants’ realisation that patriarchal cultural practices were being confused as religious
ones and used to discriminate against women and girls came about through their personal
investigation and understanding of their religion primarily in their adult years. It was these new – and
what they saw as more legitimate – interpretations of their religion that allowed them to reclaim their
religious rights, and to fight back against patriarchal cultural practices and interpretations of Islam.

4.3. Utilising religion
If it was cultural practices intertwined with religion that exacerbated and solidified inequality
within participants’ respective religious communities, it was also religion that allowed them to argue
for their equitable rights and equal status within the same space. When asked generally where their
belief in gender equality came from, 42% of participants reported, unprompted, that Islam was one
of the factors that led to their belief in gender equality. When asked specifically about what role Islam
played in forming or influencing their belief in gender equality, 22% of participants reported that Islam
formed their belief in gender equality, and 54% reported that their belief in both Islam and gender
equality solidified one another. The following table depicts participants’ answers to the question, ‘Do
you feel that your belief in gender equality has influenced how you interpret/practise your religion, or
would you say that your religion has formed your belief in gender equality [or both]?’

Islam’s role in influencing participants’ belief in gender equality

No. of participants

Participants’ belief in Islam and gender equality confirmed one another

27

Islam formed participants’ belief in gender equality

12

Participants’ belief in gender equality influenced how they interpret their
religion

11
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For 24% of participants, Islam was primary cause of their belief in gender equality. These
participants reported that from a young age, they saw the equal status of women within their religion,
and the equitable rights given to uphold this equality. Oftentimes, these participants would utilise
religion to argue for changes in patriarchal culture that infringed upon these rights. Noor, a 39-yearold mother of three from New South Wales, spoke of seeking validation for gender equality through
religion (Noor, NSW: 1/07/2019.4.12.). Noor references the practice during the time of the Prophet
Muhammad, of women praying with men in the main hall of the Mosque (musalla), rather than the
separate room or behind a partition that is now common in mosques. A hadith from Sahih Muslim
states, ‘[t]he best rows for men are the first rows, and the worst ones the last ones, and the best rows
for women are the last ones and the worst ones for them are the first ones’ (Sahih Muslim, 440a).
Although women were told to prey behind the men, rather than alongside them, they were
nevertheless placed in the main musalla with the men, rather than relegated to the periphery.
Advocates of women’s attendance and inclusion at the mosques usually invoke the early involvement
of women in the Prophet Muhammad’s mosque in order to challenge prevailing exclusionary practices
(Woodlock, 2010:271). Women historically had full access to the Prophet’s mosque, though after his
death, the privileging of men and male interpretations from the medieval era to current day has meant
women’s exclusion from the mosque has become (largely) normative (Woodlock, 2010:277). In
Australia, this exclusion is exacerbated for converts to the faith. One study on converts’ access to
mosques in Melbourne shows how women who have converted to Islam have trouble gaining access
to the mosque ‘because of gender discrimination as well as ethnic and cultural differences’ (Woodlock,
2010:265). The majority of the participants in the study had negative experiences with mosques, and
many cited the disparity between mosques being exclusionary to women, and the historical inclusion
of Muslim women during the time of the Prophet (Woodlock, 2010:271-5). One mosque in Melbourne,
Benevolence, was established to address the marginalisation of women and other divisions within
places of worship. Benevolence is run by women, and the founder, Sarah Sabbagh, encourages women
taking on roles of leadership in faith communities to overcome prejudices against women
(Benevolence Australia; Muhammad, 2019). Creating female-run mosques that aim to rectify existing
marginalisation of members of the Muslim community – and in particular women – has been seen
overseas as well. Sherin Khankan, Denmark’s first female Imām, founded a mosque in Copenhagen
called Mariam Mosque. In her memoir, Women are the Future of Islam, she advocates for women in
positions of leadership, unsegregated prayer, and the realisation of the inherent equality of women
that she sees in Islam (Khankan, 2018). There is also a tradition in China of separate mosques being
built for women, instead of them being allocated a single room within a mosque. This tradition dates
back over 300 years, and women take on the role of Ahong (Imāms) (Jaschok & Shiu, 2014:642; Jaschok
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& Shui, 2011:52). Through the separation of mosques, women have not been marginalised from
religious life. Rather, they have become independent (Jaschok & Shui, 176-7). The emergence of this
tradition came in a context of Confucian patriarchy and patrilineal society, whereby Islam’s survival
was threatened. To assist Islam in China from being wiped out through assimilation, women were
asked to involve themselves in religious education and reform, including the education of women and
girls. ‘In this environment, a space opened up in which women were granted opportunities for
leadership that evolved and became institutionalised over a period of three centuries (Jaschok & Shui,
2014:644-5). Nasya referenced this tradition within China, stating that she believed that the custom
of women Imāms stems from the Chinese Muslim population’s relative isolation from the rest of the
Muslim world, which was being influenced by a tradition of men dominating interpretation and
dissemination of religion. They were therefore influenced to a lesser extent by patriarchal
interpretations and traditions making their way into religious practice – ‘In a place where that process
was non-existent [China]… they still have that tradition [of female Imāms] (Nasya, VIC: 22/05/2019).
Many arguments for gender equality in Islam address these inequalities within mosques, including the
physical marginalisation of women during prayer (Sharify-Funk & Haddad, 2012:45). For Noor, the
reconciliation of these inequalities in practise that go against her interpretation of the religion are
combatted through reference to religious texts and the Prophet’s sunnah. Noor educated herself on
her faith, and attained a PhD in Islamic studies, focusing her research on women’s rights within the
Islamic family law system. She utilises religion to encourage gender equality within a community that
she believes can sometimes ignore or overlook the inherent justice within Islam.
Sara similarly found that religion helped her to fight against her parents’ aforementioned
patriarchal mindsets and perpetuation of patriarchal cultural practices, stating that Islam formed her
belief in gender equality and allowed her to know she was equal within a patriarchal family (Sara, QLD:
24/09/2019.4.13.). The un-learning of patriarchal interpretations or entanglement of patriarchal
culture from religion is something that many participants had to undertake in their adult years. There
was a contrast in what they read and understood in their religion, and how they were being treated
by the world around them. Zeynep also saw her inherent equality within Islam, despite being
surrounded by people, such as her ex-husband, who misused Islam to justify his mistreatment of her.
Her interpretation of the religion promotes equality, whereas some others’ interpretations, she
argues, only serve themselves – ‘I find that when I read sections of the Qur’ān, I interpret it differently
[to men] and I don’t see it as a wrong interpretation at all. When men interpret it to control women,
they interpret it in the way that it serves their benefit more’ (Zeynep, QLD: 17/09/2019).
Ajna also used aspects of her religion to support her arguments for equal treatment of
women, pointing to aspects of Islam that some people overlook. She highlights the contributions of
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revered women to show the important and crucial role women play and have played in the religion
(Ajna: VIC, 20 May 2019.4.14.). Ajna points to important contributions of women that often go
unnoticed, reminiscent of the adage, ‘behind every great man is a great woman’. Ajna believes that
women, as the ones who do the lion’s share of child-rearing, have been underappreciated in not only
their contribution to shaping the world’s men, but their facilitation of men to be able to achieve their
goals in life. This is not something that is unique to Islamic history. Women are facilitators of men’s
success in many ways. Unfortunately, this can sometimes be in lieu of their own. Recognising women’s
contributions – despite them being “behind” the great men – is important. At the same time, women
should not be relegated to the “behind” position simply by virtue of their gender. Highlighting the
stories of prominent women throughout Islam’s history is one way to honour their contribution and
hold them up as examples of strong, influential women to aspire to. Many participants did as much.
The most common names that arose during interviews were those of cA’isha bint Abu Bakr and Khadīja
bint Khuwaylid. For the participants whose belief in gender equality was formed via their religion,
these stories were important, and showed them the value of women’s contributions from a young
age. Sumeyya also referred to her namesake, Sumeyya Bint Khabbat, one of the first converts to Islam,
and Islam’s first martyr (Fazaeli, 2020; Sumeyya, VIC: 17/07/2019.4.15.). The stories of influential
Muslim women throughout history are important examples that assist in forming the belief in young
Muslims that women can and have achieved great things. Yet sometimes these stories are not held up
with the same significance as legends surrounding men. Of Sumeyya Bint Khabbat’s martyrdom,
Fazaeli writes,

The large body of literature that describes martyrdom in Islamic contexts refers to the martyr in
exclusively masculine terms: “All his sins will be forgiven; he will be protected from the torments of the
grave; a crown of glory will be placed on his head; he will be married to seventy-two houris and his
intercession will be accepted for up to seventy of his relations” (Kohlberg, 2012). This masculinization
of martyrdom belies the fact that Sumayya bint Khayyat (d. 615 CE) was the first Muslim martyr who
actually died in the cause of faith. However, her martyrdom somehow never found its way into common
remembrance within the Muslim tradition (Fazaeli, 2020).

The androcentrism of history erases women’s stories. The roles they played are seen as mundane or
insignificant, or they are largely lost from the collective consciousness in light of men’s achievements.
For the participants in this research, highlighting the contributions of strong and independent women
throughout Islamic history is useful as a counterargument to the belief that Muslim women should be
docile and subservient. Instead, these stories show their independence, steadfastness, and
commitment to their faith and faith communities. When learning these stories from a young age, they
contribute to the belief that women are equally as capable, important, and influential as men.
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Lejla also found her belief in gender equality through her faith, which taught her that contrary
to what she saw around her, women were religiously entitled to have an equal partnership in
marriage, as well as the choice to have a career. Lejla’s parents follow traditional gender roles. The
gendered division of labour she witnessed growing up was in contrast to the career and equal
partnership in marriage that she envisioned for herself. It was not until her final year of high school
that she began thinking about gender equality. In studying her religion for herself, she saw that she
held equal value, and deserved an equal partnership and equal career path. Lejla stated that, ‘I think
faith has played a big role in my current understanding of gender equality. In fact, I think in terms of
the way I understand [Islam] is that in my religion, I think that women are more valued and privileged
than women are in general in society – in the way the West sees women. In the West, or in general, I
feel like women are fighting for equality, whereas I feel that in my faith we’re given that equality’
(Lejla, NSW: 6/07/2019). Reflecting on the struggles she saw women in the West face, Lejla viewed
her religion as something that automatically gave her rights. Although there may be conflict with
patriarchal culture impeding these rights, her religion caused her to be aware of her self-worth, and
legitimised her desire for equal participation in society. Yet achieving equality for herself is not as
simple as being aware of her religious rights (Lejla, NSW: 6/07/2019.4.16.). Lejla believes that turning
away from religion to argue for rights through a ‘western lens’ will not be as successful as utilising
religion within Muslim communities. Her rights, she argues, are there within her religion. The difficulty
lies within putting those rights into practise within a society where oppression of women is the status
quo.
A similar number of participants (22%) reported that Islam was not a founding factor in their
belief in gender equality. Instead, it was their pre-existing belief in gender equality that shaped their
understanding of their religion. Of the 11 participants who reported that a pre-existing belief shaped
their understanding of Islam, three were converts. For converts to report a pre-existing belief in
gender equality shaping their interpretation of Islam is unsurprising, as converts bring to Islam their
established views and experiences. What is more noteworthy is participants who were raised Muslim
reporting that a belief in gender equality pre-existed their understanding and recognition of gender
equality within Islam. Of course, no person interprets any religion or philosophy without bias, yet
some people may not acknowledge outside influence – either deliberately or unknowingly. As Zayn
responded on this topic, ‘I don’t think you can understand religion in a pure sense. I think you’re
constantly in an interplay between your world, your inner self, and then the resources that you have
– revelation and text. You can’t pretend not to exist in that mix. And again, I really don’t understand
people who think they do’ (Zayn, NSW: 5/07/2019). For the remaining eight participants who were
raised Muslim, yet who reported that their belief in gender equality influenced their interpretation of
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Islam, seven reported that religion was either minimally present in their upbringing, or that their
relationship with Islam was strained in their younger years. As such, these participants formed their
belief in gender equality apart from their religion, and brought this belief into their interpretation of
Islam once they reconnected with their faith at a later age. Nasya, whose family’s belief in gender
equality did not stem from religion but rather from her parents' desire to see their children afforded
equal opportunities, said that upon forming a stronger connection to her faith in recent years, she has
sometimes struggled with her secular ethics clashing with aspects of her faith (Nasya, VIC:
22/05/2019.4.17.). For Nasya, her fluidity in being able to ‘pick and choose’ the aspects of her religion
that align with her personal values has meant that she is practising, in her preferred way, an
interpretation of Islam that encourages equality for all minorities. When asked how she responds to
suggestions that she is following ‘man-made’ laws above divine laws, she says that ‘rather than trying
to justify [contentious verses], I just don’t accept them as part of my practice… religion is not meant
to be difficult. It’s not meant to be something that causes grief and discord in society’ (Nasya, VIC:
22/05/2019). Nasya’s relationship with her faith is stronger as a result of accepting that the
renegotiation and reinterpretation of Islam is achievable in her own life. For Nasya, her relationship
with religion while she was growing up was not negative, it was simply not the most central part of
her life. In renegotiating these verses, she has achieved a closeness with her religion. However, for
one participant, Lujayn, - who also reported that her belief in gender equality influenced her
understanding of Islam – her relationship with Islam during her childhood and adolescence was
decidedly negative. Although she is now coming back to her faith, she attributes this new
understanding of Islam to her secular education (Lujayn, QLD: 3/09/2019.4.18.). Lujayn believes that
her secular education created a framework through which to interpret Islam in what she viewed as a
more equitable way. In leaving her religion to study secular science and philosophy, she was able to
come back to her faith with a new understanding that counteracted her previous negative experiences
with Islam.
Sarah was another participant who was raised Muslim, though did not attribute her belief in
gender equality – at least initially – to her religion. When growing up, Sarah’s stepmother enforced a
strict, conservative interpretation of the faith within their home, which led her to lack a connection
with her faith. Sarah’s father also became increasingly hostile towards Islam (Sarah, VIC:
23/05/2019.4.19.). In receiving strict religious instruction that she did not believe in from her
stepmother, and inaccurate accusations about Islam and Prophet Muhammad from her father, Sarah’s
relationship to her faith growing up was not particularly strong. Her belief in gender equality was
formed separate from her faith, through experiencing inequality at school and at work. Sarah is ‘very
vocal about gender equality’, though because of how religion was used in a way that was counter to
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gender equality within her household growing up, unlearning a patriarchal interpretation of the faith
is something she is continuing to do to this day. Sarah does not take everything within the religion
literally, which she believes allows her to practise Islam in a ‘modern’ way that aligns with her belief
in gender equality that was formed via secular means. These participants have identified knowledge
attained from outside of their religious education as being a tool to recognise, highlight, and promote
gender equality within Islam.
The largest group of participants with relation to the influence Islam had on forming and/or
supporting their belief in gender equality was the 27 participants (54%) who reported that their belief
in Islam and their belief in gender equality confirmed one another. For these participants, the equal
status of men and women present in Islam confirmed and sanctified their inherent belief in gender
equality, while the observation of gender equality in the Islamic tradition reaffirmed to them that their
faith was legitimate, just, and true. Thus, there was a self-perpetuating quality between their belief in
gender equality and their belief in Islam under which both beliefs were cemented. For Humaira, this
relationship between her faith and her belief in gender equality was a significant experience that
affected her deeply. Humaira spoke of how important it was to her personally that her faith supported
her sense of intrinsic self-worth, and vice versa - ‘I’ve always been guided by my heart and what I feel
is true... The more I came across ideas on gender equality that were from an Islamic tradition, the
more my own natural instinctive views [on gender equality] were verified’ (Humaira, QLD:
30/09/2019). The importance – as iterated by Humaira – of participants’ faith supporting and/or
forming a belief in gender equality should not be underestimated.
Naureen also spoke of the dual formation of her belief in gender equality through faith and
‘western culture’, believing that there lies confirmation, not conflict, with regards to Islam and gender
equality (Naureen, VIC: 8/05/2019.4.20.). Naureen said that the western understanding of gender
equality has shaped her views on what she believes women can and should achieve. In her
interpretation of Islam, she sees parallels in that it teaches that one’s actions, not their gender, is the
determinant of their elevation in God’s eyes. In both philosophies, Naureen believes women are given
the opportunity to be free from preconceived notions about what women can and should do, and
these mutually confirming beliefs have ‘solidif[ied]’ her position on gender equality.
One comment made by participant Ameena surrounding the development of a belief in
gender equality through secular and religious means is the inevitability of “confirmation bias” when
looking at religious texts (Ameena, VIC: 26/05/2019.4.21.). Being questioned by her friends regarding
the position of women in Islam was an incentive for Ameena to research her faith’s treatment of
women. In going in with the motive of seeking to defend her faith against those who said it was sexist
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and patriarchal, Ameena admits there may have been an element of confirmation bias. Yet, as Zayn
argued above, all people’s interpretation of Islam – or any religion – is shaped by their experiences.
Ameena did, consequently, find the evidence that she was looking for, and her faith is something that
she believes supports and proclaims her equal rights as a woman. Her parents, she believes, failed to
teach her to learn and understand her faith in her own terms. It was in her desire to defend herself
and her religion that she found her gender-positive interpretation of her faith, which she believes is
applicable to all time. In all, participants felt vindicated by their gender-positive interpretation of their
faith supporting their equal rights. Likewise, participants felt that one of their central beliefs – their
belief in the inherent equality of all genders – was validated through its presence in what they see as
the true religion. Whether Islam was the factor that caused, supported, or reaffirmed a belief in
gender equality, all participants agreed that their faith was central in achieving this goal within their
own lives – and in some cases in others’ lives too.

4.4. Conclusion
This chapter has given an overview of the development of and influences on participants’
belief in gender equality in order to understand the role that faith has played in Australian Muslim
feminist women’s understandings of gender equality within Islam. 34% of participants reported that
their belief in gender equality derived from – at least in part – their parents and/or their parents’
relationship. For some participants, their belief in gender equality was attained through other factors,
such as the views of peers, the media, or education.
The foremost belief, however, that participants cited as contributing to their belief in gender
equality was seeing and/or experiencing gender discrimination. As research suggests that by ten years
of age, girls can demonstrate awareness of gender discrimination, it is unsurprising that many
participants cited exposure to such treatment as a driving factor in their belief in gender equality. This
discrimination participants experienced came from both within and outside of their families. For
participants such as Ameena and Rida, the patriarchal mindsets of their families restricted their access
to things such as education and other opportunities afforded to the men in their families. Their
families’ main concern was to see them married with children. These patriarchal practices and
mindsets that participants faced were not only perpetuated and enforced by men, but also by women.
Several participants spoke of the role that their mother and/or grandmother played in attempting to
instil within them notions of inferiority or limiting their role to one of wife/mother. These practices,
whether they were enforced by men or women, were not a reflection of level of religiosity. Rather,
they were often a reflection of cultural mores and mindsets. Similarly, other participants experienced
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these cultural restrictions from outside their families. Cultural practices were confused and conflated
with religious practices, resulting in an understanding of Islam that was infused with patriarchal
traditions, limiting the rights of women. Most participants reported that it was culture and not religion
that drove inequality within their Muslim communities. It was also the association between cultural
practices prevalent in some Muslim countries and communities, though which had no foundation in
Islamic scripture, that caused misconceptions and misunderstandings surrounding Islam’s treatment
of women by non-Muslims.
The detangling of culture and religion was important for participants. Some participants saw
their equal rights within their religion from an early age, while others found their initial relationship
with their religion to be a negative one. It was upon the reconnection with their faith in their later
years that they saw a different and fuller understanding of the rights women are granted in Islam. All
participants asserted that religion was a key – not a barrier – towards obtaining equal rights for Muslim
women. As all fifty participants in this research believed that Islam promotes gender equality, this is
to be expected. While 42% of participants cited Islam as a contributing factor for their belief in gender
equality, when asked specifically about the role of their faith in supporting and/or causing their belief
in gender equality, 24% of participants said that Islam formed their belief in gender equality, 22%
reported that their belief in gender equality influenced how they interpret their religion, and 54% said
that their belief in Islam and gender equality both confirmed one another. For all fifty participants,
Islam has been a major asset in promoting their rights as women. In fighting back against patriarchal
cultural practices – from both within and outside of their families and cultural/religious communities
– their gender-positive interpretations of their faith are utilised to encourage and promote what they
interpret as God-given rights for women.
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Chapter Five: Gender Equality in Islam
This chapter explores participants’ views on gender equality in Islam through research
question 3, ‘How do Australian Muslim feminist women engage with the aspects of their faith that
have traditionally been used to support male superiority and patriarchal practices?’ Through positing
this question, participants were able to provide clarification on key aspects of Islam - for instance,
4:34, the “beating verse”- that are sometimes weaponised to discredit their belief that Islam has
ordained gender equality. Participants were presented with several verses that have been interpreted
by some as promoting patriarchy, to which they explained their personal interpretations to the
researcher. Participants then spoke of whether or not these verses and their personal interpretations
were something that they included within their own practice. A trend was identified that followed
how participants had come to their gender-positive interpretations of the particular Qur’ān verses.
This trend was one of acknowledgement

interpretation

assessment

resolution. Participants

acknowledged problematic aspects of a verse that some people may interpret as patriarchal. They
then described their own understanding and interpretation of the verse. Based on this interpretation
of what the verse means and its intent, participants reported whether or not they found the particular
verse to be applicable within their own lives. Any conflict was thereafter resolved through the practise
of their gender-positive interpretation of the verse, or their choice not to practise a verse that, in their
opinion, was not applicable to their lives. Their interpretations and practices were therefore one that
promotes what they saw as Islam’s inherent gender equality.

To understand how participants in this research interact with and understand aspects of Islam
that have been highlighted to argue – again, by both Muslims and non-Muslims – that Islam cannot
be a gender-positive religion, the relevant Qur’ān verses were put to participants in order to
understand their perspectives. It is these verses that this chapter focuses on. Due to the extensive
discussions on the particulars of each verse, this research could not include discussions on all topics
and traditions that have posed questions for gender equality within Islam. As such, four verses that
addressed – in traditional interpretations or translations – gendered practices were chosen. These
practices were ḥijāb, inheritance, polygyny, and husband disciplinary privileges/domestic violence
outlined in verse 4:34. Participants’ interpretations of each verses included common understandings
as well as understandings that may be interpretations specific to them. Due to word constraints, only
responses given by ten participants or more will be discussed at length, though all responses
regardless of the number of participants who cited them will be included in the tables.
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5.1. Veiling of Women
In her book, Beyond Veiled Clichés, Amal Awad writes that she has come to appreciate ‘veiling’
for what it is – ‘an aspect of true faith for many, and obligation towards God; and an unconscious
symbol of power for others – men over women, in particular’ (Awad, 2017:90). This dichotomy of the
ḥijāb being both a representation of women’s autonomy and women’s oppression simultaneously
encapsulates the difficulty with which scholars and Muslims have understood and practised a tradition
that has behind it a multitude of different meanings and motivations. Muslim traditionalists and
feminists alike have interpreted verses pertaining to Islamic dress to mean that Muslim women should
cover themselves. The extent of this covering differs from person to person. Some Muslim women
believe that women are under no obligation to cover themselves other than wearing clothing. Some
Muslims believe women must cover their hair (ḥijāb), and some believe that women must cover their
whole bodies in loose clothing as well as their face (niqāb) and sometimes their eyes (burqa). The table
below provides a breakdown of participants’ choice where or not to wear ḥijāb.

Participants’ adoption of ḥijāb
Ḥijāb
No ḥijāb
Niqāb

No. of participants

Ḥijāb (sometimes)

33
15
1
1

While there are no studies on the number of women who wear the niqāb in Australia, when
comparing to estimations of the number of women in other western countries who wear the niqāb
(France - 1900 women, 0.04% of the Muslim population, or 0.003% of the general population (Mullally,
2011:33); Austria - 150 women, 0.03% of the Muslim population, and 0.002% of the general
population (Ahmed, 2017); The Netherlands - 100-500 women, 0.01-0.05% of the Muslim population,
and 0.003% of the general population (Ahmed, 2017), it can be estimated that this number is low,
even compared to the aforementioned countries, all of which have larger Muslim populations. The
ḥijāb is instead the most common form of veiling in Australia and other western countries. Of the
participants interviewed, 33 wore ḥijāb, one wore niqāb, one wore ḥijāb sometimes, and 15 did not
wear ḥijāb. Participants’ arguments for wearing ḥijāb will be discussed first.
The following table is a breakdown of participants’ primary reasons for wearing ḥijāb or niqāb.
Some participants reported more than one reason.
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Reason for wearing ḥijāb
Public symbol of their faith/ part of their identity
Modesty - to prevent superficial judgement and/or sexualisation

No. of participants

Obedience to God
Reminder of God and the teachings of Islam
Protection
Autonomy over who is permitted to view your body and beauty
Ḥijāb does/did equalise women

19
13
10
7
5
4
2

Gender segregation/limiting gender interactions

2

5.1.1. Ḥijāb as an identifier
For many participants, the ḥijāb’s purpose over the centuries has transformed from a tool
used to differentiate and protect Muslim women from harassment and abuse, to a symbol of their
identity as Muslim women, or a public declaration of their faith. As shown above, the foremost
motivation for wearing ḥijāb amongst the participants in this research was that the ḥijāb was a public
symbol of their faith and part of their identity – specifically their identity as Muslim women.
The predominant feeling expressed by participants who wore ḥijāb as an assertion of their
identity was that the ḥijāb allowed them to express themselves and be a recognisable member of their
religious community. The aspect of the ḥijāb as an identifier was particularly relevant for converts 18,
who may have otherwise felt a disconnect with the broader religious community in comparison with
Muslims who had been raised surrounded by and integrated within a religious community. One
participant, Zahra, who is a convert, spoke of how the ḥijāb allowed her to be recognisably Muslim
(Zahra, NSW: 2/07/2019.5.1.).
Another participant, 21-year-old Zehra, who was raised in Japan, spoke of how her ḥijāb
identified her as a Muslim woman within a culture in which ‘everyone had dark, straight hair, everyone
wore the same thing’ (Zehra, VIC: 20/09/2019). Her ḥijāb made her differences visible – a
responsibility she did not take lightly within a context where there were very few Muslims (Zehra, VIC:
20/09/2019.5.2.). The public declaration of their faith through the adoption of the ḥijāb is something
that many participants accepted and practised with pride. Yet this public declaration did not come
without the understanding that making your religion visually identifiable sets women up to be prejudged, sometimes negatively.

18

All seven converts wore ḥijāb, and five of these seven viewed their ḥijāb as a symbol of their faith and/or
public identifier.
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Making one’s religion visual is not something unique to Islam. As one participant noted, ‘when
I was Christian, I would wear a cross’ (Ella, VIC: 26/05/2019). Likewise, now, as a Muslim, she wears a
ḥijāb. Though a more prominent visual marker of her religion, ḥijāb is, in part, to Ella what a cross
signified prior to her conversion. Yet the ḥijāb as a religious identifier did not end there for Susi, whose
ḥijāb was not only a symbol of her religion, but also her nationality. This identifier, however, is
something that she is beginning to question. Nevertheless, due to the ḥijāb being such a public
declaration of her religious and Indonesian identity, she fears the judgement she would face from her
religious and cultural community were she to stop wearing one (Susi, VIC: 19/09/2019.5.3.).
Ultimately, however, Susi felt she need not be judged or criticised by what she does or does not wear,
stating that, ‘I believe my fashion will not define or decrease my faith’ (Susi, VIC: 19/09/2019). Chloe
similarly linked other aspects of her identity to her ḥijāb. Namely, her identity as a woman of West
Indian descent (Chloe, QLD: 21/09/2019.5.4.). Unlike Susi, Chloe’s association of her ḥijāb with her
cultural heritage was something that strengthened her relationship to the practice. The ḥijāb can be
as much about personal and individual identity as religious identity. For participants, the ḥijāb was not
something that restricted them, but rather, something that allowed them to express their true selves,
both personally and publicly. It tied them to their religion and religious communities but was also key
to their sense of self and individuality.

5.1.2. Ḥijāb to uphold modesty and prevent superficial judgement and/or
sexualisation
Thirteen participants (26%) reported that one reason for their adoption of the ḥijāb was the
belief that the ḥijāb upholds modesty and prevents superficial judgement and/or sexualisation.
Amna spoke of how the ḥijāb empowers her through preventing her sexualisation, contrary
to common societal norms which, in some instances, objectify women’s bodies and sexuality (Amna,
VIC: 2/05/2019.5.5.). Amna’s concern with her body being sexualised by other people has led her to
adopt a more modest manner of dressing. This modest clothing, including a ḥijāb, makes her feel
empowered through a rejection of western society’s expectations of how a woman should dress.
Another prominent concern that led participants to put on a ḥijāb was the belief that as women,
they are often judged on how they look, rather than their intellect, skills, and personality traits. The
ḥijāb, to these participants, is a way that they take their physical beauty out of the equation to avoid
being judged superficially – or, at least, as a way that they signal this aim to others. As Safia relayed,
‘[the ḥijāb] gives you a degree of respect. When I talk to people without my ḥijāb, they don’t seem to
listen to what I say. They just look at me. When I wear the ḥijāb, you get a sort of respect from both
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men and women. They start to listen to your words rather than focus on what you look like’ (Safia,
VIC: 29 May 2019).
The belief that their ḥijāb prevented superficial judgement was particularly reassuring for 34year-old PhD student, Maryam, who reported her experience of being superficially judged in the
workspace – ‘I get angry when at my work, people say things like, ‘you have beautiful eyes’. I’m
thinking, ‘please, tell me I have a beautiful mind’… I don’t want to be seen as a woman at work… I
want to be seen as a human’ (Maryam, VIC: 2/08/2019). For participants such as Maryam, the ḥijāb
was one way to reclaim objectified feminine attributes - such as long hair - and redirect that focus
onto their non-physical attributes. The ire from participants surrounding what they felt was unfair
focus on their looks that drew away from their other personal attributes was clear. Zeynep in particular
felt demeaned by unwanted comments on her looks – ‘My looks shouldn’t be a matter of judgement
on a daily basis. People should not have the right to comment on my beauty or the way I look. They’re
not complimenting me, I don’t need that’ (Zeynep, QLD: 17/09/2019). The judgement of women on
the pretence of “compliments” is, for Zeynep, unwanted, unnecessary, and diminishing to her nonphysical attributes.
One participant, 49-year-old Siham, said that when she wears the ḥijāb, she feels as if people
are focussing on her and her conversation, and not on anything else. This was one of her main
motivations for dressing in modest clothing and covering her hair. However, Siham simultaneously
said that the ḥijāb causes people to make judgements surrounding her capabilities – ‘people make
judgements if you’re in ḥijāb… People have this idea that I’m not educated. Straight away they will
think that you’re the cleaner in the office, when I was the office manager’ (Siham, VIC: 12/06/2019).
Participants who spoke of the ḥijāb being of use to prevent superficial judgement were acknowledging
superficial judgement as only judgement in relation to sexual attributes. Because, as Siham has shown
through her experience above of being assumed to be the ‘cleaning lady’, judgement on the basis of
looks and clothing – superficial judgement – does still occur whether or not women dress modestly.
The type of judgement is different, and the assumptions made from such judgements are different,
but the judgements are superficial and based on the characteristics attributed –rightly or wrongly – to
clothing, and not to character.
The decision for participants to wear a ḥijāb as a way to prevent superficial judgement and/or
sexualisation was, again, personal. For these women, their version of modest dress is a way to
empower and free themselves from the pressure put upon women to dress and appear in a certain
way. As Sabrina described it, ‘what God is very clear about here is don’t do anything artificial or
synthetic, and I think that’s fair’ (Sabrina, VIC: 6/05/2019). And whether or not this was an effective
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way for participants to avoid being judged superficially, at the very least, their ḥijāb signalled to others
that any comments or judgements on their natural physical attributes were undesired.

5.1.3. Ḥijāb as a form of obedience to God
The third most commonly cited reason for wearing a ḥijāb was obedience to God’s
commandments. 10 participants (20%) said that obedience was a motivating factor in deciding to put
on a ḥijāb. Reem and Aya both reported that their acceptance of the ḥijāb was an indication of their
obedience to, and trust in God’s wisdom. Reem said of her decision to put on the ḥijāb, ‘If you believe
in God and Islam, and you believe in everything that God tells you to, then you must believe that it’s
from his wisdom, even if we can’t understand it completely’ (Reem, VIC: 9/05/2019). Although some
participants did not understand why God has asked this of women, they felt it their duty to obey God’s
wishes (Ameena, VIC: 26/05/2019.5.6.). Like Reem and Aya, Ameena does not fully comprehend the
rationale behind why God asks women to cover themselves, yet she accepts and practises what she
sees as a commandment. Ameena also highlights the fact that there are many aspects of the religion
– such as praying five times a day – that God has not given reason for, yet people accept these
stipulations without question. In the same way, she has accepted ḥijāb as part of her practice. Reem,
Aya and Ameena acknowledge outright that they do not yet fully understand the reasoning behind
the stipulation that women should cover themselves, and it is something that they continue to revisit.
Submitting to God’s wishes was representative of participants’ trust in Him, and served to bring them
closer to their faith and connection with God.

5.1.4. Fighting stereotypes, discussing the ḥijāb, and anti-ḥijāb beliefs
The ḥijāb has sometimes been characterised as a burden forced upon Muslim women by their
male family members. While in some cases patriarchal pressure may influence a woman’s decision to
cover, the participants in this research who wore a ḥijāb stressed that adopting this style of Islamic
dress was their personal choice. Indeed, several participants spoke of their family’s disapproval of
them wearing ḥijāb, and it was not uncommon for participants in this research to go against their
family’s wishes when they chose to cover. One participant, Sabrina, said that when she started
wearing a ḥijāb at the age of 21 as a form of gratitude towards God, her family was ‘very mad’. Her
father, in particular, voiced his disapproval due to his belief that the ḥijāb is ‘very middle-ages’ and a
sign of women ‘being oppressed’ (Sabrina, VIC: 6/05/2019). Ameena also described her father as being
‘so angry’ when she and her sisters fought to wear ḥijāb (Ameena, VIC: 26/05/2019.5.7.). The right to
wear ḥijāb was just as much a struggle for them as other women’s right not to wear a ḥijāb. In both
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instances – being pressured to wear ḥijāb and being pressured not to wear ḥijāb – their personal
freedoms were being encroached upon.
Ameena not only spoke of her experience fighting back against her family’s wishes not to wear
ḥijāb as defying the typical stereotype of Muslim women being forced to cover, but also of the conflict
she feels between the different implications of the ḥijāb, as well as the excessive focus on the topic
and people’s perceptions of it. Ameena feels that foremost, the ḥijāb is intended to show that
appearances do not matter – that women should be judged by their mind and not their bodies. Yet at
the same time, she acknowledges that if appearances do not matter and women should not be judged
for how they look, then encouraging women to cover up their bodies so as not to attract men is
contradictorily implying that appearances are important and must therefore be concealed. However,
through concealing women’s looks and focusing on how much or how little of their bodies they may
show, we are ‘over-sexualising everything’ (Ameena, VIC: 26/05/2019). Ameena feels the conflict
between these coexisting yet contradictory beliefs. Ultimately, however, Ameena decided to wear the
ḥijāb as a form of obedience to God. What is confusing for Ameena is the resultant excessive focus on
ḥijāb, when its ambiguity in reason is not specific to this practice. Humaira was also particularly
vehement about this point, calling the ḥijāb a ‘preoccupation’ for Muslims (Humaira, QLD:
30/09/2019.5.8.). Although Humaira does not wear a ḥijāb, while Ameena does believe ḥijāb to be a
religious requirement, they both agree that there has been excessive focus on whether or not women
wear ḥijāb. Participants reported being asked and interrogated by non-Muslims about their ḥijāb.
While many were happy to oblige and enjoyed the opportunity to educate non-Muslims about Islam,
and to dispel preconceptions, some participants had negative experiences relating to the questions
and assumptions from non-Muslims about their ḥijāb, which even caused some participants to stop
covering. Wearing a ḥijāb comes with benefits and burdens, and it can be difficult to explain to nonMuslims the many reasons why Muslim women cover their hair. As Chloe recalled, ‘I’ve had someone
at my son’s school recently ask me about my ḥijāb and I just said, ‘I don’t know how much time you’ve
got, because the answer is as unique and individual as the 1.8 billion Muslims in existence’ (Chloe, QLD
21 September 2019).
This variety in views, opinions, and experiences with the ḥijāb was reflected among participants,
many of whom based their decision to wear a ḥijāb on its personal relevance within their own lives.
Participants, in large part, did not extrapolate their belief to others. Instead, they saw observance of
the ḥijāb as a personal choice. Although participants in this research were accepting of the ḥijāb being
an individual choice, some Muslims – including participants in this research – speak of the difficulty of
openly expressing a belief that doubts the necessity of ḥijāb for Muslim women. Lujayn, for instance,
is ‘completely against [ḥijāb] in today’s society’, though also stated that she is ‘careful’ not to say this
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in certain situations so as not to offend anyone (Lujayn, QLD: 3/09/2019). Other participants also
spoke of external pressures influencing their relationship with and views on ḥijāb. Some participants
who did not wear ḥijāb, and who disagree with the concept of veiling altogether demonstrated various
levels of disdain over social pressures to adopt a head covering, and several participants who did wear
the ḥijāb spoke of their conflicted feelings on the topic. As has already been mentioned above, Susi’s
desire to take off the ḥijāb – or at least to question the tradition – left her feeling isolated with these
thoughts due to the fear of being judged by her social circle. There were also participants, such as
Zeynep, who question whether the way they are practising the faith and the traditions extracted from
it – such as the ḥijāb – is the true way, or have they ‘been made to believe that it’s this way, because
men have taught [them] this way’ (Zeynep, QLD: 17/09/2019). Social pressure – from both within and
outside Muslim communities – also had an impact on participants’ decisions whether or not to wear
a ḥijāb. 36-year-old Faiza said that her ḥijāb is context-specific. When she attends cultural or religious
gatherings, or travels to places with a higher proportion of Muslims, she will wear a ḥijāb to feel ‘more
comfortable’ (Faiza, VIC: 2 June 2019). Amongst non-Muslims, Faiza prefers to take off her ḥijāb, or
wear a hat or beanie. This is due to her fear of judgement and racial/religious abuse. In both situations,
Faiza’s decision to cover or not cover is not strictly a personal choice. She is influenced by the
judgements of others, who associate negative attributes with her based on her decision to cover her
hair or not cover her hair. So, although wearing a ḥijāb or not was ultimately a personal choice for
participants, there are inevitably external influences and pressures that factor into participants’
decisions, on way or another, to varying degrees.
For some participants, social pressures including stereotyping, questions, and assumptions
were enough to make them decide not to observe the tradition of covering their hair. For others, their
belief that the ḥijāb is not an obligatory part of Islam stemmed from other rationale on the topic of
veiling. 15 participants (30%) reported that they did not wear ḥijāb.19 The following is a table depicting
the most common reasoning for their decision. Some participants reported more than one reason.

19

Many of the participants who did not wear ḥijāb reported that they do cover their hair during prayer, or if
they go to the mosque. Since these participants only wore ḥijāb for specific religious rituals, and not in their
everyday life, they were recorded as not wearing ḥijāb, and they self-reported as such.
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Participants' reasons for not wearing ḥijāb
Ḥijāb is contextual to the time of revelation and not applicable in modern
society and/or modern Australia
Men can and should respect women first
Ḥijāb now does the opposite of modesty - it causes unwanted attention
Aesthetic and/or practical reasons
The Qur’ān does not ask for ḥijāb
Ḥijāb is not part of their culture
Ḥijāb was only for the Prophet's wives
Ḥijāb is not in line with feminist values

No. of participants
9
8
8
4
2
2
2
1

Three reasons stood out for why participants had decided not to wear a ḥijāb. Firstly, the
belief that the prescription of covering one’s hair is no longer applicable to modern society – and in
particular modern Australian society. Secondly, the belief that wearing a ḥijāb would cause unwanted
attention, thereby negating its original purpose of modesty. Lastly, the belief that it is first men’s
responsibility to respect women, rather than women’s responsibility to cover themselves. Only the
top three responses will be discussed at length.

5.1.5. Ḥijāb is contextual
The first and most common reason given by participants for why they chose not to wear a
ḥijāb was the belief that the practice of hair covering was and is contextual to certain times and/or
places, and therefore not applicable in modern times and/or the Australian context. Nine participants
(18%) gave this reason. Participants argued for several different reasons why the practice of covering
one’s hair is or is not contextually applicable to all Muslim women, for all time, in all places. For some
participants, this meant that wearing the ḥijāb was contextually applicable to 7th century Arabia, and
not 21st century global society. For others, their meaning of the ḥijāb being contextual was the belief
that in certain parts of the world and in certain cultural/religious contexts - such as in Muslim majority
countries - the ḥijāb is necessary, while in the modern Australian context, wearing the ḥijāb is not
required. According to Natasha, Zainab, Lujayn, Rida, and Maheera, the stipulation in the Qur’ān to
wear a hair covering was contextual – for one reason or another – to women in 7th century Arabia
during the time of revelation. While Natasha was unclear what this contextual reasoning might have
been, Maheera believed that the ḥijāb stipulation was for various pragmatic reasons, such as covering
one’s face to keep dust out of one’s eyes. Zainab, Lujayn, and Rida all believed that the practice of
women covering themselves was to deter harassment from men during a time when harassing women
was commonplace. Lujayn argued that the verses pertaining to ḥijāb were revealed, in part, as ‘a way

131

of protection and to differentiate [Muslim women from slaves] by class and religion’ (Lujayn, QLD:
3/09/2019). Slaves, Lujayn believes, were also not required to wear a headscarf or covering for
practical reasons relating to cleaning and work, leading Lujayn to argue that ‘[ḥijāb] was all about
practicality at the time. It’s not something holy’ (Lujayn, QLD: 3/09/2019). The belief that the ḥijāb
was a requirement for women in 7th century Arabia who needed to be protected and/or recognisable
as Muslims rendered the practice, to these participants, unnecessary in modern times. Yet for one
participant, Saja, the ḥijāb and abaya were unrequired in Australia not because of contextualisation
to 7th century Arabia. Rather, she believed that in certain parts of the world – even in modern times –
the ḥijāb is still relevant. Saja was raised in Saudi Arabia, and it was there that she felt more
comfortable in a ḥijāb and abaya. However, in Australia, because of the Australian cultural context,
she felt that the ḥijāb is not essential (Saja, VIC: 29/08/2019.5.9.).
Similarly, Muneera also spoke of her use of the ḥijāb in different contexts. Muneera believed
that the ḥijāb is not a religious obligation, as the only requirement for women’s dress in Islam is that
their clothing must be modest. In particular, in the Australian context - where most people do not
wear a ḥijāb - Muneera prefers to fit into the crowd and ‘look normal’ (Muneera, VIC: 24/07/2019).
For Muneera, the context is important. If the point of ḥijāb is for protection, as she believes, then in
wearing one in the Australian context where a ḥijāb can be a target for attacks, ‘this logic is lost’, and
the ḥijāb no longer serves its purpose (Muneera, VIC: 24/07/2019). In her family’s Pashtun culture,
the practice of ḥijāb is more prominent than other cultures in Pakistan. When visiting grandparents in
Pakistan, Muneera wears a ḥijāb ‘for protection’, and in that cultural area, she believes that not
wearing a ḥijāb is ‘an invitation that [you’re] okay to annoy’, and if harassment does eventuate, ‘you
get blamed if you’re not wearing one’ (Muneera, VIC: 24/07/2019). Maheera also saw the contextual
relevance of the ḥijāb – with relation to both the Australian context and the context of revelation –
stating that, ‘I think in Australia most people show their hair. I don’t feel like it’s immodest to show
my hair. People won’t look at me twice, whereas [in the Qur’ān context] people would stare at me’
(Maheera, VIC: 4/05/2019). Maheera sees the ḥijāb as relevant to prevent stares in 7th century Arabia,
but in the context of 21st century Australia, the element of preserving one’s modesty through a hair
covering is not applicable.
Participants who believe the ḥijāb to be contextual – either to a specific time period or specific
areas around the world – have not taken the ḥijāb verses as a universal stipulation. Rather, they argue,
the reason behind the ḥijāb needs to be taken into account.
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5.1.6. Ḥijāb causes unwanted attention
The second listed reason participants gave for not wearing a ḥijāb – that it causes unwanted
attention – was significant for eight participants (16%) who believed that in the Australian context, a
ḥijāb makes women stand out from the crowd, and in some cases a target for racist and xenophobic
attacks. Maheera spoke about the dangers ḥijābi women can face, particularly on public transport –
‘If over here, I choose to dress in a certain way that will attract all the bullies and racist people, if I’m
commuting and am in certain attire that will attract trouble, then the whole point is lost. I’m not
protecting myself now, now I’m putting myself out there to attract the abuse’ (Maheera, VIC:
4/05/2019). Similarly, Zainab spoke of her fear of physical attacks if she were to wear a ḥijāb in
Australia – ‘If you’re a woman going around in a ḥijāb, then there’s a higher chance that you’ll be
harassed. I saw someone wearing a ḥijāb once and a man tried to attack her… I took [my ḥijāb] off
because I didn’t feel comfortable and I felt like I was attracting more attention (Zainab, QLD:
26/09/2019). The possibility of being attacked was likewise voiced by Radiya, who does still choose to
wear a ḥijāb (Radiya, VIC: 17/09/2019.5.10.). Radiya fears she will be targeted because she is not only
a Muslim woman in a ḥijāb, she is an Ethiopian Muslim woman in a ḥijāb. Radiya’s fears of harassment
are a demonstration of the intersection of race and religion being risk factors for Muslim women’s
safety and comfort, diminishing their ability to freely exist in and enjoy public spaces. For some
participants, the possibility of being attacked due to their ḥijāb was something they chose to bear. For
others, this possibility caused them to take off their ḥijāb.
Not only the fear of physical attacks, but also other ‘unwanted attention’ relating to their
ḥijāb caused four of these eight participants to take it off. Maheera spoke of how wearing a ḥijāb
made her feel like she was on the ‘front lines’ in an onslaught of misinformation about Muslims and
Islam (Maheera, VIC: 4/05/2019.5.11.). Yasmeen and Aaminah spoke of the fatigue experienced when
wearing the ḥijāb – the judgements, questions, looks, and assumptions people made - which
eventuated in them choosing to stop wearing a ḥijāb (Yasmeen, VIC: 17/04/2019.5.12.; Aaminah, QLD:
18/10/2019.5.13.) Stares, questions, comments, and assumptions made about Muslim women who
wear the ḥijāb can be so burdensome that they can lead – such as in these cases – to women taking
off their ḥijāb to deter such interactions. This can be described as emotional labour fatigue or burnout.
Experiences of this type of fatigue have been described of people, predominantly women, in the
workforce – particularly in service-sector jobs such as hospitality, teaching, nursing, and retail (Hua,
2018; Martinez-Inigo, 2007; Jeung et al., 2018; Muller, 2019). Yet in the experience of the participants
in this research, emotional labour is not confined to their workplace, but extends to their personal
lives and interactions with strangers. As Maheera stated, ‘we are so stressed, and we’re having to
answer the same questions over and over and over again to what it feels like are deafened ears’
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(Maheera, VIC: 4/05/2019). The expectation that Muslims educate non-Muslims on aspects of Islam
and Islamic culture could be described as an extension of ‘cultural taxation’ 20 – an additional form of
unpaid labour Muslim women must perform to contribute to the dismantling of prejudice directed at
them and their communities. For some participants, the attention relating to their ḥijāb and religion
was decidedly negative. This reason for taking off the ḥijāb is a considerable one, as it results not from
a participant’s personal choice, but as a consequence of negative outside influences. This decision was
in effect socially coerced, and made participants choose between shirking a religious practice, or
complying with the practice to the detriment of their own mental health and comfort, which
emotional labour has been shown to negatively impact (Jeung, et al., 2018:188). Ultimately, for
participants such as Maheera, Aaminah, and Yasmeen, the unsolicited judgements and speculations
made about their capabilities and lived experiences were affecting enough for them to take away the
visual indicator of their faith.

5.1.7. It is men’s responsibility to respect women
The next most common reason given by participants for not wearing a ḥijāb was the belief
that it is not women’s responsibility to change their behaviour. Rather, men are first are foremost
responsible for showing respect for women and are told so in the Qur’ān. Eight participants (16%) said
that one of the reasons why they did not wear a ḥijāb was due to men being first told to ‘lower their
eyes and guard their private parts’ (Qur’ān 24:30). The onus, therefore, is on men to look away if they
encounter something that triggers disrespectful thoughts about women, rather than on women to
carry the responsibility for men’s misbehaviour. Participant Azra was particularly vehement about her
belief that men are not ‘animals’, and that women should not have to cover themselves to ward off
male urges (Azra, VIC: 16/09/2019.5.14.). Azra instead fears that many practising Muslims take God’s
word ‘without question’. For her, the argument that women must wear the ḥijāb to protect
themselves is not logical, and she therefore questions it, something which she thinks more Muslims
should do – ‘you are allowed to question [the Qur’ān], so long as you’re not belittling it’ (Azra, VIC:
16/09/2019).
Natasha also argued the point that it is men’s responsibility to avoid sexualising women,
saying that, ‘no one’s asking the men to look. And if the men want to look then that’s their problem…
it’s always about the women covering themselves instead of about the Prophet asking the men to look
20

Cultural taxation refers to the extra – unpaid – labour expected of faculty and staff of colour to serve as
‘unofficial’ diversity consultants, educating white members of staff, and speaking on behalf of their race or other
minorities (Padilla, 1994:26). Although this term was originally coined in reference to university workspaces, it
is an apt description of the unpaid labour Muslim women and women of colour perform – whether willing
participants or not – in educating non-Muslims and white people on discrimination, racism, and/or
Islamophobia.

134

down. If you can’t help yourself getting all worked up by looking at the woman, then you look down’
(Natasha, VIC: 25/07/2019). The story Natasha is referencing is, again, the hadith previously
mentioned about the prophet forcing (or telling, depending on the version) his companion, Al-Fadl ibn
‘Abbas, to look down rather than look at a beautiful woman in his eyeline. Although some participants
used this hadith to argue that both men and women are given stipulations with regards to interactions
with the opposite sex (with men being told to lower their eyes and guard their private parts, and
women being told to dress modestly), other participants, such as Natasha and Aaminah, argued that
the stipulation for men to look away has meant that women are not required to wear ḥijāb if they do
not wish to. Aaminah has brought up hadith to argue that no matter what a woman is wearing –
whether it be modest clothing or revealing clothing – men should respect women either way
(Aaminah, QLD: 18/10/2019.5.15.). For Aaminah, the freedom to choose what to wear and be
respected by men irrespective of clothing is an autonomy issue. For some women, wearing a ḥijāb is
how they display that autonomy. In Aaminah’s case, their autonomy allows them to choose not to
wear one.
Lujayn, who also does not wear a ḥijāb, felt conflicted by the supposition that men are first
asked to lower their gaze in the Qur’ān and hadith. Although Lujayn does believe men should be held
accountable for disrespecting women, she spoke of how she had witnessed this argument being used
in theory yet ignored in practise (Lujayn, QLD: 3/09/2019.5.16.). 28-year-old PhD student Rida also
expressed the same frustration with men’s inability to follow the prescription to look away and respect
women, stating that, ‘most of the time women are being blamed. People say, ‘you are dressing this
way and you are the reason that there are rapes’. But we overlook or ignore the fact that the Qur’ān
also tells men to lower their eyes and to not stare at women. But nobody is going to practise it… men
are going to look at you’ (Rida, VIC: 2/06/2019). Rida’s anger and confusion around what women
should and should not wear remains, in part, due to the subjective nature surrounding the word
‘modesty’, by which Muslim men and women are told to dress (Rida, VIC: 2/06/2019.5.17.). Rida and
Lujayn feel strongly that there is a disconnect between the arguments used to show gender equality
through religious texts, and their lived experience of patriarchal Islamic culture. In the views and
experiences of some participants, there are double standards in place with regards to how different
genders are expected to dress, behave, and communicate. It is the persistence of these double
standards that Lujayn and Rida come up against, in spite of – as many participants have argued – the
Qur’ān and hadith outlining men’s responsibility to ‘lower their eyes’ (Qur’ān 24:30).

As can be seen from the numerous and extensive reasonings given by the participants in this
research, the choice to wear or not wear a ḥijāb is personal, and is based on both religious and secular
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motivations. The reasons for wearing a ḥijāb can be placed into four categories: identity-motivated,
spiritually-motivated, self-preservation motivated, and practicality-motivated. Identity-motivated
reasons included participants who cited ‘public declaration of their faith / part of their identity’ These
participants viewed the ḥijāb as a signifier they were proud to display as Muslim women whose faith
is a central component of their personal identity. Spiritually-motivated participants included those
who cited ‘obedience to God’ and the ḥijāb as a ‘reminder of God and the teachings of Islam’. These
participants saw their observance of ḥijāb as a way to honour God and ensure that their behaviour is,
to the best of their abilities, in line with Islamic teachings and values. Self-preservation motivated
participants were those whose reason for adopting the ḥijāb included ‘protection’, ‘modesty’, and
‘autonomy over who is permitted to see your body’. Self-preservation motivated participants saw the
ḥijāb as a way to ensure that they maintained bodily autonomy and control over what aspects of their
selves they wished to share. Practicality-motivated reasons for wearing ḥijāb include ‘gender
segregation/limiting gender interactions’ and ‘ḥijāb does/did equalise women’. These participants saw
the ḥijāb as a means of altering their position in society to ensure their equal – or at least increased –
participation as women.
Although there was disagreement about what the ḥijāb meant, who should wear it, and
whether or not the practice is mandatory for Muslim women, all participants agreed that the decision
to wear or not wear a ḥijāb should be an individual’s choice. For participants who chose not to wear
ḥijāb, their reasons fell into four categories: Religious reasons, feminist reasons, social and/or practical
reasons, and cultural reasons. The religious reasons for not wearing a ḥijāb included the belief that
the Qur’ān does not ask women to wear a ḥijāb, and that the ḥijāb was only intended to be worn by
the Prophet’s wives. The feminist reasons for not wearing a ḥijāb included the belief that the men can
and should respect women regardless of what they are wearing, and that the ḥijāb is not in line with
feminist values. Social and/or practical reasons for not wearing a ḥijāb included participants’ views
that the ḥijāb causes unwanted attention, and the belief that the ḥijāb is impractical due to lack of
comfort and attracting stares/looks. The final reasons for not wearing ḥijāb are those that can be
considered cultural reasons, including the belief that the ḥijāb is not part of some participants’ culture,
and that the practice is not applicable or appropriate in the context of 21st century Australian society.
Participants’ choice to wear a ḥijāb or not wear a ḥijāb was motivated by their personal
interpretation of their religion and what it asks of women with regards to the meaning of ‘modesty’.
Some interpret modesty to mean modesty in behaviour, not dress, and shirking one’s ego. Others
believed modesty also includes a hair covering. Social, cultural, and secular ideological factors played
a part in views on ḥijāb and the ḥijāb verses. Feminism and gender equality were not, by and large, a
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consideration in most participants’ decision to wear a ḥijāb, and wearing one did not make
participants feel less feminist or less equal by virtue of their gender.

5.2. Inheritance
The Qur’ān is forthright in its unequal distribution of inheritance, with daughters being
allocated half the portion that sons are allocated. For some participants, this unequal allotment was
seen as an antiquated practice which is no longer applicable in the 21st century Australian context. For
others, the unequal distribution of wealth in families is equitable, rather than equal, as it factors in
the differing financial responsibilities of each gender. Participants were asked their opinion on and
interpretation of verse 4:11 and the topic of inheritance according to Islamic teachings.
Participants in this research had varying explanations for the unequal distribution of inheritance
outlined in verse 4:11. Some participants saw the practice as applicable and relevant to their lives,
while other participants felt that a gendered distribution of inheritance is not a tradition they wish to
practise or perpetuate themselves. The following table outlines participants’ gender-positive
explanations for a verse that can, on face value, appear in contradiction to gender equality.

Participants' justification for the unequal distribution of inheritance
Male financial responsibility/female financial independence
Sociohistorical context
Women receive inheritance from more than one source and/or
receive mahr
Did not answer

No. of participants
37
17
9
1

The ways in which the participants interpreted Qur’ān verse 4:11 were less diverse than their
views on the ḥijāb verses, with only three reasons given for the unequal allocation of inheritance. The
most common reason given for this verse – whether or not it is applicable today – is that Islamically,
a man’s wealth is to be shared with his family, due to his responsibility to provide for them. Conversely,
a woman’s wealth is her own, and she has no such obligations to her family. These corresponding
aspects of men and women’s financial obligations are practiced in conjunction with one another. 37
participants (74%) cited male financial responsibility/female financial independence as a justification
for a gendered division of inheritance. The second most common response participants gave to the
unequal distribution of inheritance was the argument that this verse must be placed in the sociohistorical context in which it was revealed. It was argued that doing so will provide a better
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understanding as to the rationale behind giving women a smaller portion of inheritance. 17
participants (34%) cited the importance of contextualisation. The final justification given by
participants for the unequal distribution of inheritance was the belief that due to women receiving
financial endowments from more than one source (e.g. from inheritance from her husband as well as
parents, and from their mahr), women’s financial gifts ‘even out’ over the course of their lifetime. 9
participants (18%) spoke of this ‘evening out’ of wealth. One participant is listed as ‘did not answer’.
This participant opted to abstain from giving their interpretation of this verse, stating that, ‘I don’t
know anything about [inheritance] so I won’t talk about it’ (Radiya, VIC: 17/09/2019).

5.2.1. Male financial responsibility/female financial independence
Male financial responsibility and its inverse, female financial independence, was referenced
by the majority of participants (74%) as the reason for the Qur’ān’s gendered distribution of
inheritance. Participants spoke about the reasons behind such a provision, and how – in theory – the
practice was intended to be equitable in light of the differing responsibilities of men and women.
The responsibility of men to provide for their family is rooted within Islamic tradition. Some
participants spoke of their expectation that their husband will provide for them financially, even
stating that they preferred it this way, as the responsibility to provide for one’s family is a burden, not
a privilege. Other participants who cited this reason were of the belief that although it is an Islamic
requirement and the rationale behind unequal inheritance, they did not expect this tradition to be
observed in their own lives for various reasons.
The concept of male financial responsibility was given as the primary reason for the unequal
distribution of inheritance stipulated in the Qur’ān. As mentioned, there were some participants who
saw the responsibility of men to provide for them as a privilege given to women. Bahar, who is a stayat-home mother of three, spoke of herself as being ‘blessed’, because she faces no financial
responsibilities. Her brother receiving a larger portion of inheritance than herself and her sisters is
rational in her mind, due to the differing financial obligations placed upon women and men (Bahar,
VIC: 26/06/2019.5.18.). Bahar describes herself as ‘stress-free’ due to her being unrestrained by the
pressure of supporting her family. Unequal inheritance is, to her, irrelevant to the concept of gender
equality. She feels protected by the concept of male financial responsibility. The requirement for men
to provide for women is viewed as a form of security for Bahar and her children. Hannah similarly
spoke of male financial responsibility as something she feels entitled to as a woman. Hannah described
how her experience as a single mother of three who has not received the financial support she is owed
has shaped her views on the responsibilities of men and women in marriage (Hannah, SA:
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2/10/2019.5.19.). According to Hannah, men’s financial responsibility allows women to have the
choice to stay home and raise children without having to feel they are shirking their responsibilities to
contribute to the family income. At the same time, women are permitted to work outside the home
and earn their own money if they wish to do so. In Hannah’s view, unequal inheritance is therefore
tied to the man’s responsibility to provide for his children, which in turn provides women with security
and choice. As such, unequal inheritance is something she sees as fair and equitable. A mother being
forced into a financially tenuous situation – as is what has occurred in Hannah’s life - is something that
the Islamic injunction for men to provide for the women in their lives was intended to prevent. The
security of men providing for women – a key reason for unequal inheritance – was acknowledged by
other participants too, with Amna stating that, ‘… as much as I say that Islam is pushing for women’s
rights, there are certain aspects that push for the responsibility of men to provide for the family. That’s
rooted into Islamic practices and requirements… So with this, men do get more because they are
inherently the providers for the family in many cases… there are some women who genuinely depend
on a man and his income’ (Amna, VIC: 2/05/2019).
For many participants who cited male financial responsibilities, unequal inheritance was not
seen as contradictory to the concept of gender equality. By and large, many participants felt privileged
to be free of the burden of providing for their families through monetary means, which they believe
has allowed them the choice to stay at home and raise children if they wished, or enter the workforce
if they so choose. 44-year-old Farrah went so far as to describe men receiving a larger portion of
inheritance as a ‘burden’ that she would not wish to have (Farrah, VIC: 19/06/2019.5.20.). Farrah
explains that the division of inheritance is impingent upon men upholding their financial obligation to
look after their female family members. Evading these responsibilities will result in punishment in the
hereafter, whereas upholding them will result in rewards in the hereafter. Zahra similarly puts forth
the argument that male financial responsibility is a freeing concept for women, rather than something
that inhibits their life choices (Zahra, NSW: 2/07/2019.5.21.). Zahra also touches on a common
grievance – one made by Hannah in chapter three – that women who contribute financially to the
household often end up taking on financial responsibilities on top of their already existing domestic
responsibilities, resulting in women doing ‘twice the work’ (Hannah, SA: 2/10/2019). Why, Zahra asks,
would women be reluctant to accept male financial responsibility, when the alternative is often not
an equal distribution of paid and unpaid work, but rather women contributing more of their time and
energy to sustaining a household? For some women, the reality that taking on financial responsibilities
will only increase their stress and decrease their leisure time has meant that they see male financial
responsibility as a level of reassurance that releases them from unwanted pressure to work outside of
the home on top of their domestic responsibilities. As Azra pointed out, ‘the concept of fairness is not
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everyone getting the same, it’s everyone getting what they need… if [men] practise it to the right
extent, there should be no manipulation of the women at all’ (Azra, VIC: 16/09/2019).
On the other side of male financial accountability is the belief in and practice of women having
control and independence over their finances. Participants argued that in the context of women
having no obligation to spend from their own wealth to maintain themselves or their family, the
conditions (or lack thereof) attached to their inheritance resulted in their personal independence and
freedom, counteracting any disparity between the original sum. The concept of women’s financial
independence operates in conjunction with men’s financial responsibility. That is, women are able to
save their own money and spend it in whatever way they wish because they have the safety net of
men providing for them in line with their religious obligations. Many participants found it liberating to
have that safety net. Aaminah even spoke of their enjoying religious benefits from spending from their
own money to maintain their partner due to the fact that they are not religiously required to
(Aaminah, QLD: 18/10/2019.5.22.). As Aaminah was previously and is currently in a relationship with
a man, they believe that it is their partner’s responsibility, not their own, to take on the financial
burden. Because Aaminah is taking on this responsibility themselves, they consider their doing so a
form of zakat.
Participants found the religious freedom to have control over their assets to be something that
ensured their rights and freedoms. Hannah stated that she saw it as ‘a great thing that women aren’t
obliged to spend their money on anyone else’ (Hannah, SA: 2/10/2019). The accountability and
differing rights and responsibilities for genders was one way in which the participants who cited
women’s financial independence explained the disparity in inheritance. If men, firstly, are responsible
for maintaining the family, and have an obligation to share their money with their family, then they
do require a larger sum to do so. Secondly, women, who have no obligations or conditions attached
to their inheritance, do not require as great a sum, as their money is not shared (unless they wish to
share it). As Lejla stated, a son is ‘held accountable’ for not fulfilling his obligations towards his female
family members. Women, conversely, have no obligations. Women are entitled to their own portion
of inheritance as well as maintenance from their male family members. This, participants argued, is
evidence of women’s freedom, not confinement or dependence.
Although participants acknowledged that male financial responsibility was the rationale
behind the unequal distribution of inheritance, there remained some reservations about the concept
of men having a financial advantage over their sisters/mothers/wives/daughters. Some participants
spoke of how the logic behind this verse – men supporting women while still allowing them choice –
has been undermined by some men’s desire to control and manipulate women using financial
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leverage. However, the general consensus was that this was not an issue of unequal Islamic rulings.
Rather, this was an issue of patriarchy, and men’s failure to interpret and practise this verse in a way
that upholds women’s rights. Ajna described the way in which society has taught men that they have
control and authority over women, and how this teaching has negatively impacted the practice of
male financial responsibility (Ajna: VIC, 20 May 2019.5.23.). Ajna references a hadith from Sahih
Bukhari, which states, ‘Be afraid, from the curse of the oppressed as there is no screen between his
invocation and Allah’ (Al-Bukhari, 2448). Going back to religion is a tool that Ajna believes women
must utilise in order to reclaim their rights, and in particular, to fight back against people who take
advantage of religion for their own benefit. Muneera also spoke about the cases where verse 4:11 has
been used to justify financial abuse and control of women, saying, ‘It’s easy to manipulate women’,
and because many Muslim women aren’t educated on their religious rights, this manipulation can go
unchecked (Muneera, VIC: 24/07/2019). Nadhirah also spoke of the conflict she feels surrounding the
way that male financial responsibility can be misused as a justification for infringing upon women’s
rights. Although she sees the concept as ‘freedom’ in her own life, for other women, this may not be
the case (Nadhirah, VIC: 2/10/2019.5.24.). The concept of financial manipulation was not seen as
Islamic, including by those who expressed concern that verse 4:11 may result in such behaviour. As
Hannah said, ‘that’s financial abuse… it’s not intended to be used in that way’ (Hannah, SA:
2/10/2019). The issue, according to participants, is men misusing scripture, and women not being
educated on their religious rights. The religious right, in particular, of men having financial
responsibilities, and women having financial independence.

5.2.2. Consideration of verse 4:11 within its sociohistorical context
The sociohistorical context of unequal inheritance was an expounding factor for 17
participants (34%). It was important to these participants that the practice of unequal inheritance be
contextualised in order to understand its meaning and intent.
During the time of revelation, the common social more dictated that women did not work
outside of the home, or did so as an exception. Women were “looked after” financially by their male
family members, and they took on the role of housekeeper and caregiver. Participants argued that
introducing a practice that gave women their own money would have been liberating for many women
who had no income of their own. Participants placing unequal inheritance in its sociohistorical context
spoke of how at the time of revelation, women securing their own income was uncommon. Chloe
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argued that with respect to financial autonomy, Khadija21 is the exception, not the rule. Most women
instead relied on men for financial maintenance (Chloe, QLD: 21/09/2019.5.25.). In the context of
being treated as property under the control of male family members, with little-to-no right to inherit,
the introduction of an automatic share of inheritance for women was drastic. Like any tradition,
contextualisation is important to understand the essence and intended goals and aims such a change
was to introduce. Chloe makes the argument that the introduction of women’s right to inheritance
needed to be explicit, due to the unequal treatment of women being so engrained in 7th century
customs and laws. The focus on gender equality that we see today has been the result of generations
of fighting for increased and equal rights for women. As Chloe pointed out, many of these changes are
considerably recent. The guarantee of a portion of inheritance for Muslim women in Arabia was part
of a broader push for women’s rights that Islam initiated, and in that context, was drastic. Chloe points
to the trajectory of change that Islam initiated within a context of limited or inexistent rights for
women, rather than the face value of half the amount of inheritance for women (Chloe, QLD:
21/09/2019.5.26.). Within that trajectory, she argues that the essence of verse 4:11 can be obtained
– that Islam sought to give women increased rights as an example of their equal value with men.
Implementing a practice where inheritance was split 50/50 between sons and daughters would have
been difficult in a context where women received no inheritance. According to Sabrina, God instead
assisted women through revealing a religious requirement that ostensibly gave men more, but in
reality, achieved equality (Sabrina, VIC: 6/05/2019.5.27.). Sabrina believes that the full outcome of
verse 4:11 within the context of women’s financial independence and men’s financial responsibility,
women, in truth, receive an equal amount of inheritance without experiencing any of the
responsibility that men face. Within a patriarchal society, this was the ‘clever’ way to implement new
inheritance guidelines that were accepted by men without disadvantaging women.
Participants have argued that when looking at the context of revelation of verse 4:11, the
introduction of inheritance rights for women supports rather than contradicts notions of gender
equality within Islam, as it is indicative of Islam’s defiance of longstanding patriarchal customs of the
time, with a view to equity and equality.

21

Khadija was the Prophet Muhammad’s fist wife. She was a financially independent business owner and the
Prophet’s employer. Chloe makes reference to this to argue that although there is precedent of women’s
financial empowerment in Islamic history, Khadija’s relative autonomy can be viewed as an anomaly within a
context of women’s financial dependence on men.
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5.2.3. Women receive inheritance from more than one source and/or receive mahr
Nine participants in this research (18%) argued that one of the factors that accounts for a
gendered division of inheritance in verse 4:11 was that women receive inheritance from more than
one source and/or receive mahr. These participants argued that overall, women are the recipients of
an equal (or larger) sum of money/assets over the course of their lifetime. These assets come both
from multiple sources of inheritance, and from the practice of giving a mahr upon marriage, which
goes directly to the bride for her own use. According to verse 4:11, women receive inheritance from
their father, their mother, their husband/s, their siblings, and their children. It should be noted,
however, that in most scenarios, a woman receives less inheritance than a man in the same familial
position to the deceased. Several participants spoke of women receiving a portion of inheritance via
their husbands as well as their own parents, as their husband’s inheritance is shared with them. These
participants were satisfied that when practised correctly, women are not disadvantaged when it
comes to inheritance. In addition to this, some participants spoke of the practice of unequal
inheritance being offset by the gifting of mahr upon marriage, which is given directly to the bride. As
Natasha argued, ‘males have to pay the mahr for women, so maybe it’s a balancing out. The woman
gets less from her parents, but then the husband gives her something, and he gets more because he
has to give it to his wife… So for me it sounds more equal than unequal’ (Natasha, VIC: 25 July 2019).
These participants were viewing inheritance alongside other practices and traditions, rather than in
isolation. This, in their view, accounts for any gendered disparities present in verse 4:11.

5.2.4. Participants’ views on the obligatory nature of a gendered division of
inheritance
Participants' own practise of this tradition
Would split inheritance unevenly between genders and/or thinks it is
obligatory to do so
Would not split inheritance unevenly between genders and/or does
not think it is obligatory to do so
Questioning/contextual
Did not say

No. of participants
10
25
6
9

5.2.5. Verse 4:11 is not obligatory and/or is not applicable within current context
Irrespective of their explanation for a gendered division of inheritance, participants had come
to a personal decision regarding the applicability of unequal inheritance within their own lives. The
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largest group of participants with relation to the personal practise of unequal inheritance were those
who reported that they would not split inheritance on the basis of gender, and who did not believe
that it is a religious requirement to do so. 25 participants (50%) stated that they do not see the
applicability of verse 4:11 in their own lives. There were a number of reasons why participants decided
that unequal inheritance was not relevant to their experiences, primarily the belief that it was
unnecessary or unjust within the modern Australian context and/or their personal living situation. Ella
explained her view on why unequal inheritance is not a practice that she would choose to adopt in the
context of 21st century Australia (Ella, VIC: 26/05/2019.5.28.). The rationale that Ella has used to
explain the gendered division of inheritance – male financial responsibility and women’s financial
independence – is even less applicable in Ella’s life as she is a convert. Her father and brothers,
therefore, are under no religious obligation to look after her in the event that she cannot provide for
herself. For Leah, who is also a convert, the applicability of verse 4:11 in her life is likewise affected by
her family being non-Muslims (Leah, QLD: 27/08/2019.5.29.). For converts who are not cared for by
male relatives, dividing inheritance on the basis of gender is less relevant due to the removal of the
male financial responsibility justification for the practice. Additionally, in the context of current-day
Australian society, Ella and Leah believe that the concept of having men be financially responsible for
women is not conducive to a society with more equal views on gender and gendered roles. Chloe also
spoke of the framework in which unequal inheritance would be applied – one in which there are
certain measures provided by the government that may limit the need for women’s reliance on male
family members to support them (Chloe, QLD: 21/09/2019.5.30.). For Chloe, the need for men to be
financially responsible for women and therefore requiring a larger portion of inheritance is not
applicable within a society with safety nets such as social security. Instead, Chloe can look at the
essence of the verse and apply that to her life. The essence for her being women receiving what they
need, and to rectify an unjust tradition of women being barred from inheritance. At the time of
revelation, what women needed was different to what women need now within a society where more
women are working, and many families rely on two incomes. Inheritance, now, should therefore be
divided based on what each member of the family requires and what they contribute.
Other participants were more forthright in their disagreement with verse 4:11 being practised.
Maheera spoke of her fundamental disapproval of dividing inheritance on the basis of gender, stating
that she feels justified in her position due to her belief in the clear injustice present within the practice
(Maheera, VIC: 4/05/2019.5.31.). No matter what the justification for this verse is, it is Maheera’s
belief that unequal inheritance will never be applicable in her life. Lujayn is also clear in her belief that
unequal inheritance should not be followed, saying that she believes it is important to look past verses
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that promote or justify inequality (Lujayn, QLD: 3/09/2019.5.32.). In Lujayn’s opinion, ‘looking past’
verses that promote patriarchal practices can be done without compromising one’s Islamic values.
Zayn was also against a literal interpretation of this verse within her own life, stating, ‘It’s an
unpopular opinion, but I don’t believe that anything ever has to be understood 100% literally’ (Zayn,
NSW: 5/07/2019). Zayn is in a situation where there is an inheritance issue involving the division of
her mother’s estate, and where her brother and father are not fulfilling their religious obligations
towards the women in the family. As the executor of her mother’s will, Zayn says that although she
believes that she is under no obligation to divide her mother’s estate on the basis of gender, she is
having trouble finding support for her position from religious leaders in her community. Zayn spoke
at length of her struggle to find the religious mandate for her beliefs (Zayn, NSW: 5/07/2019.5.33.).
However, through her personal experience of navigating unequal inheritance laws in a situation where
she believes her brother and father are not entitled to their share of inheritance as dictated in the
Qur’ān, she has come to the conclusion that unequal inheritance is not mandatory, and not applicable
in every situation. For Zayn, it is about having the flexibility within religion to practise in a way that is
achievable and ethical. In her words, ‘I have to use my own mind to make a decision about this
situation, and have good intentions in making that decision’ (Zayn, NSW: 5/07/2019.).
Half of the participants in this research were of the belief that inheritance is personal matter
that each individual should divide according to their will. Although many of these participants saw the
initial logic behind the unequal distribution of inheritance – namely contextual factors of 7th century
Arabian culture – gender roles in 21st century Australia influenced the applicability of unequal
inheritance in their own lives in contemporary Australia. Some, such as Naureen, believed this verse
in the Qur’ān to be something that is suggested, though not required, stating that, ‘this is a
recommendation. It’s not necessarily an obligation’ (Naureen, VIC: 8/05/2019). The belief that this
verse is not obligatory provides more discretion and flexibility to decide whether or not to adopt this
practice, which is important for those who believe it runs counter to the gender-positive ideals within
Islam.

5.2.6. Verse 4:11 is obligatory and/or is applicable within current context
Ten participants (20%) reported that they did believe verse 4:11 and unequal inheritance to
be obligatory and/or something that they would practise in their own lives. Many of these participants
explained their decisions with reference to the reasons listed above – male financial responsibility,
women’s financial independence, and women and men’s overall monetary endowments being equal.
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The contextualisation of verse 4:11 was used less often to explain verse 4:11 being practised now, as
many of the contextual explanations no longer apply in 21st century Australia.
Amna was one participant who was clear in their belief that verse 4:11 is still relevant, linking
this verse to her reluctance to be selective in her practice – ‘Look, with religion, I feel like you accept
it wholeheartedly or you don’t. I can’t necessarily pick and choose… And I feel like with verses in the
Qur’ān, you don’t have a leeway to say, ‘I don’t agree with it’’ (Amna, VIC: 2/05/2019). There was the
belief from some participants that because unequal inheritance was explicit in the Qur’ān, it must be
obligatory. As Zubeda frankly stated, ‘It’s obligatory. It’s in the Qur’ān’ (Zubeda, NSW: 4/07/2019).
Participants who accepted the obligatory nature of this verse due to its presence in the Qur’ān were
of the belief that God has directed a gendered division of inheritance for a reason, whether or not
they comprehend that reason themselves. Reem spoke of the universality and applicability of the
Qur’ān, which includes verse 4:11, stating, ‘[t]he Qur’ān is universal and for all times. He [God] said
that the Qur’ān is going to be the same as how it is from the time of the Prophet. It came down to the
Prophet and it’s until the end of time. So it’s always applicable’ (Reem, VIC: 9/05/2019).
Verses with explicit instructions such as in verse 4:11 are more likely to be interpreted literally
when considering the universal nature of the Qur’ān. The comparative lack of ambiguity in verse 4:11
in comparison to, for example, the verses relating to ḥijāb means that if an unequal stipulation is
present, it is more difficult to consider alternate interpretations that provide a more equal outcome.
For Reem and others who interpret verse 4:11 literally and believe it to be obligatory, there are other
factors that contextualise the verse and ensure that inheritance is equitable, if not equal. Rufiath,
however, became uneasy when considering whether to practise unequal inheritance in her own life.
Despite her belief that gendered inheritance is likely obligatory due to the Qur’ān’s specificity on the
matter, Rufiath is uncomfortable with the prospect of allocating a larger portion of inheritance to a
son than to a daughter (Rufiath, VIC: 15/05/2019.5.34.). Rufiath describes her father’s acceptance of
unequal inheritance existing alongside ways to “make up” for the inequality. In this way, he is
practising unequal inheritance in a literal sense while “bypassing” the inequality in other ways. Rufiath
believes she would approach unequal inheritance in a similar manner if she has children, through
hinting to her son to even out the inheritance between himself and his sisters. Noor similarly spoke of
ways in which verse 4:11 could be followed while ensuring equality between siblings in other ways,
such as allocating the untethered third 22 to her daughters to account for the gender disparity (Noor,
22

In Islamic inheritance law, up to one third of a deceased person’s estate can be given as a bequest.
Traditionally, this bequest cannot be allocated to any of the Qur’ānically designated heirs. However, there are
ways that some people circumvent this direction, such as bequeathing a sum to a child (born or unborn) of the
son or daughter that the deceased wishes to favour. If the grandchild is underage, their parent (the intended
beneficiary) will have control and use of the assets (Powers, 1993:24).
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NSW: 1/07/2019.5.35.). Participants showed that even when interpreting verses that appear
straightforward, there can be leeway to practise a tradition without compromising personal values.
A gendered division of inheritance based on Qur’ān 4:11 was accepted by ten participants
predominantly on the basis of adhering to a religious stipulation as laid out in the Qur’ān. For most,
this religious stipulation was not interpreted as contradictory to gender equality for these participants
due to the recognition of the broader financial obligations of men. However, some participants who
believe unequal inheritance to be obligatory were not completely comfortable with the concept of
dividing inheritance on the basis of gender. Yet these participants also believe that there is wisdom or
logic within their religion that is imperceptible to them, and choose to trust mandates from God. Some
participants also explored other ways to ensure a more equal or equitable outcome.

5.2.7. Questioning/contextual
Six participants (12%) reported that they had either not yet decided whether or not they
would practise unequal inheritance, or that it was dependent on certain factors in their lives. For some
of these participants, the applicability of unequal inheritance within their own lives was dependent
on whether or not they had a son who was prepared to take on financial responsibility for the female
family members. If sons were not carrying out their responsibilities, then these participants believed
that they should not be entitled to their privileges. Farrah spoke of the accountability of men who
receive a larger portion of inheritance, stating that different families, cultures, and contexts have
renegotiated inheritance in line with what men (and women) are prepared to give and receive –
‘people are not playing their part [of financial maintenance], so we cannot put responsibility on them.
And Islam is as wide as that to allow for things to change given the context’ (Farrah, VIC: 19/06/2019).
If the reason behind unequal inheritance – male financial responsibility - is not being practised, then
Farrah believes that men should not have the privilege of a larger share of an estate. And for some
men who recognise that they cannot adhere to the conditional parameters of inheritance, Farrah also
believes that they forego their higher share in exchange for being released from financial obligations.
The condition of unequal inheritance being contingent upon men upholding their religious
responsibilities was a pivotal factor for the participants who believed that the relevance of verse 4:11
is contextual to individual situations. Like Farrah, Saja also saw unequal inheritance as contextual to
each family, rather than an obligatory mandate. Saja stated that if she were to divide inheritance
amongst her children on the basis of gender, she would do so under the condition that her son is
educated on and accepting of his religious responsibilities (Saja, VIC: 29/08/2019.5.36.). For some,
awarding sons a larger portion of inheritance than daughters may be an appropriate way to divide
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inheritance. Though for her children, she may alter this practice slightly to ‘modernise’ it, while also
taking into consideration her children’s personal situations and acceptance of their religious
responsibilities.
Lejla spoke of the contextual nature of Qur’ān verse 4:11 with reference to the flexible nature
of Islam. It was Lejla’s belief that Islam can be interpreted and practised in a way that suits each
person’s individual circumstances, and provides comfort and calm to their lives, rather than hardship
and rigidity (Lejla, NSW: 6/07/2019.5.37.). Lejla speaks of applying the essence or lesson from a verse
to a given situation instead of adopting a dogmatic approach. She argues that if the Qur’ān is God’s
universal message - applicable to all people for all time - then there must be leeway for alternate
interpretations, as individual circumstances vary drastically across time, place, and cultures. Lejla
recognises the logic behind verse 4:11, but believes that it should be applied with recognition of an
individual’s abilities and needs.
Two participants who considered whether or not to practise unequal inheritance were
particularly undecided, though for different reasons. Rasha spoke of having a conversation with her
husband about this subject only the day before the interview, which made her reconsider her prior
assumptions about the obligatory nature of gendered inheritance (Rasha, VIC: 14/06/2019.5.38.).
Rasha was sure in her belief that verse 4:11 was not a verse that could be reinterpreted or practised
in a way contrary to the specifics of the verse. However, upon discussing the matter with her husband
and planning their own wills, she has been faced with her husband’s alternative experiences with
inheritance, and his belief that there are interpretations that allow for inheritance to be divided
outside of gender lines. Rasha was facing a situation where a tradition in her religion that she had
always believed to be mandatory was being questioned and possibly reclassified as circumstantially
applicable. She ultimately had not yet come to a resolution, stating that she has more research to do
on the topic.
Ameena was similarly facing a conflict of indecision on whether or not she believed she would
practise unequal inheritance. However, her indecision was based on what she described a ‘moral
dilemma’, rather than ambiguity surrounding the obligatory nature of the verse. When asked whether
or not she would choose to divide inheritance on the basis of gender, Ameena said that there are ways
that she could ‘get around it’ (Ameena, VIC: 26/05/2019.5.39.). For instance, Ameena references the
way of the Prophet, and how even he did not follow every commandment outlined in the Qur’ān.
Ameena notes that the Prophet did not behave in a ‘rigid way’ with regards to Qur’ān stipulations. In
the case of inheritance this is correct, as Prophet Muhammad did not follow Qur’ān 4:11 in his
distribution of his assets (Al-Bukhari, 6727). The division of the Prophet Muhammad’s estate can
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perhaps be attributed to certain differing rules for prophets (e.g. the Prophet Muhammad was also
permitted to have more than four wives (Qur’ān 33:50)). However, in Ameena’s case, she sees the
Prophet’s sunnah as an indication that unequal inheritance may not necessarily be a Qur’ān stipulation
that must be adopted at all times and by all people. Ameena, like Rasha, continues to assess and
question the applicability of Qur’ān 4:11 in her life.

The concept of unequal inheritance was something that elicited a number of different
explanations from participants. The most common explanation for a verse that divides inheritance on
the basis of gender is the argument that men have a religious obligation to financially maintain
women, and therefore require a larger portion of inheritance. These participants believed that
through male financial responsibility and female financial independence, women are provided for and
maintained, which provides women with financial security. Participants were clear, however, that
male financial responsibility is not synonymous with male financial superiority, control, or
manipulation. When practised according to Islamic custom, participants believed that male financial
responsibility is intended to allow women freedom, not restriction.
Contextualisation of verse 4:11 was also an important factor in participants’ views on a gendered
division of inheritance, as they believed that understanding why women receive a smaller portion of
inheritance can only be gained through consideration of the context of 7 th century Arabia. Namely,
that verse 4:11 brought into effect guaranteed inheritance and property rights for women. When
understanding the context – rather than looking at a verse in isolation – participants understood the
essence and intention of the verse. For some, it was this trajectory of change that was important - a
change resulting from the implementation of increasing rights for women.
The final reason given by participants for the unequal division of inheritance outlined in verse 4:11
was the belief that unequal inheritance should be looked at in appreciation of the total amount of
wealth women receive, rather than the specific portion they are allocated. 9 participants (18%) cited
other sources of wealth that women receive that may “make up for” her smaller portion of inheritance
– e.g. a portion of their husband’s inheritance will be used on them, and the gift of a mahr upon
marriage should be taken into account.
Although many participants gave explanations for why inheritance instructions are gendered in
the Qur’ān, not all participants believed that this instruction was obligatory, or something that they
would practise and implement in their own lives. Their choice to do so was dependent on their
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personal interpretation of the verse and whether or not they felt it was applicable in a contemporary
context and, more specifically, within the context of their individual circumstances.

5.3. Polygyny
The practice of polygyny – men marrying more than one woman – was seen as overwhelmingly
negative by the participants in this research. Although several participants did not take issue with the
practice in a theoretical sense, a large majority believed that polygyny is not a religious tradition that
should be observed in modern times, particularly in the Australian context. Participants did have
various explanations for why the Qur’ān contains verses on polygyny, which allowed them to
understand the rationale behind the practice, and therefore why its existence does not contradict or
undermine the gender-equal nature of Islam.
The practice of polygyny is based on the Qur’ān verse 4:3 and addressed again in Qur’ān verse
4:129. These verses were given to participants to ascertain their views on the tradition and its
consequences for gender equality in Islam. The vast majority of participants in this research reported
that polygyny is not a practice they wish to adopt nor endorse. The following table provides a
breakdown to participants’ interpretation of the polygyny verses. After providing their interpretation,
they then gave their assessment of whether polygyny was something they would consider practising
within their own relationships.

Participants’ understanding of polygyny verses
Must be understood in the context of revelation
There are conditions attached (that may or may not be possible to uphold)

No. of participants
39
28

Applicable in specific contexts and/or extenuating circumstances
Helps curb affairs and/or makes men take responsibility for their children
and sexual partners
Misunderstanding - polygyny is a responsibility, not a right/perk
Women do/will outnumber men

22
8
8
5

5.3.1. Polygyny verses must be understood in their socio-historical context
The overwhelming majority of participants (78%) spoke of the importance of placing the
polygyny verses and practice in the historical context in which it was revealed to understand the
essence and applicability of the verse. Contextual elements of polygyny included historical necessity
brought about by war, the position of women in society and their reliance on men, the action of
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restriction on contemporary polygyny practices verse 4:3 solidified, and the need to spread faith
through population during Islam’s early years.
The context of a war that resulted in a shortage of men – this shortage occurring during a time
when women were not materially independent – was highlighted by many of the participants who
understood this verse in light of its context at the time of revelation (Zehra, VIC: 20/09/2019.5.40.).
The lack of options for women who were widowed or had lost male family members meant that
marriage was seen as a way to avoid destitution. The belief expressed by Zehra above was cited by
several participants, and is something that is often used by scholars to explain the practical necessity
of polygynous marriages during a time when men were scarce and women vulnerable. Reem described
the practice as ‘merciful’, as it ensured that women were ‘provided for’ (Reem, VIC: 9/05/2019).
Participants believed that polygyny was one way for women to have the security of marriage during a
time of social and political upheaval.
Understanding the polygyny verses in their historical context also includes looking at the
change these verses implemented, rather than simply what these verses prescribed or permitted.
Prior to the revelation of Qur’ān 4:3, there was no restriction on the number of women a man could
concurrently marry (Engineer, 2004:121). Verse 4:3 therefore acted as a limit, rather than a licence.
Participants cited this fact as an example of reforms Islam brought about that improved marriage
conditions for women through allowing them not only a limited number of co-wives, but also dictated
a standard to which husbands must adhere to – one of equality between wives. Ameena described
the restriction on the practise as an indication of the Prophet Muhammad’s intent – that polygyny
should be constrained (Ameena, VIC: 26/05/2019.5.41.). Nasya also emphasised the importance of
understanding polygyny in reference to the spirit of the law, rather than the letter of the law - the
former taking into account the contextual nature of the verse and the reason it was revealed, rather
than simply what it states (Nasya, VIC: 22/05/2019.5.42.). In the same way that Chloe has interpreted
the inheritance verses, Ameena and Nasya look at the polygyny revelations in light of the changes they
brought about, and the trajectory those changes imply. Through highlighting the context in which such
practises were regulated, participants argued that abolishing these patriarchal practices outright
would result in too great a backlash within society. Instead, reforms were brought in within a social
structure that had for a very long time viewed women as second-class citizens and limited their rights
and freedoms. Working within this system, the Prophet introduced regulations whose underlying
intent and ‘spirit’ was one of gender justice. Many participants cited the restriction Qur’ān 4:3 placed
on the number of wives a man may have, indicating that the change this verse implemented was
important for participants to see the gender-positive implications of verse 4:3.
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Another contextual factor participants believed to be relevant to the understanding of verse
4:3 was the historical need to spread faith through population during Islam’s early years. During a
period of wars and the religious oppression Muslims were experiencing at the time of revelation,
spreading the faith through population and proselytisation secured Muslim communities greater
influence and reach. As participants Sara and Farrah argued, polygyny was one method to ensure that
the Islamic faith spread, and that every woman had the opportunity to have their own children, even
during a time when fewer men were available for marriage. As Sara stated, ‘Growing our population
is a big part of Islam to strengthen the Islamic ummah. And that’s a responsibility that’s put on all of
us’ (Sara, QLD: 24/09/2019). In these cases, the right to have a child is dependent on the ability to
marry. If the context is one where war had created a disproportionate number of women who would
otherwise be destitute and unable to procreate, polygyny was one way to ensure their participation
in reproduction. Farrah also described polygyny with relation to having children thereby increasing
the Muslim population, stating, ‘To me my understanding [of the goal of polygyny] is one: it’s the
spread of the faith, and the other: It’s the spread of the population. From a physiological sense, that
makes sense’ (Farrah, VIC: 19/06/2019). Chloe likewise spoke of the function of child-bearing that
polygyny allowed for communities that had suffered strenuous times, stating, ‘If you look back at even
100 years ago when a country or a state went to war, the whole society, a whole generation would
effectively disappear. But it doesn’t change the fact that the society was still required to continue.
Women still needed to procreate. That could only have ever really been done in some regions of the
world via polygyny’ (Chloe, QLD: 21/09/2019). These participants believed that polygyny was
therefore, in part, a practical method of ensuring people had the opportunity and means to procreate
within the confines of marriage.
Verses such as Qur’ān 4:3 and the tradition of polygyny can create conflict when looking at
these practices and verses on face value and without context. What participants in this research have
argued, therefore, is that a deeper understanding and the rationale for a verse that may appear to
favour men is required. They believe that the underlying essence and intent of polygyny was one of
security and safety for women during a time of religious, social, and political upheaval. For many
participants, it is this intent, and not the practice itself, that is the relevant lesson in contemporary
times.
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5.3.2. Polygyny has conditions attached
28 participants (56%) spoke of the conditions attached to polygyny as relevant to their genderpositive interpretation of verse 4:3, as they reveal an intent of preventing the exploitation of women
in polygynous marriages.
The first condition attached to the permissibility of polygyny is the stipulation that all wives
must be treated equally. Verse 4:3 clearly states, ‘If you fear that you cannot be equitable [to your
wives], then marry only one, or your slave(s): that is more likely to make you avoid bias’ (Qur’ān 4:3).
Equality meant different things to different participants. Some participants spoke firstly of material
equality – the ability for a husband to financially provide for multiple wives. And as Sara explained,
there exists significant material and financial restraints on the practice (Sara, QLD: 24/09/2019.5.43.).
Naureen also spoke of a husband’s ability to provide ‘an equal living standard for all their
wives’ being a prerequisite for polygyny (Naureen, VIC: 8/05/2019). If men are unable to do the
former, then they are not permitted to do the latter – ‘So if a man justifies his taking of another wife
in the Qur’ān, then he must remember the second verse as well – ‘treat your wives equally’. You can’t
cherry pick verses from the Qur’ān and follow the ones that suit your needs and then ignore the rest
because they’re too hard’ (Naureen, VIC: 8/05/2019). Male financial responsibility is a condition of
and barrier to polygyny. Men who do not have the resources to support multiple wives are not
permitted to marry more than one woman. If they do happen to have the means to marry more than
one woman, they must then fulfil the condition of the equal distribution of such means.
Of a greater concern to participants, however, was the ability of husbands to treat wives
equally on an emotional and spiritual basis. Dividing a tangible asset such as money and housing is
straightforward in comparison to equality in emotional relationships. Participants spoke of the
importance of husbands ensuring their wives’ equal happiness and emotional wellbeing. As Zayn said,
‘some people debate what it means by fairness – is it what you can measure on the outside? I think
there’s an inside dimension… For [some people], it might be fine if they’re happy to be treated equally
in practical and financial terms, so they might not need to have gestures or certain types of intimacy
or whatever. I understand that there’s enough diversity in humanity for that to be possible’ (Zayn,
NSW: 5/07/2019). Although Zayn does not necessarily see polygyny as a symptom of inequality, she
does illustrate the more difficult aspect of equality in relationships – that of the ‘inside dimension’.
The evolving nature of what a marriage is has meant that equality within a relationship has become
more difficult as the transactional nature of marriage decreases and the emotional dimension
increases. Saja spoke of how the changing qualities of marriage has influenced the possibility of
fulfilling the condition of equality (Saja, VIC: 29/08/2019.5.44.). Providing equality of immaterial
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means does influence the conditional permissibility of polygyny. That is not to say that all who
interpret verse 4:3 do so with immaterial aspects of a relationship in mind, but for the participants in
this research, equality in intimate relationships was a far greater hurdle to the permissibility of
polygyny than financial equality.
In addition to the condition of equality, participants spoke of their belief that wives must give
permission before their husbands enter into an additional marriage. As Iman argued, ‘ultimately, I
think it comes down to the woman… Whilst a woman does not have that permission to go out and
marry, she ultimately decides whether the man can or cannot take another wife. So I think that that’s
where God has made it equal between the two’ (Iman, VIC: 4/05/2019). In Iman’s view, the condition
of equality as well as giving women the ‘last say’ affords wives control of a practice that may otherwise
be harmful to women’s physical and mental wellbeing. Several participants spoke of the ability to put
a clause in a marriage contract that forbids polygyny, and one participant stated that she had done so
in her own marriage. Participants believed they had the right to withhold consent for their husbands
to enter into an additional marriage, whether or not they stated that they would do so. In practise,
however, some participants spoke of how withholding consent may prove disadvantageous to women
due to the repercussions. As Naureen stated, ‘the consent from the first wife is extremely important
in my opinion. I’ve brought this up with my husband and he said, ‘well if she’s not happy then she can
get a divorce’. And I think that’s totally unfair… In my mind that’s just not meeting my standards of
gender equality’ (Naureen, VIC: 8/05/2019). Iman also spoke of how some cultural practices have
meant the condition of consent has been ignored, stating, ‘If your wife doesn’t give you that
permission then you can’t do it… that cultural aspect of it comes in where men now say, ‘we can have
four wives no questions asked’. Absolutely not… If he doesn’t ask for permission, then that’s not
religion’ (Iman, VIC: 4/05/2019). If consent is important for women to feel that they have equal input
with regards to the practise of polygyny, then manipulating their ability to give consent or denying it
altogether is, according to Iman and Naureen, in contradiction with the gender-positive nature of their
religion. Some participants believed they reserved the full right to deny polygyny for whatever
motivation, while others believed that the existence of the permissibility of polygyny within the Qur’ān
meant they could not deny their husband a second marriage without a valid reason.
The stringent requirements and the assumed ability for wives to have the ‘final say’ rendered
polygyny to be a practice that participants felt did not necessarily present as a barrier to gender
equality. Rather, polygyny was a practice through which men face the responsibility of meeting the
conditions of equal financial maintenance, the regulation of emotions within a relationship, and the
final approval of current wives. For participants who did see the applicability of polygyny, they
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believed that the ability to permit or deny the practice provided equal input into the decision of their
husband’s additional marriage.

5.3.3. Polygyny can be applicable in specific contexts and/or extenuating
circumstances
The third most prevalent rationale given for the reason that the Qur’ān permits men to marry
more than one woman was the belief that polygyny can be beneficial in specific contexts and/or
extenuating circumstances. This rationale also served the purpose, for some, of arguing that polygyny
is only applicable in these specific cases, therefore making the practice inadmissible in ‘ordinary’ cases.
22 participants (44%) stated their belief that polygyny may be a practice that is relevant and applicable
as an exception, not a rule. The most common exceptional circumstance given by participants was in
the case of women who are destitute and require – for whatever reason – a husband to look after
them when they cannot look after themselves. One example several participants gave was in the case
of war. Zainab, using the example of conflict in Syria, stated, ‘I don’t think there’s any reason why
[polygyny] would happen. Unless there might be special situations like if a couple is here and they see
a woman in Syria or something who’s struggling, then maybe they could bring her here to protect her’
(Zainab, QLD: 26/09/2019). Maryam similarly spoke of war in her home country, Iran, and the surplus
of women creating a situation where some people may choose to enter into a polygynous marriage
rather than forego the ability to have a family and children (Maryam, VIC: 2/08/2019).
More personal, however, was Hannah’s experience of difficulty as a single mother with three
children. In her situation, where finding a husband to allow her some security and assistance may be
difficult, the choice and possibility to marry as a second wife held some appeal (Hannah, SA:
2/10/2019.5.45.). Hannah viewed her marriage prospects as diminished because of her status as a
divorcee and mother of three. Although she acknowledges that she should not face this taboo, she
believes it to be present nonetheless. In recognition of this stigma, she would consider entering into
a polygynous marriage.
Another common extenuating circumstance that participants believed may warrant a
husband marrying more than one woman was in the case of the ill health or infertility of the first wife.
Half of the participants who referenced extenuating circumstances as a prerequisite for the
applicability of polygyny gave the example of infertility, sickness, or both. Zubeda described these
scenarios as the only conditions under which polygyny should be practised (Zubeda, NSW: 4/07/2019.
5.46.). Zubeda viewed the ability to practise polygyny in the event of these ‘exceptional circumstances’
as one way in which Islam provides solutions for people’s differing circumstances. Women who may
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require extra assistance due to disability, physical or mental illness, and/or fertility issues can
therefore find security in marriage, or assistance from a co-wife. Chloe also gave the example of illness,
which can become debilitating and impact a wife’s ability to provide for herself and her children,
stating that there are woman who say, ‘well actually I have a genetic disorder and when I die I want
him to already have someone who can take care of him and our kids’ (Chloe, QLD: 21/09/2019). In this
way, participants believed that polygyny may be an option for women who are experiencing illness
and unable to participate in family life to the extent that they would like.
Fertility issues were likewise an extenuating factor that participants believed render polygyny
applicable in some cases. In the current context, however, some participants argued that due to
modern fertility treatments, the need for polygyny to address infertility is becoming less prevalent.
Naureen described her belief that in the case where in vitro fertilisation (IVF) is unsuccessful, then a
couple may consider bringing a second woman into the marriage (Naureen, VIC: 8/05/2019.5.47.).
Azra similarly stated, that ‘nowadays, there’s IVF and everything, so if you’ve exhausted all avenues,
and the woman has given her blessing’, then polygyny can be considered (Azra, VIC: 16/09/2019).
Participants were concerned with what they saw as a man’s right to have his own children, which they
believed could act as a justifying factor for polygyny. Sara was one participant who has personally
considered the applicability of polygyny in her own life due to her facing the possibility of infertility.
Sarah stated, ‘I am going through health issues which could mean that I might not be able to have kids,
and therefore if I get married, I may not be able to have kids. And after trying for years, why should I
not allow my husband to have kids?’ (Sara, QLD: 24/09/2019). Safia similarly spoke of polygyny as a
solution to fertility issues, stating that, rather than divorcing an infertile woman, a man should instead
ask permission to take a second wife. Safia wondered, ‘if [the first wife] doesn’t give her permission,
then is it fair for him to be stuck in a marriage that he can’t leave? That he loves her, but he can’t do
anything because he wants children?’ (Safia, VIC: 29 May 2019). When asked what the solution should
be were the situation reversed, and the husband infertile, Safia said, ‘She can leave him… It is difficult
because in the end it’s a sacrifice that a woman has to make – will you forego children, or will you go
marry someone else?’ (Safia, VIC: 29 May 2019).23 Yet in the event of female-factor infertility, and with
the first wife’s consent, polygyny was viewed as a way for couples to choose to stay together in the
face of fertility issues or hardship relating to illness. In these cases, participants believed that polygyny
may be a solution to a problem, with the caveat of consent from the first wife and the ability for a
husband to provide for and treat his wives equally.

23

As male-factor infertility is equally as prevalent as female-factor infertility, polygyny would therefore only be
a realistic solution to fertility issues roughly half of the time (WHO, 2020:7).
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Another circumstance under which participants believed polygyny may be pertinent is in the
case of women opting to enter into a marriage as a second, third, or fourth wife in order to maintain
their independence and comparative lack of responsibility to a first wife. Referencing misyar
marriages24, Noor spoke of women who enjoy being in a polygynous marriage because it allows them
independence from the usual responsibilities of marriage, yet ensures a permissible sexual
relationship (Noor, NSW: 1/07/2019.5.48.). Noor disapproves of the condition in misyar marriages
that allows men to forego their financial responsibilities to their wives, as she believes that this works
to men’s advantage and women’s disadvantage. On the reverse side, however, husbands also
relinquish certain privileges traditionally expected within marriage, namely a wife’s domestic labour25
and sexual access. In this case, provided there is no exploitation of women, polygynous misyar
marriages can be an option for women to engage in a relationship without the level of commitment
expected from a first or full-time wife. Chloe similarly spoke of women who may choose to enter into
a polygynous marriage to fulfil their desire for marriage without inhibiting their career aspirations
(Chloe, QLD: 21/09/2019.5.49.). For the women that Noor and Chloe are speaking of, being in a
polygynous marriage as a second wife may give them the option to maintain their freedom,
independence, and career aspirations that marriage might otherwise hinder. For some women, the
gendered expectations and responsibilities of a full-time or first wife are too great. In these cases,
polygyny may be an option that provides them with choice and independence, while also offering the
level of commitment they desire from a relationship in a religiously permitted fashion.
In the opinion of participants who cited polygyny to be applicable in specific situations or
extenuating circumstances, the practice is the exception, not the rule. The intent is therefore to
provide an additional option for women who may require or desire an alternative relationship with
their spouse, provided all parties consent to the arrangement.

24

Cuno et al. describe misyar marriage as ‘different from regular marriage (nikah) because both spouses willingly
give up certain rights, such as the husband’s right of housekeeping, the wife’s right of living together, equal
division of nights between wives in cases of polygyny, and the husband’s provision of housing and maintenance
for the wife (nafaqah). In practise, the couple lives separately and meets when they please’ (Cuno et al., 2020).
Misyar marriages are controversial, and their legitimacy is disputed.
25 A wife providing unpaid domestic labour is not an Islamic practice but a cultural one. The expectation that
women perform the majority of domestic work is a constant across many cultures and countries, and is still an
expectation within Islamic marriages as much as outside of Islamic marriages.
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5.3.4. Participants’ personal adoption/acceptance of polygyny

Acceptance of polygyny within their own marriage
Would consider a polygynous marriage
Might consider a polygynous marriage
Would not consider a polygynous marriage
Did not say

No. of participants
3
3
39
5

Although almost all participants had an opinion on polygyny, there was a lot of doubt as to
whether polygyny was something that was actually practised and relevant to their own lives, at least
in an Australian context. Participants in this research stated that in their experience, although
polygyny may be spoken about – particularly in the form of jokes and taunts coming from men – in
reality, very few men would marry one or more women, and very few women would allow it if their
husbands wanted to. Although a small number of participants said they would or might consider a
polygynous marriage, the vast majority of participants viewed polygyny as a practice that had no
relevance in contemporary times, and particularly no relevance to their own lives. Five participants
(10%) did not say whether or not they would consider a polygynous marriage.

5.3.5. Would consider a polygynous marriage
Only three participants (6%) reported that they would consider either entering a polygynous
marriage or allowing their husband to marry a second wife. The reasons and prospects of a polygynous
marriage were viewed as vastly different for each participant. For Hannah, polygyny was seen as a
viable option for her specific circumstances. As has been detailed above, Hannah reported that she
has considered the possibility of becoming a second wife, due to her belief that her marriage prospects
are diminished. As a single mother, Hannah feels that remarrying may be difficult. As she receives no
financial support from the father of her three children, whomever she marries would take on the
responsibility of caring for her as well as her children. Hannah also has plans to attain further
qualifications, something that will be difficult for her as the primary carer and provider for her
children. As Hannah said, ‘In that situation where a man is like, ‘well I’ve got enough money, I’ve got
more time, I can support another family’, then I could see that as a really good thing in society’
(Hannah, SA: 2/10/2019). Hannah said she would ‘probably’ consider becoming a second wife to a
man if he was able to provide for herself and her family, and if he were ‘amazing’ (Hannah, SA:
2/10/2019).
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The next participant who reported that they would consider entering into a polygynous
marriage was Sara. Sara, who is facing health issues that may impact her ability to conceive, said that
polygyny, in that event, might be applicable in her life. Sara said that although she would be open to
a polygynous marriage, there would be stipulations – ‘I have thought about this before, but I have my
own conditions to it. I don’t think I could ever agree to be a second, third, or fourth wife. I think I could
agree to be a first wife, and then decide if my husband can have second wives’ (Sara, QLD:
24/09/2019). In the event that they cannot conceive together, Sara may agree to allow her husband
to marry a second woman. In this scenario, polygyny is something that allows Sara to enter into a
marriage without the fear that she is barring her husband from having his own children. Sara believes
strengthening the ummah through growing the population is important in Islam. In recognition of the
possibility that she may be unable to have her own kids, Sara views polygyny as a solution to fertility
issues and something she may consent to, as a ‘favour for Islam’, as well as a kindness to her husband
(Sara, QLD: 24/09/2019).
The final participant who said that polygyny would be something they would consider was
Bahar. On one hand, Bahar spoke of the prospect of polygyny as something that she has thought
about, due to the difficulty of being a wife who cares for her husband as well as her children – ‘I was
just thinking last night how hard it is to be a single wife – one wife. And if I would have to be a wife of
two or three men, then I would die. The pregnancy thing - I’m already so tired I don’t want to do
anything’ (Bahar, VIC: 26/06/2019). At the time of interview, Bahar was five months pregnant with
her third child, and was feeling the stress and fatigue of taking on the domestic duties, being the
primary caregiver, as well as the difficulties of pregnancy. To make a counterargument against those
who may say that polygyny is a sexist practice as it only goes ‘one way’, Bahar spoke of the difficulty
of being the wife to a single man, let alone multiple men. Conversely, however, Bahar is also reluctant
in her acceptance of polygyny – ‘As a human being it’s difficult for me to share the man whom I love
most… But I know he is allowed to keep four wives at a single time… I acknowledge and respect his
rights’ (Bahar, VIC: 26/06/2019). Although Bahar knows her husband would require her permission if
– ‘God forbid’ – he marries a second woman, she would not withhold his ‘right’ to marry additional
women, despite how difficult it would be for her to accept (Bahar, VIC: 26/06/2019).

5.3.6. Might consider a polygynous marriage
Three participants (6%) reported that a polygynous marriage was something that they might
consider. Bakhtawar, Farrah, and Safia said during their interviews that a polygynous marriage was a
possibility for them, but only in extenuating circumstances. For Farrah, her extenuating circumstances
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were perhaps facetious, stating, ‘I guess extenuating circumstances. If I was married to a sheikh and
he’s given me a palace and I can travel anywhere I want’ (Farrah, VIC: 19/06/2019). Farrah is already
married, and joked that ‘If I do [consider polygyny] my husband will be happy’ (Farrah, VIC:
19/06/2019). It is likely not something that Farrah envisages as being relevant to her life, so did not
give a clear answer whether or not she would seriously consider polygyny. Bakhtawar similarly said
that circumstances would need to be exceptional before she might consider a polygynous marriage,
stating, ‘I can’t be sure [if I would agree to polygyny]. It depends on the circumstances. If the
circumstances are really out of hand, then you need to do anything’ (Bakhtawar, VIC: 7/06/2019). Safia
was also unsure about whether or not she would agree to a polygynous marriage, stating, ‘I guess that
if I was head-over-heels for someone, I would find it very difficult to share. But if I wasn’t in love with
him as much as I should be, then I don’t think I would mind. Or if my husband passed away, I think I
would be comfortable being a second wife, only because I would have the comfort of having someone
look after me and provide for me without any of the major responsibilities of a first wife’ (Safia, VIC:
29 May 2019). A polygynous marriage was something theoretical to participants. It was therefore
difficult for Safia, Farrah, and Bakhtawar – and other participants too - to be completely sure what
decision they would make if, in reality, they were faced with the choice of entering into a polygynous
marriage, or allowing their husband permission to marry another woman.

5.3.7. Would not consider a polygynous marriage
The vast majority of participants in this research were steadfast in their belief that a
polygynous marriage was not something that they would engage in – either as a second/third/fourth
wife, or as a first wife whose husband marries another woman. 39 participants (78%) said that they
would not consider a polygynous marriage. For some of these participants, this was a personal choice,
though not necessarily an indication of their overall disapproval of polygyny. For others, however,
polygyny was a practice that they saw as outdated and irrelevant to contemporary times, and
something that they wished Muslims communities would move away from.
The largest group within the participants who reported that they would not practise polygyny
were those who believed it to be a practice incompatible with contemporary times, particularly in
contemporary Australian society. Many participants cited the context of revelation to argue that
polygyny is no longer applicable in the 21st century. Participants who used the historical
contextualisation method to explain the existence of a Qur’ān verse that permits polygyny also argued
the inverse - If a specific context was a reason for polygyny’s necessity, then that reason disappears
once the social context and social mores change. Understanding the historical context of the
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revelation of polygyny verses provides a framework to understand the intended meaning and essence
of a verse – women’s security – though, for many participants, also rendered the practise of polygyny
inapplicable due to the lack of contextual want or need in contemporary times. These participants
believed that the absence of the contextual justifying aspects – women’s reliance on men for
maintenance, a surplus of women due to war, and marriage being a transactional to form political
alliances – means that polygyny should no longer be practised. Noor compared the attitudes towards
the acceptance and applicability of polygyny with those of slavery, questioning why the latter has been
(rightfully) rejected due to a changed society, despite appearing in the Qur’ān, while the former is still
accepted, precisely because it is in the Qur’ān (Noor, NSW: 1/07/2019.5.50.). Noor highlights what she
perceives as a lack of consistency when it comes to determining the acceptance of certain Islamic
practices. For her, polygyny is something that – like slavery – should be acknowledged as a reality
during the time of revelation, though something that Islam intended to progressively limit or curb, not
encourage. Instead, Noor believes that this verse is being exploited to satisfy men’s ‘own needs and
their own justifications’ (Noor, NSW: 1/07/2019). Zahra and Lujayn also referenced slavery in the
discussion on polygyny. However, they argued that verse 4:11’s reference to slaves and orphans
demonstrates that polygyny was a specific stipulation for a specific time in history, where slavery and
people’s care for orphans may have been common. The existence of the reference to slavery, for
Zahra, is an indication that polygyny was not intended to be practiced in perpetuity (Zahra, NSW:
2/07/2019.5.51.). Lujayn similarly highlighted the reference to slaves and made the argument that
polygyny is used in contemporary times to justify patriarchy (Lujayn, QLD: 3/09/2019.5.52.). Maheera
also rejected any argument that polygyny should be accepted due to its existence in the Qur’ān,
though she struggles with the repercussions of her steadfast rejection of the practice – ‘My grandad
would say, ‘it’s in the Qur’ān, therefore it’s truth’. I just don’t buy that… I just can’t reconcile this. I
cannot. It makes me feel so upset, and it’s just abhorrent to me. That’s a really xenophobic thing to
say about your own faith… but I’m flawed. I will stand there on the day of judgement and say, ‘I’m
flawed. I stopped him’ (Maheera, VIC: 4/05/2019). Although Maheera is clear in her decision, she
believes she may be required to justify her firm stance due to the existence of verse 4:3.
One participant, Emira, used the laws of universals and particulars to argue that polygyny is a
practice incompatible to contemporary society. Emira believed that although polygyny is an Islamic
tradition that is permissible and existent in the Qur’ān, it is not something that should be practised in
today’s context (Emira, NSW: 18/09/2019.5.53.). Emira goes on to speak of a scholar named Umar
Fauq Abd-Allah, and references a quote from his text, Living Islam With Purpose, which says of
universal and particular laws that those that are immutably fixed (cannot be changed) are not those
relating to marriage, but traditions such as fasting during Ramadan. Conversely, traditions that are
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rationale-based can be subject to ongoing legal interpretation based on rationales. Marriage and most
of the laws relating to it are rationale-based. As Abd-Allah states, ’The primacy and predominance of
rationale-based rulings in the law give it flexibility and relevance in changing times and diverse places’
(Abd-Allah, 2007:5). The immutably fixed and rationale-based laws are what Rasha also referenced
with regards to inheritance – that there are certain practices in Islam that are universal, fixed, and not
open to interpretation, while there are others that allow ‘a bit of room’ for interpretation (Rasha, VIC:
14/06/2019). The polygyny verses in particular, as they are laws relating to marriage, are considered
to be rationale-based by Abd-Allah, and by extension, Emira. Such an understanding allows social
mores to be considered when analysing whether polygyny is not just permitted but provides benefits
in contemporary times. The ‘custom of the day’ – particularly in the Australian context – is monogamy.
And so, for Emira, these social norms should set the standard and precedent for the applicability of
polygyny.
Another argument participants made against the practice of polygyny was the belief that the
conditional requirements that permitted its practise were a barrier too great to overcome for many –
if not all – men, particularly in contemporary times. In particular, the changing nature of marriage with
relation to emotional commitments as well as the financial strain of supporting two families relegated
the requirement of equality all but impossible to fulfil. Participants referenced Qur’ān 4:129, which
states that husbands will ‘never be able to treat [their] wives with equal fairness’. This verse had led
them to question whether equality was possible, and if not, was polygyny therefore impermissible and
abrogated by verse 4:129? Lujayn argued that the requirement of equality means that polygyny is
simply not possible to practise in a religiously-approved way (Lujayn, QLD: 3/09/2019.5.54.).
Of concern to participants was also the belief that there cannot be equality in a marriage both
between wives, but also between the husband and a wife, as wives would be sharing one husband,
while husbands would be spending time with multiple women. Zainab and Zehra spoke of the
impossibility of treating multiple people who have different wants and needs in an equal manner
(Zainab, QLD: 26/09/2019.5.55; Zehra, VIC: 20/09/2019.5.56.). Participants felt that someone had to
be a particularly virtuous person to be able to fulfil the requirement of equality between wives, if it
were possible at all. Some referenced the Prophet Muhammad being perhaps the only person who
could uphold equality within a marriage. As Nadhirah stated, ‘the thing is, our Prophet was the most
merciful and kind person, so it’s going to be very rare for someone to be able to live up to his
standards’ (Nadhirah, VIC: 2/10/2019). And Lejla stated her belief that ‘The Prophet was the only
person who was able to treat his wives equally’ (Lejla, NSW: 6/07/2019). Conversely, other
participants used the Prophet’s example and his favouritism of cA’isha as an argument against
polygyny, believing that his inability to uphold equality between his wives is evidence of the
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impossibility of meeting the requirements. Sherife spoke of the Prophet’s conduct with his wives
causing confusion over whether or not equality is possible within a polygynous marriage (Sherife, VIC:
7/08/2019.5.57.). In Sherife’s view, if Prophets – who are ‘the best among the best’ – cannot uphold
equality between wives, then the likelihood of men in general fulfilling this requirement is slim.
Natasha similarly spoke of the Prophet’s struggle with favouritism within his marriage, stating, ‘in the
Qur’ān it’s explained that the Prophet – who is supposed to be a really superior human being – had
challenges doing it. And I think men nowadays cannot even dream to match to that level.’ (Natasha,
VIC: 25/07/2019). The difficultly of the Prophet upholding equality, and the difficulty of maintaining
equal treatment of wives within a marriage meant that in some participants’ opinion, this was a
requirement that could not be met by the vast majority of men. As Maryam stated, ‘I don’t think that
a man can really marry more than one wife, if it’s based on love’ (Maryam, VIC: 2/08/2019).
There were several participants in this research who spoke of their belief that although
polygyny is something that they would not choose to participate in themselves, they believed the
criticism levelled at the practice is unwarranted. These participants agreed with the principle of the
practice, and saw it as something that was largely misunderstood in the western context and by nonMuslims. Rasha, for example, saw polygyny as something that was an element of what she called a
‘total system’. What she means by this is that within Islam, there are traditions and practices that may,
in isolation, appear to favour one gender or another. In practise, however, these individual traditions
come together to form a ‘total system’ that works to create a well-functioning and gender-equal
society where equity works to ensure social harmony (Rasha, VIC: 14/06/2019.5.58.). In Rasha’s
opinion, polygyny may appear to favour men, but its larger function in society – primarily the role it
has in encouraging men to take responsibility for their relationships and children – outweighs the
consequences of not allowing polygyny, which she believes to be men engaging in affairs. Consent and
transparency, however, is paramount for polygyny to be practised in a gender-positive manner –
‘There are times where I do know, within our community, there are people who are doing this without
actually consulting their first wife, and the second wife doesn't really know. And if there's no
transparency, how can they be equality? (Rufiath, VIC: 15/05/2019). In these situations, polygyny is
violating ideals of gender equality in Islam. However, if everyone involved engages in a polygynous
marriage by their own choice, if the husband is fulfilling his obligations, and if polygyny is beneficial to
their individual circumstances, then Rufiath believes it to be no impediment to equality.
Zayn also spoke of polygyny being relevant to some people. Zayn would not engage in a
polygynous marriage herself, though she also believes that it is not a ‘huge problem’, stating, ‘there
are people who practise it and seem to have this great thing going on. It’s not for me, it’s not how I
want a relationship to be. But as well, my understanding of relationships – as is everyone else’s – is
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socially conditioned’ (Zayn, NSW: 5/07/2019). Zayn was largely unphased by the prospect of men
marrying more than one woman, provided the religious conditions were met. Zayn did not wish to
judge other people’s relationships or choices, as polygyny is something that some people willingly and
happily enter into – ‘If people want to make their own choices about their relationship then that’s
their right. I don’t believe in policing people’s relationships’ (Zayn, NSW: 5/07/2019). In a similar vein,
Chloe, Aaminah, and Sarah spoke of the way in which focus is drawn to polygyny, particularly in the
West. They believed that monogamy does not have to be the default in all relationships. Aaminah
argued that the issue with polygyny is not non-monogamy, but rather men’s inability to fulfil the
religious obligations of multiple marriages (Aaminah, QLD: 18/10/2019.5.59.). To ensure that the
nonmonogamy does not go ‘one way’, Aaminah and their partner have chosen to form a nonmonogamous relationship that allows for ‘casual’ relationships with others. Anecdotally, ethical nonmonogamy and polyamory appears to be on the rise in Australia (Copland, 2017). Chloe was cognisant
of this, stating her belief that within a current context of social freedoms related to individual choices
and identity, Islam’s early acceptance of nonmonogamy is not recognised in the West. As Chloe said,
‘I believe [polygyny] can work. It’s not for me, but I can see its merits, I really can. Going forward, in a
world of sexual and gender fluidity, I don’t see how people can still have a problem with this practice
rather than giving it the credit it actually deserves for being first’ (Chloe, QLD: 21/09/2019). Chloe also
spoke of the inability to have conversations around polygyny outside of Muslim communities for fear
of judgement (Chloe, QLD: 21/09/2019.5.60.). Despite living in what Chloe describes as a ‘world of
sexual and gender fluidity’, she feels that Non-Muslims are less accepting of nonmonogamy when it is
spoken about or practised by Muslims. This appears to her as a contradiction. Chloe has female friends
who are open to the possibility of becoming second wives in order to maintain their career trajectory
and ambitions. Instead of crediting Islam with its facilitation of such choices, Chloe feels that these
allowances have been unacknowledged in the West, where an environment of shame and secrecy
with regards to polygyny has been created instead. Sarah also referenced polygyny in light of
increasing nonmonogamy in the West, stating, ‘[T]here’s this idea that humans aren’t made to be with
one person forever. And a lot of relationships you see now, they’ll have multiple partners… sometimes
you find you have more than one soulmate, and I think that’s very valid for certain people – they have
a very deep connection to multiple individuals’ (Sarah, VIC: 23/05/2019). Sarah sees the ways in which
nonmonogamy can work for some people and their relationships, having witnessed it herself within
her extended family (Sarah, VIC: 23/05/2019.5.61.). Although Sarah believes that polygyny is
something that is highly contextual to the time of revelation, the issue for her is not nonmonogamy.
Rather, she wonders why ‘women can’t marry more than one man’ (Sarah, VIC: 23/05/2019). Sarah is
open to nonmonogamy but would not practise polygyny. Several participants highlighted this
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gendered aspect of polygyny. As Ella stated, ‘I don’t really care if you have more than one wife, but I
don’t think it’s fair that it goes one way. I personally wouldn’t want to have two husbands, but the
reasons for having more than one wife is no longer there, and the reason to have more than one
husband was never there… it’s unnecessary, is the best explainer for [polygyny]’ (Ella, VIC:
26/05/2019). Zainab also spoke of the unequal nature of the practise when permitted today, stating,
‘For me it’s not acceptable. I think if I can only have one man then it should be the other way around’
(Zainab, QLD: 26/09/2019). Although these participants would not want more than one husband
themselves, they still questioned the equality of permitting polygyny when it only allows
nonmonogamy for men. Evidently, even amongst those who have stated that they would not practise
polygyny in their own lives, there was a variety of views, opinions, and interpretations on the overall
legitimacy and implications of the practice.

Participant interpretations of polygyny in light of the gender-positive nature they see as
intrinsic to Islam were largely split into three contextual clarifications for verse 4:3. Foremost,
participants believed that knowledge about the context of revelation was vital to understanding the
intentions behind polygyny, its applicability today, and its impact on gender equality. Over half of
participants also referenced conditions attached to polygyny – primarily consent and equality – to
argue that there were strict requirements as well as safeguards for women that prevented men from
abusing this responsibility. A large minority of participants also believed polygyny was or is a beneficial
practice in specific, extenuating circumstances where the intent and purpose is to assist couples
experiencing hardship.
Again, though participants had their own interpretations and explanations for a verse that can
appear to permit men marrying more than one woman, this did not mean participants believed verse
4:3 to be in line with contemporary expectations and parameters of gender equality. Only three
participants (6%) reported that they would consider engaging in a polygynous marriage. Polygyny was
an option for these participants in the face of issues such as infertility, a perceived lack of marriage
prospects, and the belief that they were unable to say ‘no’ to their husband’s ability to ask for
additional wives. For Hannah and Sara, polygyny was a viable solution to real problems in their lives.
It was not something that they felt implied their lesser value as women, but provided them with
possibilities in the face of unideal circumstances. Three participants reported that they might consider
a polygynous marriage. These participants were largely undecided and believed that if certain
extenuating circumstances arose, polygyny may be an option for them.
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The vast majority of participants, however, (78%) reported that they would not consider a
polygynous marriage. Participants largely believed polygyny to be an outdated practice, and one that
is particularly incompatible with a 21st century Australian context. The justifying factors for polygyny
that existed at the time of revelation – with polygyny serving as a function to assist women who relied
on men – were believed to lack relevance in a contemporary context. Some participants were
particularly firm in their dislike of the practice of polygyny, while others had no aversion to the concept
of nonmonogamy, just to certain characteristics of polygyny – specifically, it being ‘one way’. In all,
the majority of participants believed that polygyny is a practice that should no longer be implemented,
and one that they would not implement within their own lives. Some participants did see its relevance
for particular circumstances, so long as all involved displayed willingness to engage and informed
consent. With the former group of participants, polygyny did not stand in the way of gender equality
in Islam, due to their belief that polygyny assisted women in Islam’s early years, though was
inapplicable to contemporary times and therefore should not affect women at all. The latter group of
participants argued that polygyny is not a barrier to gender equality. Rather, it is an option for couples
who face extenuating circumstances, and the strict conditions and regulations attached ensure that
women’s rights and men’s responsibilities are upheld.

5.4. Verse 4:34 and Domestic Violence
Perhaps the most contentious verse in the Qur’ān with relation to male superiority/female
inferiority is verse 4:34, sometimes referred to pejoratively as ‘the beating verse’. The debate on
whether or not Islam permits domestic violence has been a critical topic for feminist Muslim scholars,
as permitting violence against women would run counter to the values of feminism. Yet many
traditionalists have argued that verse 4:34 is specific in its allowing of the use of violence to discipline
wives. Possibly more than any other aspect of the faith, Muslim feminists have struggled with
reconciling verse 4:34 with the concept of gender equality. Likewise, compared to the three previous
practices spoken about in this research, verse 4:34 elicited the highest level of discomfort and unease
from participants. Some participants had experienced domestic and family violence themselves. For
these participants, a verse that appears to sanction intimate partner violence had very real
consequences – whether or not this verse had any influence on their own experiences of domestic
abuse. There were only a small number of participants who believed that verse 4:34 does permit
husbands to punish their wives in a physical manner. Most of these participants were of the belief that
the ‘beating’ or ‘striking’ was symbolic – with a cloth or handkerchief for example. The vast majority
of participants, however, believed that violence against women was wrong, and should never happen,
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whether or not it is permitted in their religion. Participants used arguments such as mistranslation,
Prophet Muhammad’s sunnah, the overall essence of the Qur’ān, and more, to argue that Islam does
not permit husband superiority and domestic violence. In using these arguments, participants believed
that verse 4:34 does not counteract Islam’s promotion of gender equality, and does not undermine
their gender-positive interpretation of their faith.
For the discussion of verse 4:34, participants were given three translations (M.A.S Abdel
Haleem, Tarif Khalidi, and N.J. Dawood), or looked at their own preferred translation or the original
Arabic. The rationale behind giving participants three translations rather than only Abdel Haleem’s
translation is due to the contentious differentiations between scholars who translate the Arabic word
‘iḍribūhunna’ as ‘beat them’, and those who argue that it directs a single ‘slap’, or a ‘symbolic’ beating
not intended to injure. Indeed, there are even translators – such as Laleh Bakhtiar - who leave out
physical discipline altogether. To discuss one of the relevant contentious aspects of this verse –
whether or not this verse allows husbands to physically discipline their wives – it was useful to
compare translations.
Three ‘contentious’ issues exist within verse 4:34 that have implications for gender equality.
Firstly, the concept of men being qiwamah, which relates to men being ‘protectors’, or the
‘maintainers’ of women, and also sometimes translated as men having ‘authority’ over women. The
second issue is nushūz (disloyalty or ill-conduct) and relates to women’s actions being perceived as
‘disobedient’ as interpreted by husbands. The third issue is the word iḍribūhunna, which is translated
as ‘beat them’, ‘strike them’, and ‘hit them’ in the above translations, and in these scenarios, appear
to give husbands permission to physically discipline their wives. Although these three elements of
verse 4:34 raise questions for gender equality, participants were predominantly focussed on the
translation or interpretation of ‘iḍribūhunna’, and whether husbands are permitted to ‘hit’ their wives.
Some participants did speak to the concepts of wifely obedience and husbands’ authority, though
these were brought up primarily as a way to argue that verse 4:34 does not permit domestic violence
– e.g. if men do not have authority over women, they cannot ‘punish’ them for nushūz or ‘bad’
behaviour. The following table depicts participants’ explanations and understandings of verse 4:34.
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Participants’ understanding of verse 4:34
The Prophet's sunnah shows domestic abuse is not allowed
The overall essence of the Qur’ān and Islam overrides this verse/elements of
this verse
Issue of translation
The context of revelation needs to be understood
Wives do not have to obey their husbands [so they do not have disciplinary
privileges]
The 'hit' is metaphorical/should not cause pain/should only be as a last
resort
Acknowledge verse 4:34 exists, but view it as irrelevant today and should be
ignored

No. of participants
18
17
17
15
13
11
9

5.4.1. The Prophet’s sunnah shows domestic abuse is not allowed
The most common belief from participants regarding problematic aspects of verse 4:34 was
that the Prophet Muhammad’s sunnah shows that domestic abuse and disrespect towards wives is
not condoned. 18 participants (36%) argued that when reading verse 4:34, the Prophet’s conduct
towards his wives is a more accurate depiction of how Muslim men should behave within their
relationships. Radiya referenced the sunnah as an accompaniment and explanatory addition to the
Qur’ān – one that in this case, shows that the Prophet disapproved of mistreatment of wives (Radiya,
VIC: 17/09/2019.5.62.). The Prophet’s words and actions were important for participants to push back
against not only Muslims who utilise verse 4:34 to justify domestic violence, but also non-Muslims
who reference this verse to argue that Islam is a misogynistic religion. As Humaira said of this verse,
‘the sunnah is what’s to be followed… and as the Holy Prophet says, ‘the best of you are those who
treat your women best’. And so many other things like, ‘my favourite things are women, perfume, and
prayers’. So, all of those contribute to the importance of Islam being understood in relation to the
Holy Prophet and his life, and really not just in parts (Humaira, QLD: 30/09/2019). Highlighting the
Prophet’s conduct with his own wives and female family members was one way that participants
argued that Islam does not allow domestic violence. Humaira also pointed to the Prophet’s response
to verse 4:34 when it was revealed. Referencing her translation of the Qur’ān - The Study Quran (Nasr
et al., 2015) - Humaira stated, ‘[Verse 4:34] was reportedly revealed in relation to a woman or her
family coming to the Prophet complaining that her husband had hit her. The Prophet immediately
allowed retaliation against the husband. The verse was then revealed allowing the husband to strike
his wife in certain circumstances, and the Prophet aborted his retaliation saying, ‘I wanted one thing
and God wanted another’ (Humaira, QLD: 30/09/2019). This comment and the Prophet Muhammad’s
dislike and disapproval of husbands harming their wives, evidenced by his sunnah, was enough for
participants to form a counterargument against those who insist that Islam permits domestic violence.
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Hannah and other participants spoke of the Prophet’s encouragement of kindness to all humans and
animals, making the argument that if he discouraged harm towards animals, then it follows that he
would be disapproving of marital violence (Hannah, SA: 2/10/2019.5.63.). Following the example of
the Prophet was more important for these participants than taking a single verse – or a word in a
single verse – in isolation and using it to justify mistreatment and disrespect in a relationship. Noor
argued that no one should ever need to reach the third step in verse 4:34 and should instead behave
with kindness and respect towards their wives, as the Prophet did, and ‘go to where he stopped’ (Noor,
NSW: 1/07/2019.5.64.). What Noor means by ‘go to where he stopped’ is that Muslims should follow
the productive elements of verse 4:34 in an egalitarian manner. Verse 4:34 provides steps to follow if
couples are facing marital issues. The first step being ‘remind them [of the teachings of God]. The
second step is to ignore them when you go to bed. The third step is to hit/strike/beat them (although
some participants and scholars contest these translations). Noor believes that ‘when we look at this
verse, why can’t we prioritise the first part? Why should anyone ever need to get to that [last] stage?’
(Noor, NSW: 1/07/2019). Instead of using verse 4:34 to justify spousal abuse, Noor believes that steps
one and two should be followed (by both partners), and step three should be ignored altogether.
Participants who highlighted Prophet Muhammad’s example of treating one’s wives with respect and
humility argued that through his example, Islam promotes equality and partnership in relationships,
not controlling behaviour and violence. They believed that there was no excuse, therefore, for
anybody to view verse 4:34 as promoting, encouraging, or even allowing domestic violence or abuse
within a marriage.

5.4.2. The overall essence of the Qur’ān and Islam overrides this verse/elements of
this verse
The second most common interpretation of verse 4:34 was that it cannot condone domestic
violence as to do so would contradict Islam’s inherent justice. The overall essence of Islam and the
Qur’ān – mercy, benevolence, equality – therefore ‘overrides’ one verse – or one aspect of a verse –
that may appear to promote domestic abuse. In referring to the religion as a whole - and with
reference to God’s justice, benevolence, principle of equality - participants disputed verse 4:34 and its
implications that husbands have authority and disciplinary privileges over their wives. As Yasmeen
argued, ‘[verse 4:34] doesn’t make sense with the hundreds of times that it says that God is just and
merciful, and the 99 names of God’ (Yasmeen, VIC: 17/04/2019). The 99 names of God that Yasmeen
is referring to are the attributes of God described in the Qur’ān (7:180; 17:110; 20:8). Maheera was
one participant who also expressed her discomfort at the existence of a verse that appears to permit
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men to physically punish their wives. She also believes, however, that any Muslim who is truly
following the Qur’ān would never allow this verse to take precedence over all the other aspects of
Islam that promote love and respect within marriages (Maheera, VIC: 4/05/2019.5.65.). The choice to
follow verse 4:34 and use it to justify abuse was, to Maheera and other participants, indicative not of
misogyny within Islam, but misogyny within the abuser. Participants believed that when there exists
an abundance of verses within the Qur’ān as well as hadith that encourage relationships of mutual
respect, to focus on verse 4:34 in order to excuse oneself of bad behaviour was considered to be an
active choice of men who wish to promote a patriarchal interpretation of Islam. As Zayn said of verse
4:34 and its disparity with other verses and interpretations that promote equality, ‘It’s highly
inconsistent with other texts. There’s no reason why [verse 4:34] should be given precedent over other
rulings…. but when you live in a patriarchal society, they will fall back on the most advantageous
interpretation, which is why you end up with verses like this becoming the most important thing in
the picture, and then all the other possibilities and options recede to the background’ (Zayn, NSW:
5/07/2019). The reason, according to Zayn, that verses that appear to be disadvantageous for women
are raised above all the many that promote equality is because of patriarchy – those who choose to
promote problematic verses and interpretations over egalitarian ones because it secures their
elevated position in society. The rest of the Qur’ān and Islam that encourages husbands and wives to
treat one another well are consequently ignored.
Iman and Maheera both spoke several times about husband and wives being one another’s
‘garments’ to argue that domestic violence is antithetical to Islamic marital values. This term comes
from Qur’ān verse 2:187, which states, ‘You [believers] are permitted to lie with your wives during the
night of the fast: they are [close] as garments to you, as you are to them…’. This verse is indicative of
the Qur’ān’s view of marriage as an intimate, supportive, and equal relationship (Ammar, 2007:521).
Iman spoke of what this ‘garment’ represents for her, and that such a metaphor exists in contradiction
to a verse that would permit domestic violence (Iman, VIC: 4/05/2019.5.66.). Iman believes that in the
spirit of Qur’ān marital harmony and partnership, ‘it should never come to [domestic violence]’.
Instead, she believes that Muslims of all genders should hold their tongues and let the anger pass, and
if it does not, then they should seek council. Domestic violence is ‘not allowed in Islam’ (Iman, VIC:
4/05/2019). Maheera similarly spoke of her relationship with her husband using the Qur’ān metaphor
of the ‘garment’ (Maheera, VIC: 4/05/2019.5.67.). Through focussing on the Qur’ān principle of
supportive companionship within relationships, Maheera believes that marriages of equality will be
created, rather than ones of male domination. Being one another’s ‘garment’ does not correlate with
husband superiority and domestic abuse.
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Participants argued that when there are many Qur’ān verses that encourage equality, respect,
kindness, and partnership in marital relationships, the overall essence of the Qur’ān and Islam
diametrically opposes domestic abuse and male disciplinary privileges. In highlighting the instances in
which Islam dictates marriage to be a partnership of mutual love and intimacy, participants sought to
expose the exceptional nature of verse 4:34. To continue to focus on this verse in exclusion of the
equal essence of Islam was therefore considered an active choice, and more representative of an
individual’s pre-conceived views about authority and male superiority, rather than an indication of
misogyny within Islam. As Chloe argued of those who use Islam to argue for male superiority, ‘I find
that a man who is interested in learning the religion for himself, his sense of masculinity is not
challenged by treating a woman fairly… men who use these particular ayahs are very insecure and
very unaware of their position in Islam’ (Chloe, QLD: 21/09/2019). Whether or not this verse is
translated and interpreted correctly, it is a choice to enact it, and a choice that participants believed
to be in opposition to the Qur’ān ideal of marital harmony.

5.4.3. Issue of translation/interpretation
Questions over the translation of verse 4:34, and particularly the translation/interpretation of
the word ‘beat/hit/slap’ were raised by 17 participants (34%). These participants were of the opinion
that mistranslation is at fault for verse 4:34 appearing to promote domestic violence and husbands’
disciplinary privileges. As Yasmeen said, ‘I do not believe [men are superior or have a degree of rights
over women] at all… If God is just, there’s no way this has been translated correctly…. So this is a
human error in translation (Yasmeen, VIC: 17/04/2019). Participants who believed verse 4:34 to be
mistranslated were also predominantly of the view that there cannot be any suggestion of violence
from a husband towards his wife. Zahra explained her understanding of the mistranslation of verse
4:34, stating that there is a mistranslation in both the word ‘iḍribūhunna’ and also a mistranslation
and misinterpretation of the word ‘qawwamun’ (Zahra, NSW: 2/07/2019.5.68.). Some translations of
verse 4:34 translate the beginning as ‘men are in charge of women’ (Saheeh International, 2004:75;
Pickthall, 2005:46), or ‘men have authority over women’ (Dawood, 2014:54). Zahra, however,
maintains that qawwamun references men’s responsibility, not authority. Emira similarly spoke of the
issue of translating verse 4:34 in a way and implies men’s maintenance of women denotes superiority
(Emira, NSW: 18/09/2019.5.69.). For Emira and Zahra, responsibility and commitment is not a
denotation of superiority. Rather, it is a direction for men to support and maintain their family
members with ‘kindness and mercy, compassion, and patience’ (Zahra, NSW: 2/07/2019).
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Radiya also believes that verse 4:34 has been mistranslated. Although she is unsure what the
correct translation is, the fact that there remains debate around an accurate translation of verse 4:34
indicates to Radiya that Muslims should therefore be wary of endorsing any translation or
interpretation that encourages physical violence (Radiya, VIC: 17/09/2019.5.70.). Radiya raises a
reasonable point in in asking why someone would choose to enact domestic violence when there is a
risk that verse 4:34 has in fact not permitted physical harm towards wives. On the risk that verse 4:34
has been mistranslated, Radiya argues it would be safer to ‘keep away from it altogether’.
Bakhtawar also spoke of the mistranslation of verse 4:34, linking it back to her belief that Islam
is always against the use of violence. For Bakhtawar, to even joke about violence against women is
abhorrent (Bakhtawar, VIC: 7/06/2019.5.71.). Bakhtawar highlights what she sees as the
mistranslation of verse 4:34, as well as her belief that to enact any form of violence is un-Islamic and
a poor solution to a marital issue. If a husband believes that his wife ‘is not good’, or they do not get
along, domestic violence would not solve this issue. Instead, Bakhtawar believes they should attempt
to reconcile, and if they cannot, they should divorce. Zubeda, Iman, Aya, and Naureen also spoke
about divorce being an option for both men and women in conflict, arguing that there should never
be an excuse for men to harm their wives. If a conflict is irresolvable, they should separate. As Zubeda
stated, ‘you’re not supposed to hit your wife. You’re supposed to discuss and reconcile. And that’s
why divorce is built in. If you can’t get along then separate. But men are not supposed to hit their
wives’ (Zubeda, NSW: 4/07/2019). These participants did not see domestic violence as an effective or
ethical conflict resolution strategy.
Participants who believed verse 4:34 to be mistranslated were able to reject problematic
translations that permitted husbands to use violence against their wives. The difficulty in rendering
the Arabic word iḍribūhunna into English meant that for these participants, mistranslation and the
resulting misinterpretation is to blame for any implication that husbands are superior to their wives,
or that they may physically discipline them. As Radiya argued, when the translation of a verse is in
question – and in this case when the consequences of these mistranslations are dire – the most
extreme and harmful translations should be eschewed altogether. Instead, translations that
encourage a gender-positive message where wives are their husbands’ partners rather than subjects.

5.4.4. The context of revelation needs to be understood
Like other ‘controversial’ verses in the Qur’ān addressed in this research, participants
returned to the issue of de-contextualisation creating a misinterpretation of verse 4:34. 15
participants (30%) spoke of context being important in understanding why verse 4:34 was revealed,
and, for some, demonstrating why it is no longer an acceptable practice. As Zubeda said, ‘Text without
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context is a pretext… You don’t put your own superiority complex onto it’ (Zubeda, NSW: 4/07/2019).
Participants, again, spoke of the differing nature of marriage at the time of revelation being relevant,
with intimate partner violence being a more accepted practice. Participants also spoke of the changing
social mores with respect to women obeying their husbands – something that was and is a persisting
belief within many cultures around the globe. The circumstances – both specific and general surrounding the revelation of verse 4:34 provided participants with a greater level of detail and
understanding as to the intended aim, meaning, and the resultant applicability of the verse.
Some participants in this research speculated that marital relationships at the time of
revelation were perhaps more akin to those of a parent and child, due to women’s comparative lack
of education and access to resources. As Natasha suggested, ‘at that time, if the females are
predominantly dependent on the males to take care of them, I guess it’s more like a guardian telling
you off for not doing the right thing. But it in no way applies to this day and age’ (Natasha, VIC:
25/07/2019). Ameena spoke of women’s lack of maturity at the time of revelation as a possible
qualifier for this verse (Ameena, VIC: 26/05/2019.5.72.). Zehra similarly wondered about the power
dynamic within a relationship where the husband was usually older and more experienced, stating
that it may have been more like a teacher-student relationship (Zehra, VIC: 20/09/2019.5.73.). These
participants looked to the changing norms of relationships and relationship dynamics in order to
explain why there exists a Qur’ān verse that appears to permit husbands physically disciplining their
wives. In acknowledging the contextual nature of verse 4:34, Natasha, Ameena, and Zehra concluded
that to interpret verse 4:34 as condoning domestic abuse in contemporary times was wrong, and not
in line with modern marital standards. All participants who referenced the contextual nature of verse
4:34 to explain its existence did so with the intention of showing why it is therefore no longer
applicable in contemporary times.
Like participants have argued elsewhere, the more gender-equal relationship with regards to
financial maintenance of the family in a 21st century Australian context has meant that for some, even
the concept of qiwamah in verse 4:34 may no longer be relevant in some people’s lives. If many
families with heterosexual parents are living on incomes from both spouses, women, therefore, have
input in aspects of the relationship – e.g. finances – that they did not hold in 7th century Arabia. Men
retain the financial responsibility due to their religious obligations, but many women have increasing
input in decisions and contributions in monetary terms or, at least, in time spent doing paid work.
Men may remain religiously obliged to provide for their families, but participants believed that this
financial responsibility does not translate to superiority. Ameena spoke of men’s financial
responsibility at the time of revelation, and how it should not be interpreted as superiority, but
responsibility (Ameena, VIC: 26/05/2019.5.74.) This is particularly the case within a context where
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women contribute both paid and unpaid work to the maintenance of a family, and with recognition
that in contemporary times, gender roles within marriages are more fluid and negotiable.
Participants similarly spoke of the concept of wifely obedience. The lack of relevance due to
changing standards of what is and is not acceptable treatment of a wife was central for participants’
understanding of this verse in light of their belief in Islam’s proclamation of gender equality. Husband
superiority and disciplinary privileges were not in line with their belief in gender-equal relationships.
As Ameena said, ‘maybe this was relevant in my grandmother’s generation, but in today’s generation
there is no such thing of obeying your man’ (Ameena, VIC: 26/05/2019). Like Chloe previously spoke
of with reference to gender inequality in her grandmother’s generation, Ameena too, is pointing to
relationship standards of husband superiority and wifely obedience as little as two generations ago to
argue that cultural context matters.26 Social attitudes surrounding gendered dynamics and domestic
abuse have changed, and, as Ameena said, what was considered acceptable within relationships even
two generations ago may not be considered acceptable today.
When looking at relationship dynamics and gender roles in contemporary times, it is selfevident that any verse that condones domestic abuse or husband superiority cannot be practised or
accepted by those who believe in gender equality in Islam. Participants who spoke of the
sociohistorical considerations of such a verse largely did so with the intent of showing both the
trajectory of change verse 4:34 initiated, and, therefore, advocated for continual reassessment of the
applicability of certain verses in light of contemporary social contexts. Farrah likened verse 4:34 with
the gradual restriction on alcohol that Islam brought about, to show that intent here is key, rather
than what the verse explicitly outlines (Farrah, VIC: 19/06/2019.5.75.). Ella also referred to verse 4:34
being revealed in a way that would appear palatable to the men of that era, with the intent and ‘end
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With specific reference to domestic violence, society’s continually evolving standards of gender equality and
wifely obedience were starkly different only decades ago. As one example, marital rape was legal in Australia
until the 1980s, when all Australian jurisdictions amended their laws (ALRC, 2010). Protection against
prosecution for marital rape was given to men based on the historical notion than women became men’s
property upon marriage, and that marriage was in and of itself unequivocal and continuing consent to sexual
intercourse (ALRC, 2010). Furthermore, there was no law explicitly prohibiting domestic violence until the
passing of the Family Law Act 1975. Despite the introduction of such legal protections against intimate partner
violence, cases of domestic violence in Australia remain common - one in six Australian women have experienced
physical or sexual violence from a current or former cohabitating partner, and one in four women have
experienced emotional abuse by a current or former partner since the age of 15 (AIHW, 2019:4). Rates of
intimate partner violence have remained relatively steady over the last decade (AIHW, 2019:10). Although
Australians have a growing awareness and disapproval of types of intimate partner violence, some Australians
believe that perpetrators of family, domestic and sexual violence can be excused in certain circumstances, and
that many women exaggerate gender inequality (AIHW, 2019:57). Within this social context, it would therefore
be incorrect to assert that domestic violence is unique to any one cultural community, nor is it an issue that can
be considered solved in an Australian context.
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goal’ being gender-equal relationships and the impermissibility of domestic violence (Ella, VIC:
26/05/2019.5.76.).
Participants believed that those who argue that verse 4:34 permits husbands to physically
discipline their wives in the present day are ignoring changing social norms that disallow such conduct.
They also argue that this was the intent of verse 4:34 – a recognition of changing social attitudes with
an aim to gradually limit domestic violence with the end goal being its elimination altogether. The
recognition of the initial social context that allowed unrestricted physical violence elucidated verse
4:34’s aim of curbing domestic violence. Unfortunately, domestic violence remains prevalent in
Australian society. Participants were adamant, however, that changing social attitudes surrounding
gender relations, the differing dynamics within marriage, and increasingly shared responsibilities
between husbands and wives rendered verse 4:34 inapplicable and impermissible in a current context.

5.4.5. Wives do not have to obey their husbands [so physical punishment should
never happen]
When reading verse 4:34 in light of their belief in a gender-positive Islam, 14 participants
(28%), argued that wifely obedience towards their husbands is not required nor encouraged in Islam.
Husbands, therefore, have no right to punish their wives for “disobedience”. Participants in this group
believed that a wife obeying her husband went against the tenets of the religion, as Islam dictates that
there should be no intercessor between a person and God. Wifely obedience places a husband as that
intercessor. Noor described the gender cosmology laid out by Ayesha Chaudhry and the consequences
of husbandly authority within a marriage. Noor spoke of her identification with Ayesha Chaudhry’s
attempts to move from a ‘patriarchal cosmology’ in Islam towards an ‘egalitarian cosmology’
(described in Chapter Two) (Chaudhry, 2015:12; Noor, NSW: 1/07/2019.5.77.). Sanctioning wifely
obedience has implications for the gender cosmology within Islam, as permission to punish for
disobedience indicates a level of authority and control over wives and contravenes gender equality.
Equality in marital relationships is something that one participant named as the key requirement for
achieving gender equality, saying, ‘once you have gender equality inside the home, I genuinely believe
that you will have equality in society, because society is just a lot of families put together’ (Ajna: VIC,
20 May 2019). Gender inequality as dictated by a patriarchal cosmology affects not only women’s
equality socially and temporally, but also defines her relationship to God and her faith. Through
placing men between women and God, participants saw women’s spiritual autonomy as diminished.
Participants who spoke of their belief that a wife does not have to obey her husband, and
should therefore never be punished for disobedience, also referenced one of the implications of there
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being an intercessor between women and God. For Zainab, this implication was the sin of shirk –
ascribing partners to God. In her opinion, the most contentious issue in these translations of verse
4:34 was not the violence, but the concept of wifely obedience (Zainab, QLD: 26/09/2019.5.78.).
Zainab was adamantly opposed to verse 4:34 being used in any way to permit both domestic violence
and wifely obedience. She ‘would never agree with this’ because for her, to agree with the concept of
a husband’s disciplinary privileges would violate tawḥīd. Her obedience is towards God, not men.
Maryam spoke similarly of wives being obedient only to God, stating, ‘one of the most important
names we use for God in Islam is ‘Rabb’, which means ‘creator’, ‘teacher’, ‘father’… So when we
became Muslim, we’ve decided to be a slave to Rabb, and you cannot have two masters. That’s why
you cannot be a wife of a person and obey God, while also obeying another person at the same time’
(Maryam, VIC: 2/08/2019). The relationship between husband and wife, according to Maryam, is not
one of dominance and submission, but one of mutual respect.
Mutual respect and advice within marriages was the alternative spoken about by Siham,
Zeynep and Hannah, who also believed that wives do not have to obey their husbands. Hannah spoke
of her personal experience with an abusive ex-husband who made arbitrary rules for her to follow.
She believed, however, that her faith allowed her to think for herself and did not permit her husband
to dictate freedoms, particularly when his demands were ‘ridiculous’ (Hannah, SA: 2/10/2019.5.79.).
Interestingly, Hannah describes thinking that due to her husband’s ‘ridiculous’ demands, there was no
way of obeying him. Since she did not agree with his demands, she did not feel she needed to obey
him. The implication here is that were she to agree with him, she would have ‘obeyed’ him. In that
case, however, this would better be described as an agreement, rather than obedience. Another
participant, Davira, also spoke of the relationship of a wife obeying her husband in similar terms – she
reported that she did believe that wives should obey their husbands, but only if they agreed with their
decisions. Davira said, ‘If it’s good for me I will obey him, but it’s not… first I’ll think about why he
doesn’t allow me, and if there’s logic and it makes sense, then I’ll agree… I want to have someone who
has the same mindset as me, and the same vision (Davira, VIC: 17/04/2019). In this sense, both Hannah
and Davira are speaking of discussions and agreements in marriage, rather than obedience.
Discussions were what was important for participants to feel equality in marriage. As Zeynep argued,
‘I really haven’t met anyone that I’d like to obey. This is my second husband, and I feel… If I’m in a
better position to make a decision, why should I obey? This is making an assumption that the man is
more capable in every field. But do such men exist? No. So is that valid? Do I need to follow that? No
(Zeynep, QLD: 17/09/2019). Siham similarly stated that ‘maybe as a husband or a brother, you guide
women, you give them advice, but you don’t have the right to impose your opinion on them just
because they’re a woman’ (Siham, VIC: 12/06/2019). Participants who argued, therefore, that wives
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are under no obligation to obey their husbands described the egalitarian construction of marital
relationships involving negotiations, discussions, and agreements between spouses, under the
guidance of God. Although participants other than Noor did not reference the egalitarian in
comparison to the patriarchal cosmology outright, their description matches such a cosmology.
Marriages were relationships of mutual advice and support, not ones of male-dominance and
disciplinary privileges. Therefore, husbands, under no circumstances, were believed to have
permission to physically punish their wives, nor expect obedience from them. Women were viewed
as individuals who answer only to God and themselves.

5.4.6. The ‘hit’ is metaphorical/should not cause pain/should only be as a last resort
12 participants (24%) in this research argued that verse 4:34 does not contradict gender
equality due to their belief that the ‘hit’ described in the verse is not intended to cause pain – either
due to its metaphorical nature, or the implements used. Some participants also referenced the threestep nature of this verse, where the physical punishment is intended to be a ‘last resort’.
Although there is no data on the prevalence of such a belief, Noor did report that in her
personal experience as a researcher on the topic of Islamic family law, Imāms and religious leaders in
Australia are reluctant to say categorically that verse 4:34 does not permit some sort of physical
punishment (Noor, NSW: 1/07/2019). This was also the case with eleven participants in this research
who spoke of the ‘hit’ being symbolic or painless. To have participants in this research reporting such
a belief also demonstrates that conviction in a belief of gender equality does not, in these participants’
view, prohibit husbands physically punishing their wives. The situations surrounding the applicability
of verse 4:34, were, however, largely contingent on an event that would be labelled as ‘extreme’. In a
case of an extra-marital affair, some participants argued that verse 4:34 allows a husband to physically
punish his wife (Sabrina, VIC: 6/05/2019.5.80; Maryam, VIC: 2/08/2019.5.81; Reem, VIC:
9/05/2019.5.82.). These participants believed that verse 4:34 and the permission to use physical
punishments against a wife is specific to a scenario of infidelity on the wife’s part. For Sabrina, this
reference to violence in the verse is not permission or encouragement, but an acknowledgement of
what she believes to be mitigating factors that may designate God’s forgiveness of domestic violence.
Maryam and Reem, however, believe that the ‘hit’ should be symbolic, should not cause any pain, or
should not leave a mark. One participant believed this ‘beating’ could be done with an instrument
such as a straw (Aya, VIC: 9/05/2019), another gave the example of a toothbrush (Ajna, VIC:
20/05/2019), while Sara spoke specifically about an article of clothing she believed should be used
(Sara, QLD: 24/09/2019.5.83.).
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These participants have argued that the ‘beating’ described in verse 4:34 is intended to be
‘symbolic’ and done with a small instrument. Sara argued that the ‘hitting’ was symbolic and painless,
though served the purpose of making a wife ‘take a step back’ and reflect on the seriousness of the
situation. Other participants also believed this to be the intent of the painless or symbolic beating. As
Ajna explained, ‘So it’s like you take the toothbrush and you hit someone… It’s more so that she snaps
out of it, and she’s like ‘whoa’… It’s not a punishment, it’s more to bring her attention to what she’s
doing and how it’s wrong’ (Ajna, VIC: 20/05/2019). Safia similarly said that ‘it is not a smack or beat or
hit that you would interpret in English. It’s talking about having something that’s small enough to go
like that [swipe softly] to someone. It’s not even a hit. It’s more like just to remind them of God and
to tell her that she’s being inappropriate. It’s a small little tap, it’s not to actually hit you’ (Safia, VIC:
29 May 2019). In this context, participants argued that the permission to ‘hit’ served the purpose of
making women ‘step back’ and consider their actions and the gravity of the situation, without
exposure to physical pain.
Some participants, however, did not explicitly say that the hitting was painless. Rather, they
said that the ‘hit’ could not leave a mark, and could not be performed on a woman’s face, a belief that
comes from a hadith in Sunan Abi Dawud (Sunan Abi Dawud, 2142). Davira, Amna, and Ajna
referenced the impermissibility of hitting someone on their face, though did not discount altogether
the ability of a man to physically punish his wife. The severity of the ‘hit’ is what concerned
participants, and some spoke of the inability to leave ‘evidence’ of being hit. In Natalie’s opinion, this
does not equate to domestic violence (Natalie, VIC: 13/06/2019.5.84.). Amna spoke about reaching a
similar understanding of verse 4:34 through a video she watched online (Amna, VIC: 2/05/2019.5.85.).
In the scenario where a husband physically punishes his wife, he is in the position of overseer of a
wife’s behaviour, particularly with relation to her religious obligations and conduct. One participant,
Nadhirah, likened this position to the relationship between a parent and child, and the direction,
praise, and punishments parents give to their children. In these cases, where wives don’t have the
‘luxury’ of a husband who respects their boundaries and methods of cooling off after a fight, there
might arise instances of physical discipline (Nadhirah, VIC: 2/10/2019.5.86.). Although Nadhirah
believed it ‘shouldn’t come to [hitting]’, she did not argue that she believed it to be impermissible.
Bahar also likened the ‘hit’ to the way parents discipline children. She spoke of her experience
as a psychologist and the clash between her training and the literature, and some cultures that
encourage physical punishments (Bahar, VIC: 26/06/2019.5.87.). Bahar feared saying something
incorrect that went against God’s words. However, she also felt extreme discomfort, as a psychologist,
at the idea of husbands being permitted to hit their wives. She likened it to her experience of treating
patients whose culture permits and normalises physical punishment in the home – the evidence and
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her conscience tells her it is ineffective and wrong, but she is fighting against people’s culture and
personal experiences that tell them otherwise. Bahar, therefore, attempts to find a way to discourage
physical punishments in what she describes as a ‘diplomatic’ way. In the same way that she would
discourage her patients from smacking their children through equipping them with non-punitive
parenting skills, she believes that God may be treating humans in a similar – discouragement through
alternative resolution strategies within a context where violence against women has been normalised.
Although these eleven participants argued that the ‘hit’ is metaphorical, should not cause
pain, or should be a last resort, the existence of any sort of punishment on the part of the husband
for the wife’s misbehaviour – metaphorical, painless, or not – can be interpreted as a stipulation of
authority and superiority. However, since all participants in this research believed in gender equality
in Islam, their interpretation of an arrangement of husbandly disciplinary privileges evidently, in their
view, did not contradict such a belief. This group of participants believed that a husband holds such a
privilege to guide wives towards religiously acceptable behaviour, though did not interpret this role
as one of dominion. Some interpreted verse 4:34 and the ‘hit’ as a small tap to act as a circuit breaker
of sorts to encourage wives to ‘snap out’ of their anger during a disagreement. Others, however,
interpreted the ‘hit’ as something more akin to smacking a child. All participants were clear that they
believed that Islam does not permit domestic violence or wife beating. However, what constitutes
domestic violence evidently differed from person to person, as striking a wife for disobedience,
regardless of the context, is a form of intimate partner violence as outlined by the Australian Institute
of Health and Welfare (AIHW, 2019:2). It should also be noted, however, that although these
participants believed that there was some level of permissibility of husbands hitting their wives, many
of the same participants also gave other explanations for verse 4:34, including the belief that the
Prophet’s sunnah shows that domestic violence is not allowed, that other verses in the Qur’ān
counteract this permissibility of ‘hitting’, and that there has been mistranslation of the word or verse.
Evidently, therefore, there was some level of trepidation surrounding their interpretation of and
justification for verse 4:34. Some of these participants argued simultaneously that verse 4:34 has been
mistranslated or abrogated by other verses and hadith, while also arguing that husbands do have
permission to ‘hit’ their wives – whether painless or not. This may be connected to participants’ fear
of contradicting a Qur’ān verse. And some participants explicitly expressed this fear. As Bahar said,
‘It’s so hard because these are the ayahs of Allah and I can’t say my opinion, which is comprehensible
to my mind, but I fear that I could say something so wrong’ (Bahar, VIC: 26/06/2019). Amna similarly
said that ‘issues like this are really hard to speak about because I don’t want to say something that’s
wrong’ (Amna, VIC: 2/05/2019). The fear of saying the ‘wrong’ thing meant that some participants
were not completely clear on the intent of verse 4:34. Some of these participants had not yet come
179

to a clear decision surrounding the meaning of verse 4:34, though were continuing to explore different
interpretations of the verse. They were, however, clear in stating their belief that verse 4:34, to them,
does not contradict or override Islam’s inherent gender equality.

5.4.7. Questioning patriarchal interpretations of verse 4:34
Perhaps more than any other verse in the Qur’ān, implementing and promoting a patriarchal
interpretation of verse 4:34 can have very real and damaging repercussions for women and their
position within their relationship and society at large. An interpretation of a verse that promotes
husband superiority, wifely obedience, and male disciplinary privileges that may include physical
violence is diametric to the goals and aims of gender equality. For participants in this research, such
an interpretation exists in opposition to their belief that Islam promotes the full equality of all genders.
Participants did, however, speak of the difficulty in pushing back against patriarchal interpretations,
particularly in the face of those who argue for literal interpretations of Islam - which are usually based
upon a long history of male-dominated translations and fiqh. As has already been mentioned, some
participants were hesitant to suggest that verse 4:34 could be outright ignored, while others favoured
just that. Some attempted a retranslation and reinterpretation, while others believed it should be
acknowledged yet never implemented. There was fear from some participants to say the ‘wrong’ thing
regarding verse 4:34. Others, however, believed that questioning one’s faith was imperative and even
encouraged by God. As Aaminah argued, ‘It says in the Qur’ān, ‘do not follow anything unless you
question it’. So then, to command a husband to spank his wife if she disobeys his authority, when a
husband is to his wife meant to be the platonic ideal of God on Earth, when we’re allowed to question
God but we’re not allowed to question our husbands, that makes no sense to me. It never has, and it
never will’ (Aaminah, QLD: 18/10/2019). Sara also spoke of her belief that religion is meant to be
questioned, stating, ‘Islam encourages not just reading and following blindly, but we’re supposed to
question, we’re supposed to seek out actual answers’ (Sara, QLD: 24/09/2019). Whether or not
participants had reached a satisfactory answer surrounding verse 4:34 and its meaning, there was a
concerted effort to ensure that the verse did not undermine their experience of gender equality in
Islam.
Questioning and reinterpreting verse 4:34 was, however, something that frustrated
participants. There was dissatisfaction from some who believed that this important work was being
left to women, and that men and religious leaders were at best, ignoring the issue, and at worst,
promoting an interpretation that encouraged domestic violence. As Leah said of religious leaders who
have a responsibility to ensure verse 4:34 is not used as a tool to justify domestic violence, ‘I’m really
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disappointed that the scholars are not more blunt about this. Even when they speak out… against
domestic violence, just the ‘guard what God would have them guard in their husband’s absence’ –
even that is used by men to make their women stay at home. That’s a form of abuse’ (Leah, QLD:
27/08/2019). Leah believes that scholars – even if they do specifically speak about the ‘beating’ aspect
of verse 4:34 - are failing to address the notion of male authority and wifely obedience. Other aspects
of the verse that Leah believes have been utilised by men to justify abuse stand unaddressed in the
face of overt focus on whether husbands can hit or beat their wives. Zayn also spoke of men - who
have been the cause of such problematic patriarchal interpretations - shirking their responsibility for
the consequences of such interpretations. Instead, women who attempt to encourage a more feminist
interpretation are undermined and defamed (Zayn, NSW: 5/07/2019.5.88.). It is telling that feminist
scholars are ‘defamed’ for their feminist interpretations of Islam, as many feminist scholars perform
their exegesis and interpretation through going directly to the primary religious sources and texts.
Traditional scholarship, however, relies largely on the concept of taqlid, or ‘imitation’, whereby
scholars conform to the beliefs of their teachers (Ibrahim, 2016:804). The tradition of taqlid thinking
has meant that the patriarchal interpretations and beliefs that resulted from the historically maledominated Islamic scholarship were accepted, repeated, imitated, and ultimately accepted as cannon
without question. Noor said that she had herself had fallen into this way of thinking when attempting
to find precedents for a gender-positive interpretation of a verse or practice, stating, ‘Muslim scholars
and even contemporary Muslim scholars feel that they have to refer back to [tradition] for legitimacy’
(Noor, NSW: 1/07/2019). When a woman, then, enters the realm of Islamic scholarship and theology
with a gender-positive interpretation that counters the long-standing patriarchal tradition, this
gender-positive interpretation is automatically assumed to hold less validity, as it is not centred within
historical scholarship and legitimised by previous scholars’ work. It is difficult, therefore, for feminist
scholars to attempt to undo centuries of patriarchal interpretation in a matter of decades. Participants
in this research, however, were not only supporting the work of feminist Islamic scholars, but also
forming their own personal gender-positive understandings of their faith. Some participants had little
knowledge of feminist Islamic scholarship or scholars, though had come to similar conclusions and
formed similar arguments as feminist scholars. This shows that for some Muslim women, the common
feminist interpretations and reinterpretations of Islam are logical and straightforward, not attempts
to ‘twist’ the words of the religion. Other participants were comfortable with avoiding the
reinterpretation of verses that appeared to promote male superiority, instead choosing to discount
them altogether (Sarah, VIC: 23/05/2019.5.89). Again, dismissing a verse in its entirety is not
something that all participants were comfortable with, even with a verse that appears to permit
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domestic violence. There was a variance of methods that participants used to interpret verse 4:34 in
a gender-positive way.
Conversely, participants also spoke of the people who choose to read verse 4:34 and infer
permission for spousal abuse. Participants held the strong belief that these people were choosing to
enact a violent verse over the many non-violent verses and ideals within the religion, which revealed
more about their own character than it does about the religion. As Leah argued, ‘I think this is used as
an excuse by people who want to hit women, to hit women. I don’t think it makes men hit women.
Men who have good character just won’t do it anyway’ (Leah, QLD: 27/08/2019). For those who did
‘do it anyway’, Chloe argued that the use of violence had nothing to do with Islam and the Qur’ān. The
misuse of a verse to justify violent behaviour was, in her view, a retroactive attempt to defend their
personal offences (Chloe, QLD: 21/09/2019.5.90.). The issue, again, came back to culture, and the
patriarchal belief that men have authority and dominion over women. This happens in isolated cases
of domestic violence, but is reinforced and downplayed by a larger culture of a belief in male
superiority and institutional sexism within certain realms of publishing that perpetuate and create
problematic translations or the Qur’ān and literature on Islam. Chloe believes the voices and views to
be ‘fringe’, though due to their monopolisation of the production of Islamic resources, they wield a
disproportionate amount of influence. Participants believed that those who do attempt to appropriate
the religion to justify domestic violence do so not on the basis of religious knowledge, but because of
a culture that tells men that they have power – a culture that is reinforced by patriarchal
interpretations of their faith. Maheera voiced her belief that ‘culture is so important when it comes
to domestic violence, because men think that they’re superior to women, and that they have the right’
(Maheera, VIC: 4/05/2019). Again, this is not a culture that is unique to Muslim communities. Domestic
violence in Australia is a problem that permeates all areas of society. Within Muslim communities,
however, participants did not accept domestic violence to be an accurate reflection of something
permissible within their religion. Rather, it was a manifestation of patriarchal culture and individual
sexist behaviour. As Ajna said, ‘the problem is men. Again, it comes back to how men are raised. If
they’re not raised to respect women then they’re going to think that a verse like this, with their shallow
understanding of religion, means they you’re allowed to hit them’ (Ajna: VIC, 20 May 2019). Hannah,
who is herself a survivor of domestic violence, said that ‘men who would be [using verse 4:34 as
permission to hit their wives] are using their faith to justify their own weakness. It’s nothing to do with
the religion, it’s their own issues. He can’t control himself, he can’t control his own anger, so he says,
‘it’s in the Qur’ān’. That’s just a cop-out’ (Hannah, SA: 2/10/2019). Farrah herself works in the area of
domestic and family violence, and spoke from firsthand experience dealing with Muslim survivors and
perpetrators of domestic violence. In her experience, even though this verse exists, it is rarely referred
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to as a justification for abuse – ‘I work in the area of family violence and a lot of the men that I see,
they’ve never really used this. But if they use it it’s because they are already violent … the greater
portion of the men that I see are aware of this, but they’re also not using this’ (Farrah, VIC:
19/06/2019). Other participants also believed that verse 4:34 was rarely used to justify domestic
violence, with Rasha saying that she has ‘not encountered people who have exercised this’ (Rasha,
VIC: 14/06/2019), Rida saying that the use of this verse to justify husband superiority is ‘not very
prevalent in my country now, as compared to before’, and Zehra saying that although domestic
violence is common in all communities, she did not believe verse 4:34 was very often used as a
justification. In Ajna’s opinion, the focus on verse 4:34 – particularly by non-Muslims – was due to
biased reporting on Islam - ‘You know when the media gets whiff of a story and they just blow it up?
That’s kind of what’s happened with these verses’ (Ajna: VIC, 20 May 2019). Ella also believed that
non-Muslims referenced this verse with Islamophobic intentions, stating that verse 4:34 was
‘something that non-Muslims will bring up, particularly online, to tell you that you’re stupid’ (Ella, VIC:
26/05/2019). This is not to say that participants believed the existence of verse 4:34 to be a non-issue.
Participants were concerned with any interpretation or promotion of a practice that condones
husband superiority and/or domestic violence. They were, however, also troubled by attention given
to a verse in the Qur’ān that – though controversial – they believed to be an inaccurate reflection or
representation of their faith.
So although participants were greatly concerned with verse 4:34 and any interpretation or
translation that appeared to promote husband superiority, wifely obedience, and domestic violence,
the vast majority had reached a position where they were able to interpret the verse in a genderpositive way, or, were able to overwrite the problematic aspects of verse 4:34 via other means. The
most common method was to refer to the Prophet’s sunnah as a demonstration of the undesirability
of domestic violence, and the Prophet’s personal disapproval of such conduct. The second most
common method for arguing against verse 4:34 as a sanction for domestic violence and inequality
within marriages was utilising the vast amount of verses within the Qur’ān that promote equality,
kindness, and compassion between husbands and wives. Referencing the overarching essence of the
Qur’ān, for these participants, was more important that taking specific verses in isolation. Participants
also referenced possible errors in translations, the context of the revelation of verse 4:34 – which
renders it inapplicable in a current context – and the belief that wives are not required to ‘obey’ their
husbands, meaning that husbands have no means to punish them for disobedience. A small number
of participants did, however, believe that verse 4:34 does sanction some sort of physical interaction
between husbands and wives. For some, this interaction was a ‘small tap’ to encourage wives to ‘snap
out’ of an argument and understand the severity of a situation. For others, the interaction was
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intended to be in the form of a painless or symbolic ‘beating’, to, again, encourage wives to
understand the gravity of a situation. Although any sort of allowance for husbands to punish their
wives for disobedience – painless or not – does imply a level of authority and control, these
participants concurrently argued that husbands were not superior to wives, but were there to ‘guide’
them towards religious conduct. The issue that some participants pointed to here, however, was the
belief that the husband exists as an intercessor between wives and God. If wives are required to ‘obey’
husbands, and husbands are the surveyors of their wives’ religious duties, then women are answerable
to God via their husbands. This is what Ayesha Chaudhry defines as a ‘patriarchal cosmology’. A
patriarchal cosmology causes issues for gender equality when women are required to obey their
husbands, rather than have direct, unfettered access to God. Although some participants did imply
that husbands have some level of permissibility to chastise their wives for bad behaviour, the vast
majority believed that no form of ‘hitting’ was permitted, and especially not in a contemporary
context. Participants instead argued that any person who referenced verse 4:34 as permission to harm
or control their wives is doing so not out of a true understanding of their faith, but out of a personal –
and, perhaps, a culturally encouraged - desire for superiority within their marriage. As Safia argued,
‘If someone is rotten on the inside, no matter what you tell them, no matter what good things you tell
them, they will always find the worst thing and practise that’ (Safia, VIC: 29 May 2019). Verse 4:34 was
one such verse that demonstrated to participants that in the case of those who would argue it
promotes male superiority and domestic violence, there is a willing focus on a singular verse in
ignorance of the multitude of verses that promote equality, kindness, and compassion between
husbands and wives. For participants, to promote a patriarchal interpretation of verse 4:34 is
indicative of a narrow understanding of Islam formed on the basis of isolated verses that appear to
justify such an interpretation, rather than a holistic understanding of the faith and the Prophet
Muhammad’s views and conduct.

5.5. Acknowledge, Interpret, Assess, Resolve
Discussing fifty personal interpretations of specific Qur’ān verses yielded a litany of reasons,
explanations, and arguments for what each verse means and why they have sometimes been
misinterpreted or misunderstood by both Muslims and non-Muslims. Explaining such a variety of
interpretations in a straightforward and all-encompassing manner is, therefore, difficult. What did
arise from these interpretations was, however, a common system that participants - knowing or
unknowingly - followed in order to explain their gender-positive interpretation of a particular verse or
tradition. Participants gave many different explanations of the above verses, though they all followed
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a common path of the acknowledgement of a certain verse and the tension/conflict that it appears to
bring with regards to gender equality, followed by interpretation or reinterpretation of a verse that
applies a greater context and deeper background knowledge to said verse, followed by an assessment
of whether or not they found the particular verse to be applicable within their own lives, which led to
a resolution in any tension a verse had instigated. This system of acknowledge

interpret

assess

resolve not only allowed participants to address “problematic” verses, but also allowed them to
explain the verse in its entirety (rather than a literal or cursory understanding), decide whether or not
that verse would become a part of their personal practice, and thereby resolve any questions such a
verse had prompted. These verses were not ignored or discounted, but, as part of the Qur’ān,
recognised and accepted, though not necessarily applied. Through resolving the tension that
particular verses may have created, participants explained how they had come to their gender-positive
interpretation of their faith. The following chart depicts the breakdown of this process.
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Verse 4:34
- Must wives obey husbands?
- Are husbands permitted to
physically discipline their
wives?
- Does this imply male

Polygyny
- Why does the Qur’ān appear
to permit men having
multiple wives?
- Does this imply male
superiority?

Inheritance
- Why does the Qur’ān appear
to allocate sons a larger
portion of inheritance than
daughters?
- Does this imply male
superiority?

Ḥijāb
- Must women cover? Why?
- Does this imply male
superiority?

potential patriarchal
implications of a verse

Acknowledge

-

Inheritance
Male financial responsibility
Women’s financial independence
Sociohistorical context of revelation
Inheritance from more than one
source

Verse 4:34
- The Prophet’s sunnah should be
followed
- Overall essence of the Qur’ān
disallows domestic violence and
marital inequality
- Translation issue
- Sociohistorical context of revelation
- The word/meaning of ‘hit’ is
metaphorical
- Etc.

Polygyny
- Sociohistorical context of revelation
- Conditions attached
- Relevant in extenuating
circumstances
- Polygyny verses are misunderstood
- Helps curb affairs
- Women do/will outnumber men

-

Ḥijāb
Public symbol/identifier
Modesty
Obedience to God
Reminder of God
Men are first responsible for
respecting women
- Etc.
-

Polygyny
Applicable for 3 participants (6%)
Maybe applicable for 3 participants
Not applicable for 39 participants (78%)
5 participants (10%) did not answer.

Verse 4:34
- 50 participants (100%) said that ‘wife
beating’ is not allowed in Islam
- 11 participants (22%) said some sort of
physical interaction was permitted
(many of whom said the ‘hit’ was
symbolic, metaphorical, or should not
cause pain)
- 38 participants (76%) said no form of
physical punishment or wifely
obedience is required
- 1 participant (2%) did not answer.

-

-

-

Inheritance
Applicable for 9 participants (18%)
Not applicable for 25 participants (50%)
6 participants (12%) unsure
10 participants (20%) did not answer

Ḥijāb
- Applicable for 34 participants (68%)
- Not applicable for 15 participants (30%)
- Applicable sometimes for 1 participant
(2%)

Assess
the verse and its
applicability within one’s
personal life

Interpret
the verse in light of
supplemental
knowledge

Participants
continue to seek
answers and
understanding.

acceptance of a
personal genderpositive
interpretation, or
rejection of a
particular verse and
its application within
one's personal
practice.

Tension is
resolved through

any tension that a verse
may have created

Resolve

The first step in the process of coming to a gender-positive interpretation of Islam was the
recognition of verses within the Qur’ān that appeared to promote a patriarchal practice, or that others
had interpreted as promoting patriarchy or patriarchal practices. The ḥijāb verses were perhaps on
outlier in terms of discussing verses that had potential patriarchal interpretations, as the majority of
participants did not look at the ḥijāb verses and see patriarchy. Rather, they saw verses that
encouraged a visual identifier for Muslim women, and for some, a tradition that pushed back against
women’s objectification. There did, however, remain a tension, as participants recognised that nonMuslims may read the ḥijāb verses or see Muslim women wearing ḥijāb and infer that Islam enforces
arbitrary and sexist rules regarding women’s clothing, or that the ḥijāb verses may encourage some
Muslims to coerce or force women to cover against their will. Participants were aware of discussions
around the ḥijāb within both Muslim and non-Muslim circles, and recognised these verses as raising
questions for some people with regards to gender equality in Islam. Even many of the participants
who chose not to wear a ḥijāb did so with the belief that the ḥijāb verses do not promote gender
inequality, nor does one’s choice to wear a ḥijāb. Their interpretation of the verses may have been
different to the majority of participants’, as well as their assessment of the ḥijāb’s applicability within
their own life, but they nevertheless supported all women’s choices and decisions on the matter. This
element of choice was key in participants’ achievement of their gender-positive interpretation of their
faith. Participants recognised variability in interpretation of the verses discussed, and respected that
their knowledge may be personal, applicable, and relevant only to themselves. There were some
constants – for instance, many participants believed that no Muslims should ever interpret or promote
verse 4:34 as condoning domestic violence – though on the whole, participants believed in the
personal nature of interpretation and practise. That is not to say that they did not speak about the
broad societal benefits of a certain more gender-positive interpretation of a certain verse – many did.
However, participants were not attempting to enforce certain interpretations or choices upon others.
As Zayn said when discussing the polygyny verses, ‘I understand that there’s enough diversity in
humanity for [polygyny to be an option for some people]’ (Zayn, NSW: 5/07/2019). Although she
herself would not agree to a polygynous marriage, Zayn believes that there are diverse experiences
and views in this world, and some of them may have space for polygyny. This diversity in views and
experiences was reflected by participants, who gave a multitude of reasons why a certain verse was
or was not applicable to their own lives. In assessing a verse, its meaning, and its applicability in light
of their personal values, experiences, and goals in life, participants were able to describe how they
resolved any conflict or tension that a verse may have presented, and how they had arrived at their
gender-positive interpretation and practice of their faith.
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Participants’ personal interpretation and decision whether to practise traditions derived from
Qur’ān verses, or whether to disregard them – albeit with considered arguments and justification –
raises questions for the legitimacy of such autonomous judgements on the obligatory nature of a
verse/practice. As Lujayn has been quoted saying, certain verses that she believes justify inequality
should be ‘look[ed] past’ (Lujayn, QLD: 3/09/2019). Likewise, several participants reported that they
believed certain practices to be obligatory, but they chose themselves not to practise these traditions
anyway. Making the decision not to practise an Islamic tradition is by no means unique to those that
impact gender equality. Practising all traditions derived from the Qur’ān is functionally impossible,
particularly in a 21st century context. However, due to the focus of this research on gender equality
and participants’ negotiation of particular Qur’ān verses and practices that have been interpreted by
some as promoting male superiority, it is important to address potential criticism that participants’
decisions to ignore, revise, or abstain from certain traditions is “un-Islamic”.
When participants spoke of their understandings of the verses that they were presented with,
very few did so with reference to religious scholars or others’ opinions. Participants instead referenced
hadith or other Qur’ān verses, or referenced aspects of the verse directly to justify their opinion. That
is not to say that participants had no knowledge of the scholarship on these particular verses – only
that grounding their interpretation within others’ analysis of the verse was not participants’ primary
method of arguing their points. In fact, as the majority of participants did not speak Arabic, and were
therefore reading translated religious texts, their understanding of their faith is by necessity reliant
on interpretations of the scholars translating these texts. Participants engaged with the Qur’ān and
hadith – whether or not they used a translation or the original Arabic – as a form of ijtihād to come to
a reasoned argument and assessment of a verse’s meaning and applicability. To do so can be seen by
some as controversial, particularly when such ijtihād can appear to contradict the Qur’ān – or, at least,
others’ interpretations of the Qur’ān and scholarly consensus on a verse’s meaning. And a trend that
has emerged from interviews is that, in some cases, in order to realise what they see as the inherent
gender-positive nature of Islam, participants took advantage of “loopholes” that allow them to
“bypass” practising a verse in accordance with traditional legal rulings. This was perhaps most
noticeable during discussions of unequal inheritance, where some participants believed the Qur’ān to
be fairly straightforward in its direction to distribute inheritance on the basis of gender, though they
looked for ways to create a more equitable division of assets. One participant who took this method
has a PhD in Islamic family law, and though a PhD is by no means a prerequisite to having an opinion
on one’s religion, it could be argued that this participant is particularly qualified to make assessments
about the ability to utilise “loopholes” and perform personal interpretation to foster gender equality.
Interestingly, participants both accepted and rejected traditional legal rulings and interpretations of
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particular practices. Many participants, for instance, spoke of a wife’s right to permit or deny their
husband marrying another woman. This is only true for adherents of some madhahib, though these
participants took this as a universal stipulation. Similarly, another participant spoke of a conversation
held with her husband surrounding a woman’s ability to divorce if her husband takes a second wife.
The participant did not agree with the concept, though even the premise itself is flawed, as this
participant’s madhhāb - Hanafi – is the ‘most restrictive’, and ‘a woman has almost no grounds for
obtaining a divorce provided her husband has consummated the marriage’ (Ali, 2017:31). It is worth
mentioning, however, that this participant – and others too - reported that they did not strictly adhere
to their particular madhhāb. This could account for some of the flexibility as well as the inconsistency
in participants’ acceptance of some traditional interpretations and legal rulings, and their rejection of
others. Participants made many comments that contradicted edicts of Islamic law, either due to
ignorance of or a disagreement with these rulings and interpretations. But perhaps this was the point,
and a benefit of a less restricted adherence to schools of thought. Participants’ gender-positive
practice may be seen by many as subversive, as many of their views on gender equality and the
practices that have traditionally undermined gender equality are in contradiction to centuries of
traditional scholarship and practice. Participants’ choice to circumvent, reject, or reinterpret particular
verses may be construed as participants ‘manipulating’ the religion, or being disingenuous in their
belief that Islam treats women as men’s equals. However, it is this researcher’s belief that this is more
likely a function of participants’ general belief that many verses are in need of reanalysis from
women’s perspectives, as well as participants favouring what they see as the overarching principles of
the faith (equality, justice, mercy) in lieu of specific practices or isolated verses that, when
implemented in a contemporary context, would undermine those principles. Participants believed
that some practices were in line with these principles, while others were in contradiction when
practised on the basis of a literal interpretation. Like many feminist scholars before them, participants
in this research appear open to independent reasoning and reassessment when attempting to
understand and apply sharīca within the context of modern-day Australia and their own lives in
particular. Although some participants were particularly wary of saying “the wrong thing” or coming
to a conclusion that contradicted the literal understanding of a verse, many were open to the
possibility of alternative interpretations and more flexible rulings on the permissibility of viewing a
practice or tradition as inapplicable and incompatible with women’s lives in a 21st century Australian
context and the goal of gender equality more broadly. Conversely, some participants took the method
of personal reasoning and analysis even further, stating that whether or not a practice was obligatory,
they would not practise it, and would justify their decision to God were they ever required to. Although
this argument does not create alternate religious interpretations of a particular verse, it is a method
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of practise that derives from participants’ beliefs that Islam is flexible, God understanding, and that
abstinence from specific traditions – particularly those that have negative implications for gender
equality - is not a “disqualifier” from the religion. Participants are – knowingly or unknowingly –
engaging in jurisprudential and theological debates that have been under discussion for centuries,
and, in particular, have been renegotiated by those with a focus on women’s rights in Islam. Whether
participants’ method of coming to a gender-positive interpretation of the verses discussed are
considered “Islamic” or “un-Islamic” is also dependent on whether one views a personal endeavour
of ijtihād as a legitimate way to understand and practise Islam in contemporary times. For many
participants, there are aspects of the religion that are static, and aspects of the religion that are
dynamic – either in their meaning or in their application to individuals’ lives. The need for
renegotiation of particular verses and practices was exemplified by participants who spoke about
traditions being applicable for the time of revelation, though not for women today. Ijtihād is therefore
something that participants believe to be necessary to ensure the Qur’ān and Islam’s universality, and
participants do not always believe that they must adhere to a scholarly or jurisprudential consensus
on questions related to gender equality and relations. One participant even remarked with reference
to conventional understandings of gender relations in Islam, that God said ‘there will come a time
when scholars will be ignorant in their faith and will preach ignorance’ (Lejla, NSW: 6/07/2019).
Evidently, some participants were disillusioned with the conclusions reached by male scholars
regarding women’s role in Islam and are instead seeking an understanding of their faith that
emphasises gender equality. This renegotiation in light of women’s lives in the 21st century is not
considered an undermining or delegitimising premise, but one that ensures that Islam’s equal
treatment of women is upheld in a way that is relevant and compatible to women’s lives at every point
in Islam’s history and into the future.

5.6. Conclusion
This chapter addressed the research question ‘How do Australian Muslim feminist women
confront the aspects of their faith that have traditionally been used to support male superiority and
patriarchal practices?’ Discussing verses with participants that can and have been interpreted as
promoting patriarchy and male superiority is important, as many of the aforementioned verses are
the reference points for assumptions and stereotypes surrounding Islam as a patriarchal, misogynistic
religion. Participants’ viewpoints demonstrated that understanding the meaning and intent of these
verses requires more than a literal, de-contextualised read. Instead, participants provided thorough
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and considered interpretations of verses and practices, and assessed whether or not these practices
are compatible with their gender-positive practice in a 21st century Australian context.
Even though the verses discussed with participants were on four different topics, there were
commonalities in the discussions of all with regards to how participants understood each verse in a
gender-positive way. The most common argument participants used to show that a particular verse
does not promote patriarchy was through its contextualisation –within the sociohistorical context of
revelation, the Prophet’s sunnah, as well as the Qur’ān itself. Participants argued that taking verses
out of context only provides a narrow, surface understanding, while contextualising a verse allows the
true intent of the verse with relation to women and women’s empowerment to be understood. Verses
that are read in light of the increased rights for women they implemented at the time of revelation,
how the Prophet treated women and pushed for their inclusion, and how the Qur’ān overall promotes
justice and equality were not seen as limiting for women, as they sometimes have been. Rather,
participants believed these verses have been misunderstood.
This misunderstanding of the verses also relates to participants’ beliefs that the verses under
discussion are not an indication of patriarchy, but an indication of male responsibility. Due to a
deliberate or accidental patriarchal bias when interpreting these verses, men have seen privilege
where they should have seen obligations. Participants argued that the central aspect of male
responsibility within these practices has been ignored in favour of a focus on how a practice benefits
men, rather than how it can provide equitable outcomes for women. Participants believed that, in
some cases – where these verses are applicable to their lives and to a contemporary context – the
proper understanding and practise of these verses would result in men using their privilege to support
rather than disempower women.
The result of participants’ analysis and personal interpretation of verses relating to ḥijāb,
unequal inheritance, polygyny, and husband disciplinary privileges was an assessment of whether or
not they believed the practices derived from these verses were applicable within their own lives. This
process, observed within participants’ discussions on the verses presented, was one of acknowledge
interpret

assess

resolve. It was through this process that participants’ gender-positive

practice was realised, as they negotiated with potentially problematic verses and practices to find
which traditions they felt were affirming of their equality and which were not. Personal interpretation
allowed participants the autonomy to both challenge traditional, patriarchal understandings of the
verses, thereby demonstrating that such understandings are not reflective of all Muslim Australians’
interpretation and practice.
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An analysis of that ways in which Australian Muslim feminism women understand potentially
problematic verses and incorporate them into (or reject them from) their practice reveals a level of
personal interpretation of scripture that not all Muslims would view as legitimate. It may be argued
that an understanding of a verse that runs counter to scholarly (and legal) consensus – particularly by
individuals with no formal training in Islamic law and/or understanding of the Arabic language – holds
no validity. Muslim feminists often encounter accusations of illegitimacy because their conclusions
about the position of women in Islam contradict a more conservative, traditional interpretation of the
faith. This comes down to a question of who Muslims believe hold authority in Islam – institutions or
individuals. For those who are attempting to practise what they see as the ‘true’ Islam on the basis of
it promoting certain values – namely equality – there is a reliance on personal interpretation and direct
contact with scripture. These individuals may not see this version of Islam within institutions that,
though filled with a wealth of knowledge, scholarship, and historical authority, are also imbued with
patriarchal bias. That is not to say that participants disregard these institutions altogether, only that
they are aware of the negative consequences of barring women from religious scholarship, and hope
to see more authority given to women who understand the reality of seeing one’s own equality in
Islam when others may not. Personal interpretation and consumption of the work of gender-positive
scholars may be the only way that participants feel that their understanding of particular verses
matches both the overarching Islamic tenet of justice as well as their inherent feeling of their equal
worth in society.
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Chapter 6: Encouraging Change
For many participants, creating gender positive change and an environment of equality for
Muslim women starts within. This inner belief in equality, however, can face roadblocks in the form
of patriarchal and gender-unequal beliefs in the wider community. Realising a belief in gender equality
within one’s religion inevitably clashes with those who wish to curtail women’s rights in favour of a
patriarchal interpretation of Islam. Participants attempted to push for gender-positive change and
assert their equality to varying degrees, and found both support and resistance when doing so. This
chapter focuses on these experiences through the research question, ‘How, if at all, do Australian
Muslim feminist women promote Islamically-sanctioned gender equality within their communities
and/or family?’ For some participants, their achievement of gender-positive practice was personal.
For others, this achievement was something they wished to share and, hopefully, instil in their
communities. Gender equality for Muslim women does not, however, begin and end with gender
equality within their religious communities. The discrimination Muslim women face from broader,
non-Muslim Australian society is another significant barrier to Australian Muslim women’s equality.
Participants’ experiences of the intersection of sexism with racism and Islamophobia will expose the
difficulty with which Muslim women navigate sexism within their own religious communities, as well
as sexism, racism, and Islamophobia outside their religious communities. This balancing act between
the desire to expose sexism and patriarchal culture within Muslim communities, while simultaneously
avoiding contributing to Islamophobic sentiments in Australia has left some women making a choice
between confronting sexism and confronting Islamophobia. This is known as the double bind: Muslim
women are caught between patriarchy and racism due to the potential for any exposure of sexism
within Muslim communities being appropriated by people with Islamophobic agendas. Some
participants navigated the double bind with ease, while others felt that the double bind left them
reluctant to speak about issues within Muslim communities with a non-Muslim. In discussing these
issues, this chapter will identify where participants have made gains in their endeavour for gender
equality, and where they have faced opposition or barriers.
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6.1. Personal or public?
Practising a gender-positive interpretation of Islam was, for some participants, a personal
endeavour that was achieved once they saw their equality inherent in their religion and lived their
lives in line with this belief. For other participants, belief in gender equality was not just something to
be achieved within, but also encouraged amongst their friends, family, peers, and society at large, to
varying degrees. Responses depicted by the following tables were elicited through the question,
‘Would you describe your belief in gender equality and the gender-positive way in which you practise
your religion as a personal endeavor, or do you attempt to encourage a belief in gender-equality more
broadly?’

Personal or public
Personal
Public

No. of participants
14
36

Method of encouraging change
Secular perspective
Religious perspective
Both
None

No. of participants
5
12
19
14

14 participants (28%) reported that their belief in gender equality was personal, and not
something that they advocated widely. This was in terms of advocating gender equality in Islam and
within their religious communities, and also gender equality more broadly. Some participants who
said that their belief in gender equality was personal and not a form of advocacy did so with the belief
that it is difficult to change other people’s minds on these topics. Some had reached this conclusion
after exposure to negative views with regards to gender equality, and gender equality within Islam.
As Maheera stated, ‘I don’t try to influence others. [Previously] I felt like I had to justify and do all this
positive PR [public relations] for Islam. [My husband] used to say to me, ‘the only person’s mind you
can change is your own’... [I used to] tell him that he’s not taking responsibility collectively for the
situation, but now I think there’s merit to what he’s saying’ (Maheera, VIC: 4/05/2019). Maheera
believes that achieving authenticity within herself sets a better example than attempting to change
people’s minds with ‘PR fakery’ (Maheera, VIC: 4/05/2019). Davira also stated that her belief in gender
equality was personal, and not something that she explicitly encourages in others. However, like
Maheera, Davira believes that showing society what women are capable of through actions can have
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a profound impact in how women and their capabilities are perceived. Davira said that it is ‘braver to
show through action how to be a leader’ (Davira, VIC: 17/04/2019). So although Davira and Maheera
reported that they do not often advocate outwardly for gender equality, their example through
actions may have a similar effect in demonstrating women’s equality in practice.
In the opinion of participants who chose not to encourage gender equality, attempting to
change people’s minds was a time consuming and often futile process. For their own mental health
and peace of mind, some participants instead accepting that not everybody will see gender equality
in Islam. For Emira, surrounding herself with people who had similar views and who also believed in
gender equality was one way in which she separated herself from negative views that would
undermine her equality (Emira, NSW: 18/09/2019.6.1.). Chloe also spoke of the importance of
knowing who believes in equality, and forming relationships around that knowledge. For Chloe, her
practice was also personal, and she chose not to engage on the topic of intersectional equality with
people whose values misalign with hers – ‘I don’t argue with anybody about the way they view the
overarching tenets of intersectionality and equality. I don’t. But it lets me know who my friends are.
And it lets me know [that] at the end of the day, if we weren’t both identifying as Muslim, how little
we would share in common’ (Chloe, QLD: 21/09/2019). Chloe takes notice of the views of those
around her, though doesn’t necessarily engage in discussions or arguments when confronted with
people who do not believe in intersectional gender equality. Noticing other people’s views, however,
even in spite of a refrain from engagement with such views, allows Chloe to see ‘who [her] friends are’
in the pursuit for equality. For Chloe, Islam may be something that brings people together, but this
shared belief in their religion may be counteracted by polarising beliefs in other areas.
For the majority of participants (72%), a belief in gender equality was something that they
wished to instil in others. Some participants spoke of encouraging gender justice as something they
saw as their duty. Zayn referenced a prophetic teaching that encourages all Muslims to push for
positive change where they can27 (Zayn, NSW: 5/07/2019.6.2.). Zayn has the skills, knowledge, and
experience to make an impact in the area of gender equality and gender justice, both within and
outside of Muslim communities. Because of this knowledge, she feels a responsibility to encourage
change where she can, for the betterment of her community and women in general. Noor similarly
spoke of the ‘duty’ she felt towards pushing for gender-positive change within her religious
community due to the knowledge and resources she has acquired and created through her PhD
27

‘“I heard the Messenger of Allah [SAW] say: 'Whoever among you sees an evil, let him change it with his
hand; if he cannot, then with his tongue; if he cannot, then with his heart- and that is the weakest of Faith’”
(An-Nasa’i, 34:40).
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research in the area of Islamic family law (Noor, NSW: 1/07/2019.6.3.). Utilising the knowledge they
have gained, both Noor and Zayn encourage equality for Muslim (and non-Muslim) women who may
not have had the same education, platform, time, or ability to do so themselves. Nasya, who is a
university lecturer and researcher, spoke of encouraging equality from the perspective of a teacher.
Nasya teaches journalism with a particular focus on sports journalism - a field dominated by white
men (Lapchick, 2018:4-6; North, 2012). Nasya addresses the gender disparity in sports journalism with
her students in the hope of dismantling assumptions about women’s capabilities and their place in the
field (Nasya, VIC: 22/05/2019.6.4.). These participants, and others, recognise the experience,
expertise, and opportunity they have in encouraging positive change with regards to gender equality
in their personal sphere of influence. For some participants, this sphere of influence was friends and
family, while for others, their influence extended to strangers, colleagues, students, and social media
followers. Participants encouraged gender-positive change to differing degrees based on their ability,
comfort, and desire to do so.
Encouraging gender-positive change within and outside of their religious communities also
took differing forms or perspectives for different participants. Some participants opted to utilise
religion to push for gender equality, some utilised secular arguments, but most adopted a mix of both
secular and religious approaches, usually depending on the intended audience. Of the 36 participants
who said that they encouraged a belief in gender equality in others, 5 did so from a secular
perspective, 12 from a religious perspective, and 19 utilised both secular and religious arguments. For
those who said they predominantly argued for gender equality from a secular perspective, this was
not a reflection of their views on whether or not Islam promotes gender equality. Rather, this was due
to the fact that their religion is not universally followed. In contrast, patriarchy is something that they
believed every person encounters. As Natasha said, ‘I think I mostly just go from a human perspective,
because that includes everyone’ (Natasha, VIC: 25/07/2019). Bakhtawar similarly spoke of coming
from a secular ‘social’ perspective. This was because she saw her interpretation of Islam as specific to
her. Therefore, she cannot ‘impose’ her religious beliefs on anyone. Social issues regarding gender
inequality, she believes, should be pushed back against because it is the right thing to do in and of
itself – ‘I can’t even say, ‘do this because the religion says it’s good’. If you find it good then just do it,
and I will do it because I find it good’ (Bakhtawar, VIC: 7/06/2019). Although Bakhtawar does believe
that her faith prescribes equality between genders, she believes gender equality should be strived for
because of its inherent positivity, not only because of her religious beliefs.
For those participants who utilised religion to push for gender equality, some reported that
they did so due to where they focused their time and energy encouraging equality. For some of these
participants, their biggest daily challenges came from within their religious communities and/or
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families. Therefore, citing religion to push for equal rights was seen as the most effective and
legitimate method of achieving this task. Yasmeen said that she fights ‘cultural patriarchy with
religious equality of women’ (Yasmeen, VIC: 17/04/2019). Radiya, who also reported that culture is
the impediment to gender equality, spoke of the legitimacy religious arguments for equality give her
– ‘I know the culture says otherwise, but with religion as least you have proof and practices and
everything that you can fall back on and give evidence for. With culture it’s something that gets passed
down and taught’ (Radiya, VIC: 17/09/2019). Religion, in her view, is therefore more effective due to
it being divine, rather than ‘passed down and taught’ by humans. Sara also viewed religion as the most
effective tool when focussing on gender inequality within Muslim communities. Sara described
religion as the ‘language’ that they all speak, in contrast to secular ideas of gender relations that some
Muslims may not subscribe to (Sara, QLD: 24/09/2019.6.5.). Due to accusations of westernisation that
seek to delegitimise Sara’s arguments for gender equality, religion, in her experience, is the most
effective tool to push back against patriarchy. One participant, Naureen, described the negative
consequences of being ‘vocal’ about gender justice and the existence of gender equality within her
religion. She described her focus on achieving equality for women in Muslim communities, via religion,
as her ‘life’s work’ (Naureen, VIC: 8/05/2019.6.6). Naureen argues that within a context of patriarchal
interpretations of Islam as well as nonreligious patriarchy, secular arguments for gender equality are
unlikely to be effective. Demonstrating a gender-positive interpretation of Islam to both men who
oppress women, and women who believe such oppression to be religious is preferable to Naureen,
though it has cost her a position in her religious community.
In contrast to participants who argued for gender equality from a religious perspective
towards people within their cultural or religious communities were those who cited religion to show
non-Muslims the equality women have been bestowed in Islam. For these participants, religious
arguments for gender equality served the purpose of dispelling assumptions surrounding women’s
perceived oppression in Islam – assumptions that disadvantage and discriminate against Muslim
women in broader Australian society. Lejla described pushing back against these perceptions from a
religious perspective (Lejla, NSW: 6/07/2019.6.7). These discussions surrounding gender equality, for
Lejla, take the form of asserting that Islam does not oppress women, and religious arguments are
therefore the most apt for demonstrating so. Amna also said that when discussing gender equality
with her non-Muslim friends, these conversations invariably come back to women’s position in Islam.
She references aspects of her faith to show her non-Muslim friends the equal status of women in
Islam, which may run counter to their preconceived notions of inequality (Amna, VIC: 2/05/2019.6.8).
These participants’ focus is on achieving gender equality for Muslim women in society more broadly.
They therefore utilise religious arguments to dispel assumptions about Islam and prejudice
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surrounding Muslim women’s assumed vulnerability and need to be ‘saved’ from their patriarchal
faith.
For the majority of participants, who used both secular and religious arguments to promote
gender equality, this was due to the differing contexts in which these discussions were held. For the
same reasons why other participants used religious or secular arguments in their sphere of influence,
these participants adopted whichever method they viewed as effective, depending on the audience.
Participants believed that when having conversations about women’s equality more broadly, adopting
a secular argument for gender equality that did not reference religion or religious texts/traditions
would be more inclusive of all women. Conversely, when having discussions with other Muslims who
understand and believe in Islam, arguments that reference a shared belief system are more effective.
Additionally, as Nasya argued, the language of western feminism is not always appropriate for
speaking about gender equality within Muslim communities due to issues of historical (and ongoing)
racism and marginalisation of women of colour within these movements. For this reason, Nasya
believes these conversations and the language and arguments used to push for gender equality must
take into account the context in which they are being held. The intended audience was the largest
determinant of what method participants utilised to encourage gender justice within their
communities.
Participants’ discussions of gender equality are informed by their personal experiences and
opinions on where they believe arguments for gender equality will be the most effective. Some
participants focus on pushing back against cultural barriers to equality within their cultural and
religious communities, while others focus on gender equality in broader Australian society. Religious
arguments may be apt for some audiences, secular arguments may be apt for others. Some
participants choose to refrain from these discussions altogether, instead focussing on developing and
practising a gender-positive interpretation of their faith within their own lives. This embodiment of
Islamic gender justice can act as a positive example of women’s equality in Islam. It can also be a purely
personal endeavour for individuals who wish to realise gender equality in their own lives. Participants
prioritised whichever technique was suitable and effective for them.

6.2. Reception of gender-positive beliefs
When discussing their gender-positive interpretations of their faith, or when encouraging
gender equality within their religious and non-religious communities, participants came up against
varying levels of support and backlash. Most participants had differing levels of support depending on
the relationship with the person/people. 13 participants (26%) reported having mostly negative
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experiences with regards to friend/family/community support for their belief in gender equality, 11
(22%) reported mixed support, and 26 (52%) reported feeling mostly supported. Of course, within
these groups, individuals had at least some supporters, with the majority of participants reporting that
their friends shared with them a belief in gender equality. This is to be expected, as friends are chosen,
and participants would be less likely to maintain or form friendships with people who did not agree
with their views on equality. With regards to family support, however, the results were mixed.
Community support – both inside and outside Muslim communities - was also mixed.
For the majority of participants who reported predominantly negative experiences discussing
and garnering support for gender justice and gender equality within their lives, the biggest barriers
were family and cultural patriarchal practices/beliefs. As participants came from an array of cultural
backgrounds, the existence of patriarchal beliefs within their communities was not unique to one
specific culture. Some participants were also speaking of Muslim communities broadly rather than
their specific cultural community. As Naureen said, ‘the place where I struggle the most is the
community, because the community is governed by patriarchy. I’m headstrong, so I keep retaliating,
and they keep pushing me back’ (Naureen, VIC: 8/05/2019). The lack of support for their beliefs that
participants experienced did not just appear within cultural and religious communities, however.
Some participants also spoke of non-Muslim friends, family members, and people in general being
unsupportive of their belief in gender equality. Chloe spoke of her family thinking her naïve for her
belief in a gender-positive Islam. As a convert, Chloe has experienced family members being critical of
her faith, stating, ‘I think that my family think that I’m idealist. Sometimes they still believe that they
have a much more informed understanding of Islam than I do. I’m not sure how that’s possible but
that’s just the prejudice that they have’ (Chloe, QLD: 21/09/2019). Iman also spoke of a lack of
encouragement for gender equality both inside and outside Muslim communities, with specific
regards to parenting and domestic work (Iman, VIC: 4/05/2019.6.9.). Iman felt ‘judged’ by Muslims
and non-Muslims alike who may hold more gendered, traditional views on motherhood and marital
roles - views that she does not subscribe to, nor does she believe her religion encourages. For some
participants who experienced a lack of support for gender equality around them, patriarchal beliefs
permeated Australian society. According to Yasmeen, the patriarchal beliefs existent within Muslim
communities in Australia have only been cemented by patriarchal beliefs in Australian culture more
broadly- ‘I think it’s still a patriarchal community and we have a [long] way to go, so give us another
two generations before we get there. [Australian society has] definitely helped to maintain the
patriarchal understanding that we already have of the religion’ (Yasmeen, VIC: 17/04/2019). Many of
the participants who spoke of a lack of support for their belief in gender equality within their own lives
referenced a generational divide and the changing beliefs from one generation to another. Ameena
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believes that the older generation ‘look down’ on people pushing for gender equality and perceive
them to be less religious because of their gender-positive beliefs (Ameena, VIC: 26/05/2019.6.10.).
Reem and Aya said that the older generations ‘don’t get it’ (Aya, VIC: 9/05/2019), and that they ‘tell
us we’re exaggerating’ (Reem, VIC: 9/05/2019). Zahra, however, did not see this divide on a
generational basis, but on a gendered one. She argued that the push for gender justice goes nowhere
if only women are involved. This begins, she believes, with dismantling gendered segregation within
Muslim spaces, as physical barriers – particularly in mosques – are creating ‘mental barriers’ where
men are not listening to women or engaging with their wants and needs (Zahra, NSW:
2/07/2019.6.11.). For many participants who spoke of a lack of community support for gender equality
from a religious perspective, this, again, came down to a misunderstanding or preferencing of culture
over religion. Lejla spoke of how her family is resistant to creating gender-positive change for women.
Despite being aware of their religious duties and the way the Prophet treated his wives and
contributed to the housework and child-rearing, in practice, his sunnah is not emulated (Lejla, NSW:
6/07/2019.6.12.). As Lejla stated, ‘within family it’s not well received but that’s because of the cultural
barriers. I wouldn’t say that it’s religious because they do understand what’s required of them… but
they don’t know how to break those cultural barriers’ (Lejla, NSW: 6/07/2019). This was a common
experience amongst participants – that the people around them were aware of gender-positive
aspects of Islam, though they were deficient in realising these elements due to patriarchal culture and
the ‘status quo’ taking precedence.
Other participants were more optimistic about the state of Muslim communities’ support for
gender equality. Emira spoke of changing attitudes surrounding gender and women’s place in society.
Although she stated that there is still some ‘benevolent sexism here and there’, she believes the
overarching attitude has shifted towards one of accepting more gender-positive interpretations of
Islam (Emira, NSW: 18/09/2019.6.13.). Other participants too were confident that their religious
communities were supportive of gender equality, with Azra stating, ‘I haven’t come across anyone
who doesn’t [agree with gender equality] (Azra, VIC: 16/09/2019.5.14.), and Amna similarly saying, ‘I
haven’t come across another Muslim who believes that Islam doesn’t advocate for gender equality…
I feel like if you’re a proper Muslim… you’ve got to be for gender equality, that’s just how it is’ (Amna,
VIC: 2/05/2019). When asked whether she believes her friends, family, and community support her
belief in gender equality, Bahar responded, ‘Of course, yes. I come from them’ (Bahar, VIC:
26/06/2019). Most participants reported that they were surrounded – at least in their immediate
circles - by people who supported their beliefs. Participants believed that it was important to have this
support from their community, and, where it did not exist among those they were raised with and
around, they sought this support for themselves through forming friendship groups with people who
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held similar gender-positive values. As Aaminah said, ‘I don’t have strong ties to my local Muslim
community… because the Muslim community here is not super progressive. But I have a lot of Muslim
friends all over the world, and I tend to make friends with people who have the same values as me’
(Aaminah, QLD: 18/10/2019). Participants found pockets of support, even when they felt the majority
of people around them were in disagreement with their gender-positive interpretation of their faith.
Although participants had found where they were supported by the people around them and
where they were not, many were still exposed to beliefs that were hostile to their gender-positive
interpretation of their faith, and pushed back against them in their own ways. Amna recalled an
incident in a university classroom that involved a non-Muslim man speaking negatively about Islam
and Muslims – ‘he expected me to be quiet, but I gave him a piece of my mind. And I feel like, as a
ḥijābi, people underestimate my ability to voice my opinions, but I am very opinionated, and I will let
you know what I think. I feel like people need to know that we are outspoken’ (Amna, VIC: 2/05/2019).
Amna asserts her equal worth through dismantling assumptions and stereotypes through actions as
well as voicing her arguments. Zayn spoke similarly of the actions of women in her community
contributing to gender-positive change, stating, ‘I really appreciate all of the women that I know,
because even the ones who espouse problematic things have worked so hard in their lives to make
their daughters’ lives better. They’re all feminists, even if they don’t know it’ (Zayn, NSW: 5/07/2019).
Several participants spoke of overlooking ‘problematic’ views from people around them, provided
these people had good intentions with regards to gender equality. Chloe described her friendships
with men who say things that are ‘culturally anchored’, though not indicative of a true lack of belief in
gender equality. Within these relationships, she chooses to be patient. Ultimately, she says, ‘we agree
where it matters’ (Chloe, QLD: 21/09/2019.6.14.). Other participants, however, faced an audience
who were unwilling to listen or adapt their views on gender equality. In Zubeda’s experience, ‘You
can’t argue with somebody who is fixated with certain ideas, so let them be and we will move away
from them. But those who can understand what we’re saying, we try make them understand’ (Zubeda,
NSW: 4/07/2019). Sometimes, friendships can be affected by differing opinions on the topic of gender
equality. Like Chloe, who doesn’t push her friends on certain things, Susi also balances maintaining
relationships with being true to her gender-positive beliefs – ‘If I see that people are quite fixed in a
certain mindset, I just voice what I feel and then stop… But if I see people who have a mindset open
to growth, I will repeat things over and over. But with these extremist friends, I try to be more careful
with my opinions because… I don’t want to harm our relationship’ (Susi, VIC: 19/09/2019). Many
participants ‘agreed to disagree’ within some of their relationships, as long as there was respect for
their opinions and beliefs. As Ella recounted, ‘People in my life actually - like my mum - think I take it
too far, with, [for instance], believing that trans women are real women. She’s like, ‘it’s too far’. [But]
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the people in my life respect it, even if they don’t understand it’ (Ella, VIC: 26/05/2019). An important
aspect of these discussions was people’s willingness to be open to alternative views on gender equality
and gender roles. This included fellow Muslims’ openness to more gender-equal understandings of
Islam, as well as non-Muslims openness to a gender-equal society that includes and recognises the
different wants, needs, and experiences of Muslim women.

6.3. Achieving equality outside Muslim communities
In acknowledgement of the intersectional framework of this research, it is important to
understand how participants have integrated their gender-positive practice of Islam within a social
context where Muslims are a minority religious group and Muslim women face intersecting modes of
oppression. Achieving gender equality is therefore not only impingent upon the realisation of their
gender-positive interpretation of their faith, but also the dismantling of prejudice and marginalisation
of Muslim women in all realms of Australian society. Participants spoke about whether they felt that
their beliefs were supported and respected by non-Muslims. They were also asked about their
experiences of intersecting discrimination - namely racism, sexism, and Islamophobia. As the vast
majority of participants were people of colour, their experiences of sexism were also tied with
experiences of racism and Islamophobia. Some participants’ experiences of sexism were racialised,
and other participants’ experiences of Islamophobia were gendered.
Perhaps the clearest example of how racism, Islamophobia, and sexism can be fused is through
the experiences of Muslim women who wear a ḥijāb. Many participants spoke about how being a
visually-identifiable Muslim meant that they were at a greater risk of abuse and marginalisation.
Because such a visible identifier is specific to women, this inhibits Muslim women’s equality to a
greater degree than Muslim men. Being subject to abuse, stereotypes, or mistreatment on the basis
of being identifiable as Muslim has changed some participants’ behaviour. Faiza reported that in some
social contexts she chooses to take off her ḥijāb as a ‘cultural bargain’ to avoid discrimination – ‘I feel
that I am already facing barriers, so putting ḥijāb on is another, and why would I give myself another
trouble?’ (Faiza, VIC: 2/06/2019). Gendered Islamophobia compounds experiences of sexist
discrimination, further impeding Muslim women’s push for gender equality. In Ameena’s experience,
‘[Islamophobia is] also combined with sexism… people ask me if I’m going to cook for my husband
every day because of Islam’ (Ameena, VIC: 26/05/2019). Muslim women face the brunt of
Islamophobia and sexist assumptions about them and their abilities on the basis of their religion and
gender. In addition to this, race is also a factor in Muslim women’s experience of discrimination.
Several participants spoke about being met with racialised abuse, despite them being white. As Ella
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recounted, ‘as a white person I don’t experience racism, but a lot of the Islamophobia is racialised…
so the Islamophobia I’ve encountered on the streets will usually come out in the form of something
racist because they don’t know that I’m white’ (Ella, VIC: 26/05/2019). Yasmeen similarly spoke about
the shifting levels of marginalisation for Muslim women based on the context and aspects of their
identity. Although Yasmeen is a woman of colour, she does not wear a ḥijāb, so while she may
experience racism and sexism, her experiences of Islamophobia are somewhat curtailed. Speaking of
other Muslim women, however, she states, ‘as soon as [white Muslims] put on the ḥijāb they look like
they’re people of colour, so they’re getting Islamophobia. [And] darker Muslims definitely get treated
worse than lighter Muslims, even within the Muslim community’ (Yasmeen, VIC: 17/04/2019).
Similarly, Ajna said on this topic, ‘being white has its privileges, even though as soon as I put the ḥijāb
on I drop down’ (Ajna, VIC: 20/05/2019). Intersectionality recognises that identity-based barriers to
equality may increase or decrease within certain contexts. White Muslim women may not experience
this racism in the same way that Muslim women of colour do, but it is a demonstration of the
prejudices that people have towards Muslim women, and the way these prejudices are not only based
on religion, but are entwined with racism and sexism. At the same time, Muslim women of colour
experience this same racialised and gendered Islamophobia to a far greater degree. And even though
most Muslims are people of colour, racism can still be perpetuated by Muslims, and participants in
this research spoke of racism – in particular anti-black racism - both inside and outside Australian
Muslim communities. While Muslim women are shielded from Islamophobia within Muslim
communities, racism remains prevalent. Black Muslim women in particular remain relatively
marginalised even within their religious communities, where discrimination endures as it does outside
of Muslim communities. Chloe, for example, spoke of a lack of recognition of black people’s
contributions to Islam over the centuries, as well as enduring racism in Muslim spaces (Chloe, QLD:
21/09/2019.6.15). Speaking specifically of the ḥijāb and how race can become interwoven with
sexism, Chloe said, ‘[white Muslims] are still going to have more marriage prospects than my black
Muslim friends. [They’re] still going to be seen as more palatable to non-Muslim people… There’s a
great deal of whiteness in the Muslim community, and I think often people say things like, ‘It’s so good
that the ḥijāb is an equaliser’, and it’s not’ (Chloe, QLD: 21/09/2019). So although white Muslims can
experience racialised, gendered Islamophobia, Muslim women of colour - and in particular black
Muslim women – face the brunt of discrimination inside as well as outside Muslim communities. The
intersection of racial, religious, and gender identities means that black Muslim women face the most
barriers to equality.
These experiences of the intersecting barriers to equality had very real consequences for
participants in this research. Many spoke of job prospects being inhibited, friendships curtailed, and
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mental health issues forming due to being denied equity and equality in their lives. Emira spoke at
length of feeling ‘stereotype threatened’28 by assumptions made about her capabilities as a Muslim
woman (Emira, NSW: 18/09/2019.6.16.). Rather than having confidence in herself and her abilities as
an individual, Emira feels a burden to dismantle stereotypes and prejudices surrounding Muslim
women’s competency. This creates anxiety within Emira’s life, which in turn can inhibit a person’s
ability to perform at full capacity. Zayn also spoke of the real-world consequences of intersecting
oppressions for Muslim women in Australian society. Trauma and emergency services in Australia, she
argued, are failing to address diverse experiences. Equitable access to culturally-sensitive domestic
and family violence (DFV) services for Muslim women is diminished or non-existent, meaning many
Muslim women stay in abusive situations, further inhibiting their rights and equality (Zayn, NSW:
5/07/2019.6.17). Addressing this inequality, she believes, ‘is practical and obvious’ (Zayn, NSW:
5/07/2019). For Zayn, achieving equality for Muslim women includes addressing the many methods
and experiences of disenfranchisement – ‘I think for me, the biggest thing about being intersectional
with my feminism is understanding that my sisters’ struggles, and my Mum’s struggles, and my
grandmothers’ struggles, and all of the women behind me throughout history have struggled in ways
that aren’t just about their gender’ (Zayn, NSW: 5/07/2019). Recognising the different wants and
needs of individuals and marginalised groups was something that many participants spoke of when
discussing intersectionality. As Ella said, ‘equality is not going to look the same for all women, and so
I think that’s a reason why Muslim women and some women of colour will reject the term feminism
and the movement, because it’s traditionally seen that equality will look the same of all of us, and
that’s just not true’ (Ella, VIC: 26/05/2019.6.18.). Sara too made this specific point (Sara, QLD:
24/09/2019.6.19.). Sara argues that a feminism that does not include diverse experiences is no
movement for equality. To achieve intersectional gender equality, Sara believes feminism must
address all areas of marginalisation, particularly through centring the experiences of black women.
Many participants recognised the viability of different methods to achieve this equality – whether
it be their religion, a social movement, political movement, or a combination of these things. While
some people opted for a more personal approach to pushing for gender equality – as has been
mentioned above – many participants saw it as their responsibility to encourage equality for all people
to achieve gender equality. Chloe, for instance, argued that it was her responsibility as a Muslim
woman to push for equality for LGBTQIA+ Muslims (Chloe, QLD: 21/09/2019.6.20.). ‘In terms of gender
equality’ Chloe argues, ‘the best thing I can do is to make [LGBTQIA+ identities] a non-issue for

28

A stereotype threat is a phenomenon where the performance of people of a marginalised group is affected by
the presence of stereotypes surrounding their capabilities. E.g. the belief that women are bad at mathematics
can lead to women performing poorly on maths tests due to anxieties around confirming these stereotypes.
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everyone’ (Chloe, QLD: 21/09/2019). With their belief in gender equality, participants in this research
recognised that equality is inhibited if gender is the only focus. As these identities are tied to one
another, and many of the barriers to equality that Muslim women experience are not only tied to
sexism, but sexism specific to Muslim women and, in particular, Muslim women of colour,
intersectional equality is a necessity. Participants’ faith may have rendered them a target for gendered
and racialised Islamophobia, but it was also something that participants saw their equality through.
Additionally, participants recognised that by virtue of their religion, their version of gender equality
might require different methods or parameters than a gender equality that white and/or non-Muslim
feminists push for. Namely, acceptance of their religion and the dispelling of negative stereotypes
surrounding how Islam portrays women and women’s rights, as well as dismantling of racist social and
institutional structures. This is particularly relevant in the push for an intersectional feminism and
gender equality due to feminism’s history of marginalising Muslim women and prioritising equality for
white nonreligious western women. As Maheera stated, ‘I’m brown, I’m Pakistani, I’m Australian, I’m
a Muslim, I’m a woman… [S]ome people may choose to describe me as oppressed for my race, gender,
and religion. But for me, my religion empowers me’ (Maheera, VIC: 4/05/2019).

6.4. Navigating sexism and Islamophobia
Some Muslim women are wary of speaking out about problems relating to gender issues
within Muslim communities for fear of playing into stereotypes surrounding women’s place in Islam,
thereby inciting Islamophobia from non-Muslims. At the same time, many Muslim women do not wish
for gender inequality within their faith communities to go unchecked. Navigating these conflicting
problems is called the ‘double bind’. It was important to ask participants in this research about their
experience of the double bind as, in some instances, Muslim women feel they have to make a choice
between Islamophobia and sexism. This invariably has consequences for gender equality – particularly
gender equality within Muslim communities – as opting to ignore or overlook sexism due to prevalent
Islamophobia in Australian society can eventuate in patriarchal practices and interpretations of Islam
being perpetuated. Likewise, full equality for Muslim women cannot be realised if they remain
subjected to Islamophobia. Participants spoke about navigating this tension between sexism and
Islamophobia, with some believing it was best to refrain from airing the community’s ‘dirty laundry’
in public, while others believed that sexism – no matter the origin – should be condemned regardless
of the consequences.
When speaking about the effects of the double bind and making the decision about whether
to speak out about sexism within Muslim communities in light of Islamophobia, six participants (12%)
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displayed a reluctance to have these conversations outside of their faith communities. According to
these participants, issues related to sexism and gender discrimination experienced by Muslim women
is something that should be addressed within Muslim communities, and conforming to stereotypes,
assumptions, and prejudices surrounding how Islam treats women was a fear these participants had.
Additionally, as participants believed that patriarchal culture was being justified through a
misinterpretation of religion, to undo such interpretations could only be done within the community
and from a religious perspective. As Aaminah argued, ‘[t]alking about sexism in Islam is definitely
something I feel is an intra-community thing… [It’s] something I talk about with other Muslims,
because if you talk about it with non-Muslims then the response is always, ‘well Islam’s a patriarchal
religion’’ (Aaminah, QLD: 18/10/2019). This was a common sentiment from participants – that any
discussion of patriarchy within Muslim communities was met with comments that implied the
inevitability of sexism within these spaces. In this way, some participants felt that they were being
blamed, or denied understanding or compassion regarding gender issues within their communities
due to the perception that to adhere to Islam was to invite sexism into one’s life. These social
perceptions surrounding gender relations within Islam meant that some participants believed the
threat of Islamophobia and furthering such perceptions was too great to discuss these issues in
general public. Emira spoke about creating spaces where these conversations could take place without
the fear of stoking Islamophobic sentiment, such as in Facebook groups and other online spaces.
Speaking of a Facebook group, she said, ‘the group was a safe space for feminist Muslim women. So
that was one of the reasons why we developed it – so we could [air] our “dirty laundry” as opposed
to talking about it too loudly or in a place that wasn’t [safe]’ (Emira, NSW: 18/09/2019). Having a ‘safe
space’ free of judgement and the fear of playing into stereotypes provided Emira with one way to
push back against gender issues from within, and foster discussions with other likeminded Muslim
feminists. And participants argued that just because some people may choose not to keep these
discussions private, does not mean they are not committed to battling gender discrimination. As
Lujayn said, ‘we want to solve these issues, but we don’t want them out there in the western world’
(Lujayn, QLD: 3/09/2019). Lujayn spoke of seeing a desire for her to confirm people’s negative
perceptions of Islam and Muslims through her discussion of gender issues - ‘There’s a certain
righteousness that western people have when it comes to what they think of Islam and Muslims. It’s
like, ‘I have these thoughts and if you agree with me then ha! I’m right and your society is like how I
think it is’’ (Lujayn, QLD: 3/09/2019). Several participants expressed this belief that people would
rather have negative assumptions confirmed than challenged. Rather than providing non-Muslims
with a confirmation, these participants had discussions on gender issues in a way they believed would
minimise Islamophobic backlash while simultaneously addressing sexism within their communities.

206

Yasmeen, conversely, spoke more directly about her prioritisation of Islamophobia over sexism. It was
Yasmeen’s view that ‘Islamophobia is a bigger problem for us’, as ‘we can live with [patriarchy] better
than we can live with Islamophobia’ (Yasmeen, VIC: 17/04/2019). At the same time, however,
Yasmeen also believed that solving sexism would also assist in decreasing Islamophobia because ‘if
[patriarchal practices] didn’t occur… Islamophobes would have less to be phobic about’ (Yasmeen,
VIC: 17/04/2019). So, to assist in solving Islamophobia from outside Muslim communities, Yasmeen
believes that sexism must be solved from within. These participants believed that sexism was best
addressed within the community in order to avoid community tension being co-opted to “confirm”
Islamophobic assumptions, particularly around Islam’s treatment of women. As Reem argued, ‘I think
you need to fix your own community first. You should speak out about [sexism].’ She then went on to
say, however, that ‘If you can’t resolve it just within your community, then you need to speak out’
(Reem, VIC: 9/05/2019).
‘Speaking out’ – both inside and outside Muslim communities – was the response that the
vast majority of participants believed to be appropriate. Whether or not speaking about sexism
perpetuated by patriarchal interpretations of Islam and patriarchal culture within Muslim
communities had an effect on Islamophobic sentiments, participants, on the whole, believed it was
their responsibility to address gender issues. Participants acknowledged the double bind and the way
in which any public discussions on gender equality can be and are used to perpetuate negative
stereotypes about Islam and Muslims. However, they also felt that, in assessment of the risks and
harm associated with not speaking out, it should be done. Amna spoke directly of her belief that it is
her and her community’s responsibility to prioritise the wellbeing and equality of women. Once
gender issues are addressed and equality is achieved, then she believes that repairing public
perceptions of Islam can become the focus (Amna, VIC: 2/05/2019.6.21.). Amna also believes that
using Islamophobia as a shield for dealing with gender issues is the reason why ‘they’ve carried on for
so long’ (Amna, VIC: 2/05/2019). Some participants believed that speaking about gender issues only
within the community would not work. Not only because of pushback from people within the
community who follow and perpetuate a more patriarchal, conservative interpretation of Islam, as
well as patriarchal culture in general, but also because gender issues that Muslim women face are not
only related to their religion and religious communities. The gender injustice that Muslim women face
can cross cultural and religious boundaries. One example of this is participants’ discussions and
experiences of domestic and family violence (DFV). Many participants spoke about domestic and
family violence with relation to the double bind, with some participants speaking generally, and others
speaking from personal experience. Domestic violence issues within Muslim communities are part of
gender-based violence within Australian society as a whole, and not something unique or specific to
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any one religious, cultural, or linguistic group. Therefore, addressing this issue only within Muslim
communities gives the implication that this is a Muslim community problem, rather than an Australian
– or global – problem. As Nasya stated on this topic, ‘it’s a bit rich for a society in which a woman is
killed by her partner every week 29 to point the finger at Muslim culture. So, the recognition of
domestic violence as an issue in Australian society as a whole is obviously welcome, but it also puts
[DFV in Muslim communities] into context’ (Nasya, VIC: 22/05/2019). Nasya is arguing that in
consideration of the statistics on intimate partner homicide in Australia, it is not only inaccurate and
unrealistic to view DFV as a problem of ‘Muslim culture’, but also hypocritical. Viewing this issue as a
collective rather than a fragmented social problem puts the responsibility onto Australian society as a
whole to address gender-based violence, instead of labelling the issue as something to be fixed by
individual cultural or religious communities. Particularly when it comes to an issue such as domestic
violence, participants believed that the risks of not speaking out – direct harm and abuse, and
potentially even death – were too great to overlook in favour of maintaining community harmony.
However, participants were acutely aware of how domestic violence within Muslim communities was
a particular flashpoint for public conversations on Islam. Two participants spoke of seeking assistance
from domestic violence services and feeling blamed for their abuse due to the assumption that abuse
was an inherent aspect of Islamic marriages. Instead of receiving help, these participants felt they had
to defend their religion and their choices ‘instead of dealing with the purpose of why I was there’
(Zeynep, QLD: 17/09/2019). The effects of the double bind are particularly harmful when it comes to
domestic violence. As Zayn – who works in the domestic violence arena – said, Muslim women have
additional barriers to overcome with relation to this issue due to the intersection of Islamophobia,
racism, and sexism. Zayn used the example of Rosie Batty 30 , whose experience of abuse was
particularly traumatising even without her having to navigate assumptions surrounding her culture,
race, and religion, and the larger consequences that had on her being a public figure (Zayn, NSW:
5/07/2019. 6.22.). Participants spoke about the fear of Islamophobia and the possibility of not
receiving adequate support meaning that some women may refrain from reporting domestic abuse at
all. As Rida said, ‘they might be facing these issues like domestic violence - this isn’t specific to Muslims,
this is everywhere - but if you’re a Muslim, it’s harder for you to speak up because it could look even
worse’ (Rasha, VIC: 14/06/2019). Likewise, Muneera argued that ‘if there is a domestic violence issue
here, they’re still not going to report it… they know that it’s going to bring a bad name not only to the
nationality but to the religion as well’ (Muneera, VIC: 24/07/2019). The effects of the double bind can
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On average, one woman per week is killed in a domestic and family violence incident in Australia (Bryant &
Bricknell, 2017: 37).
30 Rosie Batty is an Australian anti-domestic violence campaigner whose 11-year-old son was publicly
murdered by his father, her ex-partner (Tuohy, 2020).
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inhibit Muslim women’s desire to report abuse, as well as their access to services that deal with the
abuse as a complex issue tied to patriarchy rather than Islam.
The vast majority of participants chose to speak out about sexism within their communities
regardless of the potential for Islamophobia, yet the choice to do so was not always easy. Some
participants also believed that whether or not these issues were spoken about publicly and honestly,
or whether they were kept within the community, the public’s perceptions of Islam would remain
negative. This was due to the belief that Islamophobia is based on an irrational dislike, rather than on
‘evidence’ of Islam and Muslims’ mistreatment of women. What is meant by this is that Islamophobia
is something based derived from an emotional reaction towards people who are perceived to be
‘different’, rather than a conclusion drawn from a thorough understanding of Islam and Muslim
communities’ cultures. One participant described Islamophobia as a fear-based response to a lack of
interaction with Muslim communities, stating, ‘hatred or fear of something always coincides with not
knowing the truth… When [Non-Muslims] look at [Muslims] all they see is repression and oppression…
[But] most Muslim people they have very regular desires and goals in life. We just want a good job,
and a good family, and to stay happy’ (Sabrina, VIC: 6/05/2019). Due to Islamophobia being based on
prejudice rather than a legitimate concern for Muslim women, some participants believed that
speaking openly about gender issues would not greatly impact Islamophobic sentiment. As Ella
argued, ‘I think it’s more important to… speak honestly and openly about [gender issues within the
community], because people are going to dislike us anyway’ (Ella, VIC: 26/05/2019). Having open and
honest conversations was, for many participants, preferable to inter-community discussions. Again,
that was not to downplay the fear and consequences of Islamophobia. However, many participants
believed that having discussions only within the community would limit progress, despite the effects
of the double-bind and the tension that it elicited.
Even though the majority of participants had decided to speak openly outside the community
about gender issues within faith circles, there remained hesitation and a constant negotiation
surrounding how best to address these issues, particularly with a non-Muslim audience. Participants
were asked whether negative perceptions of Islam and Muslims affected how they spoke to nonMuslims about their faith. Almost half of participants (46%) reported that stereotypes affected these
discussions to some degree. Many participants spoke about painting their religion in a ‘positive’ light,
such as ‘actively try[ing] to show that Islam is a champion of women’s rights’ (Ameena, VIC:
26/05/2019). This was not a form of manipulation or obfuscation, but rather to counteract what they
believed was a dearth of negative information about their faith in the public consciousness through
focussing on and disseminating their positive experiences. When speaking about this negative public
perception, participants often cited the media as the cause. As Bahar stated, ‘the media is good at
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creating stereotypes and promoting negative propaganda’ (Bahar, VIC: 26/06/2019). Rida similarly
said, ‘I think media has played a very important and negative role in these perceptions of Islam… [It
has] created this bias, [and] we are here trying to give another side of our religion, of our identities…’
(Rida, VIC: 2/06/2019). One participant even had a personal experience with her views and the
realities of her faith being mischaracterised by the media (Noor, NSW: 1/07/2019.6.23.). Comments
and views such as these were common, and resulted in some participants reporting that due to their
perception of an anti-Muslim/Islam bias perpetuated by the media, they were careful about how they
portrayed their faith to non-Muslims. For example, as Ella explained, when meeting new people, she
is always ‘unsure how they will respond’ to her. She therefore analyses a situation in order to protect
herself from potential Islamophobia. Participants felt that if people are willing to listen and
understand, instead of ‘paint[ing] the whole community with the same brush’, then they can speak
about their faith and issues within their communities openly and honestly (Nasya, VIC: 22/05/2019).
Interestingly, some participants admitted this level of caution with relation to participating in this
research too, with Lujayn saying, ‘[The double-bind] is something I think about it all the time - even
right now. You’ve obviously done extensive research on Islam… but even then, given that you’re from
a different culture, I still have that thought in my head’ (Lujayn, QLD: 3/09/2019). Lujayn went on to
say that when discussing her participation in this research with her friend, there was a level of
suspicion as to why a non-Muslim would be researching Islam. Maheera herself had these same
suspicions, stating that even during the interview she was unsure whether she was ‘doing the right
thing’ by ‘sitting here and having this conversation’ (Maheera, VIC: 4/05/2019). Ultimately, however,
Maheera felt that participation in this research ‘spoke’ to her, as ‘God leads you to do the right things,
and it’s an academic study so it can’t be spun in the same way that a Herald Sun article can be spun’
(Maheera, VIC: 4/05/2019). Although all participants evidently overcame any hesitations about
whether or not to participate in an interview, the double-bind was present nonetheless, and may have
impacted, to some degree, what participants spoke about. Although several participants did believe
there was a difference between speaking about their faith to the general public, and speaking about
their faith within the context of academic research, one participant still stated that when discussing
issues of gender and their faith, ‘I have to give them the positive spin, as I’m doing to you’ (Zubeda,
NSW: 4/07/2019). Again, it did not appear as if participants were attempting to be disingenuous or
manipulative. Rather, they were attempting to provide a counterbalance to what they perceived as
the proliferation of negative information about Islam and Muslims – particularly with regards to
gender equality – in the public psyche. They wished to hold these conversations to show how they
believed their religion was intended to be practised, thereby holding patriarchy – rather than Islam or
Muslims as a whole – responsible for practices and interpretations that harmed women. As many
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participants had or feared experiencing Islamophobia themselves, the double bind inevitably
impacted how they spoke about Islam to non-Muslims. Whether that be in their decision on speaking
about their faith to certain people in the first instance, or speaking predominantly of how Islam
empowers women, was dependent on the individual. As the majority of participants also believed it
was important to speak out about gender issues regardless of any Islamophobic backlash, this was
more an issue of how to conduct conversations and education among individuals who may, at best,
be uneducated on Islam, and at worst, hold prejudicial views towards the faith and its adherents. As
Natasha argued, ‘being a Muslim and talking about women’s rights don’t go hand in hand, because
the moment you open your mouth there are people shouting verses at you’ (Natasha, VIC:
25/07/2019). There was a balancing act between making progress on gender justice while
simultaneously minimising any Islamophobic backlash through being careful about who these
conversations were conducted with, what was said, and how participants said it. It was a form of
management of others’ opinions on the topic as well as self-preservation in the face of potential
discrimination or manipulation.

6.5. Conclusion
Participants in this research pushed for gender equality within their social and community
circles through varying methods and to varying degrees. The majority of participants were overt and
active in their encouragement of gender-positive beliefs – and in particular, of the knowledge of
gender equality in Islam. Other participants opted to focus on their own practice and beliefs, rather
than the dissemination of gender-positive thinking in the people around them. Both secular and
religious arguments were utilised to achieve gender justice and a belief in gender equality amongst
friends, family, colleagues, and the general public, and participants received both positive and
negative feedback for their belief in gender equality. Participants found support for their genderpositive beliefs and interpretation of their religion through friends and family, even if they felt
discouraged by many people around them. Though – by and large – negativity from those around
them did not inhibit their desire or drive to assert their religiously-ordained equality.
Achieving gender equality is also impingent upon the dismantling of all barriers to equality that women
face. For Muslim women, these barriers are related to intersecting forms of discrimination on the basis
of their gender, race, and religion. Realising gender equality for Muslim women is therefore a
multifaceted process that involves confronting Islamophobia, racism, and sexism, and the intersection
of these things – as well as other aspects of a person’s identity that others’ may discriminate against.
These intersecting forms of oppression are particularly virulent for black Muslim women, and
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participants spoke of racism within as well as outside of Muslim communities. Participants were aware
that to achieve equality required the dismantling of these systems of oppression that marginalise
Muslim women – to varying degrees, depending on the context - on the base of their gender, race,
and religion. When attempting to achieve gender equality for Muslim women both inside and outside
Muslim communities, participants also faced the effects of the double bind. The double bind
influenced participants’ abilities and desires to have open discussions about gender related issues
within Muslim communities. Almost half of participants reported that Islamophobia and negative
stereotypes about Islam and Muslims change how they speak about their faith to non-Muslims. This
change included speaking about the positive aspects of their faith – specifically about how they
believed Islam empowers women – to counteract misinformation, as well as considering who to have
these conversations amongst. Some participants reported feeling hesitation when an opportunity to
discuss their religion arose, due to the potential to be exposed to Islamophobic arguments. This
inability to speak without an element of self-censorship or careful consideration about their language
remains a barrier to Muslim women taking up equal space and holding equal power in discussions on
gender and gender equality in Australian society. Evidently, as shown by their participation in this
research, participants did believe it to be important to speak about the ways in which their religion
empowers them, and the ways in which society at large and patriarchy within and outside of Muslim
communities has failed to realise what they see as the inherent gender equality within their faith. Even
the participants who reported that their belief in gender equality in Islam was personal rather than a
public encouragement believed their practice to be a positive demonstration of women’s equality.
Participants, in their different ways, were forthright in their commitment to dismantling the
intersecting modes of oppression, and their faith was a key – if not the key – driver and tool to do so.
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Chapter 7: Conclusion
For the fifty participants involved in this research, a gender-positive Islam was not something
they achieved, but something they saw as inherent within their faith from the outset. Their practice
was the realisation of what they saw as Islam’s gender-equal nature, existing in opposition to the many
prevalent characterisations of Islam as a patriarchal religion both inside and outside Muslim
communities. Participants’ gender-positive practice reflected their individual thoughts, feelings, and
experiences on and of gender equality and the gendered marginalisation that can occur when women
are left out of religious scholarship, leadership, and community. It was also a direct opposition to
stereotypes surrounding the position of women in Islam in broader Australian society, where even
within feminist circles, Muslim women’s faith may be seen as a barrier to gender equality. Although
the participants in this research practised their faith in a way the reflected their individual experiences,
there were notable trends and common perceptions that arose from the interviews, which were
explored within each chapter through a subsidiary research question. Participants’ tellings of the
relationship between their faith and gender equality, and how they reflect gender justice in their
practice and communities demonstrates that Australia has its own trend of Islamic feminism
represented by women who are practising their faith in a gender-positive way.
The first objective of this research was to understand what the term ‘gender equality’ means
to Australian Muslim women. Although the nature of ‘gender equality’ differed from person to person,
the majority of participants believed that gender equality means equal rights, opportunities, and legal
protections for all genders. This is a broad definition, and the particulars of participants’ more nuanced
understandings were discussed in Chapter Three. Alongside equality in the public sphere, participants
were also concerned with the interchangeability of gender roles. Most participants believed that
traditional gender roles can always be reversed, and the belief that people should choose their role in
life – regardless of gender – was an important aspect of gender equality for many participants.
Importantly, all participants were also clear in their belief that Islam supports and/or promotes gender
equality.
This endorsement or proclamation of gender equality through their faith was central to
participants’ understandings of and dedication to gender justice, and relates to the second research
objective - identifying if, and how, Islam has influenced, impacted, and/or formed the research
participants’ views on gender equality. Participants’ belief in gender equality was derived both from
within and outside of their faith. When asked specifically about the role of their faith in supporting
and/or causing their belief in gender equality, 24% of participants said that Islam formed their belief
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in gender equality, 22% reported that their belief in gender equality influenced how they interpret
their religion, and 54% said that their belief in Islam and gender equality both confirmed one another.
There were also other significant contributing factors to participants’ belief in gender equality, with
the foremost being seeing and/or experiencing discrimination. This discrimination caused participants
to become aware of their unequal rights in society, and stirred in them a sense of injustice that they
felt should be rectified. This discrimination appeared both inside and outside their religious
communities. What was a recurring assertion from participants, however, was the consequences of
the conflation of culture with religion within their family and cultural/religious communities.
Participants reported experiencing sexism due to patriarchal bias impacting religious understanding.
These cultural practices that were conflated with religious ones – or took precedence over religious
ones – were at odds with participants’ own experiences and understanding of their faith as one that
promotes gender equality. Participants found support, comfort, and vindication from their
interpretation of their faith as one that promotes their equal worth.
The third objective of this research was to ascertain how, within their gender-positive
practice, participants engaged with, and challenged, the aspects of their faith that have sometimes
been used to justify male superiority and/or patriarchal practices. It was important to address some
of the Qur’ān verses related to gendered practices, as these verses are often referred to – by both
Muslims and non-Muslims – to argue or imply that Islam is a patriarchal religion. Although there was
an array of arguments as to why each individual verse did not contradict or override Islam’s inherent
gender-equal ethos, there were several themes that appeared throughout discussion of each
verse/tradition. One prominent theme that arose in the discussion of all the verses was the
contextualisation of Qur’ān verses – particularly through the understanding of the sociohistorical
context of revelation. The context of revelation - and more specifically the position of women in
society in 7th century Arabia - shed light on the intended meaning of the verses under discussion. For
some participants, the continuously evolving and improving position of women in society rendered
the practices and traditions that derived from these verses inapplicable in a contemporary context.
For others, the changing position of women in society and the changing social context simply altered
the meaning of the practice. Understanding and referring to the context of revelation therefore
elucidated the function and intent of the verses, and allowed participants to assess the current
applicability of a practice derived from a Qur’ān verse or verses within their own lives. Another form
of contextualisation that facilitated a gender-positive understanding of a verse was its
contextualisation within the Qur’ān itself, and within the Prophet’s sunnah. Taking verses to be
understood in isolation was something that participants viewed as uninformative with regards to a
verse’s intended meaning. In particular, where there appeared to be a verse in the Qur’ān that
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promoted, on a surface level, a gender-unequal practice, participants argued that to take said verse
in isolation may appear to justify a belief in male superiority in Islam, though was not an accurate
representation of the faith. Rather, participants believed that such a verse should be looked at in
combination with the many other verses in the Qur’ān that promote equality, kindness, compassion,
justice, and respect for women, as well as with reference to the Prophet’s conduct and treatment of
women. The contextualisation of verses within both the Qur’ān and sunnah, as well as
contextualisation within a sociohistorical context in which women, prior to the advent of Islam, had
very few articulated rights or freedoms in society, indicated for many participants, that the trajectory
of change was as important as the words within the verses themselves. Participants argued that the
trajectory of change brought about by Islam was one towards equal rights for women.
Language was another important factor in participants’ understanding of Qur’ān verses - in
particular, the lack of consensus on the meaning of certain Arabic words and the translation of verses.
Some participants pointed to specific Arabic words and Qur’ān language to make arguments about
the validity of a patriarchal interpretation or translation of a verse. The language of the Qur’ān, and
its use of metaphor has left room for interpretation whereby participants arrived at their own
understanding through textual analysis. For instance, some participants believed that the Qur’ān
verses related to ḥijāb do not ask specifically for a head covering, while other participants believed
that they do. Language was also important when analysing the verses concerning polygyny, as it was
through investigating the meaning of the word ‘equality’ that participants came to the conclusion that
polygyny was or was not appropriate in certain contexts. Most notable, however, with regards to
language, was its impact on the interpretation of verse 4:34 related to the permissibility of a husband
using physical punishments against his wife. Some participants argued that understandings of verse
4:34 that give men a right to “discipline” their wives is a result of a misinterpretation (for those who
speak Arabic) or mistranslation (for those who do not) of the language of the Qur’ān. Some also argued
that the word ‘hit’ is not intended to be taken literally. The metaphorical nature of the Qur’ān and the
many different translations and interpretations that have been put forward were evidence for some
participants that the meaning of verse 4:34 remained unclear, and should therefore never be utilised
to justify husband disciplinary privileges or superiority.
Another argument that arose from participants in the discussion of the verses/practices was
the belief that when attempting to understand these practices, there is insufficient focus given to the
elements of responsibility allocated to men. Participants believed that responsibility has often been
misunderstood as male privilege or male superiority. When practising the religion as they believed it
is intended to be practised, however, participants argued that the realisation of true male
responsibility would involve treating women with respect, kindness, and ensuring their inclusion.
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Participants argued that any superior position that men currently hold in society should therefore be
used to lift women up, not hold them down.
The most predominant and critical element however, across all discussion of the above verses,
was participants’ personal belief and assessment of whether or not the verse or practice was
applicable within their own lives. This was important, as verses that participants believed to lack
relevance in their own lives – and in some cases, in others’ lives too – were not upheld or promoted,
and therefore did not erode their perception of equality within their religion. Participants sought their
own individual understanding of their faith, and verses that have sometimes been used to argue for
women’s inequality were reinterpreted, or labelled as inapplicable in their lives. The relevance of a
verse to participants’ personal experience allowed the reinterpretation in light of women’s lives in the
21st century – and for participants in this research, their lives in a 21st century Australian context. The
belief that Islam allows direct access to the religious texts, and encourages all Muslims to seek answers
for themselves encouraged and emboldened participants to speak out against problematic
interpretations and the patriarchal practices that derive from such interpretations. In many cases,
participants were satisfied with acknowledging a verse’s existence, explaining why it was revealed and
its intended meaning and function (through the aforementioned methods), and then assessing
whether or not such a verse/practice holds relevance within their own lives. This process of
acknowledge

interpret

assess

resolve allowed participants to not only argue for a new

interpretation of a verse – one that they believed to be the true interpretation – but also allowed
them to argue that not all practices are applicable to all Muslims. For some participants, a genderpositive interpretation of a verse was one that allowed them to understand a verse with a focus on
women’s empowerment, leading to the acceptance and practise of the verse. For others, a genderpositive interpretation of a verse meant understanding the verse within its context and with all its
implications, which led to the decision that such a verse was not applicable or obligatory within their
own lives. The ability to understand their faith for themselves prompted a personal interpretation and
practice of Islam that promotes women’s empowerment and gender equality.
Achieving gender equality for Muslim women is a process with many barriers to address. The
final objective of this research was to understand how – if at all – participants encouraged genderpositive change within their communities. Participants had different methods, focuses, and
perspectives on how best to push for gender justice within and outside of their faith. While some
participants opted to focus inward on their own interpretation, practice, and realisation of the genderpositivity they saw in their religion, the majority of participants believed that actively encouraging
gender equality was important, and sought to do so via religious means, secular means, or both.
Participants who utilised religious methods for arguing for gender equality did so due to their choice
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to focus their time and energy into pushing for gender-justice within Muslim communities. Utilising
religion was therefore a necessity to reverse what they saw as a common issue of patriarchal cultural
practices overriding Islam’s proclamation of equality. Participants who adopted secular arguments for
gender equality focussed on gender justice in Australian society broadly, including both Muslims and
non-Muslims in their discussions on gender issues. Participants who opted to use both religious and
secular arguments for gender equality changed their methods on the basis of their audience and
whether or not they were Muslim.
To push for gender equality within their respective communities requires addressing all
barriers to equality. When practising their gender-positive interpretation of Islam within a context
where Muslims are a small minority, participants have experienced – or are aware of – discrimination
on the basis of intersecting identities. The equality of participants – and Muslim women more broadly
– is dependent not only on achieving equality within their religious communities, but also equality
outside of Muslim communities. Participants spoke about their experiences of intersecting forms of
discrimination, and the difficulty of navigating a society in which religion, gender, and race can be a
target for people’s prejudicial views. Islamophobia was an issue that virtually all participants had
experienced or feared experiencing. Participants’ experiences of Islamophobia could be gendered,
with women who wore a ḥijāb being at greater risk of Islamophobic attacks and comments. Race was
also a key consideration in the achievement of gender equality for Muslim women. As most
participants were people of colour, experiences of sexism and Islamophobia were also tied in with
race and racism. Some Islamophobia levelled at white participants, for instance, had a racial element,
demonstrating how Islamophobia is often tied to racism and prejudices surrounding Islam being
perceived as ‘foreign’, all Muslims being presumed to be immigrants, and these possibilities being
seen as inherently negative. Despite experiencing sexism and Islamophobia, however, white
participants – particularly white converts – were acknowledged as holding a relative amount of
privilege compared to participants and other Muslims who are people of colour. These disparities
were most significant when discussing the experiences of black Muslim women, both inside and
outside Muslim communities. Participants who were black themselves, as well as participants who
were not, were aware of racial discrimination being the most prolific when levelled at black Muslim
women. Black participants spoke of diminished marriage prospects, being held to different standards,
and feeling left behind and ignored by White Feminism and mainstream gender equality movements.
It was in these discussions that the importance of intersectionality was the most apparent, as these
participants had experienced the reality of the inadequacy of a pure and narrow focus on gender when
pushing for gender justice. A narrow focus on gender achieves equality for women whose only aspect
of their identity barring them from equality is their gender – namely white, heterosexual, non217

disabled, non-Muslim women. This was not the reality for the participants in this research. For this
reason, participants were clear that though their ‘version’ of equality may look different to other
women’s versions of equality, it was important to make space for religion, and to have inclusive
discussions on gender equality that centre on the wants, needs, and voices of Muslim women,
including Muslim women of colour. And this was exactly what many participants aimed to do when
pushing for gender equality within their communities.
When having discussions surrounding sexism Muslim women face within their religious
communities, the impacts of Islamophobia can shape these conversations. The double bind of
negotiating between sexism and Islamophobia was something that many participants felt, even within
their participation in this research. The way that participants sought to push for gender justice within
and outside of the religious communities was often informed by how to have honest discussions
without fuelling Islamophobic sentiment. For some participants, their focus was primarily on pushing
for the greatest amount of change with regards to gender equality, while other participants sought
more of a balance between making effective change while curbing discussions that could feed
inflammatory rhetoric about Islam and Muslims. Most participants stated that Islamophobia did
change how they spoke about sexism and gender equality to non-Muslims. Due to Muslim women
facing discrimination on several fronts, participants felt that they are not always as free to have
conversations surrounding gender issues as non-Muslims due to the potential for these discussions to
be used to make generalisations about their cultural or religious communities as a whole – whether
or not the issue under discussion has a connection to a cultural or religious practice. This discussion
with participants was notable, as it can imply that participants were not being truthful in their
discussions of gender issues. However, participants were primarily speaking of conversations held
with non-Muslims in a social setting, rather than an academic research setting. Participants also spoke
about their participation in this research being an opportunity to speak about their personal
experiences of gender equality and gender justice in their religion. Most, if not all, did speak about the
instances where community support had been inadequate, and where they had faced sexism and
discrimination. Participants were forthcoming about the patriarchal religious interpretations present
in their respective Muslim communities. They were also forthcoming about cultural issues that
impacted this interpretation and, consequently, women’s rights and positions within their
communities. Much of the conversation surrounded the ways in which participants felt their religion
had formed or cemented their belief in gender equality, and that any implication otherwise was a
consequence of patriarchal culture rather than a religious issue. And although discussing the ways in
which participants had experienced discrimination and had been denied their rights by others is
important - as Muslim women’s equality is impingent upon the dismantling of systems of oppression
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- this research was foremost about personal interpretation of Islam and the ways in which participants
have successfully come to practise their faith in a gender-positive way. It was primarily an investigation
of how participants felt Islam does give them their rights, rather than the ways in which some people
do not. Religion was an empowering framework for participants to feel justified in their inward
knowledge of their equal worth, as well as their outward proclamation of it. Participants demonstrated
that even within a context in which members of their religious community may uphold patriarchal
interpretations of their faith, and the broader Australian society may condone and perpetuate
negative stereotypes and assumptions surrounding Islam and Muslims, for Australian feminist Muslim
women, Islam is decidedly gender-equal.
This research has provided a unique insight into the under-studied area of Islamic feminism in
an Australian context. In particular, through in-depth discussions with participants on how they
understand and practise aspects of their faith that have sometimes been interpreted as encouraging
patriarchy or male superiority, this research addresses the areas of Islam that have been utilised to
undermine Muslim feminists’ arguments on the inherent gender equality in Islam. This research drew
a focus onto how ordinary Australian Muslim women interpret and practise their faith in a way that
encourages and/or aligns with their belief in gender equality. It has shown the many ways in which
Australian Muslim feminists understand gender equality, its relation to their faith, and how they
navigate the realisation of a gender-positive Islam within the context of a society in which Muslim
women face intersecting barriers to equality. This research shows the significance of personal
interpretation of, and direct contact and connection with religious texts. This direct contact is
important when interpreting Qur’ān verses that can appear - in isolation or taken in a literal sense - to
promote patriarchy, particularly when such interpretations are dominant, endorsed, and espoused
within religious or cultural communities. Participants in this research have demonstrated how Islam
can be a facilitator rather than a barrier to gender equality.
Even though this research has provided a greater understanding of Islamic feminism in an
Australian context, it has also raised questions and provided avenues for possible future research.
Namely, since this research was targeted at Muslim women and non-binary people who already
believe that Islam promotes gender equality, it is not an analysis on how prevalent these beliefs are.
It would be valuable to find out just how many Australian Muslim women believe not only in pro-faith
gender equality, but also how many identify as feminists. Furthermore, it is this researcher’s belief
that the process of acknowledge

interpret

assess

resolve may be a common way in which

Muslim feminists interact with aspects of their faith that can appear as undermining to gender
equality. To test this hypothesis, further research on this topic with a larger sample size would be
beneficial in order to discover whether or not this level of interaction and autonomous interpretation
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of religious texts is common. Finally, as interpretation of religious texts in contradiction to edicts of
Islamic law raises questions surrounding permissibility, research on the consequences and limits of
personal interpretation would be interesting. That is not to say that personal interpretation that exists
in opposition to Islamic rulings is unique to Muslim feminists. However, to address or pre-empt
accusations that personal interpretation is less legitimate, or less valid, showing the reality that this is
how some Muslims – feminist or not – practise their faith would demonstrate the versions of Islam
that exist outside of male-dominated legal systems - systems that in many instances have harmed and
disenfranchised women. Discussions on the legitimacy of direct and personal interpretation of faith
are all the more relevant as reinterpretation (or un-interpretation) is the driving force in many Islamic
feminist circles. This practice, unmoored from traditional male-dominated scholarship and legal
tradition, is attempting to undo centuries of androcentric interpretation that arises from systems that
bar women’s participation and perspectives. Research on this topic would therefore be linked to this
research, as any accusation of the illegitimacy or impermissibility of direct, personal interpretation
and practice would invariably seek to undermine participants’ experiences and arguments that Islam
– their interpretation of Islam – is one that promotes the full equality and equal participation of all
genders.
The objective of this research was to determine how Australian Muslim feminist women
practise their faith in a gender-positive way. As has been shown through the many ways in which
Australian Muslim feminist women understand gender equality, relate it to their religion, and utilise
Islam as a framework for the realisation of this equality, for participants in this research, a genderpositive Islam is the natural outcome of the holistic interpretation and practise of their faith.
Participants’ unique and individual interpretation of their religion demonstrates that Islam is not a
static, rigid, inherently patriarchal faith. Rather, it is a religion that – like society as a whole – has been
impacted by centuries of patriarchal culture and male-dominated scholarship and leadership.
However, what is demonstratably true is that there exist Australian Muslims who look to their religion
and see equality, and whose faith is a conduit rather than a barrier for gender justice. Australian
Muslim feminist women are embodiments of their gender-positive interpretation of their religion who
seek to implicitly, through their practise, and/or explicitly, through their activism, reveal their faith’s
fusion with feminism. This research shows how an Islam that empowers women is not just a possibility,
but as participants have argued, a necessity.
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Appendix 2: Quotations
Chapter 3 quotations
3.1. I’m not particularly interested in gender equality in an Australian context until we look at the
equitable mechanisms that are required to get us to a stage of equality. What I mean by that especially now being a stay at home Mum - is that you hear stuff from the government about how
they want to get more women into the workplace. But it’s actually cheaper to stay at home because
of day care fees. I think that women and ethnic and class minorities are completely being encroached
upon by the virtue-signalling of people who have no idea what it means to try to get on an even playing
field (Chloe, QLD: 21/09/2019).

3.2. People like to say that women are natural nurturers, and natural caregivers. To an extent I think
that’s true, but also to another extent I think that’s false and unfair. Okay, yes, women do give birth
to children, and that naturally makes our bodies able to look after children. For example we’re able to
breastfeed, we’re able to grow a child inside of us for nine months and then give birth... But once a
child is alive and well and into this world, then it becomes an equal responsibility. I am supposed to
look after the child but also, the father of the child has the exact equal responsibility to look after that
child. Yes, he can’t breastfeed, but he can make up for that in other areas. That’s where I’m not really
with this whole argument of, ‘it’s just natural’. No (Sara, QLD: 24/09/2019).

3.3. I think the primary example [of something women do better] is childbearing. So that’s a biological
fact; women can bear children, men can’t. Another thing that I think is that women are better at the
arts, and men are better at the engineering, the physics. Of course women can do both, but I just feel
like we’re better in the arts because we have more of a human touch… But personally, I feel like I’m
leaning towards the [men’s] side. So the stereotype would be that they’re better at it, but women can
do it too (Ajna, VIC: 20/05/2019).

3.4. I think that within the genders we have a spectrum of capabilities and tendencies... [Women] have
a special ability to mother our children, which I think should never be downplayed. But I don’t think
that the logical conclusion to that is that you then have to compromise or force yourself into a role...
I feel that every individual comes with their own attributes. There’s a spiritual dimension to it – we’re
individually created, and we therefore have individual goals and outcomes. I don’t feel that gender
has to be prescriptive about where we take that (Zayn, NSW: 5/07/2019).

3.5. I think we are socialised to comply with certain things that are never really in our own interests.
We don’t, as a society – whether it’s in the western world or otherwise – encourage individuals to be
as fully individual as they might want to be... It’s taken a long time to get to an age and a level of
confidence where in all aspects of my life I can step out of that expectation and be like, ‘you know
what? Maybe I’m going to be creative today and not do a job today that’s traditionally valued’. Or,
‘maybe today I’m going to be really lazy about what I do for my kids because I deserve some self-care’.
242

So it’s taken a long time to be okay not fitting into that pressure to always do what society dictates as
the ‘ultimate purpose’. (Zayn, NSW: 5/07/2019).

3.6. I don’t think it’s bad to have roles for nurturing people and roles for breadwinners, I just don’t
think that they should be based on gender. I think they should be based upon people who have a
natural aptitude and desire to do those things... As for whether that’s something inherent in cisgender women and men, humans are one of the least biologically dimorphic species of all mammals,
in terms of differences in our brains, and differences in our chemistry and biology... High levels of
testosterone are an indicator of fertility in cisgender women yet people say, ‘manly men need
testosterone so that they can do their manly men things, and womanly women need oestrogen so
that they can have babies’. I have a biology degree and biologically that’s wrong… So the idea that the
nurturing role in cisgendered women is something that’s genetically or biologically inherent is, from a
scientific standpoint, completely baseless (Aaminah, QLD: 18/10/2019).

3.7. Gender equality to me means seeing opportunity as something that is available to people
regardless of their position or presentation anywhere on the gender spectrum. So for me as a mostly
feminine/androgynous presenting non-binary person, I’m limited in terms of gender equality both by
my assigned gender at birth, and by my real gender/genders. I’m also limited by my gender
presentation. So for me, gender equality is a mixture of lack of opportunity as prescribed by all of
those things... Because equality is also denied to – for example – men who present in a more feminine
way, just as much as it is to cisgender women, to non-binary people at varying points along the
spectrum, just on the basis that many people believe that non-binary people don’t exist. So true
equality for me would be equality of access to opportunities and lack of discrimination regardless of
not only assigned gender, but also true gender. And then the expression of that gender in whatever
form that would take (Aaminah, QLD: 18/10/2019).

3.8. Okay so when you say unpaid, we don’t think it’s unpaid – that’s the difference… My husband is
out at work right now, and he pays for everything… I’m stress-free… Imagine if I have to work for even
two hours… And I would still have to take care of this little one, and my husband, and my home. It
would be terrible… My husband is happily taking up the responsibility of working, until the point where
I’m no longer happy. And he’s also happy for me to study more and work if I want to (Bahar, VIC:
26/06/2019).

3.9. Men have very smooth paths, really. They just go and focus on their career, and that’s all. What
about women? Things should not be gender-neutral, they should be gender-sensitive. After a break,
when I applied for jobs, I received ‘no’ from all the organisations, because I haven’t worked for the
last eight years. But I was not able to work because of my family responsibilities…Women should be
facilitated. Men at my age - at 36 - they are doing great. My husband is 39, and he’s flying in his career.
But where am I? (Faiza, VIC: 2/06/2019).
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3.10. Of course women should have their own rights to their body, of course women should have
comforts and choice whether they want to do their own chores or not… [But] It is an issue of class as
well… The elite women, they’re using the poor class for their own purposes. [Poor women] are already
oppressed by men, because of their economic conditions, and [elite women] are using their lives to
show people and show the world – ‘see, we are right - you should be feminists, you should be
empowered’ (Bahar, VIC: 26/06/2019).

3.11. Feminism has historically been a movement that caters to white women’s needs and gaining
their equality and their position in society… No matter how feminist I am, as a woman of colour, or as
a ḥijābi woman, they’re always going to be afraid to hand me the microphone because I look
different… [Because] you can be a feminist and a racist at the same time, therefore the movement is
not going to be fully open to everybody (Sara, QLD: 24/09/ 2019).

3.12. Some people say that you don’t need feminism because Islam stipulates everything that you
need to know about the world. That in itself doesn’t explain why you don’t need feminism. I don’t
agree with that stance because it’s the same as saying ‘you don’t need medical science’ or ‘you don’t
need knowledge of history’... Since we’ve made gender into such a huge issue socially, and since it’s
affected so many lives and created so much trauma, anxiety, and oppression, then we need to
understand that in human terms... How do you build on knowledge if you refuse to use any paradigm
or methodology? So it really bugs me when people say ‘we don’t need feminism’, because that’s like
saying we don’t need anything (Zayn, NSW: 5/07/ 2019).

3.13. We need to look at what are we actually espousing as feminists... So I think opening it up through
understanding people’s intersecting identities, and accepting that it has had a bad rep[utation],
there’s a bad history, and there’s a bitter taste in a lot of people’s mouths about feminism and about
the impacts of the West. But how do we, as feminists, start to do that restorative work to bring more
women under that umbrella and allow them to benefit from it, whether or not they identify as
feminists themselves? (Zayn, NSW: 5 /07/2019).

Chapter 4 quotations
4.1. I specifically asked my mum, ‘so when my brother reaches my age -18 - will you give him more
freedom to do what he wants rather than what you allow me to do?’ And she explicitly said no, that
we’re both the same in her eyes… The concept of gender is very rooted into Islamic practices, and
many people infer that in a way that’s wrong, and use it to justify them keeping their daughters at
home without education and whatnot. But my parents always pushed me and my brothers and sisters
to do our best - irrespective of our genders (Amna, VIC: 2/05/2019).

4.2. I used to read a lot growing up. I was a very veracious reader and when you read a lot you realise
that a lot of things in the world don’t really make sense. A lot of things are the way they are but that’s
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not the way they should be, and that’s how I developed this mindset that we still have a long way to
go when it comes to complete equality… So I would definitely say that books influenced me a lot
(Sabrina, VIC: 6/05/2019).

4.3. The amount of times online I’ve been sent this meme of a woman punching herself in the face
and they’ll be like ‘this is you’, because apparently if you’re a Muslim woman, you hit yourself in the
face because you’re so stupid… internet people can be a bit different to people in real life, who are
usually more susceptible to hearing that actually, if they were really practising Islam it would be like
this… people can be pretty stubborn and pretty rude. A funny thing that they do often is they will say
that – particularly online – that we shouldn’t complain because at least we’re not in Saudi. Like so do
they want it to be like Saudi? And then can we start to complain? (Ella, VIC:26/05/2019).

4.4. [My mother] circumcised us because she thought it’s the right thing to do because that’s what
everyone else did. Even though we were clearly petrified and embarrassed and tried to fight it, she
did it because she thought it would purify us, and “keep us from doing bad things”. In Sudanese culture
it’s far less about how your kids feel or are affected, and more about “what are people going to think
about us”. There’s a stigma, especially in that time and place about girls who weren’t circumcised that those girls were going to feel sexual desires or sexually curiosity before marriage and might even
have sex. Obviously in that society, a woman/girl should not have sexual desires otherwise she’s filthy,
impure, unfit for marriage. The value of a woman wasn’t her character, it was her eligibility for
marriage which heavily relied on her “purity”, which is her virginity (Sara, QLD: 24/09/2019).

4.5. People would ask about [FGM] … they want to know about forced marriage, ISIS, FMG, sharica law
in Australia, they want to know about how I feel about Pauline Hanson. So I would have all these halal
answers about all these big-ticket questions… FGM is frustrating, but I suppose coming from studying
English literature and having that lens where I’m fascinated by words and angles, a lot of [the
distortion surrounding the issue] I think the media has to answer for... So I see FGM as Chinese
whispers. Not that it never occurs - it does, and I want to in no way, shape, or form make out that that
issue is not an important issue, because we definitely need to face it - but when it becomes inflated
with mass-generated Islamophobia, that’s really difficult. I suppose I try to make it clear that it is an
issue, [but] it’s just not a Muslim issue. There’s nowhere in the Qur’ān that says that, and you can pick
up any copy of the Qur’ān if you actually want to go through it, and it won’t exist. But people don’t
want to do that (Maheera, VIC: 4/05/2019).

4.6. Culture does get conflated with religion. People forget whether they’re following their culture or
their religion because they have never really been taught the religion as a separate entity… So for
example FGM – that’s a classic example - it really damages the image of a Muslim woman, and it’s not
prescribed by Islamic theology at all. And people forget to go to the sources. They forget to go to the
Qur’ān. They quote random hadith. They quote unreliable ones, or they don’t look at whether the
Prophet subjected his own daughters to it or not – we don’t find any evidence that he did. So, I always
feel like we’re fighting a losing battle because we take one step forwards and then we get a push back
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and we have to retreat ten steps backwards. So it’s a continuous struggle. Most of it is against
misunderstandings about Islam which are often magnified by media. Media plays a huge role in how
a Muslim woman is portrayed, how Islam is portrayed, how the interpretation of Islam is portrayed as
well (Naureen, VIC: 8/05/2019).

4.7. In my country [unequal inheritance] became a polemic. Not because of a verse, but because of
the contradiction between culture and the Islamic rules. Because for example I come from West
Sumatra… and there they’re very, very respectful about women’s rights, and they believe that women
should get more compared to man, which is very contradictory to this verse. And this happened in my
family as well… My grandfather like, already had a will… and then my uncle, who is quite an expert in
[Islamic law] – he often comes to fiqh about these things – he started to talk to my grandfather that
all that he already wrote is totally wrong, because it’s not in line with the Islamic rules. So then they
changed everything according to the [Islamic] rules (Davira, VIC: 17/04/2019).

4.8. Well I know it’s very unequal, but the interpretation that we Muslims give of these verses are that
we have spent a lot on our girls’ education and we gave her dowry and we married her off, so therefore
her share in inheritance shouldn’t be equal to her brother. That’s what I learned throughout my
childhood… I believe that this is unfair, and it’s unequal (Rida, VIC: 2/06/ 2019).

4.9. I faced a few challenges because of my grandmother… [She] resisted and said I shouldn’t study
anymore. She said I should get married as soon as possible. But my grandfather, he supported me,
which I find very interesting; that the men in my family supported me more than the women. Women
are socialised in a certain manner (Rida, VIC: 2/06/2019).

4.10. Ethiopians and Eritreans are called Habesha. Habesha People… tend to be more equal in their
views when it comes to women and men in society in general. So because of the fact that I was born
in Sudan, and my Mum grew up there, she raised us more in the Sudanese culture. And that influenced
how I thought about religion as well, because… they use religion to justify [their cultural beliefs] when
it’s not religious. So growing up that made me have anger and confusion towards Islam… [Culture]
blocked me from doing a lot of things that I thought were really important and that I really wanted to
do… And so I started to rebel against my parent’s ways. I became more interested in my actual culture,
which is the Habesha culture, and my religion. I started studying those two things quite closely… (Sara,
QLD: 24/09/2019).

4.11. I think a lot of women who perpetuate misogynistic ideals and support the patriarchy are women
who think that their power lies under supporting the men. And I think that they think that in Islam,
they have this position of inferiority and they’ve accepted it, and by accepting it, it makes them a
better Muslim. But realistically, Islam does not victimise women. And Islam is completely against selfvictimisation… they have a complete misinterpretation about how Islam views women, and how Islam
positions us in society (Sara, QLD: 24/09/2019).
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4.12. I would see [inequality] growing up and I would always think, ‘why?’ I always had this question.
I always felt that it was wrong… my friends and I would go and do research ourselves in the minimal
things, and we would be like, ‘this is how it would happen at the time of the Prophet, there was no
barrier [for women in prayer]’, and things like that. So we would actively go out and see these signs of
injustice and actively try and find out how to rectify them, or how to explain them. We would say ‘this
is just patriarchy, this is just how men try to control women, this is not Islam’. So I think from an early
age, I could see that there was this element of justice in Islam, but there was injustice in how it was
interpreted and practised. So for me, the religion was very much a part of being able to get what we
wanted, get our rights, and be able to say what we wanted to say. We would fight for it. Sometimes it
worked and sometimes it didn’t, but we kept going anyway (Noor, NSW: 1/07/2019).

4.13. A lot of people make the mistake where they mix religion and culture. At a young age, it’s really
hard to understand why you’re being treated differently to your siblings… it really did make me angry
at my religion, because I didn’t understand… As I grew up and came to adult life, and I was at a point
where I realised I needed to discover myself and discover why I’m following this religion, I had to go
back and do my own research and study it all over again from scratch, by myself. And that’s when I
understood that okay, [inequality within my family] was never anything to do with Islam, it was
actually my parent’s mentalities (Sara, QLD: 24/09/2019).

4.14. When we were growing up we were always taught stories of our Prophet’s life (SAW), and the
prophets before him as well - Jesus, Moses – everyone. And we were also told about the women in
the Prophet’s (SAW) life, including people like Mariam, the mother of Jesus. She was such a strong
woman. If that’s the kind of woman we’re looking at, then what can you expect from her son?
Everyone sees Jesus, and there’s so many Christians who follow his teachings, and it’s just like, if that’s
the son, it has to come from somewhere, and children are nurtured by their mother. So to me, it’s
like, if this is the man, what’s behind the scenes? Who taught him? It’s a woman isn’t it?... we’re
amazing (Ajna: VIC, 20/05/2019).

4.15. My name is Sumeyya. [I’m named after] a slave in Arabia. She was one of the first females to
actually convert to Islam. And at time, slaves weren’t allowed to choose their religion. They would
believe in idols. She was actually stoned and really brutally tortured then killed for choosing Islam, and
for wanting that autonomy to choose what she believed in… She wasn’t going to bow down to what
people told her to believe. She fought for her own equality as a human. She was murdered for that,
and I guess that whenever I think about my name, I think of this strong independent woman. She was
a slave who had absolutely no rights, but she still fought for what she believed in, she still fought for
equality (Sumeyya, VIC: 17/07/2019).

4.16. The pressures of the West are bringing up these notions of gender equality within the Muslim
community and amongst Muslim women themselves. I think that’s why we’re starting to think more
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about gender equality from the western lens, rather than remembering that we are given those rights
within our faith. It’s just hard to implement those rights in a world that denies women so much (Lejla,
NSW: 6/07/2019).

4.17. None of us were [very religious growing up] … I think the choice to become more religious – for
[my mother] and me – came from becoming closer to the religion… There are some teachings that I
struggle with… [but] I don’t approach it from a religious perspective. So somebody who does, might,
for instance, struggle to accept same-sex marriage. But because I’m not approaching it from a
theological perspective, to me it will just be logic. It’s kind of like, there’s this right, that I enjoy, that I
can’t justify denying to other members of a minority. Because then what would that say about my
future rights as a minority? Whereas if you’re talking to someone who is going to approach it from a
theological perspective, they might go, “well being gay is haram” (Nasya, VIC: 22/05/2019).

4.18. I grew up with the idea that Islam is just the worst. I would blame everything on Islam, not having
understood that many things actually came from culture, fear, and the way my parents were raised.
It really has nothing to do with the foundations of what Islam actually is… after reading a lot into
science and biology and philosophy, I think my idea of gender equality started developing, which
better informed my idea of what Islam is actually about. I think if I never looked outside of Islam, my
ideas about what gender equality is would be skewed (Lujayn, QLD: 3/09/ 2019).

4.19. My Dad, when he started straying away from Islam, would send us articles about religion and
how Muhammad had a certain number of wives and they were all 14-year-old girls. But the articles
that he would send, they weren’t even factual articles. They were just spam on the internet. He would
just read them to make him feel better about himself (Sarah. VIC: 23/05/2019).

4.20. Most of my upbringing was in the western countries, so I do think that I’ve been influenced a lot
by western understandings of Gender equality… But I think that even in my religious upbringing, I have
understood gender equality to have a powerful interpretation. So in my readings of the Holy Qur’ān,
the only way a person can gain a superiority over another is in their spiritual progress… that person
can be a woman or a man – there’s no gender attached to superiority. I find that very liberating. I find
that very empowering… my views on gender equality – the western views – have never been in conflict
with my religious views. So I have used my religion to actually solidify my position on gender equality
in western terms (Naureen, VIC: 8/05/2019).

4.21. I would say both [Islam supported a pre-existing belief in gender equality, and Islam helped form
my belief in gender equality]. It’s confirmation bias as well. You’re going looking for something, and
you come back with [what you’re looking for]. I guess I wanted to believe that Islam was equal
between men and women. I wanted to believe it, so I went looking for evidence for it… my friends,
they would never let me be. They would be like ‘why is Islam like that’, and I would just go home
crying, because I didn’t know how to answer all those questions. I used to tell my parents, ‘you never
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brought me up to answer these questions. You just put religion down our throats. Why is it that you
didn’t teach us why we believe in something, rather than just telling us what we should believe?’… So
in the process of answering those questions, I did find ways in which I can rationalise gender equality
in Islam with my beliefs, as well as finding ways in which Islam will allow for my beliefs as well. Because
Islam is for all time (Ameena, VIC: 26/05/2019).

Chapter 5 quotations
5.1. I wear a turban ḥijāb now. When I first became Muslim, I did wear what they call ‘proper ḥijāb’.
But then some - depending on what your background is - some people will even say that how I wore
ḥijāb wasn’t proper enough because it wasn’t a jilbab or you know. And then other will say that you
need to wear a niqāb as well. There’s always going to be someone telling women their ḥijāb isn’t right.
I think I initially took the ḥijāb as something to identify myself as Muslim. That idea of identifying
myself as Muslim is what drew me to ḥijāb more than anything else (Zahra, NSW: 2/07/2019).

5.2. Putting on the headscarf was me formally expressing my identity… I made that decision, and I did
struggle sometimes, because people didn’t know what the headscarf was... people saw [the ḥijāb]
negatively, because that is what they were shown on the media… People can always tell if someone’s
a Muslim as a female, if they decide to cover up.... But there is no way of telling if a male is Muslim.
That’s a responsibility and a social pressure [which] females carry - being a Muslim and putting on a
headscarf. 24/7, that’s who you’re expressing, that’s who you’re identifying as, even before people
speak to you (Zehra, VIC: 20/09/2019).

5.3. [Indonesians] have our own way to wear ḥijāb, so I ended up wearing this. But now I’m actually
reorganising my mind about why I wear it, because sometimes I just want to take it off… [It’s part of
my identity] as an Indonesian, because we don’t dress like the Middle Eastern women and men. Our
way to cover ourselves is different too, and I feel like this part of my identity, this is the one that people
could easily identify as Muslim… But I don’t know, it’s like a brainwashing tool. It’s propaganda…
Because only women are governed in terms of how they dress, but what about men? People need to
also be teaching their sons to respect women, regardless of what they’re wearing (Susi, VIC:
19/09/2019).

5.4. As a West Indian woman, if you look at any of the islands – and even if you go as far South as
Guyana – all women of colour, perhaps through colonialism but also through African spiritualism, we
all wrap our hair… it’s very, very likely that my ancestors – irrespective of which faith – came from
Abrahamic faiths where the women covered. And I don’t see a point in denying myself that. I don’t
want to say that, ‘that’s a Muslim choice, because I’m a Muslim woman’, because I know that if I
wasn’t Muslim, then right now I would still have my hair wrapped to some capacity for most of the
day. For climate reasons, cultural identity reasons, a whole array of reasons that are just part of who
I am (Chloe, QLD 21/09/ 2019).
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5.5. Islam deeply pushes for women to be viewed as something more than just their bodies… in today’s
western society, they’re sexualising women over and over in media, television, news articles everything. We’re constantly being sexualised, and I feel like by wearing the ḥijāb I’m defying what
society’s norms are regarding how women are viewed. I feel like that’s really empowering for me
because I can use the ḥijāb and my religion to kind of disassociate myself [from] what society expects
of me… I’m trying to show people that I’m more than just my body and I’m more than just my looks
(Amna, VIC: /05/ 2019).

5.6. [Wearing ḥijāb] makes me feel closer to God, because I feel like I’m obeying him… Some people
will say ‘it doesn’t make any sense’, and I get that. A lot of people might not find any sense in it. But
for me, it’s a way in which I feel closer to God. Because he tells us to pray five times a day, but why
does he say five and not three? See, there are so many things that we just don’t realise why we’re
doing them (Ameena, VIC: 26/05/2019).

5.7. I thought that was pretty sexist of [my parents] to say [we couldn’t wear ḥijāb], because you can’t
tell me what to wear… But [my father] just thought it was extremely unnecessary and that he didn’t
believe in it. All three of us [sisters] had to struggle to wear the ḥijāb…. And that’s pretty shocking for
people to hear, because normally people are made to wear the ḥijāb… [My father] said, ‘if you wear
the ḥijāb you can’t go around talking to boys’, and things like that, ‘you need to be at home’. But I was
like, ‘I don’t know where you’re getting this interpretation from’. We used to have massive arguments
about it (Ameena, VIC: 26/05/2019).

5.8. [I’m] not out there to defend the very basic things like ḥijāb or these things. These are very basic
preoccupations that the Muslim world has got itself deeply involved with. Why? Because western man
does not understand why we are the way we are, and so the Muslim psychology is deeply entrenched
with outer form, and it’s so sad… Unfortunately I feel like this preoccupation on the exterior has also
been reinforced by Muslims… the preoccupation in the western mind and in popular media about
Islam would really change, if we, as a community, drew the focus away from just wearing the ḥijāb,
and covering up, and this, that, and the other… By all means, people can wear ḥijāb, but along with
that you should seek deeper knowledge within Islam. And then they might be able to talk about Islam
with their non-Muslim friends on topics other than why they’re wearing the ḥijāb, why they’re not
able to do certain things (Humaira, QLD: 30/09/2019).

5.9. I would see [the ḥijāb] from a western perspective as well as a Middle Eastern perspective… in
Saudi we wear abayas and modest clothing. Not to be kept out of sight of men or anything like that,
it’s just for safety... If I wore a tighter abaya [in Saudi Arabia], or I revealed my hair because I was not
wearing a ḥijāb, I would get stared at a lot, and it would make me feel uncomfortable. But if you put
it in the perspective of western society, the fact that you’re wearing modest clothing or covering up is
seen as oppression… I think that within western society, you don’t have men come up to you randomly
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and ask for your number constantly. And even if you do, most people wouldn’t agree with that and
would come to help you. But in Saudi, that’s an everyday occurrence whether you’re wearing a veil or
not. It’s just that when you’re wearing a veil, or wearing more modest clothing, you feel a little bit
more at ease… So in that context I do believe in this (Saja, VIC: 29/08/2019).

5.10. Every day that I go to uni, I’m scared and prepared to have a confrontation. Mainly because of
Islamophobia; because I wear a ḥijāb, I wear really long clothes, and then on top of that I’m African.
So it’s a daily fear of having a confrontation. I’m always aware of my surroundings. I make sure that if
someone’s staring at me for too long then I prepare to get confronted or assaulted. It’s a daily fear
(Radiya, VIC: 17/09/2019).

5.11. I actually loved my ḥijāb when I put it on… I put it on as a conversation starter. I felt that there
was so much misinformation surrounding Muslims. I felt like we needed to make a positive counternarrative… I took it off [after two years] because I got tired of all the judgement. I realised that part of
it was because I was on the frontline. Every day I had to answer questions about the ḥijāb and why I
put it on, and why I love it, or who forced me to. And I got so tired of talking about it every day … I just
wanted to be left alone… And there should be no hardship. There should be no burden in faith
(Maheera, VIC: 4/05/2019).

5.12. I used to wear the ḥijāb for about four years. I loved it and I felt empowered, but unfortunately
you are treated differently. The purpose that you were meant to wear it in the Qur’ān was no longer
relevant because, rather than being respected for my choice, I was being disrespected for it. I was
becoming a target… It wasn’t for so much a religious reason [that I decided to take it off] … [I took it
off for] safety. And for once I just did not want to see that look that people had in their fucking eyes
every time they’d see me and would be like… ‘oh you’re different’, ‘oh you must be oppressed’. I was
just so sick of it (Yasmeen, VIC: 17/04/2019).

5.13. One reason that I stopped wearing it was that I was tired of people staring at me the whole time.
The whole idea is to be modest, and people stared at me everywhere I went. So it was having the
opposite of the intended effect. I was tired of that (Aaminah, QLD: 18/10/2019).

5.14. I don’t like viewing men as some animalistic people who if they see my hair are just going to get
turned on and want me… I think we’ve moved beyond that in this day and age. Men see hair on women
all over. It doesn’t mean men crave me. It doesn’t mean that it puts me in danger. So that’s why I don’t
cover up (Azra, VIC: 16/09/2019).

5.15. look in the Qur’ān, look in the hadith. There’s a hadith where the Prophet’s cousin was looking
at a girl, and the Prophet turned his face and said, ‘avert your gaze’... And I think that there’s a hadith
that says something like, ‘if a woman’s walking naked down the street then you turn your eyes away’.
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And that’s the important thing to me – it doesn’t matter what someone else is wearing, you should
respect them enough to treat them like a human being no matter what (Aaminah, QLD: 18/10/2019).

5.16. A lot of Muslims – Muslim women in particular – use this verse as an excuse. Or not as an excuse,
but as a way to say, ‘oh men are also told to lower their eyes’, and as a way to tell people that it’s not
just women who have to be that way - men are not given the permission to be staring at women. [But]
in this society, men – especially in Muslim society – men can talk to girls in Public and nothing can
happen to them, but if a woman is caught in public with a guy, then she will get beaten to death
(Lujayn, QLD: 3/09/2019).

5.17. I mean, what is modesty? Who will tell me what modesty is? If the men are telling me what
modesty is then where is their modesty?... [men] are being [told] to lower their gaze but they do not,
but they expect their wives and daughters to cover themselves. [It’s] because they know that the same
men - which are part of their group - are going to harass them when they go out. But they’re not going
to change themselves. They’re not going to become modest in their deeds, but they will keep on
forcing or imposing things on women. So I have this issue with the idea that women have to do
everything... [This issue] is due to this male gaze and harassment, not due to the religion’ (Rida, VIC:
2/06/2019).

5.18. [I]f you’re asking why women get one part and men two parts, then again it goes back to religion.
Because according to Islam, men are being held responsible for monetary things. Females are not
given the responsibility. They have the luxury of being at home. So, from this perspective, men need
more money, because one man is supporting not just himself but his wife, his mother, his younger
sisters – so many people. One man supporting so many individuals. But when it comes to women, who
am I supporting? Just myself, and maybe my children when they’re young. When they get old, I will
tell them to go and earn themselves. So, this justifies the idea that men need more money (Bahar, VIC:
26/06/2019).

5.19. Whatever a man gets as his inheritance he actually has to share with his wife and children,
whereas if a woman is married then she’s married to someone who has their own property, and then
she gets inheritance as well… Because I’m a single mum, I would really love to have a man who would
step up and take care of me financially. I really don’t want to carry that burden. I feel like I have to
carry that burden for the rest of my life, because I have the kids and their Dad is not contributing. So
I’m really all for men being powerful and in positions of leadership, but I’m not for [financial,
emotional, physical] abuse (Hannah, SA: 2/10/2019).

5.20. It doesn’t preference men, it puts a lot more burden on men… for a Muslim, my life is not just
about this world, it’s about the hereafter as well… it seems as if it preferences the men, but the
attachment to that money lies with his accountabilities. He’s actually supposed to use that money to
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maintain his family, but if he runs off with it, then he’s not going to earn his place in Paradise… and
that’s why a lot of Muslim women who don’t understand that concept get very frustrated - because
they see what is worldly. They forget that there’s another part of their life. But there’s also another
group of men who we come across who also choose to give up their portions [of inheritance], because
they know that they’re not going to fulfil their roles (Farrah, VIC: 19/06/2019).

5.21. Islam is saying that it is the man’s responsibility – the God-given command – that he provide…
Now obviously, in practice this doesn’t happen. But in theory, and when looking at the reasoning, I
think it’s perfect. And that system is far better than the system we have now where it’s 50/50 split of
expenses and responsibilities. You may as well not be married, because why put up with a man? If I’m
married and I’ve got to chip in half the damn bills and half everything, and do all the domestic work, I
see absolutely no reason to get married. Whereas in Islamic marriage – if you do it right and you don’t
take whatever’s coming at you, which tends to be a bit low in quality these days – well he’s meant to
provide you the house, and the food, and your clothing, and pay all the bills. This will free you up to
run your business. It’s wonderful (Zahra, NSW: 2/07/2019).

5.22. Every cent I spent I count as zakat. In my previous marriage I supported my husband through
university. And all of that - zakat. And I told him that going into the marriage… And every time I went
to work, I thought, ‘100% of my salary is going to charity’. And zakat is only 2.5 per cent. And my
current fiancé knows that as well… So, assuming that gender is binary, not only do we get to keep
everything that we inherit, but we also inherit more (Aaminah, QLD: 18/10/2019).

5.23. I think the reason that sometimes [financial abuse] happens is because men aren’t taught to be
proper men. They’re taught to feel like they have some sort of power of you. But that’s not what our
prophet taught, that’s not how he was. He never, ever believed that he was better than people… And
I think men who do believe that they can hold financial obligation over a woman’s head, they are
disempowering her, firstly, and secondly, they are very much putting her under oppression. They’re
very much oppressing her… God does not reject the prayer of the oppressed…. So if you’re Godconscious, as a man, you would never ever turn around and do these things’ (Ajna: VIC, 20/05/2019).

5.24. You can look at it as a power imbalance or you can look at it as freedom. I guess it’s handy for
me because with my husband, he tells me if I ever need anything just to let him know… But I can
imagine where with some people, the men would use that against them. And I can imagine the
emotional guilt that the man would hold over the woman (Nadhirah, VIC: 2/10/2019).

5.25. I think you have to remember that while we have people like Khadija who was a businesswoman,
she was in some respects an anomaly. We have to remember that not all women were afforded those
freedoms or the consideration when someone died. It was more likely - similar to the Victoria era that she was just married off, so she wasn’t a financial drain. So, I think sometimes, rather than looking
at what the woman wasn’t getting, it’s important to examine how much she got in a time where the
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default was nothing… I remember one time I got into a heated discussion with my Dad, who was like,
‘why does it need to be so explicit? Does it need to be so explicit because people were treated that
badly?’ I said, ‘Dad, 60 years ago, your mum couldn’t even get a divorce’ (Chloe, QLD: 21/09/2019).

5.26. I don’t need to sell Islam to anybody, but what I’m constantly in awe of is one: what the hell was
that society like beforehand? I don’t want to know. And two: look at how progressive these things
were and the trajectory of change in 23 years. We think about how small that community was – and
no one follows everything in the Qur’ān, it would be impossible – but the trajectory is amazing. I mean
just like any other religious conquest, no one should ever deny how a great deal of it must have been
propagated and spread, but how it remains today and how it’s facilitated in my mind is incredible
(Chloe, QLD: 21/09/2019).

5.27. Okay once again, context is important. We are talking about a time in the history where women
couldn’t inherit anything. If the Prophet started with ‘oh wow, now everyone gets 50/50’, a lot of
people would simply, you know, throw away that rule - they wouldn’t just accept it, right? He had to
be gradual. He had to be incremental, and I think it’s a very clever bit of work here, because in the end
women, inherit both from father and from husband, so things actually even out… He actually did end
up disseminating wealth in that equal sort of way, but he didn’t make it very overt – he did it covertly
(Sabrina, VIC: 6/05/2019).

5.28. I wouldn’t be very impressed if I heard that there was a dad who had given his sons more money
than his daughters. I think it’s one of the things that in the context of the time it was revolutionary,
because prior to this, no money would go to daughters… Whereas now, we don’t have the same
understanding of gender roles (even though there will be families that do). And so I think that it’s one
of those things that it’s important to understand what context it’s been set in, and we can say well
that’s not the context that we live in now, so we don’t’ necessarily have to apply it in that way anymore
(Ella, VIC:26/05/2019).

5.29. I would not do it…. and it’s actually something that I’ve considered if I marry. I would want in the
nikah for inheritance to align more to Australian law. And part of that is because I’m the only Muslim
in my family. So if I marry and my husband dies, I don’t go to live with my brother. If I needed to my
brother would, it’s fine, but he’s not taking financial responsibility for me. So it might be fine in a
context where you do have a woman who has male relatives that they can default to. But for me, not
having that - and I think for the majority of people living in the West we don’t have that even if we do
have Muslim family - I would want my nikah to reflect that in the event that I die, my wealth goes to
my husband, and vice versa (Leah, QLD: 27/08/2019).

5.30. For now, between me and my husband, if we have anything to leave, it would be divided equally.
But that’s because we exist in an era where both the state and the economy account for different
financial safety nets. And so I look at that and look at the context. Does it apply now? No. But the
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essence can be applied. There needs to be due consideration… how much you contribute to the
welfare of the family should reflect how much you inherit and how much you’re entitled to. I think
about the fact that I believe things are in the Qur’ān because they needed to be said. There’s nothing
in there that was unnecessary at the time... So for me, these things don’t bother me because on a
personal level, I’m able to differentiate between its need at the time and its use in my time (Chloe,
QLD: 21/09/2019).

5.31. Me and Alex - inshallah - we want to have children, and they will have one share each. And if I
have to stand upon the day of judgement and explain why I did that, then no worries. This is one of
those things that maybe I would try and justify and say that back in the day, maybe women’s roles
were different and that’s why it was like this. The only thing I can say it that I fundamentally disagree
with what it’s trying to say… No, it’s 50/50 (Maheera, VIC: 4/05/2019).

5.32. This one is pretty clear that it’s not equal. It’s like the other verse – I think there’s another verse
in the Qur’ān about how if you have a boy, kill two sheep, and if you have a girl then kill one. So with
these things, it’s obvious that it’s not equal… I think it’s important to admit that a lot of aspects of the
Qur’ān are just not equal at all among men and women, and that’s why I think we should look past all
these texts anyway… So I don’t like this verse. I hate it when people refer to it, because my family still
refers to it a lot (Lujayn, QLD: 3/09/ 2019).

5.33. [My mother], for example in her policies, had put us all down as equal beneficiaries. And I feel
that’s an indication of her intention. When I made religious inquiries about what would happen to me
if I didn’t comply with [Verse 4:11] as the executor, I was told there’s no real loophole for me, and that
I’m just going to have to go with it. And if I decide not to then the spiritual ramifications are on me… I
just couldn’t find anyone to support that decision in my life... I feel that my sisters have been really
ripped off because my Dad hasn’t been looking after them, and Islamically it’s his obligation to do
that… None of my uncles or my Dad have stepped into their roles. No one is doing what they’re meant
to. So why should one obligation be enforced because it’s easier to enforce it against me, but then the
obligations that demand something from the men, there’s no one telling them what to do? So I
resolved that I have to use my common sense and do what is fair… Maybe I’m not in charge of what
happens, I’m not the ultimate arbitrator, but I have the power to remedy some of the injustices in this
situation by saying that you know what? The Australian law would divide this equally between us, so
that’s what I’m going to go with (Zayn, NSW: 5 July 2019).

5.34. I would say it’s more a general rule, which my dad will be implementing. But at the same time, I
can sense him trying to work out how to bypass it, in terms of how much he does for me in this in this
lifetime… I think that's the thing that leaves me with some trepidation, because I wouldn't want to do
it. But on the other side of it, with my kids, I would explain to them that if I do this, this is why I'm
doing this - it means that my son has this responsibility. And… it'd be this hint of ‘yeah you should give
your sister some money’ (Rufiath, VIC: 15/05/2019).
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5.35. We definitely have looked up and subscribed to other interpretations where we try to make it
fair and equal for our sons and daughters. I think at the moment we’re using this one third, which you
can give to whoever you want, and so we break that up and equalise everything. So in that sense we’re
not challenging it directly and saying that we’re scrapping that - because it’s here in the Qur’ān - but
we’re going to use whatever means necessary to show that our daughters are just as important as our
sons… There must be a reason for [unequal inheritance], but in the meantime, we will take our own
steps to find our own way of making it equal (Noor, NSW: 1/07/2019).

5.36. Putting it into practise I would say that if I had both a son and a daughter, the only reason I would
give my son a little bit more inheritance is if I educated my son well enough, and if he were a provider
as well, and if he understood that this inheritance is not for the sake of his own pleasure but it’s for
the sake of his family… I also have to put it in a modern perspective. I don’t want to put my daughters
at risk of having to be financially dependent on a man. So in that sense, it really depends on the
situation. I think the Qur’ān is there to guide you but it’s not necessarily a thing that you have to
practise every single thing written in it (Saja, VIC: 29/08/2019).

5.37. I think the Qur’ān is written to be interpreted to suit the times and circumstances of families.
We have scholars who have interpreted things in different ways to suit different individuals, different
groups, different families. So I think in that case, if a woman is placed in the situation where she can’t
financially earn, I’m hoping that there is a solution to something like this when it comes to
inheritance… I’m hoping that this can be interpreted to help women who might be stuck in a bad
marriage that she can’t get out of because of money… I think all verses in the Qur’ān can be interpreted
– not misinterpreted – correctly to apply to any situation. We believe that because the Qur’ān is the
last message from God and that the Prophet Muhammad was the last messenger, it’s meant to last
until the end of times. Obviously, times are going to change… So I think the Qur’ān was written and
designed in a way the allowed it to be interpreted, to be flexible, and to enable men and women to
live comfortably in a stress-free life. I feel like scholars and the religious community focus on these
little titbits when that’s not the point. We’re supposed to take the lesson or the idea and see how it
applies to each individual circumstance (Lejla, NSW: 6 July 2019).

5.38. I was very comfortable with the double until yesterday… my husband wanted to write a will and
he said he will treat them differently because my eldest who has graduated, he will give her equal, but
my daughter who is 16 who hasn’t graduated at the moment, he wanted to give her more than the
eldest. And I said ‘no, we have to follow the religious inheritance rules’, and he said to me that not all
scholars agree that it’s double… for me, those verses in the Qur’ān are quite prescriptive and clear. I
always say that in the religion there are three types of teachings: the core, which is never interpreted
- for example that there’s one God and you believe in the Prophets – there’s no ambiguity. Then there
are some teachings where there is a bit of room – not a lot, but you can take into context different
scholars and individual situations. And then there are some that are left intentionally [ambiguous] to
evolve with the time... So for me, there are three different levels. I’ve always thought that inheritance
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was in number one – it was clear in black and white – until the conversation with my husband
yesterday (Rasha, VIC: 14/06/2019).

5.39. It’s a moral dilemma. It does perpetuate [a power imbalance]. So yeah this is something that
makes me uncomfortable, but it’s a commandment… I’ve seen it in the sunnah where the Prophet
doesn’t go that way… [So] I can draw that argument to say that then Prophet himself didn’t to certain
things a certain way – so in this situation where you have this power imbalance being perpetuated,
it’s unfair… I would say that there’s ways in which you can get around it (Ameena, VIC: 26/05/2019).

5.40. The reason for [polygyny] was because, back in those times, war was an ongoing thing, so many
people were left without husbands, or without fathers. There was no way for them to continue living
in that culture, because females didn’t play a role in living by themselves. They had to have a male
protecting them… that is just how it had to be (Zehra, VIC: 20/09/2019).

5.41. [T]he Prophet was born and bred in a particular society, and he brought Islam into a society that
was already established. He didn’t bring alien views… even the polygyny issues, he never introduced
it and said you can do polygyny, nor did he say you shouldn’t do polygyny. It was already pre-existing,
he just regulated it. He didn’t come and give radical reforms and say, ‘abolish slavery, abolish
polygyny’, he had to act within that society… It’s a restriction on what was actually happening freely
(Ameena, VIC: 26/05/2019).

5.42. They’ll only look at that tiny side of things – ‘The letter of the law is that I can have up to four
wives’. They don’t want to look at the spirit of the law. And the spirit of the law is that at that time,
there were constantly people being widowed. And we’re not talking about a time where if you were
divorced or widowed you just go out and get a job - you had to have somebody to support you… they
were actually trying to cut back on the people who were married to 10, 11, 12 women. So that was
the spirit of the law (Nasya, VIC: 22/05/2019).

5.43. I love talking about this because people always say, ‘men are allowed to have four wives so they
can just go out there and pick women out like they’re picking from a grocery store shelf’. But there
are so many rules and conditions that come with this… [the husband] has to be able to financially
support all four wives. If he buys his first wife a house, he has to be able to buy his second wife a
house. So if you can’t buy two houses then you can’t marry two women. If you can’t support them
both equally financially and give them both equal means, then you cannot [practise polygyny] (Sara,
QLD: 24/09/2019).

5.44. I think when it comes to this verse specifically, to have more than one wife is really about
whether you’re able to give them emotional, physical, spiritual, and financial support in an equal
manner. If you are able, then you can do it. But I think that it’s impossible. Again, in that context back
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then, it was more about financial needs and not really about emotional needs. It was about physical
safety. But I think now, we’re talking about different factors in a marriage, because the dynamic
between men and women is very different now (Saja, VIC: 29/08/2019).

5.45. A woman like myself, I’m divorced with three kids, and maybe – it shouldn’t be – but it might be
hard for me to remarry. In that situation where a man is like, ‘well I’ve got enough money, I’ve got
more time, I can support another family’, then I could see that as a really good thing in society
(Hannah, SA: 2/10/2019).

5.46. if the first wife can’t have babies and she gives the authority then go ahead. And the other reason
is if she’s sick... If someone is a widow and has four children, if you want to provide to her, you can
marry her. If she [has a disability] or if your first wife [has a disability], and if everyone is hunky-dory,
only then… And I don’t condone polygamous marriage, except under those circumstances. It’s
exceptional circumstances, and if the wife agrees (Zubeda, NSW: 4/07/ 2019).

5.47. I can also maybe understand it if a woman is barren - so if she can’t bear children - and if a
husband really wants children. But in the modern age, there are so many other ways of producing
children, so why would you take another wife? If you’ve tried everything else and it’s still not working,
and if the first wife consents to taking another wife, then that’s okay (Naureen, VIC: 8/05/2019).

5.48. In Saudi there’s this thing called zawaj misyar, which is effectively a bit like polygyny where
there’s all these financially independent women, so this is like a new form of marriage. There’s been
fatwas condoning it, where women are like, ‘I don’t need a husband to take care of me, I just want
one for casual sex, and I’m actually happy if he will go to his other wives and I have my own house,
and I can support myself’…. I think that if it works for them and they’re happy for that, then go for it.
But what’s important is that there is consent (Noor, NSW: 1/07/2019).

5.49. I went to uni with girls who only ever had the motivation to be a second wife. They didn’t want
to be the first wife, because they felt that they had academic ambitions that could never be
compromised. And they wanted to have the benefits of a relationship and spousal support, and
emotional engagement, but they didn’t want it at the intensity of a full-time marriage (Chloe, QLD:
21/09/2019).
5.50. Why have we now as a whole community acknowledged that slavery is not acceptable?... it’s
completely rife throughout pre-modern literature, it’s throughout the whole of the Qur’ān. And so
we’re all agreeing that slavery is something that’s not allowed anymore, but we still have polygyny.
Polygyny and slavery are both in the Qur’ān, and we have now been able to move beyond that… Why
can we do ijtihād with one and not with the other one?... We just need to align [Islamic traditions]
with contemporary ideas of gender equality. We can see the social problems that they cause, so we
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need to be realistic and say, ‘how can we recognise what the problems are and how can we take steps
to rectify them?’ (Noor, NSW: 1/07/2019).

5.51. [This ayah and the ayah before this] are talking about being just with the wealth of [orphans]…
So if there was no husband to marry them to - and obviously they’re orphans so there’s no family then the reasoning would be that men can marry them. Yes, back in that day there were also slaves.
Slaves already existed, so Islam couldn’t fully abolish slavery itself, but it certainly curtailed its use and
improved the treatment of slaves… So all this notion of ‘oh well my first wife can’t give me a kid’ or,
‘I’ve been hanging out with this woman at the office and I’ve been having an affair so I may as well
marry her’. No. That’s not what this is about. It was for an unusual circumstance, which isn’t relevant
today... Who has orphans under their care now?... And we don’t have slaves so it’s not relevant (Zahra,
NSW: 2/07/ 2019).

5.52. I think this is just out-dated and I don’t think it’s something that should be referred to at all.
There’s also the part where it says, ‘or you can marry your slaves’. And that verse in particular was
said specifically to give slaves a home, because it was a way to give slaves a proper livelihood… It’s so
sad that people – men in particular – are using religion to satisfy their lust… And religion is used as an
excuse to justify that. There’s no need to marry more than one woman (Lujayn, QLD: 3/09/ 2019).

5.53. [A] female scholar told me [that] you must treat your wife according to the given of the day and
the custom of the day, and the current idea in our society is that people have one spouse… this verse
is also shaped by the ideas of universals and particulars. So there’s this idea that there are some rules
and laws that are universal, and some laws that are specific and particulars, and are not changed. My
understanding is that this verse is a highly contextual one, and in this day and age, the vast majority
of Indopak and Arab scholars - internationally and nationally - would not approve of this idea of getting
a second wife (Emira, NSW: 18/09/2019).

5.54. [T]o have that verse in the Qur’ān that says you have to treat them equally is basically telling you
that it’s completely impossible. It’s impossible to have two wives and to treat them equally and to
make them both equally happy. So it’s kind of common sense. At the time it probably wasn’t common
sense, but I think any man who marries more than one wife would come to the conclusion that you
can’t because it’s impossible (Lujayn, QLD: 3/09/2019).

5.55. [T]he only way that this is allowed is if you treat them equally, but there’s no way to do that, and
it says that as well. So I would never be okay with it. I don’t think it can ever work, unless it was helping
someone. There’s just no way to treat two people equally – they’re two different people. This would
be two women splitting one man, and it would be two women for one man, so it’s not equal going
back and forth (Zainab, QLD: 26/09/2019).

259

5.56. I cannot see a male figure having multiple wives in the modern age. Because, for example, in a
relationship, both parties always require attention, and love, and would like a balance going back and
forth. If there were more wives, that means the male has to be fair with giving their time, with how
much time they spend together, how much love they give them - equal, in all forms of treatment.
Everything has to be equal for all the wives. Not everyone is capable of doing that (Zehra, VIC:
20/09/2019).

5.57. [T]here is the rule that you have to treat each one impartially and with equal fairness. And I don’t
see how, as humans, any man could do that. And sometimes I wonder too with the Prophet. I think
Khadija was the love of his life, and he was monogamous with her. But then when she died and he
married others, cA’isha was his favourite. So how does that marry up with this? But the Prophets were
human too, and they were fallible, even though they were chosen to be the best among the best…
there is that condition that you must treat them equally, and I don’t think any male could possibly do
that (Sherife, VIC: 7/10/2017).

5.58. [M]y work is about creating business systems – a logic that will work for the whole system. It
might not be the best for a sub-component of the business system, but when it all comes together,
it’s the best balance of trade-offs you’ve done… The Islamic religion is different in the sense that it
sets out a total business system - things like manners and how you behave, as well as things like laws
and interpreting the laws… you can critique a sub-part of it, but actually when you look at it together,
it works. If I’m creating a business system where I say, ‘the role of this in the community is X’, then I
then have to give X the support to carry out that role. So, I wouldn’t take this in isolation. The total
business system works (Rasha, VIC: 14/06/2019).

5.59. I’m actually non-monogamous, so I have no problem with men being able to marry multiple
women, under the conditions specified in the Qur’ān, which are incredibly rigorous. I am yet to find
me a man who can satisfy them… But I wouldn’t want to have four husbands either… I can barely deal
with the emotional commitment of one relationship. I absolutely could not deal with the emotional
commitment of two… I don’t have a problem with the idea of polyamory generally, as long as every
partner’s needs are taken care of. And I think that’s what’s missing in patriarchal societies – the male
partner’s needs are taken care of, while the female partner’s needs aren’t (Aaminah, QLD:
18/10/2019).

5.60. I don’t know many circles today where I could have that conversation [about polygyny] outside
of a Muslim community. Because I think that it’s probably the one area where we can talk about it
without shame. If I talk about this with non-Muslim friends there’s always the idea that, ‘I could never
let my husband do that, I don’t want to be a second woman, I don’t want someone’s leftovers’.
Whereas Islam is like, well actually, yes the husband owes it to the first wife to discuss it – it’s
something nowadays that’s normally put in the marriage contract - but I don’t know many areas of
society where this conversation could be had with the least amount of shame that it does with Muslim
women (Chloe, QLD: 21/09/2019).
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5.61. [I]f a Muslim man were to have more than one wife, I also wouldn’t judge. It’s funny because my
uncle actually has two wives. And the wife that he’s with now, that’s who he lives with and spends
every day with. And in this first instance, it says that you have to treat them equally, but you can’t
always be fair. I guess he tries to see his other wife and tries to be fair with her. But… she was more
against getting a divorce, and she was instead happier for him to have a second wife and for her to
instead fulfil the role of a friend (Sarah. VIC: 23/05/2019).

5.62. The Prophet never hit any of his wives. That’s why when the Prophet was alive, he said that when
he dies, the Muslim nations have two things to follow: The Qur’ān, and the sunnah. So, the Qur’ān
might say this, but you have to look at the Prophet’s life to fully follow the religion. And people aren’t
doing that. They’re just going to the Qur’ān and seeing a verse and saying, ‘well that’s it’. But if you
see the Prophet as a role-model, as the perfect example of a Muslim, and he didn’t hit his wives, [then]
maybe this is not what the Qur’ān is actually intending to say (Radiya, VIC: 17/09/2019).

5.63. I mean, you just have to go back to the example of the Prophet (SAW) and he’s the best example.
Did he beat his wives? No, he did not… it shows to me that he himself practised the best of manners
and the best of kindness and respect - the utmost respect for children, animals, and even more for his
wives. If he’s got that much respect for an animal, how is he going to be treating his wives? (Hannah,
SA: 2/10/2019).

5.64. [I]f you look at the Prophet (SAW), he was a walking Qur’ān, [and] he never hit is wives. He was
never violent towards any of them. And so instead of looking at this one verse and going, ‘okay this
justifies everything’, we should look at it in a bigger context… We should look at what the Prophet did,
and he never got to that stage. He’s the pinnacle of a human being who we are supposed to follow,
so just go to where he stopped (Noor, NSW: 1/07/2019).

5.65. If someone reads this and decides that they’re going to beat their wife, then that’s really
uncomfortable for me, and I don’t know what to say about that. What I can say is that in the spirit of
love, mercy, and justice, and all the other peaceful things that the Qur’ān is based on, anyone that is
a Muslim knows that Islam means peace. And if Islam means peace, and you’re trying to elevate
yourself to a place of spiritual consciousness, then if you truly follow every single other rule and every
other beautiful word that the Qur’ān has, then why would you be fixated on this? I think it’s awful that
it’s there. I can’t say that this is okay. But then I also hope that Muslim men and women who follow
the Qur’ān, and follow the teaching of marriage with love, mercy, and peace in their hearts, might be
able to look at this and think, ‘that’s what God has allowed for, but I’m a Muslim. I’ll try and improve
my character. Therefore, I’m not even going to go there’ (Maheera, VIC: 4/05/2019).
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5.66. I think that when we talk about being that garment, it’s also about covering that aspect of being
there for each other emotionally. So how can two people be there for each other emotionally yet
when a man hits us, we don’t do anything about it? So how can the Holy Prophet have saved us from
death at the time of our births and yet allow us to basically be enslaved and beaten by our husbands
and be okay with that? That is not the purpose of women (Iman, VIC: 4/05/2019).

5.67. At the end of the day, your spouse should be like your garment - we support each other… [My
husband] keeps those principles of the Qur’ān close to his heart. I feel like when you have God in your
heart, you’re able to flourish together as a couple in the spirit of equality and mutual companionship,
because first and foremost you remember that you are each other’s garments (Maheera, VIC:
4/05/2019).

5.68. No, no, no, it’s not ‘hit’…. The first understanding is the mistranslation. That word that they
translate as being ‘hit’, ‘beat’, ‘strike’, does not mean that. So again, with a bit more linguistic
scholarship – I can only speak from the lectures I’ve listened to about this – they basically said it’s an
issue of the word being mistranslated. That’s first and foremost. Then what is understood is that first
of all, men are not superior to women. That notion of one level more that’s described here is not
superiority, it’s responsibility… [Men] are meant to be the qiwamah – the caretaker of the family...
And taking care is kindness and mercy, compassion, and patience. Clearly there is no room for losing
yourself and hitting someone (Zahra, NSW: 2/07/ 2019).

5.69. The verse in Arabic is translated loosely as ‘men are the caretakers/maintainers of women’. And
that word which means ‘maintainer’ comes from the Arabic work ‘to stand’. And that word also means
another word – ‘to commit’. So that contextualises from that particular word that it doesn’t mean that
they have authority over women, it means that in this aspect, if you look at the root word, it means
to commit and to take a stance. And I think that’s an important aspect of a man’s relationship to a
woman – a commitment (Emira, NSW: 18/09/2019).

5.70. I’m not sure in which exact translation, but a lot of the main arguments is that in one of the
translations was ‘hit’, but again, there are a lot of different words. So, you don’t actually know what
that word meant or what the intention for that word was… So, the thing with that is that if we don’t
even know what the word is that it’s meant to be, then there’s no way we can know what is meant by
it. So, it’s safe to keep away from it altogether (Radiya, VIC: 17/09/2019).

5.71. So what I believe in is that these words are [used] because you can’t find a specific word in
English for that word in Arabic. You can’t literally translate it. There will always be some difference in
translation, and that’s how we get these words. Because physical violence is never accepted. Not even
a little bit. I believe that it’s not even allowed in jokes. You can’t hit like this [playful slap] and pretend
it’s nothing. This is just because of translating, and I don’t believe that Qur’ān allows physical violence
at any point in time. It just says that if things get out of control, don’t get in touch with them. Give
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them a divorce if a husband thinks that his wife is not good or that she’s doing something bad
(Bakhtawar, 7/06/2019: VIC).

5.72. Maybe this was a way in which you have to be disciplined as a result [of bad behaviour], because
women were like children because back then they didn’t know anything. They’re not allowed to do
anything, people take care of them, they don’t see the word. So, they were like children. I don’t know,
but that is no excuse still – you still don’t hit your children so you shouldn’t hit your wives. I mean, I
don’t agree with this whatsoever… There are ways in which you would be disobeying God to only take
this verse in isolation (Ameena, VIC: 26/05/2019).

5.73. Back in those times, a lot of wives were underage - underage to this time, but in their time, they
matured earlier. For example, they were married at fourteen, but by that time they were more mature
than a fourteen-year-old today… that could be an interpretation for it – if they are too young and they
don’t know [much], it could be a- not a father-daughter role, but more like a teacher-student role,
maybe… It’s a huge problem. It’s taken out of context. I don’t think males should look at that and think
it’s okay to do any of that to their wives (Zehra, VIC: 20/09/2019).

5.74. So about taking good care of their wives… it doesn’t give any sort of superiority. I would say that
it is a way of how things were in a marital partnership back then, and even now you couldn’t possibly
say that therefore, because you have more financial responsibility over a woman that you’re somehow
superior to them (Ameena, VIC: 26/05/2019).

5.75. So, for instance, the issue of alcohol being banned, the Qur’ān starts off with the proclamation
that it is bad for you – there’s goodness in it, but it’s bad for you. Because a lot of people at that time
were drinking alcohol. So, it was suitable for that time. But later on, it says not to drink at all… [verse
4:34] was trying to amend some of the bad behaviours but not totally outright change things, because
then it would have been repelled by society… To me, it could have been given in that context of that
time (Farrah, VIC: 19/06/2019).

5.76. At the time, men could hit their wives for whatever - that was completely their prerogative. And
so again, this was a revolutionary thing of being like ‘try everything you can before it comes to that’ –
that should be the absolute last resort. So I sort of see it as the Prophet trying - or Allah trying - to
change how men were treating their wives in a way, again, that they would actually listen to. Because
I think if they’re going to just be told that suddenly they can’t hit their wives anymore then they’d be
all ‘that’s not your business’… at this present time, there’s no excuse. We know that this is not an
acceptable thing to do, we’re well past it being an acceptable thing to do behind closed doors, so this
just has no place (Ella, VIC:26/05/2019).
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5.77.[Ayesha Chaudhry] refers to… a gender-equal cosmology, as opposed to in pre-modern literature
it’s very much a hierarchical cosmology [where] there’s woman, and her interpretation of religion is
mediated through man. And that’s how she has access to God… But in gender-equal cosmology, men
and women are equal. There’s no mediator. But normally it’s this idea that the man always has to be
the protector of the woman - whether it’s her father as her wali, or whether it’s her husband. And you
know, men and women are actually that – a man and a woman. They are individual entities and they
are both responsible to God. And so that really resonated with me (Noor, NSW: 1/07/2019).

5.78. I think a woman is an individual and she can make her own decisions… The only thing we should
obey is God… You should not obey a man. In a marriage a man does not become your ruler… we’re
told in Islam again and again to never compare anyone to God. That’s one of the biggest sins… ‘beat’
is bad, but the word ‘obey’ in our religion is so much worse than beating someone. If someone hurts
someone else, it’s a sin, but if someone compares someone to God, that’s an unforgiveable sin (Zainab,
QLD: 26/09/2019).

5.79. I don’t think [wives have to obey husbands], but I think a husband can offer advice. I think there
can be open discussions about things. I came across this with my ex-husband because he used to give
me really ridiculous rules that I had to obey. He used to tell me I wasn’t allowed to go for walks… And
I was sitting there thinking of Allah, going, ‘would Allah be angry with me if I didn’t do what he asks
me?’ And he was making ridiculous demands, and I couldn’t see how Allah would be angry at me just
for going for a walk. I couldn’t see it so I just did it anyway, and in the end, I thought, ‘well, this is a
man who makes so many ridiculous demands that I can’t actually obey him, so maybe it’s better if I’m
not with him’ (Hannah, SA: 2/10/2019).

5.80. This is not a normal situation. God is indirectly talking to women who are cheating on their
husbands… I think that’s a very reasonable thing to ask. I mean if you fear your wife is with someone,
talk to them. ... When talking to them doesn’t work, stop having sex. And after that, if after having
conversation, and after refusing to have sex your wife is still with another man, you’re emotionally
divorced from them. You are. And at that point, God is basically saying, ‘If you hit her, I’ll forgive you
for that’. He’s not saying ‘go hit her’. He’s saying if on the spur of the moment, if you become really
angry, if it does happen, God is going to overlook that once, because you were on a situation where
your wife is cheating on you (Sabrina, VIC: 6/05/2019).

5.81. [I]n our religion, if people hit each other, and a mark is left on them, it’s a sin. And people have
to do something as an apology… So this is giving you permission to get angry at this situation
[cheating]. It doesn’t give you permission to get angry at any situation… Okay, for example, if a person
betrays you and you get really angry, you might go like this [soft tap]. And in this situation, you might
go like that too, because you feel like your life is falling apart (Maryam, VIC: 2/08/2019)
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5.82. So basically, when the wife is in an extreme case like she keeps on doing things, and it’s almost
like she’s going to cheat on her husband… Then after you’ve done all those stages, I’ve heard a shayk
say that it’s not an actual hit, it’s just something to tell her that it’s really serious, not actually hitting
them… I would divorce [in this case], but I feel like it’s more like to preserve the family, especially if
you have children… I think it’s symbolic… And I think everyone understands that it’s not allowed to hit
women. This is a specific thing. And if anyone in the Muslim community hits their wife, everyone
knows that that’s wrong and it’s not allowed… That’s clear in other places within the religion. So you
reconcile that by understanding that this is probably a specific situation if the woman’s cheating on
you. It’s not actual beating, it’s supposed to be symbolic (Reem, VIC: 9/05/2019).

5.83. Just like being able to marry four women, there are rules and conditions to being able to [hit
wives]. So, when it says that you can hit your wife, it’s not saying that you can pick up a belt or a stick
and whack her – that’s not what it’s saying. The meaning and the way that men are allowed to hit their
wives is actually with the cloth - the Muslim garment that men wear. So basically, you take the end of
that cloth, and hold it, and then using a loose part, that’s what he’s allowed to hit you with. So, he’s
not doing any damage and he’s not going to hurt you at all… So if my husband was to do that, I’m
going to take a step back and think, ‘he was upset enough to think about using that right to be able to
hit me with this’, even though that’s not causing me any harm at all. That’s going to upset me in the
sense of, ‘okay, he’s really upset’ (Sara, QLD: 24/09/2019).

5.84. his verse is trying to teach that husbands should take care of their wives and treat them with
respect, and by the same token, wives should treat their husbands with respect. And in all three of
those surahs, if a woman is not [respecting her husband], then it says that the man has the right to hit
his wife. But when they say ‘hit’, he’s not allowed to leave any physical evidence of her being hit. So,
if you’re talking about domestic violence to the point where a man bashes his wife, that’s not
permissible (Natalie, VIC: 13/06/2019).

5.85. From what I understand, the sheikh who spoke about this in the video that I watched, he said
that the interpretation is meant to be as light as possible - a little smack, and not on her face. That’s
how I interpret it, so I don’t find an issue with it of course… I have been led to believe that it’s just a
light smack and it’s only in instances where she has defied God’s orders on a big scale. So it’s not like
for no reason. But then again, of course you can’t hit someone really hard (Amna, VIC: 2/05/2019).

5.86. I think the way a lot of people understand it is that it’s because your husband is sort of replacing
your father’s role in that sense, where he needs to be strict on you. For me personally, I guess if it
comes to that case, I would hate it if [my husband] touched me. When I’m angry… he knows not to
touch me… He knows now to let me go, do my rant, I’ll do my own thing and get out of the house for
five minutes, and then he’ll approach me when he knows I won’t go off at him. But with a lot of people
I guess they don’t have that luxury… Personally I think it shouldn’t come to [hitting]… They shouldn’t
physically hit them where they’re going to get bruised. But I guess, like how you smack a kid, I think
maybe that’s what they meant by that (Nadhirah, VIC: 2/10/2019).
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5.87. I think it’s something that, as a psychologist, people love to ask me this question – ‘should we
beat our children when we are disciplining them, is it good for them?’ Because in Asian culture,
smacking our children is so common if they disobey us… The literature says that firstly, you should not
hit them - it’s bad. But sometimes you’re so wound up, and your culture tells you to beat them, then
you can at least follow certain steps – like if you do hit them, don’t do it harshly - just a little thing to
tell them what they did wrong. And give them comfort after, tell them what they did wrong,
emotionally hug them, tell them, ‘we didn’t hit you because you’re bad, we hit you to help you learn
that your actions were bad’… So, I think it’s similar to that maybe. It’s a hard one… If these are God’s
words then I can’t deny them, because I believe in Allah. But I have a strong belief that these verses
don’t ask men to hit their wives. This is just one word in a whole big ayah. And it’s a last resort. There
are so many things that they are told to do beforehand – remind them, ignore them in bed, and then
hit them. So, this is not the first option given to them. This is the third one (Bahar, VIC: 26/06/2019).

5.88. I feel that sometimes the burden of coming to terms with it, or interpreting it, or fixing it, or
clarifying it ends up being dumped on women, rather than on the men who have historically provided
these interpretations and translations. And the next generation here in the West might not have
access to the Arabic. Which again, removes them one step further from their own understanding.
Feminist scholars are given a bad rap, and defamed. Or women who challenge traditional
interpretations are then seen to be deviants, or just causing trouble, or that they’ve somehow been
brainwashed rather than being able to exercise their own agency (Zayn, NSW: 5/07/2019).

5.89. I don’t think that it should be taken literally, and therefore I don’t think that the Qur’ān is
perfect… I’d say that [verse 4:34] is something that again, with context, and where we are now, it has
to be dismissed. Because look, there are three different translations here, and they’re all quite similar
in the sense that men are above women, and they all mention that you can beat your wife. And that
just cannot go in today’s society at all. So, I think with a verse like that, it’s not even something that
you can try and interpret more’ (Sarah. VIC: 23/05/2019).

5.90. This is how I feel: If you look at the publishing houses and the people who are churning out a lot
of the literature, they might have a monopoly on mainstream literature, but they have very, very fringe
views in regard to family structure. You could say that they’re Salafi or whatever. But it doesn’t apply
on a much broader or a global context. It’s easy for me to say, ‘I don’t know anybody whose husbands
hit them because they felt entitled to from a spiritual basis’. I have plenty of friends – Muslim and nonMuslim – who have endured abuse. And the one thing that is consistent with physical abuse is that
the justification comes afterwards. It’s never done in a calm setting. I’ve never heard a Muslim friend
say, ‘my husband quoted the Qur’ān, he quoted this ayah before he did this’. It’s always done - like
with non-Muslims - in blind, selfish, violence (Chloe, QLD: 21/09/2019).
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Chapter 6 quotations
6.1. I used to be very preachy. I used to really push [gender equality] down people’s throats... I used
to get out my books and read things out to people... I would table thump and fist pump – all that kind
of thing... I used to get into arguments especially with my cousins. She used to think things like if her
husband told her that a white tie was black then she had to agree with him… I used to scream my
lungs out at her… [And] I used to tell him that he needed to respect women and do away with these
Lakemba-style interpretations of Islam. But then over the years, I just moved away from those
people... I’ve also moved towards better people. I’m friends with some good scholars and am part of
the rationalist Muslim community, and there are lots of positive role models there. Those bad people
give you depression and anxiety. I can’t spend the rest of my life being sick trying to change these
people. I need to move on (Emira, NSW: 18/09/2019).

6.2. I believe in [activism] and I believe that that is a role that I have to step into, because I have the
skills and knowledge to do that. So I try to instil equality in everything I do – whether it’s my creative
practice, whether it’s the way that I raise my children, whether it’s speaking at events. If I see a
problem that I think I can change, I will try to change it. And that’s actually a prophetic teaching – if
you see something that is unfair or wrong, you try to change it with your tongue, or you try to change
it with your hand. You need to step in and be an active citizen (Zayn, NSW: 5/07/2019).

6.3. I think, particularly with my research, I definitely want to make [information about women’s rights
in marriage] available… I feel that it’s my duty now that I’ve discovered [this information] and I’ve
heard from women, and I’ve seen women go through [marriage difficulties], that this is actually
something that I have a duty to make accessible to everybody. And in the project that we’re working
on, we’re actually working on making resources to make things accessible. But not just as an academic
output but also as an easily accessible resource by women who perhaps haven’t received a high school
education (Noor, NSW: 1/07/2019).

6.4. There’s nothing more powerful than to say to a class filled with white blokes, ‘yes, patriarchy
exists in my community, but we find ways to get around it. And the five or ten girls sitting in this lecture
theatre, they’re going to be as good as you, so watch out’… I fight my day-to-day battles with [gender
inequality] and see the results in the hundreds of students I see placed in sports journalist rooms
around the world (Nasya, VIC: 22/05/2019).

6.5. I always use religion to them because that’s the language they speak and that’s what they
understand… [Y]ou have to speak the language they know. A secular perspective they’d say, ‘oh well,
you’re westernised. You’ve been here too long. Maybe you need to go back’. It comes off as if I don’t
know our culture and our traditions anymore, which is really funny because what has culture and
traditions got to do with religion? (Sara, QLD: 24/09/2019).6.6. That’s my life’s work. If I can make
women see how empowered they are because of their religion, that will be a huge victory for me… I
belong to a religious community and they’ve kind of pushed me to the boundaries of the community.
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So I’m not necessarily in [the community] right now because I have a very strong point of view on
gender equality… I’m trying to make the women realise that what is happening to them is not because
of their religion, it’s because of the stupid interpretation of their husband, and also probably cultural
aspects of his upbringing… I do think there is a huge patriarchal hijacking of the religion, which means
we really must change if we want the future generations to remain connected to their faith (Naureen,
VIC: 8/05/2019).

6.7. When it comes to gender equality, I feel like it’s my duty to let people know that we’re not
oppressed. I know that religiously we’re not oppressed. Culturally that might be different. I do see in
my culture that sometimes women are treated badly. But… it has nothing to do with our faith. I was
never brought up thinking that my religion oppressed me. I was never brought up thinking that men
had a right over women because of religion. I always understood that these issues were cultural (Lejla,
NSW: 6/07/2019).

6.8. I kind of established my arguments for gender equality, and I just understood where I stand on
the issue, personally. Which is why now I feel like I can advocate for it to my friends and family, and
basically to people who don’t necessarily know but have questions about Islam. I’ve met up with
countless non-Muslim friends, and every time we meet up for a coffee for some reason the discussion
goes to Islam and our beliefs… And the status of women in Islam is a constant topic. I make them
realise that we as women do have status (Amna, VIC: 2/05/2019).

6.9. I don’t think they do [support me]. I don’t think so. Not the Pakistani community anyway… There’s
always that judgemental aspect there about women who work… Muslim women just need to get out
there. It challenges stereotypes about South Asian women not being educated or able to work, and I
really want these things to change... I get judged a lot. I get judged in a western society and I get
judged in Pakistani and Muslim society. It’s difficult. I should be able to speak openly about what I
want to do with my life, but neither side understands. I’m stuck between a rock and a hard place. It’s
a very hard when you don’t have that support. (Iman, VIC: 4/05/2019).

6.10. Man or woman it doesn’t matter – it’s never received well. It’s always been a push-back, unless
it’s amongst my generation. But an older generation, getting across to them is very hard. And I know
this for a fact because everyone talks very progressively, even a man who talks progressively in favour
of women, [the older generation] look down [on them] and actually they’re not supporting [them] ...
Some of it is because they’re perceived as less masculine, but another thing is that people say ‘oh
you’re not religious’, or something (Ameena, VIC: 26/05/2019).
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6.11. The problem is that there’s a whole lot of us women out there trying to shake things up and
change things, but the men don’t seem to be listening. And that’s partly because of this false
segregation at the communal level of men and women, which was not the case in the Prophet’s
mosque. If these issues were coming up in the Prophet’s mosque, men and women would be in the
same room together with no partition, arguing it out. Whereas now, there’s a physical partition and
segregation, and therefore a mental segregation (Zahra, NSW: 2/07/2019).

6.12. Within family it’s not well received. For example, when my brother had a kid, I thought that he
should change the nappy and be parenting because he’s the father. And he does do those things. But
to my parents, they were always asking where his wife was. Some of my male family members will be
like ‘the Prophet sewed his own clothes and made his own food’, and I’ll agree and say ‘yeah, that’s
right, that’s how it should be. Women are not babysitters for men’. But then they’ll do the complete
opposite of this. So it’s really frustrating (Lejla, NSW: 6/07/2019).

6.13. To be honest with you, people have grown up over the years. The Muslim community has grown
so much. The way that we have discourse between men and women has changed… [A]ny mainstream
international scholar who has a platform – even the Salafi guys – even they wouldn’t dare say anything
too outrageous. There was probably a bit of benevolent sexism here and there, but by and large, even
the ones that I didn’t really like weren’t even that bad (Emira, NSW: 18/09/2019).

6.14. What’s really nice is that I’ve managed to surround myself with Muslim male friends who are on
the same page… And as time goes on, I’m more than willing to have these kinds of conversations with
the community and the circles that I’ve built. But sometimes I try not to get disappointed or frustrated
when I feel like people lack humanity in their perspective… I have to be patient with people… And
when you have friends that come from [Gulf state] backgrounds, sometimes when they say things that
are kind of culturally anchored, I just think to myself, ‘you know what? I’m going to let that slide,
because I can’t step into your world, and you can’t step into mine, but we agree where it matters
(Chloe, QLD: 21/09/2019).

6.15. One of my favourite shaykhs would be Omar Sumeiman… and he had a lecture where he said,
‘I’m sick and tired of the racism in our mosques, and in our literature. It’s almost convenient how many
people forget that the first Muezzin wasn’t the only black person in Islam. We have prophets before
who came from black families. There are descriptions of them in other texts that we refer to. Make it
very clear that not everyone was this fair-skinned Arab with the perfect lined-up beard. We have to
stop making the mistake of subscribing to one visual identity’ (Chloe, QLD: 21/09/2019).

6.16. [G]oing to uni, one of the things at the back of your mind is always, ‘I’m wearing this scarf on my
head, and I don’t want to corroborate this stereotype of being this oppressed, linguistically incapable
Muslim woman’…. I feel stereotype-threatened, which is an actual psychological conditional where
your cognitive resources and your ability to use them goes down, and your anxiety goes up because
you’re experiences stereotype threats - this idea that negative stereotypes that characterise your
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cultural group are constantly affecting your psyche. And this is not just Muslims but Muslim women
in particular. And I guess I had this desire to prove myself and navigate issues of Islamophobia and
sexism in the Muslim community… I guess what’s always in the back of your mind is that you come
across as an idiot, and then people attribute it to you being a Muslim woman (Emira, NSW:
18/09/2019).

6.17. I’ve seen women in similar situations to myself and how disempowered they feel because they
have all of these different layers of oppression and haven’t been given the tools to be able to navigate
or articulate them… I think even to be able to access information about your trauma - which is the
emergency - there’s a lot of barriers to that. If you can’t find support services, or counselling services,
or a refuge, as a woman experiencing violence where your needs are responded to, you’re either going
to go back to a violent relationship, or you’re not going to access proper mental health support (Zayn,
NSW: 5/07/2019).

6.18. For me as a Muslim woman equality is going to look different, it’s going to mean that it’s okay
that I wear my scarf, and that I practise my religion, and stuff like that. It’s going to mean something
different for why white friends that aren’t Muslim, it’s going to mean something different for my black
friends, and for my black friends who are Muslim. It’s not going to look the same for all of us, and
that’s how we need to work at it – that we don’t all have the same goals with feminism (Ella,
VIC:26/05/2019).

6.19. You might have some people who are Islamophobic but they’re not racist, or they’re
Islamophobic but they’re not sexist. I think they all stem from the exact same things, that that’s the
fear of something different, something they don’t know, something they’re not familiar with… And
this is why intersectionality is extremely important - there are a lot of really strong feminist
movements out here and they’re doing wonderful things, they’re doing great things, but I would call
them a half movement, because they’re not really complete. They’re not really supporting everything,
[and] they’re not really standing for everything… they’re not fully inclusive (Sara, QLD: 24/09/2019).

6.20. Islam recognises intersex and non-binary people… And as a Muslim in a Muslim community, I
always try to hold and make space for people who would otherwise be on the fringe or feel very
unwelcome… I’ve seen non-binary Muslims, I’ve seen trans Muslims, I’ve seen people who are openly
LGBTQ Muslims. And you know what?... [I]t’s down to me as a Muslim to notice the injustices for these
people, and hold spaces for them (Chloe, QLD: 21/09/2019).

6.21. I think we need to prioritise the wellbeing of our people before we care about how we’re viewed
- that’s a really big justification for not dealing with [sexism], and that’s why they’ve carried on for so
long… The sexism issue needs to be dealt with, regardless of the reaction from the public. Once that’s
dealt with then we can work on the public perceptions and make them realise that this is an issue in
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all religions and cultures. It’s not deeply rooted in Islam. Islam is not the only religion in the world that
needs to deal with sexism (Amna, VIC: 2/05/2019).

6.22. [Domestic violence is] a really clear example of how both patriarchy and Islamophobia and
racism has actually just created a problem – a very clear, definable problem… [I]f you think about
people like Rosie Batty, they don’t have to have this whole extra fight on the side. And this one thing
is already so tremendous and traumatising, and then to have to factor in this whole other area – which
is a discipline in itself – is a difficult thing to do… I mean, look at the amount of work that goes into
just responding to [these] circumstances. I have to be an expert in countering spiritual abuse, in
addressing all of these problems in biased interpretations and understanding history, and
understanding feminism, and understanding policy, and understanding race and Islamophobia… [I]t’s
ridiculous that you actually have to do that amount of work to just be heard about your own
experiences, and to have the right to speak about something without fearing being targeted (Zayn,
NSW: 5/07/2019).

6.23. When I was early on in my career I agreed – stupidly – to do some op-ed for a newspaper… I was
three years into my career and I felt like I was pretty confident. And they asked me if I could do
something about whether or not we should have sharica in Australia… So, I said that when it comes to
Family Law, people are marrying and divorcing according to Islamic Law because it’s something that’s
meaningful to them - just like in Jewish and Catholic communities. But I said that people know that it’s
not legally recognised and that it’s not legally binding… And then there was another author that they
asked to write [an opinion]… and they [titled the article] ‘Should we Have sharica Law in Australia?’
and they put my photo saying ‘yes’, and then his photo there with him saying ‘no’. And I just thought,
‘oh crap’ (Noor, NSW: 1/07/ 2019).
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Appendix 3: Interview questions
1. Can I ask where you were born, and where you live now?
2. Can I ask your age?
3. Can you tell me a little bit about your upbringing and family?
a.
b.
c.
d.
e.

What is your family background – where were your parents born and raised?
Where were you raised?
Are your family members Muslim?
Would you describe your upbringing as a religious one?
Were you raised in a way that addressed gender and/or gender roles?

4. Can you tell me about your education?
5. Can you describe to me your occupation?
6. Can you tell me what the term ‘gender equality’ means to you?
7. Can you tell me the ways in which you came to believe in gender equality?
8. Did you have any role-models as you were growing up who influenced how you came to
believe in gender equality?
9. Do you feel that your belief in gender equality has influenced how you practice your religion,
or do you feel that your religion has formed your belief in gender equality? How?
10. How do you view the relationship between culture and religion?
11. Do you believe the Qur’an sanctions gender equality? What gender-positive methods do you
employ when reading the Qur’an?
12. How do you confront the aspects of your faith that have traditionally been interpreted as
sanctioning male superiority and patriarchal practices?
a. Can you tell me your thoughts on veiling? What is your personal relationship with
ḥijāb? Do you wear one? Why? Why not? How do you interpret Qur’ānic verses
33:53, 33:59, and 24:31?
b. Can you tell me your thoughts on the Islamic tradition of unequal inheritance for
sons and daughters? How do you interpret Qur’ānic verse 4:11 in a gender-positive
way?
c. Can you tell me your thoughts on polygyny? How do you interpret Qur’ānic verse 4:3
in a gender-positive way?
d. Can you tell me your thoughts on Qur’ānic verse 4:34, which is sometimes
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interpreted as sanctioning domestic violence?
13. Would you describe your belief in gender equality and the gender-positive way in which you
practise your religion as a personal endeavor, or do you attempt to encourage a belief in
gender-equality more broadly?
a. If you do describe yourself as a promoter of gender equality, in what ways do you
encourage gender-positive change?
b. Is your activism specifically pro-faith? Why? Why not?
c. Do you feel your activism is well received? Why? Why not?

14. What aspect of your faith do you find the most difficult to interpret in a gender-positive
way?
15. Do you feel that your friends/family/community support your beliefs regarding gender
equality?
a. Who are your biggest supporters?
b. Who are your biggest detractors?
16. Do you feel that your beliefs are supported and/or respected by non-Muslims? How so? Can
you tell me of an instance that illustrates this support or lack thereof?
17. British Muslim writer, Mona Eltahaway describes the struggles for Muslim women,
particularly in the West, as compounded by the intersection of several modes of oppression.
Eltahaway argues that Muslim women are particularly vulnerable to what she calls a trifecta
of oppressions: misogyny (faced by all women), racism (faced by women of colour) and
Islamophobia (faced by Muslims).
a. Do you feel that this is something you can relate to?
b. Have you experienced these intersecting modes of oppression?
18. Some Muslim women are wary of speaking out about problems relating to gender issues
within Muslim communities for fear of inciting Islamophobia from non-Muslims. At the same
time, many Muslim women do not wish to see gender-discrimination continue. This problem
is called a “double bind”.
a. Do you feel the effects of a double bind when attempting to practise your faith in a
gender-positive way?
b. Do stereotypes about Islam and/or Muslims influence how you speak about your
faith to non-Muslims?

19. Do you have any specific inspirations or influences? Are there any genderactivists/scholars/artists etc. that have impacted your beliefs?
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20. Do you have a partner?
a. Does your partner have similar views on gender roles and equality?
21. Do you have children?
a. Can you tell me how your belief in gender equality has impacted your parenting?
22. Is there anything else you would like to speak with me about that may better illustrate how
you practise your faith in a gender-positive way?
23. Do you wish to remain an anonymous participant in this research? Why
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Appendix 4: Qur’ān verses
Ḥijāb verses
‘Believers, do not enter the Prophet’s apartments for a meal unless you are given permission to do so;
do not linger until [a meal] is ready. When you are invited, go in; then, when you have taken your
meal, leave. Do not stay on and talk, for that would offend the Prophet, thought he would shrink from
asking you to leave. God does not shrink from the truth. When you ask his wives for something, do so
from behind a screen: this is purer both for your hearts and for theirs, it is not right for you to offend
God’s messenger, just as you should never marry his wives after him: that would be grievous in God’s
eyes.’ (33:53)

‘Prophet, tell your wives, your daughters, and women believers to make their outer garments hang
low over them so as to be recognised and not insulted: God is most forgiving, most merciful.’ (33:59).

‘[Prophet], tell believing men to lower their eyes and guard their private parts: that is purer for them.
God is well aware of everything they do. And tell believing women that they should lower their eyes,
guard their private parts, and not display their charms beyond what [it is acceptable] to reveal; they
should draw their coverings over their necklines and not reveals their charms except to their
husbands, their fathers, their husbands’ fathers, their sons, their husbands’ sons, their brothers, their
brothers’ sons, their sisters’ sons, their womenfolk, their slaves, such men as attend them who have
no desire, or children who are not yet aware of women’s nakedness; they should not stamp their feet
so as to draw attention to any hidden charms. Believers, all of you, turn to God so that you may
prosper.’ (24:30-31)

Verse 4:11 - Inheritance
‘Concerning your children, God commands you that a son should have the equivalent share of two
daughters. If there are only daughters, more than two should share two-thirds of the inheritance, if
one, she should have half. Parents inherit a sixth each if the deceased leaves children; if he leaves no
children and his parents are his sole heirs, his mother has a third, unless he has brothers, in which case
she has a sixth. [In all cases, the distribution comes] after payment of bequests or debts. You cannot
know which of your parents or your children is more beneficial to you: this is a law from God, and He
is all knowing, all wise.’ (4:11)

Verse 4:3 - Polygyny
‘Give orphans their property, do not replace [their] good things with bad, and do not consume their
property along with your own- a great sin. If you fear that you will not deal fairly with orphan girls,
you may marry whichever [other] women seem good to you, two, three, or four. If you fear that you
cannot be equitable [to them], then marry only one, or your slave(s): that is more likely to make you
avoid bias. (4:2-3).
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‘You will never be able to treat your wives with equal fairness, however much you may desire to do
so, but do not ignore one wife altogether, leaving her suspended [between marriage and divorce]. If
you make amends and remain conscious of God, He is most forgiving and merciful…’ (4:129).

Verse 4:34
M.A.S Abdel Haleem
‘Husbands should take good care of their wives, with [the bounties] God has given to some more than
others and with what they spend out of their own money. Righteous wives are devout and guard what
God would have them guard in their husbands’ absence. If you fear high-handedness from your wives,
remind them [of the teachings of God], then ignore them when you go to bed, then hit them. If they
obey you, you have no right to act against them: God is most high and great.’ (4:34)

‘…[Divorced] women have [rights] similar to their obligations, according to what is fair, and [ex]husbands have a degree [of right] over them: [both should remember that] God is almighty and wise.’
(2:228)

Tarif Khalidi
‘Men are legally responsible for women, insamuch as God has preferred some over others in bounty,
and because of what they spend from their wealth. Thus, virtuous women are obedient, and preserve
their trusts, such as God wishes them to be preserved. And those you may fear rebel, admonish, and
abandon them in their beds, and smack them. If they obey you, seek no other way against them. God
is Highest and Mightiest.’ (4:34).

‘…Women have the selfsame rights and obligations in conformity with fairness, but men are a grade
more responsible than them. God is Almighty, All-Wise.’ (2:228).

N.J. Dawood
‘Men have authority over women because God has made the one superior to the other, and because
they spend their wealth to maintain them. Good women are obedient. They guard their unseen parts
because God has guarded them. As for those from whom you fear disobedience, admonish them, and
forsake them in beds apart, and beat them. Then If they obey you, take no further action against them.
Surely God is high, supreme.’ (4:34)

‘…Women shall with justice have rights similar to those exercised against them, although men have a
status above them. God is mighty and wise.’ (2:228).
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