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Living a daily life within the Western world we usually see women wearing types of clothing that reveal portions of their bodies. Women are objectified and exploited for their sexuality. In Western society women have had to fight for equal pay, equality at home, and other such issues that deal with women’s rights and freedoms. Although, it is very clear to see who within Western society are the women that follower Islam by their head to toe attire the difference doesn’t stop there. There is more to being a woman in the Islamic faith and tradition then just attire. It is based upon God’s holy word as written down in the Qur’an, the verbatim of the messages from God through the prophet Muhammad. In this paper we will compare the Qur’anic and Biblical understandings of women in order to further unite these two world religions in understanding, peace, and acceptance.
There has been a movement within Western society for equal rights between women and men. However, there hasn’t been a need for such a movement within the Islamic tradition. In fact many people are unaware of the fact that some of the early converts to the Islamic tradition and to Muhammad’s way of life were actually women[footnoteRef:1]. The Qur’an, along with the prophet’s own actions, allows Muslim women to be free within the rules and regulations set out by Allah through the prophet. Due to this, women in the Islamic tradition haven’t had a need for such a movement within their tradition nor within Muslim societies. This is because the Qur’an states that the female has been endowed by Allah with special duties and roles within the society of Islam[footnoteRef:2]. Further, the Qur’an has a section that deals solely with women in accordance to what Allah has told to the world through his servant, the prophet Muhammad. We begin with Sûrah 4 which starts out by explicitly laying out the message from God about women.  [1: Awde, Nicholas, Women in Islam: An Anthology from the Qur’an and Hadiths (London: Hippocrene Books, Inc., 2005), p. 7.]  [2:  Mesbah, M T, Bahonar, M J, & Al-Faruqi, Lois Lamya, Status of Women in Islam (Tehran, Iran, 1990), p.6] 

First, before we delve into the text, it is important to understand the time period into which the prophet was speaking. The date of this section of the Qur’an has been determined to have occurred after the battle of Uhud, which is also known as the War of the Trench. This battle is believed to have happened somewhere in between the end of the third and fifth year of the prophet Muhammad’s reign at Al-Madinah. This war, like so many others before it and after it, left many women widowed and thus, in the very beginning of the revelation it discusses this aspect of a woman’s life[footnoteRef:3]. [3:  Picktall, Mohammed, The Glorious Qur’an (Elmhurst, NY: Tahrike Tarsile Qur’an, Inc., 2003), p. 71] 

3. And if ye fear that ye will not deal fairly by the orphans, marry of the women, who seem good to you, two or three or four; and if ye fear that ye cannot do justice (to so many) then one (only) or (the captive) that your right hands possess. Thus it is more likely that he will not do injustice. 4. And give unto the women, (whom ye marry) free gift of their marriage portions; but if they of their own accord remit unto you a part thereof, then ye are welcome to absorb it (in your wealth) [footnoteRef:4]. [4: Picktall, Mohammed, The Glorious Qur’an (Elmhurst, NY: Tahrike Tarsile Qur’an, Inc., 2003), p.72.] 


Not only is a marital union described in the Qur’an as sacred bonded relationship between a man and woman but it is also a way to gain safety in certain dire cases such as becoming a widow or an orphan[footnoteRef:5]. For many women they were exploited and harmed after a war due to their lack of a male relative to ensure their safety and security. This was certainly the case for widowed women and orphaned girls during Muhammad’s lifetime. According to the Qur’an this type of marital union brings not only companionship and satisfaction within each person involved in the union, but also peace and safety for the woman in what might have become a dangerous circumstance which could have led to all sorts of horrible and horrendous things occurring to them. [5:  Jawad, Haifaa, The Rights of Women in Islam (New York, NY: St. Martin’s Press, 1998), p. 30.] 

	The prophet himself not only preached, but also practiced this message as well as counseled his followers to do the same. It is recorded that Muhammad’s very first marriage was to a forty year old widow named Khadija in around the year 595. Khadija was Muhammad’s employer and she was the one who proposed to him, a thought that is considered very ‘modern’ by today’s standards. Khadija was a widow of one of Muhammad’s companions. His second marriage was to Sauda bint Zam‘a in between the years of 596 to 674. He also married the orphan named ‘A’isha who was the daughter of Abu Bakr. She was six years old when this marriage contract came to be to ensure her safety. Further, the prophet counseled his followers to do the same to make sure that widows and orphans would be protected within the contract of marriage [footnoteRef:6].  [6:  Awde, Nicholas, Women in Islam: An Anthropology from the Qur’an and Hadith (New York, NY: Hippocrene Books, Inc.), p. 10.] 

	Of course, a marriage can and could be seen as being capable of bringing about a type of economic security for the wife. Especially since women don’t have financial obligations. That is the job of their husbands. With that said, it is important to note that the Islamic tradition believes that the marriage contract is a binding union between two people (male and female) who were to be equal partners within that union[footnoteRef:7]. The keyword here is equal. This union is not a forced act. Instead it is a free act for each person involved within the contract. Women are allowed to choose whether or not they want to marry a certain man[footnoteRef:8]. [7:  Jawad, Haifaa, The Rights of Women in Islam (New York, NY: St. Martin’s Press, 1998), p. 35.]  [8:  Jawad, Haifaa, The Rights of Women in Islam (New York, NY: St. Martin’s Press, 1998), p. 7.] 

However, in the Islamic tradition a woman still has rights that go beyond the household and the duties to her husband[footnoteRef:9]. In a marriage each person has their own separate, but equal duties based upon what Allah has laid out for each person based upon their gender which is intricately linked to their very being and there are special jobs that are laid out due to this. As it is stated in the Qur’an: [9:  Jawad, Haifaa, The Rights of Women in Islam (New York, NY: St. Martin’s Press, 1998), p. 30.] 

34. Men are in charge of women, because Allah hath made the one of them to excel the other, and because they spend of their property (for the support of women). So good women are the obedient, guarding in secret what Allah hath guarded. As for those from whom ye fear rebellion, admonish them and banish them to beds apart, and scourge them. Then if they obey you, seek, not a way against them. Lo! Allah is ever High Exalted, Greek [footnoteRef:10]. [10:  Picktall, Mohammed, The Glorious Qur’an (Elmhurst, NY: Tahrike Tarsile Qur’an, Inc., 2003), pp. 75 - 76] 


Therefore, each partner has their role. Although it says that the man is in charge of the woman this doesn’t mean that it can or should be translated as domination over the woman. Instead, it rather means the fact that the man has the special job of taking care of and protecting the woman from outside dangers. However, it is important that they both obey what is laid out in the Qur’an regardless of their gender. Each person has the same equal rights and can be rewarded or punished accordingly for what they chose to do and not to by Allah[footnoteRef:11]. If a woman disobeys then she is disbelieving and will be punished accordingly by Allah.  [11:  Jawad, Haifaa, The Rights of Women in Islam (New York, NY: St. Martin’s Press, 1998), p. 5.] 

	 The duties of each person in the union are important to know because the marital union is the foundation for the family. Due to this it is also important to realize that the marital contract is not one to can be taken lightly. This brings to the forefront the issue of divorce. In Western society divorce is seen as an acceptable and an everyday occurrence with little reprimands and is as easy to obtain. This isn’t the case within the Islamic tradition. One of the most important aspects of a marriage contract is the fact that this contract is a union and will continue from the beginning to be a stable and continuous bond between both parties[footnoteRef:12]. Therefore, a divorce only comes about after very careful consideration. In the same way that the marriage contract allows a woman to equally decide whether or not she wants to be tied in a marital union with a certain man; she is also able to decide whether the marriage contract has been broken. If she deems that the contract has indeed been broken or needs to be broken then she is fully capable of initiating a divorce[footnoteRef:13]. [12:  Jawad, Haifaa, The Rights of Women in Islam (New York, NY: St. Martin’s Press, 1998), p. 32]  [13:  Barlas, Asma, “Believing Women” in Islam: Unreading Patriarchal Interpretations of the Qur’an (Austin, TX: University of Texas Press, 2002), p.182.] 

	This is similar to the Christian teachings of marriage. Every Christian denomination agrees that marriage is and should be seen as a binding contract which is blessed by God. However, each denomination differs on when and if it is acceptable for either party to divorce. For example, according to Catholic doctrine of marriage states that “the married couple forms ‘the intimate partnership of life and love established by the Creator and governed by his laws; it is rooted in the conjugal covenant, that is, in their irrevocable personal consent[footnoteRef:14].’” Further, the Catholic Church along with many other Christian denominations feels that divorce is not acceptable unless in very selective cases that are linked with unchastity and infidelity.  [14:  Cathechism of the Catholic Church (Broadway, NY: Doubleday, 1994),p.627] 

	In the Biblical text there are many passages that are devoted to marriage and divorce. One of these cases can be found in Matthew chapter 19. Here we see the Jewish Pharisees asking Jesus about these two concepts to test him on the covenantal law. It is written in the Gospel:
When Jesus had finished saying these things, he left Galilee and went to the region of Judea beyond the Jordan. Large crowds followed him, and he cured them there. Some Pharisees came to him, and to test him they asked, “Is it lawful for a man to divorce his wife for any cause?” He answered, “Have you not read that the one who made them at the beginning ‘made them male and female,’ and said, ‘For this reason a man shall leave his father and mother and be jointed to his wife, and the two shall become one flesh’? So they are no longer two, but one flesh. Therefore what God has joined together, let no one separate. They said to him, “Why then did Moses command us to give a certificate of dismissal and to divorce her?” He said to them, “It was because you were so hard-hearted that Moses allowed you to divorce your wives, but from the beginning it was not so. And I say to you, whoever divorces his wife, except for unchastity, and marries another commits adultery[footnoteRef:15].” [15:  Coogan, Michael D. ( Editor). The New Oxford Annotated Bible, (Oxford, England: Oxford University Press, 2001), p. 36 NT.] 

The marriage commitment is a lifelong and irrevocable bond, except on the grounds of unchastity. Due to this, in accordance with the Christian tradition, the commitment of the marital union is one that both the man and woman have to consent to willingly and both become equal partners within this union which is similar to the concept found within the Qur’anic tradition.
	Although there is more than just whether or not a person is within the context of marriage there is a lot about rights that influences the marital union and the family. As we can see from the Qur’an it talks about a woman’s basic rights. One of these basis rights can be found in Sûrah 58: 1 – 4. Here it discusses how women are allowed the right of freedom of speech. As it is found in Sûrah 58 :
2. Such of you as put away your wives (by saying they are as their mothers) – They are not their mothers; none are their mothers except those who have them birth – they indeed utter an ill word and a lie. And lo! Allah is Forgiving, Merciful. 3. Those who put away their wives (by saying they are as their mothers) and afterward would go back on that which they have said, (the penalty) in that case (is) the freeing of a slave before they touch one another. Unto this ye are exhorted; and Allah is informed of what we do. 4. And he who findeth not (the wherewithal), let him fast for two successive months before they touch one another; and for him who is unable to do so (the penance is) the feeding of sixty needy ones. This, that ye may put trust in Allah and His messenger. Such are the limits (imposed by Allah); and for disbelievers is a painful doom[footnoteRef:16]. [16:  Pickthall, Mohammed Marmaduke, The Glorious Qur’an: Translation (Elmhurst, NY: Tahrike Tarsile Qur’an Inc., 2003), p. 389.] 


Here in this passage from the Qur’an we can see that it refutes the often held misconceptions that Muslim women’s voices are suppressed daily. This is just not the case. They too have the same right as man to speak what is on their mind. Furthermore, this right is authorized by Allah and therefore can’t be taken away from a Muslim woman.
	A woman’s freedom of speech goes beyond the verbal communications. Even in the way that a woman in the Islamic tradition dresses is a form of free speech. We can find a loose definition for the dress code in Sûrah 24 verse 30:
30. And tell the believing men to lower their gaze and be modest. That is purer for them. Lo! Allah is Aware of what they do. 31. And tell the believing women to lower their gaze and be modest, and to display of their adnorment only that which is apparent and to draw their veils over their bosoms and not to reveal their adornment save to their own husbands or fathers or husband’s fathers or their sons or their husbands’ sons or their brothers or their brother’s sons or sisters’ sons or their women, or their slaves, or male attendants who lack vigour, or children who know naught of women’s nakedness. And let them not stamp their feet so as to reveal what they hide of their adornment. And turn unto Allah together, O believers, in order that ye may succeed[footnoteRef:17]. [17:  Pickthall, Mohammed Marmaduke, The Glorious Qur’an: Translation (Elmhurst, NY: Tahrike Tarsile Qur’an Inc., 2003), p. 252.] 


Since the Qur’an is not as strictly defined in the specifics of the dress code, Islamic women have the freedom to carry out the command in many varying ways. Some of these ways are either by covering all by the face, feet, and hands or some women opt to cover all of their face[footnoteRef:18]. This veiling of the female body creates a bubble of honor, dignity, and chastity around the Muslim woman. This is different than in Western society where women are scantily clad. Instead the women of the Islamic tradition veil themselves out of respect for their selves and their bodies as well as ensuring that their beauty is recognized for what it really is instead of being exploited. The veil, which has been often misconstrued as a barrier between men and women, is actually one of the deepest and strongest forms of chastity that an Islamic woman participates in. By veiling herself she has maintained her own chastity and ultimately it will save her soul from becoming unchaste as she continues to go about her daily routine[footnoteRef:19]. [18:  Women Lecture from April 23, 2009 – Dr. Adil Ozdemir.]  [19:  Status of Women In Islam: http://www.jannah.org/sisters/women.html ] 

	This is very different concept from Christianity which doesn’t have a dress code to deal with chastity, dignity, or honor. In fact, the New Testament shows that women during Jesus’ lifetime were also at the heart of Jesus’ ministry and even played important roles within the ministry. Jesus, much like Muhammad, held women and their rights in high esteem. For instance, the highest woman of all was Jesus’ mother Mary. According to the Christian it is believed that Jesus was the Son of God and therefore, Mary’s act of bearing and mothering him was a sacred duty. As it is expressed in the Christian Nicene Creed: “. . .Who, for us men and for our salvation, came down from heaven. And was incarnate of the Holy Spirit and of the Virgin Mary and was made man[footnoteRef:20].” Due to this, she is the highest of all women and is exalted above all the rest of the women in the world – past, present, and future.  [20:  Catholic Encyclopedia: Nicene Creed. http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/11049a.htm ] 

	Further, there are no rules or regulations for on women should dress. This is because Jesus’ message was aimed at all people (Jew, Gentile, male, woman, child, slave, and free people) not just a select few. However, there are things that Jesus set down for all Christians to do and follow as well as broke traditional gender role jobs. Such as the parable as found in the Gospel of Luke 10:38 – 42:
Now as they went on their way, he entered a certain village, where a woman named Martha welcomed him into her home. She had a sister named Mary, who sat at the Lord’s feet and listened to what he was saying. But Martha was distracted by her many tasks; so she came to him and asked, “Lord, do you not care that my sister has left me to do all the work by myself? Tell her then to help me.” But the Lord answered her, “Martha, Marth, you are worried and distracted by many things there is need of only one thing. Mary has chosen the better part, which will not be taken away from her[footnoteRef:21].” [21:  Coogan, Michael D. (Editor). The New Oxford Annotated Bible. (Oxford, England: Oxford University Press, 2001), p. 118 NT] 


This passage is one that is influential in explaining gender roles. What was the typical norm for a woman during the time period of Jesus was to do the housework and raise her children. However, Jesus in this parable is explaining that even women are allowed to learn, listen, and explore more about God and God’s mysteries. There is no stopping them from doing the exact same thing that his male disciples are doing.
	Furthermore, after Jesus’ death and resurrection there is documentation that women were even running churches and helping to begin building the Christian church around the world. We can see this in the letters of St. Paul, one of the apostles and followers of Christ. One of these examples can be found in St. Paul’s letter to the Corinthians:
Now, I appeal to you, brothers and sisters, by the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, that all of you be in agreement and that there be no divisions among you, but that you be united in the same mind and the same purpose. For it has been reported to me by Chloe’s people that there are quarrels among you, my brothers and sisters (1. Corinthians 1: 10 – 11) [footnoteRef:22].” [22:  Coogan, Michael D. ( Editor). The New Oxford Annotated Bible, (Oxford, England: Oxford University Press, 2001), p. 269 NT.] 


The mentioning of the woman named Chloe is only one of many accounts of women that were helping spread the word of Jesus’ message. Since then women have been influential in the formation of Christianity. However, with this all said there is nothing within the Bible that explicitly outlines or dictates how a woman should look, act, or dress., there are many statements made by Jesus about how all of his followers should act to one another, the poor, and how to lead their daily lives.
	This is different than the Islamic tradition where women are not to be leaders of prayer. In fact, women are exempt from prayer during her menstrual period. The prophet Muhammad spoke on this and it can be found in the Hadith Chapter 1 verse 191:
“The Prophet said: “A woman who starts her period should stop praying.” A woman asked ‘A’isha: “When a woman has finished her menstrual period and is able once again to pray, should she make up for the prayers she has missed during her period?” ‘A’isha replied: “Are you a heretic? Whenever we had our periods, when we were with the Prophet, he never onced ordered us to do that [footnoteRef:23]!” [23:  Awde, Nicholas, Women in Islam: An Anthology from the Qur’an and Hadiths (London: Hippocrene Books, Inc., 2005), p. 72.] 


Also in the Hadith it is written that the prophet Muhammad stated: “This is the deficiency in your intelligence. Isn’t it true that a woman can neither pray nor fast during her menses [footnoteRef:24]?” Once her period has ended then she can participate in the ritual purification bath. This process is not a form of punishment upon the female, but instead a mercy from Allah to allow the woman a leave of absence during this painful time of the month[footnoteRef:25]. [24:  Roded, Ruth. Women in Islam and the Middle East: A Reader (New York, NY: I.B. Tauris & Co Ltd, 1999), p. 54.]  [25:  http://www.themodernreligion.com/women/w_menses.htm] 

	Furthermore, after Jesus’ death and resurrection there is documentation that women were running churches and helping to begin the building of the Christian church. We see this in the letters of St. Paul, one of the apostles and followers of Christ. One of these examples can be found in St. Paul’s letter to the Corinthians:
Now, I appeal to you, brothers and sisters, by the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, that all of you be in agreement and that there be no divisions among you, but that you be united in the same mind and the same purpose. For it has been reported to me by Chloe’s people that there are quarrels among you, my brothers and sisters (1. Corinthians 1: 10 – 11)[footnoteRef:26].” [26:  Coogan, Michael D. ( Editor). The New Oxford Annotated Bible, (Oxford, England: Oxford University Press, 2001), p. 269 NT.] 


Women have been influential in the formation of Christianity since the beginning. However, there is nothing within the Bible that dictates how a woman should look, act, or dress. There are many statements which were made by Jesus about how all of his followers should act to one another, the poor, and how to lead their daily lives. They are considered rules within Christianity and are important for each Christian to follow during their daily lives.
	The overall Christian doctrine does not have hard and fast rules that can be found outlined within the Bible that tells women what to do or what their exact rights are as a woman. There is nothing within the Bible that separates a man from a woman. Jesus wasn’t coming to create a law or claiming specific gender roles. Instead, it is believed within Christianity that Jesus’ Resurrection from the dead helps to create each and every soul as equal and clean within the sight of God. Although, each denomination disagrees on the interpretations and worshipping practices and traditions they all follow the same word of God and there is nowhere in the Bible that states that women are not equal or anything of that nature.
Overall, Christianity and Islam have similarities and differences in regards to women and their rights. The most important aspect to note is that Muslim women are actually free. The propaganda that has run rampant across the world, which has especially been growing ever more vile towards the Muslim community and tradition, is highly false. The fact is that women within the Islamic tradition have many freedoms, all of which have been handed down by Allah to ensure the woman’s protection, safety, chastity, and rights within the world that Allah has created. 
