
WOMEN IN ISLAM, 
POLITICS AND 
GOVERNMENT

PATRICIE SUŠOVSKÁ

MAY 2021



ISLAM, GOVERMENT, POLITICS...

• Broad scope!

• Plane for today

• History

• Women rights in Islam

• Feminism

• Short case studies



HISTORY!

• Mary (Maryam)

• Khadijah

• Muhammad's first wife, successful businesswoman

• Aisha

• led the army of Muslims in the battle of the Camel, jusrist, scholar

• Umm Salamah

• Muhammad cosulted with her political matters

• Sayyida Nafisa

• Muhammad descendat, she taught hadith to Imam al-Shafi’i, one of the founders of the four Sunni schools of 

Islamic law, and at his request prayed the funeral prayer over him



HISTORY!

• Umar ibn al-Khattab’s shifting perspective: during his caliphate, he appointed two different 

women, Samra b. Nuhayk and Shifa b. Abdullah, to fulfill the role of market supervisors.

• Qeens of Muslim world

• Fatima of Nishapur, Arwa of Yemen

• And many more! As Dr. Mohammad Akram Nadwi documented 8,000 female scholars of 

hadith



WOMEN AND ISLAM

Status, rights and obigations



RIGHTS AND OBLIGATIONS

• Equal education

• “Seeking knowledge is a duty upon every Muslim”. –Ibn Majah, Book 1, Hadith: 224

• Social status 

• “Heavens lie under the feet of your mother” –Ahmad, Nisai; Hadith: 34

• Finances; Property and inhritance rights

• Mahr

• Marriage

• Right to choose husband, needs to agree with second wife

• Nikah

• Figting

• Existance of mujahidaat: Nusayba bin Ka´ab, Safiyyah bint ´Abd al-Muttalib, Aisha bint Abu Bakr



RIGHTS AND 
OBLIGATIONS

• Veiling

• Legislation ptohobiting or limisting face 

veiling: Belgium, Bulgaria, Austria, France 

and Germany

• O Prophet! Tell thy wives and 

daughters, and the believing women, 

that they should cast their outer 

garments over their persons (when 

abroad): that is most convenient, that 

they should be known (as such) and 

not molested. And Allah is Oft-

Forgiving, Most Merciful. (Al-Hilali and 

Mohamed 1983, verse 33:59–60)



MEN&WOMEN

• Equality in the eyes of God

• Relatioship to women

• “My parting counsel (wasiyya) to you is to treat women with kindness for verily they are your partners and 

committed helpers” (Jami` at-Tirmidhi 3367)

• “The best of you are those who are best to your women.” (Jami` at-Tirmidhi 1162)

• “Treat your children equally when you give gifts. And if I were to favor anyone over another, I would favor women 

over men.”

• “there is to be no harm nor reciprocating of harm.” (Sunan Ibn Majah, 2341)

• “Do not strike the female servants of God” (Sunan Abi Dawud 2146, Sunan al-Darimi 2122 (included under 

“Chapter on the prohibition of hitting women”)

• “Do not hit them and do not revile them.” (Sunan Abi Dawud 2144)



MEN&WOMEN

• But

• 4:34

• Men are in charge of [are guardians of/are superior to/ have authority over/ are protectors and 

maintainers of]women (al-rijalu qawamuna ‘ala l-nisa’) because God has endowed one with more 

[because God has preferred some of them over others](bi-ma fadala Allahu ba‘dahum ‘ala ba‘din) 

and because they spend of their means (wa-bi-ma anfaqu min amwalihim). Therefore the righteous 

women are obedient [devout/virtuous](qanitat), guarding in secret that which God has guarded. As 

to those from whom you fear rebellion [disloyalty/ ill-conduct/ haughtiness/ desertion/ 

aversion](nushuzahuna), admonish them and banish them to separate beds, and beat them [go to 

bed with them when they are willing]. Then if they obey you, seek not a way against them. For God 

is Exalted, Great’ (Qur’an verse 4:34)



MEN&WOMEN

• Or 

• „people who appoint a woman to run their affairs shall never succeed” (Al-Bukhari 1422H, 

vol. 6, 88, hadith no 4428; al-Tirmidhi 1998, vol. 4, 97, hadith 2262)

• Thus: „woman is not permitted to hold positions of ruling such as Khalifa (vicegerent) as 

Mu’awin (assistant), Wali (governor), ‘Amil (Major)“ (Muhibbu-Din 2019)



ISLAM, GOVERMENT, POLITICS...

• We need to understand dichotomy of "public" and "private" spheres

• Private = domestic, within the premises of house ad family

• Public = social and political sphere

• Some scholars denounced women from public

• “And stay in your house, and do not display yourselves like that of the times of ignorance” (Quran 33:33)

• Others claim that if she can take care of the family, there is nothing in the authentic sources of Islam that prevents her from 

running for political offices

• But: „ Here, it must be stressed at all times that Islam considers a woman’s role as a mother to be the noblest duty she can ever 

perform; nothing else can replace it.“ (Mohan 2008).

• Women expected to give bay’ah (allegiance) to the Caliph -> women are allowed to participate in electoral politics (Muhibbu-

Din 2019)

• Patriarchy vs religion vs etnicity



FEMINISM

• Contra patriarchy

• Difference between Islam and society conditions

• Rejection of the idea that the Islam is primary determinant of the status and conditions of 

women

• Islamic feminism

• Feminist interpretation of Islamic faith

• Liberal view if Islam and attempts to adopt the religion to modern time

• Patriarchal view of Islam is not necessary an "authentic Islam" 

• Fatima Mernissi a Azitah Al-Hibri



FEMINISM II

• Attempts to rethink some of traditional concepts

• Musawah and project on qiwamah and wilayah

• Barlas on veiling



FATIMA MERNISI

• Moroccan sociologist

• Studies on sexual politics of Islamic Scripture

• One of the primary ways of manipulation of women was control of the physical space that 

women are allowed to occupy

• Criticism over wester matters of sexual politics too

• “If women’s rights are a problem for some modern Muslim men, it is neither because of the Quran 

nor the Prophet, nor the Islamic tradition, but simply because those rights conflict with the interests of 

a male elite,” 

• “The Veil and the Male Elite.”



• „Why, they ask, should the way that 10th-century Baghdadi men read the Quran dictate the 

rights of a 21st-century woman?“

• Important question – what about feminism? Does it belong to Middle East? Is it just a 

Western concept? Do you accept Islam feminism?



WOMEN´S POLITICAL ACTIVITY

• Case studies limitation

• Data shortage

• Especially on local level

• Biases

• Women representation in parliament in Arab States: 19%

• Concepts of „State feminism“ and it´s critique

• Illusion of willingness to democratize

• Repression of civil society-led pushes

• Beneficial only for bourgeois and upper-class women



WOMEN´S POLITICAL ACTIVITY

• We can categorize political activity into three types (Gibson 2014)

• Political discourse and community

• affiliated activities such as meetings

• Political protests and demonstrations

• Palestinian women in Lebanon during the civil war (75-91) and in the west bank during the first 

intifada

• Holding public office

• Women representation in parliaments

• Individual vs community



WOMEN´S 
POLITICAL 
ACTIVITY: 
BARRIERS 
(ESCWA 2017)

• Gender-specific roles and representation

• Perception of politics as an unsafe space for women

• Conservative interpretation of religion

• Women in a conservative religious environment are, on 
average, less likely to seek to participate in politics, owing to 
their own preferences or those of their male relatives

• Islamist parties less likely to include women on their electoral 
list

Sociocultural barriers

• Enduring legal discrimination

• Low rates of political and economic participation for women

• Gender-blind institutions and processes

• Absence of an enabling environment for civil society 
organizations

• Male dominance over political parties

Institutional barriers



ARAB REGION AND 
NUMBERS



ARAB REGION AND NUMBERS



QUESTIONS FOR YOU!

• Do you have any experinces with the topic you wanna share?

• From your travels? Family? Community? 

• The overall position of women – patriarchy, culture or religion?

• "Which narrative surrands you? What is your bubbe eachoing about women in islam?

• Is a „state feminism“ the way? Why? Why not?

• Are quotas the way? Why? Why not?



MOROCCO

• Year women received right to vote: 1959

• 2002 – 10% quota

• Before two waves of women activism

• 1970´-80´: socio- economic advances and modernization, combined with increasing education for young 

women and professional opportunities for graduates 

• 99/00 - demands for change from population -> reforming conservative family code

• Post-Arab spring reforms

• From 30 seats to 60 seats quota for women

• 2017 - highest number ever reached of women in cabinet (9 out of 39 members), although 

only one was a minister the remaining eight held State minister positions



MOROCCO
2020



MOROCCO 2020

• Women in parliament: 20.5%

• Women in ministerial

position: 5.6%

• Unemployed: 10.23%



KUWAIT

• Sunni majority, around 70%, being administrative and political elite

• Since 90´ protests, 2004 protesting inside the parliament hall

• 2005: Women can vote; run for parliamentary and municipal offices

• Survey (2002, data from 1994)

• older, more educated Sunnis and those who live outside of Kuwait City did not support increasing women’s political 

rights

• Sunni men were significantly more supportive of women’s rights than Sunni women

• Sunnis who belonged to volunteer organizations supported women’s rights and those who sup-ported Islamic 

movements abroad did not

• Orthodox respondents firmly supported including women, but those who cherished Islamic appearance codes did not

• All of the Gulf War experiences negated inclusive attitudes towards women.



KUWAIT
2020



KUWAIT 2020

• Women in parliament: 4.6%

• Women in ministerial

position: 13.3%

• Unemployed: 5.84%



IRAN, THE SHIA EXAMPLE

• Iran - International women days is not celebrated; but the day of Prophet's daughter is

• Year women received right to vote: 1963 (before regional neighbours)

• Women supported Iranian revolution



INETRNATIONAL WOMEN DAY



IRAN 2020 



IRAN 2020 

• Women in parliament: 19.9%

• Women in ministerial 

position: 0

• Unemployed: 22.58%



BANGLADESH

• Muslim political identity claimed 1947

• 1971 independence, new constitution, secular character

• Year women revived right to vote: 2005

• Women

• Barriers (2005-2014)





BANGLADESH 
2020 BE LIKE…



BANGLADESH 
2020 BE LIKE…

• Women in parliament: 20.6%

• Women in ministerial

position: 8%

• Unemployed: 6.78%



SAUDI ARABIA

• Reforms

• Driving

• Kindergartendens

• Police

• Reasons

• Economical boost

• Flattering the demographic line

• But, still arresting women activists

• Year women received right to vote: 2015



SAUDI 
ARABIA
2020



SAUDI ARABIA 
2020

• Women in parliament: 19.9%

• Women in ministerial

position: 0

• Unemployed: 22.58%



PAKISTAN

• Year women received right to vote: 1947 (reaffirmed in 1956)

• Raising number in female voters

• Election Act 2017 – 5% for women (Sidiqa 2018)

• Election Commission of Pakistan in 2017 - 10 percent of women had to vote in a 

constituency for the vote to be valid (Sidiqa 2018)



(Jaffery 2018)



PAKISTAN



PAKISTAN

• Women in parliament: 20.2%

• Women in ministerial

position: 12%

• Unemployed: 4.5%



NORTH NIGERIA



NORTH NIGERIA



NORTH NIGERIA



NORTH NIGERIA



NORTH NIGERIA



NORTH NIGERIA



• Global Gender Gap Report. 2020. 

(http://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_GGGR_2020.pdf)

• Jaffery, Shumaila. 2018. Change in Pakistan as women seize right to vote

(https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-44901521)

• Siddiqa, Arhama. 2018. The complex state of women’s suffrage in Pakistan

(https://theasiadialogue.com/2018/09/17/the-complex-state-of-womens-suffrage-in-

pakistan/)

http://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_GGGR_2020.pdf
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-44901521

