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Abstract

Despite the legal and educational reforms under Vision 2030, this research argues that a gap remains between
policy advancements and societal awareness of women's rights principles in Islam (WRPI) among Saudi
University students. Through a qualitative case study at a leading Saudi University, including content analysis
and semi-structured interviews, this research explores how the Islamic Cultural Curriculum (ICC) influences
women students' perceptions of their rights. This study integrates Freire's Critical Pedagogy and Tibbitt's
Human Rights Education models to advocate for a transformative approach incorporating gender justice and
peace education in line with Islamic principles. Findings reveal that the ICC content and teaching strategies
contain a blend of preaching, indoctrination, and marginalisation of women's agency as rights holders in the
Islamic framework. The analysis explores how the current ICC discourages critical engagement instead of
promoting discussion and reflection, reinforcing hierarchical gender norms through rigid teaching methods
and structure that presents knowledge as static and unquestionable. As these findings contradict WRPI, this
research suggests that applying the foundation (A4/-Ta’sil) methodology within a critical, dialogical
framework can reconcile WRPI with contemporary gender issues, needs and rights. Overall, this research
provides a multidisciplinary analysis of the Islamic approach to women's rights, transformational higher

education, and gender justice.
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Chapter one
Introduction

1.1. Introduction:

Women in Muslim-majority countries face economic, legal, political, and social challenges
due to deeply ingrained male-centric structures within their societies (UN Gender Equality
and Women's Empowerment Entity, 2013; Al-Rumaihi, 1995). Moghadam (1992) argues
that despite gender-reform efforts, the dominance of the father figure, both within the
household and at the state level, remains a defining characteristic of these systems, often
justified by religious interpretations. Sharabi (2008) contends that Arab societies continue
to uphold patriarchal frameworks, with gender-reforms affecting only their outward

appearance while leaving the underlying structures largely intact.

A critical factor contributing to gender inequality is the widespread lack of awareness
regarding the women’s rights principles in Islam (WRPI) among both men and women
(Zumurrud, 2019). This ignorance perpetuates gender-based discrimination and reinforces
misconceptions about women's roles in society. Moreover, culturally dominant attitudes,
judgments, and gendered expectations are often misattributed to Islam when, in fact, many
stem from deeply entrenched social and cultural traditions that diminish women's status
(Cesari and Casanova, 2017; Zumurrud, 2019). Recognising this distinction is crucial for
addressing the structural barriers that hinder gender equality and women's empowerment
in Muslim societies. In Saudi Arabia, where religious discourse significantly influences
legal and social norms, the conflation of cultural practices with religious teachings has

historically shaped gender policies, reinforcing restrictive frameworks that limit women's



rights and participation in public life (Abou El Fadl, 2001). Education is identified as the
key to raising women’s awareness of their rights (The World Program for Human Rights

Education,2012; Osler and Yahya, 2013).

This study argues that the Human Rights Education (HRE) and Critical Pedagogy (CP)
approaches align closely with the Islamic approach to education, particularly in promoting
critical thinking, advocating for rights, and advancing gender justice'. The HRE model, as
presented by Tibbitts (2002, 2017) and Bajaj (2009, 2011), positions education as a
transformative tool that empowers individuals by raising awareness of human rights and
encouraging personal action to uphold these principles®. Similarly, Critical Pedagogy (CP),
rooted in the work of Paulo Freire (1970), seeks liberation through education by fostering
critical thinking and a deepened understanding of human potential (Aldawood, 2020)°. The
Islamic educational approach, as highlighted by scholars like Habib (2019) and Gilani-
Williams (2014), also emphasises education as a means to approach God and ensures
awareness of context to promote righteous thought, speech, and action. Critical thinking

and moral responsibility are central tenets of Islamic education (Gilani-Williams, 2014),

!'In this study, gender justice will be used instead of gender equality to reflect the Islamic approach to gender rights better
(see 1.11). While gender equality often emphasises identical treatment and opportunities for men and women, gender
justice in an Islamic context recognises all individuals' inherent dignity and rights but acknowledges that gender roles
and responsibilities may differ under each gender’s needs. This approach prioritises fairness and equity rather than mere
equality, emphasising protecting individual rights within Islamic values and social norms (Al-Alwani,2012; Al-Eid,2006;
Al-Reysouni, 2002). By using gender justice, this study aims to align with these foundational principles and address the
nuances of gender roles as they are understood within the Islamic approach.

2 (See: 4.2.1 and 4.2.3).

3 (See: 4.2.5)



and these principles resonate with the aims of HRE and CP in advocating for justice,

particularly in addressing gender inequality®.

Given these conceptual overlaps and the Saudi Vision 2030 initiative, particularly in raising
awareness of women's rights in education and emphasising women’s empowerment as a
critical element in the Kingdom's social and economic development®, this study examines
the role of Islamic Culture Curriculum (ICC) at KSA university ¢ in fostering critical
awareness of women's rights within the Saudi context. The ICC is designed for men and
women students throughout their four-year undergraduate program, imparting Islamic
religious education and knowledge about their rights, duties, and responsibilities as
outlined in Islamic teachings in the Holy Qur'an’ and Sunnah of Prophet Muhammad®
(PBUH), alongside other Islamic topics. This course, compulsory for all students, offers a
platform for both genders to engage with issues of justice and gender roles from an Islamic

perspective.

By integrating HRE, CP, and the Islamic education framework, this study hypothesises that

while the ICC has the potential to activate critical thinking, raise awareness about women's

4(See 4.3.1 and 4.3.2)

5 (See: 3.4.3)

6 KSA is a pseudonym used in place of the actual name of a Saudi public university to maintain anonymity. This measure
is taken to protect the identity of the institution and ensure the pseudonymity of the participants, thereby safeguarding
their privacy and maintaining ethical research standards

7 The Qur'an is the complete revelation of Allah to the Prophet Mohammad, which serves as a spiritual, intellectual, and
ethical framework for all Muslims (Al-Munajjed, 1997).

8 Hadith (Sunnah) contains the sayings, interpretations, and actions of the Prophet Muhammad, recorded by his closest
companions, the Sahaba (Al-Munajjed, 1997).



rights, and promote gender justice and social transformation, its current structure and

implementation may hinder the educational outcomes expected by Vision 2030.

This chapter begins with an overview of the historical, educational, legal, and social
contexts that shape women’s rights education and discourse in Saudi Arabia. It examines
the evolution of women’s education, the influence of social norms, and the role of Islamic
education and the ICC in fostering awareness within the framework of Saudi Vision 2030.
Understanding these elements is essential for contextualising the study’s research problem.
Building on this foundation, the chapter then outlines the research objectives, questions,
motivation, and expected contributions, concluding with an explanation of the thesis

structure.

1.2. From Tribal Structure to Constitutional Framework:

In 1744, the political-religious alliance between Mohammed Ibn Abd-al-Wahhab and
Prince Mohammed Ibn Saud established the First Saudi State as an Islamic state governed
by Al-Shari ‘ah law (Blanchard, 2007). At that time, most of the Arabian Peninsula was a
vast, arid desert with limited opportunities for settlement for its nomadic population, who
had minimal contact with the outside world. Tribes formed the basis of social and political
organisation, mirroring pre-Islamic (Jahiliyyah) norms that reinforced male dominance and

female subjugation, which Islam initially fought against (Khamlishi, 2004). Men controlled



women's movement, interactions, and economic independence, while education and

inheritance rights were primarily denied’.

After that alliance, the Saudi state underwent three stages until King Abdulaziz Al Saud
announced the establishment of the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia in 1932. The Basic Law of
Saudi Arabia was issued in 1992'°. Article One in the “Basic Law of Governance” states,
"Governance in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia derives its authority from the Book of A/lah
(the God) most high and the Sunnah of his Messenger, both of which govern this law and
all the laws of the State". Islam is not just a religion but a comprehensive legal and social
system that shapes institutional structures, traditions, and gender roles; it is inseparable

from the Saudi identity (Al-Munajjed, 1997; Denman and Hilal, 2011).

Governance is based entirely on Shari ‘ah, which contains two primary and main sources,
the Qur’an, the Hadith (Sunnah), and two complementary and additional sources, Ijma'a’!
and Qiyas’?. Saudi law prohibits any legal system outside Shari ‘ah, reinforcing its central
role in shaping society (Zuhur, 2011; Al-Asmari, 2021), particularly in defining women's

status, rights, and responsibilities. However, tribalism and religion have been central to

° Marriages were arranged without women's consent under the guise of protecting tribal honour, and absolute obedience
was expected, dictated by tribal customs. Marriage and divorce were wielded as a tool of male control, with men holding
unchecked power to repudiate their wives at will (Khamlishi, 2004).

10 The Basic Law of Governance in Saudi Arabia is the essential body of principles and rules on which the State is based.
It is a constitution-like charter divided into nine chapters and 83 articles. It is a fundamental legal document that outlines
the kingdom's governance system, emphasising its Islamic identity and monarchical authority. Unlike Western
constitutions, it does not establish democratic institutions or allow for a separation of powers. Still, it ensures that all
aspects of governance align with Islamic principles and the authority of the ruling family.
https://laws.boe.gov.sa/BoeLaws/Laws/LawDetails/16b97fcb-4833-4{66-8531-a9a700

1 [ima'a is the scholarly consensus on issues not directly addressed in the Qur'an or Sunnah (Al-Munajjed, 1997).

12 Qiyas is analogical reasoning, allowing principles from the Qur'an and Sunnah to be applied to contemporary issues
(Al-Munajjed, 1997).




forming major cultural and social norms in Saudi Arabia (Al-Rumaihi, 1995; Hatina,
2009)!%. Vision 2030 represents a significant initiative to balance tradition with
modernisation, promoting women's participation in economic and social development

while maintaining Islamic values.

1.3. The Evolution of Women's Education: From Kutfab to Higher Education:

Education was limited and unregulated, based on traditional schools known as A/-Kuttab'?,
which focused on memorising the Holy Qur’an, the Hadith of the Prophet, the Arabic
language, and some Islamic sciences (Doumato, 2000). Due to the high illiteracy rate in
the Arabian Peninsula, 95% of the total population, King Abdulaziz (the founder and first
King of Saudi Arabia) issued a decree establishing the “Knowledge Council” for boys in
1928, long before the official establishment of the Kingdom in 1932 (Ministry of
Education, Government, MOG, Saudi Arabia). At that time, A/-Kuttab remained the sole
avenue for girls' education, as girls' schooling had not yet been officially permitted.
However, this traditional educational stage laid the foundation for the eventual

formalisation of women's education. It contributed to the emergence of educated female

13 An example of the dominant cultural practices was the restrictions on a woman’s mobility (to preserve the family's
honour). She was prevented from leaving her parents’ home for any other place except that of her husband at marriage
or for her funeral upon her death. Additional restrictions limited her role to raising children and performing housework
(Al Rumaihi, 1995). These practices stem from merging traditional Arabic norms and twisted interpretations of the
Qur’an (Bowen, 2008).

14 The Kuttab is a traditional educational system catering to both sexes and all age groups, typically held in mosques for
boys or in designated locations, sometimes teachers' homes for girls. Unlike in modern classrooms, students sit on mats
or bare ground in a circle around the teacher, often an elder or religious scholar of esteemed social status. Instruction
relies on rote memorisation and repetition, with students chanting after the teacher to aid retention under strict discipline.
Writing is practiced on wooden planks coated with clay or plaster, inscribed with Qur’anic verses or lessons using ink
derived from charcoal or plant extracts, and then erased after memorisation. The primary goal of this educational approach
is to instil Islamic principles, preparing boys for professional and social responsibilities while teaching girls virtues that
reinforce religious and societal values (Al-Munajjed,1997; Al-Sadhan, 2012).



personnel who played a crucial role in the development of formal schooling, with many
being recruited by the state as teachers and school principals when girls' education was
officially introduced in 1960 (Ibn Dahesh, Al-Harbi, 1999; Al-Sadhan, 2012; Al-Badah,

2011).

The relationship between tribal customs, religious beliefs, and state decision-making on
women's issues was complex and conflicted (Lopez, 2013; Kechichian, 2015). There had
been a strong reaction to the government's announcement of girls' education permission.
Many viewed female education as threatening society's adherence to religion and virtue
(Al-Manea,1984; Al-Khidr, 2011; Al-Sedhan, 2012). In addition, for the dominant gender
role at that time, girls' education was perceived as a disruption to the "ideal woman" who
devotes herself to protecting the family by being a decent wife and mother or traditionally
accepted professions such as teaching or nursing (Hamdan, 2005). Therefore, most Saudi
citizens were reluctant to send their daughters to formal girls’ schools in fear of the
emancipation of women, which they could witness in neighbouring Arab and Muslim
countries (Al-Sedhan, 2012)". In 1960, a royal decree was issued by King Saud advocating

for girls' education, stating that this decision was based on the advice of Senior Scholars

15 However, after the discovery of oil, urbanisation had a significant role in advancing education in general and girls'
education in particular. Thus, social attitudes towards women have been adjusted, contributing to an actual change in
redefining the gender roles of Saudi women (Al-Suwaigh,1989).



(Ulama) or (The Council of Senior Scholars),'® assuring families the right to keep their
daughters at home if they wished (Al-Sadhan, 2011). Ulama's Support for establishing
female education was crucial, as changing general social attitudes was extremely difficult
without the interference of the religious establishment (Al-Suwaida, 2016). Hence,
religious institutions issued verdicts (fatwa) to encourage families to enrol their daughters
in school and to assure the families that girls' education is not a Western ideology imposed
on the kingdom; instead, it is a right for women guaranteed by Islamic teachings'” (Al-

Sedhan, 2012).

The government placed girls' education under the supervision of religious scholars, which
Al-Suwaigh (1989) described as a necessary step towards reconciling women's educational
rights with traditional notions of honour, which required women to safeguard their virtue
by remaining at home. Years after formal girls’ education, the number of girls' schools
significantly increased (Rough, 2002). What began with 15 primary female schools across

different regions expanded to 14,812 schools at all general education levels across the

16 The religious establishment in Saudi Arabia has historically been a key partner of the ruling Al Saud family, forming
a political-religious alliance that has shaped governance since 1744. At its core is the Council of Senior Scholars (Hay ’at
Kibar Al-Ulama), the highest Islamic authority, composed of leading Sunni scholars. The Council advises the King and
government on Sharia law, issues fatwas through the General Presidency for Scholarly Research and Ifta, oversees the
Two Holy Mosques (Makkah and Madinah), and regulates Islamic propagation (Dawah) and religious education. Senior
scholars influence judicial rulings, but the ultimate legal authority remains with the king (Al-Khader, 2010). While it
historically held significant power over judicial and social policies, its influence has declined recently due to
modernisation efforts under Vision 2030, which aims to balance religious tradition with social and economic reforms
(Al-Otaibi, 2020).

17 Limiting women's education—whether by the state or religious authorities—has no basis in the Qur’an or Sunnah
(Hamdan, 2012). On the contrary, education holds a prominent and respected place in Islam. The first revelation received
by the Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) begins with the word "Igra," meaning "read." The Qur’an is rich with verses
encouraging education, such as: "My Lord, increase my knowledge." Moreover, the Qur’an emphasises the superiority
of knowledge, stating: "Are those who know equal to those who do not know?" (4/-Qur’'an,2025, 39:9). This highlights
the value placed on education in Islam, granting men and women the right to education (Shah, 2006). The Prophet
Muhammad (PBUH) further emphasised this by saying, “The quest for knowledge is incumbent upon every Muslim.”



Kingdom, enrolling 3,405,966 female students between 2021 and 2023, according to the
Ministry of Education'. The development of female education in Saudi Arabia has been
one of the fastest and most impressive in terms of its expansion over a short period
(Hamdan, 2005; Al-Murai, 2007; Jamjoom and Kelly, 2013; Al-Omair, 2015; Al-Suwaida,

2016).

Before 1975, women’s higher education was through off-campus programs, except for
exams. Since then, the number of institutions for women higher education has gradually
risen, as has the investment in women’s education; in 2020, there were 39 government and
11 private universities for both genders (Al-Zahrani, 2021), including the Princess Nora
Bint Abdul Rahman (established in 2008), a public women’s only university in Riyadh and
the largest women-only university in the world on over 8 million square meters, with
40,000 female members (Al-Zahrani, 2021). Thanks to these educational policies, Saudi
women could combat dominant gender roles in education and profession, becoming
engineers, doctors, journalists, editors, lawyers, PhD holders, and many other professions

(Al-Sudairy,2017).

Saudi Arabia is uniquely positioned by the Islamic world as the birthplace, which
underscores the vital role of Islam in the education system (Mustafa, 2017).
The Educational Policy document, issued in 1970 by the Supreme Committee for

Education Policy and consisting of 236 articles in 9 chapters, is the cornerstone of the Saudi

18 https://moe.gov.sa/en/knowledgecenter/dataandstats/edustatdata/pages/default.aspx




education system'?. It outlined that education based on Islamic principles is the pillar of
Saudi nation-building. Accordingly, in addition to the scientific and literature subjects,
Islamic religious education was integrated into all educational levels, from preschool to
higher education and across all schooling models. The Education Policy emphasised the
importance of the ICC in higher education (Article 11) as a vehicle for shaping and
strengthening the nation's foundational identity. The Educational Policy also emphasised
disseminating Islamic morals among students (Al-Minghash, 2006; Elyas and Badawood,
2016), shaping education in Saudi Arabia through Islamic principles and values system

(Rugh, 2002).

The Education Policy document incorporated human rights principles through various
directives and assurances (Al-Thunayan, 2013)%°. In 2015, the Ministry of Education
launched different initiatives to promote citizens' rights, aligning with the strategic
objectives of Vision 2030 (Al-Otaibi, 2020). These initiatives emphasise consolidating
positive values, developing independent personalities among male and female citizens, and

providing essential knowledge and skills to meet labour market demands (Vision, 2030).

19 Saudi Arabia's Education Policy, launched in 1970, serves as the foundational framework for the Kingdom's

educational system. It defines educational objectives, emphasising religious values, societal needs, and national
development. The policy covers all levels of education, including curricula, administration, and governance, making it
integral to the state's public policy. Divided into nine sections, the document outlines education principles, goals,
planning, types of education (general, vocational, and higher), and instructional methods.

Aligned with Vision 2030, Saudi Arabia is advancing educational reforms to enhance quality, improve outcomes, and
develop student and teacher competencies, ensuring a future-ready generation capable of leadership and innovation (Al-
Bishr et al., 2024).

20 For example, the document emphasised the "principle of justice and equal opportunities among citizens and the
facilitation of learning opportunities based on consultative opinion and justice in transactions and the combination of
rights and duties" (Al-Thunayan, 2013, p. 235).



Despite these efforts, the Education Policy document has remained unmodified since its

establishment in 1970 (Al-Minghash, 2006; El-Essa, 2018)%.

1.4. Saudi Vision 2030:

Since 2015, under the leadership of King Salman (the current king), Saudi Arabia has
embarked on an ambitious strategic development plan known as Vision 2030. This
comprehensive framework outlines 96 strategic objectives built upon three foundational
pillars: a vibrant society, a thriving economy, and an ambitious nation. Grounded in the
Kingdom’s intrinsic strengths, Vision 2030 aims to empower citizens and align national
progress with global advancements. A cornerstone of this transformation is the emphasis
on women's empowerment, positioning it as a central component of the developmental
agenda®. Through a series of reforms, Saudi Arabia has systematically dismantled barriers

to women's full participation in public life*’.

Although Vision 2030 does not explicitly differentiate between genders, it integrates

women-specific measures to correct the imbalances in gender representation across various

21 Al-Minghash (2006) argues that with the rise of globalisation and advancements in communication, modern societal
demands require reevaluating educational policies to align with contemporary realities. Reforming these policies is
essential to addressing the evolving challenges in Saudi society and the global academic landscape.

22 Since the era of King Abdullah (2005-2015), the Saudi government has demonstrated a growing commitment to
women's rights, ensuring alignment with Islamic principles derived from the Holy Qur’an and the Sunnah of Prophet
Muhammad (PBUH). In pursuit of this objective, the state has undertaken comprehensive legal reforms and policy
revisions to support and empower Saudi women while upholding Islamic teachings and societal values. These efforts aim
to safeguard women's rights and clarify their roles and responsibilities within Islamic jurisprudence and national
development (Saudi Human Rights Commission, 2019).

23 Moreover, Vision 2030 sets ambitious targets, including raising women's labour market participation from 22% to 30%
by 2030, acknowledging that women, who constitute over half of the university graduates and 60% of the youth
population, play a crucial role in the nation's economic and social advancement (Mulligan, 2019).
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sectors?*. By dismantling structural barriers and implementing inclusive policies, Vision
2030 establishes a strong foundation for women's active contribution to shaping the
Kingdom's future. These reforms have facilitated greater involvement in decision-making
processes and expanded opportunities for women to oversee and contribute to government
operations, reinforcing their role in shaping the nation's development. Saudi women have
increasingly gained representation in the political sphere®®. Globally, for the first time, three
women were appointed as ambassadors of Saudi Arabia, first in the United States in 2019
and then in Norway and Sweden?®. Hamdan (2012) considers that these social changes are
indicators of women’s rights progress and contribute to women’s empowerments and

gender justice in power relations, status, and access to resources.

24The Basic Law of Governance supports the Vision 2030 transformative approach. The ease of the guardianship system
(2019), Protection from Abuse Law (2013) and Anti-Harassment Law (2018), alongside institutions such as the Human
Rights Commission and the new personal status law (2022), offer women explicit legal protections. As official
documentation states, “Saudi Arabia's regulations adopt the complementary equality between men and women, which
considers the characteristics of each, which differ from the other. This will ultimately bring justice. The Kingdom believes
a “complementary gender relationship is an ideal means of promoting and protecting human rights, including women's
rights and eliminating discrimination against women”.
hitps:/www.my.gov.sa/wps/portal/snp/careaboutyou/womenempowering#:~:text=4 12 0%3ALeall20%pidakail 0% 2ain
162820%a520% Y 120%3 58320% Y e 333 521120%

25 Challenging gender roles extended to the participation of 30 Saudi women in the Al-Shiira (consultation) Council in
2013 and the winning of 20 Saudi women in the municipal elections in 2015 (Al-Sudairy, 2017). Women were granted
several rights, such as the right to drive, expanding opportunities in sports, including participation in the Olympics, and
facilitating entry into previously male-dominated professions such as aviation.

26 Similarly, in 2020, Saudi women were appointed members of the International Olympic Committee and permanent
representatives of Saudi Arabia to the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO) (Al-
Sudairy, 2017). Hamdan (2012) argues that such progressive social changes contribute to advancing women's rights,
reducing inequalities in power and status, and expanding access to resources.



Saudi Vision 2030 also introduced the Personal Status Law under Royal Decree No. (M/73)
approved by the Saudi Council of Ministers on March 8, 202227, The law's primary
objectives are to enhance family stability, safeguard individual rights, and reduce
discrepancies in judicial rulings, rooted in the principles and objectives of Islamic law
(Shari‘ah), considering legal guidelines to uphold family cohesion and stability®®. The
Personal Status Law comprehensively regulates marital issues, including engagement,
marriage, and the documentation of divorce®, Khul’*’, potential misuse or abuse (A4I-

31

Ta ‘assuf)®!, inheritance and wills*>, and marriage contracts®®>, Guardianship®* while

27 Personal Status Law was issued through organised consultation with specialised entities to ensure its provisions aligned
with Islamic law and societal needs, which are 1) The Council of Senior Scholars (Ulama): Ensuring the code's provisions
comply with Islamic Sharia principles, and 2) The Saudi Shura Council (The Consultative Assembly of Saudi Arabia):
Participating in discussions of the draft code and providing critical feedback. The code's provisions underwent rigorous
review to ensure their consistency with  Islamic  principles. See the full document in
https://laws.boe.gov.sa/BoeLaws/Laws/LawDetails/4d72d829-947b-45d5-b9b5-
ae5800d6bac2/1?csrt=18186045938710399830

28 This emphasis aligns with the Basic Law of Governance, which highlights the state’s commitment to family welfare
and acknowledges it as the cornerstone of society.

2 In Personal Status Law, Chapter (3), Section (2), the legislation prioritises preserving family stability by carefully
monitoring and addressing divorce rates. It also guarantees children's rights in divorce cases, ensuring their well-being
and protecting their interests. For example, before the new Personal Status Code was enacted, there was no standardised
legal framework governing the order of priority in child custody, leaving decisions primarily to judicial discretion. This
lack of uniformity often resulted in inconsistent rulings, with custody being awarded to the father over the mother without
clear or consistent criteria. In some instances, mothers were required to remain unmarried to retain custody, and
remarriage could automatically lead to its revocation. With the introduction of the new personal status code, the mother
is now explicitly recognised as the primary custodian, eliminating the need for her to file a legal claim or prove her
eligibility unless a lawful impediment exists. Furthermore, marriage is no longer an automatic disqualifier for maternal
custody; it only becomes a factor if it demonstrably compromises the child's best interests (Article 126, 127).

30 Women are allowed to document divorce proceedings without needing a judicial judgment. (Personal Status Act,
Article 96)

31 Article 108 explicitly grants a wife the right to request the dissolution of the marriage contract if she endures harm that
makes the continuation of marital life untenable, provided that the harm is substantiated with valid evidence.

32 Personal Status Law (2022), Chapter (7), Section (1).

33 Personal Status Law: Chapter (1), Section (2,3)

3* Saudi Arabia’s guardianship system has experienced notable reforms characterised by a steady relaxation of constraints
on women, although some customary practices continue. These changes accelerated under King Salman bin Abdulaziz
Al Saud’s leadership, especially after the launch of the Saudi Vision 2030 initiative. Major developments have included
permitting women to drive, acquire passports, access higher education, and travel independently once they reach a
specific age.




outlining the rights and responsibilities of spouses®>. It also regulates matters concerning
waiting periods (Edda)*¢, alimony and housing®’, and mutual respect within marital life,
emphasising the principles of consultation (A4/-Shiird) and justice in managing family
affairs among spouses. The law establishes the minimum legal age for marriage at 18
years®. These legal reforms adhere strictly to Islamic law, contradicting dominant social
practices on these issues, presenting a transformative shift in protecting women’s rights,
stabilising families, empowering women, and upholding rights enshrined in the legal

system®’.

However, studies highlighted that despite these legal reforms, women’s
awareness of their rights is not improving (Abu Jabal, 2020; Aldegether, 2023) (Read more

about the gap between the legal reforms and women’s awareness of their rights on 1.6 and

2.42).

1.5. Islamic Education in Higher Education: The ICC Transformation Through Vision 2030

Education has been part of the Saudi Vision 2030 agenda, as enhancing economic and
social success begins with improving the quality of human capital, dedicating $50 billion
to education in the 2018 budget (Rex, 2019, p.205). A key objective of Vision 2030 is to
enhance higher education, enabling graduates to compete in the knowledge economy and

meet local job market demands (Vision 2030). Saudi Arabia has expanded female

35 Personal Status Law: Article (42)

¢ Personal Status Law: Chapter (4), Section (1).

7 Personal Status Law: Chapter (2), Section (1)

38 Personal Status Law: Article (9).

39 The Personal Status Law’s streamlined approach facilitates swift case resolution. Many disputes, such as marital
separations and their associated alimony issues, custody, visitation rights, and more, are settled in a single session. This
efficiency underscores the modernised judicial approach and enhances confidence in the legal system (Ministry of Justice,
official website, 2023).

https://www.moj.gov.sa/ar/MediaCenter/News/Pages/NewsDetails.aspx?itemld=1372
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participation across all educational sectors, appointing women to leadership roles,
including deputy ministers and general directors in the Ministry of Education. To fulfil
these recommendations, the Ministry of Education added in 2021 two new subjects,
"Critical thinking" and "Philosophy", taught in secondary schools*. Elyas (2018) argues
that critical thinking and awareness of gender-related issues, such as gender roles, equality,
justice and stereotypes, should be prioritised within Saudi education systems*!. Based on
the Education Policy, religious education is compulsory for boys and girls at all levels in
(public or private) Saudi schools and higher education. Islamic studies are implemented at
schools and include six main subjects: Qur ‘an, Tawhid (declaration of the oneness of God),
Tajwid (recitation), Tafsir (interpretation, commentary on the Qur’an), Hadith (record of
the sayings and doings of the Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) and his companions) and Figh
(Islamic jurisprudence) (Pokop, 2003, p.79). In 2020, all six Islamic materials were
integrated and resumed into one subject, Islamic Studies, for both genders at all school
levels. In higher education, the ICC is the core religious education component, following
the Saudi Education Policy. Since the 1970s, male and female students in all higher Saudi
education institutions, regardless of their academic discipline, must take an ICC for four
years as part of their bachelor's degree program (Education Policy Document in the

Kingdom, 1969, Article 11). These courses encompass essential Islamic teachings,

40 This approach was designed to address the country's deficiencies in these areas, following decades of curricula built
on indoctrination that hindered the development of creativity and independent thinking, essential elements for economic
growth (Al-Otaibi, 2020; Rugh, 2002).

41 Policymakers, curriculum developers, educators, and students must actively cultivate and strengthen their critical
thinking skills on this issue. This is because teachers impart knowledge, skills, and attitudes and play a pivotal role in
shaping students' critical awareness of key values, including moral, cultural, and gender-related issues (Elyas, 2018).



including beliefs, Islamic history, Qur’anic studies, human rights, and duties. The
curriculum outlines women's rights as prescribed by Shari ‘ah (the Holy Qur’an and the

Sunnah of Prophet Muhammad).

The ICC was not a direct product of Vision 2030; it was first designed and taught in the
Faculty of Shart ‘ah at Damascus University in Syria in 1954. In 1961, the curriculum was
adopted by all the faculties at Al-Azhar University in Egypt. Later on, ICC was introduced
in several Arabic universities such as Sudan, Qatar, Kuwait and Saudi Arabia (Al-Ali,
2007). The Islamic academia held several conferences drawing attention to the importance
of including the ICC in higher education to promote the Muslim identity of the youth so
they can think critically and wisely about the dominant ideological and intellectual
approaches nationally and internationally (Al-Ali, 2007). Most recently, the International
Forum on the Decision of ICC in Universities: Challenges of Reality and Development
Prospects (2022) was held at the University of Qatar, featuring speakers from various Arab
universities*>. The primary objectives of this forum were to assess the current state of
teaching the ICC in universities and to highlight its role in shaping and fostering a balance
in Muslim identities. In Vision 2030, pedagogical recommendations were developed
asserting that religious education should be tied to the real-world context, emphasising
practical application (Al-Otaibi, 2020). El-Essa (2018) said there was an urgent need to
update the content of Islamic curricula to promote moderation and authentic national

identity and protect students from the dangers of drifting towards perverse ideologies.

42 The Federation of Universities of the Islamic World https:/fumi-fuiw.org/ar/article/427?utm_source=chatgpt.com)




Despite the ongoing development of the religious curricula in the Saudi educational system,
the ICC has not received the same level of scrutiny as Islamic studies subjects at schools.
The Chairman of the Curriculum Development Committee at KSA University in 2010
acknowledged that the ICC had remained unaltered for the past 25 years* . However, since
2015, the ICC at KSA has been through several updates to improve its connection to
contemporary issues such as civil society institutions, human rights, and the dialogue of
civilisations. This study is driven by the need to examine the role of the ICC in raising

awareness of women's rights at KSA University.

1.6. The Evolution of the Research Problem:

While institutional reforms and expanded opportunities integrate women into public and
economic spheres, true empowerment goes beyond access and achievements (Hamdan,
2012). Kabeer (1999) asserts that merely occupying leadership roles or workplaces does
not guarantee full empowerment, as awareness of rights and the ability to make strategic
life choices remain critical**. Providing loans and business opportunities does not
necessarily shift power dynamics within families and communities. Similarly, Le Renard
(2008) highlights that political and socioeconomic structures have long shaped Saudi

women's status, reinforcing those formal reforms alone cannot achieve genuine

43 Reference is concealed for the anonymity of the study.
4 Cornwall (2016) further argues that economic independence alone is insufficient without structural changes addressing
the root causes of gender injustice, such as gender violence within families.



empowerment. Despite these challenges, social norms are not static; they evolve through

negotiation and education.

From a parallel perspective, access to education alone is insufficient to fully realise the
right to education, though it remains a fundamental prerequisite (Tomasevski, 2004). While
economically prosperous countries often assume that achieving near-universal access to
education is sufficient, this assumption neglects deeper issues related to education's quality,
equity, and rights-based dimensions. As Kearney (2016) highlights, despite formal
commitments to international human rights conventions and "education for all" initiatives,
many students still experience educational barriers that undermine the principles of equal

access, inclusion, and meaningful participation.

This perspective is particularly relevant in contexts where formal access to education does
not necessarily translate into awareness or agency, especially in areas such as women's
rights. Hamdan (2012) states that female education in Saudi Arabia has not expanded
women’s occupational opportunities, nor has it changed the gender and power relations, as
she argues that women are still subordinated to men in every field. The gap between legal
frameworks and lived educational experiences underscores the need to move beyond access
and interrogate how education systems shape critical thinking, rights awareness, and social
implementation. Karimullah (2023) suggests that Islamic education can bridge the gap
between access and empowerment by enhancing women's religious understanding,
expanding their knowledge, and helping them navigate social and cultural barriers within
an inclusive educational framework (Ahmed and Hyndman-Rizk, 2018; Karimullah,

2023). Contrary to some approaches that dismiss religion as a tool for women's



empowerment and rights awareness*’, Karimullah (2023) argues that Islamic education
serves as a powerful means to challenge and dismantle oppressive structures. It provides a
framework to combat domestic violence, gender discrimination, and patriarchal
interpretations of religious texts. By fostering critical engagement with religious teachings,
Islamic education can empower women with the knowledge and agency to advocate for
their rights within a faith-based context. However, professors and policymakers agree that
there has been little to no significant progress in raising awareness of women's rights among

students (El-Essa, 2018).

Additionally, my positionality as a Saudi, Muslim, female academic in Sharia studies,
combined with my teaching experience, has been a central motivation for undertaking this
research. These experiences not only situate me within the cultural, religious, and
educational contexts where women encounter their rights, but also compel me to
interrogate how these contexts shape women’s awareness and agency. My background
equips me with both insider familiarity and critical distance, allowing me to approach the
subject with cultural sensitivity and a nuanced understanding of the role Islamic education

plays in framing women’s lived realities (read in depth about reflexivity in 5.5.3).

45 Some scholars and activists, such as Ayaan Hirsi Ali (2006, 2010) and Elisabeth Badinter (1980, 2003), argue that
religious frameworks, particularly in their traditional interpretations, serve as barriers to women's empowerment rather
than as tools for rights awareness. This approach claims that religion institutionalises gender inequality and that true
liberation for women requires distancing the rights discourse from religious influences. Religion, for this approach,
reinforces traditional gender roles and hinders women's autonomy. While these perspectives advocate for a strictly secular
approach to women'’s rights, they have been met with counterarguments from scholars who emphasise the potential for
reinterpretation and reform within religious traditions to promote gender justice (e.g., Wadud, 2006; Barlas, 2002). (See
more in 2.1. and 2.2.)



1.7. The Hypotheses Formulation

As mentioned before, Human Rights Education (HRE) integrates education as a
transformative tool that empowers individuals. It raises awareness of human rights and
encourages personal action to uphold these principles (Tibbitts, 2002, 2017; Aldawood,
2020; Bajaj, 2009, 2011). Critical Pedagogy (CP), rooted in Freire’s work (1970), promotes
liberation through education by fostering critical thinking, self-awareness, and a deeper
understanding of human potential. Similarly, the Islamic education framework considers
critical thinking and moral responsibility as central tenets of Islamic education (Habib,
2019; Gilani-Williams, 2014). In addition, despite the claimed ability of religious education
to raise women’s awareness of their rights and promote gender justice (Karimullah, 2023);
and despite Saudi Arabia’s Vision 2030, which aims to bridge the gap between women's
rights education and women's rights awareness through legal and educational reforms in
the ICC, this gap still persists among women students. Through the integration of HRE,
CP, and Islamic educational approach, and in the given educational and religious context,
this study hypothesises that while the ICC has the potential to activate critical thinking,
raise awareness about women's rights, and promote gender justice and social
transformation, its current structure and implementation in the classroom may limit the

educational outcomes envisioned by Vision 2030.

This hypothesis emerged from the above-mentioned studies and the researcher’s direct
observations in the classroom while teaching female students. Students demonstrate
significant confusion surrounding their legal and social rights. Some students advocated

for rights that fit their responsibilities, while others hesitated to claim the rights they owned
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under Islamic law, mistakenly believing they were not allowed to. This gap between rights
awareness, legal reforms, and dominant gender roles highlighted the urgent need to figure
out the shortness of the ICC in providing transformative education in gender justice in the
last 10 years despite the legal development and the educational policies will through Vision

2030.

1.8. Research Objectives and Questions

This study critically examines the role of the ICC in promoting awareness of women’s
rights in Saudi Arabia, identifying the underlying reasons for its ineffectiveness despite the
implementation of Vision 2030 and legal and educational reforms, with scholars,
policymakers, and specialists consistently noting a persistent lack of awareness of women’s
rights. Given its role in shaping ICC education at the university level, this study focuses on
KSA University as a case study. KSA was chosen as the context of the study due to its
historical significance, evolving governance structure, and potential for curricula

enhancement.

1.8.1. The Research’s Specific Objectives:

The data consists of the ICC content and interviews analysis (interviews with women

professors and students at KSA). The specific objectives of the research are the following:

1- Explore Professors' and Students' Perspectives on ICC Content and Implementation in
terms of its effectiveness in raising awareness of women's rights, fostering gender justice,

and promoting critical thinking. This objective will assess whether there is alignment
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between the curriculum's goals and the professors' and students’ experiences and how these

perspectives can inform improvements in the curriculum content and teaching strategies.

2- Analyse the ICC Content on Women's Rights Materials. The research will explore the
curriculum structure, its pedagogical methodology, the types of knowledge it imparts, and
the discourse and language used to offer this knowledge, assessing how effectively these
elements address gender justice from both Islamic and contemporary perspectives.
Additionally, the study will evaluate the coherence between the content, teaching methods,
and their capacity to foster a deeper understanding of women's rights, emphasising critical
thinking and empowerment. The research aims to identify the strengths and weaknesses of
the ICC and highlights how deeply the ICC contributes to improving Saudi women's

awareness of their rights within Islamic principles.

3- Explore the Intersection of Islamic Education and Critical Pedagogy, evaluating the
integration of transformative education principles in WRPI discussion, incorporating
critical thinking, self-awareness, and active engagement to encourage students to engage
with gender justice and women’s rights both academically and in their personal lives. This
evaluation will assess the curriculum’s potential to foster a transformative educational
experience that empowers students to challenge gender inequalities and contribute to

societal change.

1.8.2. The Research’s Questions:
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1. How do professors and students perceive the effectiveness of ICC content (structure
and offered knowledge) and teaching strategies in raising awareness about women’s
rights, fostering gender justice, and promoting critical thinking?

2.  How do the ICC concepts, structure and discourse address gender justice and
women's rights follow an Islamic approach? = How far does it relate to the
contemporary social and legal context of Saudi Arabia?

3. In what ways does the intersection of Islamic education and critical pedagogy
empower students to critically engage with gender injustices, and how effectively
does the curriculum foster transformative education that motivates students toward

contributing to societal change?

1.9. The Significance of the Study: Expected Contributions

This research contributes to the broader scholarship on women's rights approaches in
Muslim-majority countries and human rights education by demonstrating how Islamic
education can serve as a vehicle for promoting gender justice. By critically analysing the
ICC, the study highlights how religious and cultural frameworks can be leveraged to
advance women's rights in ways that are both contextually relevant and aligned with
Islamic principles. This perspective is particularly significant given the ongoing global
discourse on integrating human rights education within religious and culturally specific
educational systems. It offers an alternative approach that neither imposes external
paradigms nor rejects universal rights frameworks but rather seeks to harmonise them

within an Islamic pedagogical model.
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The ICC is an essential platform for raising awareness about women's rights in Saudi
Arabia, particularly within the context of Vision 2030. Saudi Arabia is undergoing a
profound transformation that includes a rethinking of gender roles, especially regarding
women’s rights and empowerment. However, the complex interplay of traditional, cultural,
and religious factors poses opportunities as much as challenges in achieving gender justice.
Education, particularly in higher education institutions, is pivotal in this transformation as
students are the future leaders and decision-makers who will shape and implement these
changes in practice. The ICC offers students the tools to engage with these issues through
Islamic teachings and contemporary-practical perspectives. However, the curriculum’s
ability to bridge the gap between these perspectives and address emerging gender justice
concerns under Vision 2030 remains an open question. The significance of this study lies
in its potential to provide new insights into how Islamic education, structured through
Islamic scholarly methodologies and implemented through critical pedagogical
approaches, can empower Saudi women. The study aims to inform Islamic studies and
educational research by thoroughly examining how the ICC operates within Saudi Arabia’s
evolving sociocultural and political context. Furthermore, it contributes to women’s rights
by critically assessing how education can play a transformative role in shaping awareness

and advocating for gender justice in Saudi Arabia.

This research fills a gap in the existing literature, which often overlooks the complex
relationship between religious teachings, higher education, and women's empowerment in
Saudi Arabia. This research provides a crucial academic resource for understanding the

intersections and dynamics of religion, education, dominant gender roles, gender justice
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and women’s rights in Saudi Arabia. It offers insights not only for scholars in Islamic
studies, education, and women’s rights but also for policymakers and educators. It
advocates working to improve women’s empowerment through effective education within

the unique sociocultural context of Saudi Arabia.

1.10. The Thesis Structure:

In this chapter, the research presented the background of the study. It explored the historical
development of Saudi Arabia, focusing on its impact on women’s rights and the evolution
of the country’s education policies. I also discussed the history of religious higher education
in Saudi Arabia, with particular attention to the ICC, which serves as a cornerstone for
understanding the intersection of education, religion, and gender issues within Saudi
society. Then, the research hypothesis, objectives, and questions are covered, highlighting
the study's potential contributions to knowledge and practical applications in gender and

educational disciplines.

Chapter 2: The Literature Review explores the evolution of women's rights discourse in
the Arab and Muslim world, examining its intersection with Western feminist frameworks.
It identifies the diverse epistemological frameworks in women’s rights advocacy across
secular and Muslim Arabic approaches following the analysis of Khir-Allah (2021, 2024).
It explores an inclusive discourse that respects Muslim women’s lived experiences and
faith-based identities. This chapter identifies the complexities of culture and religion,

clarifying their intersections while highlighting how Muslim scholars address the
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discussion of women’s rights in a culturally specific, practical, and faith-conscious

approach.

Chapter 3, The Islamic Framework to Women’s Rights Discussion, delves into the
Islamic framework of women's rights. It identifies its value system and defines the key
concepts in discussing women’s rights, following Al-7a 'sil methodology in Al-Eid’s (2006)
study*. The chapter then focuses on the Saudi context, describing Saudi women’s rights,
awareness, and agency and emphasising the role of education and religious and cultural
identity in shaping gender norms and women’s empowerment. Finally, it reviews previous
studies on women's rights education in Saudi Arabia before and after Vision 2030,

concluding with a critical reflection on the findings.

Chapter 4, The Theoretical Framework, structures the epistemological foundation for
the study and the analysis guidelines. The chapter introduces key existing pedagogical
theories of Human Rights Education (HRE), particularly Paulo Freire’s Critical Pedagogy,
Tibbitts’ and Bajaj’s Transformation Model of HRE, and Peace Education (PE). The

Chapter moves on to focus on the Islamic epistemological approach to education, exploring

46 This thesis aims to establish a foundational framework for understanding the source of women’s rights in Islam as
grounded in the Qur’an and Sunnah, independent of culturally inherited practices, human-biased laws, and socio-
historical traditions that dominate women’s rights discussion in Saudi Arabia. While it examines the differing interpretive
approaches to religious texts adopted by the third and fourth waves in women’s rights discussion within Islamic thought,
such a comparison is not the primary objective of this study. The complex methodological differences across religious
texts' interpretations exceed the scope of this research and would necessitate a separate, dedicated investigation.
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the intersection of Critical Pedagogy with Islamic values of justice, equality, and peace. It
examines how Islamic principles align with transformative educational practices and their
potential to challenge entrenched gender norms. This section also evaluates the Saudi
educational context, particularly in light of Vision 2030, and sets the stage for analysing

the ICC’s role in advancing women’s rights within this framework.

Chapter 5, the Methodology, describes the research design, the survey structure, data
collection methods, and the analysis process. The chapter also explains the rationale behind
the chosen research decisions and methodologies. Finally, it explores the trustworthiness
of the research following Lincoln and Guba’s approach (1985) and discusses the research

challenges and ethical issues.

The analysis consists of two chapters. Chapter 6 presents a three-tiered analysis of
eighteen semi-structured interviews with female professors and students engaged with the
ICC. Using micro, meso, and macro levels of analysis, it examines the curriculum’s
effectiveness in promoting awareness of Women’s Rights Principles in Islam (WRPI). The
micro level assesses the participants’ perspectives on the ICC content, structure, and
pedagogical strategies. The meso level explores participants' perceptions of key concepts
in WRPI, which is explained in the curriculum. The macro level contextualises how
participants implement these findings within the broader Saudi social and educational
landscape. Together, these levels provide a comprehensive understanding of the ICC’s role

in shaping women's rights education.
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Chapter 7 analyses the content of the ICC on women’s rights, focusing on the first six
chapters of the Curriculum. Following the three-level framework—micro, meso, and
macro—it examines the curriculum’s structure, discourse, and language for gender
stereotypes (micro), the effectiveness of the Al-Ta’sil methodology in explaining key
concepts in WRPI (meso), and the broader social and educational context of WRPI
knowledge in Saudi Arabia (macro). This structured approach comprehensively evaluates

how the ICC presents and frames women's rights within Islamic teachings.

Chapter 8, the Discussion, interprets the study’s findings concerning the research
questions, objectives, and theoretical framework. It examines the implications of the
findings, connecting them to the existing literature about transformative education,
women’s rights awareness, and gender justice in Islam and examining their significance in
Saudi Arabia within the framework of Vision 2030. The Discussion Chapter is structured

following Paulo Freire’s Critical Pedagogy.

Chapter 9, the Conclusion, summarises the study's key findings, revisits the research
objectives, and provides a final synthesis. It highlights the research contributions to the

field and suggests areas for future research.

1.11. Terminological Clarifications:

Given this study's cultural specificity and multidisciplinary nature, it is essential to
establish precise definitions for the key terms used. This section aims to clarify the intended

meanings of these terms to prevent misinterpretation, overgeneralisation, or ambiguity. By
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providing these clarifications, this research ensures conceptual accuracy and a shared

understanding of the analysis.

Sunnah and Hadith are closely related but distinct concepts in Islamic teachings. Sunnah
refers to the practices, sayings, and approvals of the Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) as a lived
example of Islamic teachings. On the other hand, Hadith is the recorded narration of the
Prophet’s words, actions, and approvals, compiled by scholars in authenticated collections.
While Sunnah represents the Prophet's broader way of life and customs, Hadith is the
primary source for documenting and transmitting the Sunnah. This research uses the terms
Sunnah and Hadith synonymously to maintain consistency and avoid unnecessary
differentiation. Both contribute to understanding Islamic perspectives on women’s rights

in education since Hadith serves as the textual record of the Sunnah.

This research defines women's rights through the divinely ordained entitlements and
responsibilities outlined in the Qur'an and Sunnah, ensuring Muslim women's dignity,
protection, and social harmony. These rights encompass financial, personal, and moral
dimensions, affirming justice and equity within the Islamic framework (Bakshuwain, 2015;
Al-Alwani,2012; Naseef,1995). On the other hand, women's empowerment is framed as a
transformative process through which women gain awareness, agency, and the ability to
make strategic life choices. It extends beyond economic or political participation to include
education, negotiation, and advocacy in overcoming structural and social constraints.
While women's rights establish a foundational framework of justice, empowerment
represents the dynamic process of actualising these rights within society (Kabeer, 1999;

Cornwall, 2016)
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The term “feminism”, translated to A/-Nisawiyya in this study, refers to the Western and
Arabic movements that advocate women'’s rights from a secular framework depending on
UDHR and similar international declarations. It does not aim to monopolise all the diversity
in the feminist movements. However, this limited focus is established due to the research

focus®’.

The (ICC) in the analysis, discussion, and conclusion section refers only to level three of
the ICC higher education in KSA University, specifically units one to six. Similarly, the
research findings and results are limited in analysing these units and the participants' views.

No generalisations are intended.

Gender equality is incompatible with the Islamic framework for women’s rights discussion,
while the term “gender justice” is more accurate*®. Similarly, “gender justice” is used in
the analysis section. At the same time, the terms “gender rights” and “women’s rights” are
used synonymously, as research indicates that discussions of women’s rights within the

Islamic framework are not separate from those of men’s rights and responsibilities*.

In this research, the terms "women teachers" and "women students" are used instead of
"female teachers" and "female students" to emphasise gender as a social construct rather

than a mere biological distinction (Butler, 2002). Additionally, using "S1", "S2", etc. to

47 (See 2.2).
48 (See 3.2.3).
4 (See 3.2.1).
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refer to students and "P1", "P2", etc. for professors ensures the anonymity of the

participants.

1.12. Conclusion:

While current reforms in Vision 2030 have aimed to bridge the gap between legal
advancements and lived experiences, there persist gendered misconceptions and a lack of
women’s awareness of their rights in Islam. This highlights the need for a more robust and
critically engaged educational approach. The ICC, despite its potential to integrate human
rights education and critical pedagogy, has yet to fully activate its role in fostering women's
rights awareness. This study follows women’s rights advocacy through the Islamic
framework, implemented in higher education, aiming to explore the ICC’s capacity to
contribute to women's empowerment through education. By examining its content,
pedagogical approaches, and alignment with contemporary gender justice principles, this

research seeks to uncover the barriers hindering its transformative impact.

Through a multidisciplinary analysis incorporating human rights education, critical
pedagogy, and Islamic educational frameworks, this study aspires to offer insights into how

the ICC can evolve to serve its intended purpose better in the Saudi Arabian context.
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Chapter Two
Islamic Framework to Women’s Rights: Advocacy, Saudi Context as a Case Study

2.1. Introduction:

The discourse on women's rights has been shaped by diverse ideological frameworks, with
different approaches towards religion as either a tool of emancipation or a source of
oppression (Khir-Allah,2024). In Western feminism, which emerged from a secular
framework, religion has often been perceived as an obstacle to women’s freedom and self-
determination (Ahmed, 1992; Badran, 2009). This perspective contrasts sharply with
women’s rights movements in the Arab and Muslim world, where the role of religion in
advocating for women’s rights has been a subject of extensive debate (As Khir-Allah,
2021). Within this discourse, three main trends can be identified: (1) those who adopt
Western feminism while incorporating religious values (Al-Saadawi, 2005; Yusuf, 2008;
Ben-Salamah, 2005), (2) proponents of Islamic feminism, which seeks to reinterpret
religious texts to promote gender justice following the values of the Universal Declaration
of Human Rights (UDHR) (Mutmasik, 2008; Abu-Baker, 2012, Abood, 2013; Saleh, 2017;
Lemrabet, 2014), and (3) scholars who argue that Islam itself provides a self-sufficient
framework capable of ensuring women's rights without reliance on external feminist or

secular paradigms (Al-Juhany, 2015; Al-Marrakshi, 2020, Khir-Allah 2024).

In the Saudi context, where religion and society are deeply intertwined, women's rights
cannot be meaningfully discussed without considering the intersection of cultural and
religious dimensions. As Khir-Allah (2021) argues, an intersectional approach to women's

rights discourse in Muslim societies must acknowledge the role of religious identity in
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shaping gender norms, legal structures, and social expectations. This view is further
reinforced by Al-Marrakshi (2021), who asserts that Islamic teachings contain an internally
coherent and comprehensive framework that offers applicable and just solutions to gender-
related issues. Karimullah (2023) argues that the Islamic frame of reference in rights
education is a powerful tool to challenge and dismantle oppressive structures. It can bridge
the gap between access to empowerment, knowledge needed for emancipation and praxis™’.
Accordingly, this chapter identifies the evolution of the discourse on women’s rights in the
Middle East and its correlation with Western discourse on women’s rights, following the
works of Ghufran Khir-Allah (2021a, 2024b). The analysis sheds light on the importance
of culturally specific frameworks in women’s rights discussion that consider cultural
identities and religious affiliations of women, following Khir-Allah’s work, Cesari’s

(2017), Brown (2008), and Al-Sheik (2011).

2.2. The Evolution of Women’s Rights Discourse in The Arabic-Muslim World:

The introduction of women’s rights discourse into Arab societies can be traced back to the
colonial era, particularly in Egypt in the early 20th century under British occupation. This

period saw the emergence of first-wave feminism®!, which was primarily led by Christian

30 (See 1.6.)

3! The term "feminism" was first coined in France in the 1880s by Hubertine Auclert, emerging as part of a broader
movement advocating for women's emancipation in response to male dominance. This concept, initially rooted in the
promises of the French Revolution, later spread globally, including to Arab and Muslim societies, where it took on distinct
characteristics shaped by local histories, religious traditions, and sociopolitical conditions (Khir-Allah, 2024).
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intellectuals, such as Qasim Amin (1899, 1911). Early feminist activists’> focused on
women's education and legal reforms, advocating for gender equality through Western-
inspired modernisation efforts (Khir-Allah, 2024). This wave often positioned Islam as a
primary obstacle to women's emancipation, framing religious traditions as inherently
patriarchal and restrictive (Ben-Salamah, 2005a, 2005b). Afterwards, three more waves
emerged in the Middle East advocating for women’s rights, each from a different

epistemological framework.

2.2.1. The Second Wave: Secular Feminism and Western Influence

Approving the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) in 1948 gave new
momentum to feminist movements in Europe. However, this framework was introduced in
colonised Arab societies as a universal model of liberty and equality, often dismissing local
religious and cultural values as outdated (Glendon 2003, Boulos 2019a, Khir-Allah 2021a).

Colonial governments promoted the UDHR as an alternative to Islamic law on rights,

32 The term feminism in Arabic is translated to AI-Nisawiyya, which refers to advocacy for women's rights and gender
equality. It challenges patriarchal structures and promotes women's social, political, and economic empowerment within
Arabic complex social structures. Saudi women tend to advocate for their rights on social platforms without using this
term in Arabic or English. This could be due to the negative social attitude towards the term in Arabic or English. The
negative attitude could be related to the perceived incompatibility of the term with Islamic principles (Alhajri, and Pierce,
2022).
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reinforcing the perception that Arab and Muslim women were inherently oppressed and in

need of Western intervention (Mahmood, 2005; Khader, 2016; Boulos, 2020b)3.

Secular Arab feminists’, the second wave, viewed the UDHR as a product of global
cultural collaboration and argued for reinterpreting Arabic traditions and religious values
within its framework to align with international human rights standards (Al-Nagash 2002,
Ben-Salamah 2005a, Al-Saadawi, 2005, Yusuf 2008). They maintained that feminism and
Islam were fundamentally contradictory, advocating for replacing Shari ‘ah-based laws
with civil legislation inspired by human rights conventions such as the Convention on the
Elimination of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW)>° (Husaini, 2012; Sharafaldin
2013). Scholars such as Farida Al-Naqash (2002) and Raja Ben-Salamah (2005a, 2005b)
argued that detaching religious law from constitutional governance would enable women

to exercise their rights freely, without cultural or religious constraints.

33 Western discourse reinforced stereotypes of Muslims as uncivilised—depicting men as ignorant and women as sexual
slaves—to justify the colonialism of Muslim countries (Ang-Lygate, 1996; Said, 2002; Haddad, 2007). Between 1800
and 1950, nearly 900 films and 60,000 books perpetuated these stereotypes, portraying Muslims as barbaric and irrational.
The harem was often depicted as a site of female confinement, reinforcing Orientalist fantasies (Hoodfar, 1992). These
narratives continue to shape perceptions of Muslim women in contemporary discourse, with Islam frequently used in political
discourse to sustain a hegemonic and fear-based discourse (Khir-Allah, 2021).

% Feminism is a diverse and multifaceted movement, encompassing various frameworks shaped by cultural, historical,
and ideological (European) contexts. Due to this variation, this study follows Khir-Allah’s (2024) classification, using
the term "Secular feminist approach" to refer to Western and Arabic women’s rights approaches that follow a secular
epistemological framework. This classification does not overlook the diversity within secular feminist movements. In
addition, the Islamic feminist approach does not reduce Arabic feminist movements to a single framework but highlights
their distinct epistemological foundations, joining the Islamic and UDHR frameworks.

55 The Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) is an international
treaty adopted by the United Nations General Assembly in 1979. It is often described as an international bill of rights for
women, outlining measures to end discrimination against women in all aspects of life, including education, employment,
and political participation. CEDAW requires signatory states to take concrete steps to ensure gender equality and
eliminate practices that disadvantage women (Anju, 2017).
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Despite rejecting religious law, second-wave feminists did not dismiss faith altogether. Al-
Nagqash (2002) described secularism as a rational interpretation of religion that promotes
progress, while Mernissi (1987a) contended that Islam, like Christianity and Judaism,
could coexist with modernity under a secular state, where religion is a personal choice
limited to the private sphere (Ben-Salamah 2005b). Ben-Salamah (2005b) suggested that
the Qur an should be liberated from jurisprudence (figh), interpreting it as a moral guide
rather than a legislative source. They prioritised human rights principles over Islamic legal
traditions, asserting that religious adherence perpetuates gender inequality and prevents
them from absolute liberty over their minds, desires and bodies as the religious legislation
would be their limit (Al-Saadawi, 2005; Ben-Salamah, 2005a; Yusuf, 2008;
Sharafaldin,2013). This wave of feminism challenged the gender differences and gender
roles upheld by Islamic teachings, arguing that religious teachings and authority and
cultural privacy protect and foster male dominance. Second-wave feminism called for a
fundamental shift toward secular governance to achieve gender equality (Al-Saadawi,

1999; Ben-Salamah, 2004a, 2005a; Al-Naqgash, 2002).

2.2.2. Islamic Feminism (A/-Naswiyya Al Islamea): The Third Road:

In response to the second wave’s rejection of religion, a third wave of Arab Muslim feminist
thought emerged in the late 20th and early 21st centuries, seeking to reconcile gender

equality with Islamic teachings (Khir-Allah, 2021a, 2024b). This movement, often referred
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to as Islamic feminism>®, challenged both secular feminist narratives and patriarchal
interpretations of Islam, advocating for gender justice within the UDHR and the Islamic
framework. Scholars such as Amina Wadud (2006), Umaima Abu-Baker (2012a, 2012b),
Fatima Mernissi (1992), Asma Lamrabet (2014, 2016), and Amani Saleh (2017) have
played key roles in this discourse, promoting reinterpretations of religious texts to align

with principles of justice and equality in the UDHR.

Scholars defined Islamic feminism as a movement grounded in Islamic values, advocating
for justice, equality, and gender awareness. Abu-Baker (2012) emphasised two main
aspects: 1) identifying cultural practices falsely attributed to Islam and 2) implementing
ijjtihad (independent reasoning) to revive Islam’s original teachings on gender justice.
Lamrabet (2014) used the term "Third Road" as, for her, Islamic feminism paves a third
way between rejecting religion and adopting a traditional or misinterpreted cultural form
of it. Khir-Allah (2024) highlighted a fundamental divergence between Islamic and secular
feminism regarding the source of legislation. While secular feminists prioritised the
Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) as a global standard, Saleh (2017) and
Abu-Baker (2012) argued for the primacy of the Qur’an, even when it did not support
absolute gender equality. However, Saleh (2017) highlighted that Islamic traditional

heritage often reinforces female subordination, yet Islamic feminism provides a space for

36 Islamic feminism first gained momentum during the 1990s, with publications of Iranian scholars like Zanan and Farzan
al-Hakim offering new perspectives on women's rights by integrating feminist and Islamic sources. This approach was
later embraced by Muslim women in the diaspora between 1991 and 2005, particularly those of Asian and African
descent. The Malaysian NGO movement "Sisters in Islam", founded in 1988, became the first to adopt an Islamic feminist
framework within the Muslim world. In Egypt, scholars such as Umaima Abu-Baker, who studied abroad, also aligned
their work with this perspective (Khir-Allah, 2024).
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ijtihad to critically examine religious sources (Qur 'an and Sunnah) without contradicting
them. It advocated for their reinterpretation through a feminist lens, arguing that Qur ‘anic
interpretation should remain adaptable to contemporary values in UDHR, such as
democracy and pluralism (Wadud, 2006; Husaini, 2012). Lamrabet (2016) argued that the
Qur’an promotes divine justice and does not discriminate against women. She called for
reinterpretations of Qur’anic texts, which led to new perspectives on issues such as male
guardianship, polygamy, and hijab, with scholars asserting that these practices were
cultural constructs rather than religious imperatives (Abu-Baker 2012; Lamrabet 2014)>’.
The epistemological problem in this approach is that even though the feminist scholars
claimed that they aim to depend on the Islamic resources of the Qur'an and Sunnah to

discuss women's rights, they took the UDHR as a frame of reference to follow in the

reinterpretation instead of following the A/ Ta ’sil methodology=.

Secular Arab feminists have been highly critical of Islamic feminism, arguing that it is an
“Islamisation of feminism”, asserting that Islam itself is the root of patriarchal oppression

in the Arab world and emphasising that feminism is a civil rights movement should remain

37 Islamic feminists have maintained an ambivalent stance toward the Sunnah as a legislative source. Some Western
Islamic feminists, like Wadud (2006), prioritised the Qur’an over the Sunnah, considering the latter a record of human
behaviour. In contrast, Arab Islamic feminists have primarily preserved the Sunnah due to its cultural and religious
significance in the Middle East. However, they have often overlooked hadiths that reinforce restrictive gender norms
(Hassan, 2012). Furthermore, unlike secular feminism, Islamic feminism has not extensively addressed issues of bodily
autonomy and sexual liberation, as seen in debates over the hijab, which is framed as an ethical choice rather than a
religious obligation (Khir-Allah, 2021).

58 Al Ta ’stl methodology considers the Qur’an and the Sunnah the primary epistemological framework of religious terms,
concepts and practices. The Al-Ta sil methodology consists of comparing evidence, analysing it, and linking it to its
trusted sources as well as to the relevant context. It involves grounding knowledge through tracing back contemporary
interpretations or issues to the sources of Islamic law (Shari ‘ah), which are: the Qur'an, Hadith, consensus ([jma), and
analogical reasoning (Qiyas). See (3.3.1).
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independent of religious frameworks (Mernissi,1987a; Mayer, 1993; Sabbar 1994; Al-
Saadawi 1999, 2005; Ben-Salamah, 2005a; Al-Qarmy, 2017). In response, Saleh (2017)
contended that feminism worldwide draws from various intellectual traditions- Marxist,
liberal, and religious- and questioned why Islamic feminism should be dismissed when it
offers a viable path for Arab Muslim women's empowerment. Abu-Baker (2012) further
argued that religious feminism exists in other faith traditions, such as Christian feminism.
At the same time, Saleh (2017) and Lamrabet (2014) argued that secular feminist discourse,
by disregarding local traditions, inadvertently reinforced colonial narratives that positioned

Western feminism as superior, fostering Western cultural dominance™.

2.2.3. An Emerging Fourth Wave: Epistemological Independence

Khir-Allah (2024) argues that the ideological, cultural and methodological gaps in applying
the term "feminism" in Arab and Muslim discourses on women's issues have given rise to
a fourth wave in Arab societies. Unlike previous movements, this recently identified wave
rejects the label of feminism entirely, arguing that its ideological foundations are
inseparable from secularism and Western philosophical values. Al-Marrakshi (2021a,
2023b) critically points out the cultural and methodological glitches in adopting the term
feminism within Arab Muslim contexts. He indicates that the cultural glitches arise from

the fact that feminism, as a concept, is an outcome of a specific historical struggle of

39 Saleh (2017) maintained that the epistemological framework of secular feminism, rooted in Western liberal thought,
had historically justified colonial interventions in the Arab world under the guise of liberating Muslim women.
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European women shaped by secular thoughts®, a historical and cultural context that Arabic
and Muslim women do not share. The methodological glitches lie in Islamic feminism's
methodology, reconciling Islamic principles with secular human rights frameworks. Khir-
Allah (2024) highlights that Islamic knowledge prioritises divine revelation as the ultimate
source of legislation, contrary to secular knowledge, which prioritises human reasoning
over divine law and separates rights and morality from religious authority (Jawad, 2023).
Accordingly, attempting to synthesise Islamic principles with secular feminist values risks
falling into the hermeneutic approach® and humanist ideological paradigms that elevate
human reasoning above divine revelation (Al-Juhany, 2015). Scholars of the fourth wave
argue that Islamic feminists’ attempts to challenge patriarchal readings of religious texts
often draw on hermeneutics to reinterpret these texts, especially the Qur’an®. Even though
these hermeneutic readings are conducted through contemporary ethical and gender-justice

lenses, they often rely on subjective and socio-historical interpretations, sometimes at the

% He explains that feminist thought was shaped by Enlightenment ideals, the French Revolution, the Industrial
Revolution, and later, humanist, secular, and communist ideologies. Women's inferiority was institutionalised in pre-
modern Christian thought, unlike Islamic teachings, which have historically emphasised the gender justice and equality
of men and women in their humanity (Al-Juhani, 2015). Al-Juhany (2015) further asserts that colonial interventions
disrupted pre-existing Islamic frameworks that had afforded women rights such as ownership, scholarship, divorce, and
financial maintenance.

! Hermeneutics refers to the theory and practice of interpretation. Its etymology traces back to Hermes, the mythological
Greek figure tasked with conveying messages between the divine and human realms, symbolising the transmission of
meaning. Initially rooted in biblical exegesis during the 17th century, hermeneutics evolved significantly as a discipline
(Paterson and Higgs, 2005). Friedrich Schleiermacher (1977) is widely recognised as the founder of modern
hermeneutics, as he shifted the focus from religious texts alone to the broader dynamics of human understanding.

¢ To read more about “The Islamic Humanist Hermeneutics”, read Alak (2023).
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expense of classical jurisprudential tools®. Khir-Allah (2024) differentiates between
sources of knowledge (human reason and sensory perception) and sources of legislation
(the Qur’an and Sunnah). She argues that human reasoning can be practised on the divine
sources; it cannot override or replace them. Khir-Allah (2024) clarifies that while human
reasoning plays a crucial role in deriving contextual applications of Islamic law, it must
function as a tool for understanding divine revelation rather than as an independent source

of legislation.

Another methodological weakness identified by fourth-wave scholars is the selective
engagement of Islamic feminism with women’s issues. Al-Marrakshi (2023) argues that a
coherent epistemological approach to women's rights must address all aspects of gender
relations and women’s issues comprehensively. However, Islamic feminism selectively
engages with specific feminist themes while avoiding others that conflict with Islamic
moral frameworks. For example, while it may advocate for gender equity in economic and
educational spheres, it often remains silent on issues such as sexual freedom and abortion,
which are central to feminist discourse (Al-Juhany, 2015; Al-Marrakshi, 2021, 2023). Khir-

Allah (2024) further asserts that this selectivity extends to the interpretation of Islamic

% In contrast, the A/-Ta sil methodology grounds the interpretation of religious texts within the epistemic framework of
Usiil al-Figh (methodology of legal deduction) and Magasid al-Shart ‘ah (objectives of Islamic Law), ensuring coherence
with established religious principles. Unlike hermeneutics, 4/-Ta 'sil seeks to protect the integrity of religious knowledge
by preserving the methodological rigour necessary for deriving rulings and ethical guidance from the texts. The erosion
of women's rights in some modern discourses can thus be seen not merely as a result of patriarchal interpretations, but
also as a consequence of neglecting the structured, epistemologically grounded framework of A/-Ta ’sil. See (3.3)
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legislative texts, whereby specific Qur anic injunctions are emphasised while others are

overlooked, leading to an inconsistent intellectual framework.

Fatima Abdul Rauf (2015) further critiques the adoption of Western feminist ideals, arguing
that secular feminism and Islamic feminism, despite their differing approaches, both
operate within the hegemonic influence of Western ideological frameworks. She warns that
the “Islamisation of Western values” or the “Westernisation of Islamic principles”
constitutes an unconscious submission to Western epistemological paradigms. Instead, she
and other fourth-wave scholars advocate for a discourse that derives its principles entirely
from Islamic sources, asserting that these sources are inherently capable of ensuring justice
and equity for Muslim women while being responsive to contemporary challenges (Al-
Juhany, 2015; Abdul Rauf, 2015; Al-Marrakshi, 2021, 2023, Jawad, 2023). Fourth-wave
advocates for thoroughly re-examining legislative sources, including the Qur’an and
Sunnah, within the methodological rigor of Islamic jurisprudence, A/-Ta sil methodology
(Abdul Rauf, 2015; Al-Marrakshi, 2023). They argue that this process must not be aimed
at reconciling secular and Islamic legal paradigms but rather at developing contextually
relevant applications of Islamic principles that address contemporary injustices faced by
Muslim women. However, this re-reading process should not be done through human-
centric reasoning and ideologies: it must remain within the epistemological boundaries of
the Islamic intellectual and scientific criteria to maintain the cognitive and methodological
consistencies contrary to the Islamic feminist selective one (Al-Juhany, 2015; Abdul Rauf,

2015; and Al-Merrakshi, 2021, Khir-Allah, 2024).

2.3. Towards an Inclusive Approach in Women’s Rights Discussion:
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Concepts as “freedom” and “liberty” were key elements in the women’s rights debate.
These concepts were applauded by secular feminists while criticised by Islamic feminists
and advocates of women’s rights in the fourth wave. Saba Mahmood (2005) warns that
when "freedom" is understood solely through a Western, secular feminist lens, it risks
becoming another form of ideological dominance that marginalises or undermines cultures
that prioritise faith and heritage. She challenges the assumption that secularism is the
default path to liberation, suggesting that this approach disregards alternative ways women
may experience empowerment within religious traditions and frames of reference
(Mahmood, 2005; Khir-Allah, 2021). Hoodfar (1992) affirms that what benefits Western

women may not apply to all women everywhere®.

99 66

The terms “culture”, “cultural practices”, and “heritage” are defined differently in social
studies, anthropology, and culture studies. However, these definitions agree that collective
identities, practices, expressions, art, knowledge, beliefs, and skills are part of the definition
(Kochel and Craith, 2006). Although the feminist discourse generally casts cultural norms
and traditions as restrictive, humans inevitably understand the world and create meaning
through them, as people can never make sense of the world individually (Jonson, 2013).
While some cultural practices may perpetuate injustice and inequality, addressing these

issues should not equate to dismissing entire cultural systems and heritage. Instead,

% Abu-Lughod (2002) critiques Western feminism for serving imperialist and colonial agendas by framing women's
rights as a Western construct and using narratives of saving oppressed non-Western women to justify political and
military interventions. She argues that such universalist approaches overlook the historical presence of women's rights
within Islamic societies and dismiss local cultural, religious, and historical contexts. Instead, she calls for a more nuanced
perspective that acknowledges indigenous feminist movements and the agency of women within their own societies.
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empowerment discourse should focus on challenging unjust practices while respecting and
preserving the cultural frameworks that provide individuals with identity, meaning, and
social cohesion (Khader, 2016; Khir-Allah, 2021a; Hamdan,2012; Dugbazah, 2009). To
dismiss cultural specificity in an empowerment and rights discussion is to overlook a
fundamental aspect of human experiences and personal identities (Brown, 2008; Cesari,
2017). Empowerment is not merely about granting abstract freedoms; it must also account
for the values, beliefs, and cultural contexts that give meaning to them (Kabeer, 1999). An
inclusive approach to rights and empowerment must engage with these identities rather
than treating them as obstacles to progress (Kabeer, 1999). Otherwise, it risks alienating
individuals whose sense of agency is rooted in their cultural and religious affiliations (Okin,

1997; Cesari, 2017; La Barbera, 2007, 2009; Khir-Allah, 2015, 2021).

Given the complexity of gender issues across different cultures and belief systems, an
inclusive approach to women's rights must move beyond a one-size-fits-all approach. Khir-
Allah (2024) proposed Maria Caterina La Barbera’s (2007) “intersectionality” approach to
acknowledge multiple valid approaches to gender equality, depending on the social and
cultural context. Susan Okin (1997) emphasises that women's rights discussions should
ensure equal opportunities for all women without imposing a singular worldview. She
highlights that religious communities, in particular, place great importance on personal law,
which significantly impacts the lives of women and children. Misrepresenting or
misinterpreting these laws can lead to serious harm for women who see their rights as
deeply embedded in their faith. This is especially relevant in Islam, where Islamic teachings

and cultural practices are often intertwined in Muslim societies, fostering religious
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misinterpretations to emphasise cultural gender roles (Brown, 2008; Sharabi, 2008; Abou
Al-Fadl, 2001; Khir-Allah, 2015). It is also pertinent to the Western view and discussion
over Saudi women’s rights that dismiss the religious component in women’s rights

discussion despite its centrality (Mustafa, 2019).

2.4. Muslim Women’s Rights at the Crossroads: The Interplay of Culture and Religion

The question that remains is: If fourth-wave scholars argue that Islam, as a comprehensive
framework, provides a robust foundation for discussing women's rights and addressing
gender issues, why do gender injustices and discrimination persist in many Muslim-
majority countries? One significant factor lies in the lasting impact of the colonial era since
the beginning of the last century, during which many (pre) colonised societies experienced
disruptions to their national legal, educational, and social structures development (Cesari
and Casanova, 2017; Sibai, 2018; cited in Khir-Allah, 2024)%. Religion was marginalised
and underestimated by the colonial government, which unsuccessfully tried to secularise
Arab countries (Mufioz, 2010; Haddad, 2017; both cited in Khir-Allah, 2024). A dichotomy
between intellectual/modernity and religious/ backwardness was established in the
colonised countries in North Africa and the Middle East, casting any religious framework

to rights discussion as incompetent and fostering Western superiority (Khir-Allah, 2021).

%5 Bryan (2012) argues that the colonial legacy in post-colonial Arab states has led to hybrid legal structures. It refers to
a social reality neither purely Islamic nor purely Western but a combination of both. It fluctuates between inherited
European civil laws and selectively applied Islamic legal principles. This fragmentation is evident in situations such as
Tunisia and Morocco, where the legal system incorporates both French civil law and Islamic jurisprudence, creating a
mixed framework that promotes women's rights while remaining vulnerable to political and cultural conflict (Charrad,
2001,2012; Cesare, 2017). However, Bryan argues that the status of women in Saudi Arabia is shaped by a unique
intersection of religion, politics, and culture, much like in Tunisia, but within a different historical and legal framework.

45



This left many post-colonial nations struggling with fragmented systems that neither fully
reflect Islamic legal thought nor align with modern human rights frameworks. The
implications of colonial hegemony on the religious approach to rights discussion differs
across Arabic countries due to each country's political history, social context and cultural

specificity®®.

Another critical factor is the misinterpretation of religious sources, the Qur 'an and Sunnah,
which broadens the gap between the religious teachings and laws and Islam's social and
cultural practices (Khir-Allah, 2015; Cesari and Casanova, 2017; Zumurrud, 2019°78i, The
gender roles construction in the Muslim world has been influenced by patriarchal
traditional domination perpetuating gender hierarchies and women's marginalisation in
contradiction to Islamic principles, justifying it by religion through misinterpreted religious
texts (Bryan, 2012)%. Al-Alwani (2012) identified dual dynamics in women’s rights
discussion: 1) a dominant traditional heritage that devalues women and 2) contentious
debates on women'’s freedom and rights shaped by Western feminists’ ideologies. However,

while the feminist approach was rejected due to its epistemological secular framework, the

% This study will not delve into these variations as they are unrelated to the focus and due to the research limitation.
However, further reading can be found on the North African frameworks (Charrad, 2001, 2012, Megahed, 2011), Suddan
(Halima, 2009), and the Middle East (Joseph and Slyomovics, 2011).

%7 In addition, within the same religious contexts, women share different religious experiences and understandings due to
education and socioeconomic factors, which affects women’s perceptions and advocation to their rights (Engineer, 2007;
Khir-Allah, 2015, 2021).

%8 Patriarchal practices in the Arabic and Muslim worlds cast men as superior to women and exclude women from
decision-making processes, hindering their economic and social empowerment. For example, Kazouz (2016) reported
that traditional views of women's work hinder their economic empowerment in Libya. In Jordan, Shweihat (2016)
highlighted how adherence to conventional family roles prevents women from advancing into leadership positions. Al-
Hamdi (2018) found that cultural values significantly limit women's participation in political and economic activities in
Yemen. In Jordan and Pakistan, studies demonstrate how entrenched social norms act as barriers to women's advancement
(Dahlan, 2023; Al-Shdiefat et al., 2024; Khan et al., 2024).
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alternative tendency to prioritise cultural traditions over the original Islamic framework on
women’s rights presents a similar issue. Both approaches risk distorting the discussion—
one by imposing a secular lens that may not resonate with Muslim women and the other by
conflating cultural norms with Islamic teachings, potentially reinforcing gender
inequalities that Islam itself seeks to address (Hamdan, 2005). The fourth-wave approach
to women’s rights discussion in the Arab world aims to address the misalignment in
women’s rights discussion, calling for a revival of Islamic values and teachings without
compromising the integrity of its epistemological foundation nor for secular or traditional

frameworks (Khir-Allah, 2024).

Islam came to eliminate the Jahiliyah (pre-Islamic) practices that undermined women's
dignity, and it successfully did so during the time of the Prophet Muhammad (PBUH)
(Khamlishi, 2004). But when people have moved away from the A/-Ta 'sil methodology in
analysing women's rights, relying instead on human interpretations and personal reasoning,
Magqasid Al-Shart‘ah (the objectives of Islamic law) have been lost. Male-dominant
readings of religious texts have been imposed, transforming into unquestionable social

norms supported by religious justifications (Hamdan, 2005a, 2012b)%°.

% Several factors contribute to the distortion of Islamic teachings on women's rights, including socialisation, a lack of
awareness, limited religious knowledge among men, cultural and traditional influences, societal perceptions of women
as inferior, women's subservience to men, limited educational attainment, and various economic and psychological
factors (Yamani 2000; Al-Abdullatif 2009; Al-Qahtani 2015; Al-Muhaymeed, 2008; Al-Khateeb 2005; Abu Khalid
2009; Al-Suhaili 2014). Al-Sheikh (2011) highlights that prevailing traditions in Saudi society often contradict Shari‘ah
law, as seen in the denial of women’s inheritance rights and forced marriages or denying women marriage choices due
to family restrictions (Al-Ajlan, 2011; Alhajri, 2020).
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Islam does not leave the protection of women's rights to individual discretion or societal
trends, but instead, it relies on binding Divine and legal rulings supported by ethical
commitments (Al-Ghunaim, 2020; Al-Eid, 2006; Naseef, 1995; Al-Dasuqi, 2002). The
Islamic legal system utilises a dual mechanism: binding regulations, punitive measures,
and self-regulation grounded in piety and moral conscience (Darraz, 2012). However, the
persistence of pre-Islamic cultural norms has led to the entrenchment of patriarchal customs
under the guise of religious legitimacy, often contradicting Islamic principles (Jawad, 1998;

Saeed, 2018).

Hamdan (2005a, p. 54) asserts that while the Qur’an and other Islamic sources do not
support gender inequality, “misinterpretations of the Qur’an are those that have strongly
influenced unjust behaviour towards women”. Abou Al Fadl (2001) and Al-Alwani (2012)
critique how (religious) authoritarian voices have shaped gender roles, overlooking Islam’s
emphasis on justice and balance in family dynamics. A key example is the misinterpretation
of Al-Qiwamah (male guardianship), which is often framed as male control to justify all
the unjust socio-cultural practices rather than the responsibility-based leadership it was
intended to be (Mansour, 2014). In addition, while Islamic teachings outline a framework
where men provide financial support and protection to the women's family members, it
does not confine women to domestic roles. Islam permits their participation in education,

work, and public life, provided that family obligations and responsibilities are upheld”

70 (See 3.3.).
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(Omar, 2014; Amara, 2009; Patoari, 2019). In the context of Saudi Arabia, colonialism is
not a relevant factor in the slow advancement of the women’s rights discussion, instead,
the complex conflation between the tribal social structures and the (mis)interpretations of
Islamic teachings on women’s rights is the main factor restraining the full implementation
of women’s rights guaranteed by Islam (Sharabi, 2008; Abou Al Fadl, 2014; Al-Suhaili,
2014; Al Mnea, 2010). Al-Munajjid (1997) describes Saudi Arabia’s political structure as
a blend of tribal norms and religious law, reflecting the country’s profound religious and
tribal heritage that shapes societal expectations of women as religious imperatives (Al-
Munajjid, 1997; Hamdan, 2012; Czornik, 2020). Hamdan (2005a, p. 61) pointed out that
women’s rights are stuck between Western values that are not adaptable to the Saudi people
and conservative religious scholars and dominant traditions, which are both extremes in
women’s rights positionality. Each part practices the Bush ideology, “you are either with

us or against us”.

In a coinciding approach to the fourth wave, Saudi advocates of women’s rights avoid the
"feminist" label to emphasise the disconnection from Western ideologies, alternatively
adopting culturally positive resonate ones such as “Womenist” or “Nisa'iyya” (female)
(Hoza, 2018; Al-Dabbagh, 2015; Alhajri, 2023; Alhajri & Pierce, 2023). Hoza (2018)
indicates that feminism, as framed in Western contexts, is not a comprehensive system for
addressing oppression in diverse cultures with religious affiliations such as Saudi Arabia.
Hoza (2018) explores how Saudi women challenge oppressive structures within their
cultural and religious worldviews, relying on an approach that effectively respects and

incorporates their cultural values and norms. However, Alharbi (2023) analysed attitudes
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toward feminism within the younger generation, revealing gendered differences in
understanding the term. Male participants viewed the term negatively, describing it as
"destructive" and "immoral," whereas female participants associated it with empowerment
and support, using terms such as "saving" and "supportive." These divergent perceptions
contribute to gender tensions in family, workplace, and social environments, where women
advocating for their rights face resistance from men who perceive such changes as threats
to traditional societal roles (Al-Harbi, 2023). The growing support among young women
for “feminism” can be understood in light of the lack of a framework rooted in Al-Ta sil;
accordingly, young women in their justice advocacy often turn to feminism as a response

to societal inequalities.

2.4.1. Dominant Socio-Cultural Stereotypes on Women’s Rights: The Interplay of

Religion, Tribalism, and Social Norms

Hamdan (2005) and Le Renard (2008) observe that women are the "carriers of cultural
traditions," with their roles shaped by cultural norms and beliefs to define the nation's
identity. In Saudi Arabia, women are framed as a symbol of virtue and expected to embody
that framing in their appearance and practices (Le Renard, 2008; Badi, 1982). Although
Islam acknowledges the high position of women in society (Amara, 2009), it did not mean
to marginalise them in social practices. Women’s value in the Saudi traditional cultural
consciousness challenged girls' education in 1960 and resisted women’s driving in 2015. It
also challenges the perception of women’s professionalism in domains out of the ideal-job
list, such as teaching and nursing (Al-Manea, 1984; Doumato, 1992; Hamdan, 2005; Al-

Sadhan, 2012).
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In a study conducted in Riyadh, Al-Sheikh (2011) found that social pressure forces
divorced women and survivors of domestic violence into silence. Al-Suhaili (2014) adds
that family socialisation’! is central to embedding patriarchal values and sustaining gender
injustice. Fathers often teach boys from an early age to practice authority over their sisters,
fostering a sense of male entitlement while diminishing girls’ confidence and self-worth
(Al-Suhaili, 2014; Al-Otaian,2005; Alhajri,2020). Such practices perpetuate systemic
inequalities by normalising gendered expectations and reinforcing the power imbalances
that shape women's lives. These dynamics entrench systemic injustices, shaping women’s

opportunities and reinforcing restrictive gender norms throughout girls' lives.

The influence of societal norms on women’s perceptions and lived experiences is evident
in women’s issues (Al-Sheikh, 2011). Al-Awad (2014) highlights that the social stigma
(Ayb)”? attached to women’s behaviour, though lacking religious justification, remains a
significant barrier to their empowerment. Similarly, practices such as forced marriage,
expelling divorced women from their houses before the completion of their Edda (waiting
period), and preventing women from claiming their inheritance persist due to cultural

misinterpretations (Al-Shikh, 2011).

7 Family socialisation refers to the norms, values, behaviours, and social skills children acquire in their family
interactions. These competencies are vital for engaging in society, mainly when they grow into adults. This process is
crucial for social development; it shapes individuals’ identities, beliefs, and relationships with others (Al-Suhai 2014).
72 "Ayb" (<ue) is an Arabic term that means shame or social disgrace. It is commonly used in many Arab societies to
describe socially unacceptable behaviours, even if they are not religiously or legally prohibited. In the context of women's
rights in Saudi Arabia, Ayb plays a crucial role in shaping gender norms. Many restrictions imposed on women—such as
limitations on mobility, career choices, or personal decisions—are justified through the concept of Ayb, reinforcing
patriarchal traditions. For instance, divorced women may face social stigma (Ayb), not because Islam condemns divorce
but because cultural norms associate it with dishonour. This conflation between Ayb and religious principles often leads
to the misinterpretation of women's rights (AL-Marsafi, 2012).
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Empirical research underscores this socio-cultural and religious intertwining. A study by
Mulhem et al. (2019) surveyed 391 female students at Prince Muhammad Bin Fahd
University to assess their understanding of social norms and sources of legislation, revealed
a significant conflation between religious framework and cultural traditions toward
women’s rights implementation. Students firmly and comfortably attributed dominant
gender rules and norms religious mandates rather than questioning the original WRPI.
Mulhem (2019) highlights two types of flows: the first involves attributing cultural
traditions to religion, which may perpetuate patriarchal practices that restrict women's
rights; the second is the failure to recognise religious teachings on these rights. The findings
underscore the importance of a clear distinction between religious rules and cultural
traditions, as this ambiguity significantly impacts people's acceptance or rejection of these
norms, particularly when traditions are presented as legitimate religious rules. Doumato
(2000, 2002, 2010) observes that many Saudi citizens perceive gender injustices as part of
the Islamic framework's complementary system of rights and duties. Instead of analysing
these unjust practices through A/-Ta 'sil methodology and rectifying them, they justify the

existing unjust dominant practices using the Islamic framework's complementary principle.

In the Saudi women’s rights discussion, indoctrination and preaching reinforce these socio-
cultural traditions, discouraging critical thinking about WRPI and promoting passive
acceptance of the cultural cycles on gender roles. Merry (2005) describes indoctrination as
the repetition of authoritative beliefs without allowing for independent critical analysis. In
Saudi society, this is reflected in social education and familial upbringing, where youth are

expected to adhere to predefined gender roles without critical scrutiny. Preaching, a form
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of indoctrination, also discourages questioning and critical engagement, reinforcing
patriarchal norms through authoritative voice and emotional appeals rather than academic
or critical argumentation. These distortions create a reality in which women struggle to
distinguish between what is dictated by religion and what is enforced by patriarchal
traditions, as questioning indoctrination and preaching sounds synonymous to asking God’s

words (Al-Mutawa and Magliveras, 2021).

The issue of women's rights has long been a politically charged discussion influenced by
religious interpretations, cultural norms, and state policies (Cesari, 2017; Khir Allah,
2021). The misinterpretation of Islamic teachings in Saudi Arabia significantly shaped
legal and social frameworks before Vision 2030. Al-Sheikh (2011) highlights that a lack of
awareness regarding women's rights in Islam (WRPI) often results in a conflation between
socially dominant practices and legal laws, making it difficult for women to challenge
discriminatory norms. Recognising this, Vision 2030 reflects a political commitment to

advancing women's rights by implementing legal, social, and educational reforms’>.

Since 2015, the strategic framework of Vision 2030 under King Salman’s leadership has
driven significant reforms to break down barriers to women's participation in public life.
Recognising that women constitute over half of university graduates and 60% of the youth
population, the government has set clear targets, including raising female labour market

participation from 22% to 30% by 2030 (Mulligan, 2019). Concrete policy changes reflect

73 (See more in 1.4).
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this commitment. Women have gained unprecedented political representation, including
appointments to the Shizra Council and participation in municipal elections (Al-Sudairy,
2017). Additionally, lifting the driving ban, expanding roles in sports, and facilitating entry
into previously male-dominated professions, such as aviation, mark a transformative shift
in gender norms. The appointment of Saudi female ambassadors to key international
positions, including in the U.S., Norway, and Sweden, further underscores this progress

(Al-Sudairy, 2017).

Legal reforms have also reinforced women's rights, such as introducing the Personal Status
Law under Royal Decree No. (M/73) in 2022 aims to enhance family stability, protect
individual rights, and ensure consistency in judicial rulings. Rooted in Islamic law
(Shart’ah), the law addresses marital rights and responsibilities, divorce regulations,
inheritance, and establishing a minimum legal marriage age of 18. By prioritising justice,
consultation (4/-Shiira), and family cohesion, this legal framework challenges entrenched

social practices that have historically restricted women's rights.

These reforms signal a decisive shift in Saudi policy, demonstrating a genuine political
commitment to integrating women into all aspects of national development. While
challenges remain, the systemic changes under Vision 2030 lay the groundwork for long-
term gender equality and women’s empowerment within a framework that aligns with

Islamic principles.

2.4.2. Saudi Women’s Agency and Awareness:
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Socio-cultural and religious intertwining shape women's social roles, economic
participation, and leadership opportunities (Al-Ghamdi, 2012; Jabr, 2021). Studies have
examined the underrepresentation of Saudi women in leadership (Al-Ghamdi, 2012; Jabr,
2021) and gender disparities in economic and developmental sectors (Al-Atta, 2020; Al-
Zahrani & Al-Hamami, 2020). Additionally, male dominance in higher education
administration and decision-making roles remains prevalent despite Vision 2030 reforms

(Hakiem, 2021; Al-Mazer, 2017; Al-Shalqi, 2020).

The societal perception of women’s rights as a private family matter further limits women’s
access to justice. Studies indicate that many Saudi women refrain from using legal
channels, such as courts or police support, to resolve family issues due to the social stigma
(Ayb) associated with seeking external intervention (Al-Suhaili, 2014; Al-Fayez, 2009; Al-
Awad, 2014; Al-Sheikh, 2011; Al-Fawzan, 2011)"*. Women facing psychological or
physical violence, restrictions on marriage, or disputes related to divorce and custody often
rely on silent support from close relatives or friends rather than formal institutions (Al-
Sheikh, 2011; Al-Fawzan, 2011). These restrictions reinforce a cycle in which women

remain dependent on male guardianship structures, limiting their ability to claim rights.

Despite structural limitations, Saudi women have historically found alternative

mechanisms to exercise agency within sociocultural, economic, and political constraints.

74 A report by the National Society for Human Rights (2013) emphasises that social customs and traditions significantly
hinder Saudi women from making critical life decisions, such as those related to marriage and divorce. Many women,
affected by patriarchal family structures and male dominance, hesitate to seek assistance from human rights agencies to
advocate for their rights (National Society for Human Rights, 2013).
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Winkel and Strachan (2020) conducted an oral history project in which university students
interviewed their grandmothers about their past experiences, revealing significant
restrictions on financial independence, education, and decision-making. However, these
narratives also highlighted women’s resilience in navigating traditional norms. Despite
their lack of formal education, many women made strategic choices to secure better futures
for their daughters, ensuring they had access to education and career opportunities (Winkel
and Strachan, 2020). This demonstrates that Saudi women's agency has long existed,

manifesting in adaptive strategies to secure autonomy within so(cietal boundaries.

The limitations in women's rights awareness and enforcement are deeply tied to entrenched
societal perceptions perpetuated by social institutions (Al-Zahrani & Al-Hamami, 2020,
Alghamdi and El-Hassan, 2022). To overcome these challenges, researchers emphasise the
need for educational reform that integrates women's rights discourse into curricula. Al-
Zahrani and Al-Hamami (2020) advocate moving beyond traditional family-centered
narratives to a more balanced perspective that aligns with Islamic principles and
contemporary societal needs. Similarly, Omar (2020) identifies cultural legacies as major
barriers to women's participation in social and economic development, emphasising the

need for structural reforms.

Another quantitative study by the Bahethat Centre (2011), involving 1,305 female
participants (96% of whom were university students), revealed that 32% of women were
unaware of their rights under Islamic law. In contrast, only 18% demonstrated full
awareness. On the contrary, Al-Ajlan (2011) argues that Saudi women possess rights

awareness but lack mechanisms to enforce them. Citing the UN Human Development
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Report (1980-2011), which ranked Saudi Arabia 56th out of 196 countries, she contends
that access to education, healthcare, and economic stability should theoretically enable
rights awareness. However, the disconnect between the education system and practical

legal implementation hinders women from translating knowledge into action.

On the university level, before Vision 2030, Saudi female university students were not
sufficiently informed about their rights in Islam (Al-Sharary & Saqr, 2012; Al-Ruwaily,
2008; Al-Shammari, 2013; Al-Zakry, 2015). For example, Saqr and Al-Sharari examined
the knowledge levels of Al Jawf University graduates in 2012 regarding Islamic human
rights concepts, finding that students scored below 75% sufficiency. Similarly, Al-
Ruwaili’s study at King Saud University in 2008 found that rights awareness among female
students did not exceed 40%, with social traditions significantly shaping perceptions of
their rights. Al-Saghir (2011) attributes this lack of understanding to failures in social
institutions, including education policymakers, religious scholars, and media outlets. The
absence of effective advocacy, educational programs, and human rights initiatives

contributes to this deficiency.

Al-Fayez (2017)” found that awareness was still particularly low among students, except
for divorced women, who demonstrated significantly higher knowledge of human rights.
Additionally, many students relied on informal sources such as family, peer groups, and

social media rather than formal educational curricula. Al-Mutairi (2017) argued that social

5Al-Fayez conducted Quantitative research at three universities in Riyadh: Amira Nora, King Saud and Imam
Muhammed Bin Saud University
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media plays a crucial role in raising awareness, while Al-Sanad (2017)’® found that media
efforts were insufficient in educating women effectively about their rights in Islam. To
address these gaps, Al-Sanad (2017) recommended incorporating human rights education
as an independent course at the university level, using modern teaching methods and
technology to enhance engagement. Following these suggestions, McGregor and Hamdan
(2022) call for a shift in women’s rights education that equipe women with the needed tools
to advocates for their rights instead of informing them about them. They argue that Such
education contributes to broader societal transformation in Saudi Arabia and potentially

across other Arab contexts engaged in similar nation-building efforts.

2.4.3. Education as a Catalyst for Women’s Rights Awareness

Education is a foundational pillar in Islam, regarded as a moral duty and a means for
individual and societal advancement. Rugh (2002), Baki (2004), and Hamdan (2012) agree
that Islam has a long history of promoting education, gender justice, and peace and social
transformation. Education occupies a high and respectful place in Islam, as the first verse
revealed in Qur’an begins with the word "Igra", which means "read". In the Qur’an,
several verses encourage people, men and women, distinctly, to seek and provide education

and knowledge (Shah, 2006). Almighty A/lah said:

76 Al-Sanad conducted Quantitative study at five universities: Amira Nora, Dammam, King Saud, Umm al-Qura and
King Khalid university.
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"O my Sustainer, cause me to grow in knowledge!" (The Qur ’an, 2025,

20:114).

"Say: ‘Can they who know and they who do not know be deemed

equal?” (The Qur’an, 2025, 39:9).

The first thing A/lah provided Adam when He created him was knowledge. Allah said:

“And He imparted unto Adam the names of all things And He taught

Adam the names - all of them” (The Qur’an, 2025,2: 31).

In the same light, Prophet Mohamad (PBUH) also instructed individuals to educate
themselves. He emphasised the importance of seeking knowledge for both men and
women, stating, “The search for knowledge is an obligation laid on every Muslim””’.
Prominent scholars, educators, and leaders throughout Islamic history were cited, such as
Aisha bint Abu Bakr, who narrated over 2,000 Hadiths, and Fatima al-Fihri, who founded

the University of Al-Qarawiyyin. These figures demonstrate the significant contributions

of women to Islamic scholarship (Al-Kandari, 2020).

Education is one of the most powerful tools for women's empowerment. It gives them the
knowledge and confidence to challenge inequalities and assert their rights (Turk & Suweg,

1989). Abu Laghad (1965) argues that when women receive education, they are not just

7 Ibn Maja, cited in Mishkat al-Masabih 218, Book 2, Hadith 20
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passive participants in society; they become active agents of change. However, in many
Arab countries, school curricula still reinforce gender hierarchies. Mansour (2014) argues
that these curricula consistently emphasise male superiority, shaping societal norms that
place women in a subordinate role. Similarly, Barlas (2002) highlights those traditional
interpretations of Islamic texts in education tend to focus on men’s rights while overlooking
the shared responsibilities and rights of both genders. Yasun (2018) highlights that
legislating gender justice often fails to translate into real equality, especially for socio-
economically marginalised women. Using an intersectional approach, Yasun’s study argues
that education is a crucial factor in enabling legal justice to produce tangible outcomes.
The empirical research of the study on marginalised women in Diyarbakir, Turkey, reveals
that higher education levels significantly increase the likelihood of claiming equal
inheritance rights. This underscores that legal reforms alone are insufficient; achieving
gender equality requires improving women's educational status. The study also emphasises
the value of intersectional research in understanding and addressing the challenges

marginalised women face.

However, experts like Dugbazah (2009), Porter (2016) and Kelley (2014) stress the need
for culturally sensitive educational reforms that promote women’s rights in Muslim
societies. A 2005 article in Asharg Al-Awsat newspaper, "Education and Its Role in Gender

Discrimination in Some Gulf Countries," illustrates how school curricula in Kuwait,
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Bahrain, the UAE, and Oman continue to perpetuate these traditional roles’®. Although
female education has expanded in Saudi Arabia, the underlying power structures remain
unchanged in the educational books, being legitimated by Islamic (mis) interpretations (Al-
Rawaf and Simmons, 1991; Al-Sanabary, 1994; Hamdan, 2005a, 2012b; Al-Suwaida,
2016; Mustafa, 2017; Abu Jabal,2020; Hamdan et.al, 2023, Aldegether, 2023; Al-Rowais,
2023). Hamdan (2005a, p 48) argues “women's education did not change the patriarchal
nature of Saudi society; women in every field remain subordinate to men". The blending
of religious and tribal cultural norms has made it difficult to distinguish between Islamic
principles and long-standing social traditions (Al-Alhareth, 2015). Al-Sanabary (1994)
further describes Saudi education as a reflection of its society, reinforcing gender divisions
and hierarchical power structures within its curriculum. Sulaiman (2002) argues that the
lack of knowledge of Saudi women's rights stems from the ongoing imposition of gender
stereotypes in the education system. The successful woman is the one who solely cooks or
raises children; this image has been implanted in the minds of Saudi generations since

childhood (Sulaiman,2002)”°. Hamadan (2012, p. 200) agrees with Sulaiman (2002) and

8 The article explains how educational materials shape students' perceptions of gender, often presenting girls as less
capable. For example, a study on Kuwaiti textbooks found that male characters were portrayed as intelligent,
hardworking, and ambitious, whereas female characters were often depicted as indecisive, lacking ambition, and
superstitious. In Bahrain, Wajeeha Al-Baharna pointed out how textbooks fail to use feminine forms of address,
reinforcing a male-dominated learning experience that affects young girls' confidence. Similarly, in the UAE, Ahmad
Tahir Hussein observed how mothers in textbooks prioritise their sons' needs over their daughters’, while fathers are
depicted teaching boys practical skills, leaving girls confined to domestic duties. In Oman, these biases are even more
pronounced, with textbooks reinforcing outdated traditions that don’t reflect modern gender expectations. The article also
notes that these biases are upheld not just by men but also by many women, highlighting how deeply ingrained these
societal attitudes are.

7 That was the conclusion of the qualitative study conducted by Sulaiman (2002), participating with 1146 male and
female students and staff members at King Saud University in Riyadh. The study reveals that both men and women held
the same limited view of gender roles as an extension of the gender norms reproduced in the national curricula (Sulaiman,
2002).
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Abdul-Karim (2007), who argues that the Saudi curriculum includes "the everlasting
gender discourses" that "instil the idea that a woman's role is merely to be a good wife and
mother who can cook, clean and care for the family". Hamdam (2005) extends that the
Saudi education system and curricula need to implement different strategies for looking at
the other people with whom we disagree to overcome the push strategy®® (Hamdan, 2005,
p.61). In a coinciding research, Al-Naji (2011) explored Saudi women's societal roles in
Arabic language and Social Science textbooks in the primary and secondary grades. The
researcher conducted a content analysis of the two books and tracked women's roles and
social status within them. The study found that the roles for women were limited and ranked
as follows: mother, girl, schoolgirl, sister, daughter, teacher, doctor, wife, grandmother, and
nurse. At the same time, the image of women did not deviate from three social situations
ranked descending as married, divorced, and widowed (Al-Naji, 2011). According to Al-
Huthali (2011) and Al-Humoud (2010), these patterns have been visible in other Saudi
national curricula. Women's social role was intentionally cancelled in their English and
History curricula analyses. Therefore, Al-Humoud (2010) criticised the History curriculum
at all school grades for failing to represent women’s social participation across Saudi and
Islamic history. Abu Khashaba (2012) identified a similar conclusion in his analysis of
Islamic history curricula before Vision 2030, calling for more studies from a human rights

perspective.

80 (see 2.4.).
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Saudi Arabia's Vision 2030 aims to challenge these traditional roles, providing
opportunities for Saudi women, expanding their access to education and employment,
establishing new institutions for women, and promoting gender justice in various fields.
However, significant challenges continue to hinder gender justice in education. Abu Jabal
(2020) pointed out that several school textbooks have not been updated in the last ten years,
such as the social science curriculum in the secondary grade; which indicates that the
Vision 2030 reforms are not reflected in the educational curriculum (Al-Fayez, 2017;
Abdullatif, 2017; Abu Jabal, 2020). For example, a study by the National Observatory of
the Saudi Family Affairs Council (2022) examined how women are portrayed in Saudi
textbooks from early childhood to high school. After analysing 236 books, the study found
a significant gender imbalance in language, imagery, role models, and leadership
representation, with a clear preference for male figures. Women were often depicted in
outdated, unrealistic ways, reinforcing limited perceptions of their capabilities. The study
called for a more balanced and empowering representation of women in textbooks,
eliminating gender bias, adopting inclusive language that aligns with Islamic values, and
fostering a culture of respect and dignity. The study also called for an interpretation of the

Islamic system of value on gender rights that follows the A/-7a 'sil methodology.

From a parallel focus, Aldegether (2023) analysed the content of the Saudi Arabian high
school Family Education curriculum to examine how girls and women are represented. The
study found out that women were not given their dignity and respect guaranteed by Islam
in these books despite Vision 2030 goals to empower Saudi women. This

underrepresentation perpetuates outdated gender roles and hinders the empowerment of
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women. Al-Rowais (2023) examined how these portrayals influence female students'
perceptions of gender roles. She argued that English textbooks in secondary public schools
present Saudi women as traditional homemakers with culturally specific family
responsibilities, whereas men are strong bodies and career oriented. Further research has
examined specific aspects of Islamic curricula. Al-Khateeb (2019) evaluated the Hadith
and ICC in high schools, concluding that it lacked a comprehensive integration of human
rights concepts in Islam. The study also notes the absence of structured exercises and
activities to reinforce these principles. Additionally, Al-Abdulkarim (2021) examined the
high school Islamic jurisprudence (figh) curriculum, specifically focusing on how it
addresses women's rights and obligations. The findings indicated that the representation of
these rights was both limited and incomplete, necessitating a more thorough and

methodical integration of women’s rights into educational content.

Despite this growing body of research, few studies have analysed women’s rights curricula
in higher education after Vision 2030. One such study, conducted by Al-Zakary (2015),
examined the integration of human rights concepts in the General Requirements
Curriculum at Imam Muhammad Tbn Saud Islamic University. Using both qualitative and
quantitative methods, the study analysed Islamic Culture Courses. The findings revealed
that while the curriculum did not contradict international human rights standards, it lacked
sufficient detail to help students develop a nuanced understanding of these rights within

the Islamic frame of reference, including those related to women.

Al-Zakary’s (2015) findings align with other research on human rights education in Saudi

universities. Al-Husain (2007), then Head of the A/-Shari‘ah Department at Imam
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Muhammad bin Saud University, critically analysed Islamic Culture Courses in both civil
and colleges. He concluded that discussions of human rights within these courses failed to
meet the needs of contemporary university students. Al-Husain (2007) emphasised that
teaching human rights should be a fundamental part of university education, rooted in
Islamic principles derived from the Qur'an and Sumnah. He further recommended
introducing dedicated courses on human rights in Saudi universities, a position echoed by

scholars such as Al-Suwaida (2016) and Hamdan (2005, 2012).

2.5. Conclusion:

The analysis of feminist waves concerning the Saudi approach to women's rights highlights
that Saudi Arabia's framework aligns with the fourth wave of feminism. In this approach,
this research deliberately avoided the term "feminism" due to its cultural and religious
specificity. Concepts of freedom and liberty, while celebrated in secular feminist thought,
are critiqued by Islamic feminists and fourth-wave advocates for imposing Western
paradigms on diverse cultural realities. Scholars such as Saba Mahmood (2005) and
Hoodfar (1992) caution against the universalisation of secular feminist ideals, emphasising
the necessity of recognising alternative models of empowerment embedded within

religious and cultural frameworks.

Prioritising human experience in reinterpreting religious resources, demanded by Islamic
feminists, has historically contributed to women's oppression rather than their liberation in
many parts of the Arab world. The most effective approach is to adhere to the religious

texts and apply the A/-7a 'sil methodology, which ensures a just and objective framework
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for gender rights, free from human bias. Without a comprehensive methodology, subjective
interpretations of religious texts can distort their intended meaning and objectives
(Magasid Al-Shart‘ah), ultimately harming women rather than protecting their rights. The
historical entanglement of colonial legacies, patriarchal traditions, and misinterpretations
of religious texts has contributed to gender disparities in Muslim-majority societies. While
Islam itself upholds principles of justice and equality, local traditions and entrenched social
norms often distort these principles, reinforcing gender hierarchies under the guise of
religious legitimacy. This chapter explores an inclusive framework for discussing women’s
rights that neither compromises religious teachings nor succumbs to cultural rigidity.
Instead, it advocates for a revival of Magdasid Al-Shari ah to ensure justice, dignity, and
agency for women. This approach acknowledges the importance of cultural specificity
while challenging harmful traditions that contradict Islamic values, fostering an inclusive

discourse that respects Muslim women’s lived experiences and faith-based identities.

Furthermore, this chapter highlighted how discriminatory practices in Saudi Arabia often
stem from conflating Islamic teachings with historical and cultural traditions rather than
from Islam itself. The intersection of culture and religion plays a significant role in shaping
perceptions of gender roles, reinforcing traditional norms that limit women’s societal
participation. Such outdated stereotypes contradict the broader goals of Vision 2030, which
aims to empower Saudi women and promote gender equity. Saudi women’s agency is
dynamic rather than static, as evidenced by their evolving roles and increasing participation
in various sectors. However, despite ongoing educational reforms and political initiatives,

awareness of women's rights within the Islamic framework remains limited. This research
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identifies a crucial gap between the political will to advance women’s rights and the
mechanisms through which education fosters awareness of these rights. There is a
significant lack of research examining how ICC in higher education shapes women's rights

awareness, and this investigation is needed to bridge this gap.

The interwoven between the tribal customs and religious interpretations complexities are
relevant to the ICC analysis at KSA University, where cultural, religious, and institutional
frameworks intersect. By demonstrating that the ICC provides both challenges and
opportunities for women's rights discourse, this research advances the argument that
Islamic education, when grounded in the principles of Magasid Al-Shari‘ah and the Al-
Ta’sil methodology, can be an effective tool for fostering gender equity. This research
moves beyond theoretical debates and engages with the practical implementation of
women's rights education in the Islamic framework. In doing so, it challenges the
dichotomy often presented between religious tradition and gender empowerment, arguing
instead for a model that integrates Islamic jurisprudence with contemporary social realities

to ensure justice, dignity, and agency for women.

This research fills a critical gap in existing scholarship by addressing the absence of studies
that examine how Islamic education, specifically the ICC, can serve as a vehicle for
women's rights awareness and empowerment within Muslim contexts, particularly in Saudi
Arabia. While significant research has explored feminism and gender justice in Muslim
societies, much of it has either framed the discussion through secular feminist paradigms
or focused on state-driven reforms without considering the role of religious education in

shaping societal attitudes. This study positions itself within the ongoing debate on whether
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Islamic education can contribute to gender justice or whether it inherently reinforces

patriarchal structures.

68



Chapter Three
Islamic Framework to Women’s Rights Advocation: Saudi Context as a Study Case

3.1. Introduction

The chapter focuses on Islam’s ability to offer a comprehensive framework for women’s
rights, following Al-Juhany (2015) and Al-Marrakshi’s (2021) above-mentioned argument.
It explores the Islamic value system in rights discussion. Then, it defines the essential
concepts and terms used in Islamic women’s rights debates following Al-Ta sil
methodology, following Nawal AI-Eid (2006) and Zainab Al-Alwani (2012). Then, the
chapter delves into the varied implementation of these concepts in Saudi society and the
challenges, barriers, and opportunities women face in advocating for their rights in Saudi

Arabia, highlighting the role of education in raising women’s awareness of their rights.

3.2. The Islamic Framework for (Human) (Women) Rights®!:

Islamic law provides a comprehensive system that encompasses detailed regulations on all
aspects of life, including personal, legal, spiritual, religious, and social matters (Ceasri,
2017; Al-Alwani, 2012; Morgan-Foster, 2005; Al-Munajjed, 1997). In contrast to cultural
or governmental legislations emitted by humans, Al-Raysoni (2010) argues that the Islamic

law is established by the Creator of all humans, the most experts by his creators and the

81 Verses from the holy Qur’an are included in this section, see the original Arabic Verses in Appendix 10.
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Only capable offering them a rights system, aligning with their human nature (fitra)®* and
guarantees them justice and equality. As Al-Alwani (2012) explains, the Islamic rights
framework is grounded on the purpose of human creation: worshipping God and fulfilling

the role of stewardship (Khilafah) on earth, almighty Allah said:

“AND LO! Thy Sustainer said unto the angels: "Behold, I am about to
establish upon earth one who shall inherit it." They said: "Wilt Thou
place on it such as will spread corruption thereon and shed blood -
whereas it is we who extol Thy limitless glory, and praise Thee, and
hallow Thy name?" [God] answered: "Verily, I know that which you do

not know"(The Qur’an, 2025, 2:30).

Al-Alwani (2012, p. 77) states that the Istikhlaf concept governs human choices and
actions; it defines their mission and purpose of existence. God entrusted human beings with
responsibilities in this world (Dunia) and will reward them hereafter (4khirah). Almighty
Allah created humans with the needed qualities and attributes that qualify them to bear this
trust (Amanah) assigned to them: developing and maintaining the earth while worshiping
Him, adhering to His commands, and avoiding His prohibitions (Al-Alwani, 2012).

Almighty Allah said:

82 Fitrah (Instinct) in Islam refers to innate purity and natural willingness towards the unification and righteousness with
which every human being is born. However, external effects - such as nurturing and the environment - can alter this
natural state. Islam emphasises the care of fitra through faith, moral behaviour and religious practices. The Prophet
Muhammad said: "Every child is born over the period, but his parents make him Jewish or Christian..." (Right Bukhari,
1358; True Muslim, 2658) (Ahmadi, 1993)
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“And [tell them that] I have not created the invisible beings and men to
any end other than that they may [know and] worship Me.” (The Qur ‘an,

2025, 51: 56).

The concept of Istikhlaf serves as a regulatory principle within the holistic Islamic
framework of social and family relations. The Istikhlaf mission encompasses both men and
women alike; it is not assigned to one gender over the other. Even though this principle
unifies human movement within a broader system that contributes to the building of the
Ummah®, family represents the first level of Istikhldf, where spouses are entrusted with
one another and are responsible for maintaining the family's well-being and interests (Al-
Raysoni, 2010). They uphold the divine trust (Amanah) that ensures stability and harmony
in the family, which is reflected in the social structure (Al-Alwani, 2012; Al-Raysoni,

2010).

3.2.1. Rights and Duties: A Balanced Approach in Rights Discussion

Islamic jurists define A/-Hagq (the right) in alignment with its linguistic and jurisprudential
origins. It is one of the names of Almighty Allah, and in Arabic, it carries multiple
meanings: certainty, obligation, truth, fairness, and a specific portion or share (Al-Eid,

2006; Al-Zuhayli, 2006). Al-Haq means the legal right an individual holds as a member of

8 Ummah (:*-J) is an Arabic term meaning "community" or "nation." In an Islamic context, it refers to the global Muslim
community bound by faith, transcending geographical, ethnic, and cultural differences. The concept of Ummah
emphasises unity, mutual support, and collective responsibility among Muslims (Al-Munajjed, 1997).
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a religion or a nation; its plural form is Al-Huqug®*. Islam's approach to human rights is
rooted in revelation and Sunnah practices (Al-Saghir, 2011). Muslims believe these rights
were established 14 centuries ago in the Prophet’s Farewell Sermon®. Al-Zarqa (1961)
describes A/-Hagq as an entitlement that the Shar? ‘ah determines as either a privilege or an
obligation. Al-Khafif (2010, p:95) defines A/-Haq as “a legally recognised interest”, while
Al-Duraini (1984) defines rights as “an entitlement acknowledged by Shari ‘ah to achieve

a specific benefit,” underlining that every right has a corresponding duty.

Anju (2017) argued that all the rights mentioned in the Universal Declaration of Human

Rights UDHR®, including the right to life, liberty, equality, justice, fair trial, prevention of

84 Tslam categorises rights into two types: Allah’s rights and human rights. Allah’s rights, primarily Tawheed (the oneness
of God), include the declaration of faith. Human rights involve moral and legal obligations in a social context. In the
Islamic perspective, all kinds of rights and freedoms are granted by Almighty Allah, and revelation (Wahi) is their sole
base. Many verses of the Holy Qur’an and Hadith (sayings) of the Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) scientifically describe
these rights. However, while A//ah may forgive violations of His rights, human rights violations (Huquq al-Ibad) are not
casily pardoned (Bhat, 2018).

85 The Farewell Sermon, Khutbat Al-Wada ", delivered by Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) in 632 CE (10 AH) during his
final pilgrimage at Mount Arafat near Makka, remains a cornerstone in Islamic ethical and moral thought. This sermon
is one of the most significant addresses in Islamic history because it encapsulates core moral, ethical, and social principles
and fundamental human rights in Islam. Central to the sermon are human equality, unity, and mutual responsibilities.
Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) explicitly underscored the equality of all humans, asserting that no individual holds
superiority over another except through piety and righteous deeds. He outlined clear rights and duties within society,
highlighting particularly the respectful and compassionate treatment of women. The Prophet (PBUH) also strongly
advocated for social justice, promoting tolerance, fairness, and equity. He condemned unjust practices and encouraged
believers to diligently uphold their religious obligations, including regular prayers, fasting during Ramadan, performing
the pilgrimage (Hajj), and giving charity (Zakat). Moreover, Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) reminded Muslims to
steadfastly adhere to the teachings of the Qur 'an and his Sunnah, clearly stating that he was the final messenger sent by
God, thus concluding divine revelation. In essence, the Farewell Sermon serves as a profound moral compass for Muslims
worldwide, reinforcing universal human rights, social responsibility, ethical behaviour, justice, and compassion within
society. https://www.abuaminaelias.com/dailyhadithonline/tag/farewell-

sermon/#:~:text=Farewell%20Sermon%3A%20Final%20advice%20t0%20follow%20Qur’an%20and%20Sunnah&text
=Ibn%20Abbas%20reported%3A%20The%20Messenger,will%20ever%20be%20worshiped%20%5B%E2%80%A 6%

5D

86 The Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) is a landmark international document adopted by the United
Nations General Assembly in 1948, outlining fundamental human rights that should be universally protected. It serves as
a common standard for all people and nations. For more details, see the official document here.
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torture, the right to education and freedom of movement (etc.)®’, were fundamentally

highlighted in the Universal Islamic Declaration of Human Rights® (1982)%.

As explained above, the Islamic framework for human rights differs from its Western
counterpart in its epistemological foundation. These differences extend to the underlying
objectives and philosophies that justify establishing rights. In Western discourse, rights are
primarily grounded in individualism®® and humanism, prioritising individuals’ freedom
(Foster,2005; Khir-Allah, 2024). Al-Rikabi (2014) argues that Western discourse views
men and women as autonomous individuals rather than members of a family system with
complementary roles and responsibilities. He argues that this perception has contributed to
tensions and conflict between genders, whereas the Islamic model seeks to establish
harmony by integrating rights within social and family responsibilities. Cesari (2017)
indicates that the Islamic framework to rights values prioritises communal obligation over
individualism, linking social identity to social commitments. She observes that this

approach enhances social solidarity.

87 Human rights are acknowledged as universal, indivisible, and interdependent based on international and religious
conventions applicable to all people, regardless of gender, race, religion, or country of residence (Al Zakari, 2015).

8 The Universal Islamic Declaration of Human Rights was adopted in 1982 by the Islamic Council of Europe, a private
nongovernmental organisation affiliated with the Muslim World League. The organisation was established in 1973, with
headquarters in London. The Universal Islamic Declaration of Human Rights rooted human rights in the law of God and
restated fundamental human rights using the language of Islamic jurisprudence. It addressed several issues such as
privacy, torture, criminal cases, marriage, inheritance, divorce, and economic activities, freedom of religion based on
traditional Islamic law. The Universal Islamic Declaration of Human Rights provided a useful starting point: it was the
first official political statement of Islamic exceptionalism in the realm of human rights.

8 For more about Human Rights and Islam, read An-Na’im (2000), Akbarzadeh & MacQueen (2008), Mayer (2018),

% The Online Cambridge Dictionary defines individualism as "the idea that freedom of thought and action for each person
is the most important value in  society, rather than shared collective  responsibility"
(https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/individualism). Morgan-Foster (2018) asserts that this approach
contrasts with Islamic traditions, which emphasise the complementary relationship between rights and duties, particularly
in gender.
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In addition, the Islamic rights framework emphasises balancing rights and duties, ensuring
that neither is prioritised at the expense of the other (Al-Rikabi, 2014). Al-Alwani (2012)
agrees that every right in Islam is inherently tied to a corresponding duty: children’s rights
impose responsibilities on parents, just as a wife’s rights entail obligations for her husband.
These rights are inalienable; they cannot be annulled, rejected, or waived, as their
legitimacy is derived from the divine order (Baht, 2018; Al-Qahtani, 2020). The prophet
Muhammad (PBUH) affirmed the sacred dimension in the duality of rights and duties
principles, stating: "Each person is accountable for their duties and actions before God."!
Al-Eid (2006) explains that the commitment to rights and duties extends beyond legal
obligations in worldly life; it is a religious duty for which Muslims will be held accountable
in the afterlife. This divine accountability grants rights intrinsic authority and is a powerful
motivation for individuals to uphold them (Al-Eid, 2006). Al-Qahtani (2020) asserts that
the balance between rights and duties reflects the comprehensiveness of the Islamic
approach to the term A/-Haq®’ (Right) to ensure positive social balance, upholding the
human dignity and honor bestowed upon them by A/lah when He commanded the angels
to prostrate before Adam (Al-Raysoni, 2002)°. To sum up, the foundations of the Islamic

framework for rights can be summarised in four key principles: (1) Divine

%1 Sahih al-Bukhari, Book of Judgments, chapter obey God, the Prophet and those in authority among you, (7138)

92 Islamic jurists define A/-Hagq (right) in alignment with its linguistic and jurisprudential origins. It is one of the names
of Almighty Allah, and in Arabic, it carries multiple meanings: certainty, obligation, truth, fairness, and a specific portion
or share (Al-Eid, 2006; Al-Zuhayli, 2006).

%3 This act of prostration (Sujood) before Adam is mentioned in the Qur’an: “And when We told the angels, 'Prostrate
yourselves before Adam!' -they all prostrated themselves” (The Qur’an,2025, 2:34), symbolising the unique honour and
dignity Allah bestowed upon humanity. Islamic scholars interpret this as a demonstration of the high status of human
beings in creation, affirming their worth and responsibilities. Al-Raysoni (2002) discusses this as a foundational principle
in Islamic thought, emphasising that human dignity is divinely ordained and serves as the basis for the duality of rights
and obligations in Islam.
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Acknowledgement of Rights, (2) Balance Between Rights and Duties, (3) Affirmation of
Human Dignity, and (4) Achievement of Justice and Equality (Bakshuwain, 2015).
Therefore, for this thesis, Islam's approach to women's rights is rooted in 1) the divine
honour bestowed upon humanity, 2) a balance between rights and duties, and 3) a
commitment to justice. This framework ensures comprehensive and sustainable rights,

stabilising women's familial and social lives.

3.2.2. Emphasised Values in the Islamic Approach to (Women’s) Rights

Before the advent of Islam, in (Jahiliyah), Islamic research suggests human dignity,
particularly that of women, was severely undermined (Khamlishi, 2004). Islam abolished
a number of oppressive traditions found in the Arabian Peninsula, looking to ensure that
women were no longer treated as transferable commodities (Saeed, 2018)°*. These reforms
were “revolutionary” and transformative for their time, embedding dignity, honour, and
equality as fundamental rights for all Muslims and ensuring women as rights holders
(Saeed, 2018, p.113)*. The Islamic framework of rights is rooted in dignity (Karama),

peace (Al-Salam), justice (Adl’), balance and God-Consciousness (4l-Tagwa) (Al-

% Discriminatory attitudes towards women were prevalent, as evidenced by practices such as female infanticide, treating
women as property, and depriving them of their rights in inheritance and marriage (Saeed, 2018, p.111). Women were
often regarded as possessions under male authority. Ibn Abbas (may Allah be pleased with him) described this reality:
“When a man died, his heirs had a greater right to his wife. If one of them wished, he could marry her; if they desired,
they could arrange for her to marry, or they could choose not to marry her off. They had more rights over her than her
own family.” (Al-Eid, 2006). The impact of Islam's reforms is best captured by Umar ibn Al-Khattab, who stated: “During
the pre-Islamic era, we regarded women as nothing, but when Islam came, and Allah mentioned them, we realised that
they had rights over us” (Shah, 2006; Saced, 2018).

95 Saeed (2018) argues that the core teachings of the Qur'an emphasise the importance of uplifting and empowering
vulnerable groups within society, including orphans, slaves, the poor, and women. He asserts that the Islamic rights
approach provided a new framework for gender relations and family law, as many pre-Islamic practices were revised or
rejected. He said, “They challenged the status quo and questioned the unequal and discriminatory prevailing gender norms
of that time” (Saeed, 2018, p. 113).
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Alwani,2012). These values are briefly explained through this Islamic approach to rights

as follows:

Dignity:

Islamic teachings are deeply rooted in preserving human dignity (Karama), particularly in
protecting women’s rights as mothers, wives, and daughters (Hassan, 1991; Al-Luhaibi,
2017). Al-Ja’afary (2017) emphasises that the Qur’an’s recognition of women’s dignity
serves as a methodological foundation for framing women’s rights, mandating
comprehensive psychological, social, and economic care for women (Shah, 2006; Saeed,
2019; Badawi, 1980a,1995b). Islam fully respects women and guarantees their dignity and
honour, and abolishes dehumanisation, inequality and discrimination against them,
emphasising that both men and women share the exact spiritual human nature (Shah, 2006)

when Allah Almighty says:

“NOW, INDEED, We have conferred dignity on the children of Adam,
and borne them over land and sea, and provided for them sustenance
out of the good things of life, and favoured them far above most of Our

creation” (The Qur'an,2025, 17:70).

This verse highlights the unique honour and dignity Allah has bestowed upon humanity,
granting them knowledge, speech, an upright form, and numerous blessings, including
dominion over land and sea. It emphasises human superiority (of both men and women)

over many other creations, while acknowledging that this preference applies to all
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humanity, regardless of race, color, or gender (Tafsir al-Jalalayn, translated by Hamza,

2007).

Peace (Al-Salam):

"Islam" originates from a root word that primarily signifies peace (4/-Salam) in Arabic. As
a result, the notion of peace is deeply embedded in Islam and plays a fundamental role in
the lives of those who embrace it (Koylii, 2004). Al-Salam is one of the attributes of
Almighty Allah, the source of peace (4/-Salam), as well as the name given to paradise, the

abode reserved for all who obey Allah®. Almighty Allah said:

“God is He save whom there is no deity: the Sovereign Supreme, the
Holy, the One with whom all salvation rests, the Giver of Faith, the One
who determines what is true and false, the Almighty, the One who
subdues wrong and restores right, the One to whom all greatness
belongs! Utterly remote is God, in His limitless glory, from anything to
which men may ascribe a share in His divinity” (The Qur’an, 2025,

59:23).

% See The Qur’an, 2025, 59: 23; 10: 25; 5: 16; 6: 127-128, 13: 19-24
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“Theirs shall be an abode of peace with their Sustainer; and He shall be
near unto them in result of what they have been doing” (The Qur’an,

2025, 6:127)

Prophet says in his prayer: “O Allah, you are As-Salam, From You is all peace, blessed are
You O Possessor of majesty and honour®””. Peace is a core principle emphasised repeatedly
throughout the Qur ’an and in Islamic teachings. A//ah underscores the importance of peace
as an essential value for problem-solving, mainly because human societies often face
conflicts, disputes, and social tensions (Nahar, 2022), including marital life. For example,
Allah has explained practical guidelines for managing peace in Surah al-Hujurat (9:10)

when two groups of believers in that moment conflicted (Nahar, 2022). Allah says:

“Hence, if two groups of believers fall to fighting, make peace between
them; but then, if one of the two [groups] goes on acting wrongfully
towards the other, fight against the one that acts wrongfully until it
reverts to God’s commandment; and if they revert, make peace between
them with justice, and deal equitably [with them]: for verily, God loves

those who act equitably!." (The Qur’an,2025, 49:9)

%7 Sunan Ibn Majah 924,Book 5, Hadith 122
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The Qur’an consistently instructs Muslims to dedicate themselves fully to peace and justice

while denouncing anything that disrupts peace and societal harmony®®.

Justice and Equality

Islamic rights reforms addressed deeply entrenched inequalities, rejecting discriminatory
pre-Islamic practices and affirming the equality of all humans, with all their diversities
(gender is one of these diversities), before Almighty Allah, who rewards or punishes them

based on their actions (Shah, 2006). Allah states:

“Whereas anyone - be it man or woman - who does [whatever he can]
of good deeds and is a believer withal, shall enter paradise, and shall
not be wronged by as much as [would fill] the groove of a date-stone.”

(The Qur’an, 2025, 4:124).

Islam asserts that men and women are equal in origin, created from the same soul, and it

constitutes humanity as equal partners:

“O MANKIND! Be conscious of your Sustainer, who has created you out
of one living entity, and out of it created its mate, and out of the two

spread abroad a multitude of men and women” (The Qur ’an, 2025, 4:1).

98 For more example, see Qur’an 2: 209, 5: 9 and 65, 7: 56 and 74, 11: 85, 28: 77-78, 29: 36
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Naseef (1995) emphasises that the Qur’anic discourse addresses both genders without
exception, using gender-inclusive universal calls such as "O mankind," "O Children of
Adam," and "O you who have believed." These terms include both genders as active
participants working together to build the society, affirming that women possess rights
equal to those of men, including the right to life, financial support, breastfeeding, custody,
education, employment, and economic independence (Shah, 2006; Naseef, 1995; Al-
Eid,2006). The Prophetic saying reinforces these rights: “Indeed, women are the

counterparts of men®””’.

Furthermore, men and women are equally eligible for religious duties and acts of worship,
encompassing obligatory and voluntary practices. They are also treated equally under legal
penalties for offences such as theft and adultery, bearing the same responsibility before
God, with equal reward or punishment in the Hereafter (Al-Eid, 2006). Almighty Allah

said:

“Whereas anyone - be it man or woman - who does [whatever he can]
of good deeds and is a believer withal, shall enter paradise, and shall

not be wronged by as much as [would fill] the groove of a date-stone”

(The Qur’an, 2025, 4:124).

9 Sunan Abi Dawud, Hadith: 240, Sunan Tirmidhi, Hadith: 113. Also see Sunan Darimi, Hadith: 764
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“As for anyone - be it man or woman - who does righteous deeds, and
is a believer withal - him shall We most certainly cause to live a good
life. and most certainly shall We grant unto such as these their reward
in accordance with the best that they ever did” (The Qur’'an, 2025,

16:97).

However, Islamic equality and justice do not imply a rivalry or a battlefield-like parity
between men and women who achieve more rights. Instead, it is founded on
complementary collaboration within a system that balances rights and duties, recognising
the distinct nature between gender and the interdependent social and family roles assigned
to each gender (Al-Sha'rawi, 1998; Al-Juhany, 2015; Al-Marrakeshi, 2023). Badawi (1995)
asserts that it is more accurate to say that Islam promotes gender justice rather than gender
equality. He justifies that justice is a more suitable term because equality is often
misconstrued as necessitating absolute sameness in every aspect. Instead, justice refers to
justice and equity, acknowledging the overall equality in rights and responsibilities of both

genders while permitting differences in roles or duties that maintain balance and equity.

This framework ensures justice rather than a rigid sameness, allowing both men and women
to contribute harmoniously according to their fitrah (innate competencies) to society while
upholding their dignity and clearly defined responsibilities (Al-Sha'rawi, 1998). For
example, men's primary duty in family maintenance is to provide financial support for their
families, yet this does not undermine their essential role as fathers. Similarly, women are
not barred from working if they choose to, maintaining their right to decide whether to

participate in family financial responsibilities (Karim, 2021). Despite the differing
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responsibilities assigned to men and women, both are equally valued, and their

contributions are similarly respected (Al-Ghunaim, 2020).

Justice in the Islamic framework to gender relations and women’s rights is reciprocity,

affirming that spouses' rights and responsibilities are mutual. Almighty A/lah said:

“But, in accordance with justice, the rights of the wives [with regard to
their husbands] are equal to the [husbands'] rights with regard to them,”

(The Qur’an, 2025, 2:228).

Everything a husband has the right to expect from his wife, such as obedience,
trustworthiness, chastity, fidelity, good companionship, affection, respect, and the
safeguarding of mutual interests, is equally the wife’s right to expect from her husband in
a reciprocal manner (Al-Eid, 2006). Rashid Reda (1971) elaborates on Ibn Abbas’s
statement, “I like to take care of my appearance for my wife just as I like for her to take
care of her appearance for me. This is because Allah says they (women) have rights similar
to those of their husbands) over them to what is reasonable”, clarifying that marriage
equality does not necessarily mean identical roles but rather mutual rights and
responsibilities. Each spouse contributes to the marriage in ways that are equivalent in
purpose, even if they differ in form. They are equal in their essence, emotions, and intellect,
capable of rational thought and decision-making regarding their shared life. True justice in
marriage cannot be achieved through one party dominating the other; instead, it flourishes
through mutual respect and fulfilling each other's rights. This approach to justice reduces

structural inequalities, women marginalisation, and possible conflicts and fosters peace and
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harmony within the family and social structure (Badawi, 1995b; Saeed, 2018;

Hamdan,2005; Al-Ghunaim, 2020).

God-Consciousness (4/-Taqwa )

In Islam, individuals’ value in God's eyes is based on piety (4/-Tagwa) and righteous action,

not gender, race, or wealth (Omar, 2014). Almighty Allah states:

"Verily, the most honoured of you in the sight of Allah is the most

righteous (Taqwa) of you" (The Qur’an, 2025, 49:13).

Al-Tagwa in Islam means God-consciousness and “observing God in performing the duties
and staying away from prohibitions” (Al-Thabit, 2018). It directs individual and societal
behaviour toward attaining God's pleasure and upholding Islamic values (Badawi, 1980a).
It is not merely a spiritual virtue but a foundational guiding principle upon which the ethical
and legislative system is built. A/-Tagwa is mentioned over 300 times in the Quran, and it
is more frequently mentioned in family law regulations and women’s rights (Al-Thabit,
2018). It serves as a moral compass, encouraging individuals to adhere to divine principles
out of reverence for God (Al-Thabit, 2018). Defined as fear coupled with love and
reverence for God, Al-Tagwa motivates individuals to embrace good and avoid evil (Al-
Thabit, 2018). Abdullah Draz (1973) argues that AI-Tagwa is not merely a personal matter
but a social and organisational principle ensuring human relations justice. A/-Tagwa is a

crucial key in implementing Islamic legislation.
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Al-Thabit (2018) and Zumurrud (2019) extend that Al-Tagwa is a powerful force that
maintains balance and tranquillity within the family. It fosters peace through mutual respect
and ethical conduct, ensuring women's rights are theoretically upheld and actively

implemented and shaping harmonious relationships between spouses (Al-Thabit, 2018).

3.2.3. Islamic Framework for Women’s Rights

The Islamic framework for rights presented in this section is grounded in the
epistemological approach outlined in Chapter 2, which argues that the Qur ’an and Sunnah,
as sources of legislation, provide a comprehensive and self-sufficient framework for

discussions on rights, particularly women’s rights.

Al-Awad (2014, p.79) defines women's rights in Islam as "what Almighty Allah has
prescribed for women in the Qur’an and the Sunnah in terms of privilege and legislations
aimed at their care, protection, and the fulfilment of their interests and happiness within
their family life". In this study, women’s rights refer to the entitlements and responsibilities
divinely stipulated in the Qur'an and Sunnah, granting them sacred legitimacy and ensuring
Muslim women's protection. These rights affirm women's dignity, balance rights and clear
responsibilities, and uphold justice and equity to foster peace and social harmony
(Bakshuwain, 2015; Al-Alwani,2012; Naseef,1995). These rights encompass: 1) Financial
Rights: Maintenance (4/-Nafaqah), dowry (Mahr), and housing; 2) Personal Rights: The

right to marry, choose a spouse, and seek Khul” (divorce initiated by the wife); and 3)
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Moral Rights: Including mutual kindness (Ma ‘ruf), benevolence (Ehsan), and preferential

treatment (fadhl)'® (Al-Alwani,2012).

The legislative source of women’s rights in Saudi Arabia is mainly the Qur'an and
Sunnah' | and the objectives of any rights legislation follow Magasid Al-Shari‘ah (the
primary objectives of Islamic legislation). By embedding these rights within the broader
objectives of Islamic law, they are defined and protected through precise legal and ethical
mechanisms (Quradaghi, 2016); they become permanent and immutable, impervious to
modification or annulment by any governmental, cultural or individual authority (Baht,

2018; Abdulhakeem, 2013).

Scholars emphasise that the primary objectives of Islamic legislation (Magasid Al-
Shart‘ah), in general, aim to secure five essential interests: the preservation of religion
(Din), life (Nafs), intellect ('Aql), lineage (Nas/), and property (Mal) (Ibn Ashur, 1999; Al-
Raysoni, 2002, 2010). These objectives are foundational in ensuring social justice and
upholding human dignity, peace and equity (Darraz, 2012; Ibn Ashur, 1999; Al-Raysoni,
2002, 2010). To achieve and protect these five objectives, Islamic law operates on two

primary tracks: 1) establishing legislation to secure these necessities and 2) enacting laws

100 These rights are the Islamic rights rooted in sharia sources (Qur an, Sunnah, and Islamic jurisprudence). They remain
constant, unaffected by temporal or contextual variations, based on divine guidance rather than human interpretation or
societal shifts. They are not necessarily the rights that Muslim legal regulations maintain in the Personal Law. This section
focuses on the Sharia framework of women’s rights through the theological and jurisprudential Islamic approach,
excluding state-specific laws, which are subject to change over time from one country to another and administrative
interpretation, ensuring academic clarity in the discourse on women's rights in Islam.

101 The methodology to identify these rights from the Qur’an and Sunnah is called the Al-Ta ’sil methodology.
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to protect them from violation, with penalties for infractions (Abdulhakeem, 2013; Al-

Zuhayli, 2002).

Al-Alwani (2012) also agrees that Magasid Al-Shari ‘ah offers a comprehensive frame for
achieving rights and duties through engaging with Islamic heritage or applying Shari ‘ah to
contemporary challenges!?. Within the rights discussion, Auda (2011) explained that the
Magqasid Al Shari'ah constitutes a bridge between Islamic legislation and prevailing
notions of human rights and contemporary social values such as justice, dignity, freedom,
and equality. In other words, Magasid Al Shart ‘ah provides the link between Islamic law
and the modern concept of human rights, including women's rights. Accordingly, going
through the Magqasid Al-Shari‘ah methodology can offer critical re-reading and
reinterpreting of Islamic texts concerning human rights, including women'’s rights (Awdah,
2011, p.7). Al-Alwani (2012) emphasises that grounding women's rights discussion on
Magqasid Al-Shari‘ah of the Qur anic texts and Sunnah enhances the ability to interact
with society in alignment with divine guidance. She asserts that this methodology goes
beyond theoretical understanding to reach practical application, enabling women to
organise their lives in a manner that harmonises scriptural principles with contemporary

challenges (Quradaghi, 2016).

Islamic scholars emphasise that deriving Magasid Al-Shari‘ah from Islamic texts requires

expertise among jurists and scholars who should acquire a high level of proficiency in

102 Abdulhakeem (2013) asserts that women’s rights in Islam are not abstract ideals, but actionable principles protected
through divine authority and legal mechanisms, ensuring their implementation across societal levels.
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Classical Arabic linguistics'®®, have deep knowledge of Tafsir'® and Hadith sciences'®,

expertise in Usiil al-Figh'®, must understand historical and societal contexts (Figh al-
Wagqi)'"", uphold intellectual integrity!®, be familiar with contemporary legal and social
issues to ensure a balanced and applicable Magdasid-based analysis (Ibn Ashur, 1999; Al-

Raysoni, 2010).

These required competencies of scholars engaged in the reinterpretations of religious texts
are the key difference between the third wave (Islamic feminism) and the fourth wave in
advocating women’s rights in the (Arab) Muslim world. It becomes more visible as the
divergence is reflected through different epistemological frame reference adopted by the
scholar/interpreter in each wave: Islamic humanist hermeneutic approach' (Alak, 2023),

widely adopted by Islamic feminists, and the 4/-Ta 'sil methodology'!! (Al-Raysoni, 2010;

103 Knowledge of Balagha (rhetoric), Sarf (morphology), and Nahw (grammar) to avoid misinterpretations.

104 (Qur'anic exegesis) with an understanding of classical and contemporary interpretations.

105 Including authentication, classification, and context of revelation.

196 Understanding the methodology of legal deduction, including Qiyds (analogical reasoning), [jma‘ (consensus), and
istihsan (juridical preference).

107 Awareness of historical, cultural, and societal contexts in which Islamic laws were revealed and applied. The ability
to differentiate between timeless principles and context-based rulings.

108 Commitment to objectivity, sincerity, and justice in legal interpretation. And avoiding bias, political agendas, or
external pressures that could distort the Magasid-based analysis.

1 Hermeneutics, as explained in note (61), is based on Hermes, the mythological Greek figure tasked with conveying
messages between the divine and human realms, symbolising the transmission of meaning. Initially rooted in biblical
exegesis during the 17th century, hermeneutics evolved significantly as a discipline (Paterson & Higgs, 2005). Friedrich
Schleiermacher (1977) is widely recognised as the founder of modern hermeneutics, as he shifted the focus from religious
texts alone to the broader dynamics of human understanding. To read more about “The Islamic Humanist Hermeneutics”,
read Alak (2023).

1% Alkan (2023) emphasises that personal psychology, life experiences, circumstances and education are significant
factors in the construction of meanings in the interpretation process. According to this perspective, interpretation is a
dynamic, dialectical process involving the text's linguistic structure, the author’s intent, and the reader's context,
recognising that meanings are actively shaped and negotiated (and not invented) by interpretive communities over time
(Alkan, 2023).

11 4]-Ta sil methodology involves both 1) considering the source of legislation in Islam and 2) the methodology followed
to interpret the religious texts and identify Magasid Al-Shari ‘ah out of it (Al-Raysoni, 2010; Al-Alwani, 2012).
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Al-Alwani, 2012), which is central to the fourth wave approach in reinterpreting religious

texts concerning women and gender rights in Islam.

Islamic feminists, the third wave, heavily rely on the humanist hermeneutics approach to
reinterpret religious texts, including the Qur'an, in ways that challenge traditional gender
inequalities (Alak, 2023). They emphasise the active role of the interpreter, even if he/ she
does not adhere to the scholarly conditions stipulated by the A/-Ta ’sil methodology for
religious interpretation. They acknowledge their socio-cultural context and subjectivity,
which allows feminist scholars to critically examine classical and patriarchal
interpretations of the Qur'an and Hadith, recognising that interpretations are not fixed or
divine mandates but human and contestable!'?. They depend on this interpretive paradigm
to legitimise gender-focused reformulations of religious texts, advocating for social justice
and gender equality rooted in a contextual, ethically oriented, and dynamic understanding

of Islam (Alak, 2023).

On the contrary, 4/-Ta sil methodology does not deny the presence of the human role in
interpreting religious texts. Instead, it calls for a disciplined and methodologically
grounded approach in which interpretation is entrusted to those who possess the necessary
epistemological tools and ethical integrity. Over fourteen centuries, Qur’anic exegetes in

Islam have developed a scientific methodology for understanding the Qur’anic text,

12 They often focus on the internal, contextual, and rhetorical aspects of the texts, highlighting that many verses

traditionally used to justify gender inequality can be re-read through a feminist lens—emphasising themes of justice,
equality, and the interpretive fluidity of divine messages.
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grounded in precise scholarly principles derived from the foundations of Islam and the rules

of the Arabic language (Shalabi ,2020; Sano, 2004). These principles can be summarised

as follows:

1.

Reliance on the Qur’an itself: When the text is explicit and unambiguous, such as
in “That is ten complete” (The Qur’an 2:196), or when it is definitive and not open
to interpretation, such as “And never accept their testimony, ever” (The Qur’an
24:4), or when it is explained by other Qur’anic verses, based on the principle that

the divine text explains itself.

Reference to the Prophetic Sunnah: As the practical and verbal clarification of
revelation, where the Prophet(PBUH) explains the meanings of the verses and

demonstrates their application.

Reliance on the sayings of the Companions: Particularly those who witnessed the

revelation and understood the occasions, context, and circumstances of its descent.

Linguistic and rhetorical analysis: By determining meanings following the rules
and styles of the Arabic language, since the Qur’an was revealed in pure, flawless,

Standard Arabic.

Reference to the occasions of revelation and the historical context: To understand
the circumstances in which the verses were revealed, aiding in placing their

meanings and objectives in the correct context.

Comprehensive inductive analysis: By gathering all texts related to a single topic

to form an integrated and holistic understanding, such that the general is understood
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in comparison to the specific, the absolute in comparison to the restricted, the
Meccan in comparison to the Medinan, and reconciling various texts using all

possible methods of synthesis.

7. Commitment to impartiality and objectivity: In understanding the divine text, one
must avoid preconceived notions, inherited biases, or pre-set positions, and ensure

that the understanding originates from the text itself.

This methodology, as Shalabi (2020) affirms, ensures that the exegete works within the
framework of the text, not outside it, and that the authority over the meaning ultimately
returns to the intent of the Lawgiver, not merely to the reader's understanding and human-
mind horizon'!®. In this light, the A/-Ta sil methodology is not a rejection of interpretive
freedom, but rather a system of 4wle Ll sa (scientific regulations) that assert not every
reader, no matter how sincere or well-intentioned, is equipped to reinterpret the Qur’an in
ways that carry legal, ethical, and social weight. Artalim (2016) argues that this model of
regulated interpretation (bawsis uedd) is not epistemological authoritarianism—it is a

safeguard for the coherence, sanctity, and ethical integrity of the revealed message

113 According to Shalabi (2020, p. 133), Islamic ta ‘wil (interpretation) differs fundamentally from Western hermeneutics
in both its starting point and its objective. Interpretation in the Islamic tradition is closely tied to tafsir, the search for the
intended meanings within religious texts—notably the Qur’an—while adhering to established linguistic conventions,
distinguishing between sacred and non-sacred texts, and regulating the process with legal and methodological principles
that preserve the sanctity and divine origin of the text. Hermeneutics, by contrast, is a modern interpretive art that arose
in a Western philosophical context which does not recognise the sacred. It applies its methods to all texts, whether sacred
or not, without distinction, and is built upon foundations such as the “death of the author,” the rejection of any “innocent”
reading, and absolute relativism—principles that are incompatible with the nature and purposes of the Qur’anic text.

90



(Artalim, 2016)''*. The fourth wave asserts that any attempt to reinterpret the religious
texts far from the scientific methodology established in Islamic studies is merely a personal
reflection of the religious texts far from being epistemologically grounded (Khir-Allah,
2024). For the fourth wave, a solid Islamic framework for women’s rights should be
holistic, inclusive, and comprehensive to all women’s issues in diverse social and family
roles, such as daughter, wife, mother, professional, housewife, and/or entrepreneur (Al-

Juhany, 2016; Anju, 2017).

Under Islamic law, men and women enjoy fundamental legal rights such as marriage,
property, divorce, inheritance, education, and work (Al-Munajjid, 1997). The Qur anic
guidelines protect women's rights and build a balanced and just society that practically and
ethically upholds these rights (Al-Juhany, 2015; Al-Marrakshi, 2023). As family is the
centric unit in the Islamic approach to social structure, the Qur’an addresses marital
relations in several contexts and verses, advocating for kindness and protection between
spouses, emphasising love and affection, mutual collaboration and consultation (4/-Shiird),
and fostering mutual respect, Ma 7ruf (goodness), mercy, understanding, and strong,
peaceful marital bonds. The central values asserted in the Qur’an when describing the

marital bonds are Sakinah (tranquillity), Mawaddah (love), and Rahmah (mercy), which

114 What is rejected in A/-Ta sil is arbitrary interpretation, not diversity of views. Islamic tradition, as embodied in the
works of al-Tabari, al-Zamakhshari, Fakhr al-Din al-Razi, and Ibn ‘Ashiir, showcases a rich plurality of readings,
developed within rigorous scholarly traditions comparable in intellectual depth and diversity to the best of Western
philosophical schools. The difference lies in the methodological rigour: interpretation must be accountable, principled,
and grounded in the epistemological framework of Islamic knowledge. In both theory and practice, the A/-Ta’sil
methodology thus offers a middle path: it does not freeze the text in literalism, nor does it dilute its authority in the name
of interpretive freedom!!4, It affirms that the Qur’an is sacred, not static—and that interpretive multiplicity (ta ‘addud al-
afham) is welcome, so long as it follows the methodological pathways established by the tradition (Artalim, 2016). Future
research could further develop how Al-Ta’sil and its potential applications can be applied in fields such as women’s
rights.

91



are highlighted as the essential components in a healthy family life (Atiyah, 2003). Allah

said:

“And among His wonders is this: He creates for you mates out of your
own kind, so that you might incline towards them, and He engenders
love and tenderness between you: in this, behold, there are messages

indeed for people who think!” (The Qur’an, 2025, 30:21).

Justice is a fundamental value in the women’s rights framework. Al-Dasuqi (2002, p. 190)
asserts that justice “plays an essential role in creating a positive and conducive atmosphere
for family life.” The Qur ’anic discourse demanded that men treat women through Ma ruf
(goodness): “And consort with your wives in a goodly manner” (The Qur'an,2025, 4:19).
The Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) exemplified these principles, urgen men repeatedly to
treat women in their families through these Islamic values: “nd indeed I order you to be
good to the women'!>” “The best of you is he who is best to his family, and I am the best

among you to my family!'!¢”

and “A believer must not hate a believing woman; if he dislikes
one of her characteristics, he will be pleased with another!!””. The prophet’s constant
concern about women’s rights and justice is detected in his last sermon in the Farwell

Pilgrimage. He particularly highlighted women’s rights, instructing men to treat women

with kindness and fairness, stating:

115 Jami® at-Tirmidhi,Vol. 1, Book 7, Hadith 1163.
116 Tirmidhi and Darimi, cited in Mishkat al-Masabih3252, Book 13, Hadith 170.
17 Muslim, cited in Mishkat al-Masabih 3240, Book 13, Hadith 158

92



“O People, it is true that you have certain rights with regard to your women, but they also

have rights over you. Remember that you have taken them as your wives only under Allah's

trust and with His permission. If they abide by your right then to them belongs the right to

be fed and clothed in kindness. Do treat your women well and be kind to them for they are

your partners and committed helpers. And it is your right that they do not make friends

with any one of whom you do not approve, as well as never to be unchaste

9118

Al-Alwani (2012, p. 123) describes the values in WRPI as a holistic approach that

recognises both emotional and rational dimensions of relationships, fostering a peaceful

and balanced family structure:

1.

At the emotional level: The Qur an establishes key values within marriage, such as
mutual closeness, protection and warmth (clothing/Libas), kindness (Ma ‘ruf),
affection (Mawaddah), mercy (Rahmah), and ensuring a stable and secure home.

At the rational and ethical level: Beyond emotional bonds, the Qur’an lays the
structural foundations for family life, including justice ( ‘Adl), consultation (A!/-
Shurd), mutual consent, benevolence (/hsan), excellence (Fadhl), and

reconciliation (Islah) (Al-Alwani, 2012).

18 Jami' at-Tirmidhi,Vol. 1, Book 7, Hadith 1163.
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Thus, the Islamic framework upholds women's rights and fosters a cooperative, just, and
ethical family system rooted in divine guidance. Therefore, these values and principles will

be examined in the ICC.

3.3. Critical concepts in women’s rights discussion in Islamic framework:

Understanding the Islamic embedded references of key terms in women's rights discussions
is essential, as these terms hold specific meanings within the framework of Women's Rights
in Islam (WRPI). These terms are often associated with stereotypical Western and Arabic
secular discourses and interpretations. Khir-Allah (2021) emphasises that to engage with a
culturally specific framework accurately, researchers must interpret terms within the value
system of that framework rather than through the lens of dominant external narratives. She
argues that misinterpretations arise when Islamic concepts are examined outside their
theological and jurisprudential foundations, leading to misconceptions about their role in
shaping women's rights. Accordingly, this section aims to clarify how the Islamic
framework defines and applies these critical terms in the discourse on women's rights
following Al-Ta 'sil methodology, drawing from the Qur 'an and Sunnah, to explore their

original meaning and implementation.

3.3.1. Al-Ta’sil : A Tool Bridging Knowledge with Actions

Al-Ta 57l (Ja=l)) is an Arabic term that means the foundation. The Islamic reference of
“Al-Ta’sil” stands for an approach in which the primary epistemological reference of
religious terms, concepts and practices is derived from the Qur ‘an and the Sunnah through

a complex methodology (4/-7a 'sil methodology) of comparing evidence, analysing them,
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and linking them to their trusted sources as much as to the context. It involves grounding
knowledge through tracing back contemporary interpretations or issues to the sources of
Islamic law (Shari ‘ah), the Qur'an, Hadith, consensus ([jma), and analogical reasoning

(Qiyas) (Al-Raysoni, 2010; Al-Alwani,2012).

The Ta 'sil methodology identifies rights and duties through collecting relevant texts from
these resources, understanding their meanings, and determining their objectives (Magasid
Al-Shart ‘ah)'”® (Al-Alwani, 2012). It ensures that the implementation remains consistent
with Islamic legal frameworks. As a result, 4/-Ta’sil is a methodological tool for
uncovering the wisdom of Islamic rulings related to women and aligning them with
contemporary realities while maintaining Islamic rights values of justice, dignity and peace
(Khamlishi, 2004, Al-Alwani, 2012; Awdah,2011). For example, the application of Al-
Ta’sil in the divorce and A/-Khul’ (a woman-initiated divorce) allow the integration of
ethical principles to uphold justice, balance, and peace in post-marital relationships. It also
maintains family stability and women's emotional and economic well-being, preserving

women’s rights values of goodness (Ma ‘riif), benevolence (Ihsan), and piety (Al-Tagwa)'?°.

Al-Raysoni (2019) and Al-Alwani (2012) stress that A/-Ta 'sil is essential for addressing
misconceptions about women's rights, as it bridges theoretical principles (teachings and

laws) with actionable solutions that coincide with Magasid Al-Shari ‘ah and promote justice

119 The objectives of Islamic law (Magqdsid Al-Shari ‘ah) play a pivotal role in the process of Al-Ta’sil. Classical scholars
such as Al-Asfahani, Al-Ghazali, Ibn Taymiyyah, and Al-Shatibi, as well as modern exegetes like Muhammad Rashid
Rida, Sayyid Qutb, and Ibn Ashur, have followed the A/-Ta 'sil methodology, combining it with the Magdasid Al-Shari ah,
to establish a comprehensive framework on the issue understudy (Al-Alwani,2012).

120 (see 3.2.2.).
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and human dignity. Scholars such as Al-Qahtani (2020) and Al-Alwani (2012) stress the
significance of A/-Ta sil in bolstering confidence in Islamic jurisprudence, as it clarifies
intellectual ambiguities, clears off unjust cultural dominant practices, and expands

epistemological understandings of rights.

Based on the above literature, Al-Ta'sil and Magasid Al-Shari‘ah represent essential
methodologies for addressing the challenges related to women’s rights. These tools provide
a legal and epistemological framework that links religious texts with contemporary
realities, enhancing the adaptability of Islamic law to modern contexts. Accordingly, this
section will follow the 4/ Ta ’sil methodology as much as possible to introduce the Islamic

definition and implementation of the key terms in discussing women’s rights in Islam.

3.3.2. Guardianship (4l-Qiwamah)'*':

Al-Qiwamah linguistically indicates providing protective care to somebody or something
while ensuring their interests are protected and upheld (Ibn Manzur, 12/p. 497). Traz (2016)
defines Al-Qiwamah as a social regulation grounded in the Qur 'an. and Sunnah, designed

to govern marital relationships. Al-Eid (2006, p. 917) explains that the linguistic root of A/-

121 The correct pronunciation is giwama (%! 58) with a kasrah (short "i" sound) on the ¢af (3), not gawama (“«' $8) with a

fathah (short "a" sound), as confirmed by Arabic language dictionaries (see Al-Mu‘jam Al-Wasit, Vol. 1-2, p. 768;
Mu‘jam Lughat Al-Fuqaha’, Vol. 1, p. 372; Lisan Al-‘Arab, Vol. 12, p. 224). This is because words in the pattern of
fi‘alah (A\xd) with a kasrah on the first letter typically indicate a profession, role, or responsibility, similar to ‘imadah
(83e - leadership), nigabah (A& - syndicate leadership), kitabah (2.;\35/ - writing), khiyatah ("5 - tailoring), and
najarah (5= - carpentry), just as one might say waliya ‘alayna wildayah (‘;*-N; Lide 15 he governed us with authority),
amara imarah (=) 54 - he ruled as a governor), or sa ‘@ siydyah (s s - he interceded). Thus, giwama () $) is a
duty assigned to men, requiring them to provide protection, care, and financial support. It is not an honorary position or
a status of superiority (Abbadi, 2013).
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Qiwamah signifies “preservation, protection, and justice,” indicating that a man should
treat women justly, whether they are a mother, sister, wife, or daughter. Similarly, Al-
Alwani (2012) asserts that 4/-Qiwamah extends beyond financial provision to include

material and emotional care.

Following Al-Ta'sil methodology, A/-Qiwamah is understood within the framework of
mercy, love, companionship, support, kind treatment and obedience to A/lah (Ezzat,2020;
Al-Rume, 2008). According to Ezzat (2020), it appeared in the holy Qur'an in three
contexts: 1) In verse 34 of Surat An-Nisaa’, Allah Almighty said that men are caretakers of

womenfolk due to Allah's favor and the responsibilities men hold:

“MEN SHALL take full care of women with the bounties which God
has bestowed more abundantly on the former than on the latter, and with
what they may spend out of their possessions” (The Qur’an, 2025,

4:34).

The second, in verse (135) of Surat An-Nisaa’, Ezzat (2020) asserts that the value of justice
in the Islamic rights approach requires the man to be fair to himself first so that he does not
follow his whim (Hawa) and does not do injustice to serve his own interests. In other words,
the man's 4/-Qiwamah is not only with money but also with material and moral care (Al-

Alwani, 2012). Almighty Allah said:

“O YOU who have attained to faith! Be ever steadfast in upholding

equity, bearing witness to the truth for the sake of God, even though it be
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against your own selves or your parents and kinsfolk.” (The Qur an,

2025, 4:135).

And the third place Allah Almighty said:

“O YOU who have attained to faith! Be ever steadfast in your devotion
to God, bearing witness to the truth in all equity; and never let hatred of
any-one lead you into the sin of deviating from justice. Be just: this is

closest to being God-conscious” (The Qur an, 2025, 5:8).

Ezzat (2020) and Al-Alwani (2012) argue that A/-Qiwamah concerning women cannot be
understood in isolation from other related verses'?2. It is closely associated with justice and
trust, reflecting Allah's attribute, the A/-Qayyum (The Sustainer), which humans are
commanded to emulate. This establishes A/-Qiwamah as a responsibility rather than an

absolute authority.

123

The exegesis'~ clarifies how A/-Qiwamah or “caretakers” means legal rights for women

and obligations for men. It is a woman's right over the man ‘to do what is right for her in

122 Tafsir al-Qur an bil-Qur an (the interpretation of the Qur’an using verses and concepts within the Qur’an itself) is a
method of Qur'anic exegesis in which the meaning of a verse is explained through other Qur'anic verses, ensuring
coherence in interpretation and preserving the divine intent. This approach allows for a deeper and more precise
understanding of key terms by considering their usage across different contexts within the Qur'an itself. Scholars,
including Ibn Taymiyyah and Al-Tabarl, emphasise that this method is the most authentic form of tafsir, relying solely
on the Qur'anic text without external influences. Applying this methodology clarifies terms that may otherwise be subject
to varied interpretations influenced by linguistic, cultural, or historical factors (Rustom,2023). In the context of this study,
the referenced Qur'anic terms are examined through this lens to ensure their meanings align with the broader Qur'anic
framework and Magqasid Al-Shari‘ah. (the higher objectives of Islamic law).

123 The researcher depends for Tafsir al-Qur’an (interpretation) on

http://Qur’an.ksu.edu.sa/translations/english/1.html#.For Hadith narratives on https://sunnah.com/.
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her religion and her world, to provide for her, to support her and to treat her well” (Al-
Rumi, 2008, P. 8). Ezzat argues that A/-Qiwamah manifests justice to women encompassing
two key elements: 1) Material and Emotional Support