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This thesis explores the thought of a prominent Indian Muslim thinker, Asghar

Ali Engineer, on liberation theology and the status ofwomen in Islam. In his elaboration

of liberation theolagy, Engineer demonsttates that trom its inceptian, Islam has sided

with the oppressed and the weak. If it is interpreted Crom its theological as weil as

sociological context, he argues, Islam makes il clear that it promotes justice and equality.

The juxtaposition of theological and sociological perspectives is crucial to any

understanding of Engineer's thought on h1leration theology. Such perspectives also

inform Engineer's view ofthe status ofwomen in Islam. Our discussion is limited to two

of the tapies addressed by Engineer: polygamy and the veil. The key ta understand these

issues, Engineer maintains, is by distinguishing between the ~normative' and ·contextual'

statements of the Qur'anic ten The point of this distinction is to differentiate between

those principles of the Qur'an which are universal in nature, i.e. values, which transcend

beyond rime and space, and the contextual ones which are only valid in particular

situations and circumstances.

In conclusion, Engineer~s thought on h"beration theology and women's issues are

round to he liberaI, critical and emancipative, succ~y demonsuating that Islam sides

with the weak and promotes justice and equality.
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RÉsUMÉ

Auteur: Muhammad Agus Nmyatno

Titre: La pensée d'Asghar Ali Engineer sur la théologie de la libération et la question

des femmes: Une Analyse.

Département: Institut des Études Islamiques9 Université McGill

Diplôme: Maîtrise ès Arts

Ce mémoire explore le discours d9un important penseur musulman, Asghar Ali Engineer9

portant sur (a théologie de la libération ainsi que sur le statut des femmes en Islam. Dans son

élaboration de la théologie de la libératio~ Engineer démontre que depuis ses origines~ l'Islam

s'est rangé du côté des opprimés et des faibles. Selon l'auteur, si cela est interprété à panir

de sa théologie, de même que de son contexte social, l'Islam démontre clairement qu'il promeut

la justice et l'égalité. La juxtaposition des perspectives théologiques et sociologiques est

cruciale dans la compréhension de la pensée d~gineer concernant la théologie de la libération.

De plus, ces perspectives se reflètent dans les wes d'Engïneer concernant le statut des femmes

en Islam. Notre propos se limite ici qu'à deux thèmes abordés par Engineer: la polygamie et

le voile. La clefde la compréhension de ces questio~ selon Engineer, réside dans la distinction

entre les déclarations "normatives' et "contextuelles' du texte qur'anique. Le but de cette

distinction est de différencier ces principes du Que'an qui sont, de nature, universels, c'est-à-

dire des valeurs qui transcendent au delà du temps et de l'espacct alors que les principes

contextuels sont uniquement valides dans certaines situations et circonstances particulières~

ni



En guise de conclusion, la pensée d'Engineer concernant la théologie de la libération

ainsi que la question des femmes, se sont avérées libérales, critiques et libératrices, démontrant

ainsi avec succès que l'Islam se range auprès des faibles et qu'il promeut lajustice et l'égalité.
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TRANSLITERATION

Coneerning the system of transliteration of Arabie words and names applied in

tbis thesis, l follow the system used by the Institute of Islamic Studies, McGill

University_

The Arabie transliterations are as follows:
.
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INTRODUCTION

A point of interest in the study of modem, critical and emancipative Islamic

thought is its contribution to the formation of a historical coDSciousness of society. Such

paradigms are, for the most part, found in developing countries. 1 This is probably due ta

the faet that MOst developing countries are still engaged in a struggle to uphold

democratic systems which respect plurality, human rights~ freedom of expression and

justice. In line with this objective, some liberal Muslim scholars have attempted to

refonnulate IsIamic teachings such that they oot ooly uphold democratic systems, but

also side with the oppressed and respect human dignity, an objective which, to use

Engineer's language is, "the hall mark ofIslamic teachings.,,2

Engineer's views on Islamic liberation theology and women's issues can he

categorized as liberal and critical. It must he noted that these tapics are inter-connected

with one another. Engineer's thought on liberation theology influenced his views on

women's issues in Islam. Through these topies he strives to show tbat Islam, from its

inception, sides with the marginalized ofsociety and also displays a respect for wornen's

dignity. Engineer's concem with liberation theology is grounded in the attempt to render

l Contemporary Musüm critical and liberal seholars like }J1SSIJI}Juafi and Nan Abü Zayd (Egypt), Farid
Esadc (South Afiica) and Asghar Ali Engineer (lndia~ ta name a few, come ftom developing countries.
The mode of thought of thac seholars can gencrally be eategorizcd as critica~ liberal. emanàpative and
'Ieftist'. This mode ofthought is different ftoll1y for instan~ Fazlur Rahman's and Mobammed Arkoun's
who much more advocate ratiooalism and inteUec:tualism rather tban praxis. See, Farid Esack.. Qur Cm.
Liberation and Pluralism: An Islamic Perspective of/1IIeTre/igious Solidarity againsl Oppressioll (Oxford:
Oneworl~ 1997), pp. 67'()8, 71·73.



theology an ideological weapon for hèeration of the oppressed because, to use ~Ali

Shaiiatl'S3 language, "Islam very simply is a philosophy of human liberation. 115 first

SummODS, ~Say 'There is no god but Gad" and prosper,' propounds tauhid [oneness of

Gad] as the necessary means ta that end.n4 As part ofhis commitment to side on the \veak

and uphold equality and justice, Engineer is concemed with proving that in Islam wornen

have an equal position to that of men and enjoy a place of dignity in the Qur'an.

Employing a liberal interpretation ofthe Qur'an" Engineer shows that there is no concept

ofsuperior-inferior with respect to gender in the Scripture.

This is the OOt study of the prominent liberal Muslim scholar, Asghar Ali

Engineer. It begins by analyzing Engineer's views on liberation theology and women's

issues in Islam. This endeavor is important due to Engineer's prolific contribution ta

!stamic critical thought, a contribution which is reflected in bis writings, speeches and

activities. It will he shown that Engineer's thought is ret1ective of the agendas of bath

NGOs and human rights" activists who promote justice" freedom and equality. This

proclivity has been a consistent fcature of bis thought from its inception in his early

career to its maturity in ms later works- that is critical" liberal" and emancipative.

Engineer's own writings are used as a primary source of information. Chapter

one, where his biography is presented" employs Engineer's What 1Believe as its primary

source, as weil as the substance ofhis e-mail correspondence with the author. Engineer's

2 Asghar Ali Engineer, e-mail correspondenc:e with the writer. February 21. 2000. Montreal.

J His liberationist id~ according to Linda Darwi., intluenœd contemporary Muslim scholars like Farid
Esack and Asghar Ali Enginecr. See, Linda Darwisb. RevolllliOlllll'J' [mages ofA.braham ln Isiam and
Christianity: 'AD SfJ.,j'.,iand Uberalion Theo/ogy (Thesis presented 10 the Faculty ofGraduate Studies
and Research. McGiIl University, Montreal. 1999), p. 4.

" ~Afi ShafiarLMamsm andDlber Western Fal/Qcies: An Islamic Critique, translated ftom the Persian by
R.. Campbell (Berkeley: Mizan~ (980), p. 73.
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writing in What 1Believe, is important for what il provides by way of information on bis

views regarding various aspects of lire. Moreover~ bis e-mail correspondence, uncovers

yet more facets ofEngineer's life that are not found in bis writings.

The primary sources employed in Chapter two include fives collections of

Engineer's writings: (a) Islam and Revolution; (h) Islam and lts Relevance to Our Age;

(c) Islam and Liberation The%gy: Essays on Liberative Elements in Islam; (d) Religion

and Liberation; and (e) The Origin and Deve/opment ofIslam.

Three of the above collections are important sources for tracing the development

of Engineer's thought on liberation theology in Islam. He first presented his ideas on

Islamic liberation theology in Islam and Revolution, published in 1984. He republished

this work at Islam and Ils Relevance 10 Our Age in 1987 with minor revisions. A more

complete or mature exposé of bis ideas on Islamic liberation theology is round in Islam

and Liberation The%gy, published in 1990. Although these three works are

compilations ofarticles presented in a less than systematic fasbio~ they provide valuable

insight ioto Engineer's concept of Islamic liberation theology. The fourth text in the

collection is also a compilation of articles. The only systematic book of the above five

collections produced by Engineer is The Origin and Developmenl ofIslam. This book is

important because it is a rare example of Islamic liberation theology's treabnent of the

origin ofIslam. In this work, Engineer maintains that from its inception Islam conveyed a

concem for the weaker segments ofsociety.

Cbapter three which discusses the issues ofwomen in Islam uses the following of

Engineer's works: (a) The Rights ofWomen in Islam; (h) Justice, Women and Communal

Harmony in Islam; (c) Status ofWomen in Islam; (d) The Qur'an, Women and Modem
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Society. The first of these collections is the MOst important for bis thought on women in

Islam because it provides an aImost complete ofEngineer~s understanding orthe position

of women in Islam. The second and third books are important complements to Engineer's

thought on this issue, while the latest boo~ The Qurtan. Women and /v/odern SociefY~

provides important information on bis view ofthe status ofwornen in the Qur'an.

The above ehapters aIso incorporate relevant seeondary sources on similar topies.

Since severa! Qur'anic verses will he given in this thesis~ 1 rely on Majid Fakhry"s

translation, The Qur tan: A Modem Eng/ish Version, excepting those verses which are

translated by Engineer himself and Abdullah Yusuf Ali and have identified them in the

notes.

This thesis is divided into three chapters. Chapter one provides a brief biogrclphy

ofAsghar Ali Engineer grounded in the socio-religious milieu which led to the formation

of his thoughts on religion. Chapter two examines Engineer'5 thought on Islamic

liberation theology. This chapter presents Islamic liberation theology in its entirely,

including: (a) the rcasons behind the need for its existence; (b) the construction of this

theology and its definition and sources; and (c) some key terms that are rcdefmed by this

theology. Chapter three analyzes Engineer's thought on women's issues in Islam and

examines bis methodological approach to the Holy Scripture and its relevance ta bis

understanding ofthe cases ofpolygamy and the veil. Engineer'5 discussion on women in

Islam is no~ of course~ limited ta the latter issues, but for the sake of brevity this thesis

will only touch on these. In conclusio~a summary ofthe findings ofeach chapter will he

presented with additional critical remarks.



CHAPTERONE

Asghar Ali Engineer: A Biographical Note

No biography of Asghar Ali Engioeer bas ever been written. This chapter uses

Engineer's, ~VhQt 1Believe.,1 as its main text in providing a sketch of his lire. This will he

complemented by additional infonnation gIeaned through personal correspondence with

h
. 'tIm.-

.'
Engineer was barn in Raj~ ncar Udaipur., in 1939 in a Sohra family

belonging to the Shir.a Ismi'iIi branch of Islam. His father, Sheikh Qurban Husain, an

Ci/im who served as the religious head ofBo~was known for bis liberal, open-minded

and patient demeanor when engaged in discussion with persons of other faiths. Engineer

also mentions a Hindu Brahmin who came to discuss and share bis religious experiences

with bis rather. That religious overtones permeated the environment in which Engineer

was reared is selfevident3

Engineer eamed a degree in civil Engineering from Vikram University, Ujjain

(Iodia), and also studied both the secular and religious sciences. He served the Bombay

Municipal Corporation as engineer for 20 years herore involving himself in the Bobra

1 In this work Engineer tells bis personaI bistory. describes reügious mm~ family in wbich he was raised
and bis experieDces challeuging the system oC the Bobras. Asghar Ali Engineert What 1Believe (Mwnbai:
Instituteoflslamic: Studi~ 1999).

2 This correspondenœ took place between Oetober 1999-February 2000.

] Asghar Ali Engineer, e-mail correspondence with the wrïter, Dccembcr 15, 1999. Montreal
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reform movement He was aise conferred a D.Litt. (Hon) by Calcutta University (West

Bengal) in 1993 for bis work on communal harmony and inter-faith dialogue. He

received bis religious education ftom bis father who taught him Arabie, theology,

exegesis (tafSir), the sayings of the Prophet (I)adith) and [slamic jurisprudence (jiqh).4

Engineer mastered many languages; English, Arabie, Urdu, Persian, Gujarati, Hindi and

Marathi.

The formation of Engineer's views on religion:

Engineer began to rethink religious matters seriously in bis youth and during his

early adulthood as a direct result of witnessing the exploitation rampant in the Sobra

community. This is the context in which Engineer developed critical, liberal and

emancipative thoughts.

As mentioned, the Bobras are a Shi'a Isma'ili sect of Islam whose members

adhere to the Islamic shBii'afJ and believe in an Islamie concept of leadership (imimaIJ).

They differ from the Nizari sect who believe in a suspension of the sharl'aIJ (ta'/il al­

sharl'ab). In India, the Dawoodi Bohra sect is headed by Sayyidni Mu~ammad

Burhinuddin, who is officially known as the absolute preacher (di'i al-muI/aq). As the

di'i al-mUf/aq, Burhanuddin enjoyed absolute authority and even assumed the power of

the hidden imâm as derived from the Prophet and Allah. Il is in this context that Engineer

criticizes him sharply. In bis view, the head of the Bobra "bas totally disregarded Islamic

teachings and established a Personality cult" as a resuIt ofhis ~'monstrous powers."s

.. Engineer, e-mail correspondenœ with thewriter. Deœmber 15, 1999. Montreal.

s , e-mail correspondence with the writer, February 25, 2000. Montreal.
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Moreover, Engineer charged that the Bohra religious system bad degenerated into

an institution dedicated to the collection of money trom its followers. Ali adherents had

to ohey that particular Sobra leader, or face persecution. Much ofthe Bohras thus lived in

fear of the system, a phenomenon \vhic~ said Engineer, perfectIy demonstrated ho\v

religion could he used to legitimate exploitative systems.6

Engineer officially plunged himself iota the Bohra reform movement, leadiog the

reformist movement against what they descnèed as the authoritarianism and rigidity of

the head of the Bobra. Additionally, he called for liberal interpretations of Islam which

could accommodate individual rights, dignity and humanitarian values. Engineer's

challenges ta the head of the Bobra eamed mm several serious attempts on his liCe,

leaving him with Many near-fatal physica1 injuries. He has been assaulted on five

separate occasions, the last being committed on February 13, 2000 by agents of the head

ofSabra al Mumbai (Bombay) airport. Engineer suffered bruising and bleeding and was

brought to a nearby hospital for treatmenl The Bobra agents did not stop there,

demolishing bis home and partially destroying bis office. There is no doubt, such attacks

constitute terror taetics, and intimidation by those who have fanatica1 religious sentiments

and low level of tolerance for plurality in the interpretation of religion. '~It is not easy to

fight fundamentalism and religious fanaticism," Engineer said after the attack.7

Engineer condemns political authoritarianism because, he argues, it leads to the

suppression offreedom ofexpression. Religious authoritarianism, however, is worse than

6 Engineery What 1Be/ieve, p. 2.

7 Engineer, e-mail comspondence with the writer, February 21, 2000. In this correspondence, he mentions
that organizations like the Institute of Islamic Studies and the Centre for the Study of Society and
Secularism, two institutions for which he serveclas Director, cm do much to reduce religious fanaticism
and fimdamentalism and engage inter-tàith dialogue and liberal understanding ofreligion.
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political authoritarianism because it not only "stunts the growth of spiritual life" and

"evokes hatred and contempt for others," but aIso because it '~destroys the true spirit of

commitment to bigher values."s Bath political and religious authoritarianism must he

fought because they produce arrogance that lead to oppression. As an example, Enginecr

points to the Qur'an, where Pharaoh is condemned for bis arrogance and bis power and

Moses who received divine support in his struggle to libemte the oppressed from the yoke

and oppression ofPharaoh.9

The above example inspires Engineer to side with the marginalized of society9

regardless of their religion, sect, race, sex or nationality. ln bis view, Islamic teachings

champion the oppressed, the exploited, the weak and the poor. It is therefore, Engjneer

bas a deep empathy and sympathy to these sections ofsociety across the world. lo

Based on bis experiences as a buman rights activist and NGO, Engineer argues

that "an organized religion can become totally subservient to the powerful vested

interests."Il At that stage, religion no longer functions as a means to the enhancement of

spiritual life, but as a tool put to the service of the status quo and its vested interests.

Thus, religion as a means to the enrichment and enlightenment of human life is displaced

by exploitation in its name. Ta Engineer, religion must be understood as an instrument

1 Engineer, Whal 1Believe.. p. 6.

9 Ibid. The story of Moses and Pbaraoh can. be read in the foUowing verses: "Pharaoh waxed proud in the
land and reduœd its inhabitants into factions. subduing a group oftheut. SlaughteriDg their sons and spariDg
their women. He was ttuly a corruption.worker." (The Qur'~ 28:3). ln anotherv~ the Qur'an suppons
Moses to fight agaiost Pharao~ ~e (Allah) saiei: "'We will suengthen your arm with your brother and We
will give you authority; 50 that they will not touch )'OU. By Our sj~ you and tbose wbo follow you will
he the vietors." (The Que'an. 28:34)

10 EngiDeer, e-mail correspondence. February 25. 2000. Montreal.

11 Engineer, What 1Believe, p. 2.
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and nct as a goaL12 As an instrumen~ religion can be used to either help and emancipate

the weak and the poor or to serve the status quo and its vested interests.

Exploitation in the name of religion lcd Engineer to rethink the very meaning of

religion. Towards this en~ he read avidly on rationalism in Urd~ Arabie and English. He

aIso studied the writings ofNiyaz Fate~pud (a noted Urdu writer and a critie of religious

orthodoxy), Benrand Russel (a rationalist British philosopher), and Karl Marx's Dus

Capital. Engineer acknowledges the influence ofthese great thinkers on bis works. While

studying the Qur'an and its exegesis (tafslij, he also read the works of Muslim scholars

like Sir Sayyid Al}mad Khin (d 1898) and Maulana Abü al-Kalim ÂZid (d. 1958). But

it was the Brethren ofPurity (Rasi'i/ I1dJwinus Safi)13., a great synthesis ofreason and

revelation, which was the source ofEngineers intellectuaI inspiration. 14

Engineer holds reason to be important for all aspects of human lire. However, he

denies that reason alone can sufficiently explain the worl~ our reality, or the meaning

and purpose of life. Therefore, human beings are in need of revelation as a complement

to reason, which would guide them to the right path in life. According to Engineer,

~'revelation can and does go beyond reason but does not contradict il"IS Revelation and

reason are complementary. One is iDcomplete without the other. Revelation is a tool for

understanding the ultimate goal of life and for increasing spirituality; white reason is a

12 Engineer~ Whal 1Be/ieve~ p. 3.

13 IkhwÏD al-$afit
t !Wi'illkJJwirl M-$Mi' w..üulliD 11-Q/i' (Byrut: Dir Byrut: Dïr Sada. 19S7)~ 4

Vols.

14 Engineec. What 1Believe. p. 2-3.

U Ibid.. p. 3.
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too[ for understanding the physical aspects of the universe and for enriching human

materiallife.

Religion, according to Engineer9 should not he equated with dogma. UDogmas are

products of the human urge for security rather than that of spiritual quest for ioner

certitude."16 There is a differenœ, of course, between the psychological security

engendered by dogmas and faith (lmin). Homan beings need faith for spiritual health.

Engineer regards religious pluralism and diversity as positive and, conversely,

religious sectarianism as harmful. Religious fanaticism leads to the pronouncements of

'1ruth claims," whereby certain beliefs are held as the ooly truth and others are dismissed

This, concludes Engineer, is the root ofreligious confliet T0 avoid religious conflict, one

must have an open mind and respect for other beliefs. Anyone who cannot respect other

people's beliefs is "not capable of having genuine respect for bis own belief."17 It is

within this conteX! that Engineer advocates tolerance for difference, including religious

conviction since ail such convictions arise from different quests for the same truth. Thus,

individuals should have a right to convert to any religion without fear of retnbution.1&

According to Engineer, religious pluralism and diversity enrich spiritual lire and

enhance human creativity. In bis view, an essential unity connects aIl religions, the

differences being more apparent than rcal. In bis words, "ail religions are the source of

the highest and most exalted values and these values are more fundamental to these

religions than their ritua1s and theological doctrines."l9

[6 Engineer~What 1Beliew, p. 4.

17 Ibid.~ p. 6.

11 Ibid.

19 Ibid., pp. 9-10.
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To Engineer, a truly religious persan is he who possesses sensitivity and

compassion for the suiferings of the weaker sections of society. This sensitivity is a

symptom of one's religiosity and humanity. A truly religious perso~ according to

Engineer, is also one who directs his attention and energy towards rectifying the unjust

established order. To him, anyone supportive of an unjust social order or passive in its

face, is not a religious person. In Engineer's view, person who keeps silent about

injustice and exploitation is as an accomplice in the oppression and exploitation of his

yellow man. It is therefore, a reügious person who must continuously fight against ail

fonns of injustice and exploitatio~ including of course injustice and exploitation

committed in the name of religion. Engineer maintains that the religious establishments

can lead to an oppressive religious arder, and must, therefore, be fought ifwe are ta avoid

a monopoly aver the interpretation of religion and to make room for plurality.20

As opposed as Engineer is ta injustice and exploitatio~ he espouses non-violence

in the struggle against thent, vehemently rejeeting any form of violence, even for

liberative purposes, as it inevitably results in mass killing. Engineer explains that, nonce

you take up a gun you do not want ta lay it down. Guo empowers you and you want ta

enjoy that power over others.,,21 To mm., violence should on1y he used in self-defense,

and can never he treated as a Iicense to kill. Engineer's philosophy argument, "if one

cannat create life, one bas no right to destroy il"22

10 Engineer, What 1Be/ieve., p. 7.

21 Ibid.., p. 8.

n Ibid.., p. 7.



12

Moreover, Engineer maintains that the use of violence and its consequences are

predictable and weil documented in history. French and Russian revolutions, though

undoubted1y liberative, resulted in the deaths of hundreds of thousands of innocent

people. The violence in Kashmir bas resulted in the death of more than fifty thousand

people. In India, the Khalistanis killed a large number of innocent Sikhs and Hindus in

Punjab. In Sri Lank, tens ofthousands of people were killed in the name of politics.2J Ali

these conflicts clearly demonstrate that the use of violence is not conducive ta the

promotion of human rights or human values. It can he said therefore, that Engineer

espouses democratic non-violence in social activism.

2J Engineer. Whot 1Believe. p. 8.



CBAPTER1WO

blamie Liberation Theology

In bis elaboration of Islamic liberation theology, Engineer uses Islamic sources to

show that Islam bas dynamic elements that can he used as sources to formulate liberation

theology. Engineer's interpretation of Islamic teachings is not only limited to its

theological conte~ but to sociological context as weU. It is bis belief that IsIamic

teachings must also be interpreted in its sociological conte~ otherwise it will lose its

relevance to sociallife.

The present chapter focuses on Engïneer's Islamic Hberation theology and is

divided into three sections: (il critique of classical theology and the need of Islamic

liberation theology; (ii) the construction of Islamic liberation theology, its definition and

sources; (iii) some key terms redefined by Islamit liberation theology.

A. Classical Tbeology: A Critique

Engineer begins bis criticism by saying that "classical theology in its received

form does not imply human liberation" due to "it concems itself exclusively with

liberation in purely metaphysical sense and outside the process of history".l The

discourse ofthe classical Islamic theology was essentially a speculative exercise and even

1 Asgbar Ali Engineer, "On Some Aspects of Liberation Tbeofogy in Islam." in IsIDm and Liberation
Theo/ogy (New Delhi: Sterling Pub6shers Privale Limit~ 1990), p~ 1.
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sometimes resulted in bloodshecl2 The primary concem was not the world, but the

hereafter. It was largely due to the faet tbat it was allied with the status quo and enjoyed

the henefits of state favor.3 This relationship was fonned during the period of the

Umayyad (661-150) and the Abbasid (750-1258) rule. The political battle in these

periods was also expressed within ideological debate. The inductive and concrete spirit of

the Qur'an was challenged by speculative and deductive thought This new trend was

heavily influ~nced by the intelleetuallegacy of the Hellenic and Sasanic traditions. This

period, according to Engineer, was "the Mahayan period of Islam,',4 and the Abbasids

were its champions.

Originally, the rise of a powerful Islamic state under the Umayyads was a direct

challenge ta the Byzantine and Sasanid empires. However, saon after the Umayyads

established their rule, the Islamic state became oppressive. It was in this period that

Islamic orthodoxy began to take shaPe. There was a debate among theologians regarding

2 See. for instan~ the debate among classical theologians regarding the position of the sinful Muslim.
Murdji·. termed the sinful Muslim as mu'lIlis, Khïridjites named mm as kiJir, and Mu·tazila termed mm
as an "intermediate rank" between that of lIJu'lIlill and kiDr. This debate shows the discourse ofan abstraet
matter. Another example is dealing with the matter of "justice". The lùndamental question regarding lhis
issue is wbether God bas power to be unjust or to aet badly or nol !bus, justice" here referred ta justice of
Gad. This debate aIso shows the abstraet discourse of ciassical theology. The relation of God's power to
human actions was also a matter ofdebate among classical theologians. See, Daniel Gimaret, "Mu·tazil~ "
EI2

, 7, pp. 783. 789; Marshal G.S. Hodgso~ The Venture of Islam, Vol. 1 (Chicago and London: The
University of Chicago Press, 1974)~ pp. 442-443. According to Engineer, some debates 50ch as the debate
about the createdness or non-createdness of the Quran which took place between the Mu·tazila and the
onhodoX; the whole debate about Gad. creation of the world or whether Gad is a physical entity (as
maintained by Ash·ariya) or spiritual as maitnained by seme radical setts like the Isma·i6s; the debate
about whether Allih bas attnoutes or not between Mu·tazil~ Shi·a and Ash·arlya and the debate about bOW

AI1ïh created this universe whether by !am faya/aln or step by step in seven days were speculative and
end1ess by sufferin~ dea~ desttuc:tio~ KQIlDUlation of wealth. conversion of kJJilifu ("Islamic
leadership") Înto monarchy and ignoring the injunction of the Qur'an about consultation. It is no wonder
tbat issues laid by the Qur'an 50ch as taking cafe of the poor~ needy~ orphans, widows and other weaker
sections ofsociety and condemnation ofthe ac:cumulation ofwealth were totally neglected by the classical
theologians. Asghar Ali Engincer~ e-mail correspondencewith the writer, December Il. 1999, Montreal.

3 Engineer~ Islam andLiberation Theology~ p. L

4 Ibid.~ p. 195.
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free choice (iJdJtiy") and divine determination Vabl? According ta al-Mughnl, as quoted

by Engineer, the fust exponent of pre-determination was Amfr Mu'awiyah (d. 680), the

first Umayyad caIiph, who transformed Islamic democracy into glorious monarchy

(mulükiyab ).5 There is no doubt that Amfr Mu'awiyah bad a vested interest in the notion

of pre-determination. Those who opposed the notion of pre-determination promoted the

ideas of progress and change under the banner of free will. This group included the

Kharijitcs, the Shi'is, the Mu'tazilites and the Qaramilah.

The flISt group that foreshadowed liberation theology is the Kharijites.6 The

followers of this group \Vere usually the non-urbanite Bedouins. They were kno\vn-well

as the I.intemal proletariats' of Islam and lived in deselt of Arabia. Their famous slogan

\Vas li!]uIan il/i li-AI/ih ('I.no govemment except that ofGod''). Engineer argues that the

Khirijites were not merely a religious sect. Their emergence could not be separated from

the controversy over the leadership (lmâmaIJ) of the community of Muslims and the

economic disparity. This problem led ta the emergence of the Khanjite where one of its

fundamental doctrines was the concept of collective justice. They were usually described

as following a democratic and socialistic religion. Thea views on justice and equality

were derived from the original socialistic inclination ofIslam.1

Thus, the Khirajite had two opposing tendencies. On one band, they were very

radical in their love offreedom and justice and consistently fought against oppression and

5 Asgbar Ali Engineer~ "Islam and Liberatio~ ft in Islam O1J Ils RelevculCe 10 Our Age (Kuala Lumpur:
Ikraq. 1987). p. 59. Engineer quotes this view ftom Qï4i al-Qu4âl ~Abd al...Jabr biD AlJmad al...ijamdani al­
Mugfuii, Fi Abwib .J-T.wbfd wa.J...'AdI. Vol S. Cairo (1965). p. 114.

, This sect emerged in 658 A.O.

1 Asghar Ali Engineer, Islam (lIJdRevolution (New Delhi: Ajanta Publication, 1984), pp. 11.19_
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en the ether, they were very intolerant of alternative points of view. They were a radical

group and considered Muslims who did not follow ta their theology as infidels (filin,

worthy ooly ofdeath. Consequently, Engineer bas no sympathy for them.3

In relation to Umayyad dynasty, the common people, particularly those of non·

Arab ori~ disliked them due to their extravagant ways, oppressive policies and

aristocratie arrogance. Consequently, the Abbasids found mueh support in their revoit

against the Umayyads. In this battle, the Abbasids, according ta Engineer, had aroused

the aspirations of the oppressed bath of Arab and non-Arab origin.9 After the Abbasid

victory, there was great interest in classical Greek works on philosophy, mathematics,

astronomy and other sciences. This spawned a massive translation movement The

emergence and the development of Islamic thought in this period could not escape the

influence of Greek thought. This was especially true of the Mu'tazila school who, in the

words ofGeorge F. Hourani, were the Collowers of~rationalistic objectivism.nlO

Due to the Mu'tazila concentration on metapbysical theology, their doctrines

were much more attractive to the elite than the masses. This lack of popular appeal was

deepened once the Mu'tazila theology became the official doctrine of the state in the

period of ~Abd-Allih al-Mi'mün (r. 813-833). Like the Umayyads before them, the

Abbasid rule was oppressive.11 Although the Mu'tazila were concemed with idea of

1 Asghar Ali Engineer, e-mail correspondenœ by the writer, 12 October 1999. Montreal

9 Engineer. Islam QlIfi Revolulioll., p. 13. According to Engineer., in fighting against the Umayyad.. the
Abbasids were also helped by the Persian peopl~ who had a highly developed civilization. See., Engineer.,
IslDm andIls Re/evance 10 OruAge. p. 57.

10 George F. Hourani, lslamic RDtionalism (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1971), p. 3.

n The Mu'taziIites, with the agreement of the caliph d-Mi9mÜD, demanded all administrators and servants
of the state ta believe in the dogma tbat the Qur'ao is a creatio~ otberwise they would face severe
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justice and even claimed to De the "party of justiceD
, they were responsible for

persecuting the ideological opponents of the state.l2 The paradox of "party of justice"

CIUShing dissent was not lost on the commOR people. Thus, there was mutual symbiosis

between theologians and the rulers. They cooperated with cach other to protect thcir

privileged positions within status quo. In the works of Engineer, the idea of free will

expounded by the Mu'tazilite is affmned but their alliance with the Abbasid status quo

and their metaphysical discourse oftheology are sharply criticized.13

Another important theological school to the discussion of Islamic liberation

theology was the Isma'in, a branch of the Shi'i. This sect waged a long and bitter war

against Abbasid rule. The Ismi'ilis therefore became champions of freedom. Their

doctrine was a synthesis of Islamic and Greek thought In modem terms this progressive

theology could be construed as the liberation theology of that period. However, Engineer

notes, once this sect established the Fitimids (r. 909-1171) in North Africa, its

revolutionary doctrine began to die.14

A branch of the Ismi'iIis, the Qaramitah, continued the revolutionary program

and fought against the Abbasids as weil as the Fâtîmid empire. This sect went to political

extremes in their struggle for liberatioD. Notoriously, mey removed the sacred black stone

(!}ajar aJ·aswad) from Ka'ba. Due to great public outrage they retumed it after about six

montbs. The radicalism ofthe Qaramitah can he seen from the following statement:

persecution like what bappened with MaI!ammad bill NüIJ and Imïm Al}mad bin I:IanbaL Engineer, Islom
andIls Relevance 10 Our Age, p. 58; Ricbard~Mark Il Woodward and Dwi S. Atmaja. Defentlers of
Reason in Islam (Oxford: Oneworld Publicatio~ 1996), pp. 28-29.

12 Engineer, Islam andRevolutio~p. 14.

tl Asghar Ali Engineer~ e-mail correspondence wim the writer, 12 October 1999, Montreal.

1" Engincer, lslom andRevolution.. p. 16.
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"It was the opinion of the Qaramatians that the Isma'Hi movement should
continue to struggle agaiost the Abbasids without yielding or submitting or
showing indulgence till evil and anarchy are rooted out and a healthy
communistic set-up free ofdirt and filth is established."15

In sum, Engineer appreciates and concerns himself with the classical theological

schools in arder ta understand the nature of their disagreements with oppressive regÏmes

and their ideas ofchange, progress and liberation. However, later on sorne of these ideas

were reified and became part of establishment and developed a tendency toward

metaphysical concems. In this context, Engineer fonnuJates an interesting hypothesis

"the greater the degree of metaphysical obscurity the more it tends ta serve the forces of

status quo.,,16 It means that the nature of the theological discourse has a significant

correlation with the bond ta the status quo. Since Engineer believes that theology justifies

oppression, he criticizes it sharply. In a sense, it is a position very similar to that of the

Marxists. Ta use Karl Marx's own words, "The ideas of the ruling class are in every

epoch the ruling ideas.,,11 The ideas of the ruling class will always be hegemonic and

dominant Likewise in classical theology, the formal theology of the state is hegemonic

and dominant, and even intolerant of opposition. This intolerant attitude is the most

obvious weakness ofclassical theology.18

l' Engineer, Isiam al'" RevolutiOll, pp. 17-18. He quotes ftom Mustafà Ghalib.. 41-Quû.t .B•.riDiyd fi'l
lslirD(BeinJt: Dit al...Andalœ, 1982), pp. 161...162.

16 Engineer, Islam andLiberation Theo/ogy. pp. 1.2-

17 Karl Marx and Fredericlc Engels, Collecled Worir, vol S(New York: w.w. Nono~ 1976), p. 59.

11 See, Masdar Farid Mas6Ud~ "'felaah Kritis atas Teologi MIl'taziIah ("Critica1 Survey of Mu6tazila
TheololY1." in KOlltekstualiSllSi Dobrill lslœn JaiaIII SejarrJh ("Comextualization ofIslamie Doctrines in
the History"), edited by Budhy Munawar-Racbman (Jakarta: Yayasan WakafParamadina, 1994), p. 129.
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Seen from the above perspective, it would seem that classical theology bas little to

offer to the struggle for human liberation. Classica1 theologians did debate matter of

justice only ta the justice ofGad in the hereafter, not matters ofjustice "here" and "now",

The oppression experienced by the masses never entered this discourse. Mu~ammad

l:Iusayn FaqJallah, a propanent of Islamic liberation theology and contemporary Shi'!

'alim who has been living in Lebanon since 1966, criticizes the medieval helief in

predestination and the abstraet power of God which he contends served ta justify social

injustice and oppression ofthe weak by the rich and power. 19

Thus, classical theology in its orthodoxy was careful ta stay far beyond the real

problems of human life. This, according to Engineer, makes religion meaningless to the

weak and oppressed people-a position similar to Marx when he criticized religion as

social opium. Engioeer maintaios that Marx did oot condernn religion per se and bis

criticism ofreligion was not in the spiritual'content but in its social function. In the sense

that instead of changing an oppressive condition, religion was used to perpetuate il.20 [n

this context, religion was a tool oftyranny.

According to Engineer, for making religion an instrument of change, it is

necessary ta refonnulate it in the fonn ofliberation theology. He maintains that liberating

theology is a necessity in order to develop theology of liberation.21 ln a liberated fonn,

religion can provide a powerful ideological weapon to the oppressed.

19 Ibrahim M. Abu·Rabi\ 1'oward an lsIamic Liberation Theology: M"mmad IJusayn Fa41allah and the
Principles of Shi~i Resurgence,19 in fnleffectual Origins offslamic Resurgence in the Modem Arab Wor/d
(Albany: State University ofNew York Press, 1996l p. 232

20 Engineert lslœn CIl'"Liberation Theo/ogy. p. 2

11 Ibid.. Theo/ogy, p. 21. Tbere is no doubt tbat Asgbar Ali Engineer is the tirst Musfim schofar who uses
the term of Islamic: hoeratton tbeology. He proposes this kind of theology in "()n Developing Liberation
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B. Toward an Islamic Liberation Theology

Theology is not a sacred science but purely human refleetion upon existence from

a particular religious perspective, and there is no eternal theology which fits every time

and space. Theology, therefore, is socially constructed The emergence of a theology is

always an expression of the spirit of its time. According ta ijassan IJanafi, an Egyptian

Muslim thinker who promoted revolutionary theology, theology bas two spirits.22 First., it

tries to maintain the status quo. It is fonnulated for the elite and upper class who

monopolize opinion in order to prevent any opposition. This can be clearly seen in the

medieval period of Islam. Second, the other spirit of theology is dynamic directed toward

changing the status quo. Il empbasizes the progressive and concrete and gives room for

opposition and different opinions. This is the spirit of the masses against the oppressed

classes. Il is from this spirit that Islamic liberation theology draws its inspiration.

Yet, it must he kept in mind that theology cannot only he transcendental. Il must

he contextual as weil. Theology that is only concemed with transcendental or

Theo10gy9" in Islam and RevolutiOl19 pp. 13·38. Later on, we can find other Muslim thinkers who use this
term. S~ among others. Shabbir Akhtar. The Final Imperative: Ali Islamic The%gy of Uberation
(London: Bellew Publishing. 1991); fJISSID lJaoafi.lslam in the Modenr Worfd, Vol. il (Cairo: The Anglo­
Egyptian Bookshop. (995). pp. 189-197; Ibrahim M. Abu-Rabi'.. '7oward an Islamic Liberation
Theology." in lll/elleetllai Origins of lslamic ResurgellCe in the ~[otlem Arah WorfJ (Albany: State
University of New York Press. 1996). pp. 220-247; Farid Esack. Qur P

QJ1. Liberation and Pluralism
(Oxford: Oneworld Publicatio~ 1997). p. 83. However9 the spirit ofliberation theology bas been embodied
long before this century. We can find it in the Qur'~ the suuggle of aIl Prophets. the Prophet9s
Companions. and to some extent. the medieval period of Islam. ln the modern age we cao find through the
Iranian Revolution in 1979. See, Hamid Algar. The Roots of the Islamic Revolution (London: the Open
~ 1983); lJusan lJanafL Mill 4I...qidd ili .I-l.wnIJ (Caïro: Madbula Publication. 1988); ~AIi

Shari·atl. On the Sociology of[siam (Barkeley: Mizan Press. 1979).

n IJlSSan fJaaaJi9 I&Religion and Revolution." in ReligiotlS Dialogue and Revolution (Cairo: Anglo
Egyptian Bookshop. 1988), p. 201.
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metaphysical issues will cut itself adrift fram earthly matters. It will lose its relevance to

the social context. Theology can be useful in setting human goals only when it relates

itself creatively to human conditions. Therefore, the contextualisation of thealogy is as

important as its transcendencc. Engineer interprets theology as a means

~~to strive to know about Gad and His guidance, the real intention behind the
guidance. As God is creative, theology also bas ta be. It grapples with divine
intentions, His ever new ways of manifesting His glories and creations of new
situations. How then can seekers after His Truth remain stagnant and uncreative?
A seeker after ttuth bas to grapple with ever changing situations and understand
His new ways of manifestations. Theology is nothing, if not rooted in a particular
situation and aIso transcend it It is this tension between its rootedness and
transcendence that makes it creative.n23

Islarnic liberation theology, according to Engineer, is much more than modemist

rational theology. The rational theology expounded by scholars such as Jamiluddin al-

Afghani (d. 1897), MuI}ammad ~Abduh (d. 1905), and Sayyid AQmad Khan (d. (898),

puts toc much empbasis on reason and advocates fteedom of re-interpretation of the

scriptural texts. Its intellectualism bas great appeal for the eHte. In the backwardness of

the masses, a rational and complex interpretation of religion does not enthuse them. What

appeals to them is folk religion with its attendant rituais. In this rorm, religion serves their

psychologjcal need to face the hard conditions of life.24

Islamic liberation theology, Engineer maintains, does not limit itself to arena of

pure and speculative reasoning, but widens its scope to the arena of praxis.2S What is

meant by praxis here refers to the combination of reflection with action, theory with

2J Engineery Islam andLiberation Theology., p. 138.

24 Engineer., Islam andRevolution., p. 24.

II Engineer., Islœn andLiberation Theology., p. 6.



practice, and faith with deed.26 Faith and praxis in the Iiberation theology are two sides of

the same coin. According to Engineer, through praxis, liberation theology wants to

become the "most powerful instrument for emancipating the masses from the clutehes of

their masters and exploiters and inspires them to aet with a revolutionary zcal to fight

against tyranny, exploitation and persecution.,727 Thus, the theology of liberation is a

product of reflection which follows on praxis for liberation. It tries to transfonn the

oppressed into independent and active beings. Ooly as active beings, the oppressed are

able to emancipate themseLves from the oppression. Ta use Paulo Freire's words, 'toit is

only the oppressed who, by freeing themselves, tan free their oppressors.,,28

It is important to note tbat the basic philosophical assumption ofIslamic liberation

theology is that humans are free. Human nature will always 6gbt against ail fonns of

oppression. A human being is also essentially a creature of reason predisposed to equity

and justice. That is why human nature always revolts against ail kinds of inequality and

injustice.29 Thus, calling for the oppressed to rebel against oppressors is a basic

affirmation of human nature. Oppression must also he fought because it is Ua process of

26 The concept of praxis is the fundamental basis for and main charaeteristic of the Islamic liberation
theology because it wants to avoid speculative and deduetive modes ofthought that are beyond the iIliterale
masses. lnitially, praxis philosophy developed by Marxist as ~e totality of aetivities by which human
beings transfonn nature into a buman world, that is a wodd of meanings and consciousness." S~ John
Brenkm~ CU/tllTe and Domillation (ltbaca and London: Camell University Pr~ 1987). p. 18. Later on
this concept was adopted and popuJarized by some aetivist scholars. See, among oth~ Ebrahim Moosa.
Tarbiyyah: Working Paper On~ ProceeJillgs a/Gelleral Assembly. Kimberley (GatesviUe: Muslim Youth
Movement, (987). p. 4; IJassan ijanafi. Re/igiaus Dia/ogue QI'" Revollltiol1" p. 211; Farid Esack, QlIr'an.
LiberatiOll and P/uralism (Oxford: Oneworfd Publication, 1997). p. 85; Rebecca Chopp, 111e Praxis of
Suffering(New York: Orbis Boo~ 1989). p. 137; Gustavo Gutierrez. Â The%gy o/Liberatioll. trans. and
edit. by SisterCaridad Inda and John EagIeson. rjh edition (New York: Orbis Books, 1996). pp. 5-12.

27 Engineer.lslam andRevolution, p. 24.

21 PauloFr~ Pt!dogogy oflhe Oppressed (New York: Continuum. 1998). p. 38.

29 Ilaaafi. ReligiousDialogue andRevo/ulion. p. 203.



dehumanization that negates the freedom given to humans by the Qur'an.n30 [slamic

Iiberation theology therefore pays great attention to ail forms ofoppression and injustice.

Its agenda is the realisation of the humane andjust world.

The main purpose of liberation theology is to make religion meaningful to the

oppressed and weak of society. Engineer maintains that religion can either be an opium

or a revolutionary force depending on how it is interpreted and used. Religion becomes

an opium \vhen it allies with status quo. In this context, religion ooly becomes, to use

Marx's tenn, "the sigh of the oppressed creature."Jl In this sense, religion is not

meaningful to the oppressed because instead of challenging inhuman conditions, it

perpetuates them. Yet, religion can become an instrument of change when it is

formulated as liberation theology. It then becomes a powerful ideological weapon. Thus,

according to Engineer, Islamic liberation theology is a theology ofstruggle not ofsolace.

In such a form, religion can become a sward in the bands ofthe oppressed to fight against

their oppressors. Engineer maintains that religions like Budhism, Christianity, Judais~

and Islam, have the potential to be revolutionary. He gives the examples of Islam in Iran

and Christianity in Philippines bath of which were instrumental in ending long standing

dictatorships.32

Thus, the emergence ofhoeration theology cannot be separated from the existence

of injustice, exploitation and oppression.33 Conditions of injustice are not inert

30 Ibrahim M Abu-Rabi~. Illleffectua/ Origins ofIsJamic Resurgellce ill the Modem Arab WorlJ. p. 228.

31 Engineer. Islom QlJdRevolllti~ p. 175.

32 Ibid., p. 20. Howevert Engineer aIso notes that after successfùl overthrow of the bated regime of the
Shah. Khomeini'5 regime tumed out to be equally tyrannica1. Ibi~ p. 177.

33 This context is similar to that of hôeratton tbeology in Latin America. This theology emerged in a
situation where people lack emancipation and are subjected to oppressive forces. The emergenœ of this



metaphysical 'givens' but rather humanly constructed through social forces of

oppression. According to 'Ali Sbari'ati and MuI}ammad !Jusayn Faqlallah, human

history is a sommation and battleground oftwo opposing forces: justice and injustice~ the

powerful and the weak, and the arrogant and the oppressed34 Since the great majority of

the weak. and oppressed are in the third worl~ it is understandable if liberation theoLogy

is applied and appreciated mostly in developing countries. It is a Third World theology.35

Thus, Islamic Iiberation theology emerged in the context of unjust social systems

and systematic oppression. This context helps us in understanding what theology of

liberation is. Farid Esack defines liberation theology as "one that works towards freeing

religion from social, political and religious structures and ideas based on uncritical

obedience and the freedom of ail people from ail forms of injustice and exploitation

including thase of race, gender, class and religion."J6 The key here is freeing religion

from anything that is based on uncritical obedience. It is an instrument against ail forms

of injustice.

theology then is how to emancipate these people 50 theyare able to mate their own future and destiny. To
them. God is liberalor. See, Thomas Koch~ Theo/ogy of Liberalioll QlId ltie%gy Critique (New
Delhi: Intercultural Publications. 1993)t p. 233; John R. Ponengert The Po/itical 11reory of Liberation
Theo/ogy (Albany: Stale University ofNew York~ (989)t pp. [0-32.

J4 Algart The RoolS ofthe ls/amic Revolutiont p. 79; Abu -Rabi't lniel/ecilla/Origins of/slamic Resurgence
in the Modem Arab Wor~ p.230.

lS Latin America is the tint place that proposed this type theology. It is of course based on Christian
tradition. In South Africa, Farid Esack bas fonnulated hèeration theology based on the Islamic tradition. In
India. il is Asghar Ali Engineer. In Iran. •Ali Shu1·.ti argues according to a liberation theology. In other
developing countri~ this kind of theology is very much appreciated by those who are active in NGOs. In
Indonesia different tenns such as 11reology untuk Kaum TenilJtfos ("Theology orthe Oppressed") proposed
by Mansour Fakib; reo/agi Populis (Upopulist Theologyj proposed by Madar F. Mastu~ and reo/agi
Transformtllif \Transformative Theologyj proposed by Moslem Abdurrahman are used. See. among
~ Deme WilliamF~ Third WorldLiberation Theologies (New York: Orbis Boo~ 1987); Michael
Amaladoss, Lifé in Freedom: Liberation Theologiesfrom Asia (New York: Orois Books, 1997); Mansour
F~ '7eologi Kaum Tertindas" \1'heology orthe Oppressedj inAgama dan Aspiras; RaIcyat ("Religion
and People Aspirationj (Yogyakarta: Diu Intedidi~ 1994)~p. 203.

36 Farid Esack. QuT'an. Uberation andP[uraJism~ p. 83.



Asghar Ali Engineer's definition of liberation theology is very similar to above

defmition. He defines Islamic liberation theology as a "theology which puts great

emphasis on freedom, equality and distributive justice and strongly coudemns

exploitation of man by man, oppression and persecution.,,,17 Since his concem is for

social justice and the oppresse~ liberation theology could aIso be seen as being "ail about

sympathy with the oppressed and downtrodden and making spacc for their uplift in

theological fonnulations.,,38 Thus, besides its concem for social justice, freedom and

equality, liberation theology a1so tries to emancipate the oppressed by giving them a

criticaI consciousness ofthe situation surrounding them through theological fonnulations.

Moreover, liberation theology a1so emphasizes on the restructuring of the present order in

favor of a non-exploitative, just and egalitarian onc. The aim is to improve life

conditions.

Sorne charaeteristics of Islamic liberation theology proposed by Engineer are as

follows:

(i) "It concems itself primarily with the here and now ofhuman life and only then

with the hereafter.,,39 The spirit of liberation theology is the life of people in this world

The concem of liberation theology is how to solve the problems of this world like social

injustice, oppression and economic exploitation. These problems are not only a violation

ofhuman dignity, but also against fundamental principles ofIslam.

l7 Engineer. Islam andRellO/utio/ly p. 19.

li Asgbar Ali Engineer. e-mail correspondenœ with the wrïter, 12 October 1999. Montreal.

J9 Engineer,lslom andUbt,aûon Theo/ogy, p. 1.



(ii) It is against ail those who support status quo,40 because people who support

the status quo usually do 50 due ta social or economic reasons. Liberation theology is

antithetical ta the establishment arder, whether religious or political. The status quo is

refleeted through the hegemony ofthe regime towards civil society.

(iii) Il plays partisan role in favor of the oppressed and dispossessed and tries to

emancipate these sections ofsociety by providing them a powerful ideological weapon.41

Thus, the position of liberation theology is clear: it takes the side of the oppressed and

wants to liberate them from any rorm of injustice through participatory and liberatory

action.

(iv) It does not merely emphasize metaphysical destiny beyond the historicaI

process, but al50 emphasizes the human capacity to release a temporal destiny.42

(v) It puts greater emphasis on praxis rather than metaphysical discourse.43 The

emphasis on praxis cefers ta how Islam should operate in reaJ life. In other words,

liberation theology concems with the dialectical relation between what '~is" and what

uought" ta be.

The above noted charaeteristics are the principle components of Islamic liberation

theology. It is in favor of the oppresse~ against injustice and oppressive socio-economic

structures. It is anti status quo and therefore puts greater emphasis on praxis avec theory.

Islamic Iiberation theology is dynamic and change-oriented. Thus it is an antithesis of the

static medieval Islamic theology.

40 Engineer, Islam and Liberation Tbeology, p. 1.

41lbid.

41 Ibid

<G Ibid.• p. 6.
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The characteristics ofliberation theology outlined by Engineer are similar ta those

of ijassan ijanati's. According to }Janafi, liberation theology bas the following

charaeteristics. First of all, it gives absolute priority to praxis over theory because its

major concem is social transformation. It is a theology for the emancipation of the weak

from the oppression. The next characteristic is that it is a part of a wider socio-political

struggle. Liberation theology is constructed not for religion, but for human beings. The

last charaeteristic of liberation thealogy according to lJanafi is that it tries to liberate

itselfat first from orthodox theology and only then can socialliberation through theology

occur.4.J

There is no doubt that praxis philosophy becomes a basic postulate of [slamic

liberation theology proposed by Engineer and l:Ianafi above. This is because ooly through

praxis could social transformation he accomplished. Regarding this issue, Mansour

Fakih's views are interesting. An Indooesian Muslim NGO activist, Fakih, advocates

three steps of what he caUs "TheoIogy of the Oppressed".45 The first step is fonnulating

and constructing theology in an academic form and then inteljecting it iota public

discourse. He caUs this the dissemination step. After being debated by public, il then

mayes ioto the second step: fmding the appropriate fonn of praxis in society. At this step,

.... }Jasse ij:anafL lslœn in the Modem World.. Vol fi (Cairo: The Anglo-Egyptian Bookshop, 1995), pp.
195-196.

4' Fakih t 5 formulation of wrheology of the Oppressed". to some extent. was simiIar to that of ~Islamiç
Liberation Theology" proposed by Engineer. Bada empbasized on Praxis. in favor of the oppr~ and
tried ta reconstruet the discourse of theology in Islam. See, MansourF~ "Teologi Kaum Tenindas,"
rTheology of the Oppressedj in Spiritua/itas 1kInI: Agama dan Aspirasi Ralcyat ("New Spirituality:
Religion and People Aspiration") (Yogyakana: Dian Interfidi~ 1994). pp. 203-242.
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theology is translated inlo social action in Many projects such as popular educationy

advocacy, empowerment, etc. In this regar~ the discussion is not on theology~ but on

praxis. The last step is reconstruetiog it ioto a system of theology. At this stcp a grand

project is formulated, designed and implemeoted This project would incorporate writings

on ether subjects such as gender analysis, g[obalizatio~ capitalism, and so 00.

Seen ftom the above perspective, it seems that the spirit of Islamic liberation

theology is similar ta that of liberation theology in Latin America46 80th tried to make

theology a critical refleetion on historical praxis. Their concem \vas oot simply

interpretiog the world, they sought to become part of the struggle for a more humane, j ust

and egalitarian order. However, they are of course not identical. The mast fundamental

difference between them is the source of inspiration. The moral foundatioo of Islamic

liberation theology is composed from Islamic traditional sources such as the Qur'an, the

gadith, and example set by the Prophet Muhammad and bis companions. While liberation

theology in Latin America finds its inspiration from the many sources of the Christian

tradition.

8.1. Sources of Islamie Liberation Tbeology

Sînce the Islamic liberation theology which is formulated by Engineer finds its

inspimtion in the Qur'an and the struggle of ail prophets, particuJarly the Prophet

46 See., Gustavo Gutierrez" A The%gy ofIibmttion. trans. and edit. by Sister Caridad Inda and John
Eagleson. 9* edition (New York: Orbis Books. 1996). p. 12.



Muhammad, he constantly refers to these sources.41 He believes that the Quran teaches its

adherents to emancipate the oppressed and to uphold socio-economic justice. This

teaching is most clearly shown by the Prophet Muhammad in early Islam.

Many historians have written about the origins of Islam. Different perspectives

have created wide ranging points of view."s ln his own interpretation of the origin of

Islam, Engineer uses social and economic approaches.49 It is bis belief that these factors

47 It must be noted that in dealing with the sources ofIslamic liberation theology. there is a liule bit of a
shift in the sources proposed by Asghar Ali Engineer. When he wrote for the first time about Istamic
liberation theology in 1984, he look liberation theology in Latin America and some progressive ideas of
classical Islamic theology as samples to formulate liberation theology. Thus, bis idea of Islamic liberation
theology, to some extent. was inspired by thent He, for instance, not~ "In the light of the main
charaeteristics ofthe liberation theology discussed above, 1propose to throw light on developing liberation
theology in Islam. ft What he meant by main charaeteristics ofliberaùon theology was liberation theology in
the third worlcf. mainly in Latin Ameri~ and classical theology in Islam. Sec, Asghar Ali Engineer. Islam
and Revolution (New Delhi: Ajanta Publication. 1984)~ pp. 19-24. He published again this article entitled
Islam and Liberatio" in 1987. Interestingly, he omiued the second chapter that discussed about liberation
theology in the third world. See. Asghar Ali Engineer~ "Islam and Liberation," in Islam alld ils Relel'Wlce
10 Our Age (Kuala Lumpur: lkraq, 1987), pp. 57-80. In 1990, he developed the discourse of Islamic
liberation theology through his book entitled Islam mK!Liberation The%gy. This book is designed to give
the whole pieture ofIslamic liberation theology and Engineer did oot talk at ail about liberation theology in
Latin America. He tried to formulate liberation theology through Islamic sources such as the Qur'an. the
Prophet's tradition. the /J,ditlJ and the Prophet companions. He wanted to show that Islam very much
supports liberation ofthe oppressed and emphasizes on justice and equality.

... To compare the historians' interpretalions of the origin of Isl~ ~ among others., Marshal G.S.
Hodgson. The Venture ofIslam, Vol. l (Chicago and London: The University of Chicago Press~ 1977);
Annemarie Schimmel~ Islam: Ail l"trod"elioll ( Albany: Statc University of New York Press~ 1992); W.
Mongomery Watt. Muhammad QI MecCQ (London: Oxford University Press. 1965); Alben HouranL A
History ofthe Arab Peoples (New York: Wamer Book Edition. 1992); Charles Le Gai Eaton./slam and lhe
Destiny of Man (Albany: State University of New York Pers. 1985). pp. 112-129; Akbar S. Ahmed~

Discoverillg Islam (London and New York: RoutIedge " Kegan Paul. 1988). pp. 15-29; Sayed Ali Asgher
Razwy~ A Reslatemelll ofthe History ofIslDm and Muslims (United Kingdom: The World Federation of
KSI Muslim Communities, 1997).

49 In this regard, Engineer used Marxist methodology. According to hi~ Marxist methodology is the most
effective and helpfuI in understanding socio-economic growth of Islam. Through this method, one cao
understand how Islam faced economic and political hegemony in ils origin which was the big challenge
faœd by Islam in ils early stage. However. he underlined mat using bistorical materiaJism ofMarxism did
not oecessarily Mean to compromise onets faith and belie!: Rather il is intended to see Islam through its
historical context. Tbus, to Engineer. the Marxist methodological approach is more imponant than ilS

dogmas or beliefs. See. Asgbar Ali Engineer~ 11Ie Origill QJrJ Deve/opment of Islam (London: Sangam
Book, 1987). The approach taken by Asghar Ali Engineeer. is somewbat simiIar to that ofBandaii Saliba
Jawzi (1872-1942). Jawzi also used socio-economic factors contributing to the birth of Islam. This
approach is taken by him due bis admiration orthe doarine oC social justice in Islam. See, Tamara Saon,
h'terpreting Islam: Bandai; Jaw:i's Islamic [me/lee/liai History (New York: Oxford University Press.
1996), p. 45.
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very much contributed to the birth of Islam. This perspective, however, does not

necessarily Mean that these were the ooly determining factors. Religious, spiritual and

psychological factors remain important.

Mecc~ the cradle of Isl~ according to Engineer, is divided ioto t\va parts, the

urban and the nomadic.so The Bedouins who lived as nomads in desert did not have any

formai religion. This situation bowever was different for the Bedouins in the urban area

of Mecca. This was the center of pagan Arab religion. It was also one of the most

important urban center because of its international trade.SI The imponance ofthis cultural

divide is emphasized by Fazlur Rahman who states that "Muhammad's monotheism and

his movement had nothing to do with the desert life of the Bedouins but presupposes a

city environment with a long commercial and religious tradition.,,52

It was in that setting that the Prophet Muhammad was born and began to preach

Islam. Mecca was the center of financial and commercial town due to its location on the

international trade route from the south ta the nonh. The fast growth of Mecca as a

trading center probably was due to the existence of a haram or sanetuary area in which

people could come without any fear of molestation. The original people who inhabited

that city were nomadic stock. When they came to Mec~ they brought their tribal loyalty.

That tribal loyalty became source of tension because each tried to dominate the other.

According to Engineer, the struggle for domination was not because of political factors,

but due to commercial and trade reasons.S3 However, economic wealth, undoubtedly,

»Engineer, The origin andDevelopmenl ofIslam. p. 27.

'1 Ibid., p. 28.

,2. Fazlur~ Islam (Chicago: University ofChicago Press. 1997). p. 12.

$3 EDgineer. The Origin andDevelopmenl ofIsJmn. p. 38.
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affected oners position in politics. Abü Sufyin, for instance, dominated Meccan policy

due to the importance and wealth ofhis clan ('Abd Shams). He did not hold any official

office of authority.S4 Thus, the Prophet lived in a world where financial and political

strugglc wcrc incxtricably mixed up.

According to Engineer, one of the tribes, the Quraysh, dominated Mecca during

the sixth century.ss The members of this tribe, the aristocrats of Mecca, were successful

in establishing commercial begemony. Montgomery Watt describes the Quraysh as

"skilful in manipulations of credit, shrewd in their speculations, and ioterested in any

potentialities of lucrative investment trom Aden to Gaza or Damascus.,,56 The Quraysh

continued to dominate the commerce in Mecca when Islam came ioto existence.

Engineer argues that economic factors had a very significant role in the early

struggle ofIslam. The reason why the Prophet Muhammad tàced so much resistance from

the great majority ofQuraysh when he started preaching was because ofeconomic factors

rather than religious ones. Moreover, he explains that the pagan idols worshipped in and

around Mecca were originally imported from the Syrian agricultural society by the

Bedouins and thus, they were not an integral part of the society of Mecca. The merchant

capitalists of Mecca actually had no deep spiritual connection with these idols.57 Ta

strengthen bis own opinion, Engineer quotes Dr. Taha Husayn:

'" W. MontgomeryWa~MuhllmmadatMecca (London: Oxford University Press, 1965), p. 9. Abü Sufyïo
(d. 653) was a Meccan chief who opPOsed the Prophet MlII!ammad and in the battle of UhucL his wife,
Hin~ tore the liver fi'om the body of IJIIDZIh. a ~-ful}ammld's UDcle,. and bit it because he bad kiUed her
ramer in the battIe ofBadr. Hodgso~ 1he Venture ofIslœn, p. 190.

55 Engineer, The Origill andDevelopment ofIslam, p. 38.

!6 Wa~MuhammadQlMec~p. 3.

n Engincer, The Drigin andDeve/opment oflslDm, p.42
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ur can say with my conviction that ifhe (the Prophet) bad preached simply unity
of God without attacking the social and economic syste~ leaving differences
between weak and strong, rich and poor, slave and master intact, and had not
banned usury (this is a little doubtful, as usury, sorne scholars maintai~ was
banned by the Propbet after his immigration to Medina) and bad not exhorted the
rich to distribute part oftheir wealth to the needy and indigent, the great majority
of the tribe ofQuraysh would have accepted his religion, for most of the Quraysh
did not have sincere regards for their idols and were not emotionaIly devoted to
thern. They were skeptical towards them and worshipped them for fun. In faet
they were using idols to keep their hoid over the Arab masses and to exploit
thern.nS8

Before the rise of Islam, tribal collectivism and solidarity were the life of style of

Arabs. However, according to Engineer, when Muhammad started preaching Islam, this

tribal collectivism was being undermined due to the fast growth ofcommerce in Mecca.59

Commercial individualism was gaining force. This individualism threatened long

cherished notions of layaity and equity. There was a wide gap between the rich and the

poor due to the development of personal commercial ventures. Even sorne merchants

from one tribe formed inter-tribal business corporations and established a monopoly over

certain areas. The rich merchants of Mecca who monopolized trade and accumulated

profits did oot want to share and distribute their wealth to the poor. They considered

wealth and material comforts as the uItimate end of life. Uodoubtedly, it was a hedonistic

view oflife. As a result, Engineer reiterates, the orphans, the widows, the needy, and the

S'Ibid. He quotes ftom Tïh. HusylD, A[-FiIDM M-Kubri. translated into Urdu by •Abdal Hanùd No"mini.
VoL 1, p.ll. KA.&... Gibb supports Husayn's opinion. According 10 hiJn, Meccans resistanc:e to Muhammad
wu muc:h more due to politic:al and economic factors than religious ones. The doctrine of Muhammad ta
uphold justice. to 6gbt against discrimination and to oppose the conœnttation of wealth. undoubtedly.
threatenecl Qurayshi economic begemony and prosperity. AIso. bis pure monotheism threatened the
economic assets of tbeir sandUaries. Thus,. the reason why the Prophetr

5 preac:hing evoked stfong
opposition from the Quraysh was because they felt that their commercially vested interests were being
threatened. S~ H.AR. Gibb. Mohammatltmism (London: Oxford University Press. 1970), p. 18. Atso~
Akbar S. Ahmed. Discoverillg Islam., p. 19.

59 Engineer, 1iIe OriginandDevelopmentofIslœrt, p.49.
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slaves greatly suffered. Most of these slaves existed on the periphery of the society and

they had no human dignity.60 As reaction to this social inequity some orthose left behind

in the economic competition established an association called /filfa/-Fut/ü/ (League of

the Virtuous). Mul)ammad was present and was actively involved in the meeting al which

the League was fonned61

The wide gap between the two sections of society, according ta Engineer, created

tensions among them. Muhammad was disturbed greatly by this situation. He realized

that if nothing were done, the society would soon he broken to pieces. Multammad tried

ta reduce and mitigate tensions by calling for the rich to take greater care of the poor, the

indigent, needy, orphans and widows. The Prophet aIso reminded the rich Meccan

merchants that they had a divinely ordained moral responsibility "to he concemed \vith

the welfare of the weaker sections of society.,,62 Engineer quotes the following Qur'anic

verse which condemn the concentration ofwealth:

'I.Woe ooto every backbiter and slanderer, Who amasses wealth and counts it
diligently. He thinks that bis wealth will make him immortaH Not at ail; he shaH
be cast into the Smasher. And ifonly you knew what is the Smasher. It is Allah'5
kindled Fire, Which attains even the hearts. Upon them it is closing in; On pillars
stretched out." (The Qur'an, 104:1.9).63

One of the efforts of Muhammad to mitigate social tensions, according ta

Engineer, was by introducing the concept of zakil wbich means a "purification of one's

60 Engineer. Islam andLiberation The%gy. p. 29.

61 Engineer. Islam andilSRelevance 10 OurAge,. p. 3.

62 Engineer. The Origin andDevelopmentofIslam,. p. 54.

6J The Qur"an-A Modem English Transloti~ ttanslated by Majid Fakhry (UK: Gamet Publishin&
1997),. p. 425.



34

wealth by giving away a part of its charity.',64 The social purpose of zakit was to uphold

social justice for the orphans, the poor, the needy, slaves, the indebted, as weil as

providing facilities for traders on trade routes. Initially, the zakit was Dot obligatory.

However, later on, the zakit was tra-nsformed ioto an obligation once the Muslims

established themselves in the city ofYathnb, also called Madina

Thus, it is clear that the ongin ofIslam was very much concemed with the weaker

sections ofsociety. Islam came, Engineer confions, '10 change the status quo in favor of

the oppressed and exploited.,,65 Moreover, the reason why the weaker sections of society

were attracted to Islam was because they believed that MuI)ammad's mission could

liberate them from unjust social system.66

The Prophet was deeply concemed with the weaker section of society. For

example, he liberated Bilai, a black slave of foreign ongin and appointed him as a caller

(mue=in).67

The emphasis of liberation theology towards the weaker sections of society is not

without reason. Engineer confions that there will he no social justice without liberating

and "giving leadership to the weaker and marginalised sections ofthe society. ,,68 This is

64 Engineer9 The Developmellt andOrigin ofIskmr9 p. 56.

6S Engineer9 Islam Q/IdLiberation Theology. p. 5.

66 Engineer, Islam andRevo/Uliof4 p. 27. SimiIarly. ~AIi Sb.r.tl argue<! that from the beginnin& !sIam
sided with the paer and the powerfess. It Iiberated this section of society from their subjugation to the
powerlùl and the rich. S~ KamaI Abdel·Male~ TowQl'ds an lslamic Liheration Theo/ogy: ~AD SIJ6ir.ti
andHis Thought (Montreal: Centre for DeveJoping Alea Studi~ McGill, 1989), Discussion Paper No. 55,
p. 9. Even Shui·.ti calls the Gad oflslam as the"God oftheopp~ ofthose who are fighting for their
freedom. of the martyrs for the cause of truth and justice." S~ •Ali Sbari·.t'L What Is 10 Be Dolle?: The
En/ightened Thinkers andan lslamic RenaiSSQIICe, ed. Farbang Rajace (Houston: IRIS9 1986) pp. 19 71.

67 Engineer, Is/am Q/1llUberaliOll Theo/ogy. p. 3.

61 Ibid., p. 22.
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because the Qur'an states clearly that those are the leaders and the inheritors of the

earth.69 Keeping this in mind, let us understand why the Prophet tried to make a radical

social change in favor of the oppressed. There is no doubt bis mission was a powerful

magnet for those who sutTered from unjust and oppressive structures. Conversely, the

Meccan merchant capitalists opposed strongly the Prophet's mission because it attacked

their privileged position. The concept of equality made their social position equal to that

of the slaves. The powerful challenge of the Prophet to the rich traders of Mecca clearly

demonstrates that the whoIe ideological character of Islam is inspired by the quest for

justice and libeny.

Thus~ Islam from its ongin., according to Engineer, placed much more emphasis

on historical praxis rather than abstraet philosopbical doctrines.70 It is not only a spiritual

awakening but a1so social activism. Islam caUs, in Bandali Iawzi's words, '~for an end to

oppression and injustice, bath ofwhich result from socio-economic conditions.u7l

In Engineer:s view, the Prophet pointed the way to a society free of exploitation.,

oppression, domination and injustice in all forms. He struggled to restructure social order

into a more egalitarian and just one. The Prophet was not ooly revolutionary in his

thought, but also in bis deed Through praxis, he worked for radical changes in the social

structure of bis rime. The Prophet worked for the liberation of the oppressed, the weak

and needy, and he was "not only a teacher and a philosopher~ but aIso an aetivi~ a

69 Qur'an. 4: 75.

70 Engineer~ Islam tmdUberation Theology~ p. 195.

71 Tamara So~ IIlterpreting Islœn~ p. 45.
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participant and a fighter.,,72 ThUSy there is no doubt that the Prophet Muhammad \Vas born

and emerged as the voice ofsocial refonn.

In addition ta the Qur~an and the actions of the Prophet Muhamma~ Islamic

liberation theology is also inspired by the actions of other Prophets. According to this

theology, ail the Prophets struggled for the change and social justice. The Prophet

Abraham, for example, struggled against idolatry and Moses Iiberatcd rus community

from the oppression of the Pharaoh. The Qur'an caUs the Pharaoh as oppressor (?a]im)

and arrogant (mustakbir). Moses was appointed by Allah as the leader of the oppressed to

6gbt against the Pharaoh and ta liberate them from his oppression. Jesus sougbt to

liberate the Jews from the formalism ofthe Law.73 AlI the Prophets brought emancipatory

and liberatory missions.

The Prophet's companions like 'Umar (d 644) and 'Arr (d. 661) also struggled for

establishing social justice after the death of the Prophet MulJammad in 632. They fought

intensely for ajust distribution ofwea1th in the society. 'Umar, for instance, did not allow

private property in land to avoid domination of wealth. 1>An enforced the equal

distr1bution of state treasury (bait at-mil). For them~ Islam did not only Mean a manner

of worship such as prayer and fastin& but alsa a dynamic social and cultural force that is

inseparable from the daily concerns and problems ofPeople. According ta Engineer, both

ofthem believed tbat "Islam is a serious projeet to establish social justice.,,74

12 Engineer./skun andLiberation The%gy. p. 30.

n Engineer./slom and Liberation Theo/ogy. p. 23. See aIsot' Qanafi.ls/am in the Modenr Wor/c/. p. 171~
Esack. Qur0an. Liberation and Plura/ism. pp. 194-200; ~AIi Shui~at~ Martyrdom, translated by Laleh
Bakhtiarand Husayn Saleh (Tebran: Abu Dbarr Foundatio~ 1981), p. 19.

7. Engineer./s/am andUbera/iotl Theologyy p. 20S.
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Islamic liberation theology also puts the tragedy ofKarbala as moment ofstruggle

between the good (Imam ijusa~ d 680) and evil (the Umayyad ruler, Yazld bin

Mulawiyah). The battle (which took place in 680 at Karbala, Iraq) was essentially pitted

the status quo against revolutionary forces. 75 It was not ooly a struggle for power, but a

fight for the basie principles of Islam. The tragedy ofKarbala should not he seen in the

theological and spiritual aspects ooly, but also must be seen in sociologieal perspective

for preaching the concept ofequality and social justice.

c. Key Tenos of Islamie Liberation Theology

In this section, we examine some of the Islamic tenns that are redefined by

[slamic Iiberation theology. These terms are very significant in understanding this

theology because these are redefined from a socio-economic persPeCtive.

C.I. Tawl)Ïd(The Unity ofGod)

The word tawl}Ïd is derived from the root w.h-d, meaning "to he alone, singular,

without equaI, incomparable.,,76 ln the Qur'an, it is synonymous with the unity ofGod.TI

" Engineer, Isitim andLi1Jeralion Theo/ogy, pp. 224-233.

76 lM.Co~ The Hans Wehr Diclionary ofModun Wriuen Arabie (lthaca: Spoken Language Servic~
1976), p. 1054.

17TheQur'~ 112:1-4.
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The doctrine of t8w1JÏd constitutes the core of Islam. It is the foundation, the

center and the heart of Islam. This doctrine is reflected in the statement of li iliha i/la-

Allib (''there is no god except Gad"). This doctrine, according ta Engineer, not only has

religious consequence, but socio-economic consequence as weiL "Muhammad by

preaching li J1iha iOa-Allih, was not only negating the idols installed in the Ka~ab~ but

aIso refusing to acknowledge the authority of the POwerful vested interests of his own

time and the social structure onder their thumb.,,78 Thus, the above statement has two

dimensions: a spiritual or religious aspect and a socio-POlitical aspect The religious

aspect dea1s with negation of the idols worshiped by Meccan society, while the socio-

political aspect deals with the resistancc of MulJammad toward the domination and

hegemony of certain groups within the economy. In this regard, Engineer views li iliha

iRa-Allah not ooly in theological sense, but aIso in sociological sense. This is because

Islam does not separate the sociallife tram the spirituaIlife.

As far as traditional theology is concemed, taw!JÏd means the unity of Gad ooly.

In this sense, tawi}id means strict monotheism, Allâh is One, ta Whom ail depend. This

interpretation is based on theological perspective ooly. However, according ta Engineer,

this concept bas also sociological dimension. Taw!Jid is Dot merely as the unity of God,

"but also the unity of mankind which cannot be achieved in its truest sense without

creating a cIassless society.,,79 Thus, tawljid aIso means oneness of humankind, or in

other words, tawlJid is a refleetion of the undivided Gad for undivided humanity. This

11 Engineer, Islam œ1d ilS Relevance 10 Our Age." p. 6.

19 Engineer, IsIœn and Uberation Theology. p. 8. See aIso, Asghar Ali Engineer, Is/œn ... The Uftimale
Vision, Part Two (Internet), 12 Octobcr 1999.
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oneness means ail human beings are equal before Allah.HO This equality IS not only in

respect to color, race, natianality and ethnicity, but extcnds to differences of faith. The

unity ofhuman beings should not be reduced ta the unity offaithful ooly. "The real uoity

ofhumankind," says Enginccr, Uis across the lines offaith:,s[ [n this conlcxt, pluralisln is

respeeted and unity in diversity is pleaded. A pluralism of true faiths is confinned by the

Qur'an, 5:48. Engineer translates this verse as follows:

"Unto everyone ofyou We have appointed a (different) law and way oflife. And
ifAllah had 50 willed, He could surely have made you all one single community:
but (He \villed it otherwise) in order to test you by means of what He bas given
you. ,,82

'Ali Shaiia'ti's view of tawl}id is similar to that of Engineer. For Sharl'atl,

t8w1Jïd "represents a particular view of the world that demonstrates a uoiversal unity in

existence, a unity between three separate elements-God, nature and man-because the

origin ofthe three is the same."s3 What Sbari'ati means by unity is not in the sense of

substantial unity in essence, rather to confum that Gad, nature and humans, are not

rcmote from cach other, not alien to each other and not opPOsed to each other. This

means that reality is one, in the sense that the spiritual and the material, the world and the

hereafter, constitute a single continuum for the Muslims.84

10 This doc:trine ofequality also refIee:ted in the ~.Jit (I&prayer"). Philosophically, prayer taches the faithful
about equality and dignity ofbuman beings. This is because ail Muslims.. regardless their ethnie, race. and
soc:ial status, have to stand in one line in prayer. This means that thm is no discrimination and distinction
among thent. Asgbar Ali Engineer, ReconstructionofIslomic Thollght (Internet, Oetober 12, 1999), p. 2.

Il Engineer,Islam-17Je Ullimale Visioll~ Part Two (Internet), 12 October" 1999.

12 Asgbar Ali Engineer" Islam andPlura/ism (Mwnbay: Institute oflslamic Studies, 1999), p. 2.

IJ 'Ali Shaii·.tL On the Soda/ogy ofislam (Barkeley: Mizan Press, 1984), p. 83.

M AJgar, The Rootsofthe /s/œnic Rf!WJlution, p. 78.
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The consequence of above view of tawqJd is that all forms of contradiction

between the world and the hereafter, spirit and body, Iife and eternity, landlord and

peasant, ruler and ruled, black and white, capitalist and proletarian, oppressors and

oppressed, elite and masses, and lcamed and illitemte, have existence only \vith the

world-view of polytheism (shirk), not t8wlJïd This spirit is similar to the society based

on t8wiJÏd In Engineer's view, an IsIamic society Uimj~i t8w1Jld) does not approve of

discrimination in any form whether based on race, religio~ caste, or class. A true taw/Jid

society must emphasize complete unity ofsociety an~ therefore, il must have no division

in i~ not even class division.8S This is because the existence of divisions in society, Le.

class division, implies domination contrary to God's \viII. Such domination ereates

tension and unjust social life and that is why il must be abolished and denied. uQnly a

society free of ethnie, national, linguistic and class divisions can be an ideaI t8w!Jid

society," says Engineer.86 He aIso adds that an Islamic society is not only free oftyranny

and exploitation, but also must he free from every form ofmental slavery.87

Thus, tBWiJÏdcan be achieved only by creating a just social structure that is free of

exploitation and by having a true belief in the unity of God. According to Engineer, if

there is still exploitation and oppression in society, it cannot be labeled as !slamic

society.88 An Islamic society is an egalitarian society that puts ail members on the same

level. The egalitarian society is "a society without classes. It is society without rich and

., Engineer. Isfœn andRevolution. p. 33.

16 Engineer.islom andLiberalion Theo/ogy. p. 88.

11 Engineer. Islam - The Ullimclle VisiOlI (pan Two), p. (.

1& Engineer, Islam andLiberation Theology. p. S.
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power~ satiety and hunger.,,s9 A society which is bac;ed on class structures is against

tawljÏd It is in this sense that Islamic liberation theology continuously strives to achieve

the unity of mankind by eliminating all differences.

Shar1~all vicws tawlJiÏJ from thcological as weil as sociological perspectives. He

gives the principle of tawqida sociological content Seen tawlJÏd from this perspective is

important to avoid interpreting tawqjÏJ merely as religio-philosophical theory. It is

important to note that tawl}id cannot he separated from social responsibility. Hamid

Algar says~ '~Taw/Jid is inseparable from the social and bistorical responsibility and

commitments ofthose who profess i~ so that the society that believes in tawqid is also a

society that must practice jibid"C)/J Ta use fJassan ijanafi's words~ tawl}id uhad a

practical function ta produce sound behaviour, and faith aimed at changing people's daily

life and social system.,,91

Thus~ establishing social justice and liberating humankind from all kinds of

bandage are the implementation of taw/Jid In other words, fighting inequality and

injustice in the world is religious duty. This is because the affirmation of one Gad

corresponds a unified society of equality and justice. In the same language, Toshio

Kuroda, a Japanese scholar ofcomparative religio~ interprets tawqid in the sense of the

unity of creation of Goci According ta him, tawqid is contrary to ail forms of

discriminatio~whether based on race~ color~ class, Iineage, wealth or power. Because of

19 ijanafi, Islam in lhe Modem World, p. 165.

90 Hamid Afgar, "Introduaion,tt in On the Socio/ogyofIsIom, p. 29.

91 IJUSID lJanaiL "Midhi y.·ni al-Yuïr at-IslâmÎ? \What Does the Isfamic Left Mean?"),n in ./-Y&sir
M-lslimi(Cairo:-, 1981). p. 38.
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tawqid, the relations ofhumankind must be based on equality andjustice.92 Undoubtedly.

this interpretation is close to the Que'anie spirit ofjustice and benevolence.

Scholars such as Sbari'ati, Algar and Hanafi coneur with Engineer's views. It i5

interesting to analyze how Engineer interprets the fundamental ward of t8W!JÏcJ. Alliho-

Akbar (uGod is greatest'j. According to him, this phrase should not he seen ooly in the

context of theological doctrine of supremacy of God, but also as a revolutionary concept

that no human beings can claim supremacy over other human beings. No human bcings

can dominate over or bow before other human beings. Ali of them are equal before Allah.

Engineer maintains, since Allah Himselfis just ( 'idil), the term A1libo-Akbarcalls out to

the faithful to he just to each other. Allah, through the Prophet, also proclaimed a jihid

against injustice and oppression. Therefore, according to Engineer, Allibo-Akhar is a cali

for the faithful to stand up and 6gbt against ail foons ofoppression.93

C.2. ~AdJ ("Justice")

Justiœ is central to Islamic doctrine. It is therefore a core concept within Islamic

liberation theology. Justice is emphasized by the Qur'an and in the actions of the Prophet

Mu~ammad.. However, as mentioned earlyt after the death of the Prophe~ dynastie rules

were established and the matter ofjustice was thereafter negiected.

9% S~ Kazuo Shimogaki, Between Modemity andPœt-Modenlity (1apan: The Institute ofMiddle Eastern
Studies, (988), p. 22..

93 Engïneer, Islœn andUberalion Theo/ogy, pp. 224-226.
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The Qur'an used the tenns 'ad/ and qist to explain the matter of justice.94 The

meaning of 'adl in Arabic is not merely justice, but it also carries the sense ofbeing equal

(sawi»'al). The term of 'adl bas the sense of equalizing and leveling. It is often used as

the opposite of pl/m ('4oppression") and jBur ("wrong doing"). Meanwhile, the term of

qist carries with it the sense of"equal distribution, equal installment, equal spacing, as

weil as justice, faimess and equity.,,95 The ward taqassa, a derivation ofqist, means equal

distribution. The ward qistas, also a derivation of qist, means weighing balance. Thus,

according to Engineer, both the words of 'adl and qist used by the Qur'an for justice

carry the sense of equal distribution, including the equal distribution of materia!

resources, and confinn that the accumulation of capital is permitted as long as it is

socially necessary.96 There is no doubt, Engineer views justice from socio-economic

perspective.

Engineer appreciates Abü'l ijasan Bani~adr's97 views on Islamic system of

economics based upon the concept of tBwlJÏdand justice. According ta Engineer, 8801-

~adr's views are far more revolutionary than other Muslim thinkers in the Middle East,

94 The Qur'an uses both the word ·adl and qist altogether to associate the matter ofjustice: "... if it reverts~
tben bring them together in justice and he just, for Allah (oves the just people." (49:9).

95 Engineert Islam andLiberation Theologyt p. 51.

96 Ibid.

91 Abiï'l Hasan Bui.sadr, an Iranian Muslim schofar who eamed bis doctorale in economies from
Sorbonne. He was inv~lved in anti-Shah movement outside Iran and close to the AYltulIïh KhumayoÎ in
Paris. After the Islamic movement defeated the Shah of Iran, h~ together with Ay.tulfah Khumayni
retumed to Iran. However. he wu ousted by the fùndamentalist-dominated Parliament in June 1981 with
the approval of the Ay.tullïh Khumaynf. BIIÙ~.tr app~ed Marxist works though he was critical
toward communism in certain aspects. See. Abü1 HaslD BIIÛ-Sadr, &4lslamic Economies: Ownership and
Tawhi~" in Islam in Transitiont ec1 John J Donobue and John L. Esposito (New York: Oxford University
Press. (982). pp. 230-260; AbûllJulIl Bai-S. "T'auhidi Economi~" in Tell the Jfmericon Peoplet cd.
David H. Albert (philadelphia: Movement for a New Society. 1980). pp. 157-163; Engineer. '~Islamic

Economies: A Close Look al Bani Sadr'5 Tbeoryt" in Islam andLiberation Theo/ogy. pp. 116-126.



both Sunni or Shi'a.98 Engineer points out that according ta Banl~adr~ one kind of

ownership is disallowed by Islam, namely, ownership based on force (malkiyat-i-=or),

which is common ta capitalist society. In such society, people have no real freedom, but

are alienated from their environment and cannat develop themselves fully. Banl-~adr

calls such society as un-Islamic society Uami'i sbirk).99

Two kinds of ownership are a1lowed in Islam: ownership based on work

(malkiya/-i-khUiU$i) and national property (malkiya/-i- 'umÜ/ni). Banl~adr maintains

that the liberation of human beings can take place ooly if the ownership of property is

based on wodc, not on force. Moreover, he confirms, in Engineer's view, that national

property should not he treated as state capitalism, but a kind of ucollective property

which would be shared by all, including non-Muslims.,,100

Indeed, Banl-~adr confirms that neither type of ownership is absolute, because

there is no absolute right ofownership.lOI According to mm, the right to property in Islam

is not absolute because any absolute is against the concept of tBwhÏd Absolute ownership

belongs to God alone. Human ownership is contingent Banl-~adr conceived of

interesting relations among individual, society and God regarding the ownership of

propertyl02:

Gad ----.. society -. individual

91 Engineer./slam andUberation Theo/~ p. 117.

99 Ibid.• p. 118.

100 Ibid.. pp. 118-119.

101 Ibid., 119.

102 BIJÙ~adrt "IslamicEconomi~ ., in Islam in Transition, p. 231.
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In this conception, God bas absolute ownership of property, and society bas

ultimate worldly responsibility. Due ta the virtue of labour, an individual can claim

ownership in accordance with the general good of society. Every movement and activity

should move from relativity to absoluteness, or from the personal to Gad Therefore, the

distribution of the fruits of labor within the community is subject to the relationship

between God, society and individuaL In this sense, social interest must take precedence

over the individual. The accumulation ofproperty in few bands must he avoided ifsocial

justice is to flourish.

In bis interpretation of Ban1~adr's ideas, Engineer argued that ~~e meaning of

God's ownership of resources is that they must be justly distnbuted among ail (including

future generations) so that they are utilized according to the capacity to work." 103 Seen

from this perspective, according to Engineer, Bani-~adrts concept is close to Marxist

economics. Bath of them emphasized collective property. However, Engjneer argues,

there is a slight, though not essential, difference between them. In Marxist's concept,

collective property, in an absolute sense, belongs to upeople". Whereas to Banl-~adr, it

belongs to God. It is important to note that both Bani~adr and Marx have the same

ultimate goal: creating a just, egalitarian and un-exploitative society. 104

Moreover, Engineer maintains that the Qurtan considers justice an integral part of

righteousness. lOS Justice, therefore, as far as the Qur'an is concerned, is not merely a

matter of ritual concept but also socio-economic praxis as weIl: "It (wealth) may not

10] Engineer, Islam allfiLiberation Theo/ogy. p. 122­

104 Ibid.. p. 119.

105 Ibid.. p. S. See aIso, The Qur'an 5:9.
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circulate ooly among those of you who are rich.,,106 This verse shows clearly how the

Qur'an is against the practice ofmonopoly ofcapital. AlI must take part in the abundance

ofcreation. According to the Qur'an, in the wealth ofthe rich, the needy and the deprived

have due share.I07 The Qur'an iodeed suggests oot to retain more wealth than what is

necessary. "And they asked you what they ought to spend. Say: Thal which is

superfluous.,,108 In another verse, Allah condemns the riches for their ostentatious living

and such living lead to their destruction.109

From the above verses, it is clear that the Qur'an condemns the accumulation of

capital without spending part of it on the poor and needy. According to Engineer, the

concentration of wealth not only strengthens oppressive and exploitative structures in

society, but also distorts the entire value-system. Life is deprived of any transcendental

meaning. If there is still one who accumulates wealth for one's own benefi~ there can be

no just and egalitarian society. 110

In order to show the importance the matter of justice, Engineer quotes Ibn

Taymiyya:

"The affairs of men in this world can be kept in order with justice and certain
connivance in sin, better than with pious tyranny. This is why it bas been said that
Gad upholds the just state even if it is unbelicving (ma'al kufi}, but does not
uphold the unjust state even if it is Muslim. It is also said that the world can be
endured with justice and unbeliet: but not with injustice and Islam. The Prophet,
on mm he peace, said: "No sin is more swiftly punished than oppression and the

106 The Qur'an. 59:7.

101 Ibid.• 51:19.

101 Ibi~ 2:219.

109 Ibi~ 17:16.

lIQ Engineer, Islam -1he UIIimtlIe YISiOll (Pan One). Internet. 12 October, 1999.
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breaking offamily ties." For the oppressor is struck down in this world, even if he
may be forgiven and receive Mercy in the Hereafter."lll

C.J. Ïmin ("Faitb") and Kul' ("Disbelief")

The Qur'an explains the ward Ïmin and its ROun mu 'min:

"Indee~ the mu'minun are tbose whose hearts tremble with awe whenever God is
mentioned; and whose imin is strengthened whenever His iyit (signs) are
conveyed unto them; and who place their trust in their Sustaîner. Those who are
constant in prayer and sPend on others out of what We provide for them as
sustenance. It is they who are truly the mu'rniniin.,,112

According to Farid Esac~ there are three interconnected themes that can be

discemed from above verses: the dynamic nature of Ïmin., the interrelatedness of imin

and righteous deeds and Ïmin as a persona! resPQnse ta Gad. 113 This verse implies that

imin is dynamic and mutable. It can increase or decrease. There are Many verses in the

Qur'an which show that imin can increase. l1
.J

Îmin in the Qur'an is usually followed by a righteous deeds. Izutsu thus explains:

iilj/J ClOrighteous") and faith is almost an inseparable unit $ili/J always follows faith like

a shadow follows the fonn. Whe~ver there is Ïmin~ there is righteous deed The

consequence of it is that person who bas Ïmin must avoid himself from injustice and

111 Enginer, Islam andLiberation Theo/ogy" p. 58.

111 The Qur'an. 8:2-4.

113 Farid Esack., Qu, tan. LiberationandPIIlTalism. p. 118.

114 The Qur'an. 3:173; 8:2; 9:124; 33:22; 48:lM; 74:31.
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wrongdoing. 115 To use Rahman's language, "The separation of faith from action is, for

the Qur'~ a totally untenable and absurd situation.,,116

In traditional scholarship, the connection between faith and deed usually refers to

rituai. There is reason for tms. It must be noted that connecting imin with rituals is

explicitly mentioned in the Qur'an 8:2-4, and this is not the ooly the case. There are other

examples which show the relationship between ÏmiD and righteous conduet in general

and unspecific sense such as in 3:56; 4:57; 5:9; 7:42; Il:23, etc. ln Iiberation theology,

the notion ofrighteousness is greatly expanded

The discourse of Ïrnin in Jslamic liberation theology therefore raises a

fundamental question: what actually is iman? Esack notes three separate interpretations

of il1I7 Firstly, it is used to affirm the existence of God, the Day of Judgement, and the

prophethood of Muhammad. Secondly, it is used to show membersbip within the

religious community of Islam. Thirdly, it is an ongoing struggle to concretize faith in Gad

iota righteous conduct

Engineer views faith as a basic element of lire that can sustain the struggle for

ushering in a just society. It is faith that makes people trustworthy, reliable and peace

loving. Any ideas and words not based on faith can become power ioto themselves and

over others. Based on faith, words and thought usher in the good. Engioeer elaborates his

point by quoting Eric Fromm,64....words and thought systems are dangerous because they

115 Toshihiko Izutsu, Elhico-Religious Concepts in lhe Q","an (Montreal: McGilI University Press, 1966),
p.204. Sec, The Qur'an, 6:82 and 49:9. These two verses show how imis cannot be mixed with injustice
and how the faithfùI should avoid wrongdoing and must aet justly- This is because Allah love people who
uphold justice and aet justly.

116 Fazlur Rahman, "Some Key Ethical Concepts of the Qur'~" Journal ofReligious Etlrics, II (1983):
171.

111 Esack, Qu,"an, Liberation QlIdPluralism, p. 123.
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easily tum into authorities whom we worship. Lire itself must he grasped and

experienced as it nows, and in this lies virtue.nl18

One thing should be noted when considering faith is that it is neither irrational nor

blind because the Qur'an (ays a great emphasis on the use of reason, and the intellect.

According ta Engineer, the Qur'an uses the tenns uU·'-albib (those who possessed

reasoning) or u/i'/-abiBr (those who possessed insight) to address people who use their

reason and intellect ta understand the universe.119

Faith bas significant raIe in human life. According ta Engineer, people who lack it

lose all meaning, vitaIity and desire to struggle for the betterment of life. These people

easily fall into pessimisme For ail struggle-oriented theologjes, pessimism and despair are

sins because they discourage rebellion.12o The Qur'an itself instructs the believers, 4400

not lose courage, nor grieve, for you will be elevated, if you are believers.,,121 Then the

Que'an gives example of how the Prophets and their adherents did not lose their courage

for what befell them in the way of Allah.lll From this explanation, it is clear that the

Qur'an requires its believers ta keep the faith in struggling against what is unjust.

The opposite of Jmin is kult ("disbelief). In this regard, Engineer reinterprets

and redefines the meaning ofkinr in the light ofsocio-economic connotations. He iDSists

that besides the religious significance, these tenns also have socio-economic

connotations. That is why kâfir, in tenns of liberation theology, is "one who does not

111 Engineer.. Islam andLiberation Theo/ogy, p. 9.

Il9lbicL

120 Ibiel.. p. 10.

121 TheQur'. 3:139.

ln Ibiel.. 3:146.
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believe in Gad and actively opposes with all bis migbt an banest attempt to restructure a

society in arder to eliminate concentration of wealth, exploitation and other fonns of

injustice."l23 Thus, anyone, whatever hislher verbal professions of fait~ who seeks ta

dominate and oppress the weak could he categorized as kifir. The meaning of kifir

includes any persan who grows rich through exploitation and lives in lu.xury while others

starve. A true Muslim has to prove himselfby creating ajust and egalitarian society. The

Qur'an, 107:1-7 says:

"Seest thou one who deDies the Judgment (to come)? Theo such is the (man) who
repulses the orphan (with harshness), and encourages not the feeding of the
indigent So woe to the worshippers, who are neglectful of their prayers, those
who (want but) to he seen (of men), but refuse (to supply) (even) neighbourly
needs.,,124

C.4. liJJsa("Struggle")

The matter of jihid in Islam is often misunderstood. Jihid is often simply

regarded as holy war and equated with religious violence. Such interpretation gives the

impression that Islam justifies violence. According to Engineer, to have a better

understanding of jihad, one has to look at the origin of Islam. l25 In the beginning,

Muslims were small in number and were gready persecuted. In such situation, it \Vas

impossible to wage an anned struggle against the powerfuI establishment of rich Meccan

ID Engineer~Islam QI'"RevolutiOll, p. 29.

114 The Roly Qur·an--Tm, TrOllSlation and Commentary by Abdullah yusuf Ali (Saudi Arabia: Dar El­
Liwaa Publisbing, 1983), p. 1796.

I~ Eogineer, Islam and ilsRelevance 10 OurÂF, p. 9.
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traders. The Muslims in the face of severe persecution, therefore, migrated to more

hospitable city oCYathrib and countries like Ethiopia.

According ta Engineer, one must differentiate between the war to spread religion

and the war to defend ones lire. As far as Islam is concemed, it does not allow for the

tarmer, but allows for the latter. It is clearly mentioned in the Qur'an that -there is no

compulsion in religion."l26 However, ifone is persecuted or attacked by someone cise, he

has to fight The early eommunity was onder attack, sa it fought baek and due to God's

mercy won. From tbis eontext, it is clear that originally jihid is a matter of self...

defense. 127 Ali the fighting injunetions in the Qur'an are ooly in self-defense, and none of

them has any referenee to aggressive war. 128 The Qur'an also mentions that Muslims

have to proteet the weak.129 Thus, protection toward the weak and fighting against

tyranny are matters of faith for Muslims.

Jihid in terms of Islamic liberation theology is jihid for liberatio~ not for

aggression. It means to struggle agaiDst and to end exploitation, persecution and wrong

doing in all its forms. This struggling must not eease until inhuman practices are

completely eliminated ftom the earth. This command, according Engineer, is in the

l~ The Qur'~ 2:256.

tri Sayyid Ahmad Khan (1817-1898). an Indian Muslim liberal thinker and refonnery argues that the
original jihad in the first Islamic century was a matter of seIf-defense. He confirms that jibid was not
incumbent on Muslims when the ruler under wbich they lived allowed them to praetise their religion and
guaranteed religious libeny.~ according to him, fighting during 1857 RevoIt against the British could
Rot be labeled as jibid because he did not c:onsider the Indian Muslims bat a religious reason ta fight
against the British. In a more strict tàsbia~ Mawdudi interprets jibidas the struggle ta implement the truth
and it is applied to ail thase effons tbat are made to degrade the wodd of lcufr and to exaIt the Ward of
Allah. Sheila McDonou~ Mus/ims Elhics and Motlemity (Canada: Wilfrid Laurier University Pr~
1984)9 pp. 39-40969-70

121 S. Abdullah Schleifer9 unhad: Modemist Apolosisbt Modem Apologetics," The lslamic Quarterl$ Iy

xxvm (1984): 30.

t29 neQur~ 4:75.



Qur'an: "And 6ght them until persecution is no more, and religion is ail for Allah. But if

they cease, then lo! Allah is Seer of what they do.nlJO In another verse, the Qur'an

condemns people who sit idly while other people are being persecuted.13l In this verse~

Allah questions the believers why they do not fight against the oppressors and protect the

weak. This verse also reminds the faithful that doing jihad is not for one'S own interest,

but for the virtue of society. According to the Prophetic's tradition, 44the best fonn of

jihidis telling the truth to the face oftyrants.,,132

130 Ibid., 8:39.

01 Ibid., 4:75.

132 Engineer, /sltllll and ilSRelevance in OurAge, p. 76.
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CBAPTERTHREE

WomeD'slssues iD Islam

In this chapter we deal with Engineer's views on women in Islam. There is no

doubt that ms thoughts on this issue are liberal and that they cannot be separated from the

spirit of Islamic liberation theology that was discussed in the previous chapter. The

commitment of liberation theology to the weak is reflected in Engineer's interpretation of

the status of wornen in Islam. 1 Undoubtedlyt women are counted among the weaker

1 Engineer's commitment toward the protection ofwomen cm be seen in his response to the Shah Bano
case that look place in India in 1985. The case wu about the decision of the Supreme Court to uphold
Muslim PersonaI High Court's decision to oblige Mohammad Ahmed Khan to give maintenance to Shah
Bano, whom he had divorced. This decision was based on the Cr. P.C. 125, which makes obligatory to
husbands to give maintenance to their divorced wives if they have no means of sustenance until they
remarry or die. This decision was taken after consulting to the Muslim Personal Law and the text of the
Holy Qur'an. However, the Muslim Personal Law Board (MPLB) objected to the Supreme Courtjudgment
and viewed il as a kind of intervention to MPLB. According to MPLB, the Supreme Coun had no right to
interpret the Quran. The decision of Supreme Court met a strang reaction, not only from l\iPLB, but also
ftom Muslim leaders. They launched agitation agajnst thejudgment and demanded Cr. P.C. 125 not to he
applied to Muslims. According to Engineer~ during this agitation by Muslim leaders. the Islamic slJIUi'6t
became divine and immutable. These Muslim leaders propagaled that in Isl~ divorced MVes ooly had the
right to have maintenance for the period of ic/dQI (a three-month waiting period before she can many).
Some ofthem, in Engineer's view~ considerecl it to he a ~sint to give beyond this period. These conservative
Muslim leaders called for Muslims to fight against the Supreme Court. As a result. thousands of Muslim
men and women joined the protest against the Supreme Court, which made the Rajiv Gandhi govemment
undo the Supreme Court judgment by introducing abill in Parliament to exempt Muslims from the purview
ofsection 125 of the Cr. P.C. In this respect. Engineer sharply criticized the conservative Muslim leaders
who propagated against the Supreme Court. In his view~ it is far from just that the divorced wife bas to be
looked after by ber parents or relatives after the period of iddal~ as cJaimed by fundamentalists as an
Islamic law. Acœrdïng to Engineer, the Qur'an does not mention implicitly or explicitly, that the divorced
we had to he looked after by her parents or relatives after the period of idt/al. Conversely, il is the
obligation of husbands to look after mem. Thcrefo~ Engineer challenged the "The Muslim Wornen
(protection ofRigh15 on Divorce) Bill" passed by the Lok Sabha on S May 1986 and viewed it as against
justice and look away the righ15 of the divorced wiv~ as stated by the Quran. Asghar Ali Engineer,
uIntrodUdion,tt in The Shah &mo Controveny. editecl by Asghar Ali Engineer (Hyderabad: Orient
LongmanLimit~ 1987)~ pp. 1-19.
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segments of society. Thus, Engineer's attitude towards wornen in Islam is proof of his

commitment ta the ideas ofliberation theology.

In line with the spirit of Islamic liberation theology, which upholds the principles

of equality and justice, Engineer reinterprets Qur'anic verses in a manner \vhich is

compatible with women's dignity. His interpretation orthe Qur'an not only deals with its

literaI meaning, but a1so pays close beed to the socio-bistorical context in which the

verses were revealed. He aIso makes sorne references ta classical jurists in support of his

ideas, but not without providing his own critique ofthem as \vell.

A. The StatU5 ofWomen in the Qur'an

A.I. The Metbodology oC Undentanding the Scripture

The Qur'an, according to Engineer, was the fust scripture that gives wornen their

dignity as human beings at a lime when they were denied by major civilizations like the

Byzantine and the Sassanid. This scripture gives many rights to wornen in marnage,

divorce, property and inheritance.2 At a later date, however, some Islamic jurists (fuqa1Jà)

restricted and limited these righ15, rendering wornen subordinate to men in practice.3

There are three impottant items noted by Engineer regarding the Que'an and its

relationship to women:

1 Engineer, The RighlS OfWOmell in Islam (Lahore: Vanguard Books (PVT) LTD.~ 19921 pp. 12·13_

l Ibid., p. 13.
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Firstly, the Qur'an bas two ingredients: normative and contextual.4 The distinction

between normative and contextual is important for Engineer's understanding of the

scripture. What is meant by normative refers to the fundamental values and principles of

the Qur'an, Iike equality and justice. These principles are etemal and can be applied in

various social contexts, whereas contextual revelations in the Qur'an deal with verses that

were tailored to socio-historical problems ofthe lime. In line with the changes in context

and time, Engineer maintains, these verses can he abrogated.s In Engineer's view, the

nonnative feature is more akin to the divine, while the contextual is more akin to the

human.6 Seen from the normative perspective, the Qufan favors equality between men

and women.7 In other words, it advocates gender equality. But seen from the contextual

perspective, the Qur'an frequently favors men a slight degree over women.8 The

distinction between these two characteristics can, according to Engineer, help in

promoting women's righ15 today.

4 Engineer. The Rights ofWomen iII/siam, p. 42.

S An example of this kind of abrogation is the case of slavery. In responding to this practice, which was
common in Arabian society before Islam, the Qur'an does not abolish it immediately, because tbis was
impossible. The QuI"an tries to abolish it gradually. but until the end ofrevelation such custom still existed
and was written in scripture. In Hne with change, taday slavery is not a1Iowed because it is again~ not ooly
universal values of the Sc:riptu~ but aIso against buman rights. Asghar Ali Engineer. Justice. Womell. and
Communal Harmony in Islam (New Delhi: Indian CouReil ofSocial Science Research. 1989), p. viii.

6 Asghar Ali Engineer. The Qur·an. Women andModem Society (New Delhi: Sterling Publishers Private
Limited, 1999), p. 52.

T See, for instance, the Qur'an, chapter 33:35. The translation ofthis verse is as follows: "Men and women
who have submitted, believed, obeyed, are truthfuI, steadfast, reverent, giving in charity, fasting. guarding
their private parts and remembering Allah often, Allah bas prepared for them forgiveness and a great
rewarcf." Fakhry, The QI/r"an, p. 264.

1 See, for instance, the Qur'~ cbapter 4:34. The translation ofthis verse is as follows: "Men are in charge
of women, because Allah bas made sorne ofthem exœ[ theo~ and because they spend some of their
wealth. Hence righteous women are obedie~ guanling the unseen wbich Allah bas guarded. And those of
them tbat yeu far wghl rebel, admonish them and abandon them in their bed and bcat them. Should they
obey yo~ do not seek a way ofbarming tbem; for Allah is Sublime and Great!" Ibid., p. 54.
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Furthermore, the purpose of the above distinction is to highlight the difference

between that which is desired by Allah and that which is shaped by empirical reality of

society. Both are properties of the Qur'an, a text which is not only concemed with the

ideal society as it uought" to be, but also takes ioto account the empirical reality, or \vhat

uis~. The dialeetic between uought" and "is" makes the scripture acceptable to people in

the particuIar social context in which the verses were revealed, and also allows them to

serve as blueprints for universal norms and principles that can be applied in the future

conducive social reality.9 Engineer calls this approach "pragmatic-ideologica/ course.,,10

Secondly, the interpretation of the Qur'anic verses is very dependent on one's

own perceptions, world-view, experiences and the socio-cultural background in which

he/she lives. ll To use Engineer's words, "interpretation ofempirical facts or the text ofa

scripture a1ways depends on one's a priori position. Everyone has sorne kind of

Weltanschauung. ,,12 Thus, a 'pure' interpretation of the Scripture is not possible. It is

always influenced by sociological circumstanœs; no one can be free ofsuch influences. It

is no wonder then that one verse can inspire a plethora of interpretations, especially as

people ofdifferent socio-historical backgrounds approach the text

Thirdly, "the meaning orthe Qur'anic verses unfolds with time,"IJ therefore, the

interpretations of ciassical scholars can be radically different from the interpretation of

modem scholars. This is because Qur'anic verses often use symbolic or metaphorical

9 Engineer, The RightsofWomen in Islam., pp. 10-11.

10 Engineer, The Qur'an, Women andModem Society, p. 87.

11 Engineer, The RighlS ofWomen in Islam, p. 42.

12 Engineer, The Qur'an~ Women andModem Society, p. la.

13 Engineer, The RightsofWomen in lslœll, p. 42.
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language that is ambiguous in meaning. This ambiguity serves, of course, to promote

fleXIbiIity and creative change. Engineer caUs for interpreting the symbolic language of

the Qur'an in the light ofour own historical circwnstances and experiences. 14

The three points mentioned must he taken iota account when studying the Qur'an,

insists Engineer. Interpreters of the Qur'an, he continues, must take more note of

normative verses, rather than contextual ones, as they contain values or principles which

amount to the basic postulates of the Qur'an. Context-specific verses must he strictly

interpreted in light of the socio-historical context in which they were revealed and in

view of the status of women in that society. Such sociological considerations are

important if we are to understand the scripture or to fathom its hidden meaning. Without

following this methodology, Engineer maintains, ooe cannot draw a proper conclusion. 1S

Most Qur'anic commeotators would agree with Engineer, emphasizing the

context ofthe revelation. Fatima Memissi, a contemporary Muslim femini~ for instance,

also argues that analyzing the Qur'anic verses in Iight of the causes of reve1ations (asbib

a1-ouzül) is a must. She quotes Jalil al-Dm al-Suyütl (d. 1505), lO~it is impossible to

understand a verse without knowing the qiSS8 (the story) and the causes that led to its

14 Engineer, The RighlS ofWomen in Islam, p.42.

15 Thiel, p. 17. In comparison with Fazlur Rahman and Amina Wadud...Mubsin, Engineers methodology is
simpler and less comprehensive. However, his categorie distinction between nonnative and contextual
verses of the Que'an is important in understanding the scripture. Through this distinction, one cm
ditrerentiate between fimdamental values that become the spirit ofthe Qur'an and contextuaI values that are
bonded with a panicular context. Rahman proposed a methodology ofunderstanding the Qur'an which was
weil known as "double movement": ~ftom the present situation to Qur'anic times, then back to the present'.
See, Fazlur~ Islam and Modemity: Transfonnation of an [nteffectual Tradition (Chicago: The
University oC Chicago Press, 1982), pp. 5-7. Mcanwhile. Amina Wadud·Muhsin proposed a method ta
understand the verses by analyzing thent through : "'1. ils conlext; 2. in the context ofdiscussions on similar
tapies in the Que'an; 3. in the light of similar language and syntaetic:al structures used elsewhere in the
Qur'an; 4. in the light of overriding Quranic princ:iples; and S. within the context of the Qur'anic
Weltansehtnnmg, or world·view." ~ AlDina Wadud-Muhsin, Qurœ tmd Womell (Kuala Lumpur:
Penerbit Fajar Bakti SDN. SHO., 1992), p. S. 0veralI. Engineer, Rahman and Amina Wadud-Mubsin agree
on interpreting the Qur'an by taking its whole world·view ioto consideration.

~
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revelation."16 According ta Memissi, there are Many causes of revelation given for the

same verse, making it necessary to synthesize and integrate them through in

chronological order. In ber view, none of Qur'anic commentators, even Tabar1~ a

respeeted traditionalist commentator, and al-Suyütl, have accomplished such a synthesis.

Without such synthesis, Memissi maintains, "we today cannat understand ail the

complexities ofthe event,,17

A.2. Samples ofEngineer's Interpretation

Using the above methodology, Engineer argues that the Qur'an gives equal status

to men and women because both are created from one living entity. He quotes two

Qur'anic verses:

"0 people, fear your Lord who created you from a single soul, and from it He
created its mate, and from both He scattered abroad Many men and wornen; and
fear Allah in whose name you appeal to one another, and invoke family
relationships. Surely Allah is a watcher over YOu."18

"And surely We have honored the children ofAdam....,,19

These verses, Engineer maintains, show clearly that men and wornen are created

from one nafs (living entity) or a single being which rneant there is no superiority of one

gender over the other. There is no doubt, in Engineer's view, tbat this verse represented a

16 Fatima Memiss~ The Veil mld the Male. Elite.: A Feminist h,terpretalioll ofWomell's Rights in Islam.
ttanslated by Mary Jo ~eland ÇMassac:~setts: ~dison.,!es~ ~~(ishing.Company, IDe., 1991), p. 93.
She quoted from al-8uyulï. Lubib .J.'uqil0 Biib ".1IZil, 4 edition (Beuut: Dar Ihya' al·~I1m. 1984),
p.13.

11 Memiss~ The Veil and the Male Elite, p. 93.

Il The Quran, 4: 1.

l'Ibid., 17:70.
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great revolution in an egalitarian thought and that it symbolized the declaration of ·1he

unity of human race and the equality of male and female.,,20 The doctrine of equality, as

emphasized by Islamic liberation theology, is a basic principle orthe Qur'an.

Sïnce men and women are created ftam a single essence, Engineer argues.. the

view that the Eve was born fram the crooked rib of Adam, as usually interpreted from

verse 4:1, must be refuted because 5uch interpretation implies the inferiority of women.21

Likewise, Murtaqa Mutahhan, an Iranian noted scholar, also maintains that Eve was not

created from the left-side of Adam's body, but created from the same essence as he.

Human beings are not endowed with two essences, but with one.22

Thus, there is general thrust in the Qur'an supportive ofgender equality. Engineer

provides two pieces of evidence in support of bis argument. First, the Qur'an honors the

whole of humanity, including of course both women and men. Second, its normative

verses confmn the principle of the equality of the sexes. Additionally, references to

gender distinctions do not necessarily imply gender inequality.23

Engineer concedes, however, that the Qur'an contains verses whicb appear to give

men a slight degree of superiority over wornen. Undoubtedly, such verses are oftcn used

to argue the superiority of men over womeo. In Engineer's view, such verses should he

10 Engineer~ The Qurtan. Women œldMotlenl Society, p. 182.

11 Engineer. The Righls of Women in Islam., p. 43. According to Abul Atli Maudüdi. there is no definite
knowledge about how Adam'5 mate wu created of him because the Qur'an does not give a fùrther
explanation about it and the Tradition orthe Holy Prophet bas different meaning. But., he maintains that the
Commentators generally ïnterpret Eve as created from the crooked rib ofAdam.. in accordanœ with biblical
narrative.. In Maududi's view. the best thing to do is to leave it undefined. Abu'l A·li Maudflfi. The
MeQllingofthe QurtQll. Vol. n (Lahore: IsJamic Publications LTD. 1983), p. 94.

n MurtacJi MUlahhui.. The Righls ofWomen in /s/Qm, translated ftom Ni?im-e blll/tit-e ail dNlslim by
WOfIS, (Tehran: World OrganizatiOD forIslamic Servi~ 1981), p. 119. Amina Wadud-Muhsin also bas a
similarinterpretation. Qurtan and Wonren, pp. 17·23.

U Engineer., The Righa ofWomen illisIam, p. 44.
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seen as contextual statements, not as normative ones. FoUowing his chosen methodology,

these verses must he analyzed in reference to their proper social context rather than

merely as the expression oftheological views.24

Engineer translates one of the most controversial verses in Islamic juridical

discourse:

"Men are maintainers of women as Allah bas made sorne ta excel others and as
they spend out of their wea1th (on women). So. the good women are obedient,
guarding the unseen as Allah bas guarded. And (as to) those on whose part you
fcar desertion, admonish them, and leave them aIone in bed and chastise them. So,
if they obey you, seek not away against them. Surely, Allah is ever Exalted,
Great,,25 (The Qur'an, 4:34).

There are three key words that are important to he discussed in this verse: (a)

qawwam, usually translated as "maintainers"; (b) qiDitit, usually translated as

"obedient"; and (c) wadbribü1JUDDB.. usually translated as "wife-beating". BeCore

analyzing these key words, we must shed Hght on the social context in which this verse

was revealed Engineer adopts a socio-theological view to tbis verse.26

Ta understand the context ofrevelation, Engineer quotes Abü al-Qaslm MaI}mud

ibn 'Umar al-Zamakhsarl (cl. 1144), a noted commentator of the Qur'an from the

Mu'tazila schooL According mm, this verse dea1t with the case ofan Ansac leader, Salad

bin Rabi', who slapped bis wife Hablbah bint Zaid because she disobeyed him. Hablbah

then complained to her father who took the case to the Prophet The Prophet advised

Z4 Engineer~ The Rights ofWomen in Islam. p. 46.

~ Ibid.

26 Ibid., p. 45.
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Hablbah to retaliate.27 However, many men in Medina objeeted to the Prophet and

opposed bis advice. The Prophet understood that their opposition was motivated by a

social structure which promoted male dominance. Consequently, a verse was revealed to

limit the scope for violence which men could perpetrate against women.28

The first key ward, qBww~ Engineer argues, was often used to designate the

superiority of men over women. However, he maintains, the superiority given to men

over women does not imply the weakness ofthe female sex, but rather designates men as

providers or eamer of wealth. Men acquire a superior function since they spend of their

wealth on women. Thus, the superiority of men is derived from their social functio~ not

their sexual excellence. Feminists today, says Engineer, have challenged this view,

arguing that women's domestic work must also be counted as economic productivity. It is

unjust not to place a monetary value on domestic duty, as women's work inside the house

complements men's work outside the house.29 Moreover, Engineer points o~ one must

demand full recognition of whatever helshe does,JO as the Qur'an states, Ua person gets

what helshe strives for. ,,31

17 Engineer~ The Rights ofWomen in Islam, p. 47. He quotes from ZamakhshuL Al-K8Dsbiftm bAqitiq
A/-,ADZiI(Beirut:-t 1977), Vol. l~ p. 254.

21 Engineer, The RightsofWomell i" Jslam~ p. 47.

19 Ibid., p. 25. In respect to the re1ationsbip between men and women, Seyyed Hossein Nasr, an Iranian
contemporary Muslim thinker, argues that such a relationship must be seen as more complementary and c0­

operative rather than competitive and bierarchical because bath exist interdependently. See, Seyyed
Hossein Nasr, Islamic Lift and Thought (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1981), p. 212.
Moreover~ according to lwai, tbere is no verse in the Qur'an which allows a husband to dominate bis wïfe
(chapter 2:183~ 30:20, 42:9). Ta hi~ these verses clearly indicate that husband and wife exist
interdependemIy. Thus. the relation between husband and wc is Dot a superior or subordinate positio~ but
equaI position. See, Hideko lwai, Islamic Society and Women in Islam (Iapan: The Institute of l\Iliddle
Eastern Studi~ International University ofJap~ 1985), Working Papers Series, No. 5~ pp. 34-35.

30 Engineer, The RighlSofWomen in Islam, p. 46.

31 The Qur'an, 53:39.



One must ask why, however, the Qur'an refers to this slight superiority of men

over women on the basis ofeamings. Once again, Engineer maintains that it must be seen

in ils proper context When this verse was revealed, feminine consciousness was very low

and domestic work was considered the duty of womeo. Little wonder then that men feh

superior to women in this capacity. This verse is, therefore, a reflection of the social

conditions of the time. Engineer confirms that men were qawwim (maintainers) in that

context, but the Qur'an does not say they must remain qawwlÜn.. As such, this word is a

contextual statement, not a normative one. Rad the Qur'an coneeded that men should he

qawwam, it would constitute a normative statement and consequently, would bind ail

women for ail lime and place. In faet, '~Allah did not will it in that way," says Engineer.J2

Unlike al-Faruq1, who contends that a social structure in which men are in charge

as maintainers (qawwiOJ) is the ideal social struCture,3J Engineer does not find the

Qur'anic verse to glorify the social structure in which il was revealed. For this rcason, the

verse must be counted as contextual, not normative. When the social structure is changed

and refonned such that women become maintainers, or co-partners with men, tbey ean be

superior or equal to men and cao play a dominant or equal raie in the family.J4

The second key word in chapter 4:34 is qinitaï. According to Engineer, classical

and modem commentators have interpreted this ward differently. Classical theologians

n Engïneer, The Rights ofWomen in Islam~p. 46.

33 Ta al-Faruq~ patriarchal society in which men bave responsibility ta provide for the family is a Qurtanic
ideal society. Besides the patriarchal family. thcre are other four characteristics of Qur'anic society
mentioned byal-Faruqi; <a> equaI status and worth orthe sexes; (b) a dual sex rather than unisex 5OC:ie1y;
(c) interdependence of members of society; and (d) the extended family. S~ Lamya aI-Faruqi~ Women.
Muslim Society andIslQIII (Indiana: Amerian Trust Publieations. 1994). pp. 35-46.

34 Engineer, JUSlice. Women. lIIlàComnnma/HllI7IIOIIY inI~ p. 25.
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filee Zamakhshaii translated this ward as "obedience to husband.nlS Another classical

theologian, Fakhr al-Dm Al-R8z1 (d 1209), insisted that this ward implies two meaning:

"obedience to Gad" and "obedience to husbandn36 Meanwhile, modem commentators

have different translations yet Ahmed Ali, for instance, translates the word qinilit as

"obedient to God". Furthermore, he explains that ''the Arabic word quitaï meaos

devoted or obedient ta God, and does not lend itself to any other meaning.,,37 Similarly,

Parvez, a commentator on the Qur'an from Pakistan, maintains that the word qinitit does

not imply a woman's obedience ta her husband, as the relation between husband and wife

is ofan equal partnership, not superior or subordinated38

A contemporary Muslim feminist, Amina Wadud-Muhsin, fonvards another

explanation for the word qiDitit. According ta ber, the word is often incorrectly

translated as "obedient to husband", when in faet the ward is used ta describe "good

wornen". Throughout the Qur'an, she argues, the ward qinitit refers to both males

(2:238,3:17,33:35) and females (4:34, 33:34, 66:5, 66:12) and describes Ua characteristic

or personality trait of believers towards Allah" and implies "being co-operative to one

another and subservient before Gad.,,39

35 Engineer. The Rights ofWomen illlslam, p. 49. He quotes tram Zamakhshari, Al-KulJsbif. p. 524.

J6 Engineer, The Rights ofWomen il' Islam. p. 49. He quetes tram Fakhr al-DiD b. ~Umar al-Rizi, .Tmir
n-KMbù(Beirut: Dïr al-Fùa, 19781 Vol V, p. 91.

37 Engineer, 1he Rights of Women in fslœn, p. 49. He quotes ftom Ahmed AI~ AI-Qurœl-A
Conremporary Translation (New Delhi: Oxfbrd University Press, 1987), p. 78.

31 Engineer, The Rights of Women in Islam, p. SO. He quotes ftom ftom Parvez, Mfiilib .J-FllIqill
(Lahore:-, 1979), Vol. m, p. 364.

39 Wadud-Mubsin, Qur œr and Women, p. 74.



The third key ward in the verse 4:34 is wadJuibübÜDna. According to Engineer,

there is also a different translation among classical and modem commentators for this

ward. Abmed Ali, a Iiberal commentator of the Qur'an, translates it as "and go to bed

with them (when they are willing)." His translation, according to Engineer, makes use of

the Raghib's al-Mufridat li Gharib al-Qur'8n to argue that {laraba metaphorically means

"to have intercourse." With this translation, Ali argues that "the Qur'an has never

permitted wife-beating'''&o and adopts an interpretative tone which is typical of those who

struggle to uphold gender equality.

The above translation is, of course, ditTerent from that of other Muslim scholars

like Zamakhshan and Al-Rizl who translate wadhribûIJunna as '4and beat them," a more

common translation. However, Zamakhsharl and Azad maintain that such beatings

should not cause injury.41

As mentioned, this verse was revealed in response to the wife-beating custom of

Arabia. The story of Hablbah given above (p. 61) leads Engineer to ask: why did the

Prophet suggest that she retaliate while Allaht s revelation willed otherwise? To answer

this questio~ one bas to understand that wife-beating was a common custom in the

Prophet's time due ta the male-dominated social structure. In such a social context, it was

impossible ta abolish the custom ofwife-beating ail at once. In other words, it needed ta

~ Engineer. The Rights of Women in Islam. p. 49. Unlike other commentators. Ahmed Ali translated
wld/uibü1JllIID. as "and go ta bcd with them" instead of"and beat them." He says. "Rïghib [d. 1108] points
out that dDraba metaphorically means to have intertO~ and quotes the expression d..b ./.JijJ G­D.q. ·the stud camel covered the she-cam~ t which is also quoted by LisiD .J-·ARb. It cannot he taken
here to mean 'to strike them (women).' This view is strengthened by the Prophet's authentic ".dillJ round
in number ofauthorities. including Bukhari and Muslim: "Could any ofyou beat your wife as he would a
slave. and then lie with her in the evening'r There are other traditions in Abu Da'u~ Nasa'~ Ibn Majah.
Ahmad bin Hanbal and others, ta the etrect that he forbade the beating of~wome~ saying: "Never beat
God's handmaidens." Al-Qur·an-A. Contemporary TltlIulation. note •••, pp. 78-79.

41 Engineer. The Rights ofWomen ilr Islam" p. 49.
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he eliminated gradually. Thus, in Engineer's view, this verse was revealed ~~not to

encourage beating ofwives, but to discourage it and gradually abolish il,,42

After discussing the key words above, Engineer cornes to the conclusion that if

we put the verse 4:34 in its proper context, we can sec that this verse does not advocatc

male superiority. The words "maintainers" and '~wife-beating" should, as such, be read as

contextual statements, not normative and must be reinterpreted in the light of today's

context.43

Engineer acknowledges that sorne classical jurists used this verse to argue the

superiority of men over women. They negleeted to see it in the sociological context in

which it was reveaIed,44 distorting the spirit of the Qur'an and infusing its interpretation

with male biases.

There is another verse which is often used by sorne conservative jurists to prove

the inferiority of wornen and the superiority of men. The complete translation of this

verse is as follows:

"Divorced women should keep away from men for three menstruaI periods. And
il is not lawful for them ta concea! that which Allah bas created in their wombs, if
they truly believe in Allah and the Last Day. Their busband have the right in the

"2 Engineer, 17Je Rights ofWomen in Eslam, p. 47.

.f3 Ibid., p. 52.

44 Ibid.~ p. 47. White tracing the development of the exegesis (/aJj~ of the verse 4:34. Stowasser. a noted
commentalor on women in Islam. provides a good explanation ofhow interprewion ofthis verse led to the
ever-increasing seclusion ofwomen ftom ail public spheres. Abù Ja'rar MuI!ammad ibn laiir al-Tabarl (d.
923)~ a classical commentator of the Qur'~ interpreted this verse to simply Mean mat men had authority
ove!' women in a tàmily setting and an obligation to provide maintenance. Sorne 350 years Iater.. Abdullah
ibn Umar al-Bay4âwi (d. 1286) interpreted it differently and more restrietedly. He interpreted il to mean
that men were in charge of women as rulers are in charge of their subjects. This is bec:ause men have
qualities which wornen do not have, like complete mental ability, good coumel and complete power in the
performance of dutics. Men. according to this v~ are superior to women. Bay4iwi'5 interpretation,
according to Stowasser, was later on not only accepted by a later generation ofcommentato~but was aiso
hardened by them. Barbara Freyer Stowasser, ~The Swus ofWomen in Early Islam.." in Muslim Women,
edited by Freda Hussain (London and Sydney: CroomHe~ 1984), pp. 25..27.
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meantime to take them back, should they seek reconciliation; and women have
rights equal to what is incumbent upon them according ta what is jus~ although
men are one degree above them. Allah is Mighty, Wise.,,4S

The phrase Iinijilc 'alaybiDD8 dsrajatun(men are a degree above them) was most

useful ta those who used it ta argue the superiority of men without reference to their

proper context In Engineer's view, they ignored the preceding part of the verse ~"and

wornen have rights equal ta what is incumbent upon them according ta what is just,"

which clearly ta1ks about the equal righ15 and obligations ofwomen.46

Furthermore the above two statementsy seem ta contradict one another. Bu~ if

they are put in the proper conte~ the contradiction reflects the social reality in which this

verse was revealed. He reiterates that the verse was revealed in patriarchal Arabian

society, where women did not enjoy complete equality. In this particular case the Qur'an

gave wornen a lower status ta men ta appease the male-ego. In Engineer's view, this is a

kind ofAllah's wisdom, as mentioned in the phrase of the verse "Allah is Mighty, Wise'.

Ta use bis words, "Though A1lah's intention was to accord equal status ta women, the

social context did not admit of it right away, and in His wisdom, He allowed men slight

superiority over women""7 because uifthe Qur'an bad not accepted the social reality ofa

patriarchal society and conceded slight superiority to men, the Prophet would have had to

face a very difficult situation.n48

.., The Quran. 2:228.

46 Engineer, The Rights ofWomen in ls/QIII. p. 60.

41 Engincer. The Qur tan. Womell andModem Society, p. 32..

41 Ibid.. p. 53.
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Thus, this verse contains of bath normative and contextual statements. The

normative ingredient is round in the statement "equality of rigbts", while the contextual

ingredient is found in the statement "men are a degree above women.,y According to

Engineer, these two statements belong to the verse for the express purpose of making il

relevant both ta the context ofsociety in which it was revealed and to the future when the

social situation is more conducive.49

However, Engineer confmns, the Qur'~ through its Weltanschauung (world-

view) and universal teachings, upholds an equaI status between male and female and

refrains from pronouncing gender inequalities in absolutist terms.5O

Another interpretation of this verse given by Engineer is that the slight edge men

enjoy over women refers ta biological matters, and lacks a social criterion. For example,

men are free to many immediately after divorce, without having any biological

restrictions, while women must wait UDtil three periods of menstruation have lapsed to

detennine pregnancy prior to her re-marriage.SI Thus, the verse should not be read as

confirmation ofmale superiority aver wornen in the social sphere.

From the above interpretation, Engineer argues that "the Qur'an greatly improved

the status of women" UDtil "they no longer he lreated as Mere chattels to be traded or

subjects of sexuaI lust.,,52

49 Engineer, The Rights01Women in Islam, pp. 10-11.

j(J Asghar Ali Engineer, "Social Dynamics and Status ofWomen in Islam." in Slatus 01 Women in Islam,
edited by Asghar Ali Engineer (New Delhi: Ajanta Publication, 1987), p. 84.

SI Enginecr, The RighlS olWomen in Islam, p. 53.

51 Engïneer, The Qurœr. Wonren andModem Society.. p. 31.
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To prove bis argument, Engineer compares the position ofwomen during the pre-

!stamic period jai/iya (ignorance) to the post-Islamic periode Engineer argues that

wornen during the ignorance period had no rights and were treated as mere commodities

or property. Their status was very close to that of slaves because they had no liberties.

What was worst was the way in which they could be inherited lilee property.S3

Another inhumane custom practised by the Arabs in pre-Islamic period \vas tOOt

of female infanticide. This harsh custom prevailed· for two reasoos. First, the fear that a

fernale brought economic burdens on to a family. Second, the fear ofhumiliation brought

on to a family by the capture ofgirls by hostile tribes.S4

Engineer aIso maintains that in the pre-Islamic em, men were free to Many as

many wornen as they liked without restriction. Tribal chiefs and leaders commonly

manied Many women to cement their ries with other tribes. In the absence ofconventions

or laws to limit the number of wives that men could have simultaneously these customs

persisted.55 It is important ta mention this practice as it highlights the socio-cultural

context in which the verse on polygamy was revealed. The issue of polygamy is

discussed in the next pages. In the matter ofdivorce, Engineer maintains, the rights were

again reserved for the men and denied ta women.56

n This practice was prohibited by the Qur'~ "0 be1ievers. it is not lawfùl for you ta inherit the wornen (of
deceased kinsmen) against their will; nor restrain them in arder ta take away part of wbat you had given
th~ unIess they commit flagrant adultery. Associate with them kindly; and if you feel aversion towards
th~ it may weil be that you will be averse to somethin& ftom whic:h Allah brings out a lot of good."
(4:19).

54 Engineer, The RighlS ofWomen in Islam. p. 21. The Qur'an condemns this practic:e in cbapter 81 :8-9.

'5 Engineer, The RightsofWomen in IslDm, p. 21.

~ Ibid.,I p. 26. Divorce in the liIIiJiy. period was a matter entirely up to the will of the husband who
"baving purcbased his wU~ could discharge bis total obligation to ber by payment of any panion of the
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From the above, it is clear to Engineer that the majority of women in pre-Islamic

soeieties lived in a male-dominated culture which accorded them low status and treated

them as property. The tights ofwomen at that time were absolutely neglccted In general,

the position of wornen in pre-Islamic Arabia was certainly unfavorable.57

B. Controveniallssues

In this section wc discuss ooly the two controversial issues of polygamy and the

veil (purdah), which highlight Engineer's method of interpretation of relevant Qur'anic

verses to be normative or contextual.

B.t. Polygamy

The Qur'anie verse dealing with the issue ofpolygamy is as follows:

Ulf you fear that you cannot deal justly with the orphans, then many 5uch of the
wornen as appeal ta yo~ two, three or four; but if you fear that you cannot he
equitable, then only one, or what your right hands own. That is more likely to
enable you to avoid unfaimess.,,58

mohr that might remain due ta ber father or guardian, and be rid orber by pronouncement orthe formula of
dismissaL" Rebean Levy, The Social StruCtllTe ofls/Qln (Cambridge: University Press, 1979), p. 121.

ST There are many sc:holars who have similar interpreration that. ingen~ women in pre-Islamic: Arabia
had no rights in the male dominated society. Sec, amang ethers, al-Fariq~ Women. Muslim S«iety and
Islam. p. 5; StOWlSSert une Status of WOIDen in Isf~n in Musli", Women. pp. 15...18; Freda Hussain,
"Introduc:tion: The Ideal and Realities ofMusÜDl Women.n inMus/i", Women. p. 4.

51 The Qur'an, 4:3.
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According ta Engineer, for understanding the essence of this verse of chapter 4

one bas ta take into account two preceding verses of the same chapter as weil as the

historical context in which such a verse was revealed.59

The first verse discusses the creation of human beings from a single cntity; this

indicates that bath men and women enjoy equal status.60 The second verse deals with the

obligation ofMuslims to give orphans theiT property and not ta switch their property with

less valuable property.61 In other words, believers have to actjustly towards orphans. And

the third verse dea1s with polygamy alongside of the requirement ta do justice among

orphans and if the guardians feel they cannot do justice ta them, then they must take ooly

one wife. Thus, according ta Engineer, the whole spirit ofthis verse is on perfonning acts

of justice, and oot ta Many more than one woman. This verse does not give a geoeral

license or privilege to men to praetise polygamy, but in fact, emphasizes that what is

more essential is to aet justly towards orphan girls and widows.62

Another important aspect in understanding this verse is to see it in its historical

context According to al-Taban, one of the context relates to a man who married ten or

more wives and used the properties ofthe orphans who were in bis charge to maintain his

"Engineer, The RightsofWomen in Islam. p. 101.

60 The complete translation of this verse is as follows: "0 peopl~ fear your Lord who created you ftom a
single seuL and ftom it He created its mate, and ftom bath He scattered abroad many men and wornen; and
fear Allah in whose name you appeal to one another. and invoke family relationships. Surely Allah is a
watcher over you.tt The Qur'an, 4: 1. The story ofthe creation ofhuman beings, in view of~ not only
indicates that they are created fram a single entity (noft) which meant both men and women enjoyed equal
stalUs. but alsa informs us mat Gad created a human race from one Adam and one Eve, and not from one
Adam and severa! Eves. This initial creation of human beings implies that monogamy is the basic law of
the Quran. See. Qamaruddin Khan, SIatUS of Women in Islam (New Delhi: Sterling Publishers Private
Limit~ 1990), p. 16.

61 The translation ofthis verse is "Render umo the orphans their property and do Dot devour their property
together with yeur property. That indeed is a great sin!" The Qur'an, 4:2

61 Engineer. TIre RightsofWomen in [sm. p. 101.
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wives. The Qur'an thus prohibited this man from marrying more than four women to

proteet the orphans' property from misuse by that man and if he could not do justice

among bis wives, then he should many ooly one.63

The other classical scholar, Imam al-Rizi, based on a hadith narratcd by

~Akramah, maintained that the context of this verse was concemed ta a man who had

several wives and sorne orphan girls. He took money from the orphans' properties to

spend on himself and bis wives. It is in this context that Allah revealed the third verse

that says that if you fear you cannat do justice to the orphans, many one, two, three or

four of them. But ifyou cannat do justice to your four wives, marry one.64

Maulana Mu4ammad 'Ali, a modem commentator, as quoted by Engineer, has a

ditTerent explanation. According ta him, the context of this verse is the battle of UQud

which took place in 625. In this battle, 70 out of700 Muslims were killed. The number of

males, who were the main "bread-wiMers" in the community thus decreased. As a result,

there were Many orphans and widows who greatly sufTered due to the difficulties in

meeting their daily needs. It is therefore, the first thing mentioned in this verse is about

human relationships. The second item discussed is about taking care oforphans. The last

part talks about marrying widows in case ofone's inability to do justice among orphans.

By marrying widows, these orphans would become their own children. Sînce the number

of females were greater than males, males were permitted to marry more than one. Thus,

6J Engineer, The Qur Cm. Women andModen, Society, pp. 88-89. He quotes ftom Mu4ammad JaiirTlb~
IBIÙ'.JBayu ·u r.'wil Aya'i .J-Qur'M4 Vol m(Bcirut: DïrMa'rir. 1988), pp. 231-236.

'" Engineer, The Qur·œl.. Women andModem Society.. p. 89. He quotes ftom Imïm Fakhr aI-DiD aI-Rïzi..
.J-r.rsir.~bir; Vol V(Beirut: Dïrlhyial-Tunthù-'Arabi,.1980).. pp. 178·184.
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it was clear that the permission ta have more than one wife was contingent upon certain

circumstances.6S

From different sources mentioned above~ according to Engineer~ it is clear that the

context ofverse 4:3 is about; (a) the battle of Uhud in which 70 Muslims were killed, it

create~ as an immediate solution to an emergency, the adoption of polygamy in order to

help orphans and widows; (b) orphan girls and their properties and how ta avoid injustice

towards them. This is because many of the guardians used the orphans' properties in their

own interests. Therefore, the Qur'an allowed these guardians to many up to four orphan

girls or widows in order to avoid such unfortunate incidents.

At this stage, Engineer poses a question as to: why did Gad aJlow men to marry

fourwives to avoid the misappropriation orthe orphan girls' properties? Does it not mean

replacing one evil with another? To answer these questions one has ta see it in the context

of the male-dominated Arabian society of the seventh century, and not in the modern

conteXl There is no doubt that bath contexts are absolutely different In Arabian society

ofthe seventh century, there was absolutely no equality orthe sexes.66

In such a conteX!, the Que'an permitted the guardians to practise polygamy by

marrying the orphan girls who were in their charge, or their mothers. According to

Engineer, the aim was to give the orphan girls or widows legal protection and a moral

cIaim upon their guardians. 8y such a strategy the orphan girls' properties would be

65 Engineer~ The RigJus of Women in Islam, p. 156~ He quotes ftom MauIana Muhammad Ali.. The Ho/y
QUT·an (Lahore, 1973), En. no. 535~ p. 187.

66 Engineer.. The Qur"an. Women andModem Society, p. 193. One example ofthis case cu be read in the
Quetan, 2:228.
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secure. Iftheir properties were secure, they could fight against injustice and possibly gain

their conjugal and other rights.67 Seen from this perspective, it is clear that polygamy was

the only possible solution for the problem ofthe orphans at that tinte.

Thus, justice for wornen in general, and justice for orphans and widows, ln

particuIar, is the primary consideration of polygamy and this is the essence of verse 4:3.

In this verse, the matter of polygamy is Dot an independent statement separated from that

of taking care of orphans. Ind~ the spirit of the Qur'an allowing polygamy is ta help

the weak (widows and orphans), and not to satisfy men's sexual needs. Engineer

maintains that "if one does not have any such problem of lookiog after orphans, the

question oftaking more than one wife does not arise at aIl.n68

Moreover, wbeo certain conditions are fulfilled and males are allowed to have

more than one wife, equitable treatment of all wives cannat he ignored. Unlike

Hinchcliffe, who argues that equitable treatment is a matter ofmen's own conscience and

not a condition of polygamous marriage,69 Engineer argues that equitable treatment is a

requisite condition for polygamy. Sînce man cannot do justice among bis wives in the

form of equal treannen~ the Que'an does not reaIly allow bim to take more than one

67 Engineer. The Quroano Womell and Modem Society. p. 195. See aIso. Asghar Ali Engineer. "Wornen
linder the Authority of Islam," in The tluthority ofReligions and lhe SlDIus ofWomen. edited by Jyotsna
Chanesji (New Delhi: A Joint Wornen9s Prosramme Publicatio~ 1989), p. 33; Qamaruddin Kha~ Slalus
o!W'omell in Islam, p. 20.

61 Engineer. The Quroœr. Women œlllModem Society, p. 40. In ~Usmani's view, as quoted by Engineer,
marrying of four wernen is only pennined in a situation where there were a great number of orphan girls
and widows who were not taken CIte ofand bad no one 10 look after them. Sînce this condition does not
exist in todayts society. marrying more than ooe woman is not vaüd. Moreover. it is important ta note tbat
the women whom man cao many must be orphans or widows. DOt other womeo. Ibid.. p. 161.

69 Doreen Hinchc:litTe, "Po(ygamy in Traditional and Contemporary Islamic Law," in Islam and J.,lodem
Age (1970), 1, No. 3 (November), p. 13.
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wife.70 What is meant by equitable treatment here is not only the physical aspec~ but also

a non-physical aspect, such as love and affection.71 In Engineer's view~ the condition of

equitable treatment bas three levels; ~'by ensuring proper use of properties of the orphans

and widows~ by ensuring justice to ail the wives al the malcrial level and also by

dispensing equallove and attachment to aIl the Mves."n

In fact, the Qur'an itself in chapter 4:129, confirms that believers cannat treat

their wives justly, though they might wish to do 50.

nyou will never be able to treat wives equitably, even if you are bent on doing
that Sa do not tum away a1together (from any of them) leaving ber, like one in
suspense; and if you do justice (to ber) and guard against evil~ He is surely AIl­
Forgiving, MercifulL,,73

Thus, Engineer argues tbat the condition ta treat wives equally is 4>4>an aImast

impossible condition to meet,,74 That is why men should refrain from marrying more

than one woman. Moreover, the situations or circumstances aUowing polygamy must he

10 Engineer, The Rights ofWomen in Islam, p. 156. This view is almost similar to that oC Maududi's. To
him, man who practises polygamy without tùlmling the condition oC justice is trying to deceive Allah.
However, he maintains that by mentioning the condition of justice, this verse was not really meant to
abolish polygamy and recommend monogamy. Abul A&li .l-Mawd~ The Mean;IIg of the Qur'an
(Lahore: Islamic Publications LID., 1983). Vol. ~ pp. 94-95.

71 s~ aI..Faruqi. Womel1. MlIslim Society QlIfi Islam, p. 39. In Doits view, equiUable treatment meant by this
verse includes food, residenc~ clothing and sexual relations. S~ Abdur Rahman 1. DoL Slfari 'ah: lhe
Islamic Law (London: Ta Ha Publisbers, 1984). p. 147.

72 Engineet, The Qur'an, Women ancJModem Society. p. 95.

1] TheQur'an. 4:129.

74 Engineer, The Qur'tl14 Women andModem Society, p. 39. This view is similar to that ofMauJana ·Umar
Ahmad &Usmani's. ·Usmani maintains tbat Quran 4:3 ooly aIlows one to marry one woman al a rime..
except under special conditions in whicb man bas permission to marry more tban one. But under such
conditio~ man bas to marry widows and orpbans. Thus. in normal conditions one cu only be permitted. to
many one woman. Quoted by Engineer, Ibid., p. 94. Likewise, Pearl and Menski consider that based on
chapter 4:129, it is possible to argue that "polypmy was nevee really allowed in Islam and should
consequently be prohibited by modem Muslim laW." David Pearl and WernerMe~ Mus/im Fam;1y Law,
3n( edition (London: Sweet and MaxwelL. 1998), p. 239.
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treated as an exception, not as a rule. Therefore, polygamy is contextual whereas

monogamy is normative. As normative~ monogamy is the mIe, while contcxtual

polygamy is an exception.7S This cannot he reverse~ polygamy as a rule and monogamy

as an exception. because it is against Qur'anie principles that are concemed ,vith gender

equality.76

Furthermore, Engineer uses qadit1J to support his argument that the Qur'an

encourages men to many widows or orphan girls as the Prophet did As is known, most

of the Prophet's wives were widows.n According to one QaditIJ narrated by Bukhari, the

Prophet said that u one who works bard for the sustenance of widows is like one who

wages war in the way of Allah or one who prays al night or fasts during the day.n78

According to Engineer, seeing this l}aditIJ in the context of verse 4:3, the emphasis on

marrying widows or orphan girls is much clearer. The aim of marrying more than one

wife is ta help widows or orphans, and not to satisfy one's lust79 Thus, protection toward

the weak and upholding justice towards orphans and widows are the essence of the verse

75 Engineer., 17Je Rights of Womell in Islœn., p. 156. Tiùs view is similar to that of Bharatiya who aJso
maintains that in Islam monogamy is a norm and a general rule. while polygamy is only an exception.
See,v. P. Bharatiy~ Syed Kha/id RJJshid"s Law (Lucknow: Eastern Book Company., 1996). 3nf rev. and enL
Ed.., p. 74.

16 Engineer., The Rights of Womell ill/sIam. p. 158. To support his view~ Engineer quotes the Egyptian
reformer. M~ammld •Abdu&, a great theologian of the nineteenth century who argued that the Qur'an
permitted polygamy with great reIuetance. Only those who are able to treat and to take care of their wives
equaIly and give them their rights justly and impartiality are allowed to praetise polygamy. The words "if
you fear that you cannot be equitable and just with ail then (marry) only one" clearly indicate that in
practice polygamy is inefFeetive. Monogamy., therefo~ is the ideal form of marriage in Islam because the
Qur~an bas a big conccm with genderjustice. Ibid.., p. 157.

77 Ibid.• p. 102..

71 Ibid.~ p. 104. Engineer quotes ftom Sahib Buihari, Vol. m(Lahore:-., 1980~ p. 165.

79 Ibid. Engineer's concem about the protection oC the weak in interpreting the verse 4:3 cannot be
separated trom the spirit ofIslamic liberation theology which upholds equality and justice.
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4:3. The idea ofpolygamy, therefore, must he seen from tbis context in order ta have a

proper understanding ofil

8.2. The Veil (Pu,dIll,)

The veil, another important issue for wornen in Islam, bas become a controversial

issue aver the past few decades. In English, the ward 'veil' is "loosely used to refer to a

wide variety of head and face coverings.,,80 There are three verses in the Qur'an that are

usually used to rerer ta the legitimization for wearing of the veil (bijib). It is therefore

important ta throw sorne Iights on these verses. In Engineer's view, these verses must be

seen in proper context in arder ta bave a better understanding about the veil. Let us look

at these verses one by one.

The fust verse is:

"0 believers, do not enter the houses of the Prophet, unless you are invited ta a
meal, without awaiting the bout; but if you are invited, then enter; but when you
have eaten, disperse, without Iingering for idle talle. That is vexing ta the Prophet
who might be wary ofyo~ but Allah is not wary ofthe truth. Ifyou ask them [the
wives of the Prophet] for an abject, ask them from behind a curtain. That is purer
for your hearts and theirs. You should never bon the Apostle of Allah, nor take
his MVes in marriage after hîm. That is truIy abominable in the sigbt of Allah."
(33:53).

According ta Engineer, there are many instructions in this verse dealing with how

to enter the Propbet's bouse. The believers were required not to spend more time than

necessary with the Propbet or bis wives. The beIievers were also required not to many

the Prophet's wives after bis death. Ifthey wanted to talk to the Prophet's wives, they had

10 Nadia Hijab, Womanpower: The hab debate on women al work (Cambridge: Cambridge University
~ 1988), p. 51. .
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to do 50 from behind the curtain. The phrase, "ifyou ask them for an abject, ask them

from behind a curtain,n is the source of legitimization for wearing the veil, or hijib.

However, according to Engineer'5 interpretation, the requirement to speak behind the

curtain to the Prophet's Mves cannat he applied ta other Muslim women. This is bccausc

it deals with specifie situations and references. Thus, the requirement to talk ta the

Prophet's wives behind the curtain is nota general category, but a specifie one.Sl

Engineer maintains that there is another verse in the Qur'anic text which is often

used to legitimate wearing the veil. In fact, in bis view, this verse only contains the

instruction for wornen to cover their private parts. The complete translation of this verse

is as follows:

U And tell believing women ta cast down their eyes and guard their private pans
and not show their tinery, except the outward part of il And let them drape their
bosoms with their veils and Dot show their tinery except ta their husbands, their
fathers, their husbands' fathers, their sons, the sons of their sisters, their women,
their maid-servants, the men-followers who have no sexual desire, or infants who
have no knowledge of women's sexual parts yel Let them, also, not stamp their
feet, 50 that what they have concealed of their finery might be known. Repent to
Allah, ail ofyou, 0 believers, that perchance you May prosper.,,82

To understand this verse, Engineer calls for 100king at it from its socio-historical

conteXl It must be understood that before the comiog of Islam, a transformation of the

Arabian society in Mecca from tribal-oriented society to commercial-oriented society was

Il Eogineer. The Rights of Women in Islam.. pp. 85-86. Unlike Engineer.. Mawdudi bas a different
interpretation regarding this verse. According to him.. although the conjunction ofthis verse is addressed to
the Pmphetts wives, it aIso appliecl to all Muslim females. S~ Abi al-A·Ji al-Mawdwi.. Purclah and The
Stalus ofWomen in Islam, translatecl by al·Ash·ari (Lahore: lsIamic Publications.. 1972)'1 p. 149. Moreover..
Fatima MemissL a Moroccan sociologïst. maintains that the word mjib in the above verse bas three­
dimensions which are oien mixed togetfler. "The tirst dimension is a risual one: to bide something trom
sight. The mot ofthe verb hajaba means "to bide." The second dimension is spatial: to separare, to mark a
border, to establish a thresbold. The third dimension is ethical: il befongs to the reaIm of the forbidden."
Menùssit The Veil and the Male Elitet p. 93.

12 The Qur~ 24:31.
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under way. This was due to the fast growth of Mecca as a financial and international

centre of trade. There is no doubt that 5uch conditions infllienced the lives of women in

that society. The women from the upper class dressed in new fashions, which exposed

their bodies through their adomments and channs. Such a Iiberal way in drcssing was~ of

course, against the moral and ethical demands of Islam. However, in Engineer's vie\v, in

response ta 5uch conditions Islam impo5ed sorne restrictions. Both men and wemen were

asked to lower the gaze, or to use the Qur'anie term, g/Ja{!r/ a1-b8$ir. Engineer interprets

this word thraugh its metaphorica1 meaning as "not indulging in sexual encounters

outside marital bond.,,83

This verse aIso describes sorne restrictions toward wornen, but according to

Engineer, they are not meant to force women to stay al home or to wear a veil that covers

their faces.84 The main restriction, according to Engineer, is that Muslim wemen should

not display their adomments and sexual channs exeept to those who they cannat marry.

Converse(y, theyare required to dress in a proper manner.8S The main intention of this

restriction, according to Engineer, is to avoid women becoming sexual objects and to

save their dignity as human beings. This moral value is much more important to he taken

Il Engineer, The Qur "an. Women andMot/en, Society, p. 73.

14 Engineer, The Rights ofWomen in Islam, p. 86. In conttast ta EDgineer. Mawdudi interpreted this verse
as a requirement ofMuslim women to wear veil (covering their face) and also gloves. In Mawdudi's view.
though the Qur'an does nol specify the veiJ~ it is Qur'anic spirit and wu praaised by Musüm women in the
Prophetts time. S~ Mawdud~ Purclah and The SklIUs ofWomen in IsIam~ pp. 198·202.

1.5 Engineer. The Righls ofWonrell i" Islamt pp. 86-87. Similarly, Ian Hjarpe opines that wbat is required
fi'om this verse is a proper dress, and il does net imply valing the face. Jan Hjarpe, "The Attitude of
Isfamic Fundamentalism Towards the Question ofWomen in Islam,.. in Wonren in Islamic Socielies~ edited
by Ba Ulas (London and Malmo: Curzon Press Lt~ 1983). p.20.
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into account than the restriction of wornen from going outside the home or compelling

them to wear veil.86

What is allowed to he expos~ according to this verse. is parts ofwomen's bodies

that are naturally open, or to use the Que'anic terms, ilJimi;:sbara minbi. There is no

doubt that the word "what appears thereot:" is a controversial one due to the fact that the

Qur'an does not proscribe limitations as to wbat extent Muslim \vomen are pennitted to

show part of their bodies. Therefore, this verse is ambiguous. ln Engineer's view. to

determine what parts of the body a woman could expose depends on one'S own socio­

cultural context87 This is because the interpretation of texts cannot escape from context

Therefore, sorne classical scholars beld different views regarding the word "what appears

thereof".

Taban, for instance, listed eight different interpretations of the words ilJi mi

?a1Jara minhi; (a), it refers only to the extemal clothes of women, and therefore, ail the

entice body of wornen, including face and hands, must he covered; (b), wornen can

expose their rings, bracelets, and face; (c), it refers to collyrium and cheeks; (d) it refers

to the face and two open palms; (e) Ichi=ab (mehendi), collyrium and clothes; (0, wornan

must hide ber haïr, ear rings, neck and bracelets; (g), woman permits to expose be

bracelets, necldace, but sbould bide ber anklets~ hair and shoulders.sa

According to al-Riii, another scholar often cited by Engineer, a Muslim woma'l

cao expose ber face and ber two bands because these parts ofbody are necessary for such

16 Engineer, The Rights ofWomen in Islam, pp. 86-87.

17 Engineer, The QIIT·an. Women andModen, Society, p. 73.

a Tabm. limP .J-s.yilt ca r.pwiJ Ayi.J-Qrr. p. 88t quoced by Engineert The QIIT·œr. Women and
Modem Society, p. 67.
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aets as buying, selling, payment and other common tasks. Besides this, the covering ofail

parts of the body except face and two bands is aimed to differentiate between a free

woman and a slave girl. 89

Another scholar quoted by Engineer is MulJammad Asad Unlike traditional

Iu/ama who restrict the words "what may be apparent thereof' to women's face, hands

and feet, Asad interprets 5uch words in a wider sense. T0 mm, the vagueness of this

phrase meant that it is open to he reinterpreted in line with the change oftimes and social

situations.9O Meanwhile, according to Maulana Muhammad Ali, women could expose

their face and bands because when praying, they need Dot to cover their faces and hands,

yet the rest ofthem must remain covered91

Seen ftom the above sources, it is clear that there are different interpretations

regarding the ward Uexcept what appears thereof'. Therefore, no one can say that this or

that particular interpretation must be accepted in our social context. However, Engineer

maintains that almost aU classical scholars bave a similar opinion conceming the phrase,

"except what appears thereot:" that it refers to face and bands, and thus, keeping these

parts of the body uncovered was considered permissible. The Prophet is also reported to

allow the face and bands to he uncovered.92 Thus, accordir.g to tradition, wornen in the

19 Imïm Fakhr al...D1n al...RâZi, T.JSirMl...FdIJ .1...Rm, Vol. XXII (Lebanon: Dar aI...Fikr. 1981). quoted by
Engineer, The Qurem. Women andMoJenl Society, p. 68.

90 Engineer. The Qur'an. Wo."IIen andModem Society, p. 70.

9t Muhammad Al~ The Roly Qur'an. p. 685, quoted by Eogineer, Ibid., p. 72-

9% See. Engineer, 11re Rights ofWomen in Islam" p. 88. AccordïDg to this hDdilh. the Prophet is reponed to
have told Asma., bis wife, ~Aisha'5 sister" when she appeared before him in tbin clothes, through which
pans ofher body could he seen: "0 Asma., when awomen attains her pubcny" il is not proper that any part
ofber body sbould he seen except this, and he poimed to bis tàce and bands." Engineer quotes this lJM/itlJ
from Hafiz Ibn Kalliir, Tdslr /bs Jû(Jùr, Urdu tr., notes etc. by MauJana Anzar Shah Kashmiri (Deoband,
n.d)" Vol IL section 19, p. 61. However" this bMlitlt, according to Engineer" is a IIIflTSQl hadith.. meaninthat
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Prophet's time kept their faces and bands uncovered for praying and consulting the

Prophet when they had problems. Moreover, what is required by the Qur'an is how

\vomen are to protect their dignity as human beings and avoid becoming sexual objects.

The rorm of protection, of course, varied from one place ta anolher. In a very particular

situation, wearing the veil is an alternative way ta proteet women's dignity, but in normal

condition, it does not93

Sïnce most Qur'anic commentators agree that face and bands May remain

exposed, what about keeping the hair and bosom to be exposed? According to Engineer,

in the past keeping the hair uneovered was still considered as sexually inviting and

therefore, prohibited This of course based on a classical conteX!. But, he maintains, that

the Qur'an does not state this explicitly. It is therefore, in tine with the dynamics ofsocio-

cultural change and based on a speeifie cultural context, keeping hair uncovered may not

be considered as sexually inviting, and thus, is pennissible. Meanwhile, keeping the

bosom uncovered is universally-at least in non-tribal societies-considered as sexually

inviting, and therefore it is prohibited in Islam. The Qur'an states clearly that wornen

should cover their bosom with what is called as khimar, Ua piece ofcloth generally wom

by women and sIung across their shoulders.,,94

not ail the narrators' versions are available. This is bccause there is no proof that Khafid bin Darik who
narrated it from ~Aisha had met her. Thus. this 1J6t/iIIJ is a doubtful one. But, if it is tnle then Muslim
wemen who have attained puberty are not aIIowed ta wear thin clomes that expose their bodily charms.

93 Engineert The Rights of Women ;" Islamt p. 89. al-r-ariqi also suppons Engineer's position. In al­
Fïrûqi's view, the word "what (must ordinarily) appear thereof" indieates confonnity to prevailing customs
ofa region ora period. There is no indication trom this word the neœssity ofwearing veil orpurr/ah which
eut women otT from social and public aff~ the world that was dominated by men. AI-Faruqi, Women,
Muslim Society andIslam, p. 9.

94 Engineert The QIIr'an, Women andModem Society, p. 74.



Thus, according to Engineer, one of the intentions ofthe Qur'an in verse 24:31 is

to show how Muslim women can protect themselves and their dignity through wearing

dignified dress. The Qur'an requires women to cover their bodies properly and to avoid

displaying theiT sexual channs because it can lead them to become sexual objects.

Engineer maintains that this kind of interpretation is an appropriate interpretation, if seen

from our social context and "nothing more should he read into this verse.,,95

Engineer traces the factors leading ta covering wornen's faces and its becoming a

tradition in Islamic societies. In bis view, the tradition of wearing the veil developed in

line with the emergence of feudalism due ta the conquest by the Arabs of the feudalised

societies of the Byzantine and the Sassanid empires. Thus, the custom of wearing the veil

and the seclusion of wornen in their houses was Dot originally an Islamic tradition. It was

ofPersian and Byzantine origin and only then was Iegitimized by Qur'anic commentators

(mufassirin) who extrapolated it from the vague and general statements of the Qur'an.96

The custom ofwearing the veil (purdah) began during the Umayyad period.

Wornen in thase societies were kept in socially subordinated positions and when

the Arabs conquered the Byzantine and Sassanid held territories, Muslim wornen were

also subjugated. Although in some places women in pre-Islamic period enjoyed liberty

and independence, on the whole their position was Jess than equal to that ofmen.. In line

with the feudalization of Islamic society, the status of women "relapsed into a voiceless

and powerless being..,,91 Their roles were Iimited only to that of keeper of the household

95 Engineer, The. RighlS ofWomen in Islam, p. 88.

96 Engineer, The. Qur'an. WomenandModemSociety9p. 74. Stowasser9AiltsIim Women. p. 25; al-Faruqi.
Womell. Muslim SocietyandIslamt p.. 13.

97 Engineer. The Qur 'QI~ Women andModem Societyt p. 74.
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and bearer ofthe children. Such a social structure was glorified over the centuries. In this

society, veiling wornen was part of social norms, justified by the Qur'an and the

Prophet's tradition. In faet, the Qur'an does not gIorify such a social structure. This

scripture does not require women to he veiled or stay at home. They are frce to

participate in social activities and Cree to take part in whatever they desire. The only

limitation, according ta Engineer, is wornen bave to dress in a proper manner based on

their socio-culturaI context sa they do not become sexual abjects for men.98

There is another verse in the Qur'an which where Muslim wornen are asked to

wear the veil. The complete translation ofthis verse is as rollows:

.... 0 Prophet, tell your Mves and daughters and the wives of the believers, ta draw
their outer garments closer. That is more conducive ta their being kno~ and not
being injured. Allah is Ali-Forgiving, MercifuI.»99

Aecording to Engineer, many ~u1ama interpret this verse as a requirement for

Muslirn wornen ta cover their faces. However, he maintains that this verse must be seen

in its social context because it was revealed in a particular situation. The context of this

verse is about Muslim women in Medina who were aften barassed. As part of their daily

routine, these wornen used ta go out during the early hours. There were idle youth who

wouId always wait and disturb them. When the harassers caught the Muslim women, they

said that they did not know that they were Muslim women or free women (1)urraiJ), they

thought that they were slave girls. Ta avoid such a thing happening and to differentiate

between Muslim women and slave girls, the Qur'an required Muslim women ta cover

91 Engineert The Qur'an. Women andModem Society. p. 74.

99 The Qur'an, 33:59.
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their faces with jo/bab. Thus, the main intention of the verse above is ta show how

Muslim women could he recognized as free women and thus avoid being disturbed. Seen

from this perspective, it is clear that veiling of the face is very conditional and not an

obligation for ail rime. '~If the context changes, the reason adduced disappears; it would

no longer be bindin&" says Engineer. 1OO

lm Engineer. The Quran. Women and Modenr Society. p. 69. To support bis argument. Engineer quotes
Muhammad Asad. '1'he specifie. time-bond formulation ofthe above verse (evident in the reference ta the
wives and daughters of the Prophet), as weil as the delibcrate vagueness of the recommendation that
women should draw upon themselves some oftheir gannents (millj.JiJJibilJillll.) when in public. makes il
clear that this verse was not meant to be an injunetion (.ukm) in general timeless sense of this t~ but
rather, a moral guideline to he observed against the ever-ehanging background of time and social
environment. This finding is reinforced by the c:oncluding reference to God·s forgiveness and grace."
Muhammad Asad, The Message of lhe Qu,œ (Gibraltar: Dar al-Andalu~ 1980), p. 651, quoted by
Engineer, The Riglns ofWomen in IS/Q1II, p. 89. Moreover, Engineer explains that the Qur'an aJso requires
men to lower their sigbt towards women. This is mentioned in cbapter 24:30. The nextv~ chapter 24:31,
is telIing wornen to do as men do. Thus, bath men and women are required to keep their individuals dignity
and even that men are the first subjeet ofthis matter. Ensineer is ofthe view that since most interpretets of
the Quran are men, they put more restrictions on. wumen rathcr tban. to men. See. Engineer. The Rights of
Women in Islam, p. 91.



CONCLUSION

The Islamic liberation theology proposed by Asghar Ali Engineer is adynamie

theology of Islam. It is the antithesis of classica1 theology sinee it avoids purely

speculative modes of thoughl It is true that sorne Islamic sects in the past advocated

dynamic and revolutionary ideas conceming freedom~ justice and equality. However,

over rime they accepted the status quo and their dynamic ideas lost their hold

Islamic liberation theology bas emerged to retrieve the lost dynamic elements of

Islam. It is the intellectual vaiee of the oppressed and dispossesse~ which seeks to

emancipate these people through liberatory and participatory action, not simply thraugh

words. There is a difference between a speech on oppression and changing the state of

oppression. This theology therefore stresses praxis which is the combination of reflection

with action and faith with deed

The main sources of Islamic liberation theology~ however~ remain the Qur'an and

the example ofthe Prophet's struggle. Indeed, sorne leftist thinkers such as Taha l.Iusayn,

Karl Marx, Engels~ and Thomas Munzer-to name a few-to sorne exten~ aIse influence

Engineer's thought

Yet there are a number of unique characteristics easily detectable in Engineer~s

thought Engineer's Islamic thought on Iiberation theology may he referred to as a

~textualist-hberal'. Amalodoss contends that Engineer is more textual in bis approach
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than other Muslim scholars such as I.Afi Shad'atl and Abu') A'ii Mawdiidi. Engineer

tries to show from the Qur~dIl itsclftbat Islam promotes justice and liberation. l

Engineer uses a 'religio-sociologica1' approach in interpreting and formulating

Islamic liberation theology. He always interprets Islamic teacbings not only from

theological perspective, but in a sociologica1 context as weil. He interprets tawiJid, for

instance, not only in the theological sense as the unity of Gad, but aIso as oneness of

humankincl This oneness means that all human beings are equal before Allah. This

equality is meant not ooly in terms of race, nationality and ethnicity, but in faith as weil.

In this sense, Engineer gives the meaning of lawl}ld a completely new sociological

content Likewise, he views the origin of Islam, not ooly from a strietly religious

perspective but from a socio-economic perspective as weil. Thus he cootends that the

resistance of the capitalist merchants of Mecca ta Islam was oot based on a religious

factor, but was essentially an expression of the class struggle. For Engineer, there is no

doubt that the Islamic doctrine of social justice and equality threatened tbeir socio-

economic position in society. Another example of bis 'religio-sociological' approach is

evident in bis definition of kiiir. According to Engineer, this word does not Mean ooly

one who does not believe in Gad, but also ail those who actively oppose the creation ofa

just and egalitarian society which aims ta end oppression and exploitation.

The next cbaraeteristic of Engineer's tbought is apparent in bis use of critical

thinking. He, for instance, eriticized sharply the classicaI theologians who allied

themselves with the establishment in arder ta defend the status quo and did not tolerate

opposing viewpoints. 8uch behavior, of courset cannot he reconciled with the Islamic

1 See, Michael Amaladoss, SJ.~ Life in Fretdom: Li~1rIIiOiI Theologies from Asia (New York: Orbis
Books, 1997)~ p. 116.
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principles of justice and the freedom of expression. But at the same time, Engineer

appreciates sorne of classical theologians who supported Cree will and struggled against

oppression and injustice.

The critical and emancipative thoughts of Engineer which are apparent in his

fonnulation of Islamic liberation theology influenced bis thinking on women in Islam.

There is no wonder, Engineer's views on this topie are a1so based on the principles of

equality and justice. His thoughts on the position of wornen in Islam is typical of a

scholar who advocates gender equality. He substantiates bis powerful argument on the

equality of genders in Islam by citing frequently from Qur'anic text Ta do sa, he

formulates a methodology for understanding the Qur'an.

Engineer's methodalogy cao be simplified as fonows. The first step ta understand

the Qur'an is by analyzing whether a verse is a normative or a contextual statement. This

step is important in arder to differentiate whether the statement is a principle or a norm

that has universal values beyond lime and space, or it is contextual statement that is only

valid in particular situations and circumstances. If it is a contextual verse, it should be

understood against the backdrop of the social context in which it was revealed. Besides

interpreting its social context, il is aIso important to analyze what was the status of

women in the society in which the verse was revealed.. Another important thing to do is to

examine how cIassicaI and modem commentators interpreted such a verse in their

respective social and political context..

With the above methodology, Engineer argues!hat the Qur'an upholds and sides

with gender equality. Seen from the historical context ofthe creation of human beings, it

is cIear that bath men and women are created ftom the same essence or single entity

17
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(nafs). There is no doubt that this is a kind of declaration of equality of the human race,

including ofcourse equality ofthe sexes.

Engineer argues that ifone foUows the above methodology, helshe will find that

the superiority of men over wome~ like mentioned in chapter 4:34 and 2:228, is very

conditional and ooly valid in certain circumstances, not beyond time and spaee. These

verses do not advocate male superiority. Seen from the whole view of Qur'anie

Weltanschauung, it is elear that this scripture respects gender equality and justice.

Regarding the matters ofpolygamy and the veil, Engineer argues that they have ta

be seen in their proper context The verses on polygamy deal with the unjust treatment

experienced by orphan girls from their guardians. The main reason why Qur'an allowed

polygamy was ta help the weak, orphan girls and widows. Through the institution of

marnage, they had legal protection and a moral claim upon their guardians. Moreover, by

such a strategy the orphan girls' properties would he sceure. If their properties were

secure, they could fight against injustice and possibly gain their conjugal as weil as other

rights. Thus,justice and helping orphan girls and widows are the main issues ofverse 4:3,

and not polygamy. Therefore, Engineer argues that polygamy is contextual statement,

whereas monogamy is noonative.

Regarding the matter of the veil (covering the face), Engineer argues that verse

33:59, as the source justifying the wearing ofthe veil, is a contextual statement The main

reason why the Qur'an required Muslim women to wear the veil was to differentiate them

tram slave girls and to keep tbem from being disturbed by harassers. Seen from this

perspective~ it is clear that wearing the veil is very conditional and not as an obligatory

for ail time. What is emphasized by the Quran, as cm be read from the verse 24:31, is
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that Muslim women should not display their adomments and sexual charms except to

those whom they cannot many. In other words~ they are required to dress in proper

manner. The main intention of this restriction is to keep wamen from becoming sexual

objects and to save their dignity as human beings.

According to Engineer~ ta determine what parts of the body a women could

expose depends on one~s own socio-cultural cantext This is because the interpretation of

texts cannot be taken out ofconteXl The use of the veil might have been the best solution

in cenain circumstances in the past, but in nonnai conditions, it would not he appropriate

solution because conditions have changed.

However, while Engineer's methodology emphasizes the distinction between

normative and contextual statements, it Jacks an explicit explanation of how to

differentiate between these two ingredients. In other words, he does not explain how to

decide whether this is a normative or a cODtextual statement and what criteria are used to

decide it?

Furthermore, Engineer also pays a lot of attention to the causes of revelation in

order to understand the Qur'an. However, sinee there are Many viewpoints on the causes

of revelation of a given verse~ Engineer does not otTer a specifie guideline for how to

judge the validity orthe causes ofrevelation. In faet, to use Memissi's argument, without

understanding the complexities of events~ we cannat draw a proper conclusion.2 It is

necessary, therefore, to construct a kind of synthesis of the causes of revelation whieh

Engineer does not provide.

2 Memiss~ The Veil and the Male Elite: A Fellfinist Interpretation ofWomen sRighlS in Islam., p. 93.

IQ
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A sunilar criticism can he made on bis textual approach. Indee~ this approach is

important to show that truc Islam promotes justice» hèeration, gender equality and

religious pluralism, it does not give a rcal solution to the current social problems within

Muslim communities. The crux of liberation theology is analyzing social reality and

fmding appropriate solutions to problems through praxis. This means that the

interpretation of religion should begin with reality, not trom texts.3 Ta anaIyze the

problem of women's empowerment, for instance, one bas to analyze critically the

existence of a patriarchal society that bas been established over the course of Many

centuries. To change such social structures, it is not enough only to claim that it is against

IsIamic teachings with respect to justice and equality. It does not resolve the problem of

patriarchal society, its complexities and its impacts on Many social aspects, such as

culture, educatio~ economy, and politics. Moreover, a textual approach gives the

impression of defensiveness. In the normative sphere, of course, Islam offers and

promotes human values such as justice, equality and liberation. The real problem is in

faet, how to actua1ize these values in reallife. Nevertheless, Engineer's ideas on Islamic

liberation theology and on wornen's status and rights in Islam undoubtedly represents

significant contribution to the development ofcontemporary Islamic thought

3 s~ tllSSlD Ilanafl, ReligiousDialope andRevo1uliOlly p. 210.
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