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ABSTRACT: Gender equality gives men and women equal access to
all cultural, social and economic facilities, so that the rights of neither
sex are suppressed or exploited. The present study takes a scientific
look at issue of employment from the viewpoint of Islam. After a
critical reviewing the viewpoints of sociologists and feminists, we
demonstrate that the employment of women, subject to certain
criteria, could be a right decision. These criteria include a congruity
between the job and feminine characteristics, wearing ÎijÁb, chastity
with no commingling of men and women at work, and compliance
between the woman's job, the rights of her husband and her
motherhood responsibilities. These criteria conform with the terms
and conditions which indicate gender equality in women's
employment from an Islamic viewpoint. In line with gender equality,
this paper also suggests a part-time employment model for women.
KEYWORDS: gender, justice, women's employment, Islam, family,
feminism, sociologists.

Statement of the Problem
Gender equality is not only a moral concept, but a more vague idea than
straightforward equality, especially when we see that the notion of gender
equality is a new point of focus with a short history. The notion is especially
linked with that of women's employment, and has been the concern of
relevant discussions since the Industrial Revolution, when factories came into
existence and women began to migrate from their homes to work
environments, both large and small. While the root traditions of religion and
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society encourage women to protect the pillars of the family, the new norms
of the modern world promote their increased presence in society and active
roles in the field of employment. The two standards cannot be easily balanced,
particularly when one of them seems incompatible with the other. The
employment of men is considered normal and necessary, while women's
employment has faced many challenges, and manifests differently in different
communities. Many people believe that the employment of women is contrary
to social ethics, while others believe that when women go outside the home it
provides them with conditions to compete against men, particularly in places
where there is no full employment. However, some say that jobs for women
takes work from men. There are those who claim that working women neglect
their marital responsibilities, and that this is a factor in the increasing the
number of divorces, or that they pay less attention to their maternal duties,
which would damage future generations.1
Some questions can be raised here. What is meant by gender equality? Are
instances of gender equality the same throughout society? How does gender
equality affect women's employment? In general, is the employment of women
in work outside the home admissible and justifiable, as well as in accordance
with gender equality? Is there any contradiction between a woman’s role as
wife and mother and the working woman in Islamic culture? Despite there
being plenty of facilities such as housekeepers, kindergartens and childcare
centres, is right that a young mother should go out to work? Does gender
equality in women's employment mean equality between men and women in
terms of utilising the opportunities and facilities for employment? In the
current study, after reviewing some available literature, we will discuss the
topic mainly from the viewpoint of Islam.

1) Terminology
1-1) Justice
Justice refers to objectivity, fairness, arranging everything in its order, a
standard which opposes both intemperance and tyranny.2
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According to Plato, justice signifies a correspondence with nature and the
virtues; it is a balance between wisdom, wrath and pleasure in the human
being. Within society, he believes that justice refers to parity. In other words,
each individual within society should be delegated a status according to his or
her specific class: the philosopher-kings, soldiers and civilians. Aristotle sees
justice as dealing with people according to their equality or inequality. This
means the distribution of roles and facilities according to merit and
aptitude.3 And ImÁm ‘AlÐ has said: ‘Justice puts things in their proper place,’4
and sees justice as a universal principle for all people which is higher and
nobler than forgiveness. This definition has been accepted by Muslim
intellectuals. 5
Therefore, despite the views held by modernists like Karl Marx, who believed
social justice is equality and parity, Islamic thought does not see justice in this
way, nor is the modern view congruent with the lexical root of justice.

1-2) Gender
In women’s literature the word ‘gender’ usually refers to the cultural or social
differences between men and women, whereas the word ‘sex’ tends to refer to
the biological differences.6 In psychology the ‘sex-role’ is a set of individual
behaviours and tendencies which are in line with a man or woman’s ‘sexuality.’
In other words, the sex-role stems from typical behaviours of a boy or girl, and
includes instances like habits, conventions, clothing and the choice of toys and
games. Certain others have a broader definition of the sex-role as ‘that which is
compatible with masculine or feminine characteristics within the context of a
culture.’ Therefore, gender equality could be defined as an improved and just
gender proportion between women and men for access to all cultural, social and
economic facilities in accordance with their feminine or masculine qualities,
with no compulsion or exclusion imposed upon them.

1-3) Employment
The term ‘occupation’ in the Persian language means ‘the attention given to
95

Gender Equality and Women's Employment

Masoud Azarbaijani

one’s work,’ ‘what one is engaged in or works in,’ ‘the work with which one is
busy,’7 or ‘the work of keeping busy with entertainment and problems.’8
Occupation is defined in the following: ‘Labour can be defined as duties
which require mental or physical endeavour aimed at producing goods or
services to meet human needs. A job or occupation is that in which one works
for a wage or regular pay. In all cultures the various occupations are the basis
of the economic system, and involves institutions dealing with the
production and distribution of goods and services.’9
Labour is one of the main factors of production, and consists of utilising mental
or manual power for regular pay. In everyday language, it is generally used to refer
to the manual work performed by labourers. In economic theory, it is the human
effort or activity to achieve production. As a factor of production, labour is
differentiated from raw materials, resources and management, and is the effort
exerted by labourers at work. In other words, the term ‘labour’ covers all people
who work for a living, who are defined as ‘the working population over a certain
age.’10 Labour is an economic factor of production that ‘includes mental, manual,
professional and non-professional activities to produce wealth.’11 Employment
usually has a status defined by the authorities and the statistical and economic
situation of a country, and is defined by certain characteristics. For example, the
Iranian Centre for Statistics defines ‘employees’ as follows: ‘All individuals of the
age of ten and above who have been occupied with a job for seven days prior to
the visit of the census agents... All those during this period who have worked (on
average) for eight hours a day or more are considered to be employed.’12
Therefore, as a common definition, occupation refers to full-time jobs with a
wage which are mainly outside the home.
The term ‘women’ applies to females of three specific groups: married women,
women in charge of a family and single women. The present study includes all
three groups in terms of women's employment.

2) Women's Employment in the Modern World
The Industrial Revolution in Europe caused domestic work to be replaced by
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work in factories. Fundamental changes appeared in the concept and forms of
work, with men being employed for heavier work, and women who had
formerly earned an income from spinning at home also employed in the new
factories. Since then, through higher levels of education, women have found
positions in various other occupations.
For centuries before the rise of Islam until the middle of the 12th century
A.H., women played a major role in the household throughout Iranian society
(i.e., urban, rural and tribal), and their activities were mainly limited to the
home. Even outside the home their activities were in fact a continuation of
their role in home.13 From the mid-12th century to the 14th century (18th to
20th C.E.), several changes occurred in the socio-economic structure of the
country, due to increased relations between Iran and the industrialised
Western nations. This caused changes in the lives and status of women in the
capital and the other major cities of Iran. Yet no changes appeared in the
social status of rural and tribal women, for they were far removed from
Western values. Some of the activities in which women were involved were
working in textile factories, carpet weaving and fisheries. Political posts were
limited, and only women of noble rank could occupy them. Women were
otherwise usually responsible for jobs inside the home, such as childcare,
cleaning, cooking and so forth.14 During the 14th century (20th. AD), with
the availability of public education, women's employment outside the home
grew more. The census in Iran carried out in 1976 shows that 13.7 percent of
women were working, compared with 86.3 percent of men.15 A similar pattern
still exists throughout most of society, with women's employment limited.
However, according to the latest international statistics, the labour force in
the developed countries consists of half the entire population, out of which
40 percent are women above the age of 15. These figures are different in the
developing countries, where the work force consists of about 40-50 percent of
the population, out of which about 20 to 40 percent are women.16
Nonetheless, the economic participation of women is increasing overall in the
modern age, but especially in the developed countries.
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However, there are differences between men and women in terms of the
occupation percentage and the type of work they do. Even in the developed
countries, women tend to be occupied in clerical jobs, work at home without
payment, sales and services, technical and professional jobs, parliamentary
and chief executive positions, and lower level administration, respectively. In
the developing countries, women are generally occupied with housework
without payment, sales, services, clerical jobs, technical and professional jobs,
management, and chief executive positions, respectively. The large number of
those who do housework without payment and the low percentage in highlevel jobs clearly shows the difference between men and women. Therefore, it
can be concluded that whether in the industrialised or developing countries,
the presence of women in certain types of jobs is limited, and their
participation in high-level jobs and decision-making is very rare, while they
are more active in low-level jobs, services and clerical positions.17

3) Viewpoints and Theories
Sociologists point out the division of labour and the variety of jobs (there are
20,000 separate jobs listed in the U.K.) as the most important feature
distinguishing today's industrialised societies from traditional societies in terms
of labour.18 Adam Smith and Frederick Taylor stated that the division of labour
and organised industrial production have had a pervasive influence on the
current types of available work. And according to Marx, the division of labour
alienates people from their work, and reduces it to a dull and dreary routine.19
Anthony Giddens believes that although housework comes to almost a third
of the total annual production in today's economy, the wageless work of
women in the home is disregarded to a large extent. Before urbanisation, most
women were doing various tasks in addition to work at home, tasks which
were often closely related to those of men, and the home would be like a
unique production unit. With development of workplaces separate from the
home, production became separated from consumption, and thus the
housewife became a consumer whose work outside the home became
98
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neglected. Between the two World Wars, the number of housewives reached a
climax when the majority of married women did not go out to work,
although it was usual for single women to do so. During both World Wars
women were encouraged to work in place of the men who had joined the
armed forces. After the First World War, the women were dismissed, but after
the end of World War II some were kept on, and thenceforth the growth of
women's employment was closely related to the development of service jobs.
The work available to women in the job market were on the whole unstable
and paid low wages, with improper working conditions and little opportunity
for promotion, such as waitressing, the retail trade, cleaning, etc. Women have
also focused more than men on part-time jobs (90 percent of female workers
work part-time in the U.K.).20
Although Durkheim’s attention to work ethics, Marx's criticism of the
division of labour in the industrialised society, and the emphasis on an
expository understanding of workers in the sociology of employment are of
importance, it must be admitted that none of these three approaches address
important issues such as the balance between the genders, between ethnic
groups, or the significance of balancing activity in the workplace and the
home, and so forth.21
With the expansion of jobs and the division of labour in industrialised
society, is it possible to explain the status of women in a different way?
Perhaps sex-role has something to do with it. Parsons believes that the family
is a part of the whole society and it is based on the separation of the sex-roles.
The separation of roles and the expertise of each helps maintain the unity of
the family, and is a foundation for the social adaptation of children. The head
of the family and breadwinner is the man, and the woman is the housewife.
The economic role of the man is the most important basis for determining
family rights and establishing the man’s role in society, and housework is the
basic activity of the woman upon whom family life hinges. Parsons believes
that the separation of the sex-roles plays an important part in the
development of child character: the boy resembles his father and the girl
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resembles her mother. The employment of the woman, in addition to
unsteadying her emotional position in the family, leads to disorder and
incongruity within the family due to the competition between her and her
husband.22 However, this issue is less visible if the woman works part-time.
All feminists from the first wave of liberals to the Marxist feminists, socialists
and radicals of the second wave agree that gender discrimination against
women should be abolished, and believe it to be a problem that stems from
traditional patriarchal beliefs.23 In addition, Marxist feminists, socialists and
radicals were not so satisfied with the first liberal wave of feminism as set out
in the works of Betty Friedan. For a long time the liberal feminists
emphasised the recognition of the individuality of women as the only
insoluble social issue, but have neglected the inequality of the woman's role in
the family and reproduction.24 Feminist sociology opposes the superiority of
men which institutionalises the inequality of women. The most significant
feature of feminism is the notion that women are inferior, and that this
should be questioned and opposed. In general, feminists emphasise the
following points regarding women's employment:
a) The segregation of labour based on gender, where jobs are labelled as
masculine or feminine, is effected by society and has nothing to do with
natural differences.
b) The role of the man as breadwinner and the woman as child-carer has no
justifiable basis, and both men and women should be considered equally
responsible for providing their families with housekeeping and childcare
requirements.
c) Housekeeping is work without payment, whereas it should be considered
like any other work. Housekeeping is hard and overbearing (on average 77
hours a week), and the belief that housewives are weak stems from the fact that
housekeeping is invisible to the public, and done with no material expectation
and often with love. Radical feminists believe that men benefit from this work
freely done by women in the home, and are thus heavily supportive of the
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notion of a gender-based division of labour, and oppose any regulation for
equality in employment opportunities. Marxist feminists consider free
housekeeping by women profitable to the capitalist system, and radical
feminists believe that the main beneficiaries are men. Feministic studies on
female workers in factories (Anna Pollert, 1981) indicate that women's first
consideration about work is of that done in the home. In addition, other
studies, such as that of Oakley (1974), show that employment has a
fundamental role in the lives of employed women, but that the women are
expected to adapt to the situation.
d) To justify differences between men and women in terms of salary, it is said
that men do more specialised tasks than women, but feminists like Phillips
and Taylor (1980) and Coyle (1984) claim that expertise is crafted by society.
e) Feministic studies25 oppose the traditional viewpoint that the main
characteristics of the woman are those of housewife and mother, and say that
women gravitate to this basic role at home. Feminists believe that
occupational identity and work plays an important role in the lives of many
women and that the money they make is necessary.
f) Women are placed mainly in feminine jobs (clothing, nursing, secretarial
and accountancy) and second-tier jobs (including low-income and unsafe nonprofessional jobs which have little or no training opportunities or
promotion). Marxist feminists like Bruegel (1979) claim that family ideology
and the gender-based division of labour within the family make women
obliged to do housework, which is therefore congruent with the requirements
of the capitalist system for part-time workers with low incomes. Radical
feminists believe that patriarchy represents a system in which men rule the
women and exploit them, which demonstrates the most fundamental form of
mastery and sufferance. This means that the domestic contribution of women
is influenced by the mastery and exploitation by men, and that it is
advantageous for men to keep women in the home to meet their requirements.
Socialist feminists such as Hartmann (1978) believe that capitalism and
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patriarchy affect each other at all levels of society. For example, a gender-based
division of labour and claiming for a family wage can be understood only by
considering the combination of capitalism and patriarchy, since both systems
take advantage of this condition.26

4. A Critique of the Theories
1-4) The attention given by feminists to the value of housework is appreciated
and accepted. It seems that if women’s housework were properly considered,
then the employment of women would have a new and better status.
Sociologists like Giddens also emphasise the importance of free housework
within the economy.27
2-4) Certain shortcomings of the feminists stem from their philosophical and
anthropological principles regarding woman. Feminists consider the concept
and nature of ‘woman’ to be merely the cultural construct of a patriarchal
culture. However, this is a conflation of culture and the physiology of women,
and completely disrupts their mental, psychological and cultural situation.
For example, pregnancy, giving birth and breast-feeding is not distinct from
the mental, psychological and cultural situation of the woman. Therefore it is
unacceptable for Simon Dubois to say that no one is born a woman, but
becomes a woman,28 since the biological and physiological differences
between men and women are undeniable:
A difference in chromosomes (XX and XY), the reproductive system,
hormones, the nervous system and brain structure (in terms of weight, a
dissimilarity of the hypothalamus, and a difference in brain hemispheres in
terms of spatial and language functions) are sources of other differences in
functions and abilities.29 Other biological differences are also noticeable, such
as physical strength, muscle structure, vision (women have a wider angle of
vision, while men are more farsighted), hearing (men distinguish the direction
of sound better, and women distinguish the treble clef better), touch (female
skin is more delicate and more sensitive to pain and pressure) and dexterity
(women are more nimble than men in delicate tasks).30
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Studies have shown numerous psychological differences between men and
women which cannot be simply an outcome of education and background, and
include differences in terms of gender identity (independence, competition and
individuality among boys, and sincerity, emotional relationships and care and
dependence among girls). Women are more curious, more jealous and have less
confidence than men, whereas aggression is more common among men.
Women are more emotional than men, and express emotion differently. There
is a difference in terms of mental and learning abilities, and the speed and levels
of physiological and psychological growth.31 Therefore, the roles of
breadwinner for the man and childcare for the woman are somehow congruent
with their biological and other natural characteristics.
3-4) A gender-based division of labour is also a natural selection which has
occurred throughout history, and signs of it can be seen in anthropological
studies of earlier societies. A study by Murdock describes the economic
activities of men and women as follows:
In 75 percent of all the 224 tribes studied across the world, men have been
doing work such as shepherding, fishing, cutting trees, trapping, mining,
hunting, fighting, etc. However, women have been doing jobs like grinding
seeds, bringing water, cooking, chopping wood, sewing, pottery, etc.32
4-4) Almost up until 1969 the theory of gender division was accepted in the
social sciences, and sociologists like Durkheim and Parsons considered that a
gender-based division of labour played an important part in the mutual
relationships between men and women by increasing cooperation as well as
efficiency in the home and society. They believed that this kind of division is
an effect of genetic differences between men and women.33

5. The Woman's Right to Employment
1-5. The Right to Employment
When we consider the narratives, certain Qur’anic verses and the current
lifestyle of Muslims, it is obvious that a woman's right to employment is
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recognised in Islam. The certification of ownership rights to women requires
them to show evidence of their employment and the legitimacy of their
income, as in the following:
For men and women, there is a profit from what they have earned
(4:32).
We may conclude from phrases such as ‘and seek of Allah’s bounty (62:10)’
and ‘He brought you forth from the earth and hath made you settle therein
(11:61)’ that these verses encourage men and women in general to work and
cultivate the earth. In addition, the Holy Qur’an mentions the story of Jethro
and the two women who were tending flocks (28:23). Also, according to
certain narratives, Muslim women were working in jobs like trade, the
handicrafts, weaving, cosmetics, home services, real estate, perfumery, sheep
herding, tailoring and so forth during the time of the Prophet MuÎammad,
and were not obstructed therefrom.34 They were only barred from decadent
work, such as ‘prostitution and singing in ceremonies full of sin.’ 35
Furthermore, according to Islamic doctrine, labour includes all profitable
activities which are of mental, spiritual, ethical and economic benefit to both
society and the individual. Islam exalts the material value of labour, so much
so that it considers lawful work the only requirement of lawful ownership:
And that man has only that for which he makes effort (53:39).
All financial contracts, profits and interest are based on the notion of labour
and that everybody earns the product of their own labour.36 Even the spiritual
value of labour is exalted as jihÁd for the sake of God.37 Therefore, according
to the primary principles of Islam, lawful work is not only permitted for both
men and women, but also recommended, and bodes well for the excellence of
‘seeking lawful money,’38 ‘business by oneself’39 and ‘the importance of
trade.’40 There are also discussions where ‘halal provision, industry, lawful
jobs ... all apply to men and women.’ 41
However, this general overview might be unlawful or objectionable under
particular circumstances, such as if there is a commixture of non-maÎram,
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flaunting, or the neglect of family responsibilities, etc. On the other hand, it
is preferable if the wife can help her husband42 without interruption of her
own duties, and in some cases there is no choice but to work in order to
supply the family with their needs.

2 - 5) General Principles of Employment
From the Islamic point of view, employment does not merely entail economic
goals, but is considered part of a general social system which is accountable
for the spiritual, moral and religious goals of the individual and society. In
order to be elevating and perfecting, the principles and criteria for
employment are generally defined, with rules for the employment of women
that take into consideration the strength and economy and the family. There
are writings concerning the lawful income from work,43 and the kind of work
that is permissible44 (occupations such as buying and selling dead bodies,
pork, intoxicating liquor, etc. are considered unlawful), as well as Qur’anic
verses on the unlawfulness of usury (2:275), the unlawfulness of gambling
(5:90), and the unlawfulness of using other people's property without their
consent (2:188 and 4:29). Other criteria such as occupations which cause
oppression or corruption, or which advocate wrong-doing, or any extortion
involving money, food, drink, marriage or ownership, are considered
unlawful from an Islamic perspective and are unacceptable. 45
Favourable principles which are mentioned include: ‘Seeking help in life
through prayer and the worship of God, attending to the affairs of life after
death, moderation in worldly desires, accepting one's destiny and being
content with one's livelihood…,’ and so forth.46

1-2-5) Criteria for the Employment of Women
The following criteria conform with the Islamic point of view:

1-1-2-5) Appropriate Work with regard to Feminine Characteristics
Considering the biological and psychological differences between men and
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women and the delicate nature of feminine characteristics, women's work
should conform to the feminine nature. ImÁm ‘AlÐ has stated:
‘Do not impose work upon women which is not compatible with their nature
[exceeding their limits and ability], as women are like spring flowers, unlike
champions and surly rulers.’47
And this is the Qur’anic explanation of accepted social interaction:
O ye who believe… consort with them in kindness, for if ye hate them it may
happen that that ye hate a thing wherein Allah hath placed much good (4:19).

Although related to family matters, this easily applies to propriety and
compatibility. 48
‘AlÁmeh ÓabÁÔabÁ’Ð interprets the verse as follows: ‘God Almighty says in his
book that all people, men or women, are members of one community and are
equally needed for the formation of society. This does not contradict the fact
that each of these two groups has its own special characteristics, such as men
having strength and power and women having smoothness and affection. This
is due to the fact that man's nature needs both strength and mercy for its
social and evolutionary journey…’49 Therefore, jobs which are not compatible
with the female characteristics are unacceptable for women.

2-1-2-5) Observing the ÍijÁb, Chastity and Segregation
Attention to the ÎijÁb and women’s clothing is an essential feature of Islam
(24:31, 33:53 and 33:59). In addition to wearing the ÎijÁb while present in
society, it is necessary to be aware of one's chastity, how one looks at people,
and how one talks and behaves (24:31 and 33:30-35). Women are also warned
not to mix with men who are strangers:
‘Are you not ashamed and jealous that your wives go to the marketplace and
see strangers there? Be particularly cautious of them being in solitary places
with men.’50
Therefore, jobs which necessitate the removal of the ÎijÁb and inattention to
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chastity, encourage association with men, or being alone in places with
strangers do not conform with Islamic doctrine. In the story of Jethro's
daughters and their meeting with Moses, refraining from association with
men and observing chastity is delicately pointed out, because Jethro's
daughters walked behind Moses, and they would not give water to the sheep
until the men were done with their work. (28:23, 25)

3-1-2-5) Compatibility between the Wife's Job and the Husband's Rights
This criterion applies specifically to married women, and does not include
single girls and widows. The husband's supervision of the family, the necessity
for the woman to be sexually submissive to the husband, obedience to the
husband and not leaving the house without his permission are among the
rights of the husband. This is why taking good care of the husband by the
wife is stated in narrations such as the following:
‘The jihÁd of a woman is to afford pleasant company to her husband.’51
Therefore, the woman's work, whether inside or outside the home, should not
conflict with his rights:
Men are the guardians of women because Allah has given the one (more
strength) than the other, and because they spend of their property (for the
support of women). So good women are the obedient, guarding in secret that
which Allah hath guarded (4:34).
ImÁm BÁqÐr states the due right of the husband owed to him by his wife as
follows:
A woman went to the Prophet MuÎammad and asked him about the
right owed to a husband by his wife. The Prophet said: ‘It calls for
his wife's obedience and her not giving alms from the house without
his permission, refraining from recommended fasting, not rejecting
him even while riding a camel, and not leaving his house without his
permission, and if she so does, the angels in the heavens and on
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earth, and the angels of wrath and of generosity, will curse her until
she returns.’52
There are several other narrations on this topic. 53
Giving comfort is an important goal in marriage from the Islamic point of view:
And of His signs is this: that He created for you mates from among yourselves
that you might find tranquility in them, and He ordained between you love
and mercy. Herein indeed are signs for a people who reflect (30:21);54
He it is who did create you from a single soul, and therefrom did make his
mate that he might take rest in her (7:189).
One might consider the compatibility of the woman's job with a relaxed
home atmosphere to be among the rights of the husband and the family.
Although comforting has not been mentioned as a right or a religious duty, it
would be part of the ideal family pattern based on the Islamic philosophy of
marriage.

4-1-2-5) Compatibility of the Woman's Job with Her Maternal Duties
This criterion does not apply to single girls, but in most other cases. Survival
and reproduction are important functions of marriage and the formation of a
family.55 One of the secrets of family happiness lies in having a child,56 and it
is the woman who undertakes the most fundamental part of this function
during pregnancy, breast-feeding and the early years of taking care of and
training a child. Therefore, a woman's job should not conflict with her
maternal duties. Nowadays, matters like childbirth leave, child-care leave and
the ban on dismissal due to pregnancy are recognised not only in domestic
law, but internationally as well. We can therefore conclude that maternal
duties are neither negligible nor reducible, and that a mother’s employment
conditions must conform to her maternal duties. Motherhood and maternal
duties are highly regarded in Islam. We are told how the heart of Moses'
mother became empty of everything save the thought of her child (28:10), and
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that she could not bear being separated from him, until God returned him to
her and she was happy (28:11-13). The mother of Mary, mother of Jesus, raises
her daughter so correctly that he she is well received by the Lord (3:37), and
becomes the chosen mother of Jesus Christ (3:42-45). In addition to
encouraging children to appreciate and thank their mothers, a high rank is
accorded to motherhood in the narrations, where we learn that heaven grows
under the feet of the mothers, for it was said by the Prophet MuÎammad that
‘Heaven is beneath the feet of the mothers.’57 From an Islamic viewpoint, the
mothers' role is appraised so highly that it is irreplaceable, contrary to the
feministic approach.
The following is quoted from ImÁm ÑÁdiq:
Umm Salmah [the Prophet's wife] told the Prophet: ‘You the
messenger of God, men get all good things, so what remains for the
poor women?’ The Prophet said: ‘This is not right, as a pregnant
woman is like the one who spends his days fasting, and nights
praying, and fights for God. Therefore, when she gives birth to her
child she is greatly rewarded, but it is not recognised by the people
as they are incapable of understanding its greatness. And when she
feeds her baby she is granted a reward for each suck of the baby
which is equal to that of freeing one of the grandchildren of IsmÁ‘il.
And when she is done with her feeding, a great angel taps on her side
saying: “Resume your tasks, since all your sins are pardoned”’58
Considering the priority given to a mother for caring for her child until the
age of seven59, it is clear that the mother must have the time and opportunity
to do this, and any outside employment should not interfere with this crucial
task. From an Islamic perspective, the pre-eminence of breast-feeding the
baby60 and of the mother's affection61 over other tasks is formally accepted,
but in cases when it is preferable, the child may be left in a nanny’s care with
the parents' consent (2:233).
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3-5) The Ideal Pattern For Women's Employment according to Islam
There are a few points to be considered in order to present an ideal pattern for
women's employment from an Islamic perspective.
Firstly, the religious instructions must be comprehensively taken into
account, in such a way that the pattern of women's employment is in total
harmony with all other aspects of the Islamic social system.
Secondly, certain moral, educational and psychological themes related to
instruction and employment must be taken into account, in addition to
matters related to religious jurisprudence.
Thirdly, attention should be given to the character and way of life of the
religious authorities, since they are the intended examplars of Islam and are
considered the ideal pattern to follow.
Fourthly, priority should be given to what is right for the family in a social
context, with attention given to everyone concerned.

6) Results and Suggestions
Taking into consideration the topics discussed above, the following points
can be stated as part of an ideal pattern for women's employment in harmony
with the justice accorded to both sexes:

1-6) Appropriate Education for Women
Taking the necessity of education (both general and specific) into
consideration, the required sciences, skills and capabilities for employment
must be provided for women according to society’s needs and in line with
feminine characteristics. Therefore, the female gender must be taken into
account in an ideal employment pattern. This should be done across a broad
spectrum in order to include the different talents and interests of the
individuals concerned, and to guide them through the necessary training in
accordance with these differences. It is essential to investigate precisely the
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types of jobs and the time required for their training through the available
information and the media in order to gradually prepare the ground for
women to freely come to an informed choice. Life skills and housekeeping are
taken into account in the necessary training for women as future wives and
mothers. Being a good wife and mother, and to properly manage the house
and family, requires particular knowledge, skills and capabilities which must
be considered in the general training of girls. Other careers which should be
followed by men are those unsuitable for females, or are rejected for religious
restrictions, their rough nature, or because they are culturally unsuitable for
women, such as firefighting, working in mines, etc.

2-6) The Particular Importance of Housekeeping
Housekeeping has a special place because of its varied impact on the economy
of both the family and society, and the large amount of time spent at home.62
There are also unseen effects with repercussions on others, especially children,
affecting things such as their education, psychology, growth and integrity.
Contrary to what commonly happens in capitalistic systems, it must be
regarded as a job in itself.63 In fact a stipend should be awarded by the state to
those housewives who do not have any other job.64 This would not only
strengthen family ties and reduce the demand for the large number of lowpaid, menial jobs offered to women, but is more compatible with the religious
teachings. Indeed, sections of the Islamic teachings clearly suggest and
encourage a job division between men and women, and this can be observed
in the lives of certain religious figures. When FÁÔimah (the Prophet's
daughter) and ImÁm ‘AlÐ went to visit the prophet MuÎammad and asked
him to divide the house chores between them, the Prophet said: ‘Let FÁÔimah
do the work inside the house and ‘AlÐ take care of those outside.’ Then
FÁÔimah said: ‘God knows how happy I am to know that I am not responsible
for the work outside the home.’65 Since this is a role model established by
religious figures, although not compulsory, it is definitely an important
exemplar in an ideal pattern for the employment of women66.67 The division
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of labour often found in the narrations is quite practical,68 and in some of
them it is stated that a woman can ask to be paid for breast-feeding her
baby!69 We should also note that the economic independence of women has
always been important in Islam, and that, apart from their essential role
(obedience to the husband), women have a right to be paid and rewarded for
other tasks they carry out at home. However, if it were seen as a general rule
done merely for the sake of the husband, the spiritual aspect would be
weakened. Therefore, it would be better for the state to acknowledge it and
culturally re-educate the people in this respect.

3-6) Part-time Employment
It would be useful to use a part-time employment pattern for women's jobs in
cases where the presence of the woman at home is necessary. Part-time
employment could to some extent reduce the consequences of conflicting
roles, stress and psychological pressure, and a weakening of emotional values
within the family that can arise through married women being in full-time
employment. Although most of these consequences might not directly
concern young, single working women, they may contribute to a delay in
getting married, and false feelings of independence. This would justify a parttime employment pattern, and studies have shown that full-time employment
outside the home do not suit feminine characteristics, and can lead to serious
problems over a longer period of time. Women in charge of single-parent
families are also advised to follow this pattern due to their combined roles at
home and at work. Meanwhile, the government should pay the equivalent of a
full-time working salary to women in charge of families based on the general
regulations for women's employment, in order to provide assistance for these
types of families. Also, the part-time employment pattern could be used for
nonessential jobs in the transitional period before an ideal pattern of
employment for women can be launched. In fact, the notion of ‘gender
equality’ hinders women by encouraging them to carry the dual burden of
housekeeping and full-time employment.
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4-6) Strict Laws to Prevent Abuse
Considering the importance from an Islamic point of view of protecting and
improving a woman's spirituality and character, any employment she takes
should not detract from this. Therefore, it is necessary to protect women from
sexual, moral and psychological abuse by enforcing strict laws. In this way the
government would prevent abusers who take advantage of the presence of
women in the work environment.

5-6) Special Facilities for Working Women
Considering the importance of family strength and the constructive role of
women in this respect, certain facilities are required for working wives and
mothers (in essential jobs), including reduced working hours, paid leave for
child-bearing, retirement benefits after fewer years of service, job security, and
access to social security if unemployed, sick or unable to work.

6-6) Support in Special Jobs for Women
Jobs such as farming, cattle-raising and the handicrafts are an important part
of the economy and the independence of rural communities, and women
clearly participate in these to a large degree. Therefore, support for women
working in such occupations is essential. Since this kind of work is necessary,
it is important to plan for the improvement of hygiene and environmental
conditions, training, social welfare and a reduction in the working hours of
village women who also have the burden of housekeeping.

6-7) Avoiding Western Values in Women's Employment
Islamic criteria should be strictly adhered to as developmental indices and
patterns. The Western models which currently prevail within Islamic society
are mainly based on socio-economic factors and job equality. A multilateral
development program based on Islamic values and concern for the family and
culture must be planned in a manner that ensures the solidity,
interdependence and growth of the family both morally and spiritually. This
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calls for a different look at the status of the family, as well as the identity,
lifestyle model and changing values of women in employment.
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