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Misconceptions about Muslim Women
After the tragic events of September 11, 2001 there were many misconceptions about Islam portrayed to the national public.  The Islamic faith and Muslim nation became the subject of scrutiny and heated debate across the world.  The misunderstandings that the public had concerning the Islam community dealt with human rights; in particular women rights.  After taking such an in depth look into the Islamic faith the public developed a few misconceptions about Muslim women and how they were treated through strict dress rules, education opportunities, and arranged marriages.


Before September 11, 2001 I had no prior knowledge of Islam, and from that time up till now most of my preconceived ideas about Islam were given to me by the media.  The news shows that I watched showed different segments that portrayed the Muslim men as controlling and harmful when it came to treating their fellow Muslim women.  Some of the news segments portrayed a life where Muslim women had to cover up their face and body only because the Muslim men wanted to have their women be submissive to them.  This was also showed in the fact that marriages in the Islamic faith are arranged.  Also when it came to the education of women in Islamic nations, there seemed to be no education opportunities for any women. So the public perception was that because of these arranged marriages Muslim women had no choice in what they wear, or who they marry and they could not even choose their own education.  As a young female adult living in the United States I could not understand why a certain group would try and control another human being in such a degrading way.

In my search for discovering the truth of the Islam faith and its community, my main question to the Islamic community was why there so many specific rules for women. One thing that I was interested in learning was why do women have to cover their face and body so much, and if this rule is due to the Qur’an or just what Muslim men impose on Muslim women.  As an American woman I consider what I wear to be a reflection on the type of person that I am, and if I had to cover myself up I would not be able to show any of my personality to people that I meet.  Another question that really interested me was how arranged marriages are viewed by Muslims, and what they think about the way Americans perceive marriage.    

In order to find answers to my questions I interviewed a few Muslims within my community.  Recently I was able to attend a speech that was delivered by Napoleon Mutah Beale, who converted to Islam in 2002.  He discussed many of the misconceptions about Muslims which are portrayed in the media, and one topic he discussed in depth was the treatment of women.  He said that in the Qur’an, Muhammad the prophet of Allah, stated, “those that are best for my Muslim nation are those who treat their women best” (Napoleon, 2009).  This statement intrigued me because I did not know that the Qur’an was the source of rules or laws for Muslim men and women.  

Napoleon then went on to discuss the reason behind why women are covered up completely, “Women don’t have to beautify themselves, or worry about their appearance unlike other women around the world” (Napoleon, 2009).  The set of Islamic laws that provides the differences between women’s and men’s roles, rights, and obligations is called Sharia.  Sharia dictates the women rights regarding marriage, divorce, civil rights, dress code, and education based on the different interpretations provided.  After Napoleon’s speech I introduced myself to a few of the Muslim women that also attended the speech, and asked them how they felt about wearing their hijab, which is the veil that Muslim women wear to cover their face and body from men.  One women said that when she became a young adult wearing the hijab was a sign that she had become a woman so she was and still is very proud of wearing her hijab.  Another woman who is going to college right now said that because she wears the hijab she does not have to worry about how she looks or what she wears, instead people in general are able to focus on her true personality instead of her appearance.  This was a common answer among Muslim women; they see their hijab as a symbol of womanhood, and helps people focus more on their personality instead of their looks.  After learning about this I realized how much American and other women worry about their appearance, women get Botox and plastic surgery to try and perfect their body.  So I was wondering if everyone dressed like a Muslim women would our society be better or worse.

Along with attending the speech by Napoleon, I also attended a tour of a college Mosque.  At the Mosque I was able to ask more questions to both Muslim men and women, about the misconceptions of Muslim women education.  From both sides the major consensus was that men and women both have equal educational opportunities, but each gender group focus on different job sectors.  Women are encouraged to study nursing and secretary jobs.  The one interesting fact that I discovered by interviewing was that when women earn money through a job they are allowed to keep all of their money, none of their income has to support their household that financial responsibility goes to the husband.  These discoveries then lead into a discussion on Muslim marriages.

In Islamic nations marriages are arranged, but what I came to discover is that women are allowed to decide whether or not they accept the arranged marriage.  My Muslim friend, Yehia, told me that in the Qur’an it stated that no women should be forced into any arranged marriage that she would not want.  This surprised me because my preconceived idea of arranged marriages was that the women had no choice and it was the parents that decided whether or not the marriage took place.  Yehia, corrected me ans said that that presumption was untrue in the Muslim world.

The research that I conducted on misconceptions of Islamic laws that dealt with women revealed many different interpretations of Islamic laws of Muslim women.  In the article Misconceptions About Human Rights and Women’s Rights in Islam, Khalida Syed stated, “A grave misconception about the oppression towards women remains the most controversial in the Western world.  This misconception is partly due to the Western stereotypes of Muslim women as being ignorant and submissive” (Syed 247).  This stereotype was based on the idea that Muslim women allow themselves to be submissive in the way they dress, their career choices, and arrange marriages.  This misconception is untrue, many women in the Islamic faith feel that by maintaining modesty protects them from unwanted attention by men, and allows them to pursue opportunities in education or employment.  Badawi affirms that, “Muslim women have the right to seek employment that is both necessary and appropriate to their nature and societal needs, such as nursing, teaching, medicine, social work, business, or farming” (Badawi 5).  This sounds very much like how women in the United States were treated during the beginning of this country and still continues to this day.

Khalida Syed stated, “According to Prophet Muhammad’s teachings and practices, the imposed acceptance of a marriage proposal is prohibited because it does not validate the marital contract” (Syed 255).  This evidence proves that even though Muslims practice arranged marriages that does not mean that the Islamic teachings subdue the voice of Muslim women in their own choice of who she marries.  In Islam, marriage is based on mutual love, compassion, respect, and peace; so does this foundation of marriage seem any different than marriages in the United States.  Just because a religion may do something differently than the general public that does not mean we should fear or misrepresent it.


Going through this process of learning, examining, and researching a religion and nation of people that I have never dealt with before has given me a great respect and understanding of what Islam really means to people.  According to Tanveer, “Muslims are actually taught to live in peace; the word ‘Islam’ in Arabic means peace” (Tanveer 29).  I believe that if each person in this world took the time to discover and understand a religion or group of people there would not be so many misconceptions developed about that group.  By taking the time to ask Muslims about their religion, specifically regarding the laws of their religion on the role of women in education, marriage, and the purpose behind the way women dress have dispelled many misconceptions that I had prior to taking the time and just asking.
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