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ABSTRACT 

Islam gave women some certain rights. According to Sharia, Islam recognizes women as having legal rights 

similar to those of men which include economic rights. Men and women play different roles based on their 

biological differences which come with similar responsibility. Therefore, each piece of this responsibility should 

be seen not in isolation but as part of a balanced system taking into account the individual, the family and 

society. The Muslim women are entitled to inherit from their parents, brothers, sisters, sons, and daughters. The 

share of the women is normally half of the men. The right of a wife to inherit from her husband is so strong, that 

if, during the husband’s terminal illness, he divorces, his wife in order to deprive her of inheritance, the sharia 

still upholds her rights to inherit her appointed share. The study tends to show the extent at which Islam em-

phasises the economic benefits of women and how the benefits are derived. 
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Introduction 

Muslim women are today subjected to all 

kinds of speculations, generalizations and 

stereotyping. Though they represent vari-

ous cultures, societies, classes, ethnicities 

and perspectives, they no more form a ho-

mogenous group than do Christian women 

or women of any other communities. The 

variations between the lives of Muslim 

women of different classes make any sin-

gle statement about Muslim women false 

and misleading. These differences also in-

fluence the greater variety of Muslim 

women’s religiously associated activities 

and discourses which generally represent 

the different struggles women in their re-

gion are undergoing. What underlines 

many of these gender struggles is their 

concern to eliminate injustices experi-

enced by women due to social customs as 

well as to overcome the particular socio-

economic difficulties women face. Many 

Muslim women speak of the conflict they 

experience today both within their own 

faith community where they struggle with 

patriarchal structures and traditions and 

are accused of being western; and with the 

western world’s growing criticism of Is-

lam (McGarvey, 1968:21). When Islam 

came, it restored the woman’s freedom, 

causing her to become a partner to the 

man, with the same right as he enjoys and 

the same responsibilities. The two of them 

are equal both in good times and in bad. 

This truth is what Allah expressed in the 

words, “And woman shall have rights sim-

ilar to the rights against them, according to 

what is equitable but men have a degree 

(of advantage) over them (Al- Baqarah 

2:228), Yushau (2004). 

 

Women in Pre-Islamic Hausa Society 

The period of 1500 to 1700 marked the rise 

of Islam in many of the Hausa states and 

King Muhammed Rumfa of Kano (1463-

1499) played a critical role which was in-

fluenced by Muslim missionaries from 

North Africa and Medina. Rumfa began 

incorporating Islamic practices into his 

government (Callaway and Creevey 

1998); Christelow, 2000). During this 

time, women were prevented from directly 

participating in government (Nast 

1996:54). Callaway and Creevey 

(1994:12) observe that by the end of the 

reign of Rumfa, women of high social sta-

tus were secluded and a very orthodox 

form of Islam had been firmly established. 
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This precedent of removing women from 

many public positions, secluding them and 

introducing Sharia law marks the begin-

ning of substantial changes in Hausa 

women’s status in many of the Hausa 

states. During this period, aristocratic 

women were slowly removed from public 

positions of power that they had once held. 

Muslim identity and the seclusion of 

women began to become associated with 

positions of wealth and privilege (non-

slave-states). Also, as Sharia law became 

more important in certain regions of Hausa 

land, it is possible that women of lower 

classes gained certain rights (e.g. inher-

itance rights) that they may not have 

known before. However, women would 

not have attained equal rights with men 

concerning these issues (Bergstrom, 

2002). 

The beginning of the 19th century 

marked a dramatic change in the nature of 

government for much of Hausa land, lead-

ing up to this period. Islamic scholars in 

the area had begun to voice disapproval of 

the Bori spirit possession cult, women’s 

dress and public interaction between the 

sexes (Callaway and Creevey 1994:12) 

Shaykh Uthman b. Foduye emerged and 

led a jihad from 1804 to 1812 throughout 

most of Hausa land and established the So-

koto Caliphate. When Shehu came to 

power, his policies brought even more sig-

nificant changes for women. For instance, 

it was deemed inappropriate for women to 

hold public office and they were increas-

ingly secluded in their homes. After the Ji-

had, women began disappearing from ag-

ricultural work, as this type of work was 

associated with slave states (Callaway and 

Creevey) 1994:191). Shehu did however 

endorse education for women, exemplified 

by the education of his own daughter Nana 

Asmau. Furthermore, Callaway and 

Creevey suggest that through the wide-

spread establishment of Sharia law, com-

mon women, who may have had no rights 

in the past, did begin to have more protec-

tions (Bergstrom 2002: 11-12).  

In Islam, both sexes are equal before 

God. Islamic prohibition of the free mix-

ing of adult females with non-family mem-

bers of the opposite sex is thus aimed at 

creating a responsible society while pre-

venting the evil or negative consequences 

of such mixture. The social impact of the 

seclusion of women in Hausa land is obvi-

ous with the seclusion of adult women in 

Hausa society. For the Hausa Muslim 

women, the keeping of the rules in purdah 

and wearing the veil have become symbols 

of Islamic Identity, a sign of protection and 

respect rather than of oppression. (Zakari 

2001: 110). 

 

Women in Islamic Era 

The position of women in the Caliphate as 

opined by the Shaikh Uthman b. foduye is 

that women should not be seen as house-

hold utensils which after use are to be dis-

carded away. Their integrity, therefore, 

should be firmly safeguarded and their 

dignity be fully maintained.  One other 

way of safeguarding the integrity of 

women in the Sokoto Caliphate, Shaikh 

Uthman draws attention of all Muslim 

brothers to prevent their wives from going 

out indiscriminately without any necessity 

for that, and this necessity should be the 

one that is inevitable. The reason for this 

action according to Shaikh Uthman is the 

following verse of the Holy Qur’an which 

says, “And stay quietly in your houses, and 

make not dazzling display, like that of the 

former times of ignorance”. Based on our 

experiences of the contemporary shame-

lessness of committing various evil acts 

and atrocities, these evils can be singled 

out as the outcome or result of allowing 

women to go out for the needs that are not 

all that necessary (Malami (2006).  

In Islam, parents are responsible for 

providing education and training to their 

children. Denying this is against sharia, 

which expects both men and women to be 

equally educated. When parents today 

deny their female children the opportunity 

for education they are repeating the prac-

tice that sheikh Uthman b. foduye and his 
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learned lieutenants fought against. Pre-

venting the girl-child from going to school 

is against the principle of sharia, which 

commands all Muslims, irrespective of 

their sex, to seek for knowledge. It is a 

well- known fact in the history of Islam 

that the Prophet (SAW) used to hold spe-

cial classes for women at their request. Re-

moving the girl-child from school because 

of marriage is in itself not contrary to sha-

ria provided she is given the opportunity to 

continue her schooling from the husband’s 

house (Centre for Islamic legal studies, 

2004: 9). 

Islam as a complete way of life sees the 

economic roles of women within an Is-

lamic society differently from other ideo-

logies. The prime aim of Islam is to pro-

duce women with a balanced role between 

transcendental and material values. It does 

not sacrifice spiritual well-being on the al-

tar of mundane values. The unrestricted 

freedom of movement in economic circles, 

considered in other areas as liberation of 

women, does not have a place in Islam. 

Therefore, the jihad leaders had this con-

cept in mind when they prepared their 

scheme of reformation. They did not seek 

to push women into sphere of economic ri-

valry that can corrupt womanhood. 

Throughout their struggle against false-

hood and innovation, Jihad leaders had 

never said that women were not capable of 

acquiring wealth of any kind. On the con-

trary, they had in many places in their writ-

ings and sermon condemned any attempt 

by men to block the way of women to the 

realization of material gain. For instance, 

they vehemently opposed parents and 

guardians as well as influential scholars 

who misappropriate the dowry of women. 

Shaykh Usman categorically made it clear 

that dowry is free gift to a wife from her 

husband. Taking it away is considered as 

depriving women of their right to private 

ownership. In support of her right, the 

shaykh said that she must be given that 

dowry and parents, guardians or scholars 

have no right to violate the Qur’anic verse 

on dowry. Shaykh Usman also criticizes 

the innovation that deprives women of 

their share of inheritance. In this situation, 

a woman is edged out from inheriting any-

thing from her parents. Therefore, the 

Shaykh fought this innovation and at-

tacked people who encouraged it. He di-

rected that women must be given their 

share as a matter of right. Similarly, he in-

sisted that a widow must also be given her 

share on the death of her husband. Shaykh 

Usman classified depriving of a woman 

generally from inheriting among the for-

bidden innovations. This means that when-

ever a husband dies, his wives, mother and 

daughters would not be given anything 

from the property of the deceased. The 

most baffling aspect of the whole issue is 

the fact that the sons of nephews and un-

cles were made lawful heirs even in the 

presence of the rightful heirs. And the 

women rightful heirs would not receive a 

nickel. And among (the innovation) is that 

(of) inheriting by the sons of uncles and 

nephews of the heritage despite the pres-

ence of rightful heirs, and they would not 

be given anything (Kaura, 1990: 85-87). 

 

Economic Rights of Women in Islam: 

Issues and Prospects 

Judaism, Christianity and Islam, the last is 

the only one that through its legal system, 

otherwise known as Sharia, provided a 

well-defined and articulate defence of 

woman’s rights on every issue, be it social, 

political, economic or religious. Sharia or 

Islamic law defends women at every level, 

as mothers, sisters, daughters and wives. 

The deep concern and keen interest is 

women’s rights expressed by Islam is evi-

dent in the fact that a very whole chapter 

in the Holy Qur’an, an-Nisa, the women, 

is set aside on issues concerning women’s 

rights and duties. Another chapter al-

Talaq, the divorce, is also in the Qur’an to 

check certain ill treatments and injustices 

against women in the name of divorce and 

to create or establish rights and privileges 

for women. In addition to these two chap-

ters, numerous verses in several chapters 

of the Qur’an are to be found which ad-

dress one woman’s issue or the other. The 
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concern and the importance Islam in gen-

eral and the Sharia in particular attached to 

the rights of women, can also be seen in 

that the Prophet (SAW) did fight to raise 

the issues even in the last days of his life. 

He gave a very lengthy sermon during his 

last pilgrimage. In it, he addressed several 

social, economic, religious and political is-

sues. He dwelt on women’s rights and du-

ties. He said, amongst other things, that 

women occupied a very unenviable social 

position in the days of Jahiliya. When they 

were lucky to escape being buried alive, 

they would certainly live to face a life full 

of social denials, ill treatment and abuses. 

Taking men and women as prisoners of 

war was so fundamental in attacks and 

raids carried out successfully. It was natu-

ral that women were prone to fall prisoner 

of war more than men. The weak position 

of women in that condition of perpetual 

wars, on the Arabian Peninsula, rendered 

them always the victim (Isma’il: 2004). 

Shehu Uthman worked so well that fe-

male education among the Muslims in 

Northern Nigeria became a matter of 

pride. His Jihad was followed by literacy 

resurgence. Shehu’s two daughters (Nana 

Asma’u and Maryam) were highly edu-

cated and their literary contributions have 

come down to us as a specimen of learning 

among Muslim women in Islam in West 

Africa. The elder daughter of Shehu Uth-

man used to give religious instructions and 

lessons on Islamic studies, law and juris-

prudence. The effect of this teaching con-

tinues till today in the field of female edu-

cation. In the Traditional madaris, both 

boys and girls sit together but as the girls 

grow in age, they withdraw. (Doi ;1984) 

Yushau (2004:7-8) posits that simi-

larly, Al-Hagheel referred to Roger Cardet 

where cardet argued that.  

According to the Qur’an the woman 

has the right to dispose of what she owns, 

which is a right that most western laws did 

not grant her and those of France in partic-

ular, until 19th century. With regard to in-

heritance, it is true that the female inherits 

half the share inherited by the male, how-

ever, this is compensated for by the fact 

that all financial obligation especially the 

burden attached in the family’s assistance 

of others, fall on the male’s shoulders, 

while the woman is exempted from such 

responsibilities. The Qur’an also gives the 

woman the right to ask for divorce, a right 

which the woman did not obtain in the 

west until thirteen centuries later. (Al-

Hagheel, 2001). 

Rights of woman has become the yard-

stick which is used by the western world to 

measure the prevalence or otherwise of 

liberty and freedom in all societies. This 

liberty and freedom is however, in accord-

ance with their worldview and secular con-

cept of life. The west fired by their techno-

logical advancement, enormous wealth 

and sensate culture have become so arro-

gant and blinded that they see no good in 

any other culture except their own. Even 

though the west has known Islam for over 

three centuries, it has generally known it in 

very antagonistic terms as an enemy and a 

threat. Islam has been portrayed as a hos-

tile, tyrannical, violent and conservative 

religion and the Islamic values have been 

painted in dark and dismal colours of 

backwardness and as oppressive. The fact 

that Muslims accept Islam as a complete 

way of life and not as a “Religion” in west-

ern terms and the fact that Islam is based 

on transcendental values and not secular 

values are bound to produce different out-

looks on the Issues relating to individual 

and collective rights.  Right from the me-

dieval ages, nothing about Islam has per-

plexed the West after reading translated Is-

lamic texts on women and their struggles 

and contribution in all spheres of life 

throughout Islamic history, the attitude is 

beginning to change. The narration of the 

Qur’an about great women, the works of 

jurists relating to the rights of Muslim 

wife, Mother, Sister and daughter, the his-

tory of Muslim women political leaders, 

scholars and sufis, all added the reason for 

the change in the attitude of not only the 

west but the western oriented Muslims 

(Sada: 2008). 

Women’s right in general are not unre-

ciprocated burdens placed on society, or 
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gratuitous favours done to them, but com-

pensatory gestures arising from an equita-

ble distribution of claims and burdens 

within the society. An Example which 

clearly highlights this principle of reci-

procity is the husband- wife relationship, 

the Underlying principles of which are de-

scribed in the Qur’an in terms of mutual 

respect, security and compassion, all 

demonstrate of Allah’s signs understood 

only by those who reflect (Qur’an, 30:21; 

2:184). Islamic laws assign rights and du-

ties to both the husband and the wife: that 

is to say the rights of the wife are the hus-

band’s duties, and her corresponding obli-

gations are his rights in relation to her. The 

Qur’an says women have rights even as 

they have obligations according to what is 

equitable (Qur’an: 2:228). Among the ob-

ligations of the wife which the Qur’an 

mentions are devout obedience, and con-

scientious guarding of her chastity (Qur’an 

4:32). Her main obligation is to contribute 

to the success of the marriage, taking care 

of the comfort and well-being of the hus-

band, avoiding conduct that may offend 

him. The husband is required to discharge 

the reciprocal obligations of loving and 

caring for his wife, treating her well and 

providing for her needs such as food, 

clothing and shelter. When a Woman is 

married her personality does not dissolve 

into that of the husband. She retains her 

personality and identity and is deemed to 

own privately and exclusively whatever 

she acquired before marriage or after it. 

The holy Qur’an says for men there is re-

ward for what they have earned; (likewise) 

for women there is reward for what they 

have earned (4:32). The husband may par-

ticipate in the use or control of her wealth 

only where the wife gives her express con-

sent (Sada :2004).   

  The Qur’an explains again that there 

is a share for men and a share for women 

from what is left by parents and those near-

est related, whether the property be small 

or large – a legal share” (Qur’an 4:7). Al-

lah commands you as regards your chil-

dren’s (inheritance) to the male, a portion 

equal to that of two females if (there are) 

only daughters, two or more, their share is 

two-third of the inheritance., if only one, 

her share is half, for parents, a sixth share 

of inheritance to each if the deceased left 

children; If no children and the parents are 

the only heirs the mother has a third; if the 

deceased left brothers or (sisters), the 

mother has a sixth.( The distribution in all 

cases is) after the payment of legacies he 

may have bequeathed or debts, you know 

not which of them, whether your parents 

or your children are nearest to you in ben-

efits; (these fixed shares) are ordained by 

Allah and Allah is Ever-All-Knowing, All 

wise. In that which your wives leave, your 

share is a half if they have no child, but if 

they leave a child, you get a fourth of that 

which they leave after payment of legacies 

that you may have bequeathed or debts. In 

that which you leave their (your wives) 

share is a fourth. If you leave no child; but 

if you leave a child, they get an eight of 

that which you leave after payment of leg-

acies that you may have bequeathed or 

debts. If that man or woman whose inher-

itance is in question has left neither as-

cendants or descendants, but has left a 

brother or a sister, each one of the two gets 

a sixth, but if more than two, they share in 

a third, after payment of legacies he (or 

she) may have bequeathed or debts, so that 

no loss is caused (to anyone). This is a 

commandment from Allah, and Allah is 

Ever All-knowing, most forbearing. These 

are the limits (set by) Allah (or ordain-

ments as regards laws of inheritance) and 

whoever obeys Allah and his messenger 

(Muhammad SAW) will be admitted to 

Gardens under which rivers flow (in para-

dise), to abide therein, and that will be the 

great success, (Qur’an 4:11-13). 

When women engage in other income-

generating activities, all their income is 

their own. Interference with any share of 

inheritance is not common except in 

landed property. Problems arise, however, 

where the property to be inherited includes 

land and there is need for subdivision. For 

the simple reason that female inheritors are 

always married and living outside of the 

family house, co-inheritors who are male 
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often take decisions on joint inherited 

landed property that are contrary to the in-

terest of the female. Some brothers deal 

with this class of joint property without the 

notification or permission of their sisters, 

and without sharing the proceeds in ac-

cordance with the already mandated share. 

Often, it is too late before the sisters real-

ize the damage done to their interest, alt-

hough some of these cases do end up in the 

court. Brothers are the perpetrators of this 

practice which results in denial of entitle-

ment for their sisters. This practice is com-

pletely against the teachings of Sharia, 

which emphasizes that Muslims must not 

devour each other’s property except based 

on mutual consent and for beneficial rea-

sons. ‘Oh you who believe eat up not your 

property among yourselves unjustly ex-

cept it be a trade among you by mutual 

consent’’ (Qur’an 4: 29), (Centre for Is-

lamic legal studies, 2004). 

The practice which in various circum-

stances entitles women to specific shares 

following the death of their relatives or 

husbands is an example of the economic 

empowerment efforts on behalf of women. 

When they inherit from their husbands, 

women may choose to stay or leave their 

husband’s family, and remarry with no ef-

fect on their entitlements. Sharia does not 

require men and women to shoulder equal 

financial and social responsibilities, which 

might have informed the differential in the 

specific shares of men and women, None-

theless, women are guaranteed specific 

shares from the estate. Non-contentious is-

sues of distribution of the estate of the de-

ceased are handled by Imams and scholars 

in the area either alone or, in the case of 

influential or wealthy people, in conjunc-

tion with traditional leaders. Where there 

are internal disagreements with regard to 

the value of the estate or the entitled share, 

the court is always the final arbiter. How-

ever, very few cases of estate distribution 

go to the courts. Sharia entitles everyone, 

both men and women, to own property, in-

cluding land (Qur’an 4:7). Islam pre-

scribes the same rights for both men and 

women in respects of ownership, acquisi-

tion, management, administration, enjoy-

ment and disposition of lands (Centre for 

Islamic legal studies, 2004). 

 

Conclusion    

The issue of Islamic rights of women has 

been discussed over and over again by 

both the Islamic and western states and 

this has been demonstrated over and over 

again that women hold a special place in 

Islam. A whole surah in the Qur’an has 

been dedicated to them. The economic 

rights of women in Islam have gone a long 

way in liberating the Muslim women in 

terms of inheritance and legal rights. It has 

given her that confidence that she needs in 

terms of financial strength. With the com-

ing of Islam, women are relieved from the 

bondage of Cultural ignorance and have 

been liberated in their social, economic 

and even political activities. 
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