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ISLAMIC LAW AND MUSLIM 

WOMEN IN AMERICA 

Azizah Y. al-Hibri 

T 
HIS YEAR PROMISES TO BE an historical year for Muslim women in 

America. A collection of articles on Muslim women's issues, written 

from both theoretical and practical points of view, will appear.1 The 

collection is unique, because the women who contributed to it represent a 

microcosm of the Muslim community in America. No such book has ever 

been written before. It is the culmination of decades of effort at producing 

significant Muslim women's writings rooted in the Qur'an and uniquely 

informed by the American experience. 

MUSLIM WOMEN AND THE WEST 

For decades now, the absence of the Muslim woman's voice in America has 

been taken for granted. American secular feminist organizations, concerned 

about the status of women in Muslim countries, have been planning their 

strategies in full oblivion of the valuable role Muslim women in America 

could play. At times, they even consciously excluded them.2 As a result, the 

strategies these secular women adopted were often not only culturally insen­

sitive but, more significantly, hostile to religion. In Muslim countries that 

were historically either the cradle of all three Abrahamic religions or other 

globally recognized religions, one could quickly conclude that secular strate­

gies would not be very promising. In fact, secular efforts of Western feminists 

in Muslim countries have already created a backlash, even against indigenous 

Muslim efforts at liberation. The door has thus been slammed shut in the face 

of any possible constructive dialogue on women's issues. 

Muslim women in America must now repair the damage and painstak­

ingly distinguish themselves from Western secular feminists in order to estab-
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lish their credibility abroad as legitimate parties in the Islamic dialogue for 

change and progress. This is one reason why the forthcoming book is so 

important. It declares once and for all that Muslim women in America have 

come of age and henceforth they will speak in their own voice. With their sis­

ters at home and abroad, they will create genuine alliances, based on equality 

and mutual respect, to preserve women's rights in the United States, the 

Muslim world, and the rest of the world. 

MUSLIM WOMEN AND THE MUSLIM WORLD 

In developing their views, Muslim women (and men) in America must also 

face another challenge, this time emanating from other Muslims. For the 

longest time, non-American Muslims themselves overlooked the American 

Muslim voice. The famous article written several decades ago by Seyyed 

Qutb, a major Egyptian scholar, and entitled ''American Islam;' does not refer 

to American Muslim jurisprudence as one might think.3 Rather, it ridicules 

Muslim leaders who bend Islamic doctrine to suit the demands of American 

foreign policies.4 These leaders, Qutb argues, are willing to use Islam as a tool 

to control the masses and fight communism. 5 They are willing to permit the 

public to discuss its Islamic views on contraception or the right of women to 

run for political office, but they are not willing to permit the public to freely 

discuss broader social, political, and economic issues.6 

In a way, Qutb's article explains the roots of Muslim discontent with 

American official and NGO (non-governmental) strategies over the years. 

Both have disdained religion, either by using it as a tool or by disregarding 

it altogether. Both ignored the will of the Muslim people in the process and 

sought their own predefined goals. But Muslims in America are now ready 

to present to the world a new "American Islam;' an indigenous, authentic, 

and genuinely caring one, not a tool for some political end. 

Today, Islamic thought in America is not the product of superpower pol­

itics but of constitutionally guaranteed freedoms within the United States 

and the demands of a technologically advanced society. Muslims who immi­

grated to the United States joined indigenous American Muslims in exercis­

ing their human rights, especially the right to free thought and free speech. 

Many discovered that they could now discuss previously prohibited topics 

and entertain previously prohibited thoughts. Furthermore, with the prolif­

eration of modern technological innovations, new Islamic experiments in 

areas such as banking, corporate governance, and financing, have emerged.7 
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So have modern Islamic educational institutions and women's groups. The 

result is an authentic Islam in America worthy of its name. 

DECONSTRUCTING PATRIARCHAL JURISPRUDENCE 

The Muslim experience in the United States, which included more than two 

decades of spirited American dialogue about women's rights, is reflected in 

communal concerns. Among these concerns today, the issue of women's 

rights ranks high. Generally, the present situation of Muslim women in the 

United States and abroad is fraught with tension and contradiction. On the 

one hand, as people of faith, Muslim women believe in the inherent justice of 

Islamic principles. On the other hand, their experiences are often those of 

injustice and oppression. Furthermore, very few Muslim women have the 
necessary tools for critically reexamining Islamic jurisprudence in order to 

expunge from Islamic laws the patriarchal influences of past cultures. I feel to 

this day the frustration of a Muslim woman abroad who asked me after my 

lecture, "Why don't they [religious scholars] tell us that Islam gives us all these 

rights?" There was no way that she could have found out the desired answer 

on her own. She did not have the necessary tools. 

A narrow window of opportunity for acquiring some of these tools 

emerged in some countries when Muslim institutions of higher learning 

opened their doors to women. But in the absence of women's critical voic­

es in these institutions, and of a free democratic exchange of ideas in some 

of these societies, the educational opportunities alone were not sufficient 

to bring about the necessary changes. Incidentally, the thirst for free speech 

and indigenously defined democratic forms of government in Muslim 

countries should not be underestimated. As an American on an occasion­

al USIA (United States Information Agency) speaking tour, I was able to 

express my views in public fora and on television in many countries where 

freedom of speech often barely existed. The public reaction was usually 

very enthusiastic. One could feel a sense of relief settling over the audience 

as ideas of Islamic democracy and human rights were developed on its 

behalf. In one country, the audience refused to go home after one of my 

lectures, congregating on the street to continue the discussion. Clearly, 

they had a thirst for further discussions on Islamic democracy. They 

craved and needed democracy! Significantly, their positive response to 

issues of democracy, generally made them more receptive to the idea of 

gender-justice. 
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In the United States, not only do citizens have constitutional guaran­

tees for their freedom of speech, but also there are Muslim women who 

have already acquired either domestically or abroad many of the necessary 

tools for studying Islam. Some of these women have also been exposed to 

or were even involved in the American women's movement. Not only did 

they witness or participate in its rise and struggles, but they also heard the 

diverse voices within it. They experienced the vigorous exchange of ideas 

within the movement and about it. In the end, they developed their own 

views, which contained potent critiques both of Western secular feminism 

and of the patriarchal interpretations of Islamic law that form the founda­

tions of family law in many Muslim countries. 

In an attempt to reach Muslim women (and men) outside the United 

States, I have personally made serious efforts to distinguish my views from 

Western secular ones. The result has been heartwarming. In one case, edu­

cated Muslim women, frustrated by gender discrimination in their own 

country, were pleasantly surprised by my gender-just interpretation of a par­

ticular Qur'anic passage traditionally interpreted in a highly patriarchal 

fashion. 8 In another instance, a Muslim woman leader asked me specifically 

to develop gender-just jurisprudence in the area of child custody. In a third 

instance, a group of women encouraged American Muslim women to take a 

leadership role in improving Muslim women's rights around the world. In 

all of these discussions, the unstated premise was that Muslim women in the 

United States have the possibility of engaging in these endeavors freely. 

At the NGO Forum held in China in conjunction with the UN Fourth 

Conference on Women, the situation was, however, more complicated.9 Some 

Muslim women groups were led by male "advisors" who had a predetermined 

agenda. In their zeal to realize it, they tried to push through the Muslim 

Women's Caucus a prepared statement, sight unseen. In response, American 

Muslim women took a very active role in the Caucus and insisted on proper 

democratic procedures. While our stance earned us the anger of some, most 

women appreciated our approach and supported us consistently. After the 

conference, we received letters of support from Muslim women in South 

Africa, Malaysia, England and various other places. Subsequently, we estab­

lished an informal network of Muslim women jurists around the world, some 

of whom have been more than willing to help us develop a gender-just 

jurisprudence from the privacy of their own homes. 

Despite these initial positive results, Muslim women in the United 

States still have a long way to go in terms of improving their religious edu-
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cation and jurisprudential analysis. We also recognize that we have to fight 

some of our battles for women's rights closer to home. Fortunately, how­

ever, we have enlightened and highly qualified allies: Muslim male leaders 

and jurists who are both steeped in tradition and willing to take a fresh 

look at issues of democracy and women's rights. 

Because of our recent efforts, Muslims around the world are increas­

ingly welcoming the participation of American Muslim voices in their 

struggle for democracy and human rights. These Muslims, however, will 

only listen to authentic voices that are true to the message of Islam. They 

have become sophisticated at detecting quasi-religious voices that use reli­

gion as a tool to achieve secular ends. They have also endured a long his­

tory of Western intervention in their religious affairs. Muslims around the 

world will, therefore, accept no less than sincere as well as well-informed 

contributions to their struggles. Furthermore, even some leaders in gov­

ernment caught between the forces of political "fundamentalism" and 

Western secularism have come to appreciate a more balanced point of view 

in their search for an orderly way to liberate their truly religious societies. 

These leaders have also at times appreciated our views. 

WOMEN IN EARLY ISLAMIC TRADITION 

These new and encouraging developments are. not a radical departure from 

early Islamic tradition. In fact, they are a throwback to ancient better times. 

Muslim women in the distant past took an active role in the development of 

Islamic jurisprudence. For example, 'Aisha, the wife of Prophet Muhammad, 

reported a substantial number of hadiths (sayings of the Prophet). Additionally, 

she provided a wealth of jurisprudence based on her extensive knowledge of 

both the Qur'an and the sunnah (the sayings and example of the Prophet).10 

Not only did f\.isha recount numerous important hadiths together with 

their surrounding circumstances, but she also refuted some misogynist ones. 

For example, Abu Hurairah (a male companion of the Prophet) reported that 

the Prophet had said, "Evil omens are [to be found] in women, mares and 

homes:' f\.isha became furious when she heard this report. She immediately 

corrected it, saying, "What he [the Prophet] said was that the people of 

Jahiliyyah [pre-Islamic era] used to find evil omens in these [three] :'11 

It was also f\.isha who argued that women should be permitted to trav­

el alone, so long as they felt secure from fitnah (trouble, temptation). /\isha 

relied on the Qur'anic verse that pilgrimage is the duty of every Muslim 
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(3:97). Since not every Muslim woman has a husband or a mahram (legal 

companion, such as a son, brother, or other member of her family), she 

reasoned, Muslim women must be permitted to travel alone whether or 

not such travel was for pilgrimage. Not all jurists agreed with her on this 

point, including those who evaluated her Qur'anically based argument in 

the limited context of travel for pilgrimage. In fact, even today, most per­

sonal status codes in Muslim countries restrict, directly or indirectly, the 

right of Muslim women to travel or even leave their home. 12 

LATER MUSLIM WOMEN WRITERS 

'Aisha does not stand alone in her jurisprudential contributions. Many 

outstanding male jurists of prior eras have acknowledged their debt to 

their female teachers. 13 If these women teachers wrote down their views, 

very little of that writing is known to us today. Surviving jurisprudential 

contributions by Muslim women generally tend to fall in two categories, 

the traditional and the critical. 

In the first category, I place the work of such jurists as al-Sharifah al­
Dahmaa' hint Yahia al-Murtadha, a Yemeni princess who lived toward the end 

of the fourteenth century. She studied under her famous brothers, al-Hadi 

and al-Mahdi, as well as Imam Mutahhar bin Muhammad, and wrote sever­

al books. Al-Dahmaa' was well-known as a scholar and an educator of both 

men and women. Despite her familial and individual stature, some men tried 

to embarrass her and detract from her achievements. In one case, a man said 

to al-Dahmaa' that women were for the bed, men for knowledge. She replied 

calmly, "Knowledge is for all the people." 14 This exchange, and others similar 

to it, reflect the hegemony of patriarchal thought at that time and the decline 

of the role of women in the area of Islamic jurisprudence. 

In her Kitab al-Nasa'ih al Muwqithat, al-Dahmaa' focused on those 

jurisprudential rules that pertained specifically to women and were differ­

ent from the rules governing men in similar situations. Her book, howev­

er, does not question the patriarchal assumptions underlying the 

jurisprudence of the time. For example, in the passages on the rights of 

husbands and on hajj (pilgrimage), al-Dahmaa' argues with the tradition­

alists that a woman may not leave her house without her husband's per­

mission, nor may she perform hajj unless accompanied by a mahrarn. 15 

Nevertheless, given the times in which she lived, al-Dahmaa' was no doubt 

a shining light for the women of her period. 
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In the second category, I place the work of Nazirah Zein al-Din, who 

lived in Lebanon around the turn of this century. The daughter of a well­

known jurist, she had an excellent education in religion. 16 Her Islamic edu­

cation was combined with a Western one when she was enrolled in a 

missionary school. Perhaps this diversity in her upbringing as well as the 

more recent era in which she lived made it easier for Nazirah to raise seri­

ous questions about the patriarchal interpretations of religious text. 

In her book Al-Sufur wa al-Hijab, Nazirah questioned the practice of 

covering a woman's face. 17 In the process of arguing that the practice was 

not religiously required, she touched upon a wealth of other subjects such 

as the education of women, Islamic dress, and equality. In the end, the 

book caused an uproar and was followed by a sequel that documented 

both the verbal attacks and words of support she received. 18 

COLONIALISM, CIVIL LIBERTIES, 

AND THE LIBERATION OF WOMEN 

History thus teaches us that it is not easy to be a Muslim woman jurist, espe­

cially one who questions patriarchy. That is only half the problem. The task of 

engaging in Islamic jurisprudence, even under the most favorable conditions, 

is not an easy task. It has its minimal requirements·. Among them is knowledge 

of the original sources. Primary among these is the Qur' an, which was revealed 

in classical Arabic. It also requires knowledge of usul al-fiqh (the jurispruden­

tial rules of interpretation or logic) as well as historical knowledge of the cir­

cumstances surrounding the revelations, hadiths or laws under study.19 

Today, very few women or men are able to produce competent writing 

in Islamic jurisprudence. Several historical events have intervened to make 

their task very demanding. Major among these historical events was the 

colonialist policy of weakening the Arabic language and indigenous educa­

tional institutions in Muslim countries. Algeria is a prime example of the 

ravages of this policy. There, the French colonialist government confiscated 

Muslim awqaf lands (lands belonging to charitable Islamic trusts that 

finance local schools and mosques).20 This calculated move dealt a severe 

blow to traditional Qur'anic schools.21 Furthermore, the oppressive educa­

tional policies of the French resulted in keeping the predominant majority 

of Algerians outside the colonialist educational system.22 Consequently, 

whole generations of Algerians were forced to pursue their Arabic education 

in a handful of poorly funded Qur'anic schools.23 The select few who 
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entered the colonialist educational system were deprived and often success­

fully severed from their linguistic, religious, and cultural heritage.24 

In the Indian subcontinent, the problems with the colonialists were some­

what different. There, British courts took the liberty of interpreting Islamic law. 

By that time, most of the population lacked linguistic and other tools for exam­

ining these interpretations. Furthermore, the legal colonialist regime gave the 

interpretations its full support. As a result, British interpretations of Islamic law 

acquired precedential value for Islamic jurisprudence in that region and con­

tinue till this day to influence the region's understanding of Islam.25 

Another major challenge that faced all potential jurists, whether male or 

female, was the erosion of civil liberties in many Muslim countries. This ero­

sion was by no means recent. It began soon after the death of the Prophet 

when authoritarian governments were formed in contravention of the basic 

Qur'anic constitutional principles of shura (consultation) and bay'ah (elec­

tion).26 For several centuries thereafter, so long as jurists avoided discussing 

Islamic democracy and human rights, they tended to be safe from the wrath 

of their regimes. Jurists who ventured into these two areas often paid a high 

price.27 As a result, Islamic jurisprudence, with few exceptions, languished in the 

area of taqlid (emulation of earlier jurists). For obvious political reasons, the 

jurists selected for taqlid were not necessarily the most democratic or liberal. 

THE ROLE OF "IJTIHAD" 

A third and important reason for the decline in jurisprudential activity 

came from well-meaning leading jurists themselves. Witnessing the spread 

oflslam in non-Arab speaking countries, these jurists were concerned that 

some of those who entered the field were not well versed in the subject 

matter. To avoid confusion, leading Muslim jurists restricted ijtihad (the 

interpretation of religious law or text) to those individuals who acquired 

an advanced level of knowledge of the religious text, relevant history, the 

Arabic language, and major secondary jurisprudential sources. These 

restrictions became at one point so daunting that some historians consid­

ered them tantamount to a "closing of the gate of ijtihad."28 

Since in Islam there is no central religious authority, no Muslim has 

the right to close the "gate of ijtihad." Every Muslim who has sufficient 

knowledge and piety to engage in ijtihad may do so with no one else's prior 

permission. One of the earliest examples of this fact occurred in the clays 

of the Khalifa (Caliph) 'Omar. While delivering a speech in a mosque, the 
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Khalifa told the people that he was passing a certain law in the public inter­

est. An old woman in the back of the mosque objected, noting that the pro­

posed law contravened a Qur'anic verse. Khalifa 'Omar asked for proof, 

and when she stated her argument, he said, "A woman is right and a man 

is wrong."29 He then rescinded the law. 

This incident shows that a person expressing a considered opinion or 

an ijtihad on a matter need not be well known or well versed in the field of 

jurisprudence as a whole. What is required is simply that the argument 

provided in support of this ijtihad or opinion be sound. If the argument is 

sound, then it must be taken seriously and properly addressed, regardless 

of its origin. On the other hand, the restrictive requirements for jurispru­

dence, which were mentioned earlier, continue to be valuable indicia of 

one's preparedness for a jurisprudential career.30 

With these distinctions in mind, the contributions of Muslim women 

in the United States to Islamic jurisprudence may prove to be at least as sig­

nificant as that of the old woman who corrected 'Omar in the mosque. 

They are also urgently needed. The complacency of taqlidi jurists, either 

for political reasons or due to lack of sufficient knowledge, has made them 

run afoul of a major Islamic jurisprudential principle, namely that laws 

change with change in time and place.31 This law is so deeply entrenched 

in the tradition that the revered Imam al-Shafi'i changed his own school of 

thought when he moved from Iraq to Egypt.32 His earlier jurisprudence 

evolved in light of the new conditions. 

The Muslim world continues to this day to emulate the great Imams of 

Islam who lived in different cultures and different times. Particularly prob­

lematic is the transplantation of several traditional schools of thought to the 

United States, in total oblivion of the need to reexamine them in light of our 

modern era and American culture. This is especially important since Islam cel­

ebrated cultural diversity.33 As a result, many cultures were encouraged to 

incorporate in their laws customs that did not conflict with Islamic principles. 

Today in America, however, we still find individuals clinging to their 

ancestral oriental customs and rejecting, wholesale, American customs. 

They transmit these culturally based customs to their American children 

and to new converts as if they were an integral part of the religion. The 

result is a great deal of unnecessary hardship and confusion for a whole 

new generation of American Muslims. 

The attitude of these "emulators" reflects not only a mis-conception of 

Islam, but also the subconscious misconception that Islam belongs to the 
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East alone. The Qur' an clearly states that Islam was revealed to all people. 34 

That includes the United States, some of whose customs are as worthy of 

incorporation as those of prior cultures. Without religious education, 

these American Muslims have no way of finding out which customs are 

acceptable and which are in conflict with their religious values. 

In other words, the existing situation is no longer workable at home; it is 

also unworkable abroad. The Muslim world is undergoing the pains of both 

global political and technological marginalization. Muslims are suffering under 

the weight of outdated authoritarian political systems and are increasingly 

unwilling to accept the legitimacy of these systems in today's world. (Ironically, 

however, it is often Western democracies that support these regimes.) The issue 

of the compatibility of Islam with democracy and human rights is thus a live 

issue for a large number of Muslims who are no longer willing to accept their 

existing political order without fundamental modifications.35 

American Muslims are well-positioned to study the jurisprudence of 

Islamic democracy without fear of repercussions. Unlike many of their broth­

ers and sisters abroad, they can vocally argue, using the finest traditional reli­

gious sources, that hereditary rule is not acceptable in Islam, that each ruler 

must be freely chosen by the people, and that such a ruler must serve the peo­

ple's interests not his own.36 Once formulated, these views will find their way 

to other Muslim countries, connect with local progressive Islamic jurispru­

dence, and energize the democratic movements there. Furthermore, the 

American Muslim effort will not be open to the Third World critique of 

advancing Western hegemony, nor will it be vulnerable to refutation by point­

ing out the shortcomings of American democracy. The form of democracy 

being advocated by American Muslim jurisprudence would be fully rooted in 

the Qur'an itself, a revelation that transcends national borders. 

PERSONAL STATUS CODES 

Muslim family laws (referred to as "personal status codes") as well as the court 

system that applies and enforces them have created serious problems for 

women around the world.37 Consider for example, the following true story. A 

young Egyptian woman complained to me that her divorce case has been lan­

guishing in court for over seven years. Despite the fact that her husband was 

caught committing adultery and has never supported her financially, it took 

the court several years to declare a divorce. The husband, however, decided to 

appeal the decision. Consequently, the woman remains unable to remarry 
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until her divorce is declared final. Since that may take a few more years, she 

may have lost her fertile years by the time she is legally able to remarry. 

This situation is very troubling, given the precedent that Khalifa 'Omar 

set. On one of his famous evening walks around town he overheard a woman 

recite a heartbreaking poem describing the emotional difficulties she was fac­

ing because of the extended absence of her husband. Since her husband was in 

the army, Khalifa 'Omar decided not to keep his troops away from their wives 

for more than six months at a time in order to preserve the wive's chastity.38 

'Omar's point of view was adopted by traditional scholars who recognized the 

extended absence of a spouse as grounds for judicial divorce ("tafriq"). 39 

Another piece of significant information comes from the sunnah of the 

Prophet himself. A woman called Habibah asked the Prophet for his permis­

sion to divorce her husband, Thabit. She noted that Thabit had no moral or 

religious shortcomings but that she could not stand him ("la utiquhu").40 The 

Prophet asked her whether she was willing to return to Thabit his garden, 

which he had given to her as mahr (dower).41 She enthusiastically agreed to 

give that back. The Prophet then asked Habibah to return the garden to Thabit 

and instructed Thabit to accept the garden and divorce his wife.42 The whole 

event was over in a few minutes. Today's Muslim courts, however, make young 

women vulnerable to temptation and loneliness by not following the sunnah 
and offering them a prompt resolution of their marital situation. 

The story about Habibah and the Prophet is also useful for examining 

the wife's right of Khul' (repudiation) in Muslim countries. This right, 

based on Habibah's story, permits the wife to divorce her husband at will, 

so long as she returns to him his mahr. This right is parallel to the right of 

the man to divorce his wife at will. Personal status codes in most Muslim 

countries have interpreted the right to Khul' so as to require the husband's 

consent. As a result, the wife is often either unable to divorce her husband 

at all or is reduced to buying his consent by paying him an amount exceed­

ing her mahr, in contravention of the Prophetic tradition.43 

Muslim women can protect themselves from such problems by simply 

writing in their marriage contract a condition that permits them to divorce 

the husband at will. This approach is legally different from khul' in that it is 

part of the Islamic marriage contract executed by the couple. The condition 

usually states that the woman retains her 'ismah (control over her own mar­

ital status) or, depending on the jurisdiction, that the husband delegates his 

right of divorce to his wife (tafwid). 44 The problem with this approach, how­

ever, is that not many women have the negotiating power to include the con-
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dition. Furthermore, society as well as religious authorities discourage 

women from including it. For example, when I was preparing to insert this 

condition in my own marriage contract, the imam officiating over the cere­

mony stopped me. He claimed that the condition was invalid. After a lengthy 

argument, in which I pointed out to him that women in my religious fami­

ly have consistently included this condition, the imam finally accepted. His 

acceptance was hastened by the fact that one of the marriage witnesses sup­

ported my argument. The witness was a well-known Muslim lawyer. 

Another woman with less information about 'ismah or a less authoritative 

witness may have had greater difficulty in protecting her rights. This would 

have made her vulnerable to the consent interpretation of Khul' and to 

lengthy divorce proceedings in the event her marriage fails. 

It is also worth noting that some schools of thought have developed rules 

that make it hard for the woman to retain her right to divorce after the mar­

riage is consummated.45 Such problems must be pointed out in an interna­

tional Islamic debate about the rights of women. Muslim jurists must be 

encouraged to adopt that jurisprudence that provides Muslim women today 

with the full extent of their Islamic rights in a world full of patriarchal hurdles. 

Generally, current personal status codes provide patriarchal interpreta­

tions of Islamic principles.46 The misery created by these laws and interpre­

tations is real and in need of immediate attention. Western feminists have 

recently focused on this issue and many of them have offered secular solu­

tions. But secular solutions do not count for people of faith. These solutions 

abandon the very premises to which Muslim women have chosen to adhere. 

CONCLUSION 

The possibilities for advancing Muslim women's rights and aiding in the emer­

gence of indigenous forms of democracy in the Muslim world are limitless. To 

achieve these goals, however, we need to look at the world in a new way. 

Muslim societies abroad need to rediscover Islam in the age of democracy and 

human rights. The West, and in particular America, needs to rediscover Islam 

not as a threatening "Other" but as part of the original civilizational and spir­

itual heritage of the West. In the United States, we have one additional dimen­

sion. American Muslims today are only one link in the line of Muslims who 

helped build this country. We had predecessors who were brought to this land 

involuntarily. Some of these predecessors were literate; some were even lead­

ers of their African tribal communities.47 They had to endure the tyranny of 
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slavery.48 Nevertheless, they contributed significantly to building this country. 

The nation as a whole owes a lot to the efforts of these early Americans. 

One more issue remains: Having extolled the virtues of American 

democracy, it is important to note that Muslims in America are not full ben­

eficiaries of it. For example, under new laws that affect them disproportion­

ately, Muslims in the United States have been denied important due process 

protections.49 As a result of this state of affairs, the issue of Muslim civil rights 

in the United States has added a whole new dimension to the Muslim 

women's struggle for their human rights.50 Of course, the proper response to 

civil rights problems at home is not to become cynical about American 

democracy but rather to contribute actively toward its improvement. 
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