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The publication touches one of the most controversial aspects of Muslim life: the role and the rights of women. Basing on the law, both traditional quranic and contemporary, “state-written”, she describes the problem of the position of women in the contemporary Muslim world in many dimensions and argues that one should avoid simplistic, stereotypical discourse.

For purposes of the article Kowalska proposes a feminist perspective. For her “a woman is not only biological category, but also, what is even more important, cultural and social one” (275). And, as the social scientist, she examines women’s position from women’s point of view. Saying that, she is describing social reality in the Middle East using the sacred text of Quran, commentaries to the traditional law, some cases of the contemporary ‘state written’ law and last but not least citing some activists of the women’s movement from the region.

*
*
*

At the beginning she describes traditional type of the role of a woman in the Middle East, petrified with the coming of Islam, that is in most simplistic terms – procreation and motherhood, while a man’s can be fulfilled in many dimensions. Although the coming of Islam consolidated this tradition, one must admit that at the same time it improved the women’s position and rights in Arab world.

She finds some contradictions in quranic tradition. On the one hand, both in the tradition and the law her position is inferior to the man. That can be seen in the descriptions of the Eden (being very often ‘sexed up’ by the local traditions). But it is also clear in the legal terms, that the woman should be subordinate to the man. On the other hand in religious and moral terms men and women are equal. As it is the Holy Quran and sharia that defines women’s position in the society, only those sources can also be the origin of possible reform.

Later on Kowalska is describing some of the most important factors deciding of women’s social position and rights: marriage, divorce, sexuality, abortion, social perspectives. While doing so, she is showing some evolution of the law and social practice, and perspectives of social changes that lie in Islamic tradition.

As it comes to marriage, she shows that the Prophet himself limited the number of wives to four, at the same time giving very hard conditions to fulfil to get the second wife. All wives should be treated equally, what in the opinion of some authorities is impossible to do. In this circumstances one could even say that in fact the Prophet banned polygamy. Thus monogamy became the legal rule in such countries like Tunisia, Syria and Turkey.

The next question is the right to divorce. As the marriage has got the status of a legal contract, not sacramental one (as it is in case of Christianity), the divorce is permitted, although valued negatively. In fact it is not symmetrical right. The woman can demand the divorce in specified circumstances, while the man can easily break the contract. The woman in this case is protected by the dowry she got from her husband, which is a possession of her own. There is possible equalisation of those rights by putting the possibility of immediate divorce for the woman in the marital contract. This formula is promoted by women’s organisations and some reformatory forces. Yet, it is hard to impose, as traditionally it is the family of the bride to negotiate the contract, and sometimes she has no possibility at all to take care of her rights. Sometimes even the woman does not know about the rights she is given by the law.

The woman is seen by the tradition as the dangerous force. Sexuality in Islam and Arab tradition is not only the mean of procreation, but as well a projection of the ecstasy that the human will gain in the Eden. The woman, as the sexual creation can lead the man astray. It is her infidelity and adultery that can put a shame on whole family. Thus it is severely punished. One have to admit though that there are some protections of women. There has to be four adult male witnesses to confirm the offence, what is in most cases a condition impossible to fulfil by its nature. There are also created some legal fictions protecting unmarried woman and widows who would get pregnant.

In the end Kowalska is describing specific elements of emancipation movement in the Middle East. Originally, at the beginning of the twentieth century, imported to the region from the West. As the western ideas in the second part of the century they were rejected. the seventies of the twentieth century were seen as the revival of Muslim tradition in the region. The resistance to the western ideas was a common fact for both traditionalists and the advocates of progress. In this circumstances, feminist movements in the region are (in opposition to the West) not rejecting religion, but seeking for the rights of women in Islamic tradition and law. The freedom of women is not of the same level in different countries. In some cases the revival of tradition causes disappearance of women from the public life. There are also countries where women can participate in public life and easily get higher education.

*
*
*

Kowalska’s perspective is innovative in Polish literature of the subject. The mainstream is dominated by the political and Oriental studies, not the social sciences. Describing Muslim reality in the terms of social sciences allows the men of the West to better understand Oriental societies. Yet, on the other hand trying to describe social reality Kowalska seems to mix the Muslim tradition with the ‘state-oriented’ law. While Orientalists mix the reality of scriptures with social reality, Kowalska equalizes state with the tradition. The examples of Syria and Turkey with Westernized secular governments are not the best argument for evolution of Islamic tradition.

At the same time, stating that “the position of women is determined by the Quran and the sharia” (277) she unintentionally devides the sphere of sacred text and the law, while in fact those spheres are undividable: the latter could not exist without the first. In fact in most cases the law is literally written in the Quran and the tradition of the Prophet. One cannot detach the commentary of its root.

On the other hand the most valuable part of the work shows that the Muslim tradition, though rejecting Western values can create comparable values of its own. It is important to listen to the voice of the people who are interested the most in evolution of the social life, who are changing the social reality using the powers lying within the tradition.

