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No Religious Brief for . -
Gender Discrimination

AP Aboobacker Musliar, chief of Kerala’s All India Sunni Ja-
miayyathul Ulama, has said thatthe concept of gender equali-
ty was ‘un-Islamic.’ Hehas said that thefates of girlsand wom-
en lie in the hands of men, and their main function is to
procreate. He is wrong, Islamic theologians say there is noth-
ing in the Koran that says this: indeed the holiest scripture of
Islam specifically states that men and women were created
from the same substance and are of the same essence. They
have stressed that among the many qualities of the Prophet
was his solicitude towards widows and orphaned girls.

This is not unique to Islam: most religions teach gender
equality, peaceand equanimity. However, againandagainzeal-
ots inject sexism, gender violence, caste
and other forms of discrimination into
the discourse and practice of organised
religion. Mary Magdalene is mentioned
at least 12 times in the four Gospels, more
than most of the apostles. She was with
Jesus constantly and witnessed his cruci-

e fixion. Thatdid notdeter medieval theolo-
gians from terming her a loose woman.’ Nothing in the Bible
justifies burning women as rwitches,’ but this was common in
Europeduring the Middle Ages. The Manusmriti, which post-
date the Vedas and Upanishads, says during various stages in
her life a woman is the property of her father, husband andson
__with noagency or voice in the public realm.

If these ideas sound archaic today, it is because all religions
are subject to reform when their practice veers towards dis-
crimination and cruelty In Bengal, HindureformerslikeRaja
Rammohun Roy and Vidyasagar managed torid society of its
worst gender abuses in the 19th century. Regressive views
such as Musliar's must be contested from within his own com-
munity, and defeated in mainstream discourse.
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