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TII r: I'llRDAII SAGA AND rur: I\IUSUI\I ,YO i\L\ i\

IBRAHIM OLATUNDE UTHMAN

Ahxuncr
The Purdah saga IS an age- 101 1 IS II ISIaIll, which has generated

:1 101 of (all tro \ ersies A major problem posed by III IS saga IS the
1I11IHl'SSIPIl Ih;ll f\ IIISI1I11 women are baucd 1'10111outdoot activuics ()I 1":11

they must cover their faces when they appca: III public This papcl
therefore focuses Oil the Islamic verdict Oil pllrd;J11 and the subnussious ,lit'

hased on the absolute sources of tile Holy Qurau and Sunnah ~ f ~>
Introdllctioll

Contrarv 10 popular notion engendered hv the msutuuon of purdah III

Islam. many Prophetic traditions abound ",lllcll support the participation
of Mus lim WOl11el1, in all socio-religious. political and ccononucal
acuvuics Forinstance, Aisha narrated that women used to pray belund the
Prophet in his lifetime They also used to observe the 'Ld prayers with their
male counterparts alter which the Prophet would ask them to give out
charuy Ill, fact, IllCIT is a particular tradition of the Prophet that
commanded .'l,lat all women including those in their menstrual periods
should attend the 'ld festivals The Prophet also banned men from
preventing their women from attending prayers ill the mosques.'

f\ lusluu \\'P 11lC'11 also took 'p:1rt ill the ed\l~':1! ioual programme 01' the
Prophet The Prophet used to teach them together with men but later thcv
requested for a special day to be set-aside for them alone and tlus was
assented 10 by the Prophet. Aisha therefore declared thai nothing could
prevent women from learning during the Propher time, 1101 even modest- ...:
She herself became the first product or the Prophet's school from whom
lead ing companions came to learn J ladith. historv and poetry among
others

111 the same vein. Mus lrrn women partook 111 both political alld
economic activities They were consulted by the Prophet all importuut .
state matters and thev look part in the selection of Uthrnan lbn Arran :15

the third Caliph Umar. the second Caliph actua llv appomted a woman,
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I,,/{/ ",d .,/ "'t·",\.'.I. 'II .uu! t '11/1111 c, 1'01 \(1:. _"'/IrJ

Shaflah brut Abdillah into his cabinet as tilt' du cctor of mnrk et affairs.:
Flus IS 110 doubt III II.e with the Quranic \ ci dic: which enjoins both I11CI1
and women to el110111what is nghtand forbid whn: is wrong (Quran 9:71)
In the same t Iolv Quran, women are enjoiued tu earn a living and 0\\'11
what accrues 1(1 them there fWill (Quran -l3) This afforded Muslim
women the economic power to contribute to the UI' keeping of their f<llllil~
voluntary For instance Asrna Bint Abi Bakr usel to work 011 thefield ol
her husband nod once met Prophet on her wav \\II~) invited her 10 join his
COIllP<lIlV and that of his companion"

Origln Of Purdah
Purdah :lS a svstcm of seclusion is an ancien: custom that preceded

the advent of the l lolv prophet II was <I national " ustoiu In both India nllli
Persia [rom where the WOld 'purdah origmatcd FQi' instance, It existed
among the upper classes In India where there was seclusion of Indian
WOIllCIl of rank < Purd;1I1 was also in vogue among the Arabs ill pre-lslami.
em For instances. An-Nabigah. «jalril! poet in one of his verses "hill
dcscri bill!:!,A l-nnnaiarradah, the wi fe of N IIIll(1n iln a l-mundhir says "Till'
veil fell down agnins: her wish, she picked it wul: one hand and covere.'
her face with the other"

III Arabic language, the equivalent WOld ftl! purdah is Hiiab whicl:
means barrier. screen, curtain or \\'OI11<:'II'S veil among others.' l liial-
according to Elias is anything that acts as a barriei between two things an:
ill nil places where the word occurs ill the Ho!v Ouran, it implies all o'
S0111Cof the above Il1c;lllings8 Incidentally, the oulv place where the wor«
Hijali IS used as (1system of seclusion or veiling of tile face is in the Holx
Quran chapter 33 :;3.lt states

And wllel1 you ask for anything from them {the wives of tl1'-'
prophet) ask them from behind the SCreen nr veil (/11-111'0/1): tl1:1ti:.
purer Il.)! youi hearts and theirs <lilt! it is 1111right for you to anno,
the messenger of AII(1h nor that you should marry his wives after
his death. vei ilv such a thing is a great Sill m the sight of Allah

From the above Quranic injunctions, it is clear that the system or
seclusion 011'111'1/<111 was prescribed only forthe wives ofthe Holy Prophet
and that it is not unconnected with the second prescription - that the wif.
(11' the prophet should not remarry afler the Prophet's death -thus the
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"11?1":,,,Ii"/rg'<l.lIllIIlil. ;r/III1(. I·',i.' \,' .: ]1I1i1./,/,.,7..{.:

wisdom or ;IShlll.!! i he wrves of the Pror hc: 1(' L'('I er the faces \\'as simp"
Itl make It easv Il~ri\ lus lim men to cast awav their eves flOI11them and not
to nurse anv talse hope or desires of marrvmg them after the Prophet's
demise

As r(lr the: ucncialuv of Muslim \\'(1I11C'1l.thcv are not included ill tile
ahove prcscripuon but were later commanded 111:1 later J'cvc\(1tiollto wear
(1 utcr ga nncn ts

o Prophet tell your wives. daug\Jtf'IS and the
belicviug women that thev should cast their
outer garments over them That is most
propc Jor them so that they 111(1)'be known
and .1I0t molested and Allah is Most
Forgiving; Most Merciful " (Ouran 33:5Y).

Tile \VOId translated as "outer garments" in the aho , e vetse Jalahib which
is the plural of/ilhohwhic:h means flOWing gown or garment. It also
means a larueuannenr or dress and is Iclerred to as garment, dress and
gown of womcn.l" This shows clearly that the prescription in tl{is verse
docs not include the covering of the face It is (1150 clear fr0111 the above
injuncuons II1<1tthe wearing of outer garments also includes the wives of
the prophet as it was meant to enhance the status of Muslim women so that
thev ma)' be respected and not molested

G(,I1('~js or Its Cnurroversy
The ~ellesis of the controversy over the status of IIf""h,h ill lslam can

filst be sought In the aberration that arose when the opinions of Muslim
scholars were substituted for the Sliar'iah According to the author ofhllli
as-sutinah, Savvid Sabiq:

. . \\Ii:h blind allegiance and tribal leallilig to
schools of thought, the I )/lIII/{/!r lost the
glllclallcc of the Quran and Sunnah And
there arose the statement that the door or
/Ili/We! was shut and the sltar 'ioh became the
),Ivillgs of scholars and the s;lyings of
scholars became the sliar 'iah Anvbody who
disagreed With the sayings of scholars IV(1S
declared (111innovator whose saymgs could
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i, '/fl 11,,1 ,,1 h', In.:.,,''' ,111,1, n h in ; lof _.•.. \'0. :;, _'(}(}/

11I't he relied upon and\\lwse Icligl(luS
I erdrrts should not be upheld II

III essence. the controversy over the position of Islam on /II/rc/,,/i .
could o nlv have anscn because of the stagnation of Islamic scholarship
lIUIIllg the PCII(ld oldccadence ill Islamic history lor instance, the doorto
1/lIlia" wluch 1<;the recognition of the diville role given to man in, the
uuerprcrauoi, (11'tile Sliariah was not 0111\ shut offic iallv around 1250
A C , 12 it was also declared a sin that took a Muslim outside the pale or
Islam ,; Yet It I\;]S the permissihilitv of' lttiluu! that afforded the cnrlv
scholars the opporturu tv to give their OWI1comments al1d interpretations or
the laws contaured ill the Qur'an and Sunnah " his in turn led tn the
cmcrucncc of' drflcrcnt schools of full Out (1(' which four schools have
COIllC to be accepted b\' the majority of Muslin: scholars ;'IS the most valid
a.ternative interpretauons of the Sliar 'iah .

A major fallout (11'the shutting of the "door of ljtil.ad" is Taqli.! or
bhnd allcgrauce to the savings of a scholaus: or schoousj of fiqh.
According to ,\/t",I''''/tO/ -al-Hadith'" Muharunu«] Nasir-d-din All-am.
majoritv of those ,\,110support the imposition or the covering of the face
on Muslim WOIllCII do so because of their hlind alj,'giance to the school or
filth or environmeur where they grew Up,IS Tlux has led to so mnnv
scholars sticking to the views of others especially where they are tile
leading scholars But surprisingly none of the four ~~reatImams of the fou:
recognised schools (11'[iql: claimed infallibility On the contrary thev
aclmonished then follovvers against blind allei:!-iall\',e For instance, lmam
r"1<III" (lIlCC said

there IS 110 other person apart '-011I the
1'1ophe: except that his saying ',<luld be
accepted or rejected: I alii but ;; mall, I
succeed and I fail. whichever of mv opinion
cru responrls wirl: the Quran and )ullilali,
accept. and whichever does not. reject.

In <lddlll(lll, tile \ ICWthat purdah is mandator- ~11lall Muslim women
could also be traced t(l the belief that the sexual H "J :ll,D;'allc'oseness and
misconduct prevalent todav can onlv be curbed b, :;\"'Ig women to COVCI
ihe most tCIlll't11lg and dClllgelo:ts portion of their body -thc face _
According to Alhani. manv scholars todax know Ilia: purdah is not
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mandatory 011Muslun women but argue that. It I~ :1means to 311end, Thex
feci that sexual and 1110ralevils in the societv are so rampant and the
Shariah permits prohibitin]; the ways to CIII even if the \\':1~Sare
PCI'tllissible,I7 According to At bani, Stich scholars forget that even at the
time pf the I1IOI1"et .:illc1(adultery) W;'IS vcrv 1:11111':1111.yet. purdah \\,~I"

never mandated, He concluded that sadd-adhana 'Itor blocking the way.n
form or legislation tinder the Sharial: call oulv be resorted to If tll'_'
existillg provisions ill the Shariah cannot solve 1II'cproblem ,IS

l lowever. the final stroke (hat makes It diOicult for manv schol.u s t,.
ascertain (lie status of purdah ill Islam took place when an ugly and
d isgus: ing perversi all happened i II Is lam ic Ii istory Tit is was till'
111tl\)ducti()l) ()rtlle h,llCI11system by the Ulllflyyad regime where there wa"
no limit to the number of wives and L'(lIlClJi'"ICS of the kinus all':

'I') " c I ' '11-courtiers, Tile Ahbasid regime came to periect t us system,'
According to Sidiqqi. the strict seclusion and total segregation of

Mus lim women bv lite rulers, the feudal batons and other sections of th.:
peoplewho were dependent Oil the IllOIHlIChs oCl':lme,illevitable21, III a11\
case, :1ccor<iing to him. the barriers erected by the kings and monarchs
between their wives and concubines and the outside world WClSborne oul
of tile probabilitv (\I(\t many of the women would remain sexuallv

• .)1' ". .

dissatisfied,"
It is obvious Iroin the kHcgoing. that III order to resolve the

controversv 011the status of purdah in1sl;1111and give the authentic lslanuc
prescriptions on the system, one must refer to the I cidicts contained ill the
Qurau. Haduh Atliar ell' sayings of the COIllP:111ioIlSas well as the verdicts
of/ill/t or lslamic jurisprudence One must also refer to the views i)1'
leading Muslin: scholars such as Ibn Kathir, III l Iajar Al-Asqalani, JtJ,r
TCl)'llli\')'ah, Ibn f'\'lunih, lbn Qudamah and lbn I1~1.111among others,

In the remaining few sections of this paper. it IS hoped that the true
tcnchings of Isl311\OIl ihe system of purdah shall be.arrived at through all
in-depth study 01',,11tile above texts and vet drcrs

Qllr:lIlic \'('1'11;('/

Tile Holy Ouran is the first prunarv 01 absolute source of tl)(~
,\h"I' 'iah and :1 "Corle of Conduct" fOT everv heli-vcr 2.' According to 001
in order to Interpret the Holy Quran, every word should be explained with
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louln,Ii,lfl\'. 1',i.!/,'" fH'I/('"I'lfrl', 1'01:, Yo,:, _"'nOI

Its real llleilllll1g, evervilung should be explained with reference to the
context of the mam theine (If the revelation and lastly the interpretai Ion
must not contradrct the savings and writings o! the prophet's companions
2~

In hue wuh the above guidelines. the Qurauic verses and passa-ies
oll/lIln/all and dressing of Muslim women and their conduct shall nov be
examined As stated before, the only place where purdah or its equivalent.
HIJah IS mentioned in the Holy Quran is Quran 33:53, According 10
Atlas lbn Malik, the personal servant of the prophet who said "None
knows more than myself about the revelation related to the confinemen: of
his (prophet's) wives." Ubay bin K'ab used to ask him about the Prophcis
marriage to Zainab bint Jahsh. The prophet as bridegroom invited the
people in the morning to a feast Most took tile meal and went away A
grou p of them, however, remained with the-prophet anti stayed rather 10 Ilg.
The prophet stood up and went out Anas followed him so that they might
likewise go The prophet walked up to the threshold of Sayyidah Aishas
1001ll and thought that by that time they might have gone, But when he
returned, Anas after him, 10 Zainabs that group \NaS still sitting and had
not dispersed. TI':-: prophet returned and again Anas followed, till he
reached the threshold of Sayyidah Aishas room that they might go. It vas
only when they returned thai they had just gone out.

As a consequence the verses relating to confinement were revealed
A curtain was then lowered between Anas and the Prophet's private
quarters:'~ - The same Anas also reported that Umar said "My lord granted
me three Wishes". One of which was when he told the prophet that '0
Prophet the pious as well as the dissolute enter your house to meet your
wives. How about ordering them to withdraw themselves" Subsequentlv.
tile verses of con fill em en 1 were sent down.i" This is also supported by the
narration of Aisha She is quoted as saying thai Umar Ibn al-khattab asl.ed
the prophet to confine his wives but the prophet did not do so, then God

. '7sent down the verses relating to confinements.
From the above testimonies of the personal servant of the Prophet,

Anas lbn Malik and the Prophet's wife, Aisha, II is obvious that the verse
of the vei I or conf nernent was reVealed in relat ion to on 1" the wivei 0 r Ih e
prophet The wlsdoli'l""bf "askingthewTves- of-the-pr~ to ~ove;-tlieir
faces or to screen themselves from the COl11,p,lJIionor other strange men -----.c-.-
52

,llIllIlI("(~(N(I;'.p,.t(111 Clllti( "';l1l1t' ,(./ :. \'" _. _""';;i :1j1'" -,'/

:l~ ~1:l1eJ before - IS sunplv to make It easy for Musliu: men io cast awa,
ihcu desires fron: them alld not to nurse any False hope of marrying them
Iter the death of the prophet. Since in the same verse of confinement.
:>\l\ah forbids the believers fro III marrying. any of the prophet's wife anel
his death. the cOllllllellicillllf the jlloJlllet's wives will therefore make till'
injunction practicable. (For instance, a companion of the Prophet wanted
10 Ill;1JTVAisha and voiced out his intention before the revelauon of tlH~

• , "9:

verse of confinement or the veil
Another confirmation that the verse of the veil or seclusion ","a~;

restricted to the wives or lite I'lophel IS the exclusion of Oilah bint Oais
from the commandrnent. The l'rophct got marned to her before his death
On Iris deathbed. the Prophet gave her the option II) be separated from him
and to remarry. She married a companiou of tliG prophet. lkrunah lbr:
lladramat during the reign of' Abu-bakr aud when Abu-bakr hcard.. he
threatened to burn down their house. It was Umarlbn alkhatlaL.) that b:lilc.o
them out when he told Ahu-b.ikr tlr:11Oilah bint I)ais '\\":15 IIOt among the
"mothers of the believers" because the prophet did 110t consummate his
murriaue with her and did not put her behind the. vei!,::') Accordinu to the- - .
narration of' lbn Kathir, before the prophet died, <,lilah had been divorced
by him, so when she got married to lkrimah lbn Abi Jahl. Abu-baki
became annovcd tl131 the wife of lite Prophet 111;11fled after his death bill
Umar told him "She is not one of his (Prophet's) wives as the Prophet did
not make her his choice and he did 110t veil or screen her,,;\1 After thai
response Abu-bakr became satisfied and kept quit I

Similarly, there is the case of Asma Bint Nu. man lbn Abl AI-j:1\\,11.
the father gave her hand to the Prophet III marn.ige but the Prophet was
forbidden by Allah from consummating the III a Inage. Asrna took up ;1
place in Madinah and dming the time of Umar, she gOI married 10 AI-
Muhajir lbn Abi Umayval: ;llId titis uunoyed Urnar Asma then wrote ,II.'
Urnar and said that the Prophet Old no: veil her because she was not one 01'

tile "mothers of the Believers ...·li

Another verse of the Holy. Quran [hat confirms that veiling 01
confinement is confined to the wives of tile Holy Prophet is Quran 33:5<).
This IS the verse of .lalabib or the outer garments It is reported by Aisha
that Sawdah. a wife of the Prophet. we n! out for her need after tht:
revelation of tile verse of the veil or confinement and because she was ;1
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fat woman. she could easily be reccgnised by anybody who knew her
before she started using the hijab. Umar saw her and said "I swear by
Allah that we can still recognise you. Sawdah, S0 be careful of how you go
out". Sawdah went back and narrated the incident to the Prophet and on
the spot the above verse of Jalabib or outer garments was revealcd.H

It is therefore clear from the above tradition by Aishah that the verse
of the outer garments is not the same as the verse of veil or seclusion. The
above injunction is not for the wives of the Prophet to use the veil. which
they had been using before its revelation. It was rather for them and every
other muslim woman to wear the outer garment or a large and flowing
gown hence it is directed to all Muslim women including the wives of the
Prophet and his daughters'.

The above interpretation of the verse of outer garrncntis also
supported by lhn Abbas who said "A woman should draw her outer
garments close to her face and not over it .13This is sunilar to the statement
of Qatadah on the verse when he said" Allah orders women to cover up to
their eye brows and not over their faces,·.34 As for a statement credited to
11m Abbas that Allah orders women to cover their faces with their outer
garments and to uncover only one eye,35 it is not authentic because there is
a serious defect in one of its transmitters, Abdullahi ibn Salih in addition
to the doubt whether Ibn Abi Talhah actually heard the statement from Ibn
Abbas .36

Furtherrnore. Ihn Hajar while commenting on the verse of outer
garments and the Hadith of Aisha above said that Umar was troubled by
the access of strangers to the wives of the Prophet until he mentioned it to
the Prophet that he should screen his wives. He emphasised it until the
verse of the veil was revealed. Then he desired that they should not be
seen at all though they were veiled but his request was denied and they
were allowed to go out for their needs." Thus when the first desire of
Urnar - that the wife of the Prophet should be screened - was granted. it
was directed only to the Prophet's wives hut in answer to his second
request which was not granted. the prescription in the verse of the outer
garments was directed to all Muslim women."

There is yet a lengthy passage in the Iloly Qur'an regarding the
exclusion of Muslim women from the injunction on veiling. or screening
the face. The passage is Quran 24:30-31 which goes thus:

54
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AIlJ ~:1: 10 the believing men that Ihey
should lower their gaze and guard their
chastitv This is purer fur them, VCIilv Allab
h:JS knowledge of \Vh:J( they do, f\nd say to
the believing women that they should lower
their gaze and guard their chastity and they
should not display their beauty except what
appears there-of' and that they should draw
their veils mer their hosoms.

Various Incidents have been nan ated as the- causes of revelation or
the above passage. which indicate that Muslim women are not required 1(>

be veiled or screened frolll 11ICI1.For instance, il IS narrated by Aljtha: ::
111an and a woman once g:l/.('d :11each other's face and Satan tempted till'
two of them and they wen- 1H'\\'dclll'd hv each other. The man continued to
stare al lite \""'0 111a 11while \\arking beside a wall unti] he hit Illc wall alld
cut his noise. The man then went to the Prophet and told him the Incident
and the Prophet said "Ihal i:; the Illillislllllent of your sill" and the passage
was revealed." It is also 1I111t'd 11i:11the passage was revealed after ;1

companion of the Prophet !\:i1I1:I' visiled her tribe, Banu Harithah, to he:
dismay she was met bv some women without skills and with bared chests
and h'~irs.,'(J Another cause of revelation according to the commentators of
the Holy Quran such as 1I11l Kathir and Quuabi IS that women ill

jo/1ill)'yo/i (pre-Islamic era) l1:icd 10 cover their heads with headgears and
uncover their chests, necks. cars, and arms. Thev were therefore ordered
by Allah to draw their headgears over their bosol\ls~1

What call be drawn from the above is that both women and men ill
Islam are required to lower their gaze when they come into contact and tll
cover their satat or nudity. This is confirmed by the Hadith of Aisha thai
when the above p:1ss"~!C was revealed, women came to pray in the mosque
behind the Prophet. in their wrappers without veiling their faces 42 TI)('
women did not veil their faces because it \\IClS not part of their sa tar and
not because the verse of the veil had not being revealed. The above
passage was rcvca led after the battle of llan« II lustalu] 4,. According tn
Aisha she was veiled or screened from men durillg the expedition 44

In addition. "And they should not display their beauty except wha:
appears there-of' - ill the passage - according In lbn Abbas, Ibn Urnar.
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Anas lbn Malik, Abu Humviuh :111<1Aishn, WOI11(,1lare allowed 10 uncov t'l
theu laces and hands FOl 111:;t;ll1n:, lbn Abbas said "It means what is in
the face and the two hands c.g. uutimouv and rin.". He also said that the
face and the \wO hands arc paris or the beaut)' tu.u can be exposed" but
Aisha said It refers \0 the bangles or the tces "

One last evidence in the Holy Quran ihat confirms that the
genclality or Musliu' women are not required to be in purdah 15 the
following verse'

As for the aged women who have stopped
ch.ldbinh and menstruation and who desire
110 marriage again, there is 110 sin Oil them if
they lny aside their garments pro , ided that
thcv display not their beauty and [orthem to
restrain is best for them for Allah sees and
knows all things (Quran 24(0),

Accordmg to Assabuni, the above verse means that
"There is no blame or sin on them (women)
if they remove sonic of their drc sses e.g
cloak and large outer garments ;1I1d they
appear before men in their indoor and
normal dress provided they do Pllt throw

d d exci 1 " ~7away pru cncc an excite ust ,
This IS the interpretation of the companions of the Prophet and then

followers, lbn Jarir relates that it is the interpretation oflbn Masud anc'
lbn Abbas which is authenticated by Al-Qurtabi" Ibn Jarir and Abu-baki
Al-Jassas also relate from Jabir Ibn Zaid that it means headgear." This is
enough as evidence that what Muslin: women an: required to wear is the
outer garment or headgear which are synonymous 'since they both do no:
Include veiling the faceand the two hands

Al-Qurtabi also supports the interpretation. of the above a:
headgears Accoi dmg to him, By permitting women to lay aside some of
their dresses in the same small or chapter where the commandment to
draw the headgears overthe bosom is given, it I11e3ns Allah is giving an
exception to the earlier injunctinn He also adds that the woman referred to
In the above \ erse IS the old \,01il311 for the Arab refer to a woman as
11(/(11' when she atta ms old age or reaches an advanced age. Jt is therefore
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such a woman that cnn lay aside her ,/1//1,11, or Kln in, II', ~<I

Sunnah Verdict
Sunnahis the second primary :ll1d absolute source of' the Shariah

Sunnah or Hadith stands as the hidden revelation (11'{/",1'khati) and is
required in the interpretation or the entire message of the Quran and In
the formation of the Islamic svsiem ,<ISunnah GIll either be Oawlivvah~ - .. )

Fi' ilivvah or r(/qri"il'\'a/~ which denote the sayings and deeds of the
Prophet and his silent approval of the sayings and deeds of' his
companions" The last should 1I0t be equated \\ uh Atliar which IS, the
statement of a companion and 1I0t:l l ladith ',:

As the second authority ill the formation of ls lam ic law, the Suunab
or Hadith of the Prophet ou purdah will now be examined A very usefui
and relevant evidence ill this regard is the observation of Anas Ibn Malik
that whenever the Prophet took the charge of a woman. the companions
would know if the woman was his wife If he veiled her from people FOl
instance. when he took Safiyyah bin: Uyavy under his charge, the
companions said "we do not know if he took he: for a wife or UII/I/J/f/-

walad . If he put her behind the veil then she is his wife and ifnot then she
is Ummul-walad" When the Prophet wanted to ride his camel, he veiled
her from the people and confined her to his back on the camel so thev
knew that lie had married Iil'l 'I This sll(lwS clearly that the SUIln3h ofth~
Prophet was (0 put only lus Wives behilld the veil.

Again, a companion of' III\? PI ophct JabirIbn Abdillah reported that
he once observed tho r -ti pinvcr behind the Prophet and alter the prayer
and Se1111011,he moved (0 tltl' women. admonished them and told them to
give alms (0 ward off the hllllll'111 (lrllL'11 fire Theil a light complexioned
woman ill the nuddlc of' till' womcu-rolk .asked "why' Oh Prophet ot'
Allah." The reference (0 tile complexion of the woman in the Hadith
shows that women during the Prophet's time were allowed to uncover
their faces when the~; went out It may be argued that tlus incident
happened before the revelation of the verse of the veil or seclusion but this
is incorrect as it was L,\.1I1fimled in another Haduh by Umm AtiVYal! thar it
happened in the Sixth year of Hijrah. 'c, while the verse ~f the verl
according. to all companions of the Prophet was revealed either in the third
or fdlh year or Hi.il(\h~7
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Furthcuuoro J:.IIII Ibll t\bdill:1h reported that he asked the Prophet
about all acc rdeutal ga7.e alld he commanded h i.u to lower hIS gaze
According to AI-QadI lyyad, the Haduh IS all evidence .hat it is not
obliuaiorv fOI ;J woruar: to veil her face Rathel it is tile: man that IS

leql~red to alwavs lower lus gazeSX This nuerpretauon is supporter' bv the
hadrth of lhn Abbas where Fad! lbn Abbas and a l.cautiful woman ofthe
tnbe of khatha ' m WCIE' staring at each other, 'I hen the 1I0ly Prophet
turned awav the face of fnd! to the other side." It is thus clear that it is the
lovver mg of the gaze that is compulsory and not the confinement or veiling
of Musl1111 women If It is argued that the Prophet did not command the
woman to veil because she IS old and permitted to unveil or because she is
pClforming ha,/J, the answer 10 the firs: excuse is that the woman was not
old but III her vouthhencc tile Prophet called her S!llIholi while he called
fad' ,\/1(1/J,)(I A~ for the second excuse, Ali Ibn Ah: Talib reported that the
Incident happened on the dav ofsncrificc after the rituals of hajj had been
completed so the woman \\'a~, lint 111tile state oflhr:llll("

Closely related to the above is also the hadith of a woman who came
to offer herself in rnarnagc to the Iioly Prophet. It .s narrated by Sahl lbn
Sad that the woman told the Prophet "I have come to offer rnvself to you
III marriage" Then the P1opilc\ looked up at hei and approved of her
bcautv but kept quiet In allUlhl'1 n.unuion he said "l am not in need of a
wife," 62 S11lCC the incident :IIS(l happened after th, commandment to Ihe
wives of the Prophet to veil themselves frOI11 strangers. It therefore
supports the permissibility of unveihug before su ,ngcfS by v.ornen who
were not the wives ofthe Prophet

In the tenth year of Hijrah, a companion or llle Prophet, Subay'a'h
buit l laritl: lost her husband in the farewell pili..~image while she was
pregnant She gave birth to a child before the exj-ira.ion of four months
and ten davs after her husband death, When she '.'ol1lpleted her nifas or
postnatal bleeding, she beautified her face and hands and went out but she
met Abu Sanabil lbn Ba'kak who accused hcr of \\antlng to get married
before completing four months and tcn days iddah (waiting period). She
reponed the incident to the Prophet who told her :'I;J she completed her
iddah when she gave lmth(,l TIllS hadith also cot-firms the exclusion of
Mushm women from the verse of the veil hence C ubava h ',\3.5 able to
beauufv her face and hands with antimony
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SlIllllarly, 11is related by Alsha/I th:Jt Asma ' her sister once carne to
\ isu her III the presence or the I'roplic! and was wearing a thin dress The
Prophet turned away his I:ICl~and said "Oh Asma ' wheri a woman attains
puberty, it is not permissihlc to see any part of her body except the face
and the hands"('~ Though the above hadith is nnusal, with a break In hIS
chain of transmission, it ilns been reported tluough many other so II1111
transmission, For instance, lhu .l.u i, reported from Aishah that when her
uncle's daughter [Muz innh] visited her, the Prophet also told her, "when C1

woman attains puberty, it is unlawful for her to display her body except
the hands and the face": Qatadah also reported that the Prophet said
"when a lady starts menstruating, it is not proper to see of her body except
the face and the hands lip to the elbows"('u Tabrani, Bayhaqi and Adh-
dhahahi nll confirmed the authenticity of the haduh"

111the conductof Fatimah, the daughter of the Prophet is also a proof
that purdah, is not binding 011 the generality of Muslim women Anas lbn
Malik reported that the Prophet once took a slave to Fatirnah as a gift and
she was wearing such a cloth that when she covered her legs, it drd 1J0t
reach her head and when she covered her head it.did not reach her legs
When the Prophet saw her predicament in covering herselfhe said "there
is no sin on you because it is only your father and your slave,,68 It is of
great importance to note that Faiimah did not make any attempt to cover:
her face whereas she was struggling to cover her head and legs

ln the same vein, the report of Aishah that women used to observe
the dawuprnver wrapped in their wrappers while it was still dark also
proves tha: women did not veil their Iaccs. III the narration Aishah added
that "They would return to their houses after prayers and none would
recognise them 011 account of darkness,,69 It is clear from the narration that
the reason why women were not recognised was not because they were ill
purdah or wearing black dresses but because it was still dark, Our last
evidence from the Sunnah that proves that the cornmandmnnt regarding
purdah is restricted to wives of the Prophet was the Prophet's instruction
to a companion, Fatimah bin: Qais to observe her iddah (waiting period) in
the house of lbn Makrum He preferred the place because Ibn Maktum was
bl ind and that wou Id give Fat imah freedom to remove her clothes." Yet,
the same Prophet ordered two of his wives, Urnm Sa/amah and Mayrnunah
to observe purdah or the veil before the same lbn Makturn Even when
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they complained that he was blind. he replied "Arc you also bl!nd?",71 Tills
shows clearly that tile injuncuon for the wives of the Prophet in relation to
purdah is different from that of the generality of the Muslim WOl11eIJ.

C onclusion
Purdah or the system of seclusion and veiling of w0111('nfro111

strangers is an ancient custom that preceded the advent of the Prophet It
was however prescribed for the wives of the Prophet to make it easy for
rhe Companions to cast awav their eyes from them and not to nurse the
desire of marrying them after (he Prophet's demise because of their status
as 1I11111af 01-1111111I ill II 1 or mothers of the faithful As for the generality of
Muslim women, they art' only required to wear .outer garments or Jilbat».
The major factor responsible for the controversy over the status of Purdah
In Islam can therefore be traced to the introduction of Taqlid in Islamic
history as well as the harem system during the Umayyad and Abbasid
regimes.

Nevertheless, tl11S paper has revealed that Muslim women arc
allowed to partake in outside work for the reconstruction of the society
Even the wives or tile Prophet took active pent in the development.
construction and defence of Madinah. This is why Muslim women are not
excluded Irom the acquisition of knowledge ill lslun On the contrary. it is
incumbent on them For if they must carry out such professional duties as
teaching, nursing the wounded and managing economic investments as
mentioned in this paper they must be versed in all disciplines such as
teaching, medicine, banking and finance, engineer ing and Islamic studies,
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