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Abstract

The problem of women in Islam has been one of the most serious and challenging
ones in the last century or more. Many thinkers with different attitudes and
approaches have dealt with it within the Islamic tradition and without it. In Iran,
Murtaza Mutahhari has been the most influential religious thinker who faced this
issue. His thoughts on the issue of women in Islam have been discussed by Persian
speaking researchers in Iran and outside. This paper, using library research method,
tries to analyze his views and attempts at delineating the differences between his
view and that of the dominant traditional Shiites. The result is that, although he's in
line with the traditional thought on the differences of rights between men and
women in the family, nevertheless his view has three essential differences with the
traditional one: first, drawing on accepted and established concepts in the modern
world, Mutahhari does not prioritize men over women. He emphasizes equality as
an independent value while justifying the differences between men’s and women’s
right. Second, he differentiates between equality and sameness. In his view, the rights
and duties of men and women in the family are not the same but equal in the sense
of being equitable, balancing between their rights and duties. Thirdly, he supports
equality and sameness of social and political rights of men and women in modern
societies. Finally, in addition to emphasizing the principles of freedom, equality, and
justice, he considers continuous ijtihad (independent juristic reasoning) through the

openings that exist within the fundamental principles of juristic inference as a means
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for revising Islamic rulings to become fairer and responsive to women's issues.
However, it seems that he does not fully implement his proposed solution and does
not adhere to its requirements in the field of women's rights in the family - especially
considering the evolving role of women in the family. Unfortunately, Motahhari's
egalitarian perspective on women's social rights continues to be disregarded, despite
the growing discontent among society, particularly among women, regarding
political and social inequalities and their calls for legislative review and reform.

Keywords: Motahhari, Islam, women, equality, rights.

Introduction

One of the most enduring and contentious debates in modern Islamic thought is the
status, rights, and social roles of women in Islam. Over the past two centuries, the
question of gender equality has emerged as a critical site of tension between Islamic
tradition and modern social, political, and ethical ideals. While many Muslim
scholars have dismissed feminist critiques as Western imports incompatible with
Islamic values, others have attempted to reconcile Islamic teachings with evolving

conceptions of justice, equality, and human dignity.

Within the Iranian intellectual context, Morteza Motahhari (1920-1979) is identified
as the most influential religious thinker to engage systematically with the “woman
question.” His writings—especially The System of Women’s Rights in Islam—have
shaped post-revolutionary legal frameworks and continue to exert significant
influence over policy, jurisprudence, and public discourse in Iran. This article
situates Motahhari within the broader reformist lineage of Islamic modernism,
particularly tracing conceptual affinities with Muhammad Abduh’s attempt to

harmonize Islamic principles with modern rationality.

The central aim of the article is not merely descriptive. Rather, it critically evaluates
the internal coherence of Motahhari’s positions and the extent to which he remained
faithful to the methodological tools he himself proposed for reforming Islamic law.
Here an effort is made to determine whether Motahhari’s approach genuinely
enables gender justice or whether it ultimately reproduces traditional hierarchies

under a modernized conceptual vocabulary.

Methodological Approach
This study employs a qualitative, interpretive approach, focusing on textual analysis
of Motahhari’s principal works, including The System of Women’s Rights in Islam,
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Islam and the Requirements of the Age, and his writings on Women's social and
legal issues and sexual ethics.

These primary sources are systematically categorized and analyzed thematically.
Secondary Persian and English-language scholarship is used; however, they were
found irrelevant to the core focus of this article, since, it explicitly avoids a purely
comparative or feminist critique. Instead, it adopts an internal critique, measuring
Motahhari’s conclusions against his own philosophical premises and methodological

commitments.

The article is structured around four guiding research questions:

1. How does Motahhari conceptualize equality and inequality between women and
men?

2. How does his view differ from traditional Islamic jurisprudence regarding
women’s familial and social roles?

3. What methodological innovations characterize his approach to women’s issues?

4. Does Motahhari consistently apply his proposed method for legal and ethical

reform?

Philosophical Foundations of Motahhari’s Thought
By analyzing the interplay between traditional norms and reformist perspectives, the
study identifies the theoretical and practical implications of Motahhari’s thought.

There are five foundational assumptions underlying Motahhari’s approach to
gender:

1.Teleological Creation: God created humanity as two distinct sexes with
complementary characteristics, oriented toward mutual attraction and family
formation.

2. Sexual Difference as Natural and Fixed: Biological and psychological differences
between men and women are inherent, divinely ordained, and largely immutable.

3. Family as a Natural Institution: Unlike society, which is contractual and
historically contingent, the family is a semi-natural institution governed by stable,
non-arbitrary laws.

4. Harmony Between Divine Law and Natural Law: Islamic legal prescriptions,

especially in family law, are understood as reflections of natural realities rather than

historical contingencies.
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5. The principles of freedom, reason, equality and justice are also a general
foundational assumption in his view. They are divine values and human essential
rights validated by Islam.

Motahhari unequivocally affirms the full humanity and moral dignity of women. He
rejects the widely cited claim -derived from certain classical interpretations- that
women are inherently deficient in reason or faith. Notably, he challenges the
authenticity and interpretive authority of traditions commonly attributed to Imam

Ali that portray women as intellectually inferior.

He further maintains that equality is an intrinsic Islamic value, not merely a modern
or Western ideal. However, his definition of equality is substantive rather than

formal. Equality does not mean sameness, but proportional justice—each sex
receiving rights and duties aligned with its natural capacities. This distinction

between equality (tasawi) and similarity (tashabuh) becomes one of Motahhari’s
most influential conceptual contributions. According to this framework, unequal

legal outcomes can still be just if they preserve balance between rights and
obligations.
These premises lead Motahhari to a sharp conceptual distinction between family law

and social law, a distinction that becomes central to his theory of gender equality.

Gender Roles and Rights in the Family

Motahhari emphasizes the family as a natural and essential institution for human
reproduction, moral education, and psychological stability. Within this context, he
argues that men and women possess complementary qualities: women are naturally
predisposed to child-rearing and emotional support, whereas men assume
responsibilities aligned with physical strength and societal protection. This
differentiation does not imply inequality or discrimination or hierarchical order but
reflects proportionality between duties and rights. Motahhari defends classical
family laws, including regulations concerning marriage proposals, paternal consent
for daughters, dowry, alimony, male guardianship, divorce, inheritance, polygyny,
and temporary marriage, arguing that these laws are aligned with natural differences
and serve justice within the family structure. Importantly, he maintains that these
differentiated rights do not diminish the equal value of women and men; instead,
equality is expressed through proportionality between duties and entitlements.
Drawing on both Islamic sources and classical philosophy, particularly Aristotle’s
discussions on gender and society, he emphasizes that family roles are structured



101 Society Culture Media/Volume 14, Issue 56, Autumn 2025

according to innate capacities. Despite his conservative approach, Motahhari rejects
misogyny and supports women’s ability to delegate divorce, pursue judicial
remedies, and exercise agency within marital and familial contexts. Furthermore,
what distinguishes him is not the outcome but the mode of justification: instead of
relying primarily on scripture, he appeals to natural law, psychology, and social
function. His advocacy of gender equality, though with a different definition,
introduces flexibility within Islamic law. He integrates contemporary scientific
insights on physiological and psychological differences to justify gender-specific

responsibilities while maintaining the intrinsic equality of men and women.

Gender Equality in Society

Beyond the family, Motahhari adopts a more progressive stance. He distinguishes
between the natural order of the family and the constructed nature of societal roles.
Human society, unlike animal communities, is not limited by biological sex, and
permits flexible and merit-based division of roles. Mutahhari champions the
principles of freedom and equality as fundamental natural laws governing human
society, arguing that all social regulations must conform to these principles.

He challenges traditional interpretations of hijab that confine women to the private
sphere, proposing a reinterpretation that allows for public participation while
preserving moral and social decency. This stance enables women to pursue
education, professional careers, and political engagement, including voting,
candidacy, and holding public office, under modern governance frameworks.
Although he acknowledges potential conflicts between social responsibilities and
family obligations, he frames them as practical rather than theological constraints.
He also emphasizes gender-specific education to develop skills suited to social and
professional tasks, illustrating a pragmatic approach to equality that balances natural
differences with societal demands. Motahhari’s thought thus represents a dual
strategy: conservative within the private domain of the family, yet egalitarian in the
public sphere. In essence, Mutahhari advocates for women's social equality based on
human rationality, acquired skills, and societal contribution rather than immutable

gender roles.

Jurisprudential Methodology for Reform
Motahhari’s approach to Islamic law involves distinguishing immutable divine
principles from variable social applications. He identifies essential rules rooted in

nature and religion while allowing reform in areas subject to societal change. His
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methodology emphasizes justice, prevention of harm, and proportionality between
duties and rights. Key principles guiding his legal reform include:

1. Separation of spiritual and material aspects of law.

2. Preservation of core Islamic principles while adapting social applications. 3.
Recognition of natural laws and human rationality.

4. Categorization of needs as fixed or variable to guide legal adjustments.

5. Avoidance of arbitrary changes inconsistent with fundamental principles.

6. Prioritization of justice and welfare in reform initiatives.

7. Empowerment of qualified jurists (ijtihad) to address contemporary issues.

8. Role of government in facilitating social justice within Islamic frameworks.

It Appears that political context, fear of Westernization, and deference to traditional

authority constrained Motahhari’s reformist potential.

Critical Analysis

Motahhari’s dualistic approach reflects the tension between tradition and modernity.
Within the family, he emphasizes natural differences and complementary roles,
reinforcing conservative interpretations of Islamic law. In contrast, his support for
women’s social equality demonstrates progressive reasoning, emphasizing
rationality, skill, and merit over biological determinism. While his framework
preserves core religious principles, limitations exist in its operationalization. Full
gender equality in the family is constrained by adherence to traditional roles.
Motahhari's methodology allows reinterpretation and adaptation in broader social
and political contexts. Yet, he applies these principles selectively, advocating reform
for social and political rights while defending traditional family laws to maintain the
family’s integrity and continuity. Motahhari’s methodological legacy- especially his
emphasis on justice, rationality, and contextual ijtihad -contains unrealized
potential. His work thus provides a foundation for ongoing scholarly dialogue on

reconciling Islamic jurisprudence with modern concepts of gender justice.

Conclusion

Morteza Motahhari’s thought embodies a nuanced synthesis of Islamic tradition,
rational natural law, and social pragmatism. He asserts that:

1. Gender differences are natural and essential for family life.

2. Social roles beyond the family are flexible and merit-based.
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3. Family laws ensure proportional rights and responsibilities grounded in divine
guidance.

4. Social laws should support freedom, equality, and human development.
Motahhari's legacy underscores the potential for dynamic engagement with Islamic
law, balancing respect for tradition with responsiveness to societal change. By
distinguishing between private and public spheres, he promotes a model of gender
justice that preserves family integrity while enabling women’s full social
participation. While limitations in the application of his own methodology for
flexibility in familial rights -particularly in response to evolving social contexts- are
evident, his approach and methodology nevertheless offer a framework for ongoing
reform that harmonizes contemporary discussions on gender, law, and human
rights, justice, and equality, in Islamic societies. To conclude, Mutahhari was a
transitional thinker whose work opened doors for other Muslim scholars to walk
through.
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