


	Fundamental Features of Islam

	Theoretical
	

	Basic Worldview
	The world is for humans but under the absolute rule of God.

	God or Ultimate Reality
	God, sovereign, personal, revealing himself and giving specific guidance to humanity.

	Origin of the World
	Created by God.

	Destiny of the World
	To be destroyed on the Last Day, the day of judgment.

	Origin of Humans
	Created by God.

	Destiny of Humans
	To be judged on the Last Day and to receive reward or punishment in the Second Creation.

	Revelation or Mediation between the Ultimate and the Human
	The revelation in the Qur’an given through
Muhammad, the last and greatest of the prophets.

	Practical
	

	What Is Expected of Humans: Worship, Practices, Behavior
	To worship and serve God in accordance with his commandments: to observe the Five Pillars and the rest of Shari‘ah.

	Sociological
	

	Major Social Institutions
	The whole Islamic community; the local Friday Mosque community; the ulama, or body of teachers and preachers; Sufi orders; the ideal of the Islamic society.



The stories of woman converts to Islam may shed further light on the situation. Margot Badran, in “Feminism and Conversion,” presents the example of Batool Al Toma (formerly Mary Geraghty), a British woman of Irish background.[footnoteRef:1] Feeling unable to find rational answers to her religious questions in her natal religion, she believed that she saw signs of those answers in Islam. After seven or eight years of investigation, she converted. At first in her reading, she “was very comfortable about how Islam presented women and saw women.” Further reading, however, brought before her eyes appalling information on the actual experience of some Muslim women in Muslim cultures. Far from being turned away from Islam by this material, however, Al Toma was convinced that all that those women experienced was a perversion of Islam. The rational and egalitarian Islam of her first enthusiasm was still the real Islam for her. [1:  Margot Badran, “Feminism and Conversion,” in Karin van Nieukerk, ed., Women Embracing Islam (Austin: University of Texas Press, 2006).] 

Al Toma threw herself, together with other Muslim women, into the cause of Islamic feminism (though she does not use that term). Not hesitant to study and think for herself, she drew her own intellectual conclusions like any other theologian reinterpreting her or his own religion for contemporary times. In 1993 she founded the New Muslim Project at the Islamic Foundation in England, for both men and women, editing that association’s newsletter Meeting Point, which uniquely appeals to the convert community. As editor of Meeting Point and now as the founding director of the Convert Muslim Foundation,[footnoteRef:2] Al Toma continues to uphold Islam’s affirmation of the full equality of all human beings and to play a significant role in dialogue between old and new Islam, between Muslims and non-Muslims, and between the genders in her chosen faith. [2:  Convert Muslim Foundation, www.convertmuslimfoundation.org.uk, accessed January 18, 2021.] 

In the United States, there are many Muslim women leaders and activists. One especially known advocate is Maha Elgenaidi, who founded the Islamic Networks Group (ING) in 1993 with her personal savings. ING continues Maha’s original vision: dedicated to teaching Americans about Islam and doing outreach to other groups, including providing panels that promote interfaith engagement and understanding among Christians, Jews, Hindus, Buddhists, and Muslims in the United States.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Islamic Networks Group, www.ing.org, accessed January 18, 2021.] 

It might also be mentioned that mosques primarily for women, and led by “Imamas,” have appeared in Europe and the United States. Leaders declare that this growing movement is not “reform,” but rather “going back to the essence of Islam”: equality. 
Contemporary Islam is replete with contradictions that reflect the competing winds of reform and tradition. These competing forces are playing themselves out in various ways in different contexts in the vast and varied forms of Islam found not only in the Middle East but also all around the world. Where women stand within these various contexts depends on many things: the traditional customs of each area in which Islam is found; the degree to which such customs have been assimilated into Islam; the resolution of the reformist/traditionalist debate in each society; the degree of acceptance or rejection of Western ideas of modernity; and the contributions of Islamic feminism. Consequently, Islam is likely to remain ever varied as it continues to spread throughout the world in the twenty-first century, and its attitudes and practices with respect to women will be just as widely varied as well.




