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ABSTRACT:

The concept of women’s rights has evolved across centuries, shaped by religious teachings, cultural practices,
colonial influences, and ideological movements. While Western feminism has popularized a particular trajectory
of women’s liberation, a closer historical and linguistic analysis reveals that many notions embedded in modern
discourse originate from deeper societal structures and philosophies. The English language terms for women such
as 'woman' and 'female' carry etymological roots indicating subordination. ‘Woman’ comes from ‘wifman’ or
'wife of man', implying dependency. Similarly, ‘female’ is derived from the Latin ‘femella’, a diminutive of
‘femina’, suggesting a smaller or subordinate version. In Webster’s Dictionary, ‘female’ has been explained as
'influenced by male', highlighting inherent linguistic biases.

Western feminism has emerged through multiple waves, from 19th-century suffragettes demanding voting rights,
to second-wave feminism in the 1960s emphasizing gender equality and bodily autonomy. While these movements
sought to empower women, critics argue that they often universalized Western values, sidelining non-Western
traditions and socio-religious frameworks.

Islam introduced unprecedented rights for women in 7th-century Arabia, including inheritance, education, and
the right to own property. The Qur'an directly addresses both men and women, emphasizing their spiritual and
moral equality. Unlike the modern notion of 'equality’ focused on sameness, Islam promotes ‘ustice’ (Je),
recognizing gender roles while maintaining dignity and value for both sexes.

Colonial powers often framed Eastern societies as backward in their treatment of women to justify intervention.
However, many reforms introduced during colonial rule disrupted traditional gender dynamics and imposed
Western norms. This created tensions between local traditions and imposed modernities, often marginalizing
indigenous voices.

Modern Challenges and Misinterpretations

The global discourse on women’s rights today is frequently shaped by media, NGOs, and international bodies.
While these entities promote valuable ideals such as education and protection from violence, they sometimes
neglect cultural, religious, and philosophical differences. Consequently, efforts to 'liberate’ women can become
forms of cultural imperialism. Understanding women’s rights demands a nuanced approach that honors both
historical contexts and contemporary challenges. Islamic teachings offer a robust framework grounded in justice
and dignity, while the Western feminist model brings attention to social inequalities. A fair analysis should not pit
one against the other but strive to integrate insights from multiple traditions to construct a truly inclusive model
of women'’s dignity and empowerment.

Keywords: Justice, Feminism, Colonialism, Language, Empowerment
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“They are befwixt a man and child. Some few have more of the man and many have
more the child but most are but in the middlestate”.
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There is forever in femisnist thought a problem of what term to apply when speaking
of say “Women” is problematic I know that there will be times when I say “Women” without
meaning “all Women”.*
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