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One of the significant issues in Islamic history is the examination of the social status
of women during the formative period of Islam. The present study aims to elucidate
this status through a comparative investigation of the social freedoms and restrictions
experienced by women in the Jahiliyyah and Prophetic eras. The central question is
how the Prophetic teachings, particularly in the domains of education and dress as
indicators of social transformation during this transitional process, brought about
changes and how these transformations led from the “degradation” of women in the
Age of Jahiliyyah to their “honorification” within the Prophetic community. The study
employs the historical method with a comparative-analytical approach and is based on
authoritative sources, including the Qur’an, hadith collections, sirah literature, and
historical works. The findings indicate that women in the tribal and stratified society
of pre-Islamic Hijaz suffered from limited and discriminatory rights. However, with
the advent of Islam, the women of Hijaz, drawing upon their lived experiences of the
Jahiliyyah period, clearly recognized the negative consequences of the previous social
structure. Through participation in public gatherings, raising fundamental questions,
and actively pursuing their educational needs, they sought access to educational
spheres, while the training and emergence of female Companions (Sahabiyyat)
constituted a tangible manifestation of this active engagement. Likewise, women’s
adherence to regulations concerning dress and the organization of social relations arose
not from coercion but from an understanding of the necessity of these changes for
safeguarding their individual and collective welfare, thereby enabling them to play an
active role in shaping the early Muslim community. The study concludes that within
the Prophetic model, “freedom” was defined not merely as the removal of restrictions
but rather as a combination of “awareness” and “responsibility,” a conception that
significantly enhanced the social conditions of women during the Prophetic era.
Keywords: Women’s Education; Islam and Women; Hijab; Women of the Hijaz;
Early Islam.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

The social status of women in early Islam remains one of the most significant subjects in Islamic
historical studies because it provides insight into the broader transformation of Arabian society during the
transition from the tribal order of the Jahiliyyah period to the ethical and legal framework established by
Islam. This study investigates that transformation through a comparative examination of women’s
freedoms and social restrictions in two interconnected domains that played a decisive role in shaping
social identity: education and dress. The research adopts a historical method with a comparative-analytical
approach and draws upon primary sources including the Qur’an, hadith collections, biographical literature,
and early historical records. The central argument of the study is that the transition experienced by the
women of the Hijaz was not merely a legal shift from one set of regulations to another but rather a profound
cultural and educational process through which the meaning of freedom itself was redefined. In the tribal
society of pre-Islamic Arabia, women’s opportunities and limitations were largely determined by tribal
customs, social hierarchy, and economic conditions. Consequently, women were frequently treated as
subjects of social arrangements rather than autonomous actors. The emergence of Islam introduced a new
framework in which women became active participants in social transformation. The Prophetic model
sought to cultivate awareness, responsibility, and participation rather than merely impose external
regulations. Therefore, the study argues that the transformation of women’s status in the Hijaz should be
understood as a process through which awareness became the foundation of meaningful freedom and
social responsibility. Existing scholarship has often emphasized either the restrictions imposed upon
women or the freedoms granted to them after the advent of Islam without adequately examining the
dynamic interaction between these two dimensions. By focusing simultaneously on education and dress,
this study seeks to reveal how freedoms and responsibilities were intertwined in the construction of a new
social order (Ansari, ¥+ 1Y; Mashhadi Alipour, Y+)); Babania, Y+ +1; Vaezi & Jabbari, ¥+ ) +; Pirmoradian
etal., Y+)°; Tohidi & Shafiei, Y+)Y; Ahmad, Y+V; Taqavi, Y+ YY).

The first dimension examined is the status of women’s education during the Jahiliyyah period. In
pre-Islamic Arabia, there was no formal educational system, and what was generally regarded as
knowledge consisted primarily of practical skills necessary for survival in the harsh geographical
environment of the Arabian Peninsula. Such knowledge was transmitted orally through storytelling,
poetry, genealogical narratives, and tribal traditions (Salim, Y+ ¢; Jawad Ali, Y4V); Ibn Ishaq, Y3V7; Abd
al-Muidkhan, n.d.). Educational content focused on animal husbandry, migration routes, astronomy,
weather forecasting, genealogy, oral history, poetry, and tribal oratory, all of which served to preserve
tribal identity and collective memory (Jawad Ali, Y3V); Ibn Hisham, n.d.; al-Sam‘ani, )41Y; al-Jahiz,
Y++Y). Women’s access to such knowledge was highly dependent upon tribal customs and social class
(Jawad Ali, Y4V); al-Alusi, n.d.). Most women were educated only to the extent necessary to fulfill
traditional domestic responsibilities such as weaving, sewing, food preparation, and household
management (al-Tabari, Y34¢; al-Buhturi, Y¢YA; Jawad Ali, Y3V)). Nevertheless, some exceptional
women succeeded in acquiring literacy or achieving distinction in poetry and commerce despite prevailing
social restrictions (Ibn Habib, Y 4%A; al-Turmanini, Y 4A£; Farrukh, Y47 ¢). Examples include al-Shifa’ bint
‘Abdullah, who was literate and later instructed others in writing, as well as prominent female poets such
as al-Khansa’, Umaymah bint Umayyah, and Safiyyah bint ‘Abd al-Muttalib, whose literary contributions
preserved tribal values and collective memory (al-Baladhuri, Y 4AA; Ibn Hajar al-Asqgalani, ) ¢)°; Jawad
Ali, Y4VY); Kahhala, n.d.; Yamut, 1Yo Y/1YeY), Yet these examples represented rare exceptions rather than
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the norm. The broader social structure denied women access to knowledge as an independent social value.
Education was not viewed as a means of personal development or intellectual empowerment but rather as
an instrument serving predefined tribal roles. This limitation was closely connected to the inferior social
status assigned to women within patriarchal Arabian society, where practices such as female infanticide,
exclusion from inheritance, unrestricted polygamy, and the treatment of women as transferable property
reflected deeply entrenched forms of discrimination (Qur’an ) 1:2A—24; al-Tusi, n.d.; Ibn Habib, Y334, al-
Tabarsi, Y 42A; Yamut, VYo Y/ YeY; al-Turmanini, YA ¢). Consequently, meaningful educational freedom
was largely absent because women were denied the opportunity to pursue knowledge beyond the narrow
confines of tribal expectations.

The advent of Islam fundamentally transformed this educational landscape by redefining learning
as both a social right and a religious obligation applicable to all believers regardless of gender (al-Suyuti,
\¥-A). The Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) moved education from the margins of social life to its center and

developed pedagogical methods that encouraged active participation rather than passive reception.
Through discussion, questioning, storytelling, parables, repetition, and gradual instruction, he created an
educational environment in which women could become active contributors to the process of learning (Ibn
Hisham, n.d.; Qur’an Y:VV; Y&:Y£_YV; Y&:¥4; £:)7¢), The Prophet’s commitment to women’s education
is evident in reports describing designated sessions for answering women’s questions and addressing their
specific concerns (Afifi, Y4YV). Such initiatives dismantled traditional barriers to knowledge and enabled
women to participate directly in religious and social discourse. The content of education also expanded
significantly beyond practical survival skills to include Qur’anic teachings, theology, ethics, legal matters,
family relations, and social responsibilities (al-Bukhari, n.d.; al-Dulabi, Y¢Y); Ibn Hisham, n.d.).
Importantly, women were taught not only their newly recognized rights but also the responsibilities
associated with those rights. The process of women'’s allegiance (bay ‘ah) to the Prophet illustrates this
dual emphasis on participation and accountability, transforming religious duties into conscious social
commitments (Qur’an 1+:)Y). The famous dialogue between Asma’ bint Yazid and the Prophet
demonstrates the intellectual agency of women in early Islam. Acting as a representative of other women,
she raised questions concerning women’s participation in religious and social life, and the Prophet praised
her inquiry as evidence of insight and understanding (Afifi, Y2Y)). Such interactions reveal that women
were not passive recipients of reform but active participants in shaping the emerging Islamic community.
As aresult, a new class of educated women known as the Sahabiyyat emerged, functioning as transmitters
of hadith, teachers, advisors, and influential members of society (Ibn Hajar al-Asqalani, ) £ Y9; al-Bukhari,
n.d.; Muslim, Y¢)Y). Figures such as Fatimah al-Zahra, Umm Salamah, and Aisha became important
authorities in the transmission of religious knowledge. Thus, the Prophetic period transformed education
from a limited and instrumental skill into a liberating right accompanied by responsibility, creating a
model of freedom grounded in awareness and commitment.

The second major dimension examined in this study concerns women’s dress during the Jahiliyyah
period. Pre-Islamic clothing practices varied considerably, ranging from near-complete nudity during
certain ritual activities to forms of relatively extensive covering, depending upon social class, tribal
customs, and situational circumstances (al-Baghdadi, Y£¢)A; al-Marziiqi al-Isfahani, Y£V); Jawad Alj,
YAVY; Jad al-Mawla, ) £+ A). In tribal society, dress functioned primarily as a marker of social status and
economic position. Free women and members of elite families distinguished themselves from slaves and
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lower-class women through garments such as the khimar, jilbab, decorated veils, and expensive jewelry
(Abu Shuqqa, Y¢Y+; Jawad Ali, Y4V)). Conversely, social conditions such as mourning, warfare, or
pilgrimage rituals could temporarily alter customary dress practices (al-Baghdadi, Y ¢)A; al-Marzagqi al-
Isfahani, Y¢V)); al-Alusi, n.d.; al-Suyuti, Y¢Y¢; al-Maqdisi, n.d.). Even ritual nakedness during
circumambulation of the Ka‘bah was rooted in specific religious beliefs and economic limitations rather
than being regarded as an intrinsic social ideal. Women’s attempts to conceal themselves despite such
practices suggest the presence of modesty as an innate moral inclination, although one lacking a
comprehensive religious or social framework. Consequently, freedom in dress during the Jahiliyyah
period operated within the constraints of tribal custom, social hierarchy, and material circumstances rather
than through any independent moral or religious standard. Women’s choices were therefore shaped
primarily by external conditions, and dress served as an expression of status rather than personal dignity
or collective identity (Jawad Ali, Y4Y); Abu Shuqqa, Y¢Y+).

Islam introduced a profound transformation in the meaning and function of dress by gradually
transferring it from the sphere of custom and social class into the realm of moral commitment and
collective identity. Through the progressive revelation of Qur’anic injunctions, dress became
simultaneously a right and a responsibility. On one hand, Qur’anic commands regarding the jilbab
recognized women’s right to security, dignity, and protection from harassment in public spaces (Qur’an
Y¥:2q; Ibn Sa‘d, n.d.). The instruction for believing women to draw their garments closely around
themselves was directly linked to protecting them from abuse and ensuring their recognition as respected
members of society. On the other hand, verses such as Qur’an Y£:Y) established covering and modest
conduct as religious obligations and markers of moral integrity. In this way, dress ceased to be a symbol
of wealth or tribal prestige and became a manifestation of faith and ethical identity. The value of women
was no longer associated with lineage or economic status but with piety and personal responsibility. The
Prophet reinforced this transformation through gradual implementation, practical instruction, and
exemplary conduct (Ibn Kathir, n.d.). Historical reports describing the immediate response of the women
of Medina to the revelation of the relevant verses demonstrate their conscious acceptance of these changes
(al-Bukhari, n.d.). They understood that the new regulations provided not merely restrictions but also
enhanced respect, social recognition, and personal security. Consequently, Islamic dress regulations
simultaneously restricted unregulated self-display while granting more fundamental freedoms, including
freedom from harassment, freedom to establish an identity independent of tribal status, and freedom to
participate safely in public life. The study therefore argues that the transformation of dress in the Prophetic
era represents a significant example of how Islam combined responsibility with empowerment, creating a
form of committed freedom rooted in dignity and social welfare (Jafari, ¥+ )@; Shahsanai & Tabatabaei,
Y+VVY; Dehghan & Ashayeri Monfared, ¥+ Y); Mousapour & Tardast, Y+ 4; Sadeghnia, Y+ 1),

In conclusion, the transition from the Jahiliyyah period to the Prophetic era did not simply replace
restrictions with freedoms or freedoms with restrictions. Rather, it fundamentally redefined the concept
of freedom itself. Within the Prophetic model, freedom was inseparable from awareness, responsibility,
and moral agency. Education evolved from a limited survival skill into a universal right and obligation
that empowered women to become active participants in intellectual and social life. Dress evolved from a
marker of social class into an instrument of dignity, security, and ethical identity. In both domains, the
transformation was made possible through a pedagogical process that emphasized understanding,
dialogue, and internalization rather than coercion. Equally important was the active participation of
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women themselves, who embraced educational opportunities, engaged in public discourse, transmitted
knowledge, and contributed to the formation of the early Muslim community. The experience of the
women of the Hijaz demonstrates that enduring social change occurs when individuals become conscious
actors rather than passive recipients of reform. The historical model that emerged in the Prophetic era thus
presents a conception of freedom grounded in informed choice, human dignity, and social responsibility,
offering an enduring framework for understanding the relationship between individual agency and
collective welfare.
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