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Gender and Islam in Ethiopia Series: Interview with 

the Addis Ababa Muslim Women’s Council Founder 

Wz. Bedria Mohammed founded the Addis Ababa Muslim Women’s Council in 1997, with the 

support of the Islamic Affairs Supreme Council of Addis Ababa. The aim of this council was to 

help Ethiopian Muslim women know and demand their rights, according to the Ethiopian Family 

law and to Sharia law, and focusing on divorce, marriage and parenting. Because many Muslim 

women at the time were not aware of these laws, the Council found that Islam is often misused 

against women demanding their rights and privileges. Wz. Bedria says that some of the 

approaches used by the Addis Ababa Muslim Women’s Council were organizing workshops, 

symposiums and town meetings on these issues with religious leaders, women lawyers and 

women and men from Muslim communities. During that time, the main complaints that the 

Council received had to do with husbands having extra-marital relationships and cheating the 

women out of their property rights.  

The platform created by the Women’s Council created a huge resistance and questions as many 

women as well as men did not know what Islam says about the rights and responsibilities of 

women and men. Case stories we used to discuss in these workshops organized by the Council 

which helped the women be aware of their rights. In addition, Ulamas or religious leaders started 

warning the men to respect those rights. 

Wz Bedria says that the work of the Council created an awareness on the following aspects of 

Islam and the rights of women.  

Allah created both men and women equally. Neither in the Holy Quran nor in the teachings of 

the Prophet Mohammed is it written that men and women are not equal. For Allah, the one who 

fears him is superior. Otherwise if a woman and man do pray, be truthful and have faith, they 

both are seen as complete human beings by themselves in front of Allah. 
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On Parenting 

Both girls and boys should get equal access to education. 'The one who teaches girls shall be by 

my side in heaven' is a quote from the Holy Quran. Marriage without consent is not allowed 

within Islam. Islam values unpaid care works done by women including child care, cooking and 

breast feeding. Women do this work willingly but if they refuse to do so, it would be the man's 

responsibility to take of the work. Man is the bread winner in the teachings of Islam; any income 

a woman earns is for herself and she is not obliged to invest it on the household unless she needs 

to. 

Women’s leadership in Islam 

Aisha, the last wife of Prophet Mohammed, used to teach in public and is thought to have written 

40% of the Hadiths, the religious instructions that complement the Holy Quran. Islam allows 

women to teach in public and be in higher leadership position except for calling the faithful to 

prayer in 'Azan' and in leading a prayer. 

On Violence against Women 

Violence against women is expressly forbidden in Islam. A husband may not force his wife to 

have sex, and he needs to have her permission ahead of time – as she would have been informed 

of her husband’s desire for sexual relations, she will be ready and not refuse her husband. 

However, rape, insulting women or any emotional violence entails a harsh punishment.  

Finally, we discussed with Wz Bedria the role of women in the history of Islam. She explained to 

us that women fought for their rights during the first years of Islam. Once, Khalifa Umer said the 

amount of dowry given to the women during marriage should reduce because the amount of the 

dowry given at the time was limitless. The women questioned him why he was doing that since 

limiting women’s dowry wasn't written in the Holy Quran or ordained by Allah. The Khalifa 

apologized and respected the women's argument.  

Wz Bedria argues that Islam, like all major religious was spread by men. Even though many 

women such as Aisha have taught the Holy Quran and the Hadiths, because history is always 
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written by men, and about men, we do not know enough about the women of Islam who helped 

spread the teachings of the Prophet.  


