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It was a warm Sunday morning, December 6th, as Asma from Morocco, Ziba from Iran, Marwa from 
Egypt and I from Malaysia, stood around Allahyarhamah Fatima Mernissi’s fresh grave in Rabat -  
each contemplating our memories of what she meant to us in our own long journey to reconcile our 
faith with our feminism.  
 
That four women from different countries, ranging in age across four decades, were together 
paying our respects to Fatima shows the global and enduring impact of her pioneering work on 
women in Islam. She inspired us all with knowledge to reclaim a faith that can be empowering, and 
with courage to question the tradition of misogyny we have inherited.  
 
When I finally met her in the 1990s at a conference in Berlin, it was as if I was meeting a long lost 
friend.  I still remember the riot of colours on her – the long dress in splashes of blue, green, yellow 
and red and a contrasting hot pink headband, and the huge smile and warm hug.  
 
She was this big name feminist academic whose work had a global following and I was a young 
activist. And even when years went by before we met again, with a beaming smile and open arms, 
she would always exclaim, “Zainah where have you been? I’ve been looking for you!” like I would 
have avoided any chance of meeting her! 
 
That was how Fatima was – always warm, welcoming, giving, interested, enquiring, and telling 
stories of yet another problem for which she is searching for a solution. And always in a riot of 
colours from head to toe.  
 
More than anything, Fatima to me was a storyteller. Through her books and her study of tafsir 
materials, she brought to public attention inspiring stories of strong women in the early history of 
Islam. In her book, Muslim Rebellion and Islamic Memory, she introduced me to my favourite 
character, Sakinah, the Prophet’s great granddaughter, who was married at least four times and 
stipulated in her marriage contracts that she would not obey her husbands, they did not have the 
right to marry another woman, and they could not stop her from acting according to her own free 
will.  She even took one of them to court for infidelity with a slave woman. Sakinah was never 
veiled, hosted poets at her house, attended meetings of the Quraish Nobility Council where she 
debated politics with the most powerful men of the community.  
 
If a woman in the 7th or 8th century, and no lesser person than the great granddaughter of the 
Prophet, enjoyed these revolutionary rights over 1000 years ago, why not now? How come those 
same rights today are labeled “unIslamic”, westernised, and alien to the Islamic tradition? How 
come we did not learn about Sakinah in all the years we were taught Islam in school, nor did we 
hear about her in the religious talks over radio and television, and in private homes? How come 
nothing about her in the Friday sermons in the mosques?  
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Who decided to keep Sakinah away from us, modern women struggling to reconcile the realities of 
our daily lives and the misogynistic messages in the name of Islam raining down on us? Fatima 
Mernissi’s works helped us understand how the tradition of misogyny developed in the Muslim 
tradition. I remember that powerful statement she made in the preface to her book The Veil and the 
Male Elite (also published as Women and Islam),  “if women’s rights are a problem for some 
modern Muslim men, it is neither because of the Koran nor the Prophet, not the Islamic tradition, 
but simply because those rights conflict with the interests of a male elite.”  
 
I remember chuckling to find out Fatima’s unearthing of Abu Hurayra’s character in that book. He 
was the bearer of many misogynistic Hadith, popularly used to put women down, including the one 
about “the dog, the ass and woman interrupt prayer if they pass between the believer and the 
qibla”. Our common sense tells us the beloved Prophet could not have regarded women as 
equivalent to dogs and asses. What relief it was to learn that the Prophet’s wife Aishah had 
disputed many Hadith narrated by Abu Hurayra, and that the Caliph Umar was irritated by the 
facile manner in which Abu Hurayra reeled off Hadith.  
 
And how she skillfully dissected the historical context of yet another misogynistic hadith by another 
companion of the Prophet, Abu Bakra on how a society could never prosper if led by a woman. 
The same hadith cited by the religious authorities in Malaysia in response to a letter of inquiry by 
Sisters in Islam on why women were not appointed as judges in the Shariah Courts (this decision 
was reversed in 2010). What made Abu Bakra recall this Hadith, 25 years after the Prophet was 
supposed to have said it? Fatima brought to light the historical context of the Hadith itself, the 
context when Abu Bakra suddenly remembered it (after the Battle of the Camel led by the 
Prophet’s wife Aishah against Caliph Ali), the context of Aishah’s rebellion against Ali, the rigorous 
debate on whether to rebel against an “unjust” Caliph or to support Aishah even if the rebellion led 
to civil disorder, the path of neutrality that many Companions took and the need to justify that, Abu 
Bakra’s own reputation as a chronicler of “opportunistic” hadith, and not least, the need for 
vigilance when such misogynistic hadith that cause harm are hurled at us today.  
 
The historical context that Fatima unearthed on the tradition of misogyny and to bring to light the 
egalitarian message in early Islam gave us not just knowledge, but courage to ask questions, to 
investigate, to learn more deeply of the rich tradition of our religion. 
 
The last time I met Fatima was last September at a sumptuous dinner at Asma Lamrabet’s house 
in Rabat. Fatima, who was then frail, was going to stay for only an hour, said Asma, as she so 
wanted to meet the Musawah women. But she stayed for many more hours as we, Muslim 
feminists from Egypt, Indonesia, Malaysia, Mali, Morocco, Sri Lanka, United Kingdom and United 
States surrounded her - all inspired and thankful for the journey she had led us in reconciling our 
faith with our feminism.  
 
Thank you, Fatima, for bringing light and joy.  
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