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Ameliorating Gender Bias in Muslim Prophetology

In the sura of the Quran known as “The Prophets” (al-Anbiya’), Maryam features
as the final individual named in a series of over a dozen righteous figures, some of
whom are described as “guiding imams,” others as recipients of divine mercy or as
possessing “judgment and knowledge,” and others having been granted gifts and
powers by God’s leave. Here, Maryam is described as chaste and, alongside her son,
“a sign (aya) for the worlds” (Q 21:91). Elsewhere in the Quran, Maryam is “purified by
her Lord” and “chosen” for the unique task of giving birth to a “Word” from the divine
(Q 3:42). To be sure, other individuals in the Quran are given the task of delivering
God’s revelatory “Word” (kalima) in the form of scripture: Maryam delivers this
Word incarnate. Aside from the Prophet Muhammad, to whom, in an immediate
sense, the whole of the Quran is directed, Maryam is the Quranic figure who has the
most extensive conversations with divine messengers who announce her lofty status,
foretell her miraculous pregnancy, and so forth. Maryam “was among the devoutly
obedient” and “confirmed (saddaqgat) the words of her Lord and His books” (Q 66:12).
In her youthful piety, she enjoys abundant divine provisions to the extent that they
strike wonder in her prophetic caretaker (Q. 3:37). Given the example of this female
figure, and others, what, then, is the nature of prophethood in the Islamic interpretive
tradition such that an overwhelming majority of exegetes and theologians throughout
Islamic history confidently exclude females from a category that is given admiration
and the loftiest regard in Islamic sacred history? Are the rationales theologically and
textually consistent, or do logical inconsistencies proffer grounds for alleging gender
bias? Through an intra-textual reading of the Quran, including verses that touch on
prophetology generally, such as Q. Yasuf 12:109, al-Nahl 16:43, and al-Anbiya’ 21:7, I offer
suggestions for ameliorating religiously grounded sexism.
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