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After publishing “War and Peace,” Tolstoy publicly denounced many 
Russian military campaigns. The last part of his 1878 novel “Anna 

Karenina” originally wasn’t published because it criticized Russia’s actions 
in the Russo-Turkish war. Tolstoy’s alter ego in that novel, Konstantin 
Levin, calls the Russian intervention in the war “murder” and thinks it is 
inappropriate that Russian people are dragged into it
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The book highlights the dignified 
status of women in Islam, exhibits the 
positive role women have played (and 
have to play) in the society and in build-
ing humanity, and criticises women 
liberation/ gender equality on rational 
grounds

I
n the present times, ‘Women in Islam’ 
is one of one of the fiercely debated 
issues. Like other scholars across 
the globe, Muslim scholars of India 

have also contributed, and are contribut-
ing, to this discourse (for more details, see 
my column, “Defying ‘Misconceptions’ 
and Defining ‘Real Status’ of Women in 
Islam”, Kashmir Observer, 24th Septem-
ber 2021). Maulana Wahiddudin Khan 
(d. 2021)—an Indian Muslim (spiritual) 
scholar, a Qur’an commentator, an ardent 
advocate of peace, interfaith dialogue, 
social harmony, and gender justice, and 
author of over 200 books on Islam and its 
diverse aspects—is a significant contribu-
tor to this discourse.  His significant works 
on this theme are: Women between Islam 
and Western Society (1995; republished in 
2014 and available in Arabic and Urdu ver-
sions as well); Woman in Islamic Shari‘ah 
(2020; originally published in 1995); and 
Aurat: Maemaar-e-Insaniyat/ Woman: 
The Builder of Humankind (2018; origi-
nally published in 2004). Here I intend to 
present a summary of the main contents 
and themes discussed in 2018 edition of 
his last mentioned book.

First published in 2004 and republished 
in 2018, Woman: The Builder of Human-
kind attempts to highlight the positive role 
played by women in the society through 
historical instances, rational analysis as 
well as by presenting the accounts of some 
ideal models and historically prominent 
women figures as well as in the light of his 
experiences. The book consists of fourteen 
(14) chapters, excluding a brief Conclu-
sion, and spans over 208 pages, it also 
highlights some theoretical discussions on 
women issues, both past and present.

In its opening two chapters, the book 
highlights the “System of Nature”/ Fitrat 
ka Nizam (pp. 7-12) and the ‘Principle 
of Pairs”/ Zawjain ka Usul (pp. 13-18), 
respectively, arguing that the “basic prin-
ciple for the advancement of life is that 
being compatible with nature is success 
and opposition to natural system results 
in failure” (p. 7).He also states that “in the 
modern times, the advocates of women’s 
liberation movement have preached the 

principle of gender equality, which is to-
tally an unnatural principle, as it has re-
sulted in creating anarchy in the family 
system” (p. 9). He, thus, rejects the term 
“gender equality” (pp. 9, 13) which holds 
“men and women to be equals” (p. 13) and 
labels it with the term “Gender Comple-
mentality”, which he defines as “men and 
women as part of one another” or “to be 
lifelong partners of each other”, but not the 
“equals” (p. 14).

The next two chapters (3 and 4) discuss 
the women’s position and place, respect 
and regard, in the light of the Qur’anic 
verses (pp. 19-53) addressed to her directly 
and thus “brings to the fore the real picture 
a woman has in the Islamic system of life” 
(pp. 19, 20), and selected Ahadith (pp. 54-
70), which “reveal what place and position 
woman possesses in the human society” 
(p. 54). This is followed by a chapter on 
“Guiding Principles of the Marital Life” 
(5th chapter, pp. 71-89) gleaned from the 
Qur’anic principle (as mentioned in Q. 
90: 4: “We have created man for toil and 
trial”)—a natural principle which, in 
Khan’s understanding, applies to men and 
women equally.

In the 6th chapter, Khan focuses on “Test 
Design”/ Naqsha-e-Imtihan (pp. 90-93) in 
the light of the principle that “this worldly 
life is a temporary phase and thus a testing 
place for humans and its results are to be 
borne by each in the Hereafter according to 
one’s deeds and performance done in this 
life” (pp. 90-91).

The next two chapters (7 and 8) de-
scribe the life, upbringing and intellectual 
contribution of “Aishah Siddiqua” (pp. 94-
115), especially her contribution in hadith 
narration in the light of authentic narra-
tions from the Hadith collections and other 
Islamic sources and in the next chapter the 
“Issue of Age at the time of her Marriage” 
(pp. 116-125) is discussed and he provides 
rational explanation and justification for 
her marriage at an early age. Based on the 
Qur’anic verses like Q. 3: 195 and 9: 71 
and mostly on the discussions and evidenc-
es garnered from 8th chapter, Khan discuss-
es “Woman as an intellectual Partner” in 
the 11th chapter (pp. 159-170), wherein he 
argues that husband and wife are not just 
companions, but are actually “intellectual 
partners” and a woman, who is generally 
expected to be an expert in the “domestic 
science or professional education”, must 
learn and be an expert in the “art of intel-
lectual partnership” as well through the 
smooth “intellectual exchange” between 
them (pp. 160-68).

In chapters 9, 10 and 13, “Some Ex-
emplary (Muslim) Women” (pp. 126-46), 
“Character of (Muslim) Women” (pp. 147-
58), and “Examples of some (Historically 
Famed) Women” (pp. 179-196), respec-
tively, Khan presents an account of some 
prominent Muslim women of Islamic 
history—before, during and after the Last 
Prophet’s time, and from his (own) fam-
ily: in 9th chapter he presents an account 
of Hajrah, the wife of Prophet Ibrahim 
(AS); Asiya Binte Mazahim, wife of the 
Egyptian Pharaoh; Maryam, the mother of 

Prophet Isa (AS); and Khadijah bint Khu-
waylid and Umm Salmah (RA), the wives 
of the Prophet. He argues that “all these 
women are ideals and role models for the 
whole humanity from different perspec-
tives as all of them have passed through 
different situations and have faced differ-
ent circumstances” (pp. 126, 146).

In 10th chapter, he refers to such promi-
nent historical figures, like Umm ad-Dar-
dah, Rabia Basri, Tartar women and Mary-
am Makani (mother of Mughal emperor 
Akbar) for playing an efficient and effec-

tive role in different arenas. In 13th chapter, 
he first refers to the examples of women 
of his own family, including his mother 
(Zaibun Nisa), for her role in his “char-
acter building” (p. 19); his wife (Sabia 
Khatun) for “showing enduring patience” 
during his ups and downs (p. 185); and his 
daughter (Farida Khanam—who served 
as professor of Islamic Studies in Jamia 
Milia Islamia, New Delhi) for her “un-
selfish services”, “dedication”, for being 
his “intellectual assistant” and much more 
(pp. 188-92). In the second part of this 

chapter he provides a brief profile of some 
women from India, Pakistan, Bangladesh 
and Dubai who are actively contributing 
through their missionary activities in their 
countries and the author has well acquain-

tance with them (p. 193). The major objec-
tive of this chapter is to reveal that “what 
the author [Khan] believes and expounds 
on the topic of women in Islam is a mat-
ter of actual fact and he has experienced it 
himself as well” (p. 179).

The remaining two chapters (11 and 
14) throw light on two significant themes, 
“Woman—The Builder of Humanity” (pp. 
171-78)—which is the title of this book 
as well—and “Women in Contemporary 
Times” (pp. 197-204), respectively: in the 
former, he discusses (in the context of Q. 2: 
158) the significance of the rite of sa‘i (the 
act of running back and forth seven times 
between Safa and Marwah during the Pil-
grimage). ‘What was the significance of 
this act by Hajar? He raises the questions 
and answers it as: “The significance of 
this act lies in the fact that it was an act of 
sacrificing one’s life for the sake of nurtur-
ing a new generation” (p. 172). He further 
remarks that it was aimed “to bring into be-
ing a live community which, free of all su-
perstitions and all other corruptions of civ-
ilization, would play a revolutionary role 
led by the last Prophet [pbuh]. ... Through 
this Abrahamic plan it was thus demon-
strated that what role a woman plays in 
human history—the role of preparing and 
guiding the future generations” (Ibid.). 
From this historical, but revolutionary, 
episode Khan validates that “Islam thus 
aims woman not just a builder of a family, 
but the builder of the whole humanity; she 

should not confine her naturally bestowed 
feminine qualities to her offspring (sons 
and daughters) but the whole humanity 
should benefit from them. Thus, God has 
created a woman as the builder of human-
ity and it would be her under-use if role is 
restricted for her offspring only” (p. 177).

In the last chapter, “Women in Contem-
porary Times” (pp. 197-204), Khan starts 
with the quote, “There is a woman at the 
beginning of all great things”, and main-
tains that “the greatest example in human 
history for its proof is of Hajra, wife of 
Prophet Ibrahim [AS]; her marvellous sac-
rifice gave rise to a new era in the human 
history. It was a revolutionary act whose 
imprints were felt by the whole world” 
(p. 197). Her extraordinary sacrifice was 
aimed “to bring into being a new genera-
tion that would be free from all kinds of 
polytheistic thoughts and concepts” and 
the fruits of this sacrifice were attained by 
the humanity till the modern times, “but 
from last two centuries, humanity is again 
surrounded by a maelstrom—i.e., the wave 
and whirl of materialism. While in the pre-
vious era humanity was facing the evil of 
idolatry, but in the present times world is 
affected by the curse of materialism, which 
has resulted in humanity’s destruction and 
most affected aspect of this destruction is 
(seen in) the collapse of value system” (pp. 
198-99). Therefore, he suggests that “pres-
ent situation demands woman like Hajar 
who will change the course of history by 
their extraordinary sacrifices, and will turn 
the materialistic world into the world of 
monotheism” (p. 199).

He further asserts that the slogans of 
gender equality by the women’s liberation 
movements have added to the miseries 
of social life and both men and women 
have neglected their original role of be-
ing “each other’s lifetime companions” as 
well as the principle of “division of labor”, 
which has “never been intended as a form 
of discriminatory treatment, but its main 
purpose has always been to preserve the 
distinctive characteristics of both sexes”. 
Therefore, what is actually required is “di-
vision of labor, not gender equality”, and 
it is on the basis of this principle that “a 
balanced system comes into existence” (p. 
204). The book ends with a “Summary” 
(pp. 205-208) and puts forth many argu-
ments in the light of previous discussions, 
which are related to the past, present and 
future of women and their role in the so-
ciety.

Keeping in view the contents and top-
ics addressed and discussed, Woman: The 
Builder of Humankind highlights the ex-
alted status of women in Islam, discusses 
and demonstrates the positive role women 
have played in the society and in building 
humanity—both at social and intellectual 
levels—as well as reflects on the role she 
has to play in the present times.
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Woman: The Builder 
of Humankind 
highlights the exalted 
status of women in 
Islam, discusses and 
demonstrates the 
positive role women 
have played in the 
society and in building 
humanity—both at 
social and intellectual 
levels—as well as 
reflects on the role 
she has to play in the 
present times
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As someone who teaches 
Russian literature, I can’t 
help but process the 
world through the coun-

try’s novels, stories, poems and 
plays, even at a time when Rus-
sian cultural productions are be-
ing canceled around the world.

With the Russian army per-
petrating devastating violence 
in Ukraine – which includes the 
slaughter of civilians in Bucha – 
the discussion of what to do with 
Russian literature has naturally 
arisen.

I’m not worried that truly valu-
able art can ever be canceled. 
Enduring works of literature are 
enduring, in part, because they are 
capacious enough to be read criti-
cally against the vicissitudes of the 
present.

You could make this argument 
about any great work of Russian 
literature, but as a scholar of Leo 
Tolstoy and Fyodor Dostoevsky, 
I will stick with Russia’s most fa-
mous literary exports.

After World War II, German crit-
ic Theodore Adorno described the 
Holocaust as a profound blow to 
Western culture and philosophy, 
even going so far as to question 
the very ability of human beings 
to “live after Auschwitz.”

This idea, born of the very spe-
cific context of the Holocaust, 
shouldn’t be haphazardly applied 
to the present moment. But fol-
lowing Adorno’s moral lead, I 
wonder whether – after the brutal 
shelling of the city of Mariupol, 
after the horrors on the streets of 
Bucha, along with atrocities com-
mitted in Kharkiv, Mykolaev, Kyiv 

and many more – the indiscrimi-
nate violence ought to change 
how readers approach Russia’s 
great authors.

CONFRONTING SUFFERING 
WITH CLEAR EYES

Upon learning that Russian 
writer Ivan Turgenev had looked 
away at the last minute when wit-
nessing the execution of a man, 
Dostoevsky made his own posi-
tion clear: “[A] human being liv-
ing on the surface of the earth has 
no right to turn away and ignore 
what is happening on earth, and 
there are higher moral impera-
tives for this.”

Seeing the rubble of a theater 
in Mariupol, hearing of Mariupol 
citizens starving because of Rus-
sian airstrikes, I wonder what 
Dostoevsky – who specifically fo-
cused his piercing moral eye on 
the question of the suffering of 
children in his 1880 novel “The 
Brothers Karamazov” – would say 
in response to the Russian army’s 
bombing a theater where children 
were sheltering. The word “chil-
dren” was spelled out on the pave-
ment outside the theater in large 
type so it could be seen from the 
sky. There was no misunderstand-
ing of who was there.

Ivan Karamazov, the central 
protagonist in “The Brothers 
Karamazov,” is far more focused 
on questions of moral account-
ability than Christian acceptance 
or forgiveness and reconciliation. 
In conversation, Ivan routinely 
brings up examples of children’s 
being harmed, imploring the 
other characters to recognize the 
atrocities in their midst. He is de-
termined to seek retribution.

Surely the intentional shelling 
of children in Mariupol is some-
thing Dostoevsky couldn’t possi-
bly look away from either. Could 
he possibly defend a vision of Rus-
sian morality while seeing inno-
cent civilians – men, women and 
children – lying on the streets of 
Bucha?

At the same time, nor should 
readers look away from the un-
seemliness of Dostoevsky and his 
sense of Russian exceptionalism. 

These dogmatic ideas about Rus-
sian greatness and Russia’s messi-
anic mission are connected to the 
broader ideology that has fueled 
Russia’s past colonial mission, and 
current Russian foreign politics on 
violent display in Ukraine.

Yet Dostoevsky was also a great 
humanist thinker who tied this 
vision of Russian greatness to Rus-
sian suffering and faith. Seeing the 
spiritual value of human suffering 
was perhaps a natural outcome 
for a man sent to a labor camp in 
Siberia for five years for simply 
participating in a glorified social-
ist book club. Dostoevsky grew out 
of his suffering, but, arguably, not 
to a place where he could accept 
state-sponsored terror.

Would an author who, in his 
1866 novel “Crime and Punish-

ment,” explains in excruciating 
detail the toll of murder on the 
murderer – who explains that 
when someone takes a life, they 
kill part of themselves – possi-
bly accept Putin’s vision of Rus-
sia? Warts and all, would Russia’s 
greatest metaphysical rebel have 
recoiled and rebelled against Rus-
sian violence in Ukraine?

I hope that he would, as many 
contemporary Russian writers 
have. But the dogmas of the Krem-

lin are pervasive, and many Rus-
sians accept them. Many Russians 
look away.

TOLSTOY’S PATH TO PACIFISM
No writer captures warfare in 

Russia more poignantly than Tol-
stoy, a former soldier turned Rus-
sia’s most famous pacifist. In his 
last work, “Hadji Murat,” which 
scrutinizes Russia’s colonial ex-
ploits in North Caucasus, Tolstoy 
showed how senseless Russian 
violence toward a Chechen village 
caused instant hatred of Russians.

Tolstoy’s greatest work about 
Russian warfare, “War and Peace,” 
is a novel that Russians have tra-
ditionally read during great wars, 
including World War II. In “War 
and Peace,” Tolstoy contends that 
the morale of the Russian military 

is the key to victory. The battles 
most likely to succeed are defen-
sive ones, in which soldiers under-
stand why they are fighting and 
what they are fighting to protect: 
their home.

Even then, he’s able to convey 
the harrowing experiences of 
young Russian soldiers coming 
into direct confrontation with 
the instruments of death and de-
struction on the battlefield. They 
disappear into the crowd of their 

battalion, but even a single loss is 
devastating for the families await-
ing their safe return.

After publishing “War and 
Peace,” Tolstoy publicly de-
nounced many Russian military 
campaigns. The last part of his 
1878 novel “Anna Karenina” origi-
nally wasn’t published because it 
criticized Russia’s actions in the 
Russo-Turkish war. Tolstoy’s alter 
ego in that novel, Konstantin Levin, 
calls the Russian intervention in 
the war “murder” and thinks it is 
inappropriate that Russian people 
are dragged into it.

“The people sacrifice and are al-
ways prepared to sacrifice them-
selves for their soul, not for mur-
der,” he says.

In 1904, Tolstoy penned a public 
letter denouncing the Russo-Jap-

anese War, which has sometimes 
been compared with Russia’s war 
in Ukraine.

“Again war,” he wrote. “Again 
sufferings, necessary to nobody, 
utterly uncalled for; again fraud, 
again the universal stupefaction 
and brutalization of men.” One 
can almost hear him shouting “Be-
think Yourselves,” the title of that 
essay, to his countrymen now.

In one of his most famous paci-
fist writings, 1900’s “Thou Shalt 
Not Kill,” Tolstoy presciently di-
agnosed the problem of today’s 
Russia.

“The misery of nations is caused 
not by particular persons, but by 
the particular order of Society un-
der which the people are so bound 
up together that they find them-
selves all in the power of a few 
men, or more often in the power 
of one single man: a man so per-
verted by his unnatural position 
as arbiter of the fate and lives of 
millions, that he is always in an 
unhealthy state, and always suf-
fers more or less from a mania of 
self-aggrandizement.”

THE IMPORTANCE OF ACTION
If Dostoevsky would insist that 

one not look away, it is fair to say 
that Tolstoy would contend that 
people must act upon what they 
see.

During the Russian famine of 
1891 to 1892, he started soup 
kitchens to help his countrymen 
who were starving and had been 
abandoned by the Russian govern-
ment. He worked to help Russian 
soldiers evade the draft in the 
Russian empire, visiting and sup-
porting jailed soldiers who did 
not wish to fight. In 1899 he sold 

his last novel, “Resurrection,” to 
help a Russian Christian sect, the 
Doukhobors, emigrate to Canada 
so they would not need to fight in 
the Russian army.

These writers have little to do 
with the current war. They cannot 
expunge or mitigate the actions of 
the Russian army in Ukraine. But 
they’re embedded on some level 
within the Russian cultural fabric, 
and how their books are still read 
matters. Not because Russian lit-
erature can explain any of what is 
happening, because it cannot. But 
because, as Ukrainian writer Ser-
hiy Zhadan wrote in March 2022, 
Russia’s war in Ukraine marked a 
defeat for Russia’s great humanist 
tradition.

As this culture copes with a 
Russian army that has indiscrimi-
nately bombed and massacred 
Ukrainians, Russia’s great authors 
can and should be read critically, 
with one urgent question in mind: 
how to stop the violence. Russian 
opposition leader Alexey Navalny 
noted during his March 2022 trial 
that Tolstoy urged his countrymen 
to fight both despotism and war 
because one enables the other.

And Ukrainian artist Alevtina 
Kakhidze cited “War and Peace” 
in a February 2022 entry in her 
graphic diary.

“I’ve read your f—ing literature,” 
she wrote. “But looks like Putin 
did not, and you have forgotten.”
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