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Sabah is a film directed by Ruba Nadda and starring Arsinee Khanjian as 
Sabah. The film is about a young woman, a traditional Muslim who stays in 
Toronto, Canada, with her traditional family. Though she is the one providing 
for her mother, her brother Majid is the family decision maker since the 
death of her father, and he insists on choosing a husband for her as the 
tradition requires. Sabah’s niece, Souhire, opposes his opinion to find a 
husband for her sister since his own marriage is not working out well. In 
Toronto, Sabah meets a non-Muslim man, Stephen, whom she falls in love 
with, but due to her religion, which restricts her not to marry a non-Muslim, 
she hides the secret from her family. The relationship grows, and she later 
gives herself to Stephen without informing her family. The movie talks 
about culture, religion, and romance, but this essay is going to reflect on the 
religious aspect of it. 

The movie has raised questions on whether it is possible for a non-Muslim 
man to marry a Muslim woman and the position of women in the society. 
Generally, Islamic traditions provide that a man who is willing to marry a 
Muslim woman must himself convert into Islam religion before marrying 
the woman; similarly, a Muslim man who wishes to marry a non-Muslim 
woman must convert her into Islam religion before marrying her. This is 
evidenced in this film when Sabah refuses to let her family know about her 
relationship with Stephen for fear that her family will not take Stephen as 
their son in law just because he is not a Muslim. The argument is based on 
Carl W. Ernst’s book Following Muhammad: Rethinking Islam in the 
Contemporary World, where he examines how protestant definitions of 
religion and anti-Muslim intolerance have affected the outlook of Islam in 
Europe and America (Ernst, 2003). One can imagine how difficult it could be 
for the relationship between Sabah and Stephen to work since they both 
subscribed to different religious groups and lived in a western country, 
which is purely dominated by Christianity. In the film, we find that Sabah 
kisses and makes love to Stephen, an act that is against her religious 
teachings, which prohibit sex before marriage. In his book How to Read the 
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Quran (London: Norton & Company, 2008), Siddiqui argues that ‘the diverse 
lifestyle that Muslims everywhere are leading now is witness to the fact that 
difficult choices are made and decisions taken within and beyond public 
discourse. Women in Muslim societies are divorcing, having abortions, and 
having sexual relations outside marriage’ (Siddiqui, 2008). According to 
Siddiqui, women are beginning to abandon their cultural expectations and 
engaging in acts which contradict their religious teachings. This shows how 
women are gradually changing from being the observant of the law to the 
breakers of the law. It shows how modernity has negatively influenced 
modesty of women.

Another question that arises in this film is the role of women in the society. 
Siddiqui argues that the Quran recognizes men as the providers in the 
society. According to him, the Quran describes men as maintainers and 
gives men a sense of superiority over women (Siddiqui, 2008). Though there 
is a sense of superiority in the film when Majid takes the role of the decision 
maker after the death of his father, Sabah plays a role that is not hers. 
According to the Quran, she plays the role of a ‘maintainer’ which, should be 
played by her brother Majid. This is the opposite of what we see in the film 
where Sabah is the provider of the family when her brother is there. The 
tradition provides that women should take care of children and do the house 
chores, when in this film we find that Sabah goes to the Toronto city to fend 
for her family. Siddiqui claims that the assumption that men are providers is 
outdated in modern days; women are no longer maintained as we see most 
of them leave their homes to provide for their families. He emphasizes that 
in modern days, men and women should provide food and protection for 
each other. He supports his view with a verse in the Quran; ‘From God’s sign 
is that God created mates for you among yourselves so that you may find 
repose and tranquility with them, and God has created love and compassion 
between you (Q30:21) (Saddiqui, 2008).

Another question that arises in this film is whether Muslim women have the 
right to make their own choices. In this film, we find that Majid, Sabah’s 
brother, does not give her the right to choose her husband, a decision which 
his niece really opposes. This explains how the tradition undermines 



4Film review

women’s rights to make their own choices. Though there are some verses in 
the Quran which reflect male privileges, Saddiqui feels that it is not the 
Quran, which promotes female subservience, but the teachings attributed to 
Muhammad (Saddiqui, 2008). Siddiqui argues that human dignity is very 
important, and if certain practices are undermining human rights, such 
practices should not continue as part of their norms. It is the responsibility 
of human beings, male and female, to improve the moral framework of the 
society by removing such practices whose aim are to undermine human 
dignity (Siddiqui, 2008). Sabah’s niece opposes Majid’s decision to choose 
a husband for Sabah. This shows how modern women are trying to resist 
some traditional practices which only undermine their dignity and tend to 
make them inferior. However, we see that Majid’s marriage is rocky despite 
the fact that he married a Muslim woman just like him. One can argue that 
a peaceful marriage is where a man and a woman have the right to choose 
whom to love regardless of their religious affiliations. On the issues of 
human rights, we find that the Quran gives Muslim the right to practice 
polygamy though on condition that they should be able to deal with them 
‘justly’. This, according to Siddiqui, is an ‘inherent moral and social 
imbalance’ that only promotes polygamy in the society. However, some 
Muslim countries like Tunisia have a different interpretation of the Quran 
and abolished polygamy. This shows how societies are willing to abandon 
negative practices that only undermine women in the society.

We also find that Sabah meets Stephen at a local swimming pool. The 
question we are going to ask ourselves is what Sabah going to do at the 
swimming pool. We all know that swimming is a male dominated activity, 
and Islamic tradition does not allow female to swim as it makes them 
expose their bodies, which, according to the tradition, should remain sacred 
until they get married. Sabah, a traditionalist as we see in the film, is not 
supposed to swim as this is considered unethical. However, contrary to her 
beliefs, she goes ahead to do an activity which her traditions forbid her from 
doing. This shows how she tries to adapt to the Western culture in her new 
location and abandons her traditional practices, which only restrict her from 
doing activities of her choice. However, in the end, Sabah manages to 
reconcile her faith, her tradition, and her family expectations by getting 
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married to a non-Muslim man whom she freely chose to love regardless 
their religious differences. We find that she takes the risk of going against 
her tradition to marry the person she loves, which is seen as the biggest 
struggle of her life.
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