
Sinergi International Journal of Islamic Studies 
E-ISSN: 2988-7445 
Volume. 2, Issue 2, May 2024 
Page No: 66-81 

 

66 | Sinergi International Journal of Islamic Studies                                   https://journal.sinergi.or.id/ijis                          

Gender, Faith, and Reform: A Narrative Review of Islamic Feminism and 

Public Policy 

 
Nur Rofiq1 

1Universitas Tidar, Indonesia 

Correspondent: nurrofiq@untidar.ac.id1 

Received : April 17, 2024 

Accepted : May 19, 2024 

Published : May 31, 2024 

 

 

 
 
Citation: Rofiq, N. (2024). Gender, Faith, and 

Reform: A Narrative Review of Islamic 

Feminism and Public Policy. Sinergi 

International Journal of Islamic Studies, 2(1), 

66-81. 

ABSTRACT: The discourse on gender in Islam has gained 
increasing scholarly attention due to its profound 
implications for justice, human rights, and societal 
development in Muslim-majority contexts. This study aims to 
examine how Islamic thought has addressed gender through 
various interpretative approaches and the role of legal, 
institutional, and political systems in shaping these discourses. 
Using a narrative review methodology, literature was 
systematically sourced from major academic databases 
including JSTOR, Scopus, and Google Scholar. Keywords 
such as "gender and Islam," "Islamic feminism," and "tafsir 
and gender" guided the selection of peer-reviewed articles 
and critical texts. The review reveals a fundamental divide 
between textualist interpretations that reinforce patriarchal 
norms and contextualist approaches advocating gender 
justice. Feminist scholars such as Amina Wadud and Ziba 
Mir-Hosseini have significantly influenced the 
reinterpretation of sacred texts, promoting inclusive 
theological frameworks. Institutions and clerics play dual 
roles as both agents of change and conservators of tradition, 
with education emerging as a transformative force. Case 
studies from Indonesia, Iran, and Morocco illustrate how 
national legal and political environments mediate the 
implementation of gender policies. Progressive reforms in 
Indonesia contrast with the restrictive policies in Iran and 
gradual reform efforts in Morocco. Findings emphasize the 
need for gender-sensitive education, inclusive fatwas, and 
political participation as strategic pathways toward gender 
justice. The study concludes that collaborative, 
interdisciplinary, and context-sensitive approaches are 
essential for transforming gender discourse in Islam and 
informing inclusive public policy. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The application of gender concepts within Islamic thought in Muslim-majority countries has 

emerged as an increasingly important subject of academic discourse. Substantial variations exist in 

how different societies interpret and implement gender principles rooted in Islamic teachings. In 
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Indonesia, for example, gender understanding is shaped by a diverse array of religious texts and 

contextual interpretations among Muslim communities. Qibtiyah (2019) highlights divergent 

opinions within Muslim populations concerning approaches to reading and interpreting religious 

texts. Similarly, Alatas (2023) discusses how Muslimah activists in Malaysia integrate alternative 

sources of knowledge and emphasize modern contextualization in addressing women’s issues in 

Islam. These findings underscore the critical role of socio-cultural dynamics in shaping how gender 

principles are understood and applied in Islamic contexts. 

Furthermore, the evolution of Islamic feminism has significantly contributed to discourses on 

gender within Islamic traditions. Islamic feminism seeks to reinterpret sacred texts to support 

gender equality and women’s rights within an Islamic legal framework. Duderija (2020) notes a 

growing movement of reform-minded Muslim scholars—both male and female—who are 

rearticulating Islamic teachings to make them more inclusive of gender-related issues. This signals 

that Islamic feminism is not solely a local movement but has resonated globally among Muslim 

communities striving for gender justice. 

One pertinent question that arises is the extent to which the development and implementation of 

fatwas regarding gender affect women’s rights in Islamic societies. Zabidi (2018) emphasizes that 

ambiguous gender-related fatwas have clarified legal stances on gender in Islam, providing valuable 

insights for scholars and researchers. Utsany et al. (2022) further illustrate how Jasser Auda's 

thoughts have influenced reforms in Islamic family law in Indonesia, with a focus on gender 

equality and women’s rights. These studies suggest that Islamic legal interpretations can align with 

the recognition and protection of women’s rights. 

Social and cultural challenges faced by women in Muslim societies are another focal concern in 

this research. In Bangladesh, for instance, the unusually high rate of female suicides compared to 

males reveals deep structural issues within the society and underscores feminist concerns (Bagley 

et al., 2017). In societies with entrenched patriarchal norms such as Iran, Islamic feminism 

encounters considerable discursive obstacles in advocating gender equality amid deeply rooted 

traditions and religious values (Tavassoli & Teo, 2021). Political narratives surrounding Islamic 

feminist discourse in Iran show that, despite resistance, women’s contributions to debates on 

gender justice within Islamic frameworks remain substantial. 

Educational and religious understanding present further challenges. Holistic and critical religious 

education focusing on women's rights in Islam is essential. Al-Kohlani (2018) identifies the urgent 

need to enhance gender equality in religious education, which serves as a foundation for cultivating 

a more just understanding between men and women. In many cases, educational systems remain 

dominated by patriarchal interpretations that hinder progress on gender equality. 

Women play a crucial role as agents of change within this context. Their active participation in 

social, political, and economic spheres can positively influence public understanding of gender 

issues in Muslim societies. Ahmad and Rae (2022) assert that raising awareness of gender-related 

issues among Muslim communities is a foundational step toward fostering more inclusive and 

equitable environments. Through inclusive dialogue and field engagement, women can act as 

transformative agents who elevate gender awareness and inspire broader social change. 
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Given these dynamics, it is evident that the application of gender thought within Islamic 

frameworks in Muslim-majority societies is multifaceted and layered. Elements such as education, 

law, culture, and tradition collectively shape how gender is understood and practiced. Deeper 

investigation into these elements will yield a more comprehensive understanding of women's 

positions in Islam and how they can contribute to gender equality efforts. 

Deconstructing gender-biased religious interpretations within Islam poses complex and multi-

dimensional challenges. A primary obstacle is the traditional exegesis of the Qur'an, which has 

historically been dominated by patriarchal interpretations. Qibtiyah (2019) critiques the perceived 

injustice these interpretations impose on women, emphasizing their sociocultural roots. Classical 

commentaries often reinforce traditional female roles and overlook contemporary contexts where 

women advocate for equal rights (Firdawaty et al., 2023). Moreover, efforts to revise such 

interpretations frequently encounter resistance from conservative circles that maintain exclusive 

exegetical traditions (Nurmala et al., 2023). 

An epistemological gap further complicates this endeavor. Progressive female scholars and clerics 

seeking alternative interpretations often struggle against hierarchical structures in Islamic education 

that prioritize male perspectives (Alatas, 2023). Limited access to quality religious literature and 

education for women hampers the development of gender-equitable religious narratives (Utsany 

et al., 2022). As a result, female representation in exegesis remains minimal, perpetuating biased 

narratives within religious scholarship (Duderija, 2016). 

Methodological limitations in prior research also hinder the exploration of Islamic texts concerning 

gender. Many studies adopt narrow approaches that fail to capture the complex nuances within 

these texts (Zabidi, 2018). Duderija (2020) advocates for an interdisciplinary approach 

incorporating sociocultural, political, and economic factors. His study promotes progressive 

hermeneutics as a means to explore diverse gender understandings and amplify marginalized voices 

within religious interpretation (Duderija, 2014). 

There is a glaring gap in research examining gender interpretations in both classical and 

contemporary Islamic texts. Classical sources often remain uncritically analyzed, excluding 

significant perspectives from contemporary discourse (Nurmala et al., 2023). For instance, recent 

feminist Islamic thought, which aims to integrate new social contexts into classical interpretations, 

is often overlooked ("The Oxford Handbook of Islam and Women," 2023). Zabidi (2018) asserts 

that despite advancements, many fatwas remain trapped in traditional paradigms and fail to address 

today’s gender complexities. 

Progressive Muslim scholars' contributions are frequently marginalized, despite offering 

perspectives more aligned with gender equality. Qibtiyah (2019) points out that modern gender-

oriented interpretations are often disregarded in favor of traditional ones, leading to an imbalance 

in academic discourse. Such marginalization discredits the value of contemporary gender-sensitive 

scholarship. 

Socio-political contexts present additional barriers to Islamic feminist efforts (Tavassoli & Teo, 

2021). Politically embedded patriarchal norms often subordinate women, hindering reform 

initiatives in gendered Islamic thought. The resurgence of religious conservatism and increasing 
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social control have led to discriminatory interpretations of texts in many Muslim nations, including 

those perceived as moderate (Duderija, 2016). 

Overcoming these challenges necessitates inclusive approaches that promote female access to 

religious education and amplify their voices in theological debates. Awareness of women’s roles in 

interpretation must be reinforced to ensure that their perspectives are reflected in modern, 

egalitarian religious understandings (Pitstra, 2024). Real-life female experiences within Islamic 

traditions should be carefully documented and analyzed to construct a balanced view of gender in 

Islam (Fina & Wahyuni, 2022). 

Collaborative efforts among educational institutions, religious organizations, and civil society are 

essential in advancing just and progressive religious interpretations (Zarkasyi et al., 2023). 

Encouraging critical and inclusive discourse on Islamic thought can promote gender perspectives 

and inform relevant policy development in broader Muslim societies. 

Future research must focus on integrating women’s narratives and experiences into Islamic legal 

and theological interpretations, bridging theory and practice to reaffirm women’s rights within 

Islam (Qibtiyah, 2019). Such work will help construct a more comprehensive narrative of gender 

equality and facilitate reinterpretation of classical texts to reflect today’s changing world. 

Socio-cultural factors significantly shape Muslim societies’ perceptions of gender equality. Cultural 

contexts often establish long-standing norms and values that inform gender roles. In countries like 

Indonesia and Malaysia, patriarchal cultural traditions frequently assert women’s subordinate 

positions in religious and social domains (Qibtiyah, 2019; "The Oxford Handbook of Islam and 

Women," 2023). 

Qibtiyah’s (2019) study on Indonesian university students reveals that gender understandings vary, 

influenced by the interplay between Islamic teachings and broader Indonesian cultural contexts. 

In societies where gender equality is embraced—as in those with progressive feminist traditions—

more inclusive gender roles are recognized (Alatas, 2023). Conversely, patriarchal power structures 

hinder such understandings in other regions (Duderija, 2016). 

The intersection of religiosity and local culture is complex. In many cases, strong religious 

expression conflicts with values promoting gender equality. In Iran, for instance, Islamic feminist 

activists confront significant challenges under a theocratic regime that constrains efforts to 

advocate gender justice through traditionalist interpretations (Tavassoli & Teo, 2021; Duderija, 

2016). This illustrates that although sacred texts can support gender equality, their implementation 

is shaped by prevailing social and cultural structures. 

Gender studies in Islam aim to deconstruct patriarchal norms embedded in religious narratives 

and advocate for women’s rights within social and religious frameworks. These studies strive to 

reinterpret sacred texts and traditions to enhance women's social positions ("The Oxford 

Handbook of Islam and Women," 2023; Duderija, 2020). 

Key objectives of Islamic gender studies include: promoting interpretations that recognize 

women’s rights, examining the implementation of Islamic legal norms affecting gender equality, 

and fostering discussions on contemporary challenges faced by Muslim women globally 

(Afsaruddin, 2022). 
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Focus areas differ geographically. In the Middle East, research often centers on political power 

and the rise of feminism under authoritarian regimes (Duderija, 2020; Tavassoli & Teo, 2021). In 

Southeast Asia, studies address how local traditions and religiosity shape women’s rights and legal 

interpretations (Utsany et al., 2022). 

Research on Muslim women in Europe and North America has also expanded, highlighting how 

their religious identity intersects with gender and racial issues (Carland, 2022; Ahmad & Rae, 2022). 

For example, studies on Muslim women in Australia reveal how they challenge stigmatization and 

Islamophobia, positioning their identity as a tool to counter negative perceptions of Islam 

(Carland, 2022). 

In conclusion, socio-cultural influences deeply affect perceptions of gender equality in Muslim 

societies. Islamic gender studies offer the potential to dismantle discriminatory interpretations and 

cultivate inclusive discourses where individuals are treated equitably. Ongoing research and 

collaboration are essential to address gender issues within evolving Muslim communities. 

Despite the growing body of work on Islamic feminism, most previous studies tend to focus on 

theological reinterpretation or sociocultural activism without clearly addressing how these feminist 

discourses influence the formulation of state policy. This gap creates a disconnect between the 

theoretical advances of gender-sensitive Islamic thought and their concrete application in public 

policy frameworks. 

This review seeks to fill that gap by analyzing how Islamic feminist interpretations—particularly 

those aligned with contextual and progressive hermeneutics—can inform and influence gender-

equitable policy design in Muslim-majority countries. It also examines how the integration of 

women’s voices in religious interpretation can shape inclusive legal and educational structures. 

The main contribution of this article lies in connecting feminist Islamic scholarship to public policy 

discourse, offering a synthesized narrative that bridges religious reform with institutional change. 

This is not only a literature review, but a critical mapping of ideological pathways for gender justice 

in Islamic public life. 

 

METHOD 

This study employed a systematic literature review approach, combining comprehensive search 

strategies with evidence synthesis techniques to explore gender interpretation within Islamic 

thought. The methodology was designed to ensure an extensive and critical understanding of 

gender issues in Islam through the examination of scholarly literature, using both qualitative and 

meta-analytical frameworks. This approach enabled the identification, appraisal, and synthesis of 

relevant studies across various academic platforms, ensuring the inclusion of diverse scholarly 

perspectives. 

The literature search was conducted using several major academic databases, including JSTOR, 

Scopus, and Google Scholar, each selected for its extensive repository of peer-reviewed journal 

articles and relevant scholarly material. JSTOR and Scopus were particularly valuable for locating 

peer-reviewed journal articles that offer rigorously vetted academic contributions on gender and 

Islam. Google Scholar, with its wider coverage of academic and grey literature, served as a 
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complementary source for identifying emerging research trends and alternative viewpoints. 

Furthermore, ProQuest was utilized to access dissertations and theses that often provide original 

and underexplored perspectives on the intersection of gender and Islamic studies (Alatas, 2023). 

For literature specifically focused on Islamic texts and tafsir, the Islamic Research Institute 

database was included, ensuring access to primary sources and classical interpretations (Cader, 

2015). 

To guide the search process, a series of relevant keywords and search terms were identified based 

on preliminary scoping. These keywords included combinations of "gender and Islam," "Islamic 

feminism," "tafsir and gender," "gender-biased interpretation in Islam," "progressive Islamic 

thought," and "women in Islamic law." Boolean operators were used to refine the search strategy, 

enabling the combination of keywords to filter the most relevant literature from the vast 

collections. For instance, searches such as "gender AND tafsir AND Islam," or "feminist 

interpretation AND Islamic law," yielded focused results that directly addressed the core themes 

of this review. 

In selecting literature for inclusion, several criteria were established to ensure the quality and 

relevance of the studies. Articles were included if they explicitly addressed gender within an Islamic 

framework and contributed to discussions on gender bias in Islamic interpretation (Duderija, 2020; 

Duderija, 2016). Only those works that demonstrated methodological transparency and systematic 

analysis were considered. The inclusion of peer-reviewed journal articles was essential to maintain 

academic rigor and credibility, ensuring that the data and interpretations presented in the studies 

were reliable and critically assessed (Alatas, 2023). 

Conversely, exclusion criteria were also defined to filter out irrelevant or low-quality studies. 

Literature that did not focus explicitly on gender in Islam or failed to contribute substantially to 

the understanding of gender dynamics within Islamic contexts was excluded. Studies published 

outside of recognized academic journals or lacking peer-review validation were also omitted, as 

these sources were deemed potentially unreliable (Afsaruddin, 2022; Yeşildal et al., 2024). 

Furthermore, works that lacked clear methodological frameworks or offered superficial analysis 

without critical engagement with primary texts were excluded from the final synthesis (Carland, 

2022). 

The screening and selection of literature followed a multi-stage process to ensure methodological 

transparency and minimize bias. Initially, titles and abstracts were reviewed to eliminate obviously 

irrelevant studies. This was followed by full-text assessments of shortlisted articles to determine 

their fit with the research objectives. During this phase, studies were evaluated for the depth of 

analysis, clarity of research methodology, relevance to Islamic gender discourse, and contribution 

to existing literature. Duplicate studies or those with overlapping data but weaker analytical 

frameworks were excluded at this stage. A synthesis matrix was developed to organize included 

studies based on thematic relevance and methodological approach, allowing for a structured and 

comparative analysis. 

This study prioritized works that incorporated diverse methodological designs, such as qualitative 

case studies, content analyses of Islamic texts, historical analyses, ethnographies, and interpretive 

frameworks like progressive Islamic hermeneutics. By including a range of methodological 

perspectives, the review was able to capture the complexity and multiplicity inherent in gender 
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interpretations within Islam. The presence of methodological rigor was assessed through indicators 

such as the clarity of research questions, coherence between methodology and findings, 

transparency of data sources, and theoretical grounding. 

Meta-analytical techniques were used, where applicable, to evaluate the strength and limitations of 

empirical findings across different studies. This allowed the identification of consistent themes, 

contradictions, and knowledge gaps in the literature (Duderija, 2020; Duderija, 2016). For instance, 

comparative analyses of different types of tafsir helped highlight recurring gender biases as well as 

emerging efforts to provide more egalitarian interpretations of Islamic texts. These comparative 

insights were particularly valuable in uncovering how classical versus contemporary interpretations 

differ in their portrayal of gender roles and women's rights. 

The methodology also incorporated a feminist critique lens, drawing on scholarship that questions 

normative interpretations and challenges gender bias embedded in classical and contemporary 

Islamic thought. Feminist scholars such as Duderija and others have emphasized the necessity of 

gender-oriented interpretations as a means to provide fresh insights into both classical and modern 

Islamic texts (Duderija, 2020). Their contributions were essential in guiding the analytical lens of 

this review, particularly in recognizing and amplifying the voices and perspectives that have 

historically been marginalized in Islamic scholarship. 

Another important element of the methodology involved sourcing critical works from reformist 

Muslim scholars who advocate for alternative interpretations of sacred texts. These include voices 

from within the Islamic tradition that provide counter-narratives to mainstream patriarchal 

understandings of gender. The review deliberately included studies from a range of geographic and 

cultural contexts to ensure diversity of perspectives. Regional variations in gender interpretation 

were analyzed to identify how local socio-cultural and political conditions influence religious 

discourse and gender roles (Patel et al., 2012; Zarkasyi et al., 2023). 

Additionally, the synthesis of literature incorporated thematic coding to identify recurring concepts 

and discursive patterns. Key themes emerged around the construction of gender roles in Islamic 

jurisprudence, resistance to feminist reinterpretations, structural barriers within Islamic 

educational institutions, and socio-political challenges faced by Islamic feminists. This thematic 

analysis contributed to the formulation of a coherent narrative on the dynamics of gender 

interpretation in Islam. 

The methodological rigor of this review was also reinforced through a critical evaluation of each 

source's contribution to the field. Particular attention was given to those studies that provided 

novel interpretations or methodological innovations in analyzing gender and Islam. The 

comparative review of different tafsir typologies and critical paradigms allowed for a more nuanced 

understanding of the religious positioning of women and the possibilities for promoting greater 

gender justice within Islamic frameworks (Zabidi, 2018). 

By synthesizing findings from across disciplines and epistemological traditions, this review aims to 

contribute to a more comprehensive and inclusive discourse on gender in Islamic studies. Through 

a carefully structured methodology involving systematic searching, rigorous inclusion and 

exclusion criteria, and critical evaluation of diverse scholarly contributions, the study provides a 

robust foundation for advancing academic inquiry in the field. It also underscores the importance 
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of interdisciplinary engagement and feminist critique in illuminating the complexities of gender 

interpretations in Islam, paving the way for future research and reform-oriented scholarship 

(Afsaruddin, 2022). 

 

RESULT AND DISCUSSION 

This narrative review has identified and synthesized multiple thematic findings concerning gender 

interpretations in Islam, drawing upon a wide array of scholarly contributions and empirical 

studies. The results are organized into four major themes: (a) textualist versus contextualist 

interpretive approaches to Islamic texts; (b) leading figures and movements within Islamic 

feminism; (c) the role of Islamic educational institutions and religious leaders; and (d) comparative 

national case studies, specifically focusing on Indonesia, Iran, and Morocco. These themes reflect 

both the diversity and complexity of gender discourse in contemporary Islamic thought and 

practice. 

The distinction between textualist and contextualist approaches to Qur'anic interpretation has 

emerged as one of the most salient issues in the literature on gender in Islam. Textualist 

interpretations often prioritize literal readings of the Qur'an, emphasizing traditional 

understandings that maintain clearly demarcated gender roles. Qibtiyah (2019) notes that such 

interpretations frequently underscore the primacy of women’s domestic roles and their 

subordination within the public sphere. These views tend to be grounded in classical jurisprudence 

and continue to influence social norms and legal frameworks in many Muslim societies. 

By contrast, contextualist scholars such as Duderija (2020) advocate for a hermeneutic approach 

that situates Qur'anic verses within the socio-historical milieu of their revelation. This interpretive 

lens seeks to adapt religious principles to contemporary norms of justice, human rights, and gender 

equality. The Oxford Handbook of Islam and Women (2023) also underscores the importance of 

contextualization in unlocking egalitarian potential within Islamic teachings. Patel et al. (2012) 

argue that the fundamental divergence between these two interpretive paradigms lies in whether 

Islamic texts are treated as static, immutable prescriptions or dynamic sources of moral and legal 

guidance responsive to contemporary realities. 

Empirical data and statistical analyses further substantiate the varied dominance of interpretive 

approaches across different Muslim societies. Alatas (2023) documents that among feminist 

activists in Malaysia, contextualist interpretations are increasingly favored due to their capacity to 

address modern gender concerns. In contrast, traditional communities still overwhelmingly 

endorse textualist readings, largely influenced by conservative religious education and restricted 

access to reformist scholarship (Qibtiyah, 2019). 

Zabidi (2018) provides additional empirical insights, noting that in countries with more egalitarian 

political structures such as Turkey and Indonesia, female participation in public life—including 

politics and education—has risen significantly, correlating with the adoption of contextualist 

readings. For instance, in progressive contexts, up to 70% of women are engaged in public roles, 

compared to only 30% in conservative states adhering strictly to textualist doctrines. Despite such 

progress, Zabidi (2018) cautions that fatwas in many Muslim countries continue to reflect 

traditional gender hierarchies, although some show a trend towards recognizing women’s rights. 
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These findings affirm that socio-cultural and political conditions play a decisive role in shaping 

how gender interpretations are accepted and institutionalized. Duderija (2020) calls for research 

methodologies that incorporate social change imperatives and gender justice frameworks to better 

capture these evolving dynamics. 

Prominent scholars have also been instrumental in shaping Islamic feminist discourses that seek 

to reimagine gender roles within Islam. Amina Wadud, a leading advocate of feminist Qur'anic 

hermeneutics, has emphasized that Islamic texts, when read through a justice-oriented lens, 

inherently support gender equity. Her influential work, "Qur'an and Woman," has inspired both 

academic inquiry and grassroots activism (The Oxford Handbook of Islam and Women, 2023). 

Ziba Mir-Hosseini has similarly critiqued patriarchal legal traditions in Islam, arguing for a human 

rights-based reinterpretation of Islamic law. In her work "Men in Charge?," she challenges male-

centric legal authority and advocates for a gender-inclusive fiqh (Qibtiyah, 2019). Meanwhile, 

Moroccan sociologist Fatima Mernissi deconstructs historical narratives that marginalize women 

and highlights the lived experiences of Muslim women as essential components of Islamic feminist 

critique (Alatas, 2023). 

These scholars have contributed to a growing body of literature that merges theoretical rigor with 

the empirical realities of Muslim women’s lives. Their work demonstrates that Islamic feminism is 

not merely a reactionary movement but a substantive intellectual project grounded in both 

theology and social justice (The Oxford Handbook of Islam and Women, 2023). 

Islamic feminist movements have taken root in diverse regional contexts, adapting their strategies 

to local socio-political realities. In Southeast Asia, especially Indonesia and Malaysia, feminist 

advocacy is closely tied to civil society organizations. In Malaysia, the NGO Sisters in Islam, 

founded by Zainah Anwar, has played a pivotal role in advocating for women’s rights within 

Islamic legal frameworks, combining religious scholarship with legal activism (Alatas, 2023). 

In Iran, feminist efforts face significant state-imposed restrictions but persist through grassroots 

mobilization. Tavassoli and Teo (2021) observe that despite political repression, Iranian feminists 

continue to reinterpret Islamic teachings to assert women’s rights. These movements demonstrate 

resilience and adaptability in the face of structural constraints (Qibtiyah, 2019). 

In North Africa, particularly Tunisia and Egypt, Islamic feminist activism focuses on legal reforms 

and public awareness. Tunisian women have been especially vocal in advocating for personal status 

law reform, with some success in expanding women’s rights in marriage and divorce (Mar et al., 

2019). Across all regions, Islamic feminism remains interconnected with broader global 

movements for gender justice, reflecting shared principles despite varied cultural expressions 

(Qibtiyah, 2019). 

Religious educational institutions and clerics play a dual role as both gatekeepers and facilitators 

of change in gender discourses. Utsany et al. (2022) highlight that Islamic curricula significantly 

shape students’ perceptions of gender roles. In Indonesia, some pesantren have begun 

incorporating gender studies into their curriculum, promoting more egalitarian interpretations of 

Islamic teachings (Qibtiyah, 2019). 
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Religious leaders wield substantial influence in shaping public understanding of Islamic gender 

norms. Zabidi (2018) documents that some progressive clerics have begun advocating for gender-

inclusive interpretations, thereby encouraging more equitable social outcomes. Nevertheless, 

entrenched conservatism remains pervasive, particularly among clerics and institutions that adhere 

rigidly to traditionalist paradigms (Duderija, 2020). 

Institutional support for reinterpretation varies widely. Progressive universities in Southeast Asia 

have initiated programs that incorporate gender analysis into Islamic studies. These institutions 

also sponsor workshops and seminars aimed at fostering gender-sensitive religious scholarship 

(Qibtiyah, 2019). Conversely, conservative institutions often resist such initiatives, perpetuating 

patriarchal narratives through selective scriptural interpretations and curricular exclusions (Tariq 

et al., 2022). 

Resistance from traditional clerics remains a formidable barrier to reform. Duderija (2020) notes 

that exclusivist interpretations dominate religious discourse in many Muslim-majority countries, 

stalling gender reforms and silencing alternative perspectives. As a result, the role of Islamic 

education and clerical authority continues to be a contested space in the struggle for gender 

equality. 

A comparative analysis of gender-related policies in Indonesia, Iran, and Morocco reveals the 

profound influence of national context on the implementation of Islamic gender principles. In 

Indonesia, gender policies are relatively progressive, bolstered by active civil society engagement 

and a moderate interpretation of Islam. Qibtiyah (2019) observes high levels of female 

participation in education and growing awareness of gender issues among university students. 

Affirmative policies have also improved women’s representation in political institutions. 

Iran presents a more restrictive landscape, where gender policies are heavily shaped by theocratic 

governance and sharia-based legal frameworks. Alatas (2023) reports that while Iranian women 

have access to education, they face limitations in field selection and are barred from religious 

leadership roles. These restrictions reinforce gender disparities and curtail women’s civic and 

religious participation. 

In Morocco, recent legal reforms such as the Moudawana have expanded women’s rights in family 

law. However, implementation remains uneven due to persistent patriarchal social norms. Duderija 

(2020) notes that although educational and political opportunities for women have improved, 

challenges persist in achieving equitable access to leadership positions. 

The comparative findings highlight both commonalities and divergences. Educational access for 

women is relatively high across all three countries, though qualitative differences exist in the 

freedom to pursue various disciplines. Political participation shows a more pronounced disparity, 

with Indonesia making significant strides and Iran remaining restrictive. Religious engagement also 

varies: Indonesian discourse is more inclusive, Iranian practices remain exclusionary, and 

Moroccan institutions occupy a middle ground with cautious reformism. 

Overall, gender policies in Islam are deeply contingent on the intersection of religious 

interpretation, political structures, and socio-cultural dynamics. These comparative insights affirm 

the need for context-sensitive approaches in promoting gender justice within Islamic frameworks. 
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While progress is evident in some areas, significant challenges remain, necessitating continued 

scholarly engagement and policy innovation. 

The discussion of gender equality in Islam reveals an intricate relationship between religious 

interpretations, socio-political structures, and the ongoing contestations between reformist and 

conservative thought. Drawing from the findings of this narrative review, it is clear that legal and 

political systems, institutional engagement, and public policy have had both enabling and inhibiting 

roles in fostering gender justice across Muslim societies. The implications of these findings warrant 

further analysis of the factors that support or hinder egalitarian interpretations of Islamic texts and 

their real-world application. 

The role of legal and political systems in shaping gender equality within Islamic contexts cannot 

be overstated. In Indonesia, progressive interpretations influenced by Islamic reformists such as 

Jasser Auda have had tangible impacts on family law reforms, enhancing women’s legal protection 

and promoting female participation in public decision-making (Qibtiyah, 2019). This environment, 

supported by democratic governance, has allowed for the integration of gender-inclusive policies 

into legal frameworks, thereby enabling women to access education and leadership opportunities 

more equitably. 

Conversely, in contexts such as Iran, the legal system is profoundly shaped by patriarchal 

theological interpretations that resist reform. As Alatas (2023) notes, Iran’s theocratic structure 

embeds traditional gender roles into the legal code, systematically excluding women from religious 

and political authority. Duderija (2020) underscores that legal reforms in such systems are stymied 

by rigid religious orthodoxy, where male religious elites continue to uphold male dominance 

through interpretations of Islamic law. The intersection of theological rigidity with authoritarian 

politics, as seen in Iran, significantly constrains the space for discourse on gender equality. 

In democratic societies, such as Indonesia, political support has been crucial in fostering 

environments conducive to gender reform. Qibtiyah’s research suggests that democratic systems 

facilitate public debates, policy negotiations, and pluralistic interpretations that open avenues for 

gender-just legal practices (Qibtiyah, 2019). In contrast, authoritarian political systems tend to 

curtail civil society initiatives, silencing reformist voices and reinforcing conservative 

interpretations (Duderija, 2020). This distinction highlights the systemic entrenchment of gender 

inequality where legal reform is subjected to ideological control by religious elites. 

Institutional support for or resistance to gender-sensitive reinterpretation is also a crucial 

determinant of progress. In Indonesia, many academic institutions have integrated gender studies 

into their curricula, offering platforms for critical engagement with Islamic texts and enabling 

future scholars to develop reformist interpretations (Duderija, 2020). The proliferation of 

progressive scholarship in such environments is supported by ulama and educators who 

acknowledge the need for reinterpretation aligned with contemporary gender justice principles 

(Zabidi, 2018). 

However, this stands in stark contrast to environments such as Iran, where conservative clerics 

and institutions resist reinterpretation. Tavassoli and Teo (2021) observe that feminist Islamic 

thinkers often face institutional obstacles entrenched in patriarchal norms, preventing them from 

disseminating alternative understandings of gender roles. While efforts to develop a theology of 
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gender justice exist, they are frequently marginalized by the dominant discourse of religious 

orthodoxy (Utsany et al., 2022). These findings point to the importance of institutional autonomy 

and academic freedom in promoting interpretive pluralism. 

The broader implication of gender discourse in Islam is its capacity to inform and reshape inclusive 

public policy. Studies suggest that progressive interpretations of Islamic texts, particularly those 

embedded in fatwas and legal discourse, can legitimize gender-sensitive public policy. For example, 

Zabidi (2018) emphasizes the potential for inclusive fatwas to support public health policies that 

address women's needs, including reproductive rights and protection from gender-based violence. 

Qibtiyah’s mapping of gender understanding in Muslim communities offers policymakers nuanced 

insights into how various interpretations influence public perceptions. Such insights are crucial for 

designing culturally sensitive policies that resonate with local religious and social values, thereby 

increasing their acceptance and effectiveness (Alatas, 2023). Moreover, The Oxford Handbook of 

Islam and Women (2023) notes that increased educational access for women correlates with higher 

levels of political and civic engagement, making education a vital tool for policy-driven gender 

reform. 

Policy implications also extend to women's participation in politics and religious institutions. Alatas 

(2023) shows that including women's perspectives in political deliberation improves democratic 

representation and policy inclusivity. In societies where women hold political power, gender justice 

initiatives are more likely to gain institutional traction (Utsany et al., 2022). In religious contexts, 

Ahmad and Rae (2022) emphasize the need for security and legal frameworks that empower 

women through equal access to religious spaces and leadership roles. Legal reforms that address 

domestic violence and provide equitable inheritance laws, for example, are essential steps toward 

systemic change. 

Effective policy formulation, however, requires inclusive stakeholder engagement. Civil society 

organizations, feminist activists, and religious scholars must collaborate to develop contextually 

relevant gender reforms. As Bagley et al. (2017) assert, inclusive dialogue and collaborative 

advocacy are critical in transforming theological insights into actionable policy. Therefore, the role 

of multi-stakeholder forums in facilitating reform should be emphasized as part of a broader 

strategy for institutionalizing gender equality. 

Several scholars have proposed tangible strategies to overcome gender bias in Islamic 

interpretation. Nurmala et al. (2023) advocate for ideal-normative approaches that critically analyze 

the socio-historical contexts of Qur'anic verses related to gender. Such reinterpretations highlight 

inherent Islamic principles of justice and equity that are often overshadowed by patriarchal 

readings. 

Zabidi (2018) proposes the renewal of fatwa issuance to reflect contemporary realities and gender 

concerns. In contexts where fatwas hold legal and moral authority, their progressive articulation 

can legitimize reforms and facilitate legal protections for women. Educational initiatives targeting 

ulama and religious scholars are another promising approach. Training programs that incorporate 

gender sensitivity and human rights principles have proven effective in equipping clerics to 

challenge patriarchal interpretations and support egalitarian teachings (Nurmala et al., 2023). 
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Islamic feminist activism also plays a critical role in driving gender-conscious reform. As Al-

Kohlani (2018) and Bagley et al. (2017) note, Muslim women who lead activist movements 

contribute not only to theological discourse but also to socio-political change. Their lived 

experiences and advocacy efforts offer grounded insights into the structural inequalities that must 

be addressed within Islamic jurisprudence. 

Duderija (2016) stresses the value of interdisciplinary approaches in this reformative work. 

Integrating insights from sociology, theology, legal studies, and gender theory provides a more 

comprehensive framework for understanding the multifaceted nature of gender bias in Islam. 

These collaborative efforts enable more robust critiques of traditional exegesis and encourage the 

development of responsive interpretive methodologies. 

The effectiveness of these solutions is context-dependent. In Indonesia and Malaysia, progressive 

fatwas and increased gender sensitivity training among clerics have led to improved policy 

environments and greater acceptance of women’s rights (Nurmala et al., 2023). In contrast, 

conservative resistance in Iran has limited the impact of similar initiatives, reflecting the 

importance of systemic openness to reform. 

Education-focused interventions have shown particular promise. In Malaysia, rising numbers of 

clerics are engaging with gender issues from a reformist perspective, supported by institutional 

efforts to integrate gender studies into religious education (Duderija, 2016). However, sustaining 

such progress requires long-term commitment, continued academic inquiry, and the support of 

broader civil society networks. 

Finally, the empowerment of women in interpretive and political spaces remains a cornerstone of 

reform. Activist leadership by Muslim women has created new discursive spaces for articulating 

gender justice, challenging both cultural and theological barriers (Bagley et al., 2017). By validating 

female agency within religious discourse, these movements not only challenge patriarchal 

hegemony but also reinforce the potential of Islamic teachings to promote equity and dignity for 

all genders. 

Despite these advancements, several limitations persist within the existing body of research. Much 

of the literature remains focused on particular national contexts, limiting the generalizability of 

findings. There is also a need for more empirical data on the lived experiences of Muslim women 

across various socio-political systems. Future research should prioritize intersectional analyses that 

consider the compounded effects of gender, class, ethnicity, and geography in shaping access to 

religious authority and legal rights. Additionally, more comparative studies are needed to assess 

the relative effectiveness of reform strategies across different Islamic traditions and legal systems. 

The ongoing exploration of gender in Islam is thus both an intellectual and practical endeavor. 

While entrenched biases and institutional resistance pose significant challenges, the combined 

efforts of scholars, activists, and policymakers offer promising pathways for achieving gender 

justice grounded in Islamic ethics. 
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CONCLUSION  

This study has synthesized and critically examined the complex discourse on gender in Islam, 

highlighting the divergence between textualist and contextualist interpretations, the role of feminist 

scholars and movements, institutional influences, and country-specific policy frameworks. The 

findings reveal that while contextualist approaches offer a more inclusive and progressive 

understanding of Islamic texts, textualist interpretations still dominate in many traditional settings, 

often reinforced by conservative religious authorities. Feminist scholars and reformists have made 

significant contributions to reinterpret gender roles in Islam, yet institutional and political 

resistance, especially in authoritarian contexts, continues to limit progress. 

The urgency to address gender inequality within Islamic thought is evident. Legal and political 

systems must evolve to embrace egalitarian values rooted in Islamic principles of justice. As 

discussed, inclusive religious education and gender-sensitive reinterpretation of sacred texts should 

be central strategies in overcoming patriarchal biases. Public policies informed by inclusive fatwas, 

support for women’s participation in politics and education, and the empowerment of female 

religious leaders are necessary interventions. 

Future research should explore the lived experiences of Muslim women across different socio-

political contexts and assess the impact of gender-inclusive education and legal reforms. 

Comparative studies across Islamic legal traditions could further illuminate effective reform 

strategies. Ultimately, advancing gender justice in Islam requires sustained academic, institutional, 

and grassroots efforts that foster inclusive dialogue, support reformist interpretations, and 

institutionalize gender equity within religious and public domains. 
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