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Islamic Feminism Explained 

  Islamic feminism stands at the intersection of faith 

and gender equality, advocating for the full and 

unequivocal equality of all Muslims, irrespective of gender. 

Rooted in the principles of Islam, this movement 

challenges traditional interpretations that may perpetuate 

gender disparities. As defined by proponents of Islamic 

feminism, the core tenet is the insistence on the complete 

equality of Muslim men and women (Exploring Islamic 

Feminism, n.d.). This entails challenging historical and 
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cultural interpretations that have led to the marginalization 

of women within specific Muslim communities. The 

movement contends that the teachings of Islam inherently 

promote equality, and any perceived disparities are often 

the result of cultural practices and interpretations rather 

than the core principles of the faith (Exploring Islamic 

Feminism, n.d.).  

Islamic feminism differentiates itself from general 

feminism by its unique approach within the framework of 

Islam. While both share the overarching goal of gender 

equality, Islamic feminism acknowledges and operates 

within the religious guidelines of Islam. It seeks to 

reconcile gender justice with the teachings of the Quran and 

Hadith, challenging any interpretations that may perpetuate 

gender-based discrimination. This distinction is crucial in 

understanding how Islamic feminism navigates the 

intersection of faith and women's rights (Exploring Islamic 

Feminism, n.d.).  



165 

 

In contrast to Western and secular feminism, 

Islamic feminism is characterized by its unwavering 

commitment to advocating for the complete equality of 

both genders within the framework of Islam. While 

Western and secular feminism often operate in the context 

of secularism, challenging religious influence, Islamic 

feminism operates within the confines of  

Islamic principles. This essay explores the distinctive 

characteristics that set Islamic feminism apart, delving into 

its historical origins, responses to Western feminism, and 

its impact on challenging biased perceptions of Muslim 

women. By examining the movement's evolution, this essay 

aims to shed light on the importance of Islamic feminism in 

promoting gender equality within the diverse tapestry of 

Islamic beliefs.  

Islamic Feminism vs. Secular Feminism 

  Islamic feminism and secular feminism represent 

distinct approaches to addressing gender equality, each 
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rooted in different philosophical foundations and 

responding to unique socio-political contexts. Secular 

feminism emerged in response to the United States 

increasing laxity in the separation of church and state and 

the rise of Christian policies influencing governance 

(Manson, n.d.). The primary goal of secular feminism is to 

eliminate Christian influence from political and social 

spheres, emphasizing a commitment to gender equality that 

transcends religious boundaries.  

In contrast, Islamic feminism is deeply rooted in 

religious principles, specifically within the framework of 

Islam (Exploring Islamic Feminism, n.d.). It advocates for 

gender equality based on Islamic teachings and traditions. 

Unlike secular feminism, Islamic feminism considers the 

religious guidelines present in the Quran and Hadith, 

seeking to reconcile feminist ideals with the teachings of 

Islam.  
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  Islamic feminism emerged as a response to the 

shortcomings of Western feminism, particularly its lack of 

inclusivity and diversity. The feminist movement in the 

United States, for example, predominantly catered to the 

needs and concerns of white middle-class women. This 

narrow focus led to an exclusionary narrative that failed to 

address the diverse experiences of women from different 

racial, ethnic, and cultural backgrounds (Dixon, 2011). 

Islamic feminists critiqued Western feminism for its limited 

perspective and sought to rectify these shortcomings within 

the Islamic feminist framework.  

Islamic feminism, in its response to Western 

feminism, also took on the challenge of dismantling false 

stereotypes and misconceptions perpetuated by Western 

perspectives. These stereotypes often portray Muslim 

women as oppressed and submissive, neglecting the 

diversity of experiences and agency within Muslim 

communities. Islamic feminists worked to counter these 
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stereotypes by highlighting the autonomy, strength, and 

diversity of Muslim women, challenging the one-

dimensional narratives that Western feminism often 

presented (Exploring Islamic Feminism, n.d.).  

The origins of secular feminism can be traced back 

to the feminist movement in the United States, particularly 

during periods of political and religious change. 

Historically, this movement catered predominantly to white 

middle-class women who found themselves constrained by 

Christian beliefs shaping societal norms and expectations.  

Conversely, Islamic feminism emerged as a 

response to Western standards, perceived as restrictive and 

incompatible with the values of diverse Muslim 

communities. It sought to break free from the mold of 

Western feminism, which was often criticized for its 

limited inclusivity and failure to address the concerns of 

women outside the white middle-class demographic.  
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Overall, while secular feminism responds to the 

challenges posed by Christian influence in the West, 

Islamic feminism navigates a distinct path, striving for 

gender equality within the context of Islamic principles. 

Understanding the origins and motivations of these two 

feminist branches sheds light on their unique characteristics 

and the challenges each seeks to address within their 

respective cultural and religious contexts.  

Origins and Development of Islamic Feminism   

  The roots of Islamic feminism can be traced back to 

the late 19th century in Egypt, where it emerged as a 

response to societal practices that were perceived as 

repressive and wrongly associated with Islam. The Islamic 

feminism movement sought to break the perceived "linkage 

of Islam with repressive practices imposed in the name of 

religion" (Exploring Islamic Feminism, n.d.). Aisha 

Taymur, a prominent Egyptian writer and intellectual of the 

early 1900s, played a pivotal role in influencing the early 
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development of Islamic feminism. Taymur's writings 

provided a critical perspective on the misinterpretation of 

Islamic teachings that contributed to gender inequalities.  

What began as a localized movement in Egypt 

quickly gained momentum and expanded nationally and 

globally. The core principles of Islamic feminism resonated 

with Muslim women facing similar challenges worldwide, 

leading to the movement's proliferation beyond its initial 

geographic boundaries. The global expansion of Islamic 

feminism signifies its relevance and adaptability to various 

cultural contexts within the Muslim world.  

In sum, the origins and development of Islamic 

feminism reflect a nuanced response to historical and 

cultural challenges rooted in the desire to reconcile Islamic 

principles with gender equality. The movement's expansion 

from its Egyptian origins to a global scale underscores its 

resonance with the diverse experiences of Muslim women 

and its role in challenging and reshaping the narratives 
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surrounding feminism, both within and outside the Muslim 

world.  

Impact of Islamic Feminism 

  The aftermath of the 9/11 (2001) attacks on the 

World Trade Center in New York City witnessed the rise of 

a Western savior complex regarding Muslim women. 

Lughod critiques how Western feminists became 

"obsessed" with the plight of Muslim women, often 

overlooking their struggles and violence. (Lughod, 2013) 

Western feminists, in their fixation on "saving" Muslim 

women from what they perceive as a sexist and 

misogynistic religion, perpetuated static and homogenous 

stereotypes about Islam (Feminism Vs. Multiculturalism: 

An Insight Into Islamic Feminism | IHEID, n.d.).  

  Post-9/11, wearing a hijab became emblematic of 

supporting what was perceived as a militaristic and 

tyrannical religion by Western standards. This led to a 

surge in hate crimes against Muslim women who chose to 
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wear the hijab. The Western mindset about oppression and 

terrorism further fueled these prejudices. Secular feminists 

argued that Islamic feminism was incompatible, 

controversial, and contradictory, reinforcing the view that 

Islam oppressed women. The clash of values was evident in 

the Western insistence on individuality and equality, often 

interpreting the hijab as a symbol of oppression (Blakeman, 

2014). Muslim women, however, take pride in representing 

their religion, challenging Western feminists' dismissal of 

the hijab as a choice that provides safety and security 

(Sohail et al., 2023). This clash of narratives perpetuates a 

dynamic that actively denies Muslim women agency (The 

War on Muslim Women’s Bodies: A Critique of Western 

Feminism, n.d).  

Challenging Gender Roles 

  Islamic feminism challenges gender roles with a 

critical comparison to Western feminism rooted in 

Christianity. The latter, influenced by the Christian belief 
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that women, symbolized by Eve, are responsible for sin, 

perpetuates a mindset of female inferiority and 

subservience. This influence extended to governance and 

societal norms, contributing to a patriarchal mindset 

categorized as 'patriarchal' (Exploring Islamic Feminism, 

n.d.).  

  Patriarchal thinking has universally seeped into 

interpretations of the Quran, forming the basis of Islamic 

feminist ideals. Specific translations reinforce the notion 

that men are providers, and in exchange, women must be 

obedient and serve their husbands, maintain their virginity, 

and exhibit loyalty and chastity. This perspective 

contributes to the perception of women as weak  

and easily overpowered by men (Islam and Gender, n.d.). 

Islamic feminists work to challenge and reinterpret these 

patriarchal interpretations, emphasizing compromise in 

marriages and rejecting the notion that women bear the sole 

accountability for marital success.  
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Islamic feminism has played a pioneering role in 

advocating for women's rights within the framework of 

Islam. Muslim women historically enjoyed certain rights, 

including the right to remarriage, divorce, inheritance, and 

abortion, demonstrating Islam's recognition of women's 

agency (Exploring Islamic Feminism, n.d.).    

As well, Islamic feminists actively work to 

challenge and eradicate harmful cultural practices, such as 

female genital mutilation, by fostering a better 

understanding of Islam and its teachings regarding the 

treatment of women. By challenging cultural norms and 

advocating for the rights and dignity of women, Islamic 

feminists aim to contribute to the global shift away from 

such barbaric practices (Feminism Vs. Multiculturalism: 

An Insight Into Islamic Feminism | IHEID, n.d.).  

  In sum, the impact of Islamic feminism is far-

reaching, challenging biased perceptions, dismantling 

stereotypes, and actively promoting women's rights within 
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the diverse tapestry of Islamic beliefs. The movement 

confronts not only Western misconceptions but also 

internalized patriarchal mindsets, contributing to a nuanced 

and evolving understanding of gender equality within the 

context of Islam.  

Discussion 

  Islamic feminism, born out of the sociopolitical 

landscape of 19th-century Egypt, has undergone a 

remarkable journey, transcending its origins to become a 

global force for change. The growth of this movement 

underscores its resonance with the diverse experiences of 

Muslim women worldwide, positioning it as a vital voice in 

the ongoing discourse on gender equality.  

  From its nascent roots in Egypt, Islamic feminism 

has evolved into a worldwide movement, championing the 

message of equality within the framework of Islam. It 

distinguishes itself from Western and secular feminism by 

navigating the delicate balance between advocating for 
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gender justice and remaining faithful to Islamic principles. 

This nuanced approach is integral to the movement's ability 

to address the unique challenges faced by Muslim women 

while challenging Western stereotypes and patriarchal 

ideals.  

  Despite the progress made by Islamic feminism, 

pervasive Western misconceptions and deeply ingrained 

patriarchal norms contribute to a preconceived notion that 

Muslim women lack agency and autonomy. The movement 

stands as a powerful rebuttal to these misconceptions, 

asserting that Muslim women are not passive victims or 

brainwashed individuals but dynamic agents of change 

within their communities.  

  Islamic feminism plays a pivotal role in promoting 

the dignity and autonomy of Muslim women, addressing a 

spectrum of issues, from the right to wear the hijab to 

broader autonomy rights. By challenging societal norms 

and advocating for the rights of Muslim women within the 
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bounds of Islam, the movement becomes instrumental in 

paving the way for a better life for Muslim women.  

  As we reflect on the achievements and impact of 

Islamic feminism, it becomes evident that further research 

is essential to understanding its contemporary role. 

Examining its effects on administration, the formation of 

organizations, and the influence of crucial speakers can 

provide valuable insights into the movement's ongoing 

contributions and future potential. By delving into the 

practical outcomes of Islamic feminism, we can better 

appreciate its transformative power and the strides it 

continues to make in promoting equality, dignity, and 

autonomy for Muslim women globally. 
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