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Gender issues have posed critical arguments in the understanding of contemporary Islam. Issues 
such as women’s rights in Islam have attracted scholars’ and intellectuals’ attention and have often 
brought about heated debates both in Muslim communities and in academic circles of Islamic 
studies. One of the most important intellectual trends leading the arguments on gender questions is 
Muslim feminists’ activism in advocating gender justice, which has witnessed significant growth 
over the last several decades. Often labelled as Islamic feminists, such Muslim feminists have 
questioned dominant discourses on gender norms in Islam, promoting new visions of an Islamic 
gender order. Islamic feminists’ visions are built on the active engagement of the Islamic tradition 
and not the rejection of it. Thus, their arguments on gender focus on how the tradition is inter-
preted; the project of Islamic feminism rests on the reinterpretation of the Islamic tradition.1

Islamic feminism constitutes a part of the broader modern Islamic stream originated by 
Muslim reformers in the late 19th century, as represented by Muḥammad ʿAbduh (1849–1905). 
The early reformers’ call for the reinterpretation of the Islamic tradition, with special emphasis 
on the Qurʾan and Sunna, has enabled their successors to question established doctrines and in-
stitutions and to generate creative visions of Islam. Gender has been one of the major subjects of 
reconsideration since the inception of the movement, as best illustrated by the call for the abolition 
of polygyny promoted by several reformist thinkers, such as Qāsim Amīn (1863–1908).

Muslim reformers’ discourses on Islam have often been framed according to the binary be-
tween modern and traditional interpretations. This may be attributed partly to their emphasis on 
sacred texts by questioning the authority of past scholars’ accumulated interpretations. Echoing a 
common cry from these reformers, observers have also tended to contrast reformist visions with 
conservative ones, emphasizing the rupture dividing the tradition and modernity. However, such 
a binary in itself reflects the modernist view in which the tradition is defined as a static mode of 
practice belonging to the past and should be replaced by modernity. By contrast, we are of the 
opinion that the Islamic tradition has actually maintained a continuous impact on modern dis-
courses, whereas the tradition as such has been subject to reconstruction, or reframing, in that 
process. 

Drawing on the now widely accepted perception of Islam as a discursive tradition (Asad 
2009), the present special issue discusses discourses on gender by illustrating the ways in which 
the Islamic tradition has been reframed in modern settings. Each contributor addresses a case in 
which the Islamic tradition plays an important role in discussions of gender questions.

Corresponding to a variety of traditions referred to in Islamic discourses, the topics examined 
in each contribution are also diverse. The first part of the special issue focuses on the tradition as a 
1 Margot Badran defines Islamic feminism as “a feminist discourse and practice articulated within an Islamic paradigm” 

(Badran 2017, 242). Beyond this basic principle, though, there are also differences in views among proponents. For 
example, see Asma Barlas’s critique of other Islamic feminist scholars’ reading of the Qurʾan (Barlas 2016).
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sacred text—the Qurʾan. Reiko Okawa examines the divergence in contemporary tafsīr (Qurʾanic 
exegetics) by focusing on the interpretations of Ḥawwāʾ (Eve). By comparing four interpreters’ 
tafsīrs, including both ʿulamāʾ (religious scholars) and feminist scholars, the author identifies the 
divergence among each tafsīr not only in its approach and method of interpretation but also in the 
historical context against which each tafsīr was made. T. Hernández-Justo’s paper analyzes Ṭāhir 
Ḥaddād’s gender discourse. Ḥaddād is a Tunisian Muslim reformer who is known to have advo-
cated the empowerment of women through such means as the abolition of polygyny and repudia-
tion, based on the reinterpretation of the Qurʾan. The author describes the logic of Ḥaddād’s claim 
by situating his work and career in the socio-political context, and clarifies both the innovation and 
limit of his gender view. 

In the second part, the scope of the analysis includes not only the sacred texts but also the 
accumulated interpretative tradition. Mohammed Moussa’s paper investigates a broad range of 
traditions referred to by contemporary Muslim scholars and intellectuals. By comparing Islamic 
feminism and Wasaṭiyya, two distinct trends addressing women’s rights, the author identifies a 
variety of traditions appropriated by contemporary scholars and intellectuals to inform their dis-
courses on gender. Hitomi Ono discusses the concept of the modern family from the perspective 
of juristic tradition. Analyzing the work of Ibn ʿĀshūr, a celebrated legal scholar of the Zaytuna 
Mosque in Tunisia, the author locates modern patriarchal gender norms reflected in his legal argu-
ments on the family. Kei Takahashi’s paper focuses on the Sunni revivalist trend emerging in the 
contemporary American Muslim community. Often called Traditional Islam, the trend empha-
sizes the authority of classical Sunni scholarship, including Islamic jurisprudence, theology, and 
Sufism, and advocates the preservation of the genealogy of succession. The author describes the 
approach appropriated by intellectuals of the trend to adapt classical Sunni theory to contemporary 
American reality by analyzing their arguments on gender issues. Makoto Sawai traces Muslim 
feminists’ appraisal of Sufism as an Islamic paradigm supporting their claim for gender equality. 
Drawing on the fruits of academic research on Sufism, these feminists promote a new vision of 
Sufism from a gender perspective, which the author calls gender-focused Sufism. By analyzing the 
narratives of medieval Sufis, such as Ibn ʿArabī, the author identifies the foundational discourses 
on which gender-focused Sufism is constructed.

In the final part, arguments on gender are examined in the political context. The last two con-
tributions both inspect the gender order in relation to the modern state. Ayaka Kuroda’s paper dis-
cusses the issue of women’s political participation by focusing on the political theories promoted 
by scholars and intellectuals of the moderate Islamic trend. It locates the logic both supporting 
and restricting women’s political participation in their broader visions of the modern Islamic state. 
The author argues that both the Islamic tradition and secular political theories are combined to 
mold the concept of modern Islamic states, which also defines women’s political rights. Kenichiro 
Takao analyzes the state’s control of women by focusing on public morality in the Muslim society. 
The theory of public morality in Islam has been elaborated as a juristic concept of ḥisba based on 
the Qurʾanic commandment of “promotion of virtue and prevention of vice.” After overviewing 
the historical development of the theory and practice of the concept, the author describes how 
Islamic public morality has been enforced in Saudi Arabia, where women and the youth have been 
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positioned as its main targets.
All the contributions included in the special issue demonstrate that a variety of references 

and creative approaches to the Islamic tradition have informed modern discourse on gender. It is 
hoped that this special issue will provide cases that contribute to ongoing discussions of gender 
and tradition in Islam.
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