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Introduction: A
Landmark Voice in
Islamic Gender
Studies

Few scholars have reshaped the
conversation around Islam and gender as
profoundly as Leila Ahmed. Born in Cairo
in 1940 and educated at the University of
Cambridge, Ahmed emerged as a pivotal
figure in both Islamic studies and feminist
theory. Her seminal work, Women and
Gender in Islam: Historical Roots of a
Modern Debate, published in 1992,
remains an essential text for anyone
seeking to understand the complex
relationship between women, gender, and
Islamic tradition. This article explores
Ahmed's key arguments, her historical
methodology, and the lasting impact of
her scholarship on contemporary
discussions about women and gender in
Islam.

Ahmed's approach was revolutionary
because she refused to treat Islam as a
monolithic entity. Instead, she traced how
interpretations of scripture, cultural
practices, and political forces have shaped
women's lives across different Muslim
societies and historical periods. By doing
so, she challenged both Western
Orientalist stereotypes and conservative
Islamic narratives that presented a static
view of gender roles. Her work opened
new pathways for Islamic feminism and
provided intellectual tools for scholars and

activists worldwide.

Leila Ahmed's
Intellectual Journey
and Context

To fully appreciate Women and Gender
in Islam Leila Ahmed scholarship, it is
important to understand her background.
Growing up in Egypt during a period of
intense nationalist and anti-colonial
sentiment, Ahmed witnessed firsthand
how debates about women's roles became
entangled with questions of cultural
identity and resistance to Western
domination. This context deeply
influenced her later analysis of how
colonialism manipulated gender discourse
to justify imperial projects.

Ahmed's academic training in Western
institutions gave her fluency in both
Islamic textual traditions and modern
feminist theory. She became professor of
Women's Studies and Islamic Studies at
Harvard Divinity School, where she
continued to develop her groundbreaking
ideas. Her work bridges the gap between
religious studies, feminist theory,
postcolonial studies, and Middle Eastern
history, making her a uniquely
interdisciplinary scholar.

Historical Roots of
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Societies

Pre-Islamic Arabia and the
Advent of Islam

One of Ahmed's most significant
contributions is her detailed examination
of gender norms in pre-Islamic Arabia. She
shows that women in pre-Islamic societies
had varying degrees of autonomy,
including the right to own property,
engage in business, and choose their
marriage partners. The practice of female
infanticide did exist, but Ahmed
emphasizes that it was not universal and
was often driven by economic hardship
rather than ideology.

When Islam emerged in the 7th century, it
brought reforms that improved the status
of women in several key areas. The Quran
prohibited female infanticide, granted
women the right to inherit property
(though half the share of men), and
required women's consent for marriage.
These reforms were genuinely progressive
for their time. However, Ahmed carefully
notes that patriarchal interpretations soon
reasserted themselves through hadith
literature and early legal scholarship,
gradually narrowing the scope of women's
rights.

The Patriarchal Turn in Early
Islamic History

Ahmed argues that a crucial shift occurred
during the Abbasid period (8th-13th
centuries CE), when the Islamic empire
became more firmly established and
cosmopolitan. It was during this era that
many of the most restrictive practices
regarding women were codified into
Islamic law by male jurists. The seclusion
of women in the home, veiling
requirements for elite women, and strict
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social status and piety. These practices
were influenced not only by Quranic
interpretation but also by pre-existing
Persian and Byzantine customs that the
Arab conquerors adopted.

This historical analysis is central to
understanding Women and Gender in
Islam Leila Ahmed thesis: that many
practices attributed to "Islam" are actually
culturally specific interpretations that
emerged in particular historical contexts.
By denaturalizing these practices, Ahmed
opened space for alternative readings that
could recover the more egalitarian
impulses within Islamic tradition.

Colonialism and the
Instrumentalization of

The Colonial Narrative of
"Saving Muslim Women"

Perhaps the most powerful and
controversial section of Ahmed's work
deals with European colonialism. She
demonstrates how colonial powers,
particularly the British in Egypt, used the
status of women as a justification for
colonization. The colonial discourse
portrayed Muslim women as oppressed,
veiled, and in need of rescue by Western
civilization. This narrative served to
legitimize imperial domination while
simultaneously erasing the diversity of
women's experiences in Muslim societies.

Ahmed calls this the "colonial feminism"
phenomenon, where Western feminists
collaborated with imperial powers by
focusing on the oppression of Muslim
women while ignoring colonial violence
and exploitation. This analysis remains
highly relevant today, as similar rhetoric
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foreign policy, particularly regarding
Afghanistan and the Middle East.

Nationalism and the Women's
Question

The colonial period also saw the rise of
nationalist movements in the Muslim
world. Ahmed examines how nationalist
leaders often used the "woman question”
as a symbol of cultural authenticity. Some
nationalist movements advocated for
women's education and public
participation as part of modernization,
while others promoted traditional gender
roles as a form of resistance to Western
influence. This dynamic created a split
that persists to this day: between what
Ahmed calls "Islamist" and "secularist"
approaches to gender.

Ahmed's analysis is particularly nuanced
here. She does not simply celebrate
Westernization or condemn traditionalism.
Instead, she shows how both positions are
shaped by the legacy of colonialism and
the politics of identity. This complexity is
one reason why Women and Gender in
Islam Leila Ahmed continues to be
studied across disciplines.

The Veil: A Contested

Historical Meanings of Hijab

No topic in contemporary debates about
Islam and gender is more charged than
the veil. Ahmed provides a historical
overview showing that veiling practices
varied widely across Muslim societies and
historical periods. In pre-Islamic Arabia,
veiling was a marker of social status
among elite women. The Quranic verses
about modesty (particularly Surah 24:31
and Surah 33:53) were interpreted

Ahmed notes that for centuries, veiling
was primarily an urban, elite practice,
while rural and working-class women
often did not veil because it would
interfere with their labor. The practice
became more widespread in the 20th
century due to various factors, including
the rise of Islamist movements,
urbanization, and cultural globalization.

Contemporary Veiling and
Agency

In her later work, particularly A Quiet
Revolution: The Veil's Resurgence
from the Middle East to America
(2011), Ahmed examined the recent
phenomenon of veiling among Muslim
women in the West. She argues that for
many women, choosing to wear the veil is
an act of agency and identity rather than
oppression. These women see veiling as a
way to assert their religious commitment,
resist Western consumer culture, and
claim public space as observant Muslims.

This argument has been both influential
and controversial. Some feminists criticize
Ahmed for romanticizing veiling and
downplaying patriarchal pressure. Others
praise her for taking women's own
accounts seriously and refusing to impose
Western feminist assumptions. What is
clear is that Ahmed's work has forced
scholars to listen more carefully to what
Muslim women say about their own
experiences rather than speaking for
them.

Islamic Feminism and
Gender Jihad

Recovering Egalitarian Readings

Ahmed is often associated with the
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movement sometimes called Islamic
feminism, though she herself has
expressed reservations about labels. The
core of her approach is to recover the
egalitarian messages within the Quran
and Islamic tradition that have been
marginalized by patriarchal
interpretations. She points to verses that
affirm the spiritual equality of men and
women, such as "Indeed, the most noble
of you in the sight of Allah is the most
righteous" (Quran 49:13).

She also highlights historical figures such
as Aisha, the wife of the Prophet
Muhammad, who was a respected scholar
and political leader. These examples
demonstrate that early Islamic society
allowed for women's public participation
in ways that later became restricted. By
recovering this history, Ahmed provides
resources for contemporary Muslims who
seek to ground gender equality in Islamic
tradition rather than reject it.

The Concept of Gender Jihad

Ahmed uses the term "gender jihad" to
describe the struggle for women's rights
within an Islamic framework. This concept
has been taken up by activists and
scholars worldwide. Gender jihad involves
both intellectual work (reinterpreting
scripture and tradition) and social activism
(challenging discriminatory laws and
practices). It is a form of resistance that
works from within Islamic tradition rather
than against it.

This approach has gained traction in many
Muslim-majority countries where women
are fighting for legal reforms in areas such
as marriage, divorce, and inheritance. In
Morocco, for example, the 2004 family law
reforms were justified using Islamic
arguments about justice and equality,
drawing on the kind of interpretive work
that Ahmed advocates.

Critiques and Debates

Like any influential scholar, Ahmed has
faced critiques from multiple directions.
Some conservative Muslims argue that
she downplays clear Quranic injunctions
about gender hierarchy, such as the verse
that says "men are guardians over
women" (Quran 4:34). From the other
side, some secular feminists argue that
her approach to Islamic feminism is
ultimately limited because it works within
patriarchal religious frameworks rather
than challenging them directly.

Ahmed responds to these critiques by
emphasizing that all interpretation is
context-dependent and that the Quran
itself contains multiple voices on gender.
She does not claim that Islam is inherently
egalitarian or patriarchal but rather that it
is a living tradition that has been
interpreted in various ways throughout
history. This open-ended approach allows
for ongoing reinterpretation and reform.

Contemporary
Relevance

Women and Gender in Islam
Leila Ahmed in the 21st Century

Ahmed's work remains profoundly
relevant in the current global context.
Debates about Muslim women's rights
continue to be shaped by the dynamics
she identified: the use of gender by both
Western powers and Islamist movements,
the diversity of Muslim women's
experiences, and the need for historically
grounded analysis that avoids simplistic
stereotypes.

Social media has given rise to new forms
of Muslim feminist activism, with hashtags
like #MosqueMeToo and
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conversations. These movements often
explicitly draw on the kind of Islamic
feminist framework that Ahmed helped
develop. They combine religious
arguments for women's rights with
contemporary tools of digital activism.

Educational Impact

Women and Gender in Islam has become
a standard text in university courses on
Middle Eastern studies, women's studies,
and religious studies. Its influence extends
beyond academia to activists,
policymakers, and religious leaders
seeking to understand gender in Muslim
contexts. The book has been translated
into multiple languages and continues to
reach new audiences.

Ahmed's insistence on historical
specificity and her rejection of monolithic
narratives have shaped a generation of
scholars. Her work has encouraged more
careful and nuanced research on topics
ranging from women's education in Egypt
to Islamic legal reform in Southeast Asia.
She has demonstrated that rigorous
scholarship can be a form of advocacy,
providing intellectual foundations for
social change.

‘Conclusion

Leila Ahmed's contributions to the study
of women and gender in Islam are
monumental. Through her careful
historical analysis, her critique of colonial
discourse, and her commitment to
recovering egalitarian readings of Islamic
tradition, she has transformed how
scholars and activists approach these
topics. Her work demonstrates that
gender equality need not be a Western
import but can be grounded in the
deepest resources of Islamic tradition
itself.

Ahmed's legacy is not a finished doctrine
but an open invitation: to read critically,
to think historically, and to listen carefully
to women's own accounts of their lives. In
a world where Muslim women are still too
often spoken for rather than listened to,
this remains a vital task. The conversation
she began continues, enriched by new
voices and new challenges, but always
returning to the questions at its heart:
How can Muslim women claim their full
humanity within Islamic tradition? And
how can that tradition be interpreted in
ways that liberate rather than constrain?
These are questions that Leila Ahmed
helped us ask, and that we must continue
to answer together.
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