
>> 1 

Introduction

Firoozeh Kashani-Sabet and Beth S. Wenger

Tensions have run high in recent years between Jewish and Muslim 
communities, from the United States to the Middle East. Yet a close 
look at women who have embraced Islam and Judaism reveals striking 
parallels, illuminating the ways in which these women have negotiated 
similar power dynamics in their religious and social lives. This volume 
examines two of the world’s most ancient cultures and religions—
Judaism and Islam—through the prism of gender. Bringing these two 
distinct, yet interconnected, traditions into dialogue around issues of 
gender opens up fresh perspectives and invites new avenues of interpre-
tation. This book includes the work of scholars from a variety of disci-
plines working in the fields of Islam and Judaism. It addresses diverse 
topics ranging from gendered readings of texts, legal issues in marriage 
and divorce, ritual practices, and social realities to religious questions, 
and women’s literary expressions and historical experiences. It also 
explores feminist influences within Muslim and Jewish communities, 
and touches upon issues affecting Jewish and Muslim women in con-
temporary society. Moreover, the volume focuses attention on the theo-
retical innovations that gender scholarship has brought to the study of 
Muslim and Jewish experiences.

Given the current geopolitical context, which most often represents 
Islam and Judaism as at odds, it is particularly useful to consider the 
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connections and commonalities between these two cultures and reli-
gious civilizations. Jewish and Islamic histories have long been inter-
related. Both are cultures born in the Middle East and rooted in texts 
and traditions that have often excluded women. Over the centuries, 
the experiences of Jewish and Muslim women have been shaped by 
the ways in which their texts demarcated the biology of gender and the 
structures by which their cultures defined women’s roles. At the same 
time, both groups have recently seen a resurgence in religious ortho-
doxy among women, as well as burgeoning feminist movements that 
challenge traditional religious structures. In American society, Jews 
and Muslims operate as minority cultures, carving out a place for reli-
gious and ethnic distinctiveness. For all these reasons, the time is ripe 
for a volume that explores the relationship between these two cultures 
through the lens of gender.

Islam emerged as a religion in the tradition of Judaism and Chris-
tianity, but one that shares many more legal precepts with the former. 
The Judeo-Christian tradition, as implied by the term itself, has been 
the subject of copious scholarship, whereas connections between Juda-
ism and Islam have just begun to take shape, particularly in the field of 
gender history.1 Within the individual fields of Islamic and Jewish Stud-
ies, there is by now a substantial literature on gender. Yet there are still 
relatively few works that examine these two traditions together. One 
useful volume, Daughters of Abraham: Feminist Thought in Judaism, 
Christianity, and Islam edited by Yvonne Yazbeck Haddad and John L. 
Esposito, seeks to uncover a feminist vein in each of the three monothe-
istic traditions, offering feminist readings of traditional texts and teach-
ings.2 Likewise, another anthology, Eve and Adam: Jewish, Christian, 
and Muslim Readings on Genesis and Gender, focuses on how the three 
traditions grapple with issues of gender, focusing specifically on inter-
pretations of the Book of Genesis.3 Jan Feldman’s Citizenship, Faith, & 
Feminism: Jewish and Muslim Women Reclaim Their Rights puts forward 
an engaging exploration of feminism and women’s rights, but much of 
its methodology is rooted in survey techniques, and it deals specifically 
with Orthodox women in Israel, Muslim women in Kuwait, and women 
of both faiths in the United States.4 This volume follows in the attempt 
to engage in comparative work on gender in Judaism and Islam, but 
it differs from these recent treatments in its range, thematic emphasis, 
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and breadth. By considering religious texts, legal discourses, historical 
experiences, and representations in literature, film, and autobiography, 
as well as an examination of feminism in Judaism and Islam, it offers a 
far-reaching exploration of the distinctive aspects and interconnected-
ness of these two rich traditions.

While both fields regularly produce important new works about 
gender, it is important to recognize the distinct environments in which 
Jewish and Islamic Studies function. Certainly, Jews enjoy greater privi-
lege in the West and thus scholars of Jewish Studies do not confront 
the charged climate of Islamophobia that scholars of Islam occasionally 
face. In matters of gender, the current political and social climate also 
presents unique challenges for Islamic Studies, as charges of backward-
ness and fanaticism in Islam’s treatment of women are far more perva-
sive than in similar discussions surrounding Orthodox Jewish women. 
At the same time, the field of Jewish Studies has grappled with its set 
of questions, particularly in scholarship about Zionism and Israel. Sev-
eral chapters in this volume use gender as a means to problematize 
Israeli and Zionist discourses, examining, for example, a legal system 
that denies women full marriage equality in family law. Two chapters 
employ gender as an analytical framework to explore complex rela-
tionships between Arab and Jewish cultures in ways that prompt new 
approaches to Zionist history. Recognizing that Islamic and Jewish 
Studies each confronts its particular collection of political and intellec-
tual challenges, this volume puts the two fields in dialogue in ways that 
enrich both arenas of scholarship.

The experience and meaning of gender and religiosity within the 
context of two monotheistic faiths offer analytical tools for studying 
the lives of Muslim and Jewish women. Both Judaism and Islam have 
long traditions of religious scholars (usually men) debating the mean-
ing of sacred texts and arguing over the application of religious laws. 
Yet at the same time, neither tradition precludes any member of its faith 
from accessing God directly, and both share the notion that prayer is a 
religious act available to all. In this way, Islam and Judaism have never 
completely allowed the religious (male) elite to have exclusive access 
to holy texts, leaving openings for ordinary men as well as women to 
direct their religious lives, albeit to different extents, depending on 
time and place. In recent years, feminists from both traditions, many 
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of them highly educated and capable of textual exegesis, have begun 
to offer new readings of foundational religious literature that address 
the ways that women are discussed in sacred texts and contemplate the 
many absences where women do not appear at all. The sorts of ques-
tions they ask spark the conversations that the scholars in this volume 
have initiated. 

Many chapters of this book consider legal issues, from the ancient 
period through contemporary times. Because Islam and Judaism derive 
their civil and religious practices through complex systems of legal 
interpretation, many of the contributors have chosen to explore the 
ways that women’s experiences have been shaped by those legal deci-
sions, as well as the ways that women have found to subvert legal doc-
trines. Thus, this volume considers subjects as varied as the tensions 
inherent in traditional laws governing menstruation, the consequences 
of allowing rabbinical courts to govern family law in Palestine and 
Israel, debates about honor killings in the Arab World, and the legal 
wrangling over reproductive technologies in contemporary Iran.

Much of this volume is concerned with issues of religious practice 
and religious law, but at the same time many of the chapters reveal the 
interplay between the religious and secular arenas, and the impact of 
both on gendered experience. Anthropologists have long argued that 
the practice of religion can at times differ markedly from the theol-
ogy of religion, and many of this volume’s contributors pay particular 
attention to the realities of lived religion as they diverge from or at least 
modify the dictates of religious law.5 The boundaries between the secu-
lar and the religious worlds have always been highly fluid, and in fact 
newer scholarship has made a convincing case that the two categories 
should not be considered as either firmly bounded or starkly opposi-
tional.6 Some of the authors demonstrate the need to consider religious 
law and ritual practice in proper social and historical context, noting 
the variables across time, space, and cultures. By examining lived reli-
gion alongside religious doctrines, this volume sheds light on women’s 
experiences beyond the dictates of religious mandates.

This book considers not only religious, but also national and ethnic 
identities. Particularly in Part 4, the contributors examine the represen-
tations and self-representations of Islamic and Jewish women in litera-
ture, film, and autobiography. In considering these modes of cultural 
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production, this volume reaches beyond religion as an isolated category 
to explore the ways in which political struggles, migrations, and shifting 
national ideas have influenced women’s experiences and been reflected 
in cultural expressions. Chapters in Part 4 of the book examine differ-
ent sorts of texts from those considered by other contributors to this 
volume—not the foundational religious texts or the legal discourses 
surrounding their implementation, but rather the representations of 
women and by women that give voice to their historical experiences.

The first pair of chapters speak to the ways in which the body and 
the biology of gender have produced legal texts that often denigrate 
women’s status in Judaism and Islam. Susannah Heschel begins by trac-
ing the historical background of women’s roles and rights in the two 
traditions and then treats the ways that both groups of women have 
been the subjects of the gaze of outside observers. She focuses par-
ticularly on contemporary expressions and dilemmas of Islamic and 
Jewish feminism, including concepts of the divine, equality under reli-
gious law, relationships to sacred texts, and approaches to patriarchy 
and sexuality. Amira Sonbol offers an Islamic counterpoint to Heschel’s 
discussions, with a particular focus on the legal and doctrinal roots of 
both traditions and highlighting the shared cultures of the two groups. 
Sonbol points to the commonalities within Jewish and Islamic legal 
traditions and emphasizes the need to interpret religious law in social 
context and with particular attention to lived experience. She calls for a 
more nuanced reading of legal texts and for more careful consideration 
of the processes of historical change.

As in other subfields of gender history, the bodies of women and 
the biological determinants of gender have shaped legal and social 
norms. Both Jewish and Islamic texts devote considerable attention to 
the bodily differences of women and men, often to support the patriar-
chal precepts of their religious communities. Analyses of Islamic and 
Jewish law indicate the ways that male scholars of both traditions have 
used gender and biological differences to subordinate women. In Part 
2 of the book Marion Katz discusses notions of bodily pollution and 
religiosity by evaluating Islamic injunctions on menstruation. On the 
one hand, the laws of menstruation were dictated by religious law and 
adjudicated by learned elite (men); at the same time, women possessed 
greater familiarity with their own bodily functions, and thus had some 
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power in this particular legal arena. The application of religious laws 
governing menstruation reflected this inherent tension, as author-
ity was sometimes vested in the hands of male legal scholars but other 
times rested with women themselves. Women’s ability to draw legal 
conclusions about menstruation was empowering in many ways unan-
ticipated by male scholars. Katz traces this ongoing tension beginning 
in the classical period as she considers the different approaches taken 
within distinct schools of Islamic legal tradition. 

Charlotte Fonrobert also focuses on issues of the body, but within 
Jewish traditions. Rabbinic legal discourse can be described as being 
dedicated to the construction and reinforcement of gender duality at 
almost every turn. From the Mishnah onward, rabbinic law is funda-
mentally concerned with whether one is considered a man or a woman. 
Fonrobert sheds light on the preoccupation with this duality by focus-
ing on the rabbis’ conscious concerns about potential deviations from 
their heteronormative project by repeatedly considering unruly bodies, 
bodies that are dually sexed (androginos) or not (yet) sexed (tumtum). 
The content of such texts is easily dismissed as marginal to the project 
of rabbinic law since the rulings apply only to a tiny percentage of the 
population. Yet rather than giving in to tendencies that undermine the 
margins of discourse, Fonrobert demonstrates that the intense rabbinic 
preoccupation with those who defy heteronormative categories indi-
cates precisely that gender classification lay at the very heart of the rab-
binic worldview.

Together, Katz and Fonrobert help to explain the ways in which 
women skirted around the legal frameworks of Islam and Judaism, 
which were created and defined by male scholars. Women found ways 
to defy legal authorities, as male jurists could only understand cer-
tain biological matters theoretically and not experientially. Soraya 
Tremayne gives the debate on religion, gender, and biology a mod-
ern twist by exploring the controversies surrounding the use of assis-
tive technologies in the field of reproductive health. Tremayne focuses 
on the use of reproductive technologies within the theocratic regime 
of Shia Iran. She demonstrates the crucial role of religious scholars 
in allowing the use of reproductive technologies and in determining 
population policies. Religious authorities in Iran have also allowed 
third party gamete and embryo donation and surrogacy. Tremayne 
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argues that without the backing of the senior clerics, these technolo-
gies would not have been permissible or accepted by many who used 
them. Yet as a result of their use, these technologies have had unantici-
pated consequences for gender relations. The implementation of Iran’s 
current population policies has resulted in smaller family sizes, a dras-
tic increase in female education, and a rise in the age of marriage for 
both men and women. These changes have transformed the structure 
of family life and the relationship between women and men. Women 
have also gained powers in other spheres beyond their reproductive 
life, and often no longer conform to the ideal Islamic role model. At 
the same time, Islamic ideology, through its legal and political struc-
tures, has tried to restrict women to their traditional roles as moth-
ers and wives, and men have often resisted deviations from traditional 
means of reproduction. These tensions are played out daily within the 
confines of the Islamic Republic of Iran.

The third part of the book explores some of the formative texts and 
legal traditions within Islamic and Jewish cultures. Lori Lefkovitz brings 
a literary approach to her careful reading of the story of Joseph and 
highlights the differences and similarities in the biblical and Qur’anic 
versions. Joseph, a revered figure in both Islamic and Jewish literature, 
has been embraced as a heroic character by those traditions, whether 
in scriptural texts or in subsequent renditions of the tale. Lefkovitz 
approaches the Yosef (of Jewish tradition) and Yusuf (of Islamic tradi-
tion) as textual twins and compares the models of masculinity that each 
figure provides, finding in Yosef a more insecure masculinity when 
compared to the confident masculine figure embodied by Yusuf. In fol-
lowing the construction of the Joseph characters from their scriptural 
origins through their contemporary iterations, Lefkovitz demonstrates 
just how powerful these biblical narratives remain in the shaping of 
Jewish and Islamic cultures.

The two remaining chapters in Part 3 move from scriptural texts to 
consider the legal framework of Islamic and Jewish societies by exam-
ining the ways in which “crimes of passion” have been adjudicated in 
family courts within the two religious communities. Catherine Warrick 
investigates the social context of honor killings in Muslim communities. 
Honor killings are a poorly understood and contentious tradition pop-
ularly linked to Islam in the views of some Muslims (and many if not 
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most non-Muslim observers). But many Islamic legal scholars contend 
that the practice is not rooted in traditional sources and has no basis in 
shari‘a or state law. There have been some claims that this practice has 
tribal and anthropological roots. Honor killings remain a source of sig-
nificant conflict and contention within Islamic societies. Many authori-
ties, particularly religious officials in government, denounce honor 
killings as impermissible according to Islamic law and consider them a 
form of homicide. But, as Warrick explains, many Islamist leaders insist 
that they can be understood or excused, if not desired, as a means to 
regulate women’s behavior and morality. The defense of honor killings 
remains a way to maintain male hegemony and to control women, but 
it also reflects a desire on the part of Islamists to create a shari‘a-based 
legal system, or at least subvert the legal system in nations where such 
a system does not prevail; in this respect, the expressed support for 
honor killings represents a means to challenge the legitimacy of exist-
ing regimes in several Arab countries.

Lisa Fishbayn Joffe also considers the role of religious law, but in Israeli 
rather than in Islamic society, exploring the long-lasting consequences 
of the decision made in the British Mandate period to confer exclusive 
jurisdiction over family law cases involving Jews to state-supported rab-
binical courts. She argues that the decision to leave family law in the 
hands of the rabbis was not only a result of the struggle between Ortho-
dox and secular parties—an ongoing tension within Zionism before 
and after the creation of the state of Israel—but also an outgrowth of the 
British colonial policy of indirect rule as a method of governing multi-
cultural states. While British rule during the Mandate period did bring 
about some improvements in women’s status, the power over family law 
that was entrusted to the jurisdiction of rabbis and religious courts cre-
ated obstacles to gender equality that remain in place to this day. By giv-
ing religious authorities sole power to regulate marriage and divorce, the 
agreements forged in the pre-state period have institutionalized gender 
inequities and created formidable legal impediments to more egalitarian 
approaches to family law. Joffe’s exploration of the origins of this legal 
system in Mandate Palestine thus has important implications for under-
standing the current state of family law in modern Israel.

Part 4 of the book shifts the focus to cultural expressions within Jew-
ish and Islamic communities, using them to reveal historical experiences 
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and cultural ideals. In an effort to demonstrate the interwoven nature 
of the Woman Question and the Arab Question, Andrea Siegel focuses 
on the specific motif of domestic violence, which appears in a limited 
but highly revealing subset of Hebrew stories that employ representa-
tions of violence against women in the early years of Zionism. In an 
era that was permeated by the volatile combination of nationalism and 
anti-Semitism, one way that Jewish writers commented upon possibili-
ties for Jewish-Arab coexistence in Palestine was through stories that 
explored the urge to use force—upon one’s family member, neighbor, or 
oneself. Domestic violence was certainly not any more or less prevalent 
in Jewish families of the era than in other ethnic or religious groups, 
but as Siegel explains, her project is to uncover the narrative function of 
domestic violence in the Zionist attempt to feel at home in the “old-new 
homeland.” Siegel begins by examining two pre-1929 Hebrew short sto-
ries on the Arab Question that incorporate domestic violence plots. She 
concludes by highlighting the function of domestic violence in the most 
significant pre-state Hebrew literary work, Yehuda Burla’s multivolume 
novel Daughter of Zion (1930–1931). That work effectively dismantles 
Zionist hopes for productive Arab-Jewish coexistence in Palestine.

The question of religion and gender took on added complexity in 
some of the predominantly Islamic states of the Middle East that were 
home to significant Jewish communities. Some of these cultural and 
religious tensions were played out in modern Iraq, which struggled to 
forge a national identity for its diverse citizenry. Orit Bashkin provides 
a model for the ways that gender analysis offers new perspectives on 
Arab-Jewish identities in Iraq and in Israel. She does this by analyz-
ing and contextualizing one case study—the life story of an Iraqi Jew-
ish woman, Shoshanna Levy, who was born in Baghdad in 1938 and, 
like most other Iraqi Jews, left for Israel in the early 1950s. Using Levy’s 
autobiography, Bashkin offers a compelling reading of Jewish-Iraqi 
gendered identity as well as the tensions between Arab and Zionist 
national discourses that were embodied, and in some cases, subverted 
by Iraqi Jews and Jews from other Arab lands. Her chapter considers 
the interplay of national and gendered identities through the life story 
of Shoshanna Levy.

At the beginning of her life in Israel, Shoshanna lacked the ability to 
communicate; as an Arabic speaker, she did not possess the language 
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skills to converse with the predominantly Ashkenazic, Israeli, Hebrew-
speaking elites. As an adult writing in Hebrew in the 2000s, having by 
then mastered the Hebrew language, her autobiography reveals the 
complex strands of Arab-Jewish culture and the struggles of a Jewish 
woman from the Arab world to establish a new life and a new iden-
tity as a Mizrahi Jew in the state of Israel. While Bashkin focuses on a 
specific life story, a generation of Mizrahi women from different Arab 
lands shared similar experiences, and she extracts their larger meanings 
from this autobiography.

The dynamics of religion in women’s lives have taken on new mean-
ing in the Islamic Republic of Iran. Hamid Dabashi discusses the work 
of the acclaimed Iranian filmmaker Bahram Beizai, focusing particu-
larly on the female characters that are central to his films. Dabashi 
explores the myths that lie at the heart of Beizai’s characters, noting 
that the women are consistently portrayed as noble workers, farmers, 
essentially as “earth mothers.” Dabashi also dissects the meanings of the 
interactions of female characters with men and other family members. 
While he pays particular attention to the mythological motifs inher-
ent in all of Beizai’s films, Dabashi also powerfully suggests the ways 
that this filmmaker weaves that mythology together with contemporary 
social issues, challenging fundamental issues of gender and power in 
modern Iranian culture.

The chapters in this part share an understanding of the ways that 
patriarchy has entrenched itself in Jewish and Islamic communities 
beyond the interpretation of texts and religious laws. Analyses of film, 
art, and culture, in particular, bring to light the tensions experienced by 
women and men as they grapple with modern concepts such as equality 
and citizenship, and demonstrate their constant struggles to break out 
of the gender stereotypes that have been reinforced through religious 
and social practices. Whether being expected to embrace machismo 
culture or the role of dutiful mother and wife, men and women alter-
nately embrace and reject their religious and cultural traditions in an 
effort to meet their personal and societal obligations.

Joan Scott concludes the volume with an afterword. Scott reflects 
upon the diverse issues treated in this book and points to the ways in 
which they have complicated our understanding of Jewish and Islamic 
gendered experiences. She notes that this volume has resisted casting 
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Jews and Muslims as cultural opponents and has instead emphasized 
the interconnectedness of their histories, particularly in the arena of 
gender. As Scott observes, feminism itself has the power to provide 
a nuanced approach to both these cultural traditions, whether in the 
interpretation of ancient texts or in the challenges encountered in con-
temporary society.

This volume stands as a new contribution to two evolving arenas 
of scholarship. The fields of Jewish and Islamic Studies, both relatively 
new to the academy, have been significantly reshaped by scholarship on 
gender. Beyond merely including women in the discussion, new works 
on gender have sparked the reconceptualization of both fields, provid-
ing innovative theoretical approaches and prompting rereadings of tra-
ditional texts and reconsiderations about religious cultures. As part of 
an ongoing effort to reevaluate religious and ethnic culture through the 
lens of gender, this book adds new comparative dimensions and brings 
to light original scholarship gathered from archives around the world. 
It demonstrates the ways that the politics of gender has forced a reas-
sessment of religious laws and legal practices as well as a new examina-
tion of basic concepts such as marriage, motherhood, and maternity in 
Judaism and Islam.

At a time when current political and cultural events often position 
Judaism and Islam as inherently oppositional, it is worthwhile to explore 
the relationship and interconnectedness of these two cultures. We hope 
this volume will be a catalyst for further discussion about religious com-
munities and will spark new comparative work in gender studies.
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