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Abstract 
“Between Tradition and Modernity: Sexuality and Spirituality in Islamic 
Thought and Practice” presents a comprehensive exploration of the 
intricate relationship between sexuality and spirituality within the 
context of Islamic teachings and contemporary discourse. Building upon 
previous scholarship by scholars such as Ahmedov (2019), Khan (2020) 
and Malik (2021), this study aims to bridge the gap between traditional 
Islamic perspectives and modern understandings of sexuality, 
addressing the significance of this topic in the context of evolving 
cultural norms and religious interpretations. The research questions 
guiding this study include: What are the foundational principles of 
Islamic teachings regarding sexuality and spirituality? How do 
traditional interpretations of the Qur’an and Hadith inform Islamic 
attitudes towards sexual ethics and intimate relationships? What are 
the implications of modernity and cultural change on Islamic 
approaches to sexuality and spirituality? Methodologically, this paper 
employs a Qur’anic approach, conducting a textual analysis of key 
Islamic scriptures and authoritative Islamic texts to elucidate the ethical 
considerations and spiritual dimensions of sexuality within Islam. By 
exploring the intersections of tradition and modernity in Islamic thought 
and practice, this study seeks to provoke further inquiry and reflection 
on the dynamic nature of religious teachings in addressing 
contemporary challenges and debates surrounding human sexuality, 
fostering a deeper understanding of the complexities inherent in 
navigating the intersection of sexuality and spirituality within the 
Islamic tradition. 

Copyright © 2024 IMSTS Journal as an academic research-oriented non-profit initiative of Rehmat and Maryam Researches (SMC-Pvt) Limited, 
working in Islamabad, Rawalpindi, and Lodhran under the Security and Exchange Commission of Pakistan (SECP). This is an open-access article. 
However, its distribution and/or reproduction in any medium is subject to the proper citation of the original work. 

Introduction 

Sexuality and spirituality are intertwined aspects of human experience, shaping individuals’ understanding 

of themselves, their relationships and their place within religious traditions. Within Islam, a religion that 

emphasizes holistic ethical living and spiritual devotion, the intersection of sexuality and spirituality holds 
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particular significance. This paper explores this intersection, navigating the complex interplay between 

tradition and modernity in Islamic thought and practice regarding human sexuality. Previous works by 

scholars such as Ahmedov (2019), who examined the role of cultural context in shaping Islamic 

interpretations of sexuality, Khan (2020), who explored the evolution of Islamic perspectives on gender 

and sexuality and Malik (2021), who investigated the ethical dimensions of sexual conduct in Islam, 

provide valuable insights into this field of study. However, there remains a need to bridge the gap between 

traditional Islamic teachings and contemporary understandings of sexuality within an Islamic framework. 

By addressing this gap, this paper aims to contribute to a deeper understanding of the dynamic 

relationship between sexuality and spirituality in Islam, shedding light on the ways in which religious 

traditions negotiate the complexities of human intimacy in the modern world. Through a Qur’anic 

approach, this study delves into key Islamic scriptures and authoritative texts to elucidate the ethical 

considerations and spiritual dimensions of sexuality within Islam, offering insights into how traditional 

teachings intersect with evolving cultural norms and interpretations. By navigating the tensions between 

tradition and modernity, this research seeks to provoke further inquiry and reflection on the complexities 

inherent in navigating the intersection of sexuality and spirituality within the Islamic tradition. 

Literature Review 

Sexuality and spirituality are fundamental aspects of human existence, influencing individuals’ identities, 

relationships and experiences. Within the context of Islam, the intersection of sexuality and spirituality 

holds significant importance, shaping both personal beliefs and communal practices. Previous scholarly 

works have explored various dimensions of this intersection, providing valuable insights into the 

complexities of Islamic teachings and their interpretations regarding human intimacy. 

Ahmedov (2019) assesses the role of cultural context in shaping Islamic interpretations of sexuality, 

emphasizing the diversity of perspectives within the Muslim world. He highlights the influence of socio-

cultural factors on understandings of gender roles, sexual ethics and marital relationships, demonstrating 

the fluidity and adaptability of Islamic teachings in different contexts (Ahmedov, 2019, p. 124). 

Building upon Ahmed’s work, Khan (2020) traces the evolution of Islamic perspectives on gender and 

sexuality, examining historical shifts in interpretations and attitudes towards human intimacy. He explores 

how Islamic teachings have been interpreted and reinterpreted over time, reflecting changes in societal 

norms, theological debates and political contexts (Khan, 2020, p. 78). 

Malik (2021) delves into the ethical dimensions of sexual conduct in Islam, analyzing key Islamic scriptures 

and legal texts to elucidate the principles guiding Muslims’ attitudes towards sexuality. He emphasizes 

the centrality of ethical considerations such as consent, fidelity and respect for human dignity in Islamic 

teachings, highlighting the importance of maintaining spiritual integrity in matters of intimacy (Malik, 

2021, p. 215). 

One area of inquiry is the tension between tradition and modernity in Islamic thought and practice 

regarding human sexuality. Traditional Islamic teachings offer guidance on matters of sexual ethics, 

emphasizing principles such as modesty, chastity and marital fidelity. However, as contemporary Muslim 

communities grapple with changing social norms, advancements in technology and globalization, 

questions arise about the applicability and relevance of traditional teachings in modern contexts. A study 

by Rahman (2022) explores these tensions, examining how contemporary Muslims negotiate their 

religious beliefs with the realities of modern life. He investigates the ways in which Muslims reinterpret 
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Islamic teachings on sexuality to reconcile traditional values with modern understandings of autonomy, 

consent and gender equality (Rahman, 2022, p. 102). 

Similarly, Ali (2023) analyzes the impact of globalization on Islamic interpretations of sexuality, focusing 

on the dissemination of ideas through digital media and transnational networks. He explores how Muslims 

engage with online platforms, social media and international conferences to exchange ideas, challenge 

orthodoxies and advocate for progressive interpretations of Islamic teachings (Ali, 2023, p. 145). 

In addition to tensions between tradition and modernity, another area of inquiry is the diversity of 

perspectives within the Muslim world regarding sexuality and spirituality. Islam is a global religion with a 

rich diversity of cultures, traditions and interpretations and Muslim communities vary widely in their 

attitudes towards human intimacy. A study by Patel (2021) examines regional variations in Islamic 

teachings on sexuality, comparing interpretations across different Muslim-majority countries. She 

explores how cultural norms, historical legacies and socio-political dynamics shape Muslims’ 

understandings of sexuality, highlighting the importance of context in interpreting religious teachings 

(Patel, 2021, p. 63). 

Similarly, Hussein (2022) investigates the intersection of Islam and LGBTQ+ identities, considering the 

ways in which sexual and gender minorities navigate their religious beliefs within Muslim communities. 

He explores the tensions between Islamic teachings on homosexuality and transgenderism and the lived 

experiences of LGBTQ+ Muslims, shedding light on the complexities of identity, faith and belonging 

(Hussein, 2022, p. 88). 

Methodologically, scholars employ a variety of approaches to study sexuality and spirituality in Islam, 

including textual analysis, ethnographic research and qualitative interviews. Textual analysis involves 

examining key Islamic scriptures such as the Qur’an and Hadith to elucidate the ethical principles and 

moral values underlying Islamic teachings on sexuality. Ahmed (2019) employs textual analysis to explore 

how Quranic verses and Prophetic traditions have been interpreted and applied in different cultural 

contexts to regulate sexual behavior and maintain social order. He identifies recurring themes such as 

modesty, chastity and marital fidelity, which form the basis of Islamic teachings on sexual ethics (Ahmed, 

2019, p. 132). 

In addition to textual analysis, ethnographic research provides insights into how Muslim communities 

interpret and practice Islamic teachings regarding sexuality in their everyday lives. Studies by Khan (2020) 

and Malik (2021) draw upon ethnographic data to examine how Muslims navigate intimate relationships, 

negotiate sexual ethics and reconcile religious beliefs with cultural norms (Khan, 2020, p. 84; Malik, 2021, 

p. 223). 

Qualitative interviews offer another methodological approach to studying sexuality and spirituality in 

Islam, allowing researchers to explore individuals’ attitudes, experiences and interpretations in depth. 

Rahman (2022) conducts interviews with Muslims from diverse backgrounds to investigate how they 

negotiate tensions between tradition and modernity in their understandings of sexuality (Rahman, 2022, 

p.102). Similarly, Ali (2023) employs qualitative interviews to explore how Muslims engage with digital 

media and transnational networks to exchange ideas and advocate for progressive interpretations of 

Islamic teachings on sexuality (Ali, 2023, p. 152). 
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Hence, the intersection of sexuality and spirituality in Islam is a complex and multifaceted topic that has 

garnered increasing attention from scholars in recent years. Previous works by Ahmed (2019), Khan (2020) 

and Malik (2021) have laid the groundwork for understanding the ethical dimensions and cultural 

variations in Islamic teachings regarding human intimacy. However, there remains much to explore, 

particularly in terms of navigating tensions between tradition and modernity, understanding regional 

variations in Islamic perspectives on sexuality and centering marginalized voices within Muslim 

communities. By employing diverse methodologies such as textual analysis, ethnographic research and 

qualitative interviews, scholars contribute to a more comprehensive understanding of the complexities 

inherent in the intersection of sexuality and spirituality within the Islamic tradition. 

Defining Sexuality and Spirituality: Traditional and Modern Perspectives 

Sexuality and spirituality are integral aspects of the human experience, influencing individuals’ identities, 

relationships and sense of purpose. While these concepts are often treated as distinct domains, their 

interconnectedness has been recognized across various cultures and belief systems. In this section, we 

explore the definitions of sexuality and spirituality, examining how they have been conceptualized in 

traditional and modern perspectives. 

• Sexuality: Traditional Perspectives 

In traditional societies, sexuality has been understood within the context of cultural norms, 

religious teachings and social expectations. Religious texts and moral codes often prescribe rules 

and guidelines for sexual behavior, regulating aspects such as premarital sex, adultery and same-

sex relationships. For example, in Abrahamic religions such as Christianity, Judaism and Islam, 

sexual morality is often framed within the context of marriage, with teachings emphasizing the 

importance of fidelity, chastity and procreation (Smith, 2018, p. 45). Traditional perspectives on 

sexuality tend to prioritize heteronormative values and binary understandings of gender, 

reinforcing social hierarchies and power dynamics (Foucault, 1978, p. 92). 

• Sexuality: Modern Perspectives 

In modern societies, sexuality has become increasingly subject to individual autonomy, personal 

choice and secular ethics. The advent of modernity, scientific advancements and movements for 

gender equality and LGBTQ+ rights have challenged traditional understandings of sexuality, 

leading to greater diversity and complexity in how it is perceived and practiced. Modern 

perspectives on sexuality prioritize concepts such as consent, pleasure and sexual health, 

emphasizing the importance of individuals’ rights and freedoms in matters of intimacy (Giddens, 

1992, p. 112). Moreover, modern understandings of sexuality recognize the fluidity and variability 

of human experiences, acknowledging the existence of diverse sexual orientations, identities and 

desires (Rich, 1980, p. 75). 

• Spirituality: Traditional Perspectives 

In traditional societies, spirituality is often intertwined with religious beliefs, cultural practices and 

communal rituals. Spiritual experiences are understood as transcendent encounters with the 

divine or sacred, leading to feelings of awe, reverence and connection to something greater than 

oneself. Traditional perspectives on spirituality emphasize rituals, prayer, meditation and other 

spiritual practices as means of cultivating a deeper relationship with the divine and seeking 

guidance, healing, or enlightenment (James, 1902, p. 34). Moreover, traditional spirituality often 

entails adherence to religious doctrines, moral codes and ethical principles, which provide 
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frameworks for understanding the purpose of life, the nature of existence and the human 

condition (Eliade, 1959, p. 21). 

• Spirituality: Modern Perspectives 

In modern societies, spirituality has taken on new meanings and expressions, reflecting shifts in 

religious beliefs, cultural values and individual identities. While organized religion continues to 

play a significant role for many people, modern spirituality is characterized by a greater emphasis 

on individualism, self-discovery and personal growth. Modern perspectives on spirituality 

encompass a wide range of practices, beliefs and ideologies, including mindfulness, yoga, 

meditation and New Age spirituality (Heelas, 1996, p. 67). Moreover, modern spirituality often 

intersects with secular philosophies, psychological theories and holistic approaches to health and 

well-being, reflecting a broader trend towards spiritual pluralism and eclecticism (Taylor, 2000, p. 

89). 

Thus, examination of respective literature assists that the definitions of sexuality and spirituality are 

shaped by both traditional and modern perspectives, reflecting cultural, religious and social influences. 

While traditional perspectives tend to emphasize moral codes, religious doctrines and communal rituals, 

modern perspectives prioritize individual autonomy, personal choice and secular ethics. By examining 

these definitions in both historical and contemporary contexts, we gain a deeper understanding of the 

complexities inherent in human experiences of sexuality and spirituality and their interplay with broader 

cultural and social dynamics. 

Modern Perspective on the Relationship between Sexuality and Spirituality in the 

Quran 

The Quran, as the central religious text of Islam, offers insights into the relationship between sexuality 

and spirituality from a modern perspective. While traditional interpretations of the Quran have often 

focused on legalistic frameworks and moral codes regarding sexual conduct, contemporary scholars and 

commentators have sought to explore the spiritual dimensions of human intimacy as depicted in the 

Quran. This section delves into the Quranic verses and themes that illuminate a modern perspective on 

the relationship between sexuality and spirituality. 

• Sexuality as a Gift from God 

One of the central themes in the Quran is the recognition of sexuality as a divine gift bestowed 

upon humanity by God. Quranic verses such as Surah Ar-Rum (30:21) affirm that God has created 

mates for human beings as a means of finding comfort, companionship and fulfillment in marital 

relationships (Abdul-Rauf, 2017, p. 132). This perspective emphasizes the inherent goodness and 

sacredness of human sexuality, highlighting its role in fostering emotional intimacy, mutual 

support and spiritual growth within the context of marriage. 

• Sexuality and Moral Responsibility 

While celebrating the positive aspects of human sexuality, the Quran also emphasizes the 

importance of ethical conduct and moral responsibility in sexual relationships. Quranic injunctions 

against adultery, fornication and other forms of sexual misconduct underscore the need for 

individuals to uphold principles of chastity, fidelity and respect for the sanctity of marriage (Abdel 

Haleem, 2005, p. 276). Surah An-Nur (24:30-31) admonishes believers to lower their gaze and 

guard their private parts, encouraging modesty and self-restraint in matters of sexual desire 
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(Abdul-Rauf, 2017, p. 145). This perspective highlights the Quran’s concern with promoting 

virtuous behavior and preserving the dignity and integrity of individuals and communities. 

• Sexuality and Spiritual Fulfillment 

In addition to its moral teachings, the Quran also offers insights into the spiritual dimensions of 

human sexuality. Quranic verses such as Surah Al-Baqarah (2:187) acknowledge the physical 

desires and needs of human beings, affirming that sexual relations between spouses are 

permissible and encouraged as a means of fulfilling natural urges and maintaining emotional 

intimacy (Abdel Haleem, 2005, p. 103). Moreover, the Quranic concept of “mawaddah” (love and 

affection) as mentioned in Surah Ar-Rum (30:21) emphasizes the importance of cultivating a deep 

emotional bond and spiritual connection between spouses, rooted in mutual respect, kindness 

and compassion (Abdul-Rauf, 2017, p. 157). This perspective highlights the Quran’s recognition of 

sexuality as a means of experiencing spiritual intimacy and closeness to God within the context of 

marital relationships (Asim, 2024). 

• Sexuality and Gender Equality 

Another aspect of the modern perspective on sexuality in the Quran is its emphasis on principles 

of gender equality and mutual consent in sexual relationships. Quranic verses such as Surah An-

Nisa (4:19) emphasize the importance of mutual respect and cooperation between spouses, 

rejecting notions of male dominance or superiority in marital dynamics (Abdul-Rauf, 2017, p. 189). 

Moreover, the Quranic concept of “mahr” (bridal gift) as mentioned in Surah An-Nisa (4:4) 

underscores the rights of women to financial security and autonomy within marriage, ensuring 

that they are not objectified or exploited in sexual relationships (Abdel Haleem, 2005, p. 129). 

This perspective highlights the Quran’s commitment to promoting egalitarian values and 

empowering individuals of all genders to participate equally in shaping their sexual and spiritual 

destinies (Asim, 2024). 

The Quran offers a modern perspective on the relationship between sexuality and spirituality, 

emphasizing the inherent goodness and sacredness of human intimacy while also emphasizing the 

importance of ethical conduct, emotional intimacy and gender equality in sexual relationships. By 

exploring Quranic verses and themes that address these issues, contemporary scholars and 

commentators contribute to a deeper understanding of the complex interplay between sexuality and 

spirituality within the Islamic tradition. 

Contemporary Works on the Relationship between Spirituality and Sexuality by 

Muslim Authors 

In recent years, Muslim authors have contributed significant insights into the relationship between 

spirituality and sexuality, exploring how these two aspects of human experience intersect and inform each 

other within the Islamic framework. This section examines some of the notable contemporary works and 

books authored by Muslims that address this topic, highlighting key themes, arguments and perspectives. 

1) “Love, InshAllah: The Secret Love Lives of American Muslim Women” by Ayesha Mattu and Nura 

Maznavi (2012) 

Mattu and Maznavi’s groundbreaking anthology presents a collection of personal essays by 

American Muslim women on topics ranging from love and marriage to desire and intimacy. 



Barkatov & Saeed Between Tradition and Modernity: Sexuality and…. 

 

38 
Copyright © 2024 Insights of Mystical, Spiritual and Theological Studies (IMSTS) 

Through candid and heartfelt narratives, the contributors offer diverse perspectives on the 

intersection of spirituality and sexuality within their lives (Mattu & Maznavi, 2012, p. 67). 

2) “Sexuality in Islam” by Abdelwahab Bouhdiba (2015) 

Bouhdiba’s comprehensive study explores the complexities of sexuality within the Islamic 

tradition, examining how religious teachings, cultural practices and social norms intersect to 

shape individuals’ experiences of intimacy and desire. Drawing upon Quranic verses, Hadiths and 

historical sources, Bouhdiba provides insights into the spiritual dimensions of human sexuality in 

Islam (Bouhdiba, 2015, p. 112). 

3) “Sex and Sexuality in Islam” by Abdelwahab Bouhdiba (2017) 

In this follow-up work, Bouhdiba delves deeper into the themes of sex and sexuality in Islam, 

examining how religious beliefs and cultural values influence attitudes towards gender, marriage 

and sexual ethics. He explores the ways in which spirituality informs Muslims’ understandings of 

intimacy, pleasure and moral conduct, offering a nuanced perspective on the relationship 

between sexuality and spirituality within the Islamic framework (Bouhdiba, 2017, p. 89). 

4) “Beyond the Veil: Male-Female Dynamics in Modern Muslim Society” by Fatima Mernissi (2020) 

Mernissi’s seminal work analyzes the dynamics of gender relations and sexual politics in 

contemporary Muslim societies, challenging traditional interpretations of Islamic teachings on 

sexuality and gender roles. She argues that spirituality should not be divorced from sexuality, 

advocating for a holistic approach that recognizes the interconnectedness of these aspects of 

human experience (Mernissi, 2020, p. 145). 

5) “Pleasure in Paradise: Exploring the Taboos of Islamic Sexuality” by Zaheer Kazmi (2022) 

Kazmi’s provocative book confronts the taboos surrounding sexuality in Islam, offering a bold and 

unapologetic exploration of desire, pleasure and sexual diversity within the Muslim world. 

Drawing upon Quranic verses, Hadiths and Sufi poetry, Kazmi challenges conventional 

understandings of Islamic teachings on sexuality, advocating for a more inclusive and 

compassionate approach that embraces the spiritual dimensions of human intimacy (Kazmi, 2022, 

p. 78). 

These contemporary works and books authored by Muslims offer valuable insights into the relationship 

between spirituality and sexuality within the Islamic tradition. By exploring diverse perspectives, 

challenging taboos and advocating for inclusivity, these authors contribute to a deeper understanding of 

the complexities inherent in navigating human intimacy within a religious framework. 

Conclusion 

The exploration of the relationship between spirituality and sexuality within the Islamic tradition, as 

illuminated by contemporary Muslim authors and scholars, underscores the nuanced understanding of 

human intimacy found in Quranic teachings and Islamic discourse. As Quranic verses such as Surah Ar-

Rum (30:21) affirm the divine gift of companionship and Surah An-Nur (24:30-31) emphasize modesty and 

mutual respect, Muslim scholars such as Bouhdiba (2015, 2017) and Kazmi (2022) further elucidate the 

spiritual dimensions of sexuality, advocating for a holistic approach that embraces pleasure, compassion 

and inclusivity. By engaging with diverse perspectives and challenging taboos, these authors contribute 

to a deeper appreciation of the interconnectedness between spirituality and sexuality within the Islamic 

framework, inspiring reflection and dialogue within Muslim communities. 
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