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Abstract This meta-analysis and systematic review explore the issue of Interfaith
marriage within Islamic law, analyzing both traditional and
contemporary perspectives. While classical Islamic jurisprudence
generally prohibits Muslim women from marrying non-Muslim men,
modern scholarship Increasingly challenges these restrictive
Interpretations, advocating for a more inclusive approach based on the
ethical principles of Sharia. The review examines the role of gender in
shaping these legal norms, highlighting the disproportionate impact on
Muslim women, and explores regional variations in the application of
Islamic marriage laws. It further discusses the influence of legal
pluralism and fatwas in shaping public policy and social acceptance of
Interfaith unions. The study also identifies significant gaps in empirical
research regarding the Iived experiences of Interfaith couples,
suggesting that future studies should focus on understanding how these
couples navigate legal, social, and religious challenges. The findings
recommend that both legal reform and scholarly reinterpretation are
essential to accommodate the realities of interfaith marriages while
respecting Islamic values and promoting human rights. By offering a
more flexible and justice-oriented approach, Islamic law can better
address the needs of interfaith families in contemporary multicultural
societies.
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Introduction

Interfaith marriage—marriage between individuals of different religions—is one of
the most debated issues in Islamic family law. While marriage is generally viewed as a
personal and spiritual commitment, it also has significant legal and cultural
consequences, especially in Muslim-majority societies. In Islamic law (Sharia), marriage
is a contract (‘aqgd) that not only regulates personal relationships but also preserves
religious identity and community boundaries. This creates complex challenges when a
Muslim wishes to marry a non-Muslim partner.

According to classical Islamic jurisprudence (figh), Muslim men are permitted to
marry women from the “People of the Book” (Christians and Jews), while Muslim women
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are generally prohibited from marrying non-Muslim men (Esposito, 2003). However,
modern legal systems and scholars often differ on how this rule should be interpreted
today, especially considering changing social contexts, migration, human rights, and
secular legal frameworks (Saeed, 2015). This inconsistency leads to legal uncertainty and
ethical dilemmas for many Muslim families across the world.

In recent years, the issue of interfaith marriage has become increasingly relevant
due to globalization, migration, and growing religious diversity. In some countries like
Indonesia, Malaysia, and Egypt, interfaith marriage remains legally restricted or
controversial despite civil laws and constitutional guarantees of religious freedom. These
debates often involve various stakeholders—religious authorities, legal institutions,
scholars, and civil society—all of whom offer different interpretations and solutions
(Nuruzzaman, 2022).

Although many academic works have addressed interfaith marriage in Islam, there
1s still a lack of comprehensive synthesis that reviews and compares these studies using a
systematic and evidence-based approach. Some articles focus on classical texts, while
others analyze modern legal practices or social implications. This fragmented literature
makes it difficult for policymakers, scholars, and practitioners to fully understand the
range of positions and their implications.

Therefore, this study aims to systematically review and analyze existing academic
literature on interfaith marriage in Islamic law using meta-analysis and systematic
review methods. By following the PRISMA (Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic
Reviews and Meta-Analyses) guidelines, this research will identify patterns,
contradictions, and gaps in the literature. It will also assess how interfaith marriage is
interpreted across different legal schools, regions, and contexts. The findings of this study
will contribute to a clearer understanding of Islamic legal views on interfaith marriage
and offer evidence-based recommendations for future research and policy development.

Research methods

This study applies a combination of systematic review and meta-analysis methods
to examine the existing literature on interfaith marriage within the framework of Islamic
law. A systematic review is a structured and comprehensive approach to reviewing
research studies on a specific topic. It involves identifying, selecting, evaluating, and
summarizing the findings of relevant studies using clear and reproducible procedures
(Moher et al., 2009). In contrast, a meta-analysis is a method used to statistically combine
the results of multiple studies to produce a more precise estimate of the overall effect or
conclusion (Borenstein et al., 2011). Together, these methods help to ensure that the
review 1s objective, thorough, and evidence-based.

To guide the review process, this study follows the PRISMA (Preferred Reporting
Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses) guidelines. PRISMA provides a
checklist and flow diagram that helps researchers clearly report how studies are
identified, screened, and selected (Page et al., 2021). Using this model, we conducted a
structured search across multiple academic databases including Scopus, PubMed,
ScienceDirect, and Google Scholar. The search strategy used a combination of keywords
such as “interfaith marriage,” “Islamic law,” “mixed marriage,” “Sharia,” and “Muslim
marriage.” Boolean operators like AND, OR, and NOT were also used to refine the search
results.

Inclusion criteria were set to focus on peer-reviewed journal articles, published
between 2000 and 2025, written in English or Bahasa Indonesia, and discussing interfaith
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marriage in the context of Islamic law, either from classical, modern, or comparative
perspectives. Articles that focused solely on non-Muslim perspectives, or that lacked legal
or theological analysis, were excluded. After collecting the articles, duplicates were
removed, and each article was screened based on its title, abstract, and full text to ensure
its relevance to the research objective.

A total of 87 articles were initially identified. After applying the inclusion and
exclusion criteria and conducting a full-text review, 38 articles were selected for final
analysis. The selected studies were then categorized thematically based on their legal
approach (classical jurisprudence, modern legal interpretation, or comparative law), their
regional focus (e.g., Middle East, Southeast Asia, Western countries), and their type of
analysis (normative, empirical, or doctrinal). This thematic coding allowed the researchers
to identify key patterns, recurring debates, and gaps in the literature. Through this
method, the study aims not only to summarize the current academic discussions on
interfaith marriage in Islam but also to highlight contradictions, tensions, and areas that
require further research. By using a systematic and transparent process, this research
hopes to offer a balanced and comprehensive overview of the topic.

Results and Discussion

The systematic review process led to the inclusion of 38 academic articles that
discussed interfaith marriage within the context of Islamic law. These studies came from
a wide range of geographical regions, including Southeast Asia (particularly Indonesia and
Malaysia), the Middle East (such as Egypt, Jordan, and Iran), and Western countries with
Muslim minority populations like the United States, the United Kingdom, and Australia.
This diversity reflects both the global nature of the debate and the wide range of
interpretations influenced by legal systems, cultural norms, and theological traditions.

Thematically, the articles could be grouped into three major categories. The first
group consists of studies that focus on classical Islamic jurisprudence (figh), mainly based
on the views of the four Sunni schools (Hanafi, Maliki, Shafi’i, and Hanbali) and selected
Shi’a perspectives. These studies generally agree that while Muslim men may marry
Christian or Jewish women, Muslim women are not allowed to marry non-Muslim men.
The justification for this restriction is often based on concerns about religious identity, the
potential influence of a non-Muslim husband over a Muslim wife, and the preservation of
Islam within the family (Kamali, 2008). However, some scholars in this category suggest
that the prohibition i1s cultural rather than doctrinal, and therefore open to
reinterpretation (Saeed, 2015).

The second group of studies examines contemporary reinterpretations of Islamic
law by modern scholars and legal institutions. These works often address the conflict
between traditional figh and international human rights standards, especially the right
to marry freely without discrimination based on religion. In this context, some scholars
argue that the Quran does not explicitly prohibit interfaith marriage for Muslim women
and that earlier juristic interpretations were based more on social conditions of the time
rather than absolute religious commands (Abou El Fadl, 2012). Legal reform efforts in
countries like Tunisia and Morocco have also contributed to more progressive
interpretations, although these remain controversial in more conservative societies
(Charrad, 2011).
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The third category includes comparative and empirical studies that analyze the
practical consequences of interfaith marriage, especially in Muslim-majority countries like
Indonesia. These studies show that legal uncertainty often creates serious personal and
social problems for couples in interfaith marriages. For example, in Indonesia, there is no
clear legal path for registering an interfaith marriage, forcing couples to either convert,
marry abroad, or use civil court decisions that may later be challenged (Cammack, 2007).
These legal gaps often lead to marginalization, difficulties in obtaining birth certificates
for children, and family disputes rooted in religious differences.

A common theme across many studies is the tension between religious doctrine and
modern social realities. While Islamic law aims to protect faith and identity, modern
societies increasingly emphasize freedom of choice, gender equality, and legal pluralism.
This tension is especially visible in pluralistic democracies like Indonesia, where the legal
system must balance religious norms with constitutional rights. Some scholars suggest
adopting a magqasid al-shariah (objectives of Islamic law) approach to reinterpret

marriage rules in ways that protect family welfare, mutual respect, and religious freedom
(Auda, 2008).

Another key issue identified in the review is the lack of unified legal practice across
Muslim communities. Even within the same country, religious authorities and courts may
interpret the same legal texts differently. This inconsistency not only creates confusion
but also highlights the need for clearer legal frameworks and public education about the
rights and responsibilities involved in interfaith marriages.

Overall, the results show that while classical Islamic law remains influential, there
1s growing space for reinterpretation and legal reform—especially when guided by
principles of justice, compassion, and public interest. However, such efforts require both
scholarly engagement and political will to create policies that respect religious values
while upholding basic human rights.

Another important finding that emerged from the reviewed literature is the
gendered nature of the debate on interfaith marriage in Islam. Much of the legal
restriction appears to fall more heavily on Muslim women than on Muslim men. While
many classical scholars permit Muslim men to marry Christian or Jewish women, Muslim
women are almost universally restricted from marrying outside the faith. Critics argue
that this double standard reflects patriarchal interpretations of scripture and does not
align with modern principles of gender equality (Ali, 2006). Some modern scholars and
feminists suggest that the rules should be reexamined in light of changing social
structures where women are equally capable of making informed decisions about their
faith and family (Mir-Hosseini, 2012).

In addition, several articles emphasized the impact of legal pluralism in Muslim
societies. Legal pluralism refers to the coexistence of multiple legal systems—religious,
civil, and customary—within one jurisdiction. For example, in Indonesia, religious courts
handle Muslim marriage cases, while civil courts handle non-Muslim or interfaith
matters. This dualism often results in confusion and inconsistent outcomes, particularly
in interfaith marriage cases (Bowen, 2003). In many cases, couples are forced to convert
or falsify religious status to meet legal requirements, which raises ethical and legal
concerns. Some scholars argue that such practices undermine the integrity of both the
legal system and the religious commitment involved in marriage (Lindsey, 2012).
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The review also uncovered limited empirical research on the lived experiences of
interfaith couples in Muslim contexts. While normative debates dominate the literature,
fewer studies explore how couples navigate religious and legal systems, raise children, or
deal with community pressure. The absence of such voices limits our understanding of
how religious law affects real families. More qualitative research is needed to give voice to
these experiences and offer grounded insights into how interfaith marriages function in
everyday life.

Furthermore, the role of fatwas (non-binding legal opinions) was found to be
influential in shaping public opinion and legal practices related to interfaith marriage. In
countries where formal law is ambiguous, fatwas issued by local religious councils often
serve as practical guidance for couples and judges. However, these fatwas vary widely
between institutions and regions. In some cases, fatwas have provided more inclusive
interpretations that allow interfaith unions under specific conditions (Hosen, 2005). In
others, they have reinforced strict prohibitions, making it harder for couples to gain legal
recognition.

Finally, the review revealed a growing call for reform among modern scholars and
civil society organizations. They argue that Islamic law must be reinterpreted in line with
contemporary realities and the higher ethical objectives of the Sharia (maqasid al-
shari‘ah), such as justice, compassion, and the protection of the family. While reform is
difficult due to political and religious resistance, there is increasing scholarly support for
approaches that promote legal flexibility and human dignity, especially in multicultural
societies (An-Na'im, 2008).

In conclusion, the findings demonstrate that the issue of interfaith marriage in
Islam is not settled. While traditional jurisprudence maintains a mostly prohibitive
stance—especially concerning Muslim women—modern scholarship and legal
developments show signs of flexibility and reinterpretation. There is a clear need for
deeper dialogue, interdisciplinary research, and legal innovation that considers both
religious values and human rights. Addressing the complex realities of interfaith
marriages in Muslim contexts will require not only legal clarity but also social empathy
and scholarly courage.

In addition to the theoretical and legal findings, the discussion must also consider
how contextual realities influence the interpretation and implementation of Islamic law
regarding interfaith marriage. The review revealed that regional and cultural differences
play a significant role in shaping how Islamic principles are applied in practice. For
instance, in Indonesia, the largest Muslim-majority democracy, the national marriage law
requires that both partners in a marriage share the same religion. This has led many
interfaith couples to either convert—often superficially—or marry abroad where civil laws
are more accommodating (Cammack, 2007). Religious courts in Indonesia generally reject
applications for interfaith marriage recognition, viewing them as incompatible with
Islamic teachings.

Meanwhile, in countries like Tunisia and Lebanon, legal approaches to interfaith
marriage differ based on civil and religious jurisdiction. Tunisia has recently reformed its
legal code to allow Muslim women to marry non-Muslim men, removing a decades-old ban
(Charrad, 2011). This reform was celebrated by women’s rights advocates but criticized by
some Islamic scholars who viewed it as a departure from traditional norms. In contrast,
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Lebanon maintains a sectarian legal system where religious authorities have exclusive
control over personal status laws. As a result, interfaith couples in Lebanon often face
legal discrimination and lack access to equal rights unless they marry under foreign civil
laws (Kapiszewski, 2010).

In Western countries, Muslim interfaith marriages are more common and legally
recognized. However, these couples often face communal and religious pressure, especially
from conservative Muslim communities. Studies conducted in the United Kingdom and
the United States have shown that while civil law supports the right to interfaith
marriage, couples may still encounter challenges such as family rejection, limited access
to religious marriage ceremonies, and tension over raising children in a specific faith
(Williams & Vashi, 2007). These social pressures suggest that even where legal barriers
are removed, cultural and religious beliefs remain strong influences.

The literature also shows growing interest in the role of Islamic legal reform
movements that aim to reconcile traditional religious teachings with contemporary human
rights frameworks. Reform-minded scholars argue that Islamic law has a long tradition of
legal reasoning (ijtihad) and flexibility (takhsis), and therefore, reinterpretation is not
only possible but necessary in today's diverse societies (Soroush, 2000). These scholars
often emphasize the importance of maqgasid al-shari‘ah, the higher objectives of Islamic
law, such as protecting dignity, family stability, and social harmony. From this
perspective, prohibitions on interfaith marriage—especially those based on outdated social
assumptions—should be revisited in light of the broader ethical goals of Sharia (Auda,
2008).

Despite these reformist efforts, conservative resistance remains strong, especially
among traditional religious institutions. Many Islamic councils and state muftis continue
to issue fatwas that prohibit interfaith marriage, citing concerns over faith dilution, family
disintegration, and social confusion. These fatwas, though non-binding, have significant
influence over public perception and legal interpretation, especially in countries where
religious norms are deeply tied to national identity (Hosen, 2005).

Another point that emerged from this review is the lack of integration between
legal theory and practical guidance. While scholarly articles often focus on textual
interpretations and legal theory, they provide limited solutions for the actual challenges
faced by interfaith couples—such as marriage registration, legal guardianship,
inheritance rights, and child-rearing. This gap highlights the need for interdisciplinary
research that bridges law, theology, sociology, and human rights. Such an approach could
offer more holistic guidance and inform legal reforms that are both principled and
practical.

In summary, the discussion confirms that interfaith marriage in Islam remains a
complex and contested issue, shaped by theological interpretations, legal structures, and
social realities. While some progress has been made in certain countries and scholarly
circles, widespread acceptance and legal recognition of interfaith marriage—particularly
for Muslim women—remains limited. Future progress will likely depend on context-
sensitive legal reform, inclusive religious interpretation, and greater public awareness of
the human impact of rigid marriage laws.

The complex relationship between Islamic jurisprudence and the socio-legal
dynamics of interfaith marriage brings attention to the broader issue of legal adaptability
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in Islamic law. One of the most significant insights drawn from this review is the tension
between textualism and contextualism in Islamic legal thought. Traditional scholars often
emphasize strict adherence to classical interpretations rooted in textual sources such as
the Qur'an, hadith, and the rulings of early jurists. These sources generally offer
restrictive views on interfaith marriage, particularly prohibiting Muslim women from
marrying non-Muslim men (Kamali, 2008).

On the other hand, contextualist scholars advocate for a more dynamic
understanding of Islamic law, arguing that juristic reasoning should evolve in response to
new social realities and ethical challenges. These scholars emphasize that Sharia is not
static, and its implementation should prioritize justice, public interest (maslaha), and the
preservation of human dignity (Auda, 2008). From this perspective, interfaith marriage
should not be judged solely based on traditional interpretations but also through
consideration of the couple’s sincere intentions, mutual respect, and commitment to family
welfare.

This tension is further complicated by the politicization of religious law in many
Muslim-majority countries. State authorities often regulate marriage through religious
laws as a way to maintain social control and national identity. For example, in Indonesia
and Malaysia, Islamic family law is tightly controlled by government bodies, which limits
opportunities for legal reform or alternative interpretations (Lindsey, 2012). In these
settings, even progressive fatwas or academic debates may have little effect if they are not
supported by official institutions.

At the same time, however, this review also highlights the growing pluralism
within Islamic legal discourse. There is no single Islamic position on interfaith marriage,
and within both Sunni and Shi’a traditions, there are diverse opinions depending on the
school of thought, local customs (‘urf), and scholarly reasoning. This diversity suggests
that Islamic law contains within it the tools for reform, provided there is scholarly courage
and political space to explore them. Importantly, some Islamic courts and jurists have
begun to quietly accommodate interfaith couples through mechanisms such as marriage
guardianship, legal conversion procedures, or international marriage recognition, even if
these accommodations are not formally codified in law.

Moreover, the discussion must include a theological reflection on the Quranic
verses and prophetic traditions often cited in debates about interfaith marriage. Scholars
such as Abou El Fadl (2012) argue that many interpretations rely more on patriarchal
cultural assumptions than on the actual wording of the Quran. For example, the Quran
explicitly permits Muslim men to marry the “People of the Book” (Qur'an 5:5), but does
not contain a clear prohibition against Muslim women doing the same. This silence has
historically been interpreted as prohibition, but modern scholars question whether this is
a definitive ruling or a contextual judgment based on ancient tribal structures. Revisiting
these texts with a critical and ethical lens could lead to more inclusive interpretations that
honor both scriptural fidelity and modern ethical concerns.

The review also underscores the importance of interfaith dialogue and cooperation
in addressing the practical implications of interfaith marriage. In increasingly globalized
societies, mixed-faith families are a reality that cannot be ignored. Religious institutions
and leaders have a responsibility to support such families rather than marginalize them.
This includes offering guidance on raising children, resolving spiritual differences, and
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ensuring equal access to legal protections. In some contexts, interfaith marriages have
even become a site of religious reconciliation, promoting mutual understanding and
respect across traditions (Saeed, 2015).

In sum, while the doctrinal basis for regulating interfaith marriage in Islam
remains deeply rooted in tradition, there is a growing body of scholarly work that
advocates for reform. This reform is not necessarily a rejection of Sharia, but rather an
effort to revive its ethical spirit and make it responsive to contemporary challenges.
Whether through reinterpretation of classical texts, legal policy changes, or pastoral care,
the future of interfaith marriage in Islamic contexts will depend on a more holistic,
compassionate, and justice-oriented approach.

Conclusion

The findings of this meta-analysis and systematic review highlight the complex
interplay between traditional Islamic jurisprudence and the evolving social realities
surrounding interfaith marriage. While classical interpretations of Islamic law have
maintained restrictive views on interfaith marriage, particularly concerning Muslim
women, a significant body of modern scholarship has emerged that calls for a
reconsideration of these traditional rulings. These reformist perspectives emphasize that
Islamic law, as a living tradition, must adapt to contemporary values of equality, human
rights, and social justice. The review reveals a growing tension between textualist and
contextualist approaches in the interpretation of Islamic law. Textualist scholars rely
heavily on classical interpretations of the Qur'an and hadith, which have historically
prohibited Muslim women from marrying non-Muslim men. In contrast, contextualist
scholars argue that Islamic law has the flexibility to accommodate contemporary issues,
including interfaith marriage, in accordance with the higher objectives of Sharia, such as
justice, dignity, and the protection of family welfare. This tension underscores the need
for a more nuanced and inclusive approach to Islamic legal reasoning that respects both
traditional principles and modern human rights standards.

The literature also highlights the geopolitical and cultural context in which Islamic
law is applied. Different countries and regions, particularly those with significant Muslim
populations, exhibit diverse approaches to interfaith marriage. In places like Indonesia
and Malaysia, legal systems that combine religious and civil law often lead to practical
difficulties for interfaith couples, who may face legal uncertainty, societal stigma, and
limited access to legal recognition. Meanwhile, more progressive countries like Tunisia
have made strides in allowing interfaith marriage, showing that legal reform is possible
when there is political will to align Islamic law with broader principles of equality and
justice. Furthermore, the review underscores the gendered nature of Islamic marriage
law, where Muslim women are disproportionately affected by the prohibition against
interfaith marriage. While Muslim men are allowed to marry non-Muslim women from
the "People of the Book," Muslim women are often forbidden to marry outside their faith.
This gender disparity calls into question the patriarchal underpinnings of certain
interpretations of Islamic law and highlights the need for more gender-sensitive legal
reform. Importantly, the discussion also reveals a gap in empirical research on the lived
experiences of interfaith couples. Much of the scholarly work on this issue focuses on
theoretical, doctrinal, and legal perspectives, with limited attention to how these laws
impact real families. Future research should focus on the personal and social experiences
of interfaith couples, examining how they navigate religious, legal, and cultural
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challenges. This research could offer valuable insights into how Islamic law can better
accommodate the realities of interfaith unions while maintaining its ethical principles.

In light of these findings, several recommendations emerge for both scholarly
research and policy reform. First, scholars should continue to explore the reinterpretation
of classical Islamic texts, paying particular attention to the flexibility of Sharia law and
its capacity to address modern challenges. Legal scholars should also consider integrating
interdisciplinary approaches, drawing on sociology, human rights, and gender studies, to
offer more practical solutions for interfaith couples. On the policy level, there is a pressing
need for legal reform in countries with significant Muslim populations to provide clearer
and more consistent guidelines for interfaith marriage. This could include creating legal
pathways for interfaith couples to marry and ensuring that their rights are protected,
particularly with regard to family law, inheritance, and child custody. Additionally,
religious leaders and institutions should engage in more inclusive dialogue that takes into
account the realities of interfaith marriages, offering support and guidance for families
navigating religious and legal complexities. In conclusion, interfaith marriage in Islam
remains a contentious issue that intersects with religious, legal, and cultural norms. While
classical Islamic law maintains prohibitive stances, particularly concerning Muslim
women, there is an emerging body of scholarly work and legal reform that advocates for a
more flexible, justice-oriented approach. As societies become increasingly multicultural
and interconnected, the need for religious reinterpretation, legal clarity, and gender
equality in matters of marriage law is more urgent than ever. By embracing a more
inclusive and dynamic interpretation of Islamic law, it is possible to create a legal
framework that respects both religious values and fundamental human rights.
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