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This paper offers a critical examination of the problematics of childhood and
adolescent sexuality and sex education in an Islamic context. By exploring conceptions
of (pre-marital) sexuality, childhood, and maturity/adulthood, it is suggested that:
(i) ‘childhood’ and ‘sexuality’ do not coexist harmoniously in Islamic traditions since
the latter is recognised as the exclusive realm of adulthood; and (ii) the twin concepts of
‘adolescence’ – as a distinct pre-adulthood life-stage – and ‘adolescent sexuality’ have
scarcely been acknowledged in Islamic traditions. Sex education for children and
adolescents is widely regarded by Muslims as ‘dangerous knowledge to the vulnerable’
that ‘awakens’ premature (i.e. premarital) sexuality and undermines Islamic identity.
Such an understanding is partly rooted in a common (mis)interpretation of the Islamic
emphasis on children’s ‘deficient capacity’ and their ‘need for protection’, as well as in
the invisibility of adolescent sexuality and agency in most Islamic traditions. The
increasing overlap between ‘immaturity’ and ‘sexuality’ in the lives of contemporary
young people has rendered childhood/adolescent sexuality and sex education a
challenging issue for many Muslims in present times. This calls for an
acknowledgement of childhood/adolescent sexuality and agency as crucial subjects
of (re)examination, particularly in Islamic studies and with reference to young
Muslims’ sex education needs.
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Sex education has been widely recognised as having an important impact on young

people’s lives. Research findings from across the world have demonstrated that sex

education programmes which provide young people with age-appropriate and

scientifically accurate information contribute to the prevention of sexually transmitted

infections, unintended pregnancy, sexual coercion, abuse and exploitation, and to the

improvement of quality of life, health and well-being in general (UNESCO 2009; WHO

Europe 2010; Kirby et al. 2011; Hurtado Murillo et al. 2012). Despite such strong

evidence-based support, in practice, sex education for young people remains a problematic

issue in present times and one of the most difficult educational challenges, particularly

across the Muslim world (Tabatabaie and Mofatteh 2011).

At the heart of contemporary debates about sex education for children and young

people lies the controversial issue of childhood and adolescent sexuality (Robinson 2013).

Also central to these debates is a disagreement over what values (religious, secular, etc.)

should underpin sex education (Halstead 1998). As a result, the ways in which religious

value systems inform the construction of childhood and adolescent sexualities across

sociocultural spaces have profound impacts on sex education policies and practices. In this
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paper, I examine childhood and adolescent sexuality from an Islamic perspective and

critically reflect on the ways in which such an understanding may serve against, but also

for, the provision of sex education for young Muslims. I start with an overview of

mainstream Islamic discourse on sexuality and sex education and subsequently move on to

discuss the position of childhood and adolescent sexuality from an Islamic perspective.

Demonstrating how such a positioning influences sex education policies and practices,

I finish this paper by focusing on young Muslims and sex education in the UK.

Sexuality, sex education, and Islam

According to Said (1997, xvi), ‘“Islam” defines a relatively small proportion of what

actually takes place in the Islamic world, which numbers a billion people, and includes

dozens of countries, societies, traditions, languages, and, of course, an infinite number of

different experiences.’ Hence, it has to be acknowledged from the outset that it would be

extremely difficult (if not impossible) to make generalisations about the Islamic world.

Focusing on Islam as a religious belief system, it has often been noted that, in

comparison with many other religious traditions, Islam has evaluated sexual life positively

and has celebrated sexual urges as a natural and normal quality in human beings (Ashraf

1998b; Mabud 1998; Kugle 2003). As Sanjakdar (2013, 18) notes, ‘[s]ymbolic of this

positive attitude is the important place sex is accorded in paradise, which will be the

fulfilment of the spiritual and bodily self.’

Dominant Islamic discourse on sexuality emphasises the difference, complementarity

and unity of the sexes (Mabud 1998) and expects men and women to conform to

‘masculine’ and ‘feminine’ gender-role norms prescribed in Islamic traditions. It accords

hegemonic status to marital heterosexuality and is often perceived as intolerant of any

expression of sexuality outside this framework, including premarital sex (Yip 2009).1

It is important to note that Islamic teachings are inherently compatible with the

provision of sex education. Both the Qur’an andHadith (the narrative record of the sayings

or customs of the Islamic prophet and his companions) stress repeatedly the excellence of

knowledge and encourage Muslims to ‘seek knowledge from the cradle to the grave’ (this

phrase is attributed to Prophet Mohammed) in all aspects of human life including sexual

issues.2 As Athar (1996) notes, in the days of the Islamic Prophet, Muslim women and men

were never too shy to ask him questions related to sexual life. In fact, education regarding

sexual matters has been recognised as a crucial part of a child’s religious upbringing

(Sarwar 2004) and ‘a vehicle for spiritual development’ which should be ‘compulsory

education for every Muslim’ (Sanjakdar 2004, 5).

Having said that, in reality, focusing on sex education in a positive manner is a difficult

task for most Muslims in present times. As noted by Khan (cited in Ahsan 2007, 551):

For today’s Muslim parents, sex is a dirty word . . . [It] is hushed and curtained off to the
bedroom and speaking about it is considered a sin, accredits a loose character and many other
such remarks prevailing in Muslim society. The main reason Muslim parents do not discuss
sex education with their children is because of their cultural and traditional up-bringing and
not by the teaching of Islam.

Such an observation has also been made by others (e.g. Bennett 2007; Sanjakdar 2009)

suggesting that the problematic nature of educating children and young people about

sexual matters in Muslim societies is the result of cultural sexual taboos that, although

contradicting Islamic teachings, are strongly overlaid onto local understandings of Islam.

This problem may also be rooted in a widespread understanding of childhood and

adolescent sexuality through the prism of Islamic traditions. This understanding may not
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correspond to the reality of contemporary young Muslims’ lives and to their sexual health

needs, and may contribute to denying their sexualities and their capacity for proper

comprehension of sex education messages.

Childhood, adolescence, and Islam

While it has been suggested that an awareness of the particular nature of children

distinguishing them from adults did not exist in mediaeval Europe,3 childhood has been

viewed within the Islamic civilisation as a distinct phase of human life with clear presence

in various theological, hygienic-medical, ethical, pedagogical, and, most notably, legal

scripts (Giladi 1989). The contemporary debate on Islamic childhood, as noted by Rajabi-

Ardeshiri (2013), is dominated by two main discourses. The first – embedded in the wider

secular discourse on Islamic human rights – asserts that some of the maltreatments against

children in Islamic societies are rooted in Islamic traditions, particularly reflected in

Islamic family law. The second discourse argues against this and postulates that the

Islamic tradition has accorded a high status to children in society and has been among the

most progressive traditions in terms of recognition of children’s rights, particularly in

relation to education, health, care and protection (see, e.g., Islamic International Centre for

Demographic Studies and Research 2005). As noted by Van Bueren (cited in Hashemi

2007, 225), ‘the very concept that children possess rights has a far older tradition in

Islamic law than in international law, where the notion did not emerge until the twentieth

century.’

It has been noted that in Islam, there is no doctrine of original sin and the fall of Adam

and Eve is viewed as an error of judgement, not as a taint on their descendants (Williams

1994). Therefore, based on Islamic teachings, children are born sinless and are certain to

gain paradise if they pass away before reaching puberty (Yildirim 2006). Children are

believed to remain sinless until puberty since they have not yet reached the age of reason;

but with the onset of puberty, ‘sin begins to accumulate’ (Delaney 1988, 80).

Childhood (al-tafula), according to Islamic legal traditions (ILTs),4 is a period of life

that starts from creation of a human being as foetus (janin) and remains until the age of

puberty (bolugh) (Zia Ul-Haq 2004). This period is generally divided into two phases:

‘pre-discernment’ and ‘discernment’. The pre-discernment phase extends from birth until

around the age of seven in which, in the absence of intellectual reasoning, children are

considered to lack the capacity for taking on responsibility. The discernment phase,

referred to as the ‘stage of intellectual grasp’ (Ginio 2001, 99), starts at the age of

discernment (tamyı̄z) and lasts until puberty. In presence of the faculty of discernment and

a sense of shame in this phase, children are considered capable of grasping abstract ideas,

making some judgements and distinguishing between good and evil (Giladi 2015).

Therefore, they are allowed to perform certain kinds of acts (such as shopping for simple

groceries), which are not usually permitted to pre-discernment children (Zia Ul-Haq

2004).

Childhood, according to ILTs, ends with puberty – considered to be the stage of

physical and religious competence. No particular age is determined in ILTs for puberty

due to individual differences, but there is a general consensus that nocturnal emission for

boys and menstruation for girls are the main criteria (Zia Ul-Haq 2004). At this stage,

individuals are recognised to possess complete religious capacity (ahliyyat al-ada’

diniyyah) and, therefore, become liable before God for their religious duties.

Thus, based on ILTs, childhood is a stage of life in which individuals are recognised as

being physically and intellectually ‘immature’. They are viewed as vulnerable and
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dependent beings who need adults’ special safeguard and care. As a result, Islamic

traditions provide diverse child protection rules and assign many well-defined duties to

parents in this regard (Mahdavi 2004). Considering this, children’s legal capacity is

categorised as deficient (ahliyyah al-ada’ naqisah); they are not obliged to practise

religious rituals; are unable to perform acts of a contractual nature (including marriage);

and in the case of the violation of law, are not liable to punishment (Zia Ul-Haq 2004).

It is important to note that, based on ILTs, while puberty ends the childhood phase, it

does not necessarily establish ‘maturity’ (rushd) – a life stage which can be equated to

‘adulthood’. According to ILTs, maturity is established only when a person has acquired

complete capacity (ahliyyah al-ada’ kamilah) – ‘a defect-free intellectual and mental

maturity with which the person can attain a reliable standard in transactional matters’

(Zahraa 1998, 267). Upon reaching this status, young people are considered ‘mature’

(rashid), capable of facing risks and accordingly making reasonable decisions; they are

subject to all the rights, duties and responsibilities of adults, including criminal

responsibility, the right to dispose of and possess property as well as the right to make

decisions regarding their marriage (Hashemi 2007). It has been asserted by contemporary

Islamic scholars that only upon the attainment of ‘maturity’ (which may or may not

coincide with puberty) can an individual enter into marriage (and, consequently, into

sexual activity); attaining puberty alone is not sufficient (see, e.g., Islamic International

Centre for Demographic Studies and Research 2005, 15).

In contrast to puberty, maturity is not established through objective external criteria.

Therefore, the exact age of maturity is not identified in ILTs and each individual is treated

on his or her own merits (Zahraa 1998). Given the fact that the age of puberty is generally

lower for girls than boys, the age of maturity is also often lower for girls than for boys

(Hashemi 2007).

The gap between puberty – end of childhood – and maturity – beginning of

adulthood – is a particular period in which, based on ILTs, an individual is neither as

immature as a child, nor as intellectually and mentally mature as an adult. This transitional

period from childhood to adulthood – widely referred to as ‘adolescence’ or ‘teenage’ in

present times – is neither specifically named nor particularly discussed as a distinct phase

of human life in ILTs. This may be due to its brief presence in the lives of previous

Muslim generations as a result of short puberty–marriage gaps. This period of

‘immaturity’, however, has grown bigger in the lives of contemporary Muslims (as well as

non-Muslims) for several reasons, including earlier onset of puberty, extended education,

later economic independence, and increased puberty–marriage gap. As a result,

‘adolescence’ has become an issue of extensive debate in the Muslim world in present

times, particularly with respect to protecting adolescents’ rights and the incompatibility of

their legal status in some Muslim states with the provisions of the Convention on the

Rights of the Child (CRC; United Nations 1989).5

Childhood and adolescent sexuality, Islam, and sex education

The globalising hegemonic discourse of childhood in the West, as comprehensively

examined by Robinson (2013, 42), ‘is intimately linked with the concept of innocence,

which is equated with purity, naivety, selflessness, irrationality and a state of

unknowingness, or of being less worldly – all of which characterize the child as

vulnerable’. She notes that discourses of childhood innocence, in which sexual innocence

is central, have been globally employed by social and religious conservatives to regulate

both children’s and adults’ sexual subjectivities and foster ‘moral panic’ in order to
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maintain the social order.6 This way, ‘discourses of childhood innocence and protection,

which have largely rendered children’s sexual subjectivities invisible, have often been the

rationale for denying children access to relevant and important knowledge about sexuality

and relationships’ (Robinson 2013, 63).

Childhood and adolescent sexuality in the Muslim world may also be recognised as a

matter of maintaining Islamic-based social order and can be examined from two

directions, both of which position it as a problematic notion. First, considering the

hegemonic Islamic discourse on pre-marital sex and its prohibition, the ideal young

Muslim is predominantly conceptualised as one who transitions asexually from birth to

puberty and remains non-sexual after puberty until marriage – which ideally happens soon

after attaining maturity (Tabatabaie 2015). Therefore, the period of adolescence is ideally

very short and early marriage is intended to maintain the purity and integrity of the Muslim

individual and society. Considering this ideal conceptualisation, childhood and adolescent

sexuality becomes a serious threat to the purity of the ‘inherently sinless’ Muslim child

and the ‘ideally non-sexual’ Muslim adolescent, and a potential source of individual and

social corruption. Second, given children’s ‘immaturity’, ‘deficient capacity’, ‘vulner-

ability’, and ‘need for protection’ in Islamic discourses of childhood, Muslim children and

adolescents – also recognised, technically, as being ‘immature’ – are largely viewed as (i)

incapable of making independent informed decisions about sexual matters and acting

responsibly upon them and, therefore, (ii) vulnerable and in need of safeguard and

protection against the perceived sexual corruptions of the adult world.

Such a problematic position of childhood and adolescent sexuality in an Islamic

perspective, as Tabatabaie (2015) notes, necessitates controlling and, more importantly,

preventing childhood and adolescent sexualities in Muslim societies. Common control

strategies include strong condemnation and punishment of premarital sexualities and/or,

conversely, denying their existence and hoping that they would eventually go away.

An important prevention strategy is delaying, as long as possible, the ‘awakening’ of

sexual awareness and subjectivity in the lives of Muslim children and adolescents. This is

often sought through limiting, as much as possible, their exposures to the sexual world by

maintaining a ‘modest’, desexualised (preferably gender-segregated) Islamic environ-

ment. In this context, even an educational sexual discussion might be perceived to

compromise modesty (haya’) and desexualisation and seen as ‘dangerous knowledge to

the vulnerable’ since it may lead to ‘premature sexualisation’ (i.e. premarital sexuality)

and corruption.7 Therefore, it is believed that not only must Muslim children and

adolescents be safeguarded against the ‘danger’ of sex education, they are also not mature

enough to make independent informed decisions about their sex education needs. As a

result, sex education for children and adolescents does not exist in many Muslim countries

and even if provided in the school curriculum in Western societies (like the UK), it is often

a major source of conflict between Muslim parents and schools.

Muslims and sex education in the UK

Sex education in the UK is referred to differently in its various constituent countries; it is

‘sex and relationship education’ (SRE) in England and Wales, ‘relationships and sexuality

education’ (RSE) in Northern Ireland, and ‘sex education’ in Scotland. The legal

frameworks of sex education also differ across these countries.8 For example, as of the

summer of 2014 in England (wherein more than 95% of British Muslims reside), state-

funded schools9 are only legally required to teach the elements of sex education that are in

the National Science Curriculum, including anatomy, puberty, the biological aspects of
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reproduction and the spread of infections and viruses. In addition, state-funded secondary

schools are required to educate their pupils on HIV and AIDS and other STIs. The broader

aspects of SRE which are not included in the science curriculum are delivered through non-

statutory Personal, Social, Health and Economic Education (PSHE) programmes. Parents

have a right to withdraw their children (until the age of 19) from all or part of the sex

education provided within the PSHE. The non-statutory status of PSHE is meant to enable

each school to tailor its PSHE (and therefore SRE) in a way to reflect the needs of its pupils.

Therefore, in practice, schools can offer as much or as little SRE as they choose – and this

can mean none at all (Brook, PSHE Association, and Sex Education Forum 2014).

Developing and implementing school-based sex education programmes has been one

of the most challenging and controversial aspects of the school curriculum in the UK. This

is to a large extent due to a disagreement over what values should underpin sex education

as a result of ideological and cultural diversity in this country. Among different sections of

society, one of the strongest voices of opposition to the practice of school-based sex

education has come from Muslims, many of whom have not found it compatible with their

religious values and principles.

Here, to make an example of how Islamic perspectives on childhood and adolescent

sexuality influence the provision of sex education for young Muslims, I focus on the case

of Muslims in the UK. To do so, through a simplified, but useful, categorisation, I group

many established sexual health advocacy organisations (such as Sex Education Forum,

Family Planning Association, Brook, etc.) on one side, and the majority of British Muslim

organisations (e.g. SREIslamic, Islamic Academy, etc.), Muslim activists and parents on

the other.

It is important to note that although the concept of the ‘vulnerable child’ is often used

to argue against the provision of comprehensive sex education,10 it can also be used in its

favour. For example, British sexual health advocacy organisations, often affiliated with

secular/liberal logics, tend to mobilise a rights-based argument11 in promoting the ‘sexual

health of young people and those most vulnerable to sexual ill health’ (Brook 2014b). For

instance, Brook, self-described as ‘the country’s largest young people’s sexual health

charity’, articulates its mission as:

. . . to ensure that all children and young people have access to high quality, free and
confidential sexual health services, as well as education and support that enables them to make
informed, active choices about their personal and sexual relationships so they can enjoy their
sexuality without harm. (Brook 2014a)

One of the main goals pursued by sexual health advocacy organisations in England has

been to make PSHE (and therefore SRE) a statutory curriculum subject. With the legal age

of sexual consent and marriage being 16 years, and young people being able to vote at the

age of 18 years,12 sexual health advocacy organisations in England particularly question

parents’ right to withdraw their children from SRE lessons until the age of 19 years.

Having launched several campaigns in recent years to make this happen, however, their

vision has failed to materialise on several occasions at parliamentary or governmental

levels.

On the other side are Muslim voices who tend to discuss sex education as a matter of

Islamic upbringing and identity, and emphasise parents’ role (instead of that of schools) in

this regard. For example, following the announcement that SRE would become statutory

in English state-funded schools in 2008, ‘SREIslamic’ – the leading Muslim voice on sex

education in the UK – campaigned and collected a 23,000-signature petition to prove the

Muslim community’s opposition to this plan. They emphasised:
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We believe Muslim parents need to either teach sex education themselves or cooperate
with community organisations, mosques and other parents to ensure children are given
appropriate information that is Islamically framed and age appropriate. (Khodabakhsh and
Patel 2009, 10)

SREIslamic defines part of its mission as hoping to, ‘support parents to challenge

inappropriate SRE teaching in schools [and] to realise their role of nurturing their children

to develop an Islamic identity’ (SREIslamic 2014, under ‘About us’).

Such an emphasis on parents being in charge of their children’s sex education may be

largely rooted in the Islamic emphasis on parents’ responsibilities towards their ‘immature’

children. Many Muslim parents (British or otherwise) believe that along with having

responsibility for their children’s sexual well-being, they also have an equally, if not more,

important responsibility for their moral/Islamic guidance. In addition, they also believe

they have a responsibility before God and for preserving their communities’ collective

cultural and Islamic values. Those (British) Muslims who argue against statutory

comprehensive school-based sex education generally believe that these programmes

‘would make pupils conscious of what sex means and what sexual relationships amount

[to]’ (Ashraf 1998a, 1), ‘remove a young person’s natural sense of shyness’ (D’Oyen 2007,

3), may corrupt their purity and innocence (by encouraging premarital sexuality), risk their

Islamic identity, and undermine the values of their community. Considering this, they may

view comprehensive school-based sex education as such a serious threat that, even when

aware of the risks associated with poor sexual health knowledge, they may choose not to

expose their children to these programmes.

Advocates of comprehensive sex education often suggest that many adolescents and

young people are already sexually active and, therefore, are at risk of poor sexual health

and well-being outcomes, and that ‘young people are autonomous subjects with the right

to be informed in order to make educated decisions about sex’ (Rasmussen 2010, 700).

They also provide extensive evidence that properly designed and implemented sex

education programmes have a positive impact on young people’s sexual health and well-

being. Furthermore, while no research can be found on the relationship between sex

education and increased sexual ‘temptations’, there is evidence that young people who

receive comprehensive sex education are more likely to postpone sexual debut (see, e.g.,

Mueller, Gavin, and Kulkarni 2008; Lindberg and Maddow-Zimet 2012).

This situation, however, seems to be perceived differently by many British Muslim

parents and activists. For example, although the current state of young people’s sexual

health in the UK is considered a matter of public health concern (Department of Health

2013; Public Health England 2013), educating young Muslims about sexual matters may

not be recognised as a public health issue by many Muslim parents and may be mostly

regarded as a matter of Islamic upbringing. Also, even at the age of 16 and in the presence

of physiological sexual maturity and legal recognition of sex and marriage, many Muslim

parents may not recognise their children’s right of autonomy and their capacity to make

educated decisions about their sex lives.

While this can be a matter of difference in opinion and interpretation, it may also be

argued that young British Muslims’ sexualities and sexual health problems are under-

acknowledged by the Muslim community. Findings from studies examining British

Muslim adolescents’ sexual knowledge and behaviour show that a significant number of

them are already conscious of sex and are sexually active while lacking knowledge on

critical sexual health matters (Testa and Coleman 2006; Coleman 2008; Coleman and

Testa 2008). Also, research on contemporary young British Muslims’ lived experiences of

navigating their sexuality and religiosity (Yip, Keenan, and Page 2011; Yip and Page
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2013) demonstrates the ways in which many of them actively and creatively negotiate

their sexual agency through modifying or contesting the dominant Islamic, sociocultural

and familial sexual codes. Such a possible under-acknowledgment of young British

Muslims’ sexualities may be partly due to (a) the widespread (parental) denial that young

people are sexual and having sex (UNESCO 2008) and/or (b) young Muslims concealing

their sexual relationships from their parents (Griffiths, Prost, and Hart 2010).

As a result of this difference in opinion and possible under-acknowledgement, many

Muslim parents may perceive the potential risks of sex education (i.e. corrupting the

innocent Muslim) to outweigh the potential evidence-based benefits of sex education (i.e.

protecting the vulnerable Muslim against sexual well-being problems). Such a perception

– ‘it may do more harm than good’ – is a legitimate concern to have and needs to be

properly addressed. In this situation, the role of research and education is crucial. Research

is required to objectively examine the risks and benefits associated with providing (and not

providing) sex education in this community. Education is needed to properly inform

Muslims of the findings and implications of these inquiries.

While developing sex education programmes needs to be based on solid contextualised

research-based evidence and tailored according to sociocultural settings, much current

practice of sex education across the world (including the UK) relies on evidence from

Western countries (particularly the USA) and/or is based on ideological assumptions.

In particular, one of the biggest challenges to promoting sex education among Muslim

communities (British or otherwise) is lack of evidence-based research. This can be partly

due to the sensitivities of conducting research on sexual issues in Muslim communities.

It can also be attributed to an assumption that Muslims, based on the specific sexual values

they hold against premarital sex, are not a priority in terms of sexual health research.

To properly address their needs, research and scholarship on issues concerning sexual

health and education amongst young Muslims across the world need to expand in depth

and breadth.

Concluding reflections

In discussing childhood and adolescent sexualities in the Muslim world, one should

differentiate between a perspective that is informed by Islamic traditions, and a way of

understanding that is influenced by Muslims’ sociocultural norms and beliefs. Muslims’

sociocultural characteristics (e.g. the degrees of collectivism and patriarchalism, and

cultural ideologies of sexuality and gender) have probably contributed as much to the

construction of childhood and adolescent sexualities as Islamic interpretations. Therefore,

while examining Islamic perspectives on this issue is crucial, a proper understanding of the

concept of childhood and adolescent sexuality in the Muslim world can only be achieved

through sociocultural and historical contextualisation.

Having said that, the profound influence of Islamic traditions on the ways in which

childhood and adolescent sexualities are constructed and experienced across the Muslim

world cannot be ignored. Such influences have arguably contributed to inconsistencies

between Islamic and Western (secular) perspectives. For example, while Western secular

discourses on childhood and adolescent sexuality tend to concentrate on the rights of

children and adolescents and empowering them, Islamic perspectives tend to put equal

emphasis on children and adolescents’ responsibilities, particularly before God and

towards their parents. In this context, for example, the emphasis on young people’s rights

‘to enjoy their sexuality’ (Brook 2014a) may threaten the image of the responsible, pure,

non-sexual young Muslim.
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As comprehensively discussed in this paper, it can be concluded that ‘childhood’ and

‘sexuality’ do not coexist harmoniously in Islamic traditions since the latter has been

extensively recognised as the exclusive territory of ‘adults’. Also, the two concepts of

‘adolescence’ as a distinct pre-adulthood phase in human life and ‘adolescent sexuality’

have been scarcely acknowledged in Islamic traditions. This may be due to the brief

presence of these two – adolescence and adolescent sexuality – in the lives of previous

Muslim generations as a result of their relatively shorter puberty–marriage gaps.

Overall, while childhood and adolescent sexualities might not have been a significant

problem in Muslim societies in the past, childhood and, in particular, adolescent

sexualities are a major societal concern in the present-day Muslim world. This is primarily

due to the fact that as much as contemporary young Muslims (as well as non-Muslims) are

recognised as ‘mature’ at older ages, they are becoming premaritally sexual at younger

ages. Influenced by the global youth culture through technological advances (e.g. smart-

phones, computers, Internet, e-mail, web sites, blogs, etc.), the reality of the sexual lives of

many contemporary Muslim children and adolescents may not correspond to the ‘ideally

non-sexual young Muslim’ image. Being exposed to sex-related messages in the media

and on the Internet, it can be postulated that a significant number of Muslim children and

adolescents who have not yet received sex education are already ‘conscious of what sex

means and what sexual relationships amount [to]’ (Ashraf 1998a, 1). Research shows that

a considerable number of contemporary Muslim adolescents are already sexual subjects,

engage in premarital sexual relations, and, in the absence of timely sex education

interventions, are at high risk of sexual health and well-being problems.

It is important to re-emphasise that the Islamic views on sexuality, childhood and

adolescence are not incompatible with the provision of sex education for Muslim children

and adolescents. As indicated earlier, Islam has highly valued children’s rights,

particularly to education and health, and recognises education regarding sexual matters as

a crucial part of every child’s upbringing. Since, according to Islamic traditions, children

possess some sense of shame and modesty and some intellectual grasp in the discernment

phase (around age seven until puberty), education about sexual issues can be started at this

stage. More comprehensive and explicit education regarding sex, however, may be

postponed until after puberty.

Such an emphasis on a step-by-step method, of course, is not incompatible with the

secular comprehensive approaches to sex education, as in the latter the notion of capacity

is also not ignored. The two approaches, however, do conflict in their underlying values

(secular versus religious) and implementation ways (who should say what, when, and

how), particularly their views on sex education in the interim period of adolescence. This

is a critical phase of sexual subjectivity when, in reality, a significant number of young

people, including Muslims, become sexually active, are at risk of sexual health and well-

being problems, and, therefore, need proper education on sexual health matters. However,

based on a widespread understanding of Islamic traditions, they are not yet mature

enough, intellectually and mentally, to receive a comprehensive education on sexual

matters.

Considering the reality of contemporary young Muslims’ sexual lives, particularly in

the West, it can be argued that the higher the age at which parents recognise young

Muslims as ‘mature enough to know’ and the more some crucial aspects of sex education

are postponed, the higher the risks of sexual health and well-being problems. By denying

young Muslims’ sexualities and their capacity to properly comprehend sex education

messages, young people are deprived of the kind of power that enables them to be

responsible for their sexual well-being.
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In the end, the increasing overlap between ‘immaturity’ and ‘sexuality’ in the lives of

contemporary young Muslims has a significant impact on their well-being and quality of

life. This necessitates childhood and adolescent sexuality and sex education to be treated

by Muslims as a vital subject of further inquiry, especially in childhood/adolescence and

Islamic studies. In particular, an interdisciplinary re-examination of adolescents’

sexualities and their capacity for sex education seems essential. This re-examination

must be rooted in Islamic principles, factor in the Islamic emphasis on children and

adolescents’ rights to education and health, and correspond to the reality of life and sexual

health needs of contemporary young Muslims. According to Islamic traditions,

adolescents are mature enough to distinguish between good and evil and to be liable

before God for their religious duties; can they also not be considered mature enough to

critically reflect on and comprehend sex education messages based on their religious and

sociocultural values?
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Notes

1. According to Yip (2009, 2), ‘[T]his discourse constructs a highly essentialist view of Islam as a
belief system, as well as individual and social practice . . . This essentialist view, often reinforced
by the vast majority of Islamic religious leaders and lay believers, also does not offer a nuanced
picture of individual agency, namely the capacity of individuals to construct lived experiences by
resisting, contesting, and adapting religious orthodoxy and cultural hegemonic systems; and the
empowering and constraining potentials and outcomes of such an engagement’.

2. ‘Say: Are they equal – those who know and those who know not?’ (The Qur’an, 39:9).
3. According to Ariès (cited in Thane 1981, 6):

In medieval society, the idea of childhood did not exist; this is not to suggest that
children were neglected, forsaken or despised. The idea of childhood is not to be
confused with affection for children: it corresponds to an awareness of the particular
nature of childhood, that particular nature which distinguishes the child from the adult,
even the young adult. In medieval society this awareness was lacking. That is why, as
soon as the child could live without the constant solicitude of his mother, his nanny or
his cradle-rocker, he belonged to adult society.

4. As noted by Hashemi (2007), when a reference to early (classical, historical, or traditional)
Muslim public and family law is concerned, the terms Shari’ah, Muslim law, Islamic law,
Islamic legal traditions (ILTs) or Muslim legal traditions all have similar meaning. Consistent
with this, in this paper the term ILTs is used, since ‘legal traditions’ or ‘religious legal traditions’
are more familiar terms for non-Muslim readers.

5. Consistent with the provision of Article 1 of the CRC, although Muslim states have adopted the
age of 18 as the official age of maturity and criminal responsibility, some Muslim states refer to
ILTs’ criteria for determining the age of maturity and criminal responsibility. See Hashemi
(2007) and Rajabi-Ardeshiri (2009) for a comprehensive discussion on this issue.

6. Sexual subjectivity may be defined as ‘the capacity to own one’s sexuality, to feel pleasure in
one’s body, and to be the subject of one’s own desire’ (Schalet 2009, 142).

7. ‘The very idea of sexual subjectivity as something produced by sex education’ (Chambers, van
Loon, and Tincknell 2004, 566) is probably one of the strongest rationales for the absence of sex
education in many Muslim (and non-Muslim) societies.

8. For an overview of current legal frameworks relating to sex education in the UK, see Family
Planning Association (2011).

9. State-funded schools are required to follow the National Curriculum for England, but this is not
compulsory for independent (private) schools or academies. Approximately 93% of English
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schoolchildren attend state-funded (maintained) schools which provide education to pupils
without charge.

10. Comprehensive sex education can be defined as a rights-based approach which ‘seeks to equip
young people with the knowledge, skills, attitudes and values they need to determine and enjoy
their sexuality – physically and emotionally, individually and in relationships. It views
“sexuality” holistically andwithin the context of emotional and social development. It recognises
that information alone is not enough. Young people need to be given the opportunity to acquire
essential life skills and develop positive attitudes and values’ (International Planned Parenthood
Federation 2010, 6).

11. ‘All children and young people have a right to quality sex and relationship education’ (Sex
Education Forum 2011, under ‘notes’).

12. In England, Wales and Northern Ireland, parental consent for marriage is required if a
participant is between the ages of 16 and 18.
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