Amina Wadud’s School of Thought

Western feminism is defined as being ‘the belief in social, economic and political equality of the sexes’ (Brunell and Burkett, 2024), however in this essay the main focus will be on Islamic feminism which deviates towards the redefinition of Islamic women’s identities into a ‘more genuinely modern manner that befits their religion and culture’ (Yvonne Yazbeck Haddad and Esposito, 1998, p.13, cited in Grami, 2013 p.102). Islamic feminism is not a contemporary idea with it finding its foundations in the late 19th century through the works of Qasim Amin. His most influential work, The Liberation of Woman, speaks on the status of Egyptian and Muslim women while using the Islamic principles laid out in the Qur’an to justify and argue for their education and equality (Amin, 2000 p.12). This revolutionary idea would not gain large amounts of traction until the later end of the 20th century with the rise of conservative readings of Islamic texts, causing negative effects on women and displaying them as second class to their male counterparts (Badran, 2005 p.9; Jawad, 2003 p.107). What distinguishes the difference between the patriarchal teachings of earlier centuries and the 20th is the educational level of women, with women being the most educated they had ever been in relation to the teachings of the Qur’an (Badran, 2005 p.9). With this they were able to rebuke the spread of the harmful teaching and therefore the rise of the term ‘Islamic feminism’ began to become more common in scholarly work (Jawad, 2016). Through the development of this movement, the use of Islamic women’s academic work was utilised to substantiate the arguments of those pushing against patriarchal condemnation. 

One of the most powerful voices was that of Amina Wadud, an African-American woman who converted to Islam at the age of 20 after being raised Buddhist (Katajun Amirpur, 2016, p.89). Through her educational career she began with aspirations to become a teacher, obtaining a teaching degree from the University of Pennsylvania before achieving a masters in middle eastern studies after having her first child in Libya which had sparked her interest into the limitations placed on her because of her new label of mother in the name of the sacred scripture (Katajun Amirpur, 2016, p.91). Her rejection of these prohibitions led her to study the Qur’an herself, re-analysing the verses that were largely patriarchal in a female perspective and outlining how the sacred text revolves around justice and equity (Wadud, 1999 p.xiii); her main messages throughout her dissertation (Katajun Amirpur, 2016, p.94) Qur’an and Woman: Rereading the Sacred Text from a Woman's Perspective. 

Its publication in 1992 created the catalyst many Islamic feminists needed to legitimise and authenticate their beliefs (Webb and Wadud, 2000 p.519). Additionally, outside of the scholarly perspective it also gave Muslim women a way to go against the male favoured viewpoint and educate themselves on other understandings of the Qur’an while still keeping within their belief system (Webb and Wadud, 2000 p.519). The work gave them not only a deeper, more contextual basis but also created a feminist hermeneutical framework for which other scholars and activists could utilise in further research.  

Wadud outlines this feminist hermeneutical framework at the beginning of her dissertation, displaying how Qur’anic verses need to be placed in historical context in order to understand the base meaning before applying it to a more modern circumstance (Wadud, 1999 p.4). Within this framework she splits it into three different analyses; the first being to analyse the context in which the text was written, then the grammatical composition of said text and lastly the whole text or world over-view (Wadud, 1999 p.3). In using this she also acknowledges the bias limitation of Qur’an exegesis which suggests that no perspective will be objective as the Qur’an is not written in an objective manner, rather it is left for interpretation (Wadud, 1999 p.1).  Additionally, her work can be broken down into the aforementioned categories in which she believes the Qur’an upholds; justice and equity (Wadud, 1999 p.xiii). 

Justice is often defined as the ensuring of ‘equal basic rights and opportunities’ (PolSci Institute, 2023), which in Wadud’s work is not remiss however she mainly focuses on the balance that justice brings and uses the first two chapters, the story of mankind's creation and the female characters in the Qur’an, to showcase how man and woman are kept fair. Chapter one talks eloquently on the thought that man and woman were created the same with neither containing any significant or essential differences that would limit them more or less than their counterpart (Wadud, 1999 p.15). This is important as it emphasises her school of thought that the Qur’an itself isn’t inherently unjust rather the later Islamic theologists bias plastered it with a patriarchal facade. Additionally during the creation of mankind Allah breathes in the spirit of himself into ‘each human- male or female’ (Wadud, 1999 p.17), this again shows that man and woman are treated justly in the basis of the Qur’an that there is no difference in their level of spirituality and therefore defines them as equal in the eyes of Allah. This equality is again embraced in the exhibition that ‘male is irrevocably linked with the female as man is comparably linked with woman’  (Wadud, 1999 p.21) showcasing how both genders are placed on the same level, refuting the often accepted ideal that men are above women. In reference to the earlier conservative teachings that had spread in the early 90s, bold irrefutable statements such as this one was partly why Wadud’s school of thought was so widely accepted by those in the Islamic feminist community as it began the argument against those using the Qur’an as a way to mistreat women and therefore going against the principle of justice. 

Wadud continues this thought throughout chapter two as well as she talks on the female characters for which she states that the Qur’an does not ‘support a specific and stereotyped role of its characters male or female’ (Wadud, 1999 p.29). In this it again holds both genders at the same level of importance, neither fit into the stereotypes often placed on them, such as the female being motherly, and therefore treated them in a fair light. As to not repeat her ideals of the importance of justice again, later in the chapter she talks on the way in which the Queen of Sheba, Bilqis, handles matters in a political stance with her asking her advisor their opinion before formulating a response to the invitation she has received  (Wadud, 1999 p.41). Wadud quickly flattens any idea that this is showing the Queen as unable to make her own decisions and rather as a woman in control that follows ‘protocol and diplomacy’  (Wadud, 1999 p.41). It again fits with the principle of justice however the main point shown here is the way in which the Quran handles the idea of a female leader, which happens to be the same in which it would handle a male; with diplomacy and a level mind  (Wadud, 1999 p.42). She states how these women are not meant to be role models but rather the backbone for moral thought, therefore they should not be seen as what a woman should be but rather the distinction for their gender is unimportant to the lesson the Qur’an is trying to express  (Wadud, 1999 p.32). 

Justice and equity follow the same pattern in terms of meaning being fair and equal, however, equity revolves around recognising that ‘each person has different circumstances and allocates the exact resources and opportunities needed to reach an equal outcome’ (Milken Institute School of Public Health, 2020). Through this definition Wadud showcases the idea of there being equity in the Qur’an, in which gender division is not unheard of  (Wadud, 1999 p.44), within the belief of recompense, before splitting  into the stages of hereafter. Ones such as death, resurrection and judgement are seen as not having any distinction between gender as Wadud states ‘all deeds are individual’  (Wadud, 1999 p.48) meaning that it is individualistic and therefore one's gender is not important but rather the character of the person. This is again stated with the idea that all humans die, meaning there cannot be a distinction between male or female death  (Wadud, 1999 p.45). Paradise is a contested topic in her book as she re-works certain stances that have been long accepted. It is firmly stated in the Qur’an that there are ‘earthly things like wealth, power, food, family status, offspring, and women’ (Wadud, 1999 p.53), however, the way in which people (mostly men) have interpreted this is that it is consistent between person to person, which cannot be true as paradise is something unimaginable by those on earth. This therefore expresses equity through the idea that men and women have different definitions of paradise and therefore would receive different outcomes. This is similar to the use of azwaj in which Wadud states that the use of the plural has been used out of context by male Islamic theologists and earlier interpreters in statements such as the idea that a man will obtain ‘multiple huri (paradisal being) for his pleasure’ (Wadud, 1999 p.57). This contradicts the promotion of being pious and practicing self-constraint meaning that Wadud reiterates that the actual meaning may revolve more around the idea that a companion awaits those who believe, not multiple wives (Wadud, 1999 p.57). This contradiction of other Qur’anic phrases is seen again through the translations of zwaj, commonly believed to be the idea that a ‘man has the power to directly determine the fate of his spouse’ (Wadud, 1999 p.55). This goes against the idea that everyone is evaluated individualistically after death, meaning it goes against the ‘Qur’anic stand against individual intercession at the judgement’ (Wadud, 1999 p.56). The use of language is intertwined with the importance of recompense in association to the division of gender as Wadud expresses the use of the neuter. Being both masculine and feminine means that there is little importance to the gender of a person when it comes to the Qur'an's views on recompense  or the Hereafter (Wadud, 1999 p.49). 

Wadud’s school of thought can be seen as the examination of islamic verses such as those that were compromised by masculine influence in a patriarchal society through the strong lenses of justice and equity, with this in mind she goes on to look into the themes of Islamic law. This essay will focus solely on the theme of divorce in the Qur’an. 

Despite the word divorce meaning the ‘legal process of ending a marriage’ (BP Legal, 2025) for many people the process itself also revolves around their religious beliefs. Large religions such as Christianity, for example, believe that divorce is a last resort and in some orthodoxes restricted completely. The belief revolves around how Jesus, during his time on earth, rebuked the idea of divorce and tried to reaffirm the sanctity of marriage, creating more and more perimeters in which a married couple can divorce (Mooney, 2024). Additionally, it states in the bibles God’s dislike for the practice and how it is violent by causing emotional, physical and spiritual harm to the ones getting divorced and their families (Mooney, 2024). Due to this, depending on how strict the person is with their religion, divorce is often looked past and if achieved looked down upon. On the opposite end of the spectrum, Buddhism is less strict with its idea on divorce, being that those who are strictly following the Buddha’s teachings and feel as though separation is the best option are free to do so in order to keep a happier home (Buddhism Info, n.d). Furthermore, unlike some religions where it is not as thought on, the Buddha’s discourages the marriage between the old and the young as the likelihood of the marriage being longstanding is limited (Buddhism Info, n.d.). Non-religious stances on divorce range from being completely closed off to it to being more open to the idea; this is an oversimplification of the Western belief in non-religious thoughts of divorce (Mentser and Sagiv, 2025). Similar to the ones listed above, Islam also has its own unique practices and rules for which people need to follow to divorce. 

Islam has many different types of divorce, each with a specific set of rules in which the couple need to follow to either finalise the divorce or reconcile it. Talaq is a type of divorce in which the husband initiates it by speaking the term 3 times, or speaks ‘I divorce thee’ three times (Sharma, 2021). Talaq al-Ahsan states that the term must be announced during a time of purity (when the woman is not on her menstrual cycle) and then followed by iddah which is a following three menstrual cycles in which the couple is prohibited from having sexual relations (Sharma, 2021). However, if relations or reconciliation happens during this three month period then the marriage continues, meaning that if this does not happen then the divorce is finalised (Sharma, 2021). Talaq al-Hasan comparatively has the husband say it each month for which the woman has a cycle, giving the man time to think on the decision before finalising the divorce if it is stated all 3 times (Sharma, 2021). Talaq al-Bid’ah is the most frowned upon version of Talaq with it being banned in certain countries as it goes against constitutional rights and against Islamic law (Sharma, 2021). This form of talaq has the husband speaking the phrase of three in one sitting, giving no time for reflection or reconciliation and is irrevocable after the iddah or the third talaq (Sharma, 2021). Khul, however, is instead initiated by the wife by offering the husband back her dowry or compensation in another form (Fatima, 2025). To do so the wife must petition to the husband or to the court, if the husband were to disagree with the divorce then the judge has the ability to annul it if the wife provides evidence on reasonable grounds (Mushtaq, 2025). Much like the talaq, Khul is irrevocable once granted, however, it gives the woman a degree of control over rights towards the marriage which is why it is favoured by Islamic feminists as it empowers those who used to not have much power in marriage (Fatima, 2025). The action of the wife taking the Khul to court can also present as Faskh, a judge's dissolution of the marriage under certain grounds (Alfalaah, 2025). These grounds can range from abuse, impotence or illness to the breach of the marriage contract (Alfalaah, 2025). Evidence must be provided and is therefore irrevocable, protecting women from their husbands when other measures are ignored or refused (Alfalaah, 2025). Unlike the other types of divorce the Mubarat is a mutual parting of both parties, consensual and agreed upon; negotiations are made in which the wife may be required to return part of the dowry or other compensation from either (Khan, 2024). These are not all the types of divorce, however, they showcase the variety of rules and practices those divorcing must follow. 

The social view towards divorce in Islam is similar to many other religions with the belief that it is the very last resort for a couple, as marriage is meant to be built upon ‘tranquility, love and compassion’ (Islamweb, 2025). While it is not encouraged it is shown to not be completely banned as seen above with the many ways in which a couple can get divorced without religious repercussions. What is evident in the types of divorce above is the little influence the wife has, without the more contemporary ideas, this stance comes from the Qur’an with the belief that a wife needs a reasonable excuse to constitute a divorce whereas a man may divorce without reason (Islamweb, 2025). The verse states that ‘due to them [wives] is similar to what is expected of them, according to what is reasonable. But the men have a degree over them [in responsibility and authority]’; with the simplistic analysis of this being that men hold more power and authority over marital affairs (Islamweb, 2025). The woman is not completely forgotten in the Qur’an however as it is stated in 2:231 that a husband should leave but treat the woman with kindness despite their separation (Islamweb, 2025).

This notion of woman being merely a passive partaker in marriage is viewed in Wadud’s work as she states that the power men have with the use of ‘darajah’ highlight a point of inequity within the Qur’an as they therefore have the power to reject what is proposed to them (Wadud, 1999 p.79). However, Wadud uses her methodology to showcase the ‘evolution of marriage’ (Wadud, 1999 p.79) as she calls it with it being the growth of modern ideas and the presentation of them in marital law. She uses the example of Malaysia to express this as both respective parties must go to court to air their grievances before they are allowed to annul their marriage, this therefore shows how women are becoming less like compliant placeholders and more like active participants in their marriages (Wadud, 1999 p.79). However, through the growth of women's rights it is also seen to have gained negative feedback from their male counterparts as they view the concept of divorce as a male privilege and consequently do not agree with the stipulations being placed upon them (Wadud, 1999 p.79). Despite the earlier restrictions placed on women through the ways in which they are able to obtain a divorce in accordance with the Qur’an, Wadud fervently states how it is also there to protect the wives from economic and possibly physical harm (Wadud, 1999 p.80). Whilst referencing the Qur’an she asserts how man must ‘either take them back on equitable terms or set them free on equitable terms, do not take them back to injure them, or take unfair advantage’ of them (Wadud, 1999 p.80). The wording can be interpreted simply as the protection of women in and at the end of a marriage, stating comprehensively that a man must not take a woman back if it were to be to treat them indignantly. In this it does present how Wadud’s principle of equity is used, if a man has almost complete control over repudiation then a woman must, to keep it balanced, have some form of protection to keep her from the misuse of talaq. Through Qur’an and Women it is evident that those who interpreted the Qur’an before saw that if something is not clearly written in it then it is not applicable to that person or gender. There is no evidence of women repudiating their husbands and therefore the practice is either banned or null, however, does the lack of specification firmly imply that the verses do not apply to both genders? In the historical context, pre-Islamic, Wadud states how if a woman wanted to divorce or end ‘ conjugal relations with a man’ (Wadud, 1999 p.80) she would simply turn the entrance to her tent away. With the simplicity of these actions, it is not unprecedented that the Qur’an does not suggest it as it was already a system that worked, meaning that simply because it is not expressed in the Qur’an does not mean that all rights to repudiation should be taken away from women all together (Wadud, 1999 p.80). Ending her section on divorce she states briskly how the Qur’an protects woman from abandonment or misuse (Wadud, 1999 p.80), this goes hand in hand to the aforementioned protection of women from economic harm as the Qur’an itself states to ‘not force them out of their homes, nor should they leave- unless they commit a blatant misconduct’ (Qur’an 65:1–2). In doing so it prevents women from being homeless, possibly homeless mothers, and puts a limit on how fast the man is willing to announce divorce. 

Despite the ways in which Wadud’s work has advanced and authenticated feminist schools of thought, it is not free from criticism mainly revolving around the push of feminist ideology and method. Some critics suggest that she so harshly goes against the traditional commentaries that she ignores the plainly patriarchal verses  of the Qur’an, such as verse 4:43 in which men are named the caretakers of women (Jawad, 2003 p.124). Additionally, with her soul focus being on the Qur’an some say she misses the relevance of spirituality in the Islamic faith which has been historically favoured by women with predominantly female activities (Jawad, 2003 p.124). The use of her methodology is often contested as the hermeneutical model is seen as simply stating things in the context of which it is written and not that of its social context. This therefore means that  some verses and sentences in the Qur’an cannot be analysed by looking at them just on the page, rather certain verses need to be contextualised in their history for the understanding of them to be correct (Mambrol, 2016). 

In conclusion, Amina Wadud’s school of thought revolves around a justice-centric ideology in which she analyses the Qur’an through a feminist perspective. In doing so she interprets divorce differently than the traditional with an emphasis on the fairness the Qur’an brings to the ordeal, with women having protections laid out for them in order to keep them from ruin and the power men hold in which they can demand divorce without reason. While her method can be seen as revolving on subjectivity it still provides a powerful female-lead perspective for which had not been provided and allowing for women to utilise these teachings to expand their understanding of the Qur’an. Ultimately Amina Wadud’s work will continue to hold great standing in the Islamic feminist community as it provides a foundation for those going into Islamic theology with a less patriarchal viewpoint. 
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