African Sufism and Gender Equality

This essay will focus on gender equality in African Sufism, examining the ways in which African Sufism has contributed to gender equality and the ways that it has also presented challenges for this. Sufism is a mystical branch of Islam which emphasises a personal direct experience of God through practices like meditating and chanting. Sufism is commonly believed by scholars to have originated during the 8th to 10th century in regions such as Barsa (modern day Iraq) and Baghdad.[footnoteRef:28858] Sufis often belong to spiritual orders called tariqas led by a teacher known as the sheikh, who traces their lineage back to the prophet Muhammad. Moreover, there are several differences between Sufism and mainstream Islam. Scholars have argued that two of the most important differences between mainstream Islam and Sufism are mysticism over legalism and the Sufi interpretations of Islamic teachings. Sufism emphasises mystical experiences, often seeking a direct personal connection with God through practices like dhikr and meditation. Whereas mainstream Islam prioritises legal and doctrinal adherence to Sharia law.[footnoteRef:30517] The Sufism interprets Islamic teachings allows Sufis to internalise Islam with a focus on practices such as meditation, recitation, and ritual devotion. Whereas mainstream Islam follows a strict interpretation of the Quran and Hadith.[footnoteRef:28315] [28858:  Dr, Farida K., 'The Origin and Evolution of Sufism', Al-Iḍaḥ, 22 (2011), 21–34 [accessed 12th May 2025]
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The spread of Sufism to Africa

[bookmark: _Int_2REhjjA0][bookmark: _Int_XkklA2Su][bookmark: _Int_Sk4hUBoD][bookmark: _Int_5lHSmVDu][bookmark: _Int_EjBPrwoq]During the 7th century, Arab traders and conquerors introduced Islam to Africa and by extension Sufism. Over time Sufi tariqas started forming all over the continent, blending Islamic teachings with local traditions.[footnoteRef:15359] In west Africa Sufism gained prominence through the Tijaniyya and Qadiriyya tariqas, and the Qadiriyya tariqas also gained popularity in North Africa.[footnoteRef:18617] The Muridiyya tariqa was founded in Senegal and is known for blending Sufi teachings with local African traditions.[footnoteRef:22443] The Sanusiyya tariqa originated in Libya; this tariqa played a crucial role in the resistance movement against colonial rule.[footnoteRef:12235] The Shadhiliyya tariqa has a strong presence in North Africa, particularly in Egypt and Morocco.[footnoteRef:2015] [15359:  Seesemann, Rüdiger, 'Sufism in West Africa', Religion Compass, 4 (2010), 606–614 [accessed 12th May 2025]
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Seikhs in Sufism

[bookmark: _Int_jNMfQKOQ]In Sufism the sheikh plays a key role as a spiritual guide and mentor. The responsibilities of a sheikh include teaching and initiation, spiritual leadership, transmission of knowledge chains, an intermediary role, and selection of successors.[footnoteRef:9988] Teaching and initiation means that a sheikh is authorised to instruct, initiate and guide disciples along the mystical path. Spiritual leadership means that a sheikh provides spiritual instruction, oversees spiritual practices and helps followers deepen their connection with God. Transmission of knowledge means that sheikhs are a part of unbroken spiritual chain that traces back to prophet Muhammad; this chain is known as Silsila.[footnoteRef:26745] Sheikhs having an intermediary role means that they act like a bridge between the divine and their disciplines, offering wisdom and guidance. The selection of successors means that a sheikh chooses their most talented student to continue the teachings and spread Sufi ideas. Traditionally only men could become sheikhs in Sufism; this is due to historical and cultural factors. In many Islamic societies, religious leadership was predominately done by men, and the Sufi tariqas followed this pattern.[footnoteRef:20553] The sheikhs were seen as a spiritual guide coming from the Silsila chain that is passed through male lineages. Additionally, societal norms regarding gender roles influenced this tradition. Historically women in many Islamic communities had limited access to formal religious education and public leadership positions, which made it so that women were not recognised as sheikhs.[footnoteRef:26032] [9988:  Xavier, Merin S., 'Gender Dynamics in Sufi Rituals, Praxis, and Authority', in (Canada: University of Toronto Press, 2023), pp. 182 [accessed 7th May 2025]
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Women as Sheikhas in Africa 

In more recent times, despite the role of sheikh traditionally being reserved for men, women in some parts of Africa started becoming entering unofficial roles of leadership and in some rare cases becoming sheikhas, due to a combination of social, cultural, political and religious shifts. In many African societies women have played significant roles in religious and spiritual practises. African traditions, such as Dogon Cosmology and Igbo Spirituality have recognised women as priestesses, healers, and spiritual guides. This cultural foundation made it easier for women to take on roles of leadership in Sufi communities, such as the role of the sheikhas in Sufism. Increased access to religious education has allowed women to gain knowledge of Islamic teachings. As scholarship grew among women, they became respected figures in religious discourse, making it more acceptable for them to assume roles of leadership. Furthermore, the evolving role of women in African politics and community leadership has influenced religious institutions. As women gained more visibility in governance and social movements, their participation in religious leadership followed. The challenging of rigid gender norms and ‘traditional’ roles in religious spaces has led to a revaluation of leadership structures. Women who demonstrated strong spiritual and leadership skills were accepted as sheikhas in some Sufi orders, such as the Tijaniyya, but it is important to note that formal recognition of women as sheikhas is rare.[footnoteRef:31676] [31676:  Hutson, Alaine S., 'The Development of Women's Authority in the Kano Tijaniyya, 1894-1963', Africa Today, 46 (1999), 42–65 [accessed 7th May 2025]] 



Challenges to Women as Sheikhas and the Counter-Arguments 

While in recent times there has been support in some Sufi tariqas for women being able to be sheikhas, there are still Sufis who oppose this. These Sufis would likely make an argument against women being sheikhas by using the following: early Islamic leadership precedents, Sufi lineage and authority, and restrictions on women leading mixed-gender prayers. While women played significant roles in early Islam, opponents would argue that formal religious leadership was traditionally reserved for men, citing that there were no women caliphs widely recognised in classical Islamic history.[footnoteRef:26324] Another argument opponents might use is that many Sufi tariqas follow male lineage-based leadership, where spiritual authority is passed down through male successors. [26324:  Marzouqi, Hassan, Tariqa Islam: Layers of Authentication (Arab Center for Research & Policy Studies, 2022) [accessed 8th May 2025]
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However, women sheikhas and those who support them might challenge these claims by pointing out women who played important roles in early Islam. While formal leadership roles were usually held by men, women played critical roles in shaping Islamic scholarship and spirituality. There were figures such as Aisha bint Abu Bakr, one of prophet Muhammad’s wives, who was a highly respected scholar who taught religious knowledge to both men and women.[footnoteRef:15819] These Sufis could also argue that there have been Sufi women who have acted as spiritual guides, such as Rabi’a al-Adawiyya, who was recognised for her wisdom. Adawiyya’s teachings on divine love and devotion remain central for many Sufis.[footnoteRef:2408]        [15819:  ]  [2408:  BUNYADZADE, KONUL, 'The Sufi Phenomenology of Love Based on the Thoughts of Rabia Al-Adawiyya and Edith Stein', International Journal of Islamic Thought, 12 (2020), 27–33 [accessed 8th May 2025]
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The rethinking of Patricial norms in Islam by Women Sheikhas

The challenges that women sheikhas and leaders in Sufism have faced to the legitimacy of their authority have led them to look back at and rethink patriarchal norms that have been inherited by early Islam. Two ways that women sheikhas have done this are by advocating for women’s rights in marriage and divorce, and encouraging women leadership in religious spaces. Women sheikhas have been advocating for fairer interpretations of Islamic laws regarding marriage and divorce. One of their key efforts are legal reforms. Scholars and activists have pushed for changes in laws to ensure women have equal rights in marriage contracts and divorce. The other key effort is educating and spreading awareness to Muslim women about their rights, thus helping them navigate through the Islamic legal framework. Another endeavour is women sheikhas challenging the traditional notion that religious leadership is exclusively for men. The work for this includes some women leading mixed gender prayers, which has sparked discussions on the role of leadership in a religious context.

The Ways African Sufism Has Challenged Gender Equality 

So far only the ways in which African Sufism has contributed to gender equality has been explored, but African Sufism has also presented challenges regarding gender equality. The Sufi tariqas in Senegal highlight these issues: for example, women who are recognised as ‘spiritual guides’ often get this recognition for embodying the conventional ideal of piety and submissiveness rather than challenging gender norms.[footnoteRef:22463] Moreover, Sufi women recognised as spiritual guides often frame their roles using maternal imagery, thus presenting themselves as nurturing figures rather than authoritative ones.[footnoteRef:24799] [22463:  Hill, Joseph, '‘All Women are Guides’: Sufi Leadership and Womanhood among Taalibe Baay in Senegal', Journal of Religion in Africa, 40 (2010), 375–412 [accessed 7th May 2025]
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Furthermore, countries such as Senegal highlight some of the ways in which African Sufism presents challenges to gender equality. While gradual shifts in gender dynamics have led to women in Senegalese Sufism becoming more visible, the leadership of these tariqas remains ‘traditional’. For example, In Senegalese tariqas
The caliphate is transmitted by men (fathers or uncles) to men (sons or brothers). But the mother’s social background is an important element that influences the designation of the highest positions of the tariqa. No matter how wealthy or learned a candidate is, he will not be elected if his mother belongs to an inferior caste[footnoteRef:25887] [25887:  Bop, Codou, 'Roles and the Position of Women in Sufi Brotherhoods in Senegal', Journal of the American Academy of Religion, 73 (2005), 1099–1119 [accessed 8th May 2025]
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This would imply that women do play a role in Senegalese Sufi leadership, by indirectly affecting who can or cannot be appointed into higher positions of the tariqas.

Another country that highlights some of the challenges that African Sufism presents to gender equality is Morocco. Many Sufi gatherings in Morocco are held in gender segregated spaces, limiting direct interaction between men and women, thus reinforcing ‘traditional’ expectations about gender interactions in religion. An example of this can be found in the AÏssâwa tariqa, especially during the Lîla ceremony. While women play an important role in organising the event, during the ceremony the distinct gender spaces are still maintained.[footnoteRef:24677] Moreover, leadership in Moroccan Sufism has traditionally been dominated by men, despite there being some Moroccan Sufi women who have held some influence. It is important to note that women’s participation in Moroccan Sufism has evolved over time due to sociopolitical factors. For example, following the 2003 Casablanca terrorist attacks the Moroccan government promoted Sufism as a tolerant form of Islam. This has also led to a broader recognition of the role of women in religious spaces. Two potential reasons this happens is an increase in women participating in Sufi tariqas, and a reframing of religious authority. Some Sufi tariqas in Morocco such as the AÏssâwa have redefined previous gender roles by allowing women to participate in Sufi rituals, albeit while being segregated from men during festivals and other religious events. By promoting Sufism, the Moroccan government emphasised its spiritual, inclusive, and non-extremist nature, and this shift to focus more on Sufism as an inclusive form of Islam allowed women to gain greater visibility in religion. However, it is important to point out that despite all of this, women still do not have an absolute equal status to men in Sufism, as unlike men they still cannot be recognised in formal leadership positions such as the role of the sheikh. [24677:  Xavier, Merin S., 'Gender Dynamics in Sufi Rituals, Praxis, and Authority', in (Canada: University of Toronto Press, 2023), pp. 182 [accessed 7th May 2025]] 


As this examination of gender equality in African Sufism draws near to its end it is important to look at an example of how Sufism has contributed to gender equality outside of Africa and see if this has the potential be an example for African Sufism. One of the most notable examples of women leadership outside of Africa is the American Sheikha Fariha Fatima al-Jerrahi. Fariha is from the Nur Ashki Jerrahi Sufi tariqa. Important aspects of sheikha Fatima leadership include challenging patriarchal interpretations of Sufism and reinterpreting traditional Sufi training to be more inclusive of women and marginalised groups. One way sheikha Fatima has opposed patriarchal leadership is by using her teachings to challenge the elitist male foundations of Sufism by emphasising spiritual equality, arguing that the divine is accessible to all, regardless of gender.[footnoteRef:22907] Another way Fatima has challenged patriarchal leadership is by moving away from an authoritarian model of spiritual guidance, and instead she fosters community engaged self-cultivation. This refers to an approach to spiritual training that balances individual moral agency, collective accountability, and shared authority in a Sufi community. This model challenges ‘traditional’ hierarchical structures in Sufi training, especially those that have historically reinforced patriarchal and authoritarian dynamics. The way that sheikha Fatima has reinterpreted traditional Sufi training to be more inclusive of women and marginalised groups is by moving away from the classical Sufi training methods which focused on rigid discipline, often leading to a reinforcement of gendered power asymmetries. Sheikha Fatima moves from this to a more compassionate self-exploration, allowing individuals to engage with spiritual training in a way that honours their lived experiences.[footnoteRef:14203] [22907:  Lahmar, Fella, 'Redefining Leadership: The Role of Spirituality and Motherhood in Muslim Women’s Educational Leadership', Religions (Basel, Switzerland ), 15 (2024), 1565 [accessed 13th May 2025]
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Comparison between American and African Sufism in Regard to Gender Equality

In theory Sheikha Fariha Fatima al-Jerrahi's leadership seems like a good example for African Sufism to follow as a way to advocate and work for gender equality. However, there a major issue that could make this not a good example to follow. This issue is the cultural differences between the United Sates of American and African, while Sheikha Fatima’s teachings emphasise inclusivity and equality, they emerge from a Western context that differs from a western understanding of modern feminism and trying to integrate those ideas into Sufism. Whereas African Sufi traditions tend to be more shaped by indigenous customs and historical influences. An example of this is that while women have historically held spiritual authority in African Sufi traditions, their roles are often shaped by local customs rather than external influences, thus the role of women in African Sufism is shaped by culture.[footnoteRef:14505] Unlike the American Nur Ashki Jerrahi tariqa, which explicitly promotes women leadership, African Sufi tariqas may emphasise spiritual influence through familial or communal roles rather than formal institutionalised leadership.[footnoteRef:5587] Therefore, this issue could be described as a difference in what American culture and African culture understand as different roles for women as opposed to gender inequality. [14505:  Xavier, Merin S., 'Gender Dynamics in Sufi Rituals, Praxis, and Authority', in (Canada: University of Toronto Press, 2023), pp. 182 [accessed 7th May 2025]
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In conclusion African Sufism has contributed in many ways to gender equality, there is still a long way for African Sufism to go in order to fully realise gender equality. Moreover, while at first glance it might seem like the way forwards for African Sufism is to use the example of western societies pushing for gender equality in Sufism, the cultural differences present a major problem for this idea. Therefore, if African Sufism is to fully realise gender equality it will have to be in the context of African Sufism not a context that is outside of it.
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