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With reference to Religious Leadership in Islam, examine and evaluate the Islamic feminist thought of Amina Wadud in relation to this theme.

According to the University of Cambridge, Islam is one of the largest religions in the world. Islam was revealed around 1000 years ago to a prophet called Muhammed in Arabia, and the people who follow the religion are called Muslim. In Islam, Muslims believe in the one God called Allah and that the prophet, Muhammed, was given the laws of Allah, by Archangel Gaberial, which was then written in the Qur’an, the divine word of God.[footnoteRef:1] Islam is governed by Shari’ah law, this is a law that governs all aspect of human life, and fiqh is an human attempt to understand the divine teachings of the Qur’an through debate and investigations. There are five schools of thought that were developed three hundred years ago, following the teachings of five founders: Hanafi, Maliki, Shafi’I, Hanbali and Ja’fari. These are essential parts of Islam for Muslims, and they act as a guide for everyday life with the goal to reach heavenly salvation in the afterlife. Therefore, Islam is mostly governed by law and the five schools of thought, with the Qur’an being central as the divine word of Allah.[footnoteRef:2]   [1:  University of Cambridge, Overview of Islam (2025) <https://www.equality.admin.cam.ac.uk/projects/faith-and-belief-practice/overview-islam> [accessed: 24 November 2025]. ]  [2:  Fazlur Rahman, ‘Islam: an Overview’, Encyclopaedia of religion, 2nd ed (1987), 4561-4577 pp. 4561-4569. ] 

Dr Amina Wadud is one of the most well-known feminist Islamic thinkers. Amina Wadud is an Afro-American Muslim and activist who has impacted the Muslim community with her re-interpretation of the Qur’an, in Islam, through a feminist gaze. [footnoteRef:3] Katajun Amirpur describes Wadud to be the first to interact with the Qur’an in a feminist way, [3:  Katajun Amirpur, New Thinking in Islam, trans. by Eric Ormsby (Berkeley: Gingko, 2015), pp. 88–116, <Doi:10.2307/j.ctt1h4mh5h.8.>.
Amina Wadud, about amina wadud (2025) <https://aminawadud.com/about-amina-wadud/> [accessed: 25 November 2025].] 

If the countless publications on women in Islam overwhelmingly focus on women’s conditions in various Islamic countries, Amina Wadud has been the first to put the representation or concept of women in the Qur’an at the centre.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Amirpur, New Thinking in Islam, p. 91.] 

Wadud converted to Islam when she was twenty years old and she has since reinterpreted and modernised some teachings of Islam for women. Her book Qur’an and Women published in 1999 has impacted the Islamic community through her feminist approach to the Islamic discourse, in particular her views on religious leadership.[footnoteRef:5]  Traditionally, religious leadership is conducted by Muslim men with authority lying with the Imam, who would lead during religious worship in the mosque and in the community.[footnoteRef:6] However, Wadud argues that within the Qur’an there is no gender definition of an Imam, and she argues that  women should be allowed to participate in leadership roles.[footnoteRef:7] The prohibition of female leadership is well establish since ancient times and therefore difficult to challenge. Wadud contends that traditional interpretations have been heavily skewed by male bias that is contrary of the true message of the Qur’an, and her argument has been heavily contested. Wadud is a scholar and writer. She is currently known as the Lady Imam and has led prayers and is an activist for women’s participation and visibility in Islam. Her controversial views have attracted scrutiny, criticism and support. Wadud’s views are challenging and controversial in the Islamic community, however, she is not a lone voice in seeking reform but is part of a movement. Her strength lies in her pure and direct appeal to the words of the Qur’an.  [5:  Amina Wadud, Qur’an and Women: Rereading the Sacred Text from a Woman’s Perspective, 2nd edn. (Oxford: Oxford university press, 1999). ]  [6:  Saheed Adewale Badmus and Rashidat Omotayo Raji, ‘An Exploration of Amina Wadud’s thoughts on women leadership in Muslim public rituals’, Ghana Journal of Religion and Theology, 14.2 (2024),  83-103 (p.91)<DOI:https://dx.doi.org/10.4314/gjrt.v14i2.7>.]  [7:  Badmus and Raji, ‘‘An Exploration of Amina Wadud’s thoughts on women leadership in Muslim public rituals’,  p.93.] 

Wadud is not the first or last women to argue for Muslim women’s equality in Islam. Muna Tatari explains that in the nineteenth century Muslim women began to campaign for gender equality within Islamic thought through the gaze of feminism. 
In the middle of the nineteenth century, a wave of awakening and revival movements began in the Islamic world. Part of this swell of enthusiasm were Muslim women, conscious of their isolated and largely marginalized position in the family and society, increasingly demanding the right (again) to exercise their own ijtihäd. Muslim women have begun to generate and bring into play ideas about feminism and Islam through literature, everyday activism, and participation in organized movements, particularly extensively and cooperatively in the last twenty years.[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Muna Tatari, ‘Gender Justice and Gender Jihād: Possibilities and Limits of Qur’anic Interpretation for Women’s Liberation’, in Muslima Theology, ed. by Ednan Aslan, Marcia Hermansen, and Elif Medeni, The Voices of Muslim Women Theologians (Switzerland: Peter Lang AG, 2013), pp. 155–66 (pp. 155–56) <https://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctv2t4f10.12> [accessed 24 November 2025].] 

Amina Wadud has become part of this movement in the modern times. Her book Qur’an and Women: rereading the sacred text from a women’s perspective has engaged with Muslim women’s role in Islam, particularly women’s right to lead religious worship in the community.  She believes that the Qur’an does not distinguish between a man or a woman to lead the community in worship. Wadud references the social context in which Islam developed historically, ‘With regard to leadership, the ancient (and modern) Arabian patriarchy yields certain advantages for men’. [footnoteRef:9] She draws attention to the fact that while the Arabian patriarchy has existed historically, it has persisted in the modern day and perpetrated the inequalities of the past.  While she rues the fact that in the past there may have been reasons for such an arrangement, she questioned whether modern Muslims should be so accepting, [9:  Wadud, Qur’an and Women, pp.88-89] 

Certainly where males had public privileges, experiences, and other advantages, they were best suited to operate in the political and financial arena. It was erroneously concluded that men would always have the advantages that would make them most suitable for leadership. Yet these advantages were not restricted to men in the Qur’an. [footnoteRef:10]   [10:  Ibid, pp.88-89] 

Wadud makes a clear distinction between the social and cultural inequalities of the past and the teachings of the Qur’an in which gender does not play a part in determining leadership roles. Wadud is positive about the routes into leadership for modern women. 
Provided the woman has the motivation, opportunities should be made available. Her capacities ... to become ‘best suited’ for a number of tasks not common fourteen centuries ago should have greatly increased by now. Despite this difference in opportunities between men and women, even at the time of revelation, there is nothing implied or stated in the Qur’an which supports the opinion that males are natural leaders.[footnoteRef:11]  [11:  Wadud, Qur’an and Women, pp.88-89.] 

Wadud is adamant that the Qur’an presents no impediment to women performing leadership roles. She further explains that the Qur’an does not restrict women and that the role of leadership should lie in the characteristics of the person rather than their gender. 
The Qur’an does not restrict the female from being in authority, either over other women or over both women and men. However, there is the implication that the Qur’an inclines towards seeing necessary tasks fulfilled in society in the most efficient manner.[footnoteRef:12]  [12:  Ibid, p.89.] 

There is a clear distinction between the modern world and the ancient times, and it seems reasonable that individuals should be taken on merit and encouraged to fulfil their potential whether they are male or female. Modern women are increasingly moving beyond traditional women’s roles and views in the likes of business, sciences and academia. Henceforth, this will lead women to take the religious sphere and bring many positive outcomes. To demonstrate her point, in March of 2005 Amina Wadud led a mixed community of men and women in prayer. Amirpur explains that this was revolutionary, 
….the Friday prayer in New York was something new; normally women only lead other women in prayer. Even the call to prayer came from a woman – a further breaking of taboo.[footnoteRef:13] [13:  Amirpur, New Thinking in Islam, p.98.] 

Wadud makes it clear in these passages and her actions that Muslim women have the right under the Qur’an to participle in leadership roles, particularly in religious worship, within Islam.
In support of Amina Wadud, scholars such as Fatima Mernissi and Nevin Reda both agree that the Qur’an and the prophet teachings do not acknowledge a gender definition of the religious authoritative position.[footnoteRef:14]  Nevin Reda argues in agreement with Wadud by using primary sources, particularly sources relating to the prophet from 610 to 927, when the first written texts were recorded.[footnoteRef:15] Reda comments that limiting  women’s involvement in the mosque, which is the hub for community, prevent them from engaging fully within the Islamic community,  [14:  Badmus and Raji, ‘An Exploration of Amina Wadud’s thoughts on women leadership in Muslim public rituals’,  pp.98-99. ]  [15:  Nevin Reda, ‘Women in the Mosque’, American Journal of Islam and Society, 21.2 (2004), 77-97 (p. 78) <Doi:10.35632/ajis.v21i2.504>.] 

For women, the mosque meant access to almost every aspect of public life. Debarring or limiting their access means restricting their participation in public life. Gender segregation, as seen in most mosques today, is such a limitation, for it limits women’s full access. This both hampers their participation and can even shut them out completely.[footnoteRef:16] [16:  Reda, ‘Women in the Mosque’, p. 78.] 

Saheed Adewale Badmus and Rashidat Omotayo Raji further summarised Reda’s argument by explaining that she,  
…examines the Qur’an and early sources to argue that gender segregation in prayer was not instituted in the earliest era and that it came about towards the end of the third Islamic century.[footnoteRef:17] [17:  Badmus and Raji, ‘‘An Exploration of Amina Wadud’s thoughts on women leadership in Muslim public rituals’, pp.98-99. ] 

Such scholarly arguments do much to support Wadud’s position and give weight to her activism. Fatima Mernissi has also explored the nature of male dominated society in order to understand what has shaped modern Islamic practices. Saheed Adewale Badmus and Rashidat Omotayo Raji summarise Mernissi’s argument by explaining, 
…that the pre-Islamic misogynistic tendencies that existed in Arabia during the Prophet’s lifetime and shortly thereafter could have helped shape the character of rulings that would later be adopted by Muslim society, but they were not present in the Prophet’s teachings.[footnoteRef:18] [18:  Badmus and Raji, ‘‘An Exploration of Amina Wadud’s thoughts on women leadership in Muslim public rituals’,, p.99] 

Mernissi primarily focuses on the Hadith, a collection of the prophet, Muhammed, teachings and sayings by his companions.[footnoteRef:19] The Hadith is second to the Qur’an and is an important part of Muslims guidance in everyday life. Mernissi acknowledges that the Hadith can be used a weapon to prevent women from participating in politics,  [19:  Fatima Mernissi, The Veil and the Male Elite: A Feminist Interpretation of Women’s Rights in Islam, trans. by Mary Jo Lakeland (New York: Perseus Books, 1991), p. 3.] 

Al-Burkhari’s work has been one of the most highly respected references for 12 centuries. This Hadith is the sledgehammer argument used by those who want to exclude women from politics.[footnoteRef:20]   [20:  Mernissi, The Veil and the Male Elite, pp. 3–4.] 

In Fatima Mernissi book, The Veil and Male Elite: Feminist Interpretation of Women’s Rights in Islam translated and published 1991, she states that Muslim women have full enfranchisement under ‘Muslim tradition’.[footnoteRef:21] She explains that in the modern period, the prevention of Muslim women engaging with leadership roles are carried by misogynistic interpretation and male biases of the Hadith. She argues that Muslim men who continue to favour the misogynistic view have forgotten their history and misunderstand their religion,   [21:  Mernissi, The Veil and the Male Elite, p. viii.] 

Why is it that we find some Muslim men saying that women in Muslim states cannot be granted full enjoyment of human rights? What grounds do they have for such a claim? None— they are simply betting on our ignorance of the past, for their argument can never convince anyone with an elementary understanding of Islam’s history. Any man who believes that a Muslim woman who fights for her dignity and right to citizenship excludes herself necessarily from the umma and is a brainwashed victim of Western propaganda is a man who misunderstands his own religious heritage, his own cultural identity. 
Mernissi discredits Muslim men who engage with Islam at face value and weaponised some of the teachings in the Hadith or the Qur’an to suit their male biases and prevent Muslim women from reaching their full potential under Islam. To further her argument, she refers to scholars that acknowledge Muslim women’s equality and participation in the religion under the historical and cultural context, which was not influenced by outside forces as some claim.
The vast and inspiring records of Muslim history so brilliantly completed for us by scholars such as Ibn Hisham, Ibn Hajar, Ibn Sa‘ad, and Tabari, speak to the contrary. We Muslim women can walk into the modern world with pride, knowing that the quest for dignity, democracy, and human rights, for full participation in the political and social affairs of our country, stems from no imported Western values, but is a true part of the Muslim tradition.[footnoteRef:22] [22:  Mernissi, The Veil and the Male Elite,, p.vii-viii] 

Therefore, Mernissi argument supports Reda and Wadud’s view for women’s engagement in leadership roles and equality under Islam. Mernissi examined the Hadith with its historical context, and it demonstrated that the patriarchal views were in effect during the time of the prophet. While this played a major part in shaping the interpretation of some scholar’s writings, the prophet’s teachings did not include the exclusion of women from leadership roles, rather the outside influence of the patriarchy played a factor in shaping the interpretation.[footnoteRef:23] The Scholars, Fatima Mernissi and Nevin Reda, both support and continue to draw weight to Amina Wadud argument for women participation in leadership roles and equality in Islam. Mernissi and Reda both help draw attention to the male biases that uses some teachings of Islam to benefit and further themselves rather than acknowledge the true words of the Qur’an and other primary sources. Similar to Wadud, Reda and Mernissi used primary sources to help identify and strengthen their argument, that there is no true definition that excludes women in Islam, other than outdated and sexists’ scholarship that some scholars continue to use.  [23:  Badmus and Raji, ‘‘An Exploration of Amina Wadud’s thoughts on women leadership in Muslim public rituals’, p.99. ] 

	On the other hand, Amina Wadud interpretation and actions are not without its criticism.  Wadud actions of March 2005, where she conducted a mixed community prayer in America, was criticised by scholars and some Muslims in the Islamic community.  Amirpur explains while the event was revolutionary for female Imams in the community, there was a huge outcry. When organising for the event Wadud approached three mosques to conduct the religious ceremony but was rejected, ‘Since the three mosques in New York that had been approached did not want to allow a Friday prayer to be led by a woman imam, a woman prayer-leader,…’. [footnoteRef:24]  At the event, Amirpur describes there were only a small number of protesters but in the wider world there was a genuine fear and anger. ‘Though only a handful of demonstrators protested in front of the church, there was an outcry throughout the Islamic world’. [footnoteRef:25] Many Islamic feminist thinkers have been criticised by following and using western ideas and influence as such Amirpur draws attention to this argument in reference to Wadud actions,  [24:  Amirpur, New Thinking in Islam, p.98]  [25:  Ibid, p. 98.] 

While American Muslims – which, in U.S. parlance, refers to Afro-Americans – feared a schism between the religious beliefs of Muslim immigrants and the more liberal and modified U.S. Islam of their children and grandchildren, conservatives in Egypt and Saudi Arabia suspected an American conspiracy to discredit Islam.[footnoteRef:26] [26:  Ibid, p. 98.] 

This argument has been used to discredit scholars, particularly those in the west. Amirpur continue to showcase the outcry of this event by explaining the views of key individuals and scholars, who condemn Wadud actions and those who agree with her. 
‘Abdelaziz al-shaykh, the grand mufti of Riyadh, announced that anyone who defended Wadud’s action was rebelling against God’s law. Mohammed Sayyed al-Tantawi, the grand shaykh of Egypt’s al-azhar university – hence, the supreme religious authority of Sunni Islam – declared that women may only lead other women in prayer but may do only if no men are present. The popular television preacher Yusuf al-Qaradawi spoke on al-Jazeera, branding the action as un-islamic and heretical. The Egyptian paper al-Masa’ reproached Wadud in capital letters on its front page, stating “She besmirches Islam”, and an Egyptian female law professor went so far as to accuse her of abandoning Islam.[footnoteRef:27] [27:  Ibid p. 98.] 

This quote demonstrates the far reach of the public outcry against Wadud’s actions and that while many may agree with Wadud’s demonstration, there are those who interpretation remain fixed and blame the west for influencing the change in modern day Muslims. 
Alongside, Wadud actions are not the only area of criticism she receives. Her work, Qur’an and Women, are also criticised by some scholars.[footnoteRef:28] Wadud is pioneered as an important and main contributor for the scholarship of the feminist reinterpretation within Islam.[footnoteRef:29] However, interpretation of primary sources, such as the Qur’an, are considered to be a  personal interpretation of the divine word of God by some scholars, such as Muna Tatari. Tatari comments when approaching the Qur’an or any other primary sources it is a matter of personal interpretation,  [28:  Wadud, Qur’an and women. ]  [29:  Salman Alfarisi and M. Khairul Arwani, ‘A Critical Analysis of the Inconsistencies in Amina Wadud Gender Equality Movement in the Islamic World’, Journal of Sharia and Studies, 3.1 (2024), 37-47, (p.37) <https://journal.makwafoundation.org/index.php/hakamain/article/view/323/123> [accessed: 27 November 2025]. ] 

This means simply that that every interpreter, with his/her questions, desires, and knowledge, shaped by the times and his/her own personality and experience, found standards and values in the Qur’an and in turn used them as a hermeneutic key for his/her interpretative work.[footnoteRef:30] [30:  Tatari, p. 166.] 

Although, Tatari does agree with Wadud approach and interpretation of the Qur’an from a feminist perspective, she does argue that the Qur’an should not be used as a ‘feminist handbook’.[footnoteRef:31]  By using the Qur’an as a matter of fact in Wadud interpretation it does not allow further evaluation by other scholars,  [31:  Ibid. p. 165. ] 

It will therefore be nearly impossible to determine who is right and who is wrong. To answer this question cannot be the aim of the discussion, because interpreters would behave arrogantly in claiming a full and final understanding of God’s words and thus lay claim to have the authority to end the quest for understanding.[footnoteRef:32] [32:  Ibid. p. 166.] 

Furthermore, Wadud interpretation of the Qur’an is further criticised by scholars for not approaching the Qur’an objectively. Salman Alfarisi and M. Khairul Arwani both recognize the Qur’an as the word of God and that attributing the Qur’an with human language limits its teachings. 
if we consider the Quran as the word of God, we must recognize the limitations of language as a human communication tool. When discussing the language and interpretation of the Quran, one must consider how objective the interpreter is and how they address these issues. Without prior interpretation, the text remains silent and lifeless.[footnoteRef:33] [33:  Salman Alfarisi and M. Khairul Arwani, ‘A Critical Analysis of the Inconsistencies in Amina Wadud Gender Equality Movement in the Islamic World’, p.42. ] 


As such Wadud approach to the Qur’an is individualistic and is subjected to a personal understanding of the Qur’an teachings. Although there are criticisms of Waduds argument for her approach to the Qur’an, she is not the only scholar nor Muslim women who want an active participation and visibility within Islam. There are numerous scholars who agree with Wadud, as well as Muslim women that desire a change and equality within the Islamic community.  
Amina Wadud is a pioneer in the Islamic feminist movement of the modern day. In her book, Qur’an and women, she argues for gender equality under the Qur’an and that Muslim women should have full spiritual agency and have an active role as a religious leader, an Imam, in the community.[footnoteRef:34] To demonstrate her point in March of 2005, in America, Wadud had taken a community of mixed gender in religious prayer breaking the traditional norm within Islam. In support of her work and actions scholars such as Mernissi and Reda support gender equality under Islam via primary sources.  Reda uses the teachings and life of the prophet, Muhammed, to demonstrate there is no reference for the exclusion of women in Islam.[footnoteRef:35] Similarly, Mernissi contributed to the argument by examining the hadith and the historical context and concluded that some of the works are heavily influenced by patriarchal biases.[footnoteRef:36] As such both scholars continue to support and draw weight to the argument by Wadud. Although Wadud argument has come under criticism. Wadud action of taking a mixed community prayer led to an outcry among the Islamic community, with many scholars and individuals calling her a heretic.[footnoteRef:37] Another scholarly criticism, targeted towards Islamic feminist thinkers like Wadud, is the influence of western ideas and approaching the Qur’an with a humanistic interpretation. The Qur’an is the divine word of God, when approaching the Qur’an there needs to be an understanding that the words recorded are God’s word and it is beyond a human understanding.[footnoteRef:38] This is similar when interpreting the Qur’an itself. Muna Tatari is one example of scholars that argue interpretation of the Qur’an should be personal and no two interpretation is the same.[footnoteRef:39] Therefore, Wadud argument for women’s roles in leadership is her interpretation from the Qur’an but, there is many scholars who agree with her and there is a movement by Muslim women, who desire change in their role prescribed to them through a patriarchal lens. The Qur’an and other primary sources support Muslim women in this area which is demonstrated by Amina Wadud.  [34:  Wadud, Qur’an and Women. ]  [35:  Mernissi, The Veil and the Male Elite, p. viii.]  [36:  Badmus and Raji, ‘‘An Exploration of Amina Wadud’s thoughts on women leadership in Muslim public rituals’, p.99]  [37:   Amirpur, New Thinking in Islam, p. 98.]  [38:  Salman Alfarisi and M. Khairul Arwani, ‘A Critical Analysis of the Inconsistencies in Amina Wadud Gender Equality Movement in the Islamic World’,p.42. ]  [39:  Tatari, p. 166.] 
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