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abstract

This article analyses the drama surrounding the activism of female imams in North

America. The image of Muslim women presiding over mixed congregational prayers

evokes dramatically divergent responses among different Muslim constituencies,

highlighting the disputed nature of fundamental issues pertaining to identity,

community and authority. Provocative questions are raised: Can Islamic texts and

communities of interpreters accommodate female religious authorities? Is it in the

interest of Muslim women to seek empowerment within a domain of communal life in

which male authority has traditionally been dominant in all Sunni and most Shi’ite

denominations? Do efforts to advance women within such contexts promise to help

bridge the gap between ‘Islam’ and the ‘West’, or merely underscore existing divisions

and political motivations? In particular we explore two prominent figures, Amina

Wadud and Asra Nomani, and each woman’s understanding of basic textual debates,

conception of Muslim women’s needs, and perspective on themes pertaining to

‘Islamic–North American’ relations. Throughout this article, an attempt will also be

made to clarify a central paradox of the North American imamah phenomenon: that it

is both a highly contingent response to specific cultural and political circumstances

and a manifestation of long-term negotiations within the larger Muslim community

that favour the opening of new spaces for women within religious and social life.
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introduction: female imams in North America

On 18 March 2005, Virginia Commonwealth University Islamic Studies professor
Amina Wadud became the first woman known to have ever led a public mixed-
gender Friday ( jumu’ah) prayer service. This being the first time the worldwide
ummah had ever faced the possibility that a woman might want to lead Friday
congregational prayer (let alone take the initiative to do so), Wadud’s action
raised a firestorm of controversy and incited ‘heated exchanges all over the
Muslim and non-Muslim world’ (Wadud, 2006: vii). The ensuing debates addressed
not only the immediate issue at handFthe prospect of a woman imamFbut
also a plethora of other issues concerning women’s places within mosques. While
Wadud’s prayer service had achieved considerable success, with about eighty to
one hundred worshippers in attendance, it is reported that three mosques and an
art gallery had been dissuaded from hosting the event by a series of bomb
threats presumably delivered by American Muslim detractors, before it was finally
held at the Synod House of the Cathedral of St. John the Divine in New York City.1

The event drew a massive media presence, and video footage shows Muslim
detractors, both male and female, raucously hurling insults at Wadud and the
prayer’s participants from behind the barbed wire fence surrounding the church,
declaring the illegitimacy of both the act and Wadud’s Muslimness.

Although by far the most contentious characteristic of the event was Wadud’s
role as Friday prayer leaderFin Muslim historical experience, an exclusively male
position and responsibilityFthe service departed from tradition in several more
respects. Worshippers were organised in prayer rows in which men and women
were either totally intermixed or which consisted of partly men and partly women,
rather than in a traditional formation that placed women in rows behind men or
in a separate space altogether. In addition, some of the women in attendance,
including key organiser Asra Nomani and Suheyla El-Attar, who filled the
traditionally male role of muezzin, were not wearing head-coverings (Hammer,
2010: 95 and 93). Such details defied many traditional ritual requirements of
Muslim Friday prayer regulated by Islamic Law, which include guidelines as to the
size of the congregation, prerequisite expectations of the imam, the number of
prayer cycles and other details. Thus, the fact that Wadud chose to lead a Friday
congregational prayer is significant, given its unparalleled status as a prayer that
cannot be said individually: unlike the five daily prayers, it is uniquely preceded
by a khutbah (sermon), and which Muslims across the world, especially male,
congregate for on a weekly basis.

The prayer was organised by the Progressive Muslim Union of North America (PMU)
in conjunction with Asra Nomani (Wadud, 2006: 248)Fthe American Muslim
women’s rights activist who organised the Muslim Women’s Freedom Tour in the
same yearFand sponsored by the ‘Muslim Wake Up’ website.2 The motivation
behind the event, according to members of the PMU, was not to impose this

1 Wing, M. (2005)
‘The woman-led
prayer that
catalyzed
controversy’
Pluralism Project,
[online] 21 October,
pluralism.org/
research/profiles/
display.php?
profile¼73972,
last accessed 1
January 2010.

2 ibid.
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particular style of prayer on the rest of the Muslim community, but rather ‘to
insist that a wide spectrum of interpretations be respected and discussed’.3

Saleemah Abdul-Ghafur, a participant in Nomani’s Freedom Tour who also joined
in organising the event, stated that the prayer served as an act that would
symbolically reclaim ‘the egalitarian roots of Islam’ (Hammer, 2010: 94).

Muftis, sheikhs, imams, scholars and spokespersons from Muslim organisations
based as far as Qatar, Egypt and Spain quickly made their positions on female-
led prayers publicly known, and, in the two weeks following the prayer, Wadud
reports that she received about fifty requests for interviews on a daily
basisFnone of which she accepted (Wadud, 2006: 248). Almost five years later
in January 2010, a brief Internet search conducted on the Google search engine
with the search terms ‘Amina Wadud prayer New York’ brought up an impressive
131,000 results. A brief glance at only the first several dozen links reveals that
the event has been analysed from an extensive variety of perspectives in addition
to those that are gender-based or theological, including homosexual and
African-American. In addition to bringing contemporary Muslim gender issues into
the spotlight, much of the commentary found in these articles as well as on
television shows aired across the Muslim world has been directed at assaulting
Wadud’s character and pronouncing disparaging conclusions regarding her
motivations. For instance, two days before the anticipated prayer service, one
leading international Islamic scholar based in Qatar, Yusuf al-Qaradawi, warned
American Muslims against answering Wadud’s ‘stirring call’ in an ‘Islam Online’
posting,4 and in its aftermath, dedicated an hour-long episode of his twice-
weekly Al-Jazeera television programme to arguing that female-led mixed-gender
prayer is Islamically unacceptable and (in Khaled Abou El Fadl’s words)
‘attacking’ Wadud’s character (Wadud, 2006: vii). In North America, prominent
spokesmen for authoritative councils including the Islamic Council of Imams
Canada and the Islamic Society of North America have opposed Wadud’s actions
by promulgating the widely held beliefFwhich Wadud and her supporters
refuteFthat there is no historical precedent for a woman leading men in prayer
(Scrivener, 2004: A8). At the same time, Gamal al-Banna, an Egyptian Islamic
scholar and younger brother of Hassan al-Banna, the founder of the Muslim
Brotherhood, voiced a defence of women’s right to lead congregational prayer,5

and is reported to have written a book arguing that Wadud’s act is well supported
within Islamic sources (Wadud, 2006: vii).

The impact of Wadud’s prayer-leading act is evident not only in the magnitude of
reaction that it provoked but also in the fact that as a result of it five other
North American Muslim women have since been prompted to unconventionally
lead mixed-gender public prayers (yet not all Friday prayers) themselves. The
women, who are all either native-born North American converts to Islam or North
American immigrants from Muslim families who identify proudly with their
American or Canadian identities, share loose connections to one another through

3 Wing, M. (2005)
‘The woman-led
prayer that
catalyzed
controversy’
Pluralism Project,
[online] 21 October,
pluralism.org/
research/profiles/
display.php?
profile¼73972,
last accessed 1
January 2010.

4 Al Qaradawi, Y.
(2005) ‘Woman
acting as imam in
prayer’ Islam Online,
[online] 16 March,
www.islamonline
.net/servlet/
Satellite?cid¼
1119503549588&
pagename¼
Islamonline-English-
Ask_Scholar/
FatwaE/
FatwaEAskThe
Scholar,
last accessed 21
October 2009.

5 Stackman, M.
(2006) ‘A voice for
“new understanding”
of Islam’
International Herald
TribuneFAfrican &
Middle East, New
York Times, [online]
20 October,
www.nytimes.com/
2006/10/20/world/
africa/20iht-profile
.3237674.html?
pagewanted¼
1&_r¼1,
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their advocacy for Islamic reform in general, and collectively identify with each
other in their promotion of women-led prayer. The women are connected pro-
fessionally to North American institutions mainly within academia and jour-
nalism, both highly public professions in which values such as liberalism and a
brand of gender equality that recognises little difference between men’s and
women’s capabilities are promoted. The new female imams include Asra Nomani,
author and former journalist for The Wall Street Journal, born in India to a Muslim
family and raised in Morgantown, Virginia; Nakia Jackson, a writer, women’s
rights activist and African-American convert to Islam; Raheel Raza, a freelance
journalist and consultant for interfaith and intercultural diversity, who was born
in Pakistan to a Muslim family and immigrated to Canada as an adult; Pamela K.
Taylor, a writer and Euro-Canadian convert to Islam who co-founded Muslims for
Progressive Values; and Laury Silvers, a Euro-Canadian convert to Islam, pro-
fessor of religion and prominent member of Muslims for Progressive Values.

Several prominent Muslim intellectuals have commented on the significance of
the recent activism to have Muslim women serve as imams being conceived in the
context of North America, including foremost Islamic feminist scholar at Harvard
University, Leila Ahmed. Ahmed views Wadud’s prayer as ‘the legacy of Islam in
America’, and has likened it to a push by American Jewish and Christian women
for greater leadership roles within their respective traditions that began four or
five decades ago.6 Professor of Islamic History at Georgetown University, Yvonne
Haddad, has noted the relationship between the interpretative tendencies/ac-
tions of women who advocate for women-led congregational prayer as part of the
greater ‘gender jihad’ movement, and the immense pressure placed on Muslim
women worldwide to both represent and act as teachers of Islam after the crisis
of September 11, 2001.7 In reference to Wadud’s prayer service, she points
specifically to the breakdown of traditional Muslim leadership in America, which
she attributes largely to governmental efforts to de-legitimate it, as being
catalytic in American Muslims’ search for alternative forms of religious leadership
and engaging in such a non-traditional act.8

The dynamics surrounding women’s roles in North American Islamic communities
have been rendered all the more complex by justifications for the US-led War on
Terror that places central importance on elevating the status of Muslim women in
occupied lands such as Afghanistan and Iraq (Sharify-Funk, 2008: 12). The
placement of issues surrounding ‘women and Islam’ within a context of national
security discourse has significantly heightened the defensiveness of North
American Muslims, generating renewed efforts to align Muslim gender norms,
which focus on gender ‘balance’ or ‘complimentarity’, with those of the secular
West, that is, that women and men should have equal opportunities and rights
(Goldstein, 2006; Meier and Lombardo, 2008). Arguments for women’s equality
within Islam with a particular focus on women’s status in mosques have emerged,
emphasising that women should be able to enter mosques through the front door,

last accessed 29
September 2010.

6 Elass, R. (2005)
‘Islamic women
break custom, lead
prayers’ Women’s
eNews, [online]
25 March, www
.womensenews.org/
story/religion/
050325/islamic-
women-break-
custom-lead-
prayers,
last accessed 20 July
2009.

7 Haddad, Y. (2009)
‘The global Islamic
feminist movement’
The Mosque in
Morgantown,
[online] 8 June, www
.themosqueinmorgan
town.com/forum/
2009/06/08/
haddad/, last
accessed 20 July
2009.

8 New York Times
Associated Press
(2005) ‘Woman leads
Muslim prayer
service in NYC’
New York Times,
[online] 18 March,
forum.pakistani
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which is usually designated for men’s use only (Nomani and Nomani, 2003;
Nomani, 2006: 293); that women should be able to share prayer space with men
either by standing alongside them in inter-sexed rows (Nomani and Nomani,
2003; Nomani, 2006: 203) or by having women’s rows accommodated in the men’s
(main) hall (Nawaz, 2005; Nomani and Nomani, 2003; Nomani, 2006); and that
women should be able to deliver joint khutbahs with the designated male imam
(Scrivener, 2004: A8). Each of these assertions has been represented within the
larger activism for female imams, and in some cases, women who have acted as
imams were themselves the initial instigators of them.

While the claims and actions of female imams in North America are considered to
occupy a ‘radical’ position on the progressive/traditional spectrum, their words
and deeds are nonetheless part of a larger trend towards Muslim women chal-
lenging various institutions of patriarchy within Islam across the world. For
instance, in response to women being banned from the local mosque as well as
being forced to accept divorce rulings by male-only religious tribunals in the
village of Parambu (Nomani, 2005: 216)9 in Tamil Nadu, a female-only jamaat
was formed in 2003Fthe Tamil Nadu Women’s Jamaat CommitteeFunder the
leadership of one local woman. The group has grown from 40 members to 25,000,
and, in 2008, launched the project of building a women-only mosque that would
serve not only as a congregational prayer venue for women (and excluding of
men), but also as a platform from which to educate women about their legal and
Islamic rights.10 In the same year, learned Muslim women in Fez, Morocco, began
being appointed in large numbers to the ranks of religious guidesFable to teach
Islam, deliver khutbahs and lead prayers in mosques for other women. In recent
years, Egypt and Turkey have developed programmes similar to the Moroccan
model to train women as religious guides, or ‘murshidat’ in Arabic, with fifty
Egyptian women being assigned to ninety mosques in Cairo, Alexandria and Giza,
and hundreds of Turkish women currently undergoing training.11

The drama surrounding the activism for female imams in North America provoc-
atively raises the question, ‘Where do women “stand” in Islam?’ The image of
Muslim women presiding over mixed-gender congregational prayers evokes dra-
matically divergent responses among different Muslim constituencies, high-
lighting the disputed nature of fundamental issues pertaining to identity,
community and authority. Can Islamic texts and communities of interpreters
accommodate female religious authorities in the form of imamahs (female prayer
leaders)? Is it in the interest of Muslim women to seek empowerment within a
domain of communal life in which male authority has traditionally been dominant
in all Sunni and most Shi’ite denominations? Do efforts to advance women within
such contexts promise to help bridge the gap between ‘Islam’ and the ‘secular
West’, or merely underscore existing divisions and political motivations?

This paper will explore answers to such questions offered by two prominent figures
in the North American imamah events, Amina Wadud and Asra Nomani. Particular

defence.com/
index.php?
showtopic¼
43163&pid¼
604358&mode¼
threaded&start¼,
last accessed 25
January 2010.

9 Sinha, M. (2008)
‘In TN, a mosque for
women led by
women’ The Times of
India, [online] 29
June, http://
timesofindia.com/
india/In-TN-a-
mosque-form-
women-run-by-
women-/
articleshow/
3176393.cms, last
accessed 25 August
2009.

10 ibid.

11 Ennaji, M. (2010)
‘Muslim religious
guides only men?
Think again’ Common
Ground News Service,
[online] 12 January,
www.common
groundnews.org/
article.php?id¼
27059&lan¼
en&sid¼1&sp¼0,
last accessed
20 January 2010.
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attention will be given to each woman’s understanding of basic textual debates,
conception of Muslim women’s needs, and perspective on themes pertaining to
‘Islamic–North American’ relations. Throughout, an attempt will be made to
clarify a central paradox of the North American imamah phenomenon: that it is
both a highly contingent response to specific cultural and political circumstances
and a manifestation of long-term negotiations within the larger Muslim com-
munity that favour the opening of new spaces for women within religious and
social life.

negotiating Islamic identity: a theoretical

framework

Many commentators on the activism for female imams have been tempted to
represent it as either the leading edge of ‘gender jihad’ within the global Islamic
community, or as the latest, politically motivated attempt to ‘Americanize’ Islam
(Hammer, 2010).12 In fact it is neither. It is rather but one manifestation of long-
standing, ongoing and complex negotiations over gender norms within an ines-
capably diverse and indeed pluralistic ‘imagined community’ of global Islam.
Within this context, what transpires for Muslims in one world region is indeed
consequential for Muslims in other regions, yet only in so far as geographically
distant developments acquire meaning within localised negotiations concerning
Islamic religious texts and the genuine aspirations of Muslim women.

It is a widespread practice for many religious and cultural communities to con-
tinually renegotiate identity and internal norms in relation to ‘core’ or sacred
texts, ranging from holy books to constitutional documents. These negotiations
do not take place in a vacuum, however, and are conducted in relation to
changing historical circumstances and conditions of daily life, as well as social
and cultural comparisons with significant ‘others’ whom in-group members recog-
nise as manifesting either positive or negative contrasts with themselves. Both
the agenda and outcomes of dialogue and contestation over the meaning of holy
books and authoritative documents are profoundly impacted by the relevance of
particular arguments to ‘on the ground’ circumstances, specific social ecologies,
the priorities of locally rooted activist movements, and awareness of ‘attractive’
or ‘repulsive’ examples set by other communities.

The multiple levels of negotiation over identity and socio-religious norms can be
represented schematically by three concentric circles. The innermost circle,
representing the central reference point for in-group negotiations over social
norms, is the text, understood to include not only foundational documents, but
also prevailing religious cultures and interpretative syntheses. The next circle,
significantly constituted by negotiation of norms derived from foundational and
authoritative sources, is the local contextFa given set of social relations,

12 Haddad, Y. (2009)
‘The global Islamic
feminist movement’
The Mosque in
Morgantown, [online]
8 June, www
.themosqueinmorgan
town.com/forum/
2009/06/08/haddad/,
last accessed 20 July
2009.
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coextensive with political and economic systems that derive legitimacy and
meaning in no small part from appeals to the founding documents and ideas
within the innermost circle. A third circle, intergroup context, highlights the
importance of comparison groups (positive/attractive as well as negative/re-
pellent) in shaping the outcomes of internal conversations about identity and
social norms (see Figure 1).

In this study, the innermost circle (text) refers to both religious and secular
sources of textual authority that shape Muslim deliberations concerning the
meaning of Islamic identity and its implications for roles women are expected to
play (or not play) in society. Whereas the core texts are largely the same in most
Muslim social contextsFincluding the Qur’an and the Sunnah (the authoritative
example of the Prophet Muhammad)Fthe more ‘secular’ constitutional docu-
ments (ranging from the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms to the Con-
stitution of the Islamic Republic of Afghanistan) vary considerably, as do
localised dynamics of contestation between various currents of religious ortho-
doxy and dissent. The primary questions shaping negotiations over identity and
norms at this level include: what do the texts say; which texts, passages or
interpretations take priority; and how are Muslims to conduct themselves if they
wish to live within the values embedded in the text?

The second circle (local context) refers to a specific regional context of com-
munal lifeFin this study, the North American Muslim experience broadly con-
strued, as one context for living Islam among many other contexts. From an
analytical perspective, this circle brings another dimension of identity negotiations

Intergroup
Context:
Whose Agenda
Is Being
Served?

Local Context:
What Do

Muslim Women
Want? 

Text: Where Do
Women Stand

in Islam?

Figure 1 Three levels of identity negotiation: text, local context and intergroup context

Meena Sharify-Funk and Munira Kassam Haddad feminist review 102 2012 47



into focus, negotiations concerning the ‘fit’ between prevailing orthodoxies
(religious as well as political) and the conditions of daily life. These ‘conditions
of daily life’ include a wide range of factors, including the accessibility and
content of formal education, economic and social circumstances, standard
modes of sharing or dividing labour between genders, openness of various
avenues for professional advancement, and opportunities for political participa-
tion. With respect to Muslim women, local contexts vary profoundly throughout
the many regions in which Muslim communities are situated. In North America,
conditions of daily life present Muslim women with a far different set of options
and constraints than those experienced by Muslim women living in contexts
shaped by greater economic scarcity and social traditionalism. Nonetheless,
overarching questions can be identified; Muslim women around the world are
continually engaging in negotiations over localised questions such as ‘What does
it mean to be a Muslim woman within this context? What do we want?
What do we need? To what are we entitled, and what are our obligations? What
sorts of aspirations are conceivable, realistic, and potentially legitimate?
What is thinkable or unthinkable? Which social norms appear questionable or
unquestionable?’.

The third circle, intergroup context, pertains to the highly significant role of
social and cultural comparison in shaping the lives of specific human com-
munities. While it is true that some communities are quite insular and have
limited knowledge of other societies and ways of life, such limited exposure to
the ways of ‘others’ is the exception rather than the rule in the current age of
globalisation. Most cultural communities are highly (if imperfectly) aware of, at
least, the more basic or stereotypical features of life in other world regions or
cultural communities, and construct their own norms, at least in part, through
comparison and contrast. If other societies are taken to be ‘advanced’ or
‘progressive’ in relation to one’s own social configuration, the example set by
these other societies becomes an example to be emulatedFa source of attrac-
tion, at least in some key domains such as technology, scientific achievement,
political management, education or women’s empowerment. If, on the other
hand, another society or cultural group is deemed to exhibit negative traits (e.g.,
cultural ‘decadence’) or a tendency to dominate other communities, various
aspects of that social experience become repellent rather than attractive,
leading to conscious efforts to define the ‘self’ through opposition to the
problematic ‘other’. With respect to ongoing Muslim conversations concerning the
relationship between Islam and other ‘civilisational’ entities and identitiesF
especially that of the WestFlong-standing political conflicts have often served
to limit the extent to which emulation is regarded as permissible/desirable and
have increased the frequency with which Western social and cultural patterns are
deemed threatening. As a result, identity negotiation for Muslim women often
takes place in a context in which the following questions feature quite
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prominently. How culturally and religiously authentic is the proposed change in
the status or social role of Muslim women? Is this in harmony with pure Islamic
teachings, or an attempt to please the West? If this change is desired by
outsiders, is there a hidden agenda? Will addressing this issue lead to greater
communal strength or disunity in the face of external pressures? Will it increase
the level of respect for Islam in the world, or is it a form of cultural and religious
surrender?

Situating the debate over female imams within this ‘three-level identity nego-
tiation’ framework illuminates the complexity of the issues at stake, while also
helping to explain why the phenomenon has emerged first in a North American
setting. It enhances insight not only into the textual strategies associated with
the imamah events, but also into the local contexts within which it has emerged
and into the global intergroup dynamics of identity politics that shape the way in
which arguments for reform are received.

the text and religious heritage: textually derived authority
(and authority to interpret texts)

Significantly, although the recent activism for female-led congregational prayer
in North America has potential recourse to authoritative secular discourses in
which gender equality is normative, the predominant mode of debate is theo-
logical. Protagonists of these events seek to derive their authority to interpret
religious texts from the texts themselves, and embrace hermeneutic strategies
employed by other members of a growing international Islamic ‘feminist’ move-
ment that is ‘spiritually and intellectually rooted in the faith’.13 Just like there
are many different ‘feminisms’ so too are there many different Islamic feminisms,
and there have been many different scholars who have developed theories about
feminism in Islam (Karam, 1998; Moghadam, 2005; Badran, 2009). Among these
scholars, Azza Karam complexified the subject of Islamic feminism by developing
more categories of Islamic feminisms (i.e., Islamist feminism, Muslim feminism
and secular feminism).

According to Karam (1998), the North American imamahs would fit into the
category of Muslim feminists. Muslim feminists, for Karam, are individuals who
‘use Islamic sources, like the Qur’an and the Sunna (the Prophet’s actions and
sayings), but their aim is to show that the discourse of equality between men and
women is valid, within Islam’ (1998: 11). Many Muslim feminists also deliberately
try to reconcile the Western human rights discourses with that of the socio-
political and cultural realities influenced by Islamic norms and values. As a
consequence, these Muslim individuals do not have a problem with being labelled
‘feminist’ since the term itself implies their main activist objectives. Karam also
comments that many ‘Muslim feminists feel the attempt to separate Islamic
discourses from current discourses can only lead to serious fragmentation within
society’ (1998: 11).

13 Haddad, Y. (2009)
‘The global Islamic
feminist movement’
The Mosque in
Morgantown, [online]
8 June, www
.themosqueinmorgan
town.com/forum/
2009/06/08/haddad/,
last accessed 20 July
2009.
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In contrast, secular feminists, according to Karam, firmly believe in ‘grounding
their discourse outside the realm of any religion, y and placing it instead,
within the international human rights discourse’ (1998: 13). Religion is under-
stood as private and should not enter the realm of women’s empowerment and
emancipation. Such an understanding of religion allows for the focus on a
‘secular bypass’ of the religious authoritative sphere in order to gain reform for
women’s position and status in society through the state.

Additionally, in contrast, Islamist feminists are individuals who ‘are aware of a
particular oppression of women, and they actively seek to rectify this oppression
by recourse to Islamic principles’ (Karam, 1998: 9). Many of these Muslim
individuals have a problem with the label of ‘feminist’ and many will connect the
term with being ‘disrespectful to religion’ (1998: 10). Additionally, Karam’s
definition of Islamist feminists also advocates that the idealised condition for
Islamic societies is a state of ‘complementary roles’. In other words, they favour
a ‘compartmentalised cooperation’ in which men and women have distinctive,
separated duties in society but a unified purpose of preserving moral and social
order. In this worldview, equity is preferred over equality (1998).

As Muslim feminists, opponents of activism for female imams also rely quite
emphatically on religious modes of argumentation, in ways that underscore the
sensitivity of the issue at hand and the high stakes for all concerned. Despite
strong opposition from most traditionalist and revivalist thinkers, would-be
female imams have found greater receptivity to their arguments among Islamic
reformists and modernists. UCLA scholar of Islamic Law Khaled Abou El Fadl, for
example, has been shown to be in full support of Asra Nomani in her 2005 book
Standing Alone (Nomani, 2006: 276), and also affirms Amina Wadud’s mixed-
gender prayer in his introductory chapter to her book Inside the Gender Jihad.
Tariq Ramadan, a leading European as well as international reformist thinker, has
expressed somewhat more qualified and ambiguous support, while nonetheless
offering agreement with an (unnamed) Egyptian Mufti who stated that he would
have no reservations if a mosque allowed a woman to lead prayer.14 At the same
time, many other actively progressive Muslims who promote Muslim women’s
advancement in other spheres nonetheless articulate objections to female-led
prayer. The first female president of the Muslim Students Association in the US,
Hadia Mubarak, for example, self-identifies as a Muslim feminist but does not
support the cause because she does not believe that Islam confers that right
upon women.15 The popular co-founder of the Zaytuna Institute (an Islamic
College based in California), Zaid Shakir, challenges religious arguments put forth
by Canadian Council of Muslim Women activist Nevin Rida for female-led prayer.16

Muqtadar Khan, an American intellectual and proponent of social change
regarding Muslim women, states that he would prefer to focus his reformist
efforts on matters of social and political practice, leaving long-settled matters
of ibadah (worship) alone.17 Positions are not altogether predictable based on

14 Qantara.de
(2009) ‘Interview
with Tariq Ramadan
“We are Europeans”’
Qantara.de, [online]
20 May, www.qantara
.de/webcom/show_
article.php/_c-478/
_nr-905/i.html, last
accessed 20 January
2010.

15 Mubarak, H.
(2009) ‘Real
indicators of female
empowerment:
women’s space and
status in American
mosques’ The
Mosque in
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broad reformist/traditionalist/revivalist categories alone. As the case of the
Egyptian mufti invoked by Ramadan illustrates, there are instances of tradi-
tionally trained scholars supporting the idea of a wider discussion of women’s
roles within religious life and a re-examination of the early Islamic experience.
This latter argument has been emphasised by Gamal al-Banna, an Egyptian intel-
lectual and great-uncle of Tariq Ramadan, who has been steadfast in arguing
that, contrary to popular belief, female-led prayer is well supported within
Islamic sources (Wadud, 2006: vii).18

social dynamics and the importance of local context: one
ummah, multiple Muslim lifeworlds

Although positions on the issue cannot be neatly classified in accordance with
geography (for example, Gamal al-Banna), local contexts nonetheless have a
profound impact on whether and how female-led prayer is attempted, and
whether protagonists of reform regard the issue as worthy of attention relative to
other possible priorities. Some scholarly observers, for example, have noted simi-
larities between the imamah phenomenon and the actions of women in other
North American religious groups, such as Catholic women who have been fighting
for the right to priestly ordainment since the early 1970s,19 and Jewish women,
among whom at least fifteen have received appointment to senior rabbinic posi-
tions within large Reformist Congregations since 1972.20 Given these similar
experiences within other North American religious communities, it would appear
plausible that developments for women within a shared North American social
and cultural space have encouraged women in all three of these Abrahamic
traditions to seek advancement within the domain of religion, in ways that
coreligionists have not uniformly sought.

The issue of female imams remains hotly controversial even in North AmericaF
many Muslim women were deeply offended by Wadud’s actions, with some even
standing outside the prayer venue to protestFand ambivalence among decid-
edly progressive Muslim thinkers has been more pronounced in other world
regions. In most traditional Muslim-majority countries, the idea of female imams
is more often seen as ‘a bridge too far’ or as an issue that does more to polarise
Muslims than to generate advancements for women. Mubarak speaks for many in
stating, ‘[W]hether I stand behind, in front of or next to the men of my mosque
while praying is not my measure of female empowerment or progress’.21 For
Mubarak, ‘real’ indicators of equality and empowerment would include women’s
representation on mosque boards, provision of adequate and equal space to pray
in mosques, extension of invitations to female speakers by Muslim community
organisations, and empowerment of women to make choices that concern their
own life journeys and well-being.22 Mubarak is not alone in questioning the
relevance of the female imams debate to ‘on the ground’ issues facing Muslim
women in many if not most social contexts, and in suggesting that other issues
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deserve higher priority and are more likely to yield real results. While the idea of
women’s religious leadership may be broadly in sync with a majority-culture
social ethos in North America, the contextual dynamics of women’s empowerment
tend to resist female prayer leadership except in all-female settings.

intergroup politics and polarisation: the ‘War on Terror’ as a
wake-up call or liability?

Within many if not most Muslim communities, the fact that the imamah events
have arisen in a North American and especially American context raises profound
questions about their legitimacy, while also evoking concerns about a hidden
agenda pertaining to intergroup politics. As Haddad has noted, historical
Islamic–Western relations and current hostilities have a profound impact on
how such a movement is perceived. The centuries-long preoccupation of
Western governments and Christian missionaries with ‘liberating’ Muslim women
that has been used to justify military campaigns in Afghanistan and Iraq casts
suspicion on the motives of North American Muslim women involved in the
gender jihad. Noting the profoundly defensive tone of many detractors, Haddad
observes that Muslim advocates for the liberalisation of traditions pertaining to
women largely stand accused of ‘being complicit in Western efforts to
undermine Islam’.23

Current dynamics in US–Islamic relations place pressure on American Muslims to
differentiate themselves from practices of Muslims overseas, while also putting
American Muslim women involved in the struggle to reform/liberalise Islamic
traditions in a highly disadvantageous position. This includes women who advo-
cate for female-led congregational prayer as well as other scholars and American
academics who seek to reform the role of women in Islam, such as Asma Barlas,
Riffat Hassan, Amira Sonbol and Nemat Hafez Barzanji. The fact that the
protagonists of the imamah events are successful professionals within North
American institutions and that their professional statures have been instrumental
within their campaigns for reform within Islam also puts them in a disadvantaged
position in terms of their views gaining or establishing legitimacy within the
larger, transnational Muslim community. Perspectives on Islamic belief and
practice that can be characterised as American or Western innovations face
serious obstacles to popular acceptance in most of the world’s Muslim societies,
and also meet resistance at a grassroots level in North America.

Despite these constraints, the ideas advanced by the imamah events are not
without consequence. The heated response to female prayer leadership reveals
not only high-stakes intercultural politics, but also an awareness of potential
implications concerning the nature of religious authority and the power of
religious beliefs to influence broader social norms. While the current imamah
phenomenon is best analysed within its North American context and should
not be sensationalised as having an agenda to expand into the global Muslim
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community, it is nonetheless a significant development in the ongoing nego-
tiations within and among Muslim communities over text, local context and
relations with the larger world.

two protagonists of the imamah controversy in

North America

A multi-dimensional framework for analysing identity negotiations facilitates
proper examination both of the textual and theological content of claims made
within the imamah events and of the contexts that shape them. The pages that
follow provide profiles of two of the most decisive leaders, Amina Wadud and
Asra Nomani. These profiles seek to place the advocacy and ideas of each indi-
vidual within a biographical and regional (i.e., North American) context, while
also noting the inseparability of this context from larger, transnational Muslim
debates and ‘Islam–West’ identity politicsFa politics that is especially difficult
for North American Muslims to negotiate, given the challenge of dual belonging.

Amina Wadud: ‘fighting the gender jihad’

Amina Wadud literally became an ‘overnight sensation’ in March 2005 for her role
in the now infamous ‘first’ female-led prayer. Despite being known to many solely
through ‘sensationalized controversies’ (Wadud, 2006: 16), which include this
event in addition to her role as the ‘first’ woman to claim the role of khateeb
(one who delivers the sermon for Friday or Eid prayers) in 1994 at a mosque in
Cape Town, South Africa, Wadud has been recognised as one of the most
influential voices in Islamic feminism. She is a Qur’anic scholar whose contro-
versial activism in the gender jihad movement over the last three decades has
been a media sensation; especially in relation to the March 2005 prayer, as well
as the later prayer services she offered in Spain and Britain in October 2005 and
October 2008, respectively. Wadud’s activism for gender equality has come with
grave personal consequences. Wadud’s teaching contract with the Department of
Islamic Revealed Knowledge at the International Islamic University was not
renewed as a result of her activism with Sisters in Islam in Malaysia; following the
March 2005 prayer, some members of the Muslim community in Virginia, USA,
threatened to have Wadud fired from her position as professor of Islamic Studies
at the Virginia Commonwealth University; and, also as a result of the March 2005
prayer, there have been some Muslims who want to strip her of her title as a
‘Muslim’ (Sharify-Funk, 2008: 55).

Although Wadud has worked within the secular context of the American academy
since 1992, the main source of motivation for her reformist aspirations is the
Qur’an.24 Identifying with ‘Islamic Feminism’25 as one who is ‘pro-faith’ and ‘pro-
feminist’ (Wadud, 2008), she emphasises that the basis of her women’s rights

24 Wadud, A. (2002)
‘A’ishah’s legacy’
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activism is not to be found within a Western, secular milieu, and, rather, insists
that any comparative analysis between the two is ‘coincidental and secondary’
(Wadud, 2006: 16). However, Wadud acknowledges that her personal positioning
as a woman of the West, born and raised in Maryland, USA, has profound
consequences. Her decision to embrace Islam in the 1970s was influenced by her
experiences as an African-American woman,26 particularly encounters within
contexts of racism, and in fact, she credits the founding of her consciousness
about issues of social justice to the American Civil Rights Movement. In addition,
she remarks on the significance of her conversion being concurrent with the
heightened ethos of idealism engendered by the second wave feminist
movement.27

Wadud’s concern with justice led her to embark on independent research on the
Qur’anic position on women in 1986 (Wadud, 1999: ix), after having been struck
by the discrepancies between what she had been told Islam guarantees
womenFnamely, care, protection and adoration for women at largeFand the
reality of Muslim women having to accept ‘second-class status vis-à-vis other
women worldwide, as well as Muslim men in their own families and communities’
(Wadud, 2006: 59). The confirmation of women’s equality that resulted from her
studies led to the publication of her first book in 1992, Qur’an and Woman
(Wadud, 1999: x), which proved to be groundbreaking for its innovative approach
to understanding the question of women in Islam, which included examining the
question of women from the Qur’anic perspective only (to the exclusion of Hadith
literature) and relying on methods of socio-historical contextual and syntactical
analysis to draw alternative meanings from Qur’anic passages.

In 2006, Wadud published another important work, Inside the Gender Jihad, which
addresses numerous challenges that currently face Muslims and that ‘plague’
(Wadud, 2006: vii) contemporary expressions of Islam, including gender inequal-
ity, racism and issues of religious intolerance. Crucial to Wadud’s understanding
of Islam’s intention for women as affirming their full humanity, which she
explains in the book, is the ‘tawhidic paradigm’ (Wadud, 2006: 24). The concept
represents a reformulation of the Qur’anic concept of ‘tawhid’, denoting the
oneness of God, in which a radical vision of equality between all human beings,
under one God, is articulated. It confronts the matter of linguistic ambiguity in
terms of the phrase, often repeated by Muslim men in an attempt to surrep-
titiously maintain privilege over women, ‘women and men are equal’ in Islam. It
does this by pointing out that as long as men’s and women’s positions are not
interchangeable, there actually is neither the potential for reciprocity nor actual
equality (Wadud, 2006: 26).

Consistent with her belief that women’s use of Islamic primary sources is a
‘fundamental strategy for empowerment’ (Wadud, 2006: 9), Wadud utilises
Qur’anic notions of equality as a basis for developing symmetrical and reciprocal
relations between men and women in all areas of societyFincluding in the
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familial, political and spiritual realms. As such, the explicit expression of female
inclusiveness inherent in delivering khutbahs and/or leading prayer for mixed-
gender congregations is justified by the tawhidic paradigm. It is also important
that she emphasises the fact that there are no prohibitions stated against
women fulfilling such roles in Islam’s primary sources. She explains:

If human beings really are horizontally equal, independent, and mutually co-dependent,

each has the same potential for performing any social, religious, political, or economic

task. The cultural and historical precedent of exclusive male leadership in the role of

religious ritual is not a requirement. Although it has served as a convenience which later

became legally inscribed, it was merely customary and should not be prescribed as religious

mandate. Women’s tawhidic humanity allows them to function in all roles for which they

develop the prerequisite qualifications. (Wadud, 2006: 168–169)

Elsewhere, Wadud has compared the ‘gender asymmetry’ that supports the
denial of equal access of religious roles and responsibilities to women by
elevating men to the most serious offence in Islamic LawFattributing partners
to God (‘shirk’)Fand has called the logic that supports such asymmetry
‘satanic’ (Wadud, 2008: 437).

Although reconciling her American cultural upbringing and her chosen Islamic
faith may not be an explicit and conscious motivation for Wadud’s scholarship
and activism, tensions between long-standing textual interpretations and her
American socialisation appear to have propelled her intellectual search for an
understanding of Islam that is premised on what is, for her, an intuitive
understanding of human dignity and equality. That Wadud’s thought is heavily
influenced by the late reformist Islamic Pakistani-American scholar Fazlur
Rahman, whom she makes numerous references to in Inside the Gender Jihad, is
important in that the paradigm he promoted seems to have provided Wadud with
a faith-based and intellectual framework that she believed permitted deeper
insight into underlying values beneath traditional interpretations and forms
of practice. She also notes that her experiences as part of the oppressed
constituencies of African-American and female have also played a role in this
journey, and it appears that such experiences have underscored the value of
equality and have highlighted potential avenues for reform that are non-violent
and faith-based. Additionally, although Wadud has surely been sensitised to
larger dynamics of cultural politics associated with long-standing Islamic–
Western and Muslim–American tensions, her status as Muslim ‘convert’ may
well have restricted her sense of need to ‘stand in solidarity’ with other Muslims
in a conformist manner. Assuming that this has instead allowed her the free-
dom of independent textual interpretation, it would be misleading to conclude
that Wadud’s theological conclusions are rooted in sources other than those
of Islam. Likewise, it is important to consider that expanded interpretative
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possibilities are more readily available to Wadud than American Muslims born
into the faith.

Asra Nomani: to be a Muslim ‘is to be a feminist’

What began as an effort to counter an ideological shift towards Islamic puri-
tanism that Nomani had witnessed in her hometown of Morgantown, VA, ex-
panded into Nomani taking an active role in the ‘gender jihad’ as the result of
insights gained on the hajj (the Muslim pilgrimage to Mecca) in 2003 that linked
extremism with gender inequality. Since the period of initial activism for female
imams in early 2005, Nomani has been greatly committed to its advancement,
playing the multiple roles of instigator, solicitor and media spokesperson, as well
as acting as an imam herself. Coinciding with the publication of her second book,
Standing Alone: An American Woman’s Struggle for the Soul of Islam, Nomani
organised the Muslim Women’s Freedom Tour in 2005. In this tour she played a key
role in the organisation of Amina Wadud’s prayer service on 18 March; she also
led two mixed-gender prayer services in Boston on 23 March and instigated a
mixed-gender Friday prayer service in Boston led by Nakia Jackson on 25 March,
as well as promoting a mixed-gender Friday prayer service in Toronto led by
Raheel Raza in April.

Taking inspiration from Wadud, whom she credits in Standing Alone as an
important influence (Nomani 2006: 290), Nomani became ‘one of the first women’
to lead mixed-gender Islamic prayer, four days after Wadud’s New York service.
On 23 March 2005 while on a visit to Brandeis University in Boston to promote her
book, Nomani presided over two ‘asr (afternoon) prayer services, one at the
institution’s Women’s Studies Research Centre and another outside of three on-
site chapels. Although only a small number of congregants were in attendance at
each possibly due to a last-minute change in location, her act gained symbolic
value in reaffirming the right of women to take leadership roles within Islam
without limit, and reinforced Nomani’s personal understanding of human rights
and equality.

Nomani’s work in promoting female-led prayer is heavily informed by the impact
of religious conservatism and extremism, which, in the American context, Nomani
attributes to the growing presence of ‘Wahhabi’-influenced immigrants from the
Arab world (Nomani and Nomani, 2003; Nomani, 2006: 205 and 231). As a key
media spokesperson for Amina Wadud’s March 2005 prayer, she described the
symbolic act of women taking places at the front of the congregation as ‘a
victory not only for women, but a victory for Islam and a victory for world peace’
(Huckabee, 2009). In order to legitimate her call for dismantling popular notions
of gender that theoretically forbid women from leading Islamic prayer, she cites
the work of Khaled Abou El Fadl in his interpretation of the event of the Prophet
Muhammad designating a woman, Umm Waraqa, to lead prayers for her mixed-
gender staff. While Muslim scholars refute the potential legality of women leading
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prayer based on this event due to the fact that the male congregant who stood
behind Umm Waraqa was a slave, El Fadl notes that since Islam establishes no
moral hierarchy between the enslaved and the free, the incident clearly
establishes a basis for women leading men in prayer (Nomani, 2006: 245).
Although this is not explicitly stated, Nomani seems to object to the traditional
Islamic jurisprudential point that El Fadl and Wadud cite (Nomani, 2006; Wadud,
2006), which lists knowledge of the Qur’an among the prerequisite qualifications
for prayer leader. Instead, she appears to support the rights of Muslim women
without distinction to equal access to all Islamic leadership roles, and certain
characteristics of her bookFsuch as a major dependency upon others’ opinions
about the Qur’anFseem indicative of her own limited knowledge of Islam’s holy
text.

Nomani’s determination in establishing the rights of Muslim women to fully
participate in American mosquesFwhich for her, like Wadud (Nomani and
Nomani, 2003; Nomani, 2005: 153; Nomani, 2006: 203), translates not only into
women being allowed to lead men in prayer, but also having the freedom to stand
side by side with men in prayer rowsFstems from equitable experiences of the
sacred pilgrimage to Mecca she made in 2003. Specifically, rather than
encountering the sort of restrictive measures to women’s freedom to engage in
the public sphere that she had witnessed within her own Indian-American Muslim
culture and had expected to characterise all of Saudi Arabian society, she
encountered an attitude of nonchalance towards gender-based differences.
Females and males mixed freely on tour buses, and in some instances, pilgrim
accommodations were not segregated (Nomani, 2006: 94). Men and women
literally prayed shoulder to shoulder before the Kab’ah, and families were not
separated on the basis of gender at Mecca’s Sacred Mosque (Nomani, 2006: 55).
In taking the female experience of the hajj to be emblematic of Islam’s true
position on women, Nomani established an Islamic basis from which to challenge
well-established ‘Islamic’ justifications for the sub-standard conditions offered
to women at the newly opened Islamic Centre of Morgantown. This included
women being relegated to a secluded balcony in order not to be in the purview of
men during prayers; women being forced to enter the mosque through the back
door in order to avoid close interaction with men; and women being denied
adequate representation on the mosque’s board of directors (Nomani and
Nomani, 2003).

Nomani declares that to be a Muslim ‘is to be a feminist’ (Nomani, 2006: 238),
names the Prophet Muhammad as being ‘Islam’s first feminist’ (Nomani, 2006:
98), and declares Islam to be a ‘feminist religion’ (Huckabee, 2009). At the
heart of her reformist aspirations within Islam is a personal desire for
reconciliation between Muslim and American values with the specific agenda of
liberalising Islam in accordance with standards of mainstream American culture.
This is evident in her keenness, unlike Wadud, to give the Western conception
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of ‘feminism’ a home within Islam. That this largely centres on elevating the
status of Muslim women within their communities and families is reflective of
Nomani’s personal struggle to negotiate between the aspects of the Indian
Muslim culture of her upbringing that she has experienced as being restrictive to
women’s potentialities and agency, and the liberal values she enjoys as an
American.

That Nomani’s ‘tactics’ within the gender jihad have included bringing media
attention to internal Muslim issues of gender as well as to her own
effortsFthrough media outlets such as CNN and The Washington PostFis
reflective of her training as a reporter for The Wall Street Journal from 1988 to
2000 and a contributor to several other prominent American publications. Yet
while the ‘show don’t tell’ journalistic approach that Nomani brings to her
activism for Muslim women’s empowerment has been instrumental in amplifying
the public profile of the already burgeoning Islamic feminist movement in North
America, it has meant that what would be internal Muslim issues began
attracting the interest of ordinary non-Muslim Americans, many of whom support
Nomani’s work. At the same time, because she has a highly public profile, her
motivations have been brought into question among some Muslims who speculate
that her intra-Muslim activism is nothing more than a deployment for personal
attention (Hill, 2005: A02); see her as an ‘agent of the West’ in its perceived
efforts to demean Islam; or accuse her of acting more like a ‘secular feminist’
than a ‘Muslim’ (Nomani, 2006: 238). Her staunch advocacy not only for American
liberal values in general but also the restructuring of Islam in line with those
values has also meant that her credibility as a legitimate voice of Islamic reform
is routinely challenged within Muslim communities in Western societies.

In contrast to Wadud, who does not discuss whether a desire to reconcile her
ascribed American identity with her chosen Islamic lifestyle has any bearing on
her activism, Nomani clearly identifies her struggle in Islam as a consequence of
the competing religio-cultural negotiations between the various aspects of her
identity. She readily seeks to bridge the Islam–West divide by prominently
evoking the concepts of ‘freedom’, ‘economic independence’ and ‘self-deter-
mination’ in her discourses about Muslim women, and though not born in the US,
it is evident that Nomani has deeply embraced aspects of a North American ethos
concerning gender equality and the value of individual choice. Although born to a
Muslim family, Nomani engaged Islam most fully as an adult (Nomani, 2006:
189), but admits to an unrelenting fear of being rejected by her community
despite her ability for professional success (Nomani, 2006: 116). Perhaps because
her vision of an ideal Islam is to be found within Western-developed progressive
interpretations of Islam, such as Wadud’s, Nomani demonstrates no strong or
abiding interest in the collectivist dimension of Islamic faith (particularly but not
exclusively outside the US) that places an especially strong emphasis on the
importance of solidarity with oppressed Muslims and encourages opposition to US
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foreign policy. Instead, her concerns with what she perceived as a narrow and
conservative focus in North American Muslim communities set her upon the
undertaking of reclaiming an Islam that resonates with a modern mindset and
North American cultural experience.

conclusions

The imamah events in North America represent a provocative new development.
To a considerable extent, they have become a screen upon which various inter-
ested punditsFMuslim as well as non-MuslimFproject their hopes and fears
for the future of Islam. Advocates embrace and affirm the goal of reforming
Islam in the direction of gender inclusiveness, and speculate that the actions of
emboldened North American Muslims could prefigure a dramatic transformation
of patriarchal religious traditions throughout the globe. Detractors, in contrast,
discount the female imams as brazen interlopers who are in some sense part of a
broader assault on authentic Islamic traditions.

The reality of the imamah phenomenon, however, appears far more nuanced. It is
rooted in contemporary transnational debates about textual interpretation, and
centred in a cultural region where women’s religious leadership is an increasingly
mainstream reality. Though to some extent motivated by the events and
aftermath of 9/11, female imams such as Amina Wadud and Asra Nomani are
neither participants in a ‘conspiracy against Islam’ nor likely ‘game changers’ in
the War on Terror. They are, rather, educated and professional North American
women seeking avenues for participation in public religious life that are
consistent with the ways in which they have come to read their texts and practice
personal faith. Their ideas appeal to some, but by no means all, women of
comparable cultural and social background, in no small part because they
attempt to find areas of common ground between Islamic values and the broader
North American cultural ethos. They have responded to macro-level intergroup
dynamics between Islam and the West by underscoring their participation in both
communities, albeit in a manner that is more likely to be warmly received in
Western contexts than in traditional Islamic communities.

A multi-layered analysis of the activism of female imams reveals that, in many
respects, its core ideas and potential actions were latent in the US context of
Muslim life long before the precipitating events of 9/11. Wadud’s scholarship on
gender and Islam is grounded in a larger conversation concerning reformist text-
ual hermeneutics; Nomani’s life experiences and concerns are shared by many
accomplished Muslim womenFespecially but not exclusively in diasporic
contextsFwho desire less discontinuity between their professional and con-
fessional lives. The advent of 9/11 created great social interest in alternative
readings of Islam within the broader North American cultural community, while
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also heightening scrutiny of all things Islamic and creating a greater sense of
urgency among progressive Muslims. Such developments gave an extra ‘push’ to
individuals such as Wadud and Nomani, making hitherto taboo actions thinkable
and symbolically meaningful as ways to ‘reclaim’ Islam. The same developments
also ensured that reactions from traditional Muslims at home and abroad would
be heated and intense, reflecting high anxiety about perceived threats to their
belief system within a context of culturally charged conflict and war.

The potential impact of the imamah phenomenon beyond North America is
difficult to gauge. As noted previously, the example of women leading mixed-
gender prayers is unlikely to be emulated in traditional Muslim contexts, at least
in the foreseeable future. Insofar as there is likely to be an impact, it will come
from heightened public debate about the true place of women in Islam, and
greater interest in new scholarshipFnot all Western in derivationFdisclosing
surprising information about manifestations of women’s leadership in Islamic
history. Women’s movements in Muslim-majority countries, however, are likely to
place far higher priority on other issues, cultivating separate spheres for women’s
religious life but not seeking confrontation on issues of religious leadership.

Clearly, female imams are not about to sweep the Muslim world, let alone
America. Nonetheless, the reality of Muslim female prayer leaders has added a
new degree of intensity to local as well as global discussions about the role of
women in Islam, underscoring questions and highlighting needs that will be
answered and addressed in different ways in diverse Muslim contexts as women
as well as men re-engage one another and their religious texts to address the
question, ‘Where do women “stand” in Islam?’ For Wadud and Nomani, that alone
may be victory enough.
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