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WOMEN IN RELIGIOUS LEADERSHIP 

 “Islam and Female Imams” 



































Can a Woman be an Imam? Debating Form and Function in Muslim 
Women’s Leadership 
 
One day We shall call all people according to their Imams. Whoever is given his book in his 
right hand will not be subject to the slightest injustice. But whoever was blind in this world will 
be blind in the next and completely astray from the path. (Qur’an 17:71) 
March 06, 2008 
Islamic tradition is replete with references to the responsibility each Muslim bears for finding or 
establishing a group of Muslims with whom he or she can worship and fulfill communal 
obligations. According to the Qur'an (3:104, 110), it is within the community (ummah) of 
believers that society can be transformed for the better. As is the case with many issues, 
however, the Qur'an gives only general guidelines, not details about the way Muslims should 
organize themselves and choose their leaders. Among the principles of leadership established in 
the Qur'an is the requirement that believers obey their leaders (4:59) and that leaders consult with 
their followers (42:38). The Qur'an describes leadership as a proper aspiration of the believing 
community (25:74), just as it describes Isaac and Jacob in particular, and the Children of Israel in 
general, as having been leaders (a'immah — plural of imam) inspired by God to guide others 
(21:72-



Before we discuss the variety of approaches that can be taken to advance the religious leadership 
of Muslim women, we should state why we consider this to be a valid and important goal. In 
other words, why does women's religious leadership matter? 
 
In our experience, the main reason this is an issue of concern for many Muslim women is that 
they feel that religious authority has too often been used to suppress them. It is the rare Muslim 
woman who has not had some experience of being excluded from the mosque, having had to 
listen to demeaning sermons, or having been subjected to patronizing marriage counseling by 
religious leaders. This does not mean that this is the dominant experience of all Muslim women. 
There are, of course, many competent male religious l



women is so they will not be prevented — by being blocked from sacred texts or houses of 
worship and study — from accessing the liberating message of obedience to God alone. 
 



generation, Muslim women are confident that they have a right to study and speak about Qur'an 
interpretation, the sunnah and Islamic law. Confidence springs from the knowledge that it is not 
an innovation to have women authoritatively and publicly interpreting and teaching Islamic texts; 
rather, this is a renewal of the spirit of the early Islamic community. 
 
At the same time as there is progress in opening the field of religious scholarship to women, 
there are significant challenges in developing institutions and forms of religious leadership 
through which women can exercise authority. Because there is no ordination in Islam and no 
universally recognized body that legitimizes scholars, scholarly authority is always relational. 
Bernard Weiss notes with respect to the legal scholars of classical Islam that, 

The Muslim jurists enjoyed authority by virtue of the respect accorded to them by the rest 
of society … [this respect was] born of genuine confidence in the expertise the jurists 
possessed, an expertise resulting from years of professional training. The jurists were the 
ones to whom one could turn when in need of legal advice or assistance. In the eyes of 
the lay masses, the jurists were indeed what they claimed to be, persons qualified to 
declare what the law of God was. Thus the social ground of juristic authority meshes with 
the formal ground.xii 

 
Here Weiss identifies a number of things necessary for a jurist to be successful, in particular, 
professional training and the ability to help people with their problems. One limitation for many 
indigenous American Muslim scholars is that, lacking access to respected and professional 
Islamic seminaries or colleges, their credentials are seen as (and in terms of technical ability, 
often are) inferior to those of immigrant scholars. Some have tried to compensate for this 
deficiency with overseas training, but most Muslim women have not been successful at being 
accepted at such institutions, or they have found the perspective at these institutions too 
conservative and not particularly relevant to their American context. As a result, American 
Muslim women are perhaps even more eager than men to see the development of professional 
American Islamic educational programs. 

Weiss's observation that Muslim religious leaders acquire authority to the extent that they are 
able to help people with their problems is profound. The ability of leaders to help others depends 
on a number of factors, including the strength of their social standing, political influence, 
communication abilities and institutional support. The main challenge for Muslim women, in 
earlier times and today, is not only to increase their knowledge, but also to increase their 
authority by attaining a position in society that enables them to effectively help others. Ruth 
Roded, for example, has shown that medieval Muslim women not only had trouble accessing 
religious learning as easily as men, but that those who were able to acquire a substantial 
education were almost completely excluded from holding office.xiii 
 
This does not mean, however, that only Muslim leaders who hold office have spiritual authority 
or are able to help people with their problems. Indeed, accepting an official position may 
diminish a leader's authority, if the position is under the authority of a discredited political 
regime, or if holding office is seen as an indication of excessive worldliness. In some Muslim 
communities, complete independence from any institution may be interpreted as a sign of piety, 
giving such a person a spiritual authority that can be powerful. However, if the community 



considers an institution legitimate, there is no doubt that if women are excluded from office in 



wanted to communicate to the Chinese Muslims that we would be combining our prayers 
according to the prophetic sunnah because we were traveling. We said the Arabic 
work musafir "traveler" and immediately the women understood our purpose and made sure that 
the late afternoon prayer ('asr) did not begin in the mosque until we had time to catch up on our 
delayed noon prayers (dhuhr). None of these women, and few from our group, could use the 
Arabic language for communication. However we all shared common core rituals, identified by 
the Arabic terms used in the Qur'an and the sunnah, and thus were able to both communicate 
basic information about our worship and were able to pray together. 
 
But there is the catch to this story: if Muslims are so conservative and uniform in their worship, 
why is it that this exchange I had with Chinese Muslims took place in a "women's mosque," a 
phenomenon I had never experienced, nor heard of, before traveling to China? A greater paradox 
was to be found in the fact that, although these women followed the minority Hanafi legal 
position that women should not pray together in congregation, the woman's mosque was headed 
by anu ahong, literally, a "woman imam." I had never heard of such a thing — how could I 
understand this phenomenon within the context of the paradigms of religious leadership I had 
learned? 
 
To begin to understand this apparent paradox, we might want to consider the relationship 
between the function and form of the imam. The term "imam" literally means "leader" in the 
Arabic language and is normally used to signify a person who is a leader in some religious field 
or practice. For example, a person can be a leader in scholarship; in this sense, the eponyms of 
the Sunni schools of law are called "Imam" (Ahmed, Malik, al-Shafi`i and Abu Hanifa). The 
term "imam" also applies to the person who performs the function of leading a congregational 
prayer. Many statements attributed to the Prophet Muhammad indicate the primary importance 
of the five daily prayers (salawat) as opportunities for forgiveness, spiritual refreshment and 
dialogue with God.xiv That these prayers are primarily intended to strengthen the relationship 
between each individual and his or her Merciful Creator is demonstrated by the fact that they 
must be attended to whether one is alone or in the company of others. It is not obligatory that 
these prayers be made in congregation, unless one is in a setting that provides the necessary 
conditions for congregation. If we examine these conditions set by traditional Islamic 
scholarship, we see that maintaining a communal unity is an implicit goal. Thus, if one enters a 
setting where a congregational prayer is being held, one should join the group, and not establish 
another prayer group or pray by oneself. According to the sunnah of the Prophet, all 
congregational prayers, even if the congregation is only a few people, need to be led by one 
person. 
 
Given the importance of congregational prayer in Islam, we expect Islamic traditon to pay 
significant attention to the requirements for leadership of the prayer. What I find fascinating and 
significant is that the requirements are almost always relational and contextual



 
The majority of legal schools consider it "recommended" (mandub — a technical term indicating 
a religiously meritorious act) for women to pray together in congregation with one of them 
leading as imam, if they are not praying with the general (i.e., male inclusive) 
congregation.xvi These schools base their position on a number of reports that the wives of the 
Prophet Muhammad led women in congregational prayer. Many of the Hanafi scholars who 
reject the practice of women praying in congregation do not mention the example of the wives of 
the Prophet. It seems in this matter, as with a number of other issues, the Hanafi school retains a 
position that was formulated on the basis of reasoning early in Islamic history when they did not 



theologians against the heretics and innovators and things like that. Among the laudable 
(innovations) are writing books of (religious) knowledge, buildingmadrasas (religious 



transmit their faith to their children; Chinese Muslim leaders believed that women needed to be 
educated in their faith in order to teach their children; in accordance with Islamic (and 
Confucian) norms of gender segregation, women needed their own space to learn their faith; it 
was not suitable for men to staff women's mosques; communities appointed female leaders — 
"imams" — for the women's mosques. All of this was done without violating the traditional rules 



community. When they shared their results, it turned out that everyone felt that it was most 
important to have an imam who could recite the Qur'an well. This indicated to me that the 
charisma of the office of imam really derives from the blessing manifest in the Qur'an. At the 
same time, the women agreed that they did not want the person who was charged with carrying 
that blessed recitation to do anything disgraceful or dishonorable. The imam should act in an 
ethical and dignified manner in order to be worthy of reciting the Qur'an. Many of the women 
did agree that their communities needed women in leadership positions. Some felt that a female 
scholar or spiritual leader would be most helpful, others felt that their communities needed a 
female counselor or social worker, in particular, to help the imam understand the dynamics of 
family conflict. Some of the women said that if their mosque could afford to pay for only one 
professional, they would like to hire a youth director, and the community members could take 
turns leading the prayers. 

It is my hope that all American Muslim communities will undertake this kind of creative, 
visionary and thoughtful dialogue about their priorities and needs. Unfortunately, because the 
present leadership of many local communities is so poor, it is difficult to even begin a process of 
renewal. Many Muslim communities do not have clear governance procedures and there is often 
confusion over who is authorized to make important decisions. Muslim communities must 
establish better procedures for decision-making. At the same time, the urgency of a sound 
decision-making process does not mean that Muslims will arrive at a clear and easy method of 
determining religious authority. It is my opinion that this should not necessarily be viewed 
negatively. Rather, I believe it is only proper that religious authority should continually be 
negotiated (informally and formally) among fellow believers in the Muslim community. I realize 
that this fluidity makes many people anxious, so they flee to the comfort of a rigidly hierarchical 
model (usually some form of bay'ah — an oath of obedience to a religious leader). In this, I am 
reminded of the words of the Canadian philosopher John Ralston Saul when he argues that the 
genius of humanity lies in our attempt to keep a number of different qualities in balance. We 
cannot let just one of the essential qualities, like reason or memory, dominate the others. "We are 
uncomfortable," Saul states, "with our genius being tied to attempting an equilibrium we will 
never achieve."xxiv Likewise, I would argue that the genius of religious authority in traditional 
Islam is that it is always relational, and that every member of the community must take part in 
creating and sustaining authority; otherwise, it is oppression. 

 
Let us take the common problem of the way the prayer space is divided between men and 
women in mosques. In some North American mosques, only men are in leadership positions, 
both as imams and as trustees of the institution. Many of these men, if they are interested in 
justifying their authority at all, consider that it derives from their knowledge and their (self-
perceived) religiosity. Many of the women and youth of the community believe these self 
appointed leaders to have no real religious authority — only power. They experience 



scholar might respond to this justification saying, "The sources you cite may be authentic, 
however, you fail to mention that during the time of the Prophet, women not only came regularly 
to the mosque for prayers, there were also women living in the mosque. All the men of that time 






















