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MORE THAN TWENTY years have passed since the initial publication of
Qur'an and Woman, Amina Wadud's now classic work that brought worldwide attention to an emerging revolution in women's readings of the
Qur'an. 1 1 marvel now as I look back at how that far-reaching revolution
unfolded in my own small world. As a college student in the United States
in the late 1990s struggling with my identifications as both a feminist and
a Muslim, I was electrified by my first encounters with the works of
Wadud, as well as those of Leila Ahmed, Riffat Hassan, and Azizah
al-Hibri. Their works opened a new world of possibilities for me in relating to the Qur'an, as they did for countless other Muslim women, lending
me hope for something beyond the painful experiences of feeling alienated as a woman by a religious tradition to which I was deeply devoted.
I discovered that Wadud, Hassan, and al-Hibri challenged patriarchal
and sexist interpretations of the Qur'an and men's exclusive authority to
interpret it, and they clarified the flaws and biases of traditional male interpretations, which, they argued, had obscured the liberating content of
God's word. Uplifted and inspired by their works, I came to believe that
the Qur'an itself was just to women, but that alternative interpretations
were necessary to uncovering the text's egalitarian ethos. Directly after
college, I began my graduate studies of Islam in a rush of excitement and
optimism, confident that the critical study of the Islamic tradition would
help me absolve the Qur'an of any blame for abuses of Muslim women
and prove that it was Muslims, rather than God or the Prophet Muhammad, who were responsible for injustices perpetrated against them. I pursued my studies in search of a coherent picture of the "real" Islam perfectly aligned with my feminist values. I set out on the journey already
sure of what was waiting for me at the end, equipped with a brand of certainty possible only in one's youth.
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As it should be with any good education, by the time I began my dissertation, a number of things I learned had begun to chip away at that
certainty, not the least of which was the discovery that the Prophet Muhammad kept at least one female slave. My study of the life of Mariyah the
Copt first challenged my confidence that the Prophet had led a life, ahead
of his time, commensurate with contemporary feminist values.2 The discovery of unflattering practices and attitudes regarding women in the historical record of early Islam, though, did not shake my confidence that the
Qur'an, as the divine word of God, still set the ultimate standards of feminist justice, even if Muslim understandings and applications of those
divine standards often fell short throughout history. As planned, I set out
to write my dissertation about the works of Amina Wadud, Riffat Hassan,
Azizah al-Hibri, Asma Barlas, Fatima Mernissi, Sa'diyya Shaikh, and Kecia
Ali—arguing that collectively they signaled the development of a coherent
new field of feminist Qur'anic interpretation.
In 2 0 0 9 , 1 finished the dissertation I had set out to write, but its completion produced a paradoxical outcome. My study had the unsettling
effect of unraveling for me the convictions that had initially guided me
through that work, and the receipt of my doctorate left me with more
questions than answers. My work had left me with the nagging suspicion
that the text of the Qur'an could not in the end be coherently read through
the techniques of feminist exegesis nor fully absolved of all blame for its
sexist interpretations. By the end of the first year of my faculty appointment at the University of San Francisco (USF), I began to see that, as Raja
Rhouni has put it, perhaps "Islamic feminist theory based on the postulate
of the normativity of gender equality in the Qur'an has reached a theoretical dead end," though it was on that very postulate that most of the works
analyzed in my dissertation were based.3 In the time that has passed since
then, I have become only further convinced that if Muslim women are to
come fully to terms with cases in which the Qur'anic text lends itself to
meanings that are detrimental to them, we must begin to confront those
meanings more honestly, without resorting to apologetic explanations for
them, or engaging in interpretive manipulations to force egalitarian
meanings from the text. Furthermore, I have also come to believe firmly
that we must begin to radically reimagine the nature of the Qur'an's revelation and divinity.
This new turn in my thinking, though, presented the problem of what
should be done with my original work. With so much of it "undone" by the
new directions of my intellectual trajectory, one option was to toss my
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earlier work into the dustbin of a past life. The other possibility was to
publish it as a necessary documentation of revolutionary works of feminist Qur'anic exegesis at the end of the twentieth and beginning of the
twenty-first century. No matter how much my positions have changed and
are no longer mirrored in their assumptions, such a turn in my thinking
would not have been possible in the first place had it not been for those
courageous and groundbreaking works. I came to the decision that the
story of those pioneering works deserves to be told with the same care
with which they nurtured my development and the journeys of countless
other Muslim women.
Had it not been for the observations of my editors and anonymous reviewers, this book would likely have stopped there—attempting nothing
more than the worthwhile task of telling the story of groundbreaking
Muslim feminist exegetical works and summarizing their findings. The
astute readers of my prepublication manuscript, however, prompted me to
articulate and forefront my newer insights despite my hesitations and reservations. I am all too aware of the tremendous risks associated with
airing my critiques of feminist Qur'anic interpretation: creating the impression of undermining the work that has lent hope to so many Muslim
women, and betraying the thinkers to whom I am deeply indebted for my
intellectual framing;4 undercutting the courageous work of activists all
over the world who have fought for real-life gender reform on the basis of
feminist interpretations of the Qur'an, using them to create urgent and
vital improvement in the everyday realities of Muslim women; and supplying bigoted opponents of Islam with more fodder to fuel anti-Islam propaganda based on the ideological premise that Islam is irreconcilably
misogynistic—making available to them criticisms they may twist into
weapons to further their racist assault on Muslims, buttressed by the imperialist campaigns of American and European state actors capitalizing
on widespread fears of Islam.5 During the course of revising my manuscript, I feared that there were more reasons not to publish my critical insights than reasons in favor of proceeding.
In the end, only one reason to publish my criticisms outweighed all the
reasons not to: the conviction that only complete intellectual honesty can
ensure the long-term survival of feminist Qur'anic interpretation—even if
it is called something entirely different one day; even if it transforms into
something unrecognizable to us. If, as I have found, feminist Qur'anic
interpretation has the tools of its own destruction already built into it, I am
convinced that the way to keep moving forward is to trace the trajectory of
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its own undoing to its logical end, to understand its undoing in order to
forge another path, and to examine the nature of its weaknesses in order
to rebuild it in stronger ways. To make matters more complicated in pursuing this reinvestigation, it was not only the Qur'an that I began to see
differently. I also began to observe the aporias of many of the ideas that the
exegetes inherited from feminist thought; their often uncritical adoption
seemed to make some of the foundational claims of feminist Qur'anic
interpretation all the more untenable. The problems doubled in scope, as
did the urgency of a candid revisiting of fundamental assumptions about
both the Qur'an and feminist justice.
I have narrated the journey of this book to exhume the struggles that
may have become buried in the course of editing and disciplining it into a
publishable state (even though I am wary of the lucrative market for my
very personal reflections and the voyeurism they might facilitate—given
that a segment of readers, as Juliane Hammer has observed, are likely to
enjoy consuming them out or" a patronizing enthusiasm for stories of
Muslim women's struggles to seek "liberation"6). There are many scholars
who derive pleasure in pointing out the faults of others' work, gleefully
measuring their success by how often they prove others wrong. My experience in writing the critical portions of this book could not have been further from pleasurable. The criticism of ideas I have long held most dear,
often developed by scholars whom I hold in the highest esteem, came
with much loss and anguish. If this process sometimes caused me great
pain, it is likely that some personally invested readers may experience
some measure of the same grief I did. It is primarily for this reason that
some statement of my intentions seems appropriate here: If I have
undercut or irreparably damaged something in the course of my critiques,
I have done so only because I have valued that something more than to let
it be diminished by denial. If I have undermined anything, I have done so
in accordance with my conscience, with a deep respect for my predecessors and the gravity of the endeavor, and ultimately, with the enduring
hope for something better.
And in the very end, as Muslims say, God knows best.
Aysha A. HidayatuIIah
June 2013
Oakland, California
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Note

on

Transliteration

and

Translation

1 HAVE UTILIZED a simplified Arabic-to-English transliteration method
that is based on the International Journal of Middle East Studies system but
excludes most diacritical marks—both for the ease of readers unfamiliar
with Arabic and because readers of Arabic will easily identify terms without requiring diacriticals. Though I do not employ underdots for Arabic
consonants or macrons for long vowels, I do employ the symbols of (') for
the medial-position and final-position letter hamza and (') for the letter
'ayn. To make words easier to recognize, my transliterations of Qur'anic
excerpts do not reflect the assimilation of the definite article by sun letters,
and they reflect elisions of hamza only in the case of preceding inseparable
prepositions, conjunctions, and prefixes. I have also standardized several
recurring Arabic terms that do not appear in italics due to their commonality and increasing recognition in English, including Qur'an, sura,
Hadith(s), Sunna, ijtihad, tafsir, shaykh, ulama, Sunni, and Shi'i. In addition, I frequently use a few anglicized adjectival terms derived from Arabic
words, namely Qur'anic and tawhidic.
All English translations of portions of the Qur'an appearing throughout the book are my own unless otherwise indicated.
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Introduction
This movement seeks to take the Western "hermeneutic"
methodology and apply it to the Noble Qur'an and Islamic religious texts in general, with complete indifference
to the principles of Qur'anic exegesis and rules of interpretation established in our Arabic-Islamic heritage . .. The
dangers ofthis phenomenon may not be obvious today; but
as this "intellectual" output continues, the cultural environment will become polluted by its by-products until
future generations are left unable to breathe clean air...
I ask Allah—Most High—to bring these bright minds
back to the vastness of their culture and heritage, and the
origins and reality of their existence.
—HASAN MAHMUD *ABD AL-LATIP AL-SHAFl'l, "The
Movement for Feminist Interpretation of the Qur'an and
Religion and Its Threat to the Arabic Language and
Tradition."'

IT MAY SEEM odd to begin a book about the rise of feminist exegesis of the
Qur'an with a statement that seeks so passionately to discredit it, but the
inadvertent admission found between the lines of the shaykh's entreaty
gives plenty of cause to celebrate the advancement of feminist Qur'anic
interpretation. These words published in 2010 by a scholar of the Qur'an
at the University of Cairo firmly attest to the growing recognition of a
marked movement for feminist interpretation of the Qur'an, even among
its staunchest opponents. That al-Shafi'i takes it upon himself to address
these works and that he refers to them as constitutive of a "movement" or
"phenomenon" furnish powerful evidence that feminist scholarship of the
Qur'an consists not merely of a few scattered and obscure works with a
scant readership but rather has grown by now into an identifiable field of
Qur'anic interpretation with which increasing numbers of Muslims are
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beginning to grapple. In other words, even those who remain unconvinced by the arguments of Muslim feminist scholars are at the very least
forced to take note of what al-Shafi'i inadvertently admits: that feminist
scholarship of the Qur'an—whatever one's views of it may be—has now
emerged as a force with which Muslims must reckon.
Al-Shafi'i's alert to the "threat" posed by this scholarship is also an indication of how high the stakes are in feminist interpretation of the
Qur'an, which often takes on a civilizational importance in discourses
about Islam; these stakes are far more than symbolic. The battle over
Muslim women, since the time of European colonial rule in the Muslim
world, has recurringly treated them as pawns in a territorial contest between the West and Muslims over "culture" and modern "progress."
Against the backdrop of the colonial history in which Europeans framed
their conquests of Muslim lands as civilizing missions that would save
Muslim women from Muslim men, Muslim defensiveness against EuroAmerican onslaughts on Muslim cultures has resulted in the casting of
Muslim women in the perpetual role of cultural gatekeepers, rendering
them the repositories for Muslims' most deeply held values, and transforming debates on gender into contests over cultural authenticity
whereby many Muslims have come to associate feminism with imperialist
violence. In recent times, a powerful manifestation of this discourse surfaced in the justification of the U.S. invasion of Afghanistan in 2001 with
reference to the "plight" of Muslim women; today Muslim women's behaviors and appearances continue to serve as barometers for Muslim
communities' acclimation to Western democratic values. In the confines
of this restrictive discourse, Muslim women's efforts at developing feminist exegesis of the Qur'an are often reduced, as we see in the position of
al-Shafi'i, to their internalization of "Western" modes of thinking and the
betrayal of the foundations of Muslim religio-cultural heritage.
The accusation that feminist Qur'anic interpretation is contaminated
by Western modes of thought enlists the charge that it transgresses the
boundaries of Islamic tradition. Thus, skepticism of the credibility of feminist Qur'anic interpretation also results from what many scholars have
commonly referred to as the modern "crisis" of Islamic authority, one
which has broken the "monopoly" of the ulama (an elite class of religious
scholars often viewed as the custodians of Islamic tradition) on the production of authoritative religious knowledge.2 This historical development
laid the Qur'an open to the interpretations of other thinkers in the service
of numerous reform platforms. However, as Juliane Hammer has argued,
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"the very crisis of authority that provided an opening" for feminist Qur'anic
interpretation is also its "greatest obstacle," as interpretive authority becomes increasingly disputed, diffuse, and difficult to consolidated This
contestation over authority, in fact, directly informs my reference to
"edges" in Feminist Edges of the Qur'an, whose title draws on the work of
Richard Bulliet in Islam: The View from the Edge {1994) and The Case for
Islamo-Christian Civilization (2004). 4
As Bulliet points out, Islamic history repeatedly features elite religious
authorities' attempts to eliminate what they perceive as unacceptable,
nonnegotiable aberrations to their views of Islam.5 Such authorities draw
lines around an inviolable "center" of Islamic tradition, attempting to seal
it off from deviations in thought and practice outside of its imagined
"edge" as a way to secure compliance with their religious authority.6
However, as Bulliet demonstrates, Muslim thought and practice on the
"edge" have persisted steadily throughout the course of Islamic history;
various groups of Muslims have always practiced Islam in ways that do
not conform to the regulations of the "center."7 Moreover, he argues that
the "impetus for change in Islam has more often come from . . . the edge
than from the center." 8 1 see feminist Qur'anic interpretation as residing
precisely at such an edge, a place of animated change and the avowal and
disavowal of tradition—a place home to many "Muslims in spiritual quandary," including, but not only, Muslim feminists. 9 My location of feminist
Qur'anic exegesis at this edge, however, should not be read as its relegation to the permanent margins of Islamic tradition. As Bulliet aptly points
out, "Several major developments that are now considered integral to the
Islam of the center originally formed on the edge"; that is, the edge of
Islam has periodically moved, holding the possibility for a new location in
relation to the "center."10 Thus, the title of Feminist Edges of the Qur'an connotes that feminist Qur'anic exegesis is located at the feminist edge of
contemporary notions of Islamic tradition—a place of increased encounter and confrontation, as observed in the epigraph of this chapter. The
feminist edge of Qur'anic interpretation, then, is the site of dynamic challenges to the boundaries of Islamic tradition.
The objective of this book is to synthesize and critically respond to the
works of late twentieth-century and early twenty-first-century scholars engaged in feminist interpretations of the Qur'an. My purpose is twofold: to
read the works side by side as forming a nascent field of Qur'anic tafsir
(i.e., exegesis or interpretation), and to provide a critical assessment of
their methods and conclusions. With the aim of clarifying overall trends
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in the most significant feminist scholarship on the Qur'an for the benefit
of readers hoping to understand the field as a whole, I outline the works'
common terms, themes, and concepts, and I outline their collective trajectory. I then move on to offer an in-depth critical response to the works,
assessing the theoretical viability of many of their fundamental tenets and
offering some of my own contributions and conclusions.
But first we might ask, what is feminist interpretation of the Qur'an,
and why refer to it as such? Feminist exegesis of the Qur'an is a strand of
contemporary Qur'anic tafsir (whose general history is the subject of
chapter i) that, in contrast to premodern tafsir works, explicates the
Qur'an not by proceeding systematically through the entirety of the text
but rather selects verses according to their applicability to the themes of
interest to the exegete, who interprets the selected verses in conjunction
with one another to shed light on the Qur'an's broader treatment of the
chosen themes.11 As Hammer points out, the "application of the term
tafsir" to these works points to the expansion of "the ways in which
Muslims, especially modern and contemporary, have approached their
sacred text."'2 The feminist exegetical works I examine share the aim of
advocating the full personhood and moral agency of Muslim women
within the parameters of the Qur'an, which they all treat as the divine
word of God, and to which they attribute the principle of the equality of all
human beings, male and female.
Some readers will likely object to my classification of these works as
feminist, as some of their authors disavow or, at the very least, are ambivalent toward feminist terms and vocabulary. Such ambivalence or rejection
of feminist terminology derives from unresolved disputes over the appropriateness or openness of a term embroiled in the history of Western colonialism and sometimes treated as contradictory to religious subjectivities. However, I use the signifier "feminist" in classifying these works to
emphasize their pointed challenge to male power and interpretive privilege—which vitally links them, for better or for worse, to feminist thought
regardless of authorial intention or self-identification. While it is, of
course, essential to consider authors' self-identifications carefully, I do not
uphold the premise that scholars are the final authorities on what we can
call their work. I reject the ideological limitations that such a notion places
upon critical thought and historiography, which effectively sections off"
areas of critical inquiry and grants others a peculiar immunity from scrutiny—a move that is often undergirded by a spoken or unspoken claim to
sacrosanct notions of individuality and self-knowledge. Moreover, despite
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the very real problems with employing the term "feminist" in describing
these works (detailed in chapter 2), I also maintain my use of the term as
a much needed alternative to calling these works women's tafsir or gender
sensitive (or "gender just") tafsir. The former attaches a dangerous essentialism to women's ways of reading the Qur'an (or worse, to "the Muslim
woman" altogether13}, as if all women have the same views of the Qur'an.
The latter incorrectly suggests that these works centrally participate in a
critical interrogation of gender; while the works do in fact take on gender
as a category of analysis, for the most part, they take the existence of
gender and sex binaries for granted (as examined in chapters 7 and 8).
Finally, I employ the term cognizant of the dangers of "ghettoizing" feminist interpretations (reinforcing their "otherness" and marginality) by calling them feminist; we might hold out hope that there will come a time
when feminist perspectives will become widely integrated enough into
mainstream thought that they will no longer require this distinguishing
qualifier, even though at present this is not the case.
I have chosen to focus on the works of scholars who, through the publication of full-length monographs or a substantial repertoire of works consistently and primarily focused on feminist Qur'anic exegesis, have engaged in feminist interpretation of the Qur'an in a sustained manner by
applying a common set of identifiable textual approaches to the Qur'an.
Therefore, my focus does not include the works of pioneering scholars
such as Fatima Mernissi, Ziba Mir-Hosseini, Leila Ahmed, Zayn Kassam,
Ghazala Anwar, Amira Sonbol, Gwendolyn Zoharah Simmons, Maysam
al-Faruqi, Aminah McCloud or Nimat Barazangi, and many others too numerous to name, who are not primarily engaged in Qur'anic exegesis or in
the case of Barazangi, not concerned with gender as a category of analysis.
My examination also does not include Laleh Bakhtiar's recent translation of
the Qur'an; although her translation is in part inspired by an interest in the
Qur'an's treatment of women (particularly the so-called wife-beating verse)
and thus is informed by an interpretive perspective somewhat relatable to
the works studied here, it is not, however, a work of tafsir whose interpretive techniques are made explicit' 4 It is also important to state that a focus
on the works of the chosen exegetes may inadvertendy contribute to the
obscuring of Shi'i perspectives in feminist Qur'anic interpretation. This
result reflects the current tendency of the field of feminist Qur'anic interpretation not to incorporate explicitly Shi'i perspectives and to treat Sunni
perspectives as an unnamed "default" This bias is thus also present in this
book, and though it is inadvertent, it is an important one to bear in mind.
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For a number of reasons related to both the history of Islam in the
United States and the structure and trends of U.S. academia that have resulted in somewhat unique opportunities for Muslim women to conduct
and publish their feminist Qur'anic interpretations, all but one of the
scholars whose works this book examines are located in the United States.
This is probably one of the many underlying reasons why the works exhibit the similar and overlapping interpretive strategies in which I am interested, and it means that the scope of this study is not global. The
American focus of this book follows from a thorough familiarity with the
U.S. context that best positions me to analyze these works. This also
means that the works examined here have been published initially in
English (though sometimes later translated from English into other languages). Due to trends in the U.S. academic publishing market and its
international reach, along with the domination of English as a global language, Margot Badran has observed that "English is the common language of Islamic feminism."15 The language of the works and location of
their authors have the twin effects, in Hammer's words, of both "privileging and discrediting them in the Muslim world"; this is the result of the
view held by many Muslims in Muslim-majority countries of American
Islam's lack of authenticity, concurrent with the "role of the United States
as a soft power which produces and distributes knowledge and information on a global scale."15 Bearing in mind the causes and effects of this soft
power, even as I acknowledge the U.S.-centric focus of my work and justify it as a matter of scope, as Sadia Abbas might point out, doing so does
not absolve my work of its inevitable "complicity with the institutions of
empire."17 Such complicity allows my focus to take on the misleading appearance of somehow resulting benignly from a mere accident of history
or an apolitical methodological decision, when in reality it is shaped by a
U.S. hegemony that both creates conditions for the emergence of feminist
Qur'anic exegesis in the United States and contributes to the limitation of
the possibilities for its production (and the recognition of that production)
elsewhere.
But, for a moment, if it is possible to find some quiet in the midst of
the politicized and sensational commotion around feminist Qur'anic interpretation, we might be able to make out a story that is often drowned
out by all the background noise. The story of the emergence of feminist
Qur'anic interpretation beginning in the late 1970s and early 1980s has
by now been told in different ways and to different degrees by numerous
scholars, including Zayn Kassam,' 8 Roxanne Marcotte,^ Nelly van
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Doorn-Harder, 20 Juliane Hammer, 31 and many others. Here I focus on the
U.S.-based scholars Riffat Hassan, Azizah al-Hibri (a scholar of Islamic
law who has nonetheless devoted much of her attention to the Qur'an),
Amina Wadud, and Asma Barlas; in addition, I also include Sa'diyya
Shaikh (located in South Africa rather than the United States, and although often associated with her work on Sufism, she has published
works that are vitally related to the work of the aforementioned scholars)
and U.S.-based scholar Kecia Ali (who, although reputed for her work on
Islamic jurisprudence and ethics, has responded in crucial ways to their
discussions). In general, this book pays the most attention to Wadud and
Barlas due to their publishing full-length books whose primary undertaking is Qur'anic exegesis, as well as to Kecia Ali due to her influence on my
critical treatment of the works. The story of these works' emergence,
which is followed by short biographical profiles of each scholar, begins
with a first generation of scholars consisting of Riffat Hassan, Azizah alHibri, and Amina Wadud, with Hassan starting her work in the 1970s and
the latter two beginning theirs in the 1980s. In telling the story, I respond
directly to Juliane Hammer's call to understand the works of pioneering
scholars of feminist exegesis in light of their historical context and activist
engagements. 22
The historical backdrop of the works of the first generation is the rise
of the "Islamic revival" and Islamism in many parts of the Muslimmajority world. For Hassan, this backdrop is located specifically in
Pakistan and for Wadud in her temporary home in Malaysia;2' for Wadud,
Hassan, and al-Hibri, the backdrop also consists of American reactions to
these events when they are at home in the United States, where the three
relocated while pursuing their careers in the academy. The emergence of
their work is thus also marked by Muslim women's increased involvement worldwide in international human rights initiatives and local grassroots NGO work beginning in the 1980s (leading to the founding of
groups such as Women Living Under Muslim Laws and Malaysia-based
Sisters in Islam), especially the historic 1995 U.N. World Conference on
Women in Beijing, and the escalation in discussions among Muslim
women there about the U.N.'s CEDAW (Convention on the Elimination of
All Forms of Discrimination Against Women) document. 24 During this
time, a growing number of Muslim women interested in women and
Islam also began their studies in the U.S. academy, leading to the rise of
a second generation of scholars beginning in the late 1990s and early
2000s, represented here by Sa'diyya Shaikh (who pursued her doctorate
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in the United States despite working largely from a South African perspective that grounded her efforts in a response to apartheid) and Kecia
Ali (who has worked entirely in the United States). These women (among
whom I include myself) are the direct beneficiaries of the enormous
ground covered by the first generation, though a marked generation gap,
which I will explain below, emerged between the first and second group. 2 '
Although chronologically speaking, Asma Barlas would belong to the
second generation, given that her participation in the field of feminist
Qur'anic exegesis does not commence until much later than that of
Hassan, al-Hibri, and Wadud, nevertheless, she is more closely related to
the first generation of scholars because her approach resembles the firstgeneration characteristics I identify below. The story of the second generation is still unfolding and rapidly expanding, and it is too early to tell
much of it; therefore, I will draw fewer conclusions about it
While the first generation worked as "trailblazers" under tremendous
pragmatic pressures to address an aggressive wave of oppressive restrictions on Muslim women, the second generation builds upon on their exegetical work in ways that are shaped markedly less by such pragmatic pressures. 26 Though second-generation scholars are clearly also engaged in
significant activist projects in their own times, their work is far less driven
by the immediate demands of the activism that the Islamic revival required
of the first generation, which I would argue accounts for the far greater
degree of apologia about "true" Islam's nonoppressive treatment of women
in works of the first generation, due to its pragmatic value in combating
interpretations of Islam that were extremely damaging to women. The first
generation also experienced with particular brutality the male domination
of Islamic scholarship, as well as sexism, racism, and Orientalist attitudes
within the U.S. academy, including the particularly condescending and
exclusionary tendencies of feminists in the U.S. academy in the 1980s and
1990s. 27 Although such dynamics remain prevalent today, the first
generation arguably experienced a more intense brand of alienation,
hostility, and vicious attacks on their credibility as pioneering Muslim
women scholars within Muslim communities and the academy. This is
perhaps also why it may not be mere coincidence that the scholars of the
first generation studied here have all published deeply personal writings
about the intimate details of their lives, which is not characteristic of the
second generation of scholars. I suspect that first-generation scholars experienced a kind of isolation and a desire for the recognition of their mistreatment that may have, in part, inspired the narration of their personal
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journeys. Without reducing their eloquent writings to these factors, here
I am thinking mainly of Riffat Hassan's candid "Jihad Fi Sabil Allah,"
Azizah al-Hibri's "Hagar on My Mind," and Wadud's "On Belonging as a
Muslim Woman" in addition to many portions of her Inside the Gender
Jihad.**
The fortitude required to endure the hostile environments in which
the pioneering scholars began their work is perhaps related to a defensive
and self-protective quality sometimes observed in the approaches of the
first generation. This quality may bear some relationship to the peculiar
lack of collaboration between the scholars despite the obvious parallels in
their works and the mutual affirmation they could have experienced by
working together. 29 The fragmentation between their efforts is concretely
demonstrated in the tendencies of Riffat Hassan, Azizah al-Hibri, and
Amina Wadud not to refer to each other's writings in overlapping discussions. (This is despite the fact that all three scholars are included in Gisela
Webb's anthology Windows of Faith: Muslim Women Scholar-Activists in
North America.*0) In Hassan's works on the creation story, to my knowledge she does not cite the other scholars; though she began her work
before al-Hibri and Wadud, I have yet to locate references to their groundbreaking work in her later writings. Al-Hibri also does not cite the others
in her discussions of the creation story or verse 4:34 to my knowledge
(though she does, however, on one occasion cite a passage from Wadud on
nonspecific notions of gender in the Qur'an31). In Qur'an and Woman,
Wadud's work exhibits two rare instances of citing al-Hibri: one in which
she excerpts two short passages from al-Hibri's very important work on
verse 4:34, and another in which she cites a statement on patriarchal practice in Islam.32 In her endnotes in Qur'an and Woman, Wadud also refers
to a relatively obscure article by Riffat Hassan for its discussions of certain
Hadith reports but does not cite or discuss Hassan's pioneering readings
of the Qur'anic creation story." Both Wadud and al-Hibri have employed
the concept of "satanic logic," but neither has referenced the other, though
Wadud may be vaguely referring to al-Hibri's use of the concept in a reference to monotheism being a focal point in Islamic reform in her recent
Inside the Gender Jihad** In this book, I have not located references to alHibri or Hassan in Wadud's retrospective reflections on the development
of Muslim feminist scholarship. In pointing out the lack of mutual reference to one another, I do not claim that the first-generation scholars
intentionally neglect each other's work or that it amounts to territorialism,
as I cannot judge fully what accounts for this characteristic. However, it is
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still significant that they either did not or could not work in solidarity,
since their work could have otherwise gained more momentum or taken
different directions. In contrast, Asma Barlas credits Hassan, al-Hibri,
and especially Wadud, whose work in particular she openly builds upon
and who is also the subject of an entire article she authored;35 this is
despite the fact that Barlas tends not to engage the work of secondgeneration scholars to whom she is chronologically related. Meanwhile,
Sa'diyya Shaikh and Kecia Ali prominently acknowledge and discuss the
works of both first-generation and second-generation scholars. Overall,
the second generation already exhibits a much higher degree of collaboration and mutual support and engagement. In order to familiarize readers
with other important aspects of these scholars' individual careers, I offer a
short biographical sketch of each figure.

Muslim men from unjust structures and laws that make a peer relation-

Riffat

Hassan

Riffat Hassan has been a professor of Religious Studies at the University
of Louisville, Kentucky since 1976. Born in Lahore, Pakistan, to an upperclass family and educated in English medium British schools in Pakistan,
she attended university in England in the 1960s, earning a doctorate focused on the philosophy of Muhammad Iqbal.*6 She went on to teach at
the University of Lahore in the late 1960s and then worked for Pakistan's
Ministry of Information and Broadcasting until 1972. Shortly thereafter
she emigrated to the United States and began teaching at Oklahoma State
University, where, in her own words, she "began [her] career as a 'feminist
theologian'" in 1974. v She recounts that prior to finally settling down in
the United States, she had briefly returned to Pakistan but was resolved
that the corrupt Pakistani government would not allow her to live and
work there.38 Her involvement in "an ongoing 'trialogue' of Jewish,
Christian, and Muslim scholars" throughout 1979 to investigate "womenrelated issues in the three Abrahamic* faith traditions" (related, it seems,
to a continuing interest in the deterioration of Pakistani women's rights
under the administration of General Muhammad Zia-ul-Haq beginning
in 1979) appears to have been formative to her work as a self-proclaimed
feminist theologian.3? Of all the scholars examined in this study, Hassan
appears to be the only one to have expressly identified her work with feminist theology. In a 1991 essay, she wrote, "The importance of developing
what the West calls 'feminist theology' in the context of Islam is paramount today with a view to liberating not only Muslim women but also
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ship between men and women impossible."40
From 1974 to 1983, Hassan engaged in the "systematic study of the
Qur'anic passages relating to women," aiming to interpret the Qur'an
from a "non-patriarchal perspective."41 During the mid-1980s and throughout the 1990s, she spent much of her time traveling internationally to
participate in discussions on women's human rights throughout the
Muslim-majority world, speaking at numerous U.N. conferences.42
During this time, she renewed her activist dedication to women's rights in
Pakistan, founding the International Network for the Rights of Female
Victims of Violence in Pakistan (INRFWP) in 1999.
In the mid-1980s, she developed a pioneering rereading of the
Qur'anic creation story as a way to combat gender inequality in Muslim
societies on theological grounds. 43 Hassan argues that in Islam, assumptions about men's superiority are all based upon three erroneous theological assumptions about the Adam and Eve story: that Eve was created from
Adam's rib; that Eve was responsible for the Fall of man; and that woman
was created for the benefit of man. Performing her own close readings of
the Qur'anic verses, Hassan concludes that the Qur'an does not narrate
any sort of Fall of humankind; both Adam and Eve commit a sin, both are
equally responsible for its commission, and both are forgiven by God. She
also asserts that both man and woman are created from the same substance in the same primordial moment and thus are equal partners of
creation.
Azizah

al-Hibri

Azizah al-Hibri is a professor emerita of the University of Richmond School
of Law in Virginia, where she taught from 1992 to 2012; she was also a professor of Philosophy at Texas A&M University and Washington University
from 1975 to 1983. Born to an affluent family of Islamic scholars in Lebanon,
where she was taught the Qur'an and classical Arabic at home as a child, she
received her B.A. in philosophy at the American University of Beirut 44 She
emigrated to the United States in 1966, at the height of the U.S. civil rights
movement, to continue her education. During the year before her arrival in
the United States, she apparently corresponded and met with Malcolm X,
who she says, during his visit to the American University of Beirut encouraged her to be a strong female leader.4' At the University of Pennsylvania,
she earned a doctorate in philosophy in 1975 and a law degree in 1985.46
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An avowed secularist in her early life, she was inspired by the feminist
movement in the United States in 1970s, as well as by Marxist and feminist philosophy (an interest reflected in her becoming the founding editor
of the journal Hypatia in 1986).47 However, beginning in the 1980s, alHibri became increasingly critical of U.S. feminism, which in her words
had lost its "anti-establishment" focus, implicating itself in U.S. policies
abroad plagued by cultural imperialism and resulting in a "new breed of
American feminists" who were "using feminism to achieve patriarchal
goals" and with whom she no longer identified.48 Al-Hibri has sometimes
employed the term "womanist" in labeling her approach to reinterpreting
the Qur'an. 49 Some insights into her use of the term may be gleaned from
a 1995 press release of Karamah (an organization for Muslim women lawyers she founded) that employed the term in addressing the Fourth U.N.
World Conference on Women in Beijing, noting that "many Muslim
women have felt silenced by the very western movement that claims to
stand up for their rights."50 The statement explains the history and relevance of the term womanist to Muslim women: "Alice Walker and other
women of color have chosen to refer to themselves not as 'feminists' but
rather as 'womanists.' The difference is that a 'womanist' is committed to
survival and wholeness of an entire people, male and female . . . This tool
is the point of view of Muslim women, and these women have begun to
speak out in their own voice."5'
Alongside the shift in her feminist identification, al-Hibri also experienced a shift in her religious identity. Believing that Islam was inherently
patriarchal, she had left her faith as a young woman but she reaffirmed
her faith, now understanding Islam as a religion opposed to gender hierarchies.52 This shift is apparent in her contribution to the classic 1982
special issue of the journal Women's Studies International Forum on women
in Islam, for which she also served as the guest editor.53 Afterward, she
began engaging in international women's and human rights advocacy
through NGOs in various Muslim countries, calling for reform of Islamic
family law based not on secular principles but on the principles of Islamic
law itself.54 In response, in the United States she founded the organization
Karamah: Muslim Women Lawyers for Human Rights in 1993, with the
aim of creating a new generation of women interpreters of Islamic law.55
Al-Hibri focuses on reform through the vehicle of marriage contracts
and has written on Islam and democracy and the reclaiming of ijtihad in
Islamic jurisprudence. She rereads Qur'anic verses concerned with inheritance, marital responsibilities, and divorce.55 Many of her arguments
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involve a commitment to understanding specific pronouncements in the
Qur'an within the context of what she regards as more general egalitarian
principles espoused by it and within the context of the Prophet's commandments to treat spouses with dignity.

Amina

Wadud

Amina Wadud has been a visiting scholar at the Stan King School for the
Ministry since her retirement as a professor of Islamic studies at Virginia
Commonwealth University in 2008; her position at VCU was preceded by
a teaching post at the International Islamic University Malaysia from
1989 to 1992. Born into a Methodist Christian family in Maryland, she
converted to Islam as a college student in 1972.57 She received her B,S. in
education from the University of Pennsylvania and earned her doctorate
in Arabic and Islamic studies from the University of Michigan in 1988,
studying classical Arabic and the Qur'an at various institutions of higher
learning in Egypt In a number of works, Wadud describes her life as powerfully marked by racism against African Americans, which has been formative to her identity, experience, and scholarship as an African-American
Muslim woman. 58 She published her landmark book Qur'an and Woman:
Rereading the Sacred Text from a Woman's Perspective, now considered a
classic of feminist Qur'anic interpretation, in Malaysia in 1992; it was
later published in the United States in 1999. 59 In her preface to Qur'an
and Woman, she states that she began the research for the book in 1986;
she recalls, "I approached this research as if my life depended on the understandings I gained from studying the Qur'an." 60 During her formative
years in Malaysia, she became an active member of Sisters in Islam, a
nonprofit research collective and activist organization of Muslim women,
guiding the organization's readings of the Qur'an in the late 1980s as it
developed its founding platforms.61
Wadud explicitly labels Qur'an and Woman a work of tafsir that uses
gender as a category of thought and demonstrates the Qur'an's adaptability to modern women's concerns. 62 Her main concern is the methodology
of Qur'anic interpretation; she applies principles taken from within the
Qur'an to its interpretation, using a threefold hermeneutical model that
examines the Qur'an's context, grammatical and linguistic composition,
and its unity as a whole text.63 Wadud examines verses on women in light
of the entire Qur'an, studying the larger textual and contextual development of terms throughout the text, and reading the Qur'an in light of her
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observation of its continuing movement toward greater social justice. She
asserts that the exegete's perception of woman and masculinity/femininity influences how the Qur'an is interpreted, which necessitates that clear
distinctions be made between the text and its interpretation. She argues
that the Qur'an must be continually reinterpreted because its general
principles are eternal and newly applicable in changing contexts, and thus
its interpretation can never be final.
In Qur'an and Woman she explicitly states that she never refers to herself as a feminist. 64 In her subsequent book, Inside the Gender Jihad:
Women's Reform in Islam (2006), she describes herself as "pro-faith, profeminist"; thus, Wadud understands her work as "feminist" but "refuse[s]
to self-designate as feminist, even with 'Muslim' put in front of it" because
her personal "emphasis on faith and the sacred prioritize[s] [her] motivations in feminist methodologies," and because "as an African-American,
the original feminist paradigms were not intended to include [her]."65 In
Inside the Gender Jihad, Wadud builds upon her interpretive work in
Qur'an and Woman, and she also chronicles her experiences and broader
reflections as a Muslim woman scholar, including her controversial leading of a congregational Friday prayer of men and women in New York City
in March 2005. All of her papers and publications are archived at the
DePaul University Archives.

Asma

Barlas

Asma Barlas has been a professor of politics at Ithaca College in New York
since 1991. In the late 1970s and early 1980s, she worked as a diplomat in
the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Pakistan under the administration of
General Muhammad Zia-ul-Haq.66 In 1982, the general removed her
from her position because of her critical comments about him and his
government; she also worked briefly as a journalist in Pakistan before she
sought political asylum in the United States a year later for unspecified
safety reasons. 67 She received her university education in journalism as
well as literature and philosophy in Pakistan and received her doctorate in
international studies from the University of Denver in 1990, and her interest turned to the Qur'an in the mid-1990s. In "Believing Women" in
Islam: Unreading Patriarchal Interpretations of the Qur'an, Barlas advocates
reading the Qur'an as a historically situated text.68 Drawing heavily on
Wadud's Qur'an and Woman, she emphasizes the thematic holism, textual
polysemy, and interpretive openness of the Qur'an. Barlas's work seeks to
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demonstrate that the Qur'an is not only nonpatriarchal, but in fact deliberately antipatriarchal, pointing out the Qur'an's insistence that God is not
to be imagined as a father or son of any kind, and its treatment of God as
transcendent, unique, and incomparable, and thus beyond gendered representation; she also argues that the Qur'an refuses to sacrilize any of
God's prophets as fathers.
Barlas claims that she approaches the Qur'an as "a 'believing
woman.'" 69 She prefers to be called "a believer, rather than a feminist" 70
In her words, "the Qur'an's concern with equality and rights prefigures
modem, Western, and feminist discourses," and it is "grounded in a very
different ethics and epistemology" from them. 71 Furthermore, "'it is not
necessary to use feminine hermeneutics to read the Qur'an as an antipatriarchal and egalitarian text"' 72 Barlas aims not to "misrepresent the
Qur'an as a feminist text," though she admits that she does "situate and
assess the Qur'an's teachings in light of some modern, feminist theories,"
and that "the use of such terminology shows [her] own intellectual disposition and biases."75

Sa'diyya

Shaikh

Sa'diyya Shaikh is a professor at the University of Cape Town in South
Africa. Of Indian ancestry but born and raised in South Africa, Shaikh
witnessed firsthand the anti-apartheid movement there, which has shaped
her interests in reading the Qur'an for its liberating possibilities, especially in relationship to Sufism. These interests are central to the recent
publication of her Sufi Narratives of Intimacy: Ibn 'Arabi, Gender, and
Sexuality (2012), which explores the relationship between Sufi metaphysics and gendered selfhood and ethics.74 Shaikh received her doctoral training in religion at Temple University in Philadelphia in the 1990s. An important segment of her work examines how gender has been constructed
in medieval works of tafsir, treating women as irrational, carnal, and deficient in leadership, intellect, and knowledge, while treating men as superior creatures and even divine intermediaries for women/ 5 Shaikh tracks
how these constructions of gender have been used throughout medieval
Qur'anic exegesis and connects them to the sanctioning of domestic violence and marital rape in local communities today; her interest in local
communities of Muslim women has also led to her work on their reproductive choices. Though in one of her essays she examines the problematic
history of the term in depth, Shaikh adopts the term "feminist" to describe

