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The study is methodologically and geographically diverse in examining the 
meaning, the forms, the representations and the impact of authority and lead-
ership within various Muslim contexts. It engages with historical and contempo-
rary developments of female Islamic leadership and highlights the importance 
of comparing, analysing and documenting women’s access to and use of spaces 
within private as well as public Islamic and non-Islamic spheres. The volume 
has a clear structure which makes comparing and keeping an overview of the 
twenty articles and drawing thematic and contextual synergies easier. This is 
particularly evident through the division of the volume in three thematic sec-
tions with a detailed introduction and summary of articles to each. The volume 
ends with a conclusion and a glossary of terms around female Islamic authority 
and leadership. 

The first section in the volume examines the diverse ways in which female 
spaces after thirteen centuries of male domination have developed in con-
temporary time. It contains six articles examining case studies of various geo-
graphical contexts starting in China and covering other countries such as Iran 
(Mirjam Künkler and Roja Fazaeli), Saudi Arabia (Amélie Le Renard), Syria (Sarah 
Islam), Morocco (Margaret J. Rausch) and Turkey (Mona Hassan). The historical 
emergence of female leadership acting within spaces such as in mosques and 
madrasahs is very diverse: in the sixteenth and seventeenth century, the  Chinese 
Muslims’ presence reached a critical moment and was under threat. Male reli-
gious elites saw women’s involvement in Islamic knowledge transfer of faith 
and religious practices in women-only religious spaces a strategy to revitalise 
and popularise Islam in China. The Communist Party contributes to the institu-
tional independence of women’s mosques and secures women’s rights therein. 
Similar states’ interventions are also the focus of the second and third articles 
in this section in which the Moroccan and Turkish governments invest in the 
education of female preachers and thereby facilitate the creation of female 
religious spaces. 

Another article examines the indirect support for the emergence of autono-
mous female religious leaders in Saudi Arabia. As a result of the government’s 
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imposed strict gender segregation, physical as well as virtual spaces for female 
religious discourses are created. This gain in authority and leadership among 
women represents a significant development in the perception and understand-
ing of gender roles in Saudi Arabian society in terms of the role women play 
in the wider religious field. Similar to the context in Saudi Arabia, the study of 
female religious scholars in Iran highlights the emergence of women occupy-
ing high religious positions in Iranian society as female ayatullahs. In line with 
the last article in this section which covers the Qubaysiyyat movement in Syria, 
one of the largest Sunni Muslim women’s revivalist movements worldwide, all 
of the last three case studies highlight the increasing opportunities for women 
in gaining religious authority and emphasise its impact on general gender role 
discourses within the Saudi, Iranian and Syrian contexts. However, all these 
opportunities operate within existing traditional conceptions of gender roles 
and without attempts to challenge these.

By examining the limitations of teaching and preaching and the strategies 
women use to overcome them, the second section opens with an article on the 
role female teachers play in a rural madrasah in Bijnor district in north India 
(Patricia Jeffery, Roger Jeffery and Craig Jeffrey). It illustrates the challenges 
these teachers face within a highly rural, patriarchal and disadvantaged envi-
ronment and how they try within their limited authority, financial resources 
as well as teaching space to change rural patriarchal structures to more urban 
ones. These teachers operate within their social and cultural constrains and do 
not intend to directly challenge existing conventional gender norms within 
their society but rather provide young girls with an education to increase their 
prospects on the marriage market. 

The discourse and scope of female authority is further discussed in the follow-
ing article on Dutch female Muslims in the Netherlands (Nathal M. Dessing). The 
women in this case study rely on traditional male authoritative interpretations 
of Islam and express individual autonomy in choosing the particular interpreta-
tion they want to follow without claiming to undertake their own independent 
interpretation of the sources, ijtihad. Kazan in Russia is the next case study in 
which the religious authority and leadership of two Muslim women is exam-
ined (N. R. Micinski). The first woman, Nalia Ziganshina, is acting within the 
official structures of the Tartarstan Islamic Spiritual Board. The second woman, 
Almira Adiatullina, asserts authority within the informal structures of civil soci-
ety organisations. It is argued that the official organisational structures could 
be a platform for women to reach formal recognition and support on the grass-
roots level. It could however also limit their ability to be independent from and 
critical of the government and male religious authorities.

Building further on the role informal female Islamic authority and its impact 
within the Muslim communities and the wider society, the next four chapters 
discuss women’s use of alternative spaces to the mosque such as private and 
semi-private spaces in expressing various religious roles of women in Bosnia 
(Catharina Raudvere), Switzerland (Petra Bleisch Bouzar), Flanders (Els Vander-
waeren) and Germany (Petra Kuppinger). These case studies examine how 
women operating particularly outside of the mosque spaces can, even without 
formal religious education or training, achieve religious and social authority. 
As the examples from Switzerland and Germany show, these women play an 
important role in mediating between their Muslim communities and the wider 
social sphere. The last chapter illustrates how historical events around the figure 
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of Fatimah, the daughter of the Prophet Muhammad, are reinterpreted in Shia 
Islam to support women’s claim for more rights and involvement in political 
and social matters (Matthew Pierce). The article refers to the influential works 
by the famous Iranian revolutionary intellectual Ali Shariati in which he urges 
women to take Fatimah, the daughter of the Prophet Muhammad, as a role 
model for their fight for more rights in society.

The third section illustrates the diverse impact of women’s religious leader-
ship positions on their immediate environment as well as on the wider Mus-
lim society they operate in. As the example of the Swedish context illustrates, 
women try to express their authority from within by engaging with religious 
texts and reinterpreting them in a way to support their claims for more rights 
and autonomy (Pia Karlsson Minganti). Their impact goes beyond the spaces of 
the classrooms and mosques as they occupy a greater visibility in the Swedish 
public sphere where they are being regarded as representatives of Islam. They 
challenge both existing general misconceptions of Muslim women in Swedish 
society and traditional gender roles within their Muslim communities.
Women’s approach of acting from within the framework of Islam to increase 
their empowerment and to raise their awareness of their Islamic rights for more 
authority and leadership within their communities is also the focus of the fol-
lowing two articles on rural female preachers in Egypt (Hiroko Minesaki) and 
female Islamic groups in Indonesia (Pieternella van Doorn-Harder). Both high-
light the efforts made to raise women’s educational level in terms of literacy in 
general but also in Islamic teachings in particular in supporting their religious 
rights for more gender empowerment. Other articles with case studies from 
North America (Juliane Hammer) and South Africa (Uta Christina Lehmann) 
examine women’s active advocacy of feminist reinterpretations of Quranic texts 
and Islamic teachings particularly in regards to women’s religious leadership 
positions in ritual practices such as leading a gender-mixed congregation. 

A case study from Germany in another article shows how non-confronta-
tional activism might have a wider scale of impact (Riem Spielhaus). Whereas 
attempts of fighting against century long internalisation and normalisation of 
ritual leadership in gender-mixed congregations as a male domain has caused a 
wide wave of controversies and resistance, in Germany the approach has been 
subtle activism. The article discusses attempts by one of the most famous female 
Muslim preachers in Germany, Halima Krausen, to put women’s issues in the 
centre of the wider communities’ religious discourses making them a main con-
cern for not only women but also men. Krausen has achieved this not by deliver-
ing Friday sermons herself but by writing them for male preachers to deliver in 
front of mixed gender congregation.

The volume is highly original in its diverse approaches to the subject matter as 
it covers case studies of various Muslim-majority and Muslim-minority contexts 
spread around a large geographical spectrum. Some articles tend however to 
measure the limits and challenges Muslim women face in various non-European 
contexts from a Western feminist perspective, not paying much attention to the 
historical development of Muslim women’s participation in public and private 
spheres within their own socio-cultural Muslim environments. The extensive 
use of the term ‘limit’ in some of the articles in regards to women’s leader-
ship actions and authority, access to the public sphere or in regards to women’s 
wider impact of their authority in challenging existing gender dynamics within 
their societies should have been problematised in more detail. Some authors 
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should have made a stronger effort to adopt an ‘emic’ perspective, appreciating 
more the particular socio-cultural and religious positioning of these women in 
their societies. 

The content and particular structure of this volume appeals to undergradu-
ate and postgraduate students as well as academic scholars in Islamic and Gen-
der Studies. The volume covers a broad spectrum of women’s religious roles in 
private as well as public spaces challenging and/or consolidating existing con-
ceptions of gender roles within various Muslim communities. 
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