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Abstract

Women’s leadership has become a contentious issue in the contemporary history of some
Muslim societies. While it has been allowed by some Islamic scholars according to the
necessity of the society in modern context, it has been largely rejected by majority Islamic
scholars for its debilitating effects. Instances of women’s leadership in general and as heads
of the Muslim states can be found in the context of the success of Benazir Bhutto in Pakistan,
Khalida Zia and Sheikh Hasina in Bangladesh1, Megawati Sukarnoputri in Indonesia,
Atifete Jahjaga in Kosovo, Roza Otunbayeva in Kyrgyzstan, and Mame Madior Boye in
Senegal. The contentious issue is debatable because no clear-cut direction was stated
regarding the headship of the state and high government position that makes the issue
divisive and conflict-ridden.

Given the context, there is a need to analyze Muslim’s leadership in contemporary context.
The paper examines the concept, brief history, the importance of women’s leadership and
analyzes the views of Islamic scholars within the purview of contemporary Islamic thought,
which is based on the textual arguments of the Qur’an and Sunnah. The paper concludes
that though a tiny fraction of the whole Muslim spectrum tries to justify the permissibility of
women’s leadership in developing socio-economic and political perspectives, many Muslim
scholars have viewed it as the violation of God’s commands and, therefore, vehemently
avert the appointment of women as the head of the state as well as government high
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Introduction

As a concept ‘women’s leadership’ is not a new phenomenon in human history, because
women being half of the organ of the society are able to contribute in nation-buildings
spiritually, physically, intellectually, and morally. In contemporary society, widespread
misunderstandings of women’s roles and rights and their divergence consequences create an
obstacle against socio-cultural and political-economic progresses. While women’s leadership
is generally permissible in all religions, some Muslim scholars justify it as acceptable while
some forbid it from religious point of view. Islam strongly forbids women to display their
beauty but allows them to strive for safeguarding basic human rights, developing the society
and nation and defending the religion with their capacity. Prophet Muhammad (SAAS),

* Associate Professor, Department of Fundamental and Interdisciplinary Studies, Kulliyyah of Islamic
Revealed Knowledge and Human Sciences, International Islamic University Malaysia, IIUM.
E-mail : mdyousufaa@gmail.com or yousuf@iium.edu.my



Bangladesh Journal of Islamic Thought 9 : 122

during his life time did neither appoint nor prevent any of his woman companions as a
governor or high government official. Though women’s leadership absolutely is foreign
culture to Islamic history and theology, some scholars, largely from the western intellectuals,
disseminate Islam and Muslim as conservative and rigid. However, with the advent of Islam,
women’s position and dignity had been restored that allowed them to carry out Allah's
commands, their duties for the progress of humanity.

Given this context, there is a need to determine women’s position and to examine its Islamic
stance. The paper will survey the history of women’s leadership, analyze its necessity in
contemporary context, and, finally, present the Islamic perspective on the issue. The paper
does also briefly evaluate the responses of Islamic scholars with a textual analysis and
inductive approach to analyze the prospects of formulating an Islamic stance on women’s
leadership in current context. It is hoped that the ideas raised will ultimately contribute to
understanding and clarifying the Islamic stance on women’s leadership for both Muslim and
non-Muslim communities in contemporary society.

Concept of Women’s Leadership

Leadership, in the American Heritage Dictionary of the English Language (2009), is to lead as
to guide or direct in a course, or to go first as a guide. In the Arabic Dictionary al-Mu’jam al-
Wasit, it is to lead as to head a group while being in front (Mustafa, 1989 : 719). In literal
sense, the Arabic word ‘wilayah”, ‘Imamah’, and ‘khilafah’ means ‘leadership’. Wilayah, to
Ibn Taymiah, is “to maintain a life that assists people toward understanding their religion”,
while Imamah, to Mawardi, is “to guard the religion and life from darkness to the light”
(Basbous 1988 : 47 and al-Wakil 1988 : 22) as the Qur’an says : “I will make you an Imam to
the people” (the Qur’an, 2 : 124). In Islam, ´Uli al-´Amr’ (one who has the ability of the
command according to the Divine knowledge), who has been delegated the authority of
making decision for determining policies, rules and laws. Women’s leadership is defined as
women’s level of control in decision making positions, the control over the allocation of
resources, the determination of policy, regulations and laws. It refers to an authoritative
woman who holds the top position for making a final decision for a simple, systematic and
standardized method for measuring national progress and for comparing the situations in
different countries.

‘Leadership’, Don Clark defined, “is a complex process by which a person influences others
to accomplish a mission, task, objective and direct the organization in a way that makes it
more cohesive and coherent”. It is an ability to get people to follow voluntarily and affect
human behavior so as to accomplish a mission designated by the leader. It is classified into
three types : (Kurt Lewin (1935), authoritarian, participative or democratic and delegative
leaderships.
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However, women’s leadership can be looked at from various perspectives; women would
have full access to religious, economic, social, political and intellectual participation that
would allow for the growth and expansion of the individual and, consequently, for society at
large. From religious perspective, a woman may participate in developing the economic
growth for eliminating poverty, establishing social justice, and stabilizing the political system
for good governance. The Muslims, for instance, permitted women to be judges in the courts,
to produce agricultural products, and to help injured soldiers during the wars. A qualified
woman may resort to lead a nation on behalf of a man, or one may enable to carry out her
own responsibility as in the case of the contemporary prime ministers of various Muslim
countries as a way of showing efficiency and demonstrating loyalty to the nation. In history,
women’s leadership was a common custom and practice among the aristocratic Greek people
and it was prevalent until the 13th century of the Christian era. The total segregation of sexes
is not the genuine Islamic system and the origin of these practices is rooted in the customs of
non-Muslim people.2

The point being stressed here is that some Muslim scholars forbid women’s leadership as it is
against their original nature and innate quality gifted by Allah (SWT), which may cause social
ruin and devastation in the Islamic society.3 Women in contemporary society are contributing
for humanity to attain goals that are political, religious and ideological. It is also believed that
holding any key position whether, in public offices or in private sectors is considered
illegitimate and illicit that leads to social destruction and the way of straying (dalalah) from
the right path.4 Islam prohibits all kinds of intermingling between sexes and they are obliged
to look after the household affairs of the family and children.5

Buddhists monks and nuns also affirm “the equality of women in various aspects of life who
are responsible in caring the family and society”, as declared by Buddha Dharma Education
Association held in 1998 on the issue of “Buddhism and Women”. The Dalai Lama spoke at a
conference on Women in Buddhism at the University of Hamburg in 2007 that “warfare has
traditionally been carried out primarily by men who are physically better equipped for
aggressive behavior. Women, who have the same potentials for aggression, on the other hand,
tend to be more caring and more sensitive to other’s discomfort and pain. He commented that
if the majority world leaders were women, perhaps there would be less danger of war    and
more cooperation on the basis of global concern.

However, in current context, women’s leadership proves the ability and efficiency in leading
the nation, while it sometimes is used by politicians for political gains or personal ambition.
Indeed, it is also a fact that the question was further highlighted with the success of Benazir
Bhutto in the 1989 in Pakistan and Khaleda Zia in 1991 & 2001, Sheikh Hasina in 1996 and
2009 in Bangladesh as the heads of the respective governments. Moreover, recently some
women in South Africa and other parts of the Muslim world also embarked on a similar
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campaign claiming the right of leadership. Al Faruqi insists that women must be career
women and must work for public interest as well as the entire humanity.6

Brief History of Women’s Leadership

Research shows that women’s leadership could be found throughout the history of humanity.
Although it is not possible to recount here women’s leadership in different ages but a few
examples may provide a true picture of women in European culture in particular and human
history in different ages in general. In Greek civilization, women were denied all rights and
were always looked down with contempt. They were considered as the main causes of all
human ills and misfortunes in the Jewish community who perceived that Eve was the root
cause of the evil.

With regard to the responsibility of women in society, Judith Hauptman’s historical survey
according to Jewish tradition shows that a covenant was formed between the Israelites and the
God of Abraham at Mount Sinai where men and women as the Torah relates, were present.
The covenant was worded in such a way that it bound men to act upon its requirements and to
ensure that the members of their family such as wives, children, and others met these
requirements as well.7 During the middle Ages, in Europe, Jewish women had exclusively
household roles and arranged marriages and were generally prohibited from holding formal
leadership roles with authority over men. Regarding European Jewry, Abraham Grossman
wrote, "Throughout the Middle Ages, which continued for about a thousand years, we do not
find so much as a single woman of importance among the sages of Israel... Moreover, over a
period of a thousand years, not a single Jewish woman wrote theoretical, mystical, or poetic
work, with the exception of a handful of poems written by Jewish women in Spain.” Middle
Eastern Jewry, on the other hand, had an abundance of female literates. Those letters are
related to piousness and poetic, which express a desire to be in closer or more frequent
contact with a loved one that is far enough away to only be reached by written
correspondence.8

In the case of the Romans about women’s leadership, the family system remained unaffected
because of conservative approach of the Romans but its undue rigidities softened down to
moderation. Women’s chastity was highly valued and considered as a criterion of the nobility
of character but they were prevented from participating and leading in the nation-building
activities. In Roman culture, women were enjoyment elements, extra-marital relations
between male and female began as means to refrain from castigating those who cannot resist
the temptation.9 In the ancient Jewish society, women were treated like slaves. Father had the
legitimate right to sell his own daughter and she was prevented from inheriting father’s
properties.10 During the ancient period of Hindustan, death, hell, poison, snake, and fire all
were not appalling than women.11 Women were bound to sacrifice her life with the death of
her husband. The Hindu society avoided women’s leadership at any level of the society12. It is
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very interesting that no one raised voice against the discrimination and inequality of women
in those periods. In Christian Europe, the Christian patriarch’s concepts of women and
conjugal relationship were not only opposed to human nature but unnatural to the extreme.
The basic doctrine was that woman was the mother of sin and root cause of all evils. She is
considered as the primary source of inciting man towards sin and corruption and thus herding
him to Hell.13 Her beauty and charm was a means of satanic temptation. She must keep on
atoning constantly for her inherent sins, because she was responsible for causing all disasters
and misfortunes in the world.14 Tertullian (150 AC) said : “She opens the door to satanic
temptations, leads man to the forbidden tree, breaks the law of God and corrupts man as the
image of God”.15 As St. John Chrysostom said, “She is an inevitable evil and eternal
mischief, an attractive calamity, a domestic risk, a charming and decorated misfortune”.16

However, in human history, the social status of women was in every way degraded. There
was no scope for women to participate in building the nation and lead human society.17 In
modern Europe, in the 18th century, the efforts made to uplift the womenfolk from decadence
brought about wholesome effects in community life. However, Islam as the universal religion
and the complete way of life is applicable equally for all men and women, who are co-
vicegerents of Allah (SWT) on earth for worshiping and serving the humanity. Man and
woman are equal in religious as well as civil responsibilities such as holding high government
officials, participating in nation-building development and taking care of household matters
for resolving the challenges faced by men and society. Muhammad Sharif commented that the
Qur’an condemns in open and unambiguous terms the rule of Pharaoh of Egypt who was a
man, but it does not express even a slight disapproval of the ruler who was a woman. So, it is
not the gender of the ruler which is important, but it is, in fact, the nature and sprit of the rule
which is significant. Circumstances may arise for the Muslim Ummah when the benevolent
and democratic rule of a woman like Queen of Sheba may be preferable to the despotic and
tyrannical rule of a man like Pharaoh of Egypt.

In modern Muslim history, women played a vital role in leading the state and society, who
have been elected by people and ruled the nation as the prime minister wisely and efficiently
such as in thirteenth century, Razia Sultana, daughter of Sultan Iltutmish, in India, and
Shajrat-ul-Darr, daughter of King Nizam-ud-Din, in Egypt. Chand Bibi in southern part of
India in sixteenth century, Sutt-ul-Mulk, daughter of Caliph Al-Aziz Billah, in Egypt in
eleventh century AC and Queen Shahjahan Begum of Bhopal in India in early twentieth
century, were the heads of the state. Their rule was never opposed or challenged by any of the
well known ulama of their age, neither any of the contemporary jurists, scholars or leading
ulama gave a Fatwa declaring their rule as Haram (unlawful). The large-scale women’s
leadership has also become all too familiar: supporting by the leading Ulama, the president
candidate Fatima Jinnah in 1964 in Pakistan, the elected Prime Minister Benzir Bhotto in
Pakistan in 1989,18 elected prime Minister of Bangladesh in 1991 and 2001, supported by
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Bangladesh Jama’at-e-Islami, and elected Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina in 2006 and 2009. In
2001-2004, Megawati Sukarnoputri as president in Indonesia was elected, in 1993, Tansu
Ciller as Prime minister in Turkey was elected, in 2011, Atifete Jahjaga in Kosovo was
elected as president, in 2010, Roza Otunbayera in Kyrgyzstan was elected as president, in
2001, Mame Madior Boye in Senegal was elected as prime minister, and in 2007, Nadia
Yasmine on behalf of Justice and Charity Party in Morocco was a campaigner for the
opposition.

In contemporary society, women’s leadership is being accepted by many religious groups in
many Muslim majority countries, such as Indonesia, Malaysia, Bangladesh, Pakistan, Iran,
Egypt, Morocco, Turkey, and Saudi Arabia. The justification of the female’s leadership in
various sectors is not based on the views of the classical religious scholars but consist of the
women’s empowerment and authoritative for safeguarding their fundamental rights and
participating in nation-building activities. However, women’s leadership is potential in
contemporary context that brings changes and prosperity in human life, property and dignity.
In this respect, all religious scholars should come up with a concrete Islamic stance with
guidelines in order to allow eligible women to participate in nation-building. The situation
today demands sincere attempts to produce a divine-based guideline by the respective
authorities in order to enjoy the equal rights of women and to establish peace and justice in
society for all of humanity as servants and vicegerent of Allah on earth.

Women’s Leadership: A Textual Analysis of the Views of the Muslim Scholars

Understanding women’s leadership is essential in the present context in order to sustain their
basic equal rights and allow them to participate in building society and nation from Islamic
perspective. The verse 9 : 71 of the Qur’an commands that the believers, men and women, are
protectors of one another, they enjoin what is just and forbid what is evil…on them will God
pour His mercy. The verse 4 : 34 rules that men are qawwamun, i.e., guardian and
maintainers of women; men were given more strength upon women; men look after women’s
expenses, manage family affairs and support them from their means; their rights are given by
God, Allah as a trust. Men and women are equal, which are divine order. Men are leaders
over women but if women are efficient and qualified, being a leader is permissible, which
does not prevent the righteous women to be obedient and guard in the absence of their
husband that is also divine order. Women’s leadership in various aspects, according to
religion, is permissible, which is rational and coherent in nation-building. Allah, the lord of
the universe has given equal rights of both male and female who will be judged and rewarded
according to their deeds and taqwa, not on the basis of appearance. As the Qur’an mentions :
Allah has bestowed His gifts more freely on some of them than on others : to men is allotted
what they earn, and to women what they earn, for Allah has full knowledge of all things”.19

Allah has prepared forgiveness and great reward for Muslim men and women, for believing
men and women, and for men and women who guard their chastity because both of them
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have spiritual as well as human rights and duties in an equal degree and the future reward of
the Hereafter.20 The verse 4 : 1 demonstrates that men and women are equal to each other
both intrinsically in biological process of their creation and extrinsically in respect of their
relations, duties and responsibilities before God, Allah. Women in making a decision and
leading a nation shall have rights similar to the rights against men according to what is
equitable, even though men have a degree of advantage over them.21 Darajah (position) can
be obtained by any individual or group, which has gifted by God, Allah through an
unspecified category of doing ‘good’ deeds, as the Qur’an says : “Allah will exalt those who
believe among you, and those who have knowledge, to high ranks; “We raised by grades of
mercy whom We will, and over all endued with knowledge there is no more knowing”.22

Academic qualification, intellectual ability and the style of livelihood in worldly life
distinguish between male and female, by which, they may hold ranks one above another.
Therefore, the wealth or physical strength are not the real distinguished characters but a
functional distinction apparent to mankind and valued within society. God-fearing (taqwa) as
one of the attributes of human being in the eyes of Him, also shows the equal rights in doing
good deeds as the prophet says : “Verily, God, Allah will not observe your appearance and
physical strength, but will observe your heart (taqwa)”.

In Islam, God advises the believers, “men and women to be Auliya (guardian) for taking care
of one another, living comfortably and a brighter future that allows women to carry out the
family and social obligation. God, Allah also orders to enjoin what is al-Ma’ruf (good) and to
forbid what is al-Munkar (wrong), to perform prayers sincerely, give Zakat, and obey Allah
and His Messenger. Allah will have His Mercy on them. Surely, Allah is All-Mighty, All-
Wise.”23 The Qur’an declares that the relationship between husband and wife is like a Libas
(body cover) for safeguarding mutually their rights, properties and freedom. Truly God made
between them mawaddah (love) and rahmah (mercy). Islam permits Muslims to stand up for
their rights and enjoy their fundamental rights such as life, progeny, intellect, education,
religion and property. It also emphasizes to forgive each other if there is any mistake, to
advocate tolerance and disregard the conflict. As mentioned in the Qur’an : “They, are Libas
(body cover) for you and you are the same for them. Allah knows that you used to deceive
yourselves, so He turned to you, accepted your repentance and forgave you.”24 No matter
what wrong they perceive as being done against one another, they must tolerate and seek
forgiveness from their lord. They must have faith in God as He admonishes those who
oppress others beyond the bounds of what is right and what is wrong. Reconciling, if there is
any conflict between men and women, is an equal right according to what is equitable.25

Hence regarding women’s leadership, the revealed book of God, conveys a clear message to
human beings wishing to protect women’s rights and fulfill the trust of God, other fellow
humans and creatures. The key is binding ties among them and improving relationship. As
mentioned in the book of Judith Rebecca Hauptman (b.1943), “Etz Hayim : Torah and
Commentary, according to Jewish tradition, “a covenant was formed between the Israelites
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and the God of Abraham at Mount Sinai where men and women, as the Torah relates, were
present. The covenant was worded in such a way that it bound men to act upon its
requirements and to ensure that the members of their family such as wives, children, and
others met these requirements as well, must improve their relationship”.26 Jesus (SAAS) says
: “A new commandment I give unto you, That ye love one another; as I have loved you, that
ye also love one another. By this shall all men know that ye are my disciples, if ye love one
another?27 The requirements towards family members can be considered as obliged
responsibilities for men and women. Given their responsibilities equally to establish the
kingdom of God by using his intellectual and sensorial knowledge, we believe that this
fundamental perception motivates them to protect life, wealth, honor, human dignity with
peace, justice and co-existence. In Luke 8 : 1-3, it is said : "And it came to pass afterward,
that he went throughout every city and village, preaching and showing the glad tidings of the
kingdom of God: and the twelve were with him and certain women, which had been healed of
evil spirits and infirmities, Mary called Magdalene, out of whom went seven devils, and
Joanna the wife of Chuza Herod's steward, and Susanna, and many others, which ministered
unto him of their substance.”28 It is also said that “…every head of every man is Christ, and
the head of woman is the man, and the head of the Christ is God”.29

A Muslim scholar, Ibn Hazm in his Muhalla, allows a woman to hold every office apart from
that of the Head of State based on this Hadith. At the ‘liberal’ extreme, Hafiz Ibn Hajr
indicates in Fathul Bari that Imam Ibn Jarir Al-Tabari not only supports the unrestricted
appointment of woman to judgeship, he permitted also her appointment as the Head of the
State. A similar view is reported from Imam Malik Ibn Anas and adopted by some Maliki
jurists.

With regard to women’s leadership, on the basis of the verses of the Qur’an, Ibn Jarir al-
Uabari argued that women should be given a chance to establish justice efficiently and
professionally, which is their legitimate right in leading the society according to the views of
some Maliki jurists30. From the contextual reading of 9 : 71, Ashraf Ali Thanvi commented
on the same verse, “Making maleness as a condition to be a judge, does not imply for
imamat-i-kubra (high government officials) in Islam31. Referring to the second caliph, ‘Omar
Ibn al-Khttab, who appointed Shifa bint Abdullah as an inspectress of markets32 that permits
woman to be appointed as a manager of a waqf, or executor of wills and evidences, and
referring to Ibn ‘Abidin, who argued that the second caliph asked Hafsah, a wife of the
Prophet (SAAS), about the distribution of sadaqah and accepted her decision33. The Jamhur
Ulama also allowed general leadership of women such as the appointment as a guardian for
orphanage centre, or Nazirah for waqf foundation on the basis of the same argument, even
though, Ibn al-`Arabi considers it as a fabricated Hadith 34.

Being a male as one of the conditions to appoint women as a head of the state or a leader of
any position in society, al-Murginani, al-Kasani and al-Kamal bin al-Humam argued, cannot
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be accepted because her witness is acceptable in making verdict in the courts,35 though
Muhammad Sadiq argued that man must be as one of the pre-condition to be a head of the
state.36 Abu al-Hasan al-Mawardi describes women’s leadership as a judge in the courts is
permissible,37 referring to Abu Hanifah who argued that women can be a judge in cases in
which she can be witness as al-Hafiz Ibn Hajr al-‘Asqalani, Ibn al-Rushd and Ibn Hazm held
the similar stance.38 Ibn Jarqun and Ibn al-Qasim argued that if woman’s witness is
permissible, then woman’s leadership as a Judge is also permissible and if the judgeship is
permissible, then, the headship of the state should also be permissible.39 Abdullah Yusuf
commented on those verses that men and women should live together in the society with
mutual support, comfort and protection like the role of garment is to protect the body of
human while human should keep cleans of their garments. He continued that there is no
distinction between male and female in terms of gender status, spiritual and moral aspects and
fulfilling the obligatory injunctions of the Shari’ah.40 Woman’s headship according to Shi’ah
scholars is prohibited on the basis of evidences,41 which are fabricated and doubtable
according to some Shi’ah scholars.42

The Ulama of Pakistan including Mawdudi accepted Fatima Jinnah’s nomination as a
presidential candidate in 1964 against Ayub Khan.43

In this regard, a fatwa (decree) given by Ashraf Ali Thanvi, Muhammad Sharif argued,
allowed the rule of Shahjahan Begum, the Queen of Bhopal in India and justified it on the
basis of the rule of Bilqis, the queen of Sheba. Muhammad Sharif further argued that if the
government is democratic and the affairs of the state are being conducted by the ruler with the
help of elected representatives and in consultation with them, then there is no barrier against
women in leading the society and nation.44

With regard to woman’s leadership, the verses 4 : 34 and 9 : 71, according to Rashid Rida,
command that the sovereign power of women ‘al-Wilayah al-Mutlaqah’ equally should be
recognized justice.45 The rights of men and women, Muhmud Shaltut argued, in the political
system including the right to vote and other responsibilities are similar as Prophet Muhammad
(SAAS) accepted the pledge of women.46 Both verses indicate that men and women are
equally responsible for enjoining what is good and forbidding what is wrong in the society.
No one can escape from his or her responsibility at any level.47 The verse 60:12 also
acknowledges, Rashid Rida argued, that Prophet Muhammad (SAAS) accepted the pledge of
allegiance (al-Bay‘ah) from the female believers before Hijrah and after Hijra from both
Ansar and Muhajir, which confirms the women’s leadership as legitimate. The appointment
of woman as the head of the state and a judge as Ibn Hajr quoted from al-Tabari, is
permissible. A woman can be entrusted, Abu Hanifah argued, with the affairs in those matters
in which her testimony is valid.48

With regard to women’s leadership, M. H. Shakir commented on the verse of 9 : 7149 stating
that the verse permits women to be guardian of a man, therefore, woman’s leadership cannot
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be denied according to the demand of the contemporary society. To him, the verse signifies
mandatory upon a man and a woman to discharge the duty of affirmative and protective
command that can only be discharged by being a leader and a head of the state or Ulil Amr
(person in authority), which paves the way for a woman to become the repository of the
government authority.50 Enjoining the right and forbidding the wrong in the verse is primarily
the duty of both males and females that make women as much as responsible as protecting
friends of both genders. Discharging the duty of al-amar bi al-maruf wa al-nahy al-munkar
has authorized women to be a leader either as a judge or a head of the government51.

Zeenath referred to the article of Abdul Hamid and explained the context of the revelation of
the verse 4 : 34 that when sexual intercourse with non-spouses was a casual habit, women
were treated like slaves and daughters were buried alive. Consequently, the guardianship of
men over women was an essential for a new born Islamic society to prevent such animalistic
activities and safeguard their chastity and modesty from disloyalty, slavery, and ill-treatment
in order to improve their social status.52 Kaukab viewed that several verses on husband and
wife relations had been revealed in different stages and at different times in order to
differentiate between the status of men and women. To him, if any one considers drinking
wine as permissible on the basis of the verse 4 : 43, which has been abrogated by the final
revealed verses of 5 : 90-91, and the classical usury on the basis of 3 : 130 is acceptable,
which has also been abrogated by the verse of 2 : 275 that prohibits any form of interest.
Similarly, the verse 4 : 34, Kaukab argued, was not the last verse about men and women’s
relations and leadership, but many other verses also exemplify the relationship between men
and women53 such as 2 : 187.54 Kawkab Siddique55 commented on verses of 27 : 23, 32 and
44 that woman’s leadership in accordance with the view of Ashraf Ali Thanvi who
investigated the Hadith of Abu Bakrah, is permissible. His justification is on the basis of
Hadith of Abu Bakra,56which prevents the autocratic rule by women, but their rule by
consultation is allowed such as the case of Bilqis who had ruled the nation with the help of an
assembly or legislative body. Therefore, the Hadith of Abu Bakrah is not applicable for
preventing women’s headship or leadership. According to a Hadith, narrated by Abu Bakra
regarding the daughter of the King of Persia, “nation will not prosper because she was a
despotic and dictatorial ruler and hence the Prophet condemned her rule.57 Kawkab disagreed
with the statement that ‘Bilqis gave up her rule over the land of Saba after she accepted
Islam’.58 About the case of ‘Ayshah, Kawkab Siddique argued that there is no Shari’ah
injunction barring woman from being the head of an Islamic state or the head of an Islamic
government on the basis of the Battle of camel led by ‘Aysha, the wife of the prophet of Islam
in which some prominent companions of the Prophet joined. Mohammad Sakhi argued that if
the Qur’an and Sunnah does not specify prohibition of a issue or keep silence, it becomes as a
general principle of the Shari’ah and one should take it as a positive look and consider it as
permissible, not as prohibition in any way59.



Analyzing Muslim Women’s Leadership : The Contemporary Context 11

Adding to it, Muhammad Sharif stated that the verses 24 : 31 and 33 : 59 prevented the wives
of the prophet and all believing women to display their beauty to others, cover them properly,
lower their gaze and keep modesty, but not forbid to go out in leading the society and the state
and participating in nation-building activities within the limit of the Shari’ah.60 From
contextual reading of the verse 4 : 34, the word ‘qawwamun’, Amina Wadud argued, is not
restricted only to the family relationship, or marital tie but it implies to the society at large61.
To her, it is a functional relation between male members and female members of the society
as Sayyid Qutb elucidated.62 It is not inherent superiority of men over women or Allah’s
preference of men over women, rather, it is qualitative and capability basis and reward or
punishment will be given accordingly.  Leading at the family level, or social or state levels is
permissible because the verse does not prevent women to be a leader of the society.
Appointing women, referred to Ibn Hazm, for the supreme control of national affairs is
permissible. Her justification is based on the appointment of Shufa’ as the inspector of the
markets appointed by the second caliph of Islam, ‘Omar Ibn al-Khattab and the Hadith of Abu
Bakrah63, which prevents appointing women as a caliph of the state, but not to take over the
supreme control of national affairs as the Prophet Muhammad (SAAS) mentioned, “everyone
is responsible and each of you will be questioned about his responsibility”. A woman is the
steward over the property of her husband and children, she will be held responsible for her
subjects”.64 Amina65 commented on Ibn Hazm’s statement and argued that no text of the
revelation forbids women’s appointment as a public functionary in some affairs if qualified
women are found who may carry out the responsibility of the society in more efficient manner
in developing the nation.66 She argued according to Ibn Hazm, that the caliphate does not
exist today, furthermore, the Qur’an does not criticize the kinship of Queen of Shiba, Bilqis
who was the head of the state and it does not imply that the position of ruler is inappropriate
for a woman.67

From historical perspective, according to a feminist, Fatima Mernissi68 who rejected the
Hadith of Abu Bakrah for three reasons: a) the context of the narration of the Hadith, which
had been stated by Abu Bakra69 after twenty-five years after the death of the prophet
Mohammad (SAAS), which is questionable, while ‘Ayshah was defeated at the battle of
Camel. Abu Bakrah denied supporting ‘Ayshah at the battle of Camel, which to Fatimah, was
not a proper manner in the context of the battle because about 13,000 supporters including
many companions of the prophet Muhammad (SAAS) fought in favor of ‘Aysha but no one
had raised the question of women’s leadership. b) Weight of the opinion of Fuqaha´ and the
character of the narrator because, Abu Bakra was found guilty of false accusation and was
even punished by the second caliph of Islam. The allegation was that he accused a prominent
companion Mughirah bin Shu’bah of adultery but was unable to prove it, c) rejecting the said
Hadith by Muslim Fuqaha as evidence for the injunction of the Shar’iah because of its merit
and authentication that deprives women from the political leadership although it has been
compiled by Muhammad bin Isma’il al-Bukhari. In this regard, Muhammad Sharif’s
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analytical approach shows that no direct and clears verse of the revelation that either allows or
prohibits women’s leadership.70 Keeping silence, to him, is a wisdom and sagacity, which
indicates a full freedom and discretion of the Muslim Ummah in order to choose their leaders
either male or female according to the socio-political demands and circumstances. He also
commented that the verses also do not confine any hard rule to decide on the ruler regardless
of gender, color, race, language or other qualifications.71 Selecting leaders of the community
by consultation, which is democratic process, he argued, can be called in our society as
elected form of the government. In this form, people are free to elect anybody who, they feel,
would be able to discharge the responsibilities of the highest office of the chief executive or
the head of the state. The ruler in Islam is not a despot, autocrat or dictator but he/she is to
rule in consultation with others. So the ruler may be a man or a woman, he or she is to
discharge duties of the office with the consultation and advice of the elected representatives of
the people.72

With regard to women’s leadership, majority of Muslim scholars agree that men must be the
highest leaders of the Ummah, which is an essential pre-condition in nation-building and
leading the Islamic society. Ibn al-‘Arabi commented on the verse 4:34 stating that the verse
signifies the guardianship and leadership only for men according to its asbab al-nuzul
(context of verse). The context of the verse was to clarify men’s guardianship over women,
when the wife of Sa’d bin al-Rabi’ misbehaved and quarreled with her husband over
women.73 Al-Ghazali argued that women’s leadership in any form in Islam is prescribed
whether all leadership qualities exist in them or not, the characteristics of determination and
willingness exist or not? Putting male as one of the conditions to be the head of the state by
Islamic jurists prevented women’s leadership.74 His justification on the basis of the verse 4 :
34, is that qawwamun as a leader to fulfill the rights of women. Al-Qadi ‘Abdul ‘Aziz bin al-
Baraj commented on the same verse, “the word ‘qawwamun’ as a leader to fulfill the rights of
women at the family level”.75 The word ‘qawwamun’ al-Qurtubi explained, means man’s
guardianship or leadership over women and referred to some other Muslim scholars.76 As
mentioned in the Qur’an, “And stay in your houses, and do not display yourselves, like that of
the time of ignorance”.77 The verse 33 : 33, al-Qurtubi commented, ordains that “women
should not go out of their houses unless necessity like for confessing witness or other reasons,
because their beauty, appearance, the entire body and voice all are part of purdah”.78 In Fath
al-Bari, the command of ‘Omar bin al-Khattab, Ibn Hajr al-Asqalani argued, shows the
prohibition of woman’s leadership, not to even, go out for Hajj in the early period of his
administration but at the end of khilafah, he became flexible and permitted them to carry out
the responsibility of the society.79

The interpretation of the word “qawwamun”, al-Shawkani, ‘Ala uddin ‘Ali Ibn Muhammad
al-Baghdadi and Abu al-Barakat Abdullah Ibn Ahmad Nasafi explained, prohibits social
leadership of women.80 Because the appointment of women as a leader is an unsuitable, inapt
and a violation of the command of Allah and that struggle is not for the cause of Islam. Alusi
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seems to be referring to two basic perceptions to find out the relationship related to men’s
leadership : (1) the gifted quality, (wahbi), the ability of man’s leadership and (2) The
acquired quality (kasbi), man’s power of evaluation. The meanings of the word “qawwamun”,
Alusi argued, are “men’s leadership quality and intellectual capability, which are self
explanatory. Man’s superiority over women, to him, is granted by God, Allah and the
deficient in intellect and weakness in religion has prevented women’s leadership, which is
females in born natural quality. Muslims, he advised, should not leave their leadership on
them. Moreover, women’s leadership in which there is no hope of success or no possibility of
avoiding fitnah, or no hope of boon or benefit for people and society except at home affairs.
However, if there is any hope of achieving any of these, then women’s leadership will not be
harmful for people and society. From historical perspective, Alusi argued, no woman was
prophet, khalifah, imam either “Imamat-i-kubra or sughra” (major and minor leadership),
muaddhin for announcing/declaring Adhan, Iqamat, khuthba and so on that are confined to
men, who are qualified to rule the nation and lead prayers.81

With regard to the limit of woman empowerment ordained by Allah, women’s leadership and
superiority, al-‘Arabi commented on the verse of 2 : 228-229, is indicative of something
wrong and violation of revealed guidance for Muslims as the Qur’an  describes “and women
have rights over their husbands as regards living expenses, similar to those of their husbands
over them as regards obedience and respect to what is responsible, but men have a degree of
responsibility over them, if any do transgresses the limits ordained by God, then such are the
Zalimun (unjust)”. Men’s superiority, Ibn ‘Arabi argued, is the Qur’anic ordained and
prophetic ordained as prophet Muhammad (be upon him) said about their incapability in
intellect and shortcoming in religion: “I have not seen any one of deficient intellect and
weakness in din who is more destructive to the intelligence of a cautious man than you
women. The women asked: "Why is that, O messenger of Allah? He replied: Do you not
spend a few nights without performing Salah and without observing Sawm? This is the
deficiency of her din, and the testimony of one of you equals half the testimony of a single
man, this is the deficiency of her intellect”.82 The consensus of ‘ulama, Ibn al-‘Arabi argued,
is not to appoint them as the Khalifah.83 On the basis of Hadith, to him, the superiority of man
over woman is due to three reasons : a. perfect understanding, b. perfection of din, and c.
participating in jihad and enjoining the good and preventing the evil. With all these qualities,
men would be able to carry out the heavy burden of the nation and society.84 It is a protective
measure for women to remain at home, as al-Shami explained, for safeguarding their modesty
and chastity from ill-treatment, evil-eyes, and slavery.85 Al-Qurtubi held the similar view and
argued that the judges, rulers and mujtahidin in the early period of Islam were among the
men, not among the women86. On the same verse, Hafiz Ibn Kathir commented that the
nubuwwah (prophecy) is God-gifted quality selected by God only from men, not women.87

Baidawi said that the quality of nubuwwah, leading the Salah, leading a society, a nation and
a country, and establishing the other rules of the Shari’ah such as ´Adhan, and Iqamah, all are



Bangladesh Journal of Islamic Thought 9 : 1214

only confined to men, not to women88. Jamal Badawi argued that God, Allah opted for men as
prophets because of commanding people to enjoy what is right and to forbid what is wrong,
teaching people the revealed books, rituals and worship, reforming socio-economic
dimensions, and leading the battle against the enemies of Islam.89 Ibn Taymiyyah criticized
the book of Ibn Hazm who discussed regarding women’s rights widely but accepted his view
about female leadership.90

With regard to the limits of women ordained by the prophet of Islam, leadership by them is
indicative of something solemnly erroneous for Muslims as the prophet said, appointing
women as the ruler shall never prosper. The limits here are an unable to carry out hard
responsibilities of the state and society, resolving challenges faced by men and society,
recruiting employees, making hard-decisions, conversing and exchanging views with national
and international delegates and being distressed and displeased during the perils and
unfortunate situations.

Al-Mawardi disagreed, on the basis of Hadith of Abi Bakra “if a nation that appoints a
woman as its ruler shall never prosper”, appointing women for any ministerial position, which
has been divided into two types i.e. one concerns the policies and laws made for the nation,
and the second implements those policies and laws for the well-being of people in society. He
further explained a Hadith stated by Abu Hurirah, “women have the lack of determination and
the lack of knowledge of Din”, and the prevention of free-mixing male and female by the
Shari‘ah, prohibits women’s leadership.91 Abu Ya‘la’ al-Hanbali held a similar view : women
who have lack of knowledge, lack of determination or deficiency of intellect or perfection of
din (religion) may not be appointed as a leader of the society. 92 Ibn al-Rushd commented that
woman does not have any link to the leadership of the state.93 The interpreter of al-Bukhari
Badr al-Din and Hafiz Ibn Hajr al-‘Asqalani opined that women’s leadership at the state level
is not allowed.94 Ibn Qudama argued that the messenger of Allah (SWT) did not appoint
woman as a Judge or administrator in the city. It is argued that if the leadership of woman was
permissible, Muslims would appoint woman as the head of the state or a Judge.95 Muhammad
Ziauddin commented that even though, among Muslim scholars, there are different views
about the appointment of women as Qadi but all Muslim scholars agreed not to appoint
women as the head of the state.96 Ibn Baz also provided the same view about women’s
leadership and said that women’s leadership in Islam is forbidden.97 However, if there are
potential women who are eligible and qualified should be given a chance to take over the
responsibility of the society within the Shari’ah paradigm.

Given some situations such as going out for maintaining various social activities, traveling
without muhrim, commanding for jihad during the war, taking care of the entire activities of
Muslim community, taking care of her children and family affairs including husband’s
duties,98 Imam Zuwaini and Bagavi argued, are obstacles to be leaders,99 though their
witnesses and the appointment of judge are permissible.100 Maududi emphasized on the
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superiority of men over women on the basis of the verse 4 : 34; the term ‘qawwamun’ means
“men are in charge over women” at the family level, not at the high government official or the
state levels. To him, handing over the supremacy of the state contradictory with the Hadith of
Abu Bakrah, “nation would not prosper, if it hands over the supremacy of its state to a
woman”. On the same verse, Yusuf al-Qardawi commented that “man as the guardian over
woman, such as guardianship of the family is an obligation upon man who should undertake
the responsibility of his wife and children,101 as mentioned in the Qur’an 2 : 228, “but men
have a degree of advantage over women and Allah is Exalted in Power, Wise”.102 However,
enjoying, Maududii argued, the right to vote for electing the qualified leaders is permitted as
it was allowed in the early period of Islam but contesting for parliament or cabinet positions
or the head of the state, is proscribed. Four conditions; being a male, a Muslim, an adult and a
resident/citizen, to him, prevent women’s appointment as the head of the state, parliament
members and so on.103 Staying at home, covering the body, maintaining the total seclusion of
women, and the absolute segregation of sexes under the system of veiling are ordained by
God that protect their modesty and virginity. Otherwise, it would be a violation of the divine
order and a sinful act. Furthermore, men biologically are born with physical strength and hard
working, while women are opposite; emotion, politeness, softness and weakness. Getting
involvement in civil-political affairs would jeopardize family life and leads to chaos and
social ill.104

Regarding Maududi’s view and Jama‘at’s stance related to women’s leadership, one, Zeenath
Kausar argued, should understand105 according to all of his writings, not merely only one
book, titled “the Islamic law and constitution”. Having equal right in various aspects for
women is divine order as Maududi said that; “separate consultative Shurah for women and
fulfilling their family responsibilities are their rights.106 The verse 2 : 228, Mahmud Saltut
commented, does relate to man’s leadership over women at home in fulfilling their all
expenses, not to the position of king, ruler or high official of the government.107

Being a supreme leader implies, Shawkat Muhammad ‘Ulyan, Isma’il al-Badwi108 and
Muhammad Nasir al-Bani argued, that Allah wants women to remain firm at home that has
been commanded by the prophet that would protect nation from devastation and desolation as
“a nation cannot prosper”.109 Being manhood as a mandatory from legal perspective,110 Ibn
Hajar stated, prohibits women’s appointment as Amir (ruler) or Qadi (judge). No women, al-
Siba’i explained,111 were appointed by the prophet Muhammad (SAAS) as well as the four
pious caliphs either at the state level or administrative affairs and no woman played a
significant role in the political affairs.112 Al-Siba’i argued that some women; Aysha the
daughter of Abu Bakar and Hafsa sister of ‘Umr bin al-Khattab and so on contributed in
nation-building and social progress such as mosque-based activities, business, agricultures,
politics, wars and etc, but their involvements in socio-political activities were not
significant.113
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Al-Siba’i further argued that the prohibition of women’s leadership in Muslim society is not
their incompetence and ineptitude, but for the greater national interest, social well-being, and
safeguarding the entire community from illness and infirmity of men’s desire. The reasons
that prevented women for being leaders, are: hampering to concentrate on their suitable roles
and responsibilities as wives and mothers, letting free mixing and khalwa (mixing alone) with
gahyr muhram (men are allowed for marrying), obstacle for covering their entire body,
traveling alone, and discussing alone the secret matter of the state. The above inevitable
situations impede women to work smoothly and might vigor them to commit sins. While
covering the awrah for Muslim women is an obligatory, the Shari’ah forbids Muslims, not to
make halal as haram and haram as halal.114 These situations imply, he argued, that are less
beneficial effort for the public well-being, disregard the rights of children and family, exploit
the family bond and tie and make gap between husband and wife that cause severance and
separation. However, al-Siba’i believed that the slogan of women’s leadership as the head of
the state has been imported from the Western society. After a thousand years they were given
the political rights, but the question has raised, are these rights beneficial for the society and
humanity? He advised the people of the Western society who have given the political rights
of women that have broken the bond of their family and destroyed the relationship between
the spouses.115

It is also argued that during the period of the Prophet Muhammad (SAAS), periods of four
caliphs for 32 years, 14 caliphs of Umayyad’s period from 661 to 744, 37 caliphs of
Abbasid’s period from 749 to 1258 and until the end of the periods of Ottoman, there was not
a single female leader as the head of the state and even no one proposed to appoint any
qualified woman as the leader. During the period of four caliphs, there were many qualified
wives alive, but were not appointed as the head of the state. From the early period of Islam
until today, Muslim scholars made ijtihad on various issues in order to solve problems faced
by men and society, but women’s leadership issue was so clear, that is why there is no ijtihad
on this issue and no one gave fatwa as it is allowed116.

‘Arif ‘Ali argued on the basis of the views of Ibn al-Juza and other ‘Ulama that woman has no
guardianship over her own marriage, so how she will decide the dispute of others’ marital
affairs? Moreover, how she will settle the cases of others’ divorce while she has no right of
her own divorce? Al-Khattabi said: She cannot carry out her own marriage, so how she can
make the arrangement of others marriage.’117 But Abu Hanifa, Hasan Ibn Zaid, and Abu
Yusuf agreed that women are allowed to be the guardianship of their own marriage as Allah
(SWT) says : “do not prevent them from their marrying their husbands, if they mutually agree
on reasonable basis.118 Some Muslim scholars argued that women should neither be appointed
as the head of the state nor even be appointed as a Qadi because appearance and voice of
women in Islam are considered as ‘awrah and it may provoke the trouble. Therefore, it is not
lawful for a woman to show up in trading places or in open spaces or to undertake the
administrative position. Ibn Farhun said : Her voice may provoke temptation, and her



Analyzing Muslim Women’s Leadership : The Contemporary Context 17

appearance may make trouble for others.119 However, Abdul Karim Zaidan commented on
verse 24 : 31 that her voice and appearance is not the part of purdah and this revelation does
not mandate an essential and mandatory for covering them, it is rather permitted when she
does not exceed the limit of usual beautification or embellishment, and must be without any
excessiveness, because the immoderate embellishment, beauty and appearance are most likely
to provoke the trouble and stimulate sexual desire, so this is prohibited.120

Based on the above discussion, it is clear that woman’s leadership is perceived as no concrete
guidance from religious point of view. Women as the half organ of the society should not be
ignored and it is therefore permitted to appoint her as a leader within the Shari’ah paradigm.
Her quality and ability is God-gifted and it is therefore allowed to lead people, society and
nation for the well-being of humanity. But, on the other hand, covering the entire body for
women in Islam is an Islamic obligation for the sake of Allah in order to fulfill her
responsibility as the servant and vicegerent of Allah on earth because in the eyes of Allah,
both man and woman are equal in terms of reward and punishment, affirmative measure and
protective measure, physical and spiritual, and biological. However, in Islam, women’s
leadership can only be allowed under some circumstances : a) safeguarding their private parts
from illegal sexual acts and restraining the eyes from evil desires in the public (the Qur’an, 24
: 31), b) abstaining from displaying women’s fineries and decorations before all other men
except to their husbands, fathers, husband’s fathers, sons, husband’s sons, brothers, brother’s
sons, sister’s sons and sisters in Islam (the Qur’an, 33 : 33), c) covering the entire body121 by
outer dress like veil, gloves, head-cover, apron etc or by some other ways except only that
which is apparent like palms of hands or eyes for necessity to see the way (the Qur’an, 24 :
31; the Qur’an, 33 : 59), d) lowering (both men and women) their gaze from looking at
forbidden things, e) avoiding free-mixing, f) maintaining the motherhood, and g) obeying
husband and protecting his rights and properties.

Today, it is essential for Muslim scholars to make a clear Islamic stance to all communities
about the issue of women’s leadership in Islam in order to benefit humanity from their
contribution. Muslims should clarify the misconception of women’s leadership among
themselves. They believe that those misconceptions occurring in the present Muslim
community are because of misunderstandings of religious teachings, discrimination factors,
and western propagation, all of which stem from individual’s self interest.

In modern context, Sultana Razia ascended the throne of the Mameluk dynasty in 1236 C.E.
who was most qualified among three children of Mamluke as he recognized the merit of
woman and said : “My sons are incapable of ruling, and that is why I have decided that my
daughter must rule after me” (Sultanes : 131). Merit and justice, to him, are hand in hand.
Bhutto’s predecessor, Zia ul-Haq, once appointed the Ansari Commission to define the role of
women in politics. The Commission recommended that women should be allowed to enter
politics after the age of 50, with their husbands’ permission, and a blood relative male should
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accompany them abroad trips during the meetings with men. These recommendations have
been rejected by the then president of Pakistan General Zia ul-Haq who was concerned about
the conflict between purdah and female politicians. The response of extremists to this
potential conflict is evident in Saudi Arabia and Afghanistan where women are practically
barred from public life. In Iran, women play an undeniably active role in public life, but the
government does require them to wear chadors (all-covering outer garments) to ensure some
observance of purdah (Dawn, date : 9-5-83, and 9-9-83).

Therefore, it is recommended that if a Muslim woman shows her efficiency and capability to
lead the society and nation, should be permitted that would be a reflection of the people’s
trust in her ability to respond to their needs and be a just leader.

Conclusion

Women’s leadership is an old phenomenon though they were used by interest groups as a tool
for joyfulness and cheerfulness, a tool to gain imperial interests, a tool in the name of
liberation and equality, a tool to gain political interest, and a tool to use for personal interest
over history. Women’s leadership is also a contentious issue because of women’s physical
differences and weaknesses, intellectual incapability, emotional sensations, softness and
motherhoodness. In the contemporary world, women’s leadership has developed a positive
impression as a capable and qualitative leadership who ruled different nations as the prime
minister or president.

Women leadership is permissible in Islam but it is also proscribed as the head of the state
even though no concrete injunction to permit it or to reject it is available. Women leadership
could make more and better contributions to society if they are given chances, provided
proper trainings, more scopes and opportunities with their counterparts to strengthen their
stance in participating nation buildings. They can also be a part of the skilled and qualified
leadership, rather than be an adversary in backwardness and conflicts. The Muslim nation
should understand the necessity of their contribution in contemporary context and allow them
as half organ of the society in leading the nation with sincere cooperation, mutual
understanding, human dignity and respect. Preventing or allowing women’s leadership
requires the authorities and Islamic scholars concerned to identify sincerely the stipulation of
their capability, the demand of the society, not use women for political and personal interests,
and finally, not to be biased.

However, women’s leadership is their unhindered legitimate rights in solving the socio-
cultural and economic-political crisis according to their capacity. The consequences of
women’s leadership show that this phenomenon may not be regarded as the prohibition of
women’s leadership, but permissible of their leadership in accordance with the need of the
contemporary society within the Shari’ah paradigm. The present circumstances also demand
that every woman should be a career woman at least during some portion of her life, i.e.,
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during her student days or motherhood period if she lives in a large extended family, or after
her motherhood period. Furthermore, this paper recommends forming a world council of
Muslim ‘Ulama´ that eliminates the confusions and debates among Muslims. The Qur’an
declares :

“And women shall have rights similar to the rights against them, according to what
is equitable; but men have a degree of advantage over them. And Allah (SWT) is
Exalted in Power Wise (the Qur’an, 2 : 228)”.
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