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This reading group guide for The Lady Imam includes an introduction, discussion questions, ideas for enhancing
your book club, and a Q&A with author Carla Power. The suggested questions are intended to help your reading
group find new and interesting angles and topics for your discussion. We hope that these ideas will enrich your
conversation and increase your enjoyment of the book.

INTRODUGTION

“Ariveting and ground-breaking portrait...Power’s prose is propulsive and vibrating
with the revolutionary energy of amina wadud'’s tremendous and courageous life
—Rafia Zakaria, author of Against White Feminism

From two-time Pulitzer finalist Carla Power comes the first biography of our time’s most
famous—and infamous—Islamic woman scholar, amina wadud. Born Mary Teasley, the
daughter of a Methodist preacher, wadud has lived a life made up of many journeys. Growing
up in poverty and dysfunction in Maryland, wadud was also exposed to WASP affluence
when she lived in Massachusetts as a teenager.

After stints as a hitchhiking hippie and a Buddhist, she converted to Islam as an Ivy League
undergraduate in 1972. Since then, her writings and activism have shaken traditionalists,
while spurring the “Gender Jihad”, a struggle against the man-made interpretations of Islam
that have too often reduced women and LGBTQ+ Muslims to second-class citizenry.

In 2005, wadud stunned the world and shook the patriarchal Islamic establishment
when she broke with Islamic tradition and claimed the right to lead both men and women
side by side in public Friday prayers. Death threats and fatwas calling her a heretic
followed, but so too did wadud’s icon status among Muslims seeking justice and
freedom from their faith.

Power takes us on a journey through wadud’s life, mapping her traversal of continents
and divides as a feminist scholar-activist, single mother of five, and campaigner for
LGBTQ+ rights. At a time when what it means to be an American and a Muslim are both
hotly debated, wadud shows us new ways to think about both identities.

With unparalleled access to wadud through years of interviews and research, Power
has written the first biography of wadud’s life and journey while exploring profound
questions about faith and justice in America, and in Islam.




QUESTIONS FOR DISGUSSION

How did you experience reading The Lady Imam? Did you go in with any preconceived
notions about amina wadud or Islam? Did you feel your expectations challenged when
you read the book? If so, how?

. amina wadud embodies many identities, leading a life that at times feels “paradoxical”
(page 156). How do these identities factor into the types of struggles she faces
throughout the book?

. The Lady Imam is structured into 16 Hijrahs. How does this structure impact your
view of wadud’s story?

. The Hijrahs that wadud undertakes are not only physical, but mental, emotional, and
spiritual. What kind of Hijrahs have you taken in your own life, external or internal?
What significance did they hold for you within the larger journey of your life?

. In The Lady Imam, wadud names Toni Morrison and the Sufi saint Rabia as women
who influenced her worldview. Do you have figures like this in your life? How have

they impacted your core values and philosophies?

. On page 191, the question is posed: “Who speaks for Islam? And what gives them that
right?” How would you answer this question?

. On page 107, Power recounts that since amina’s youth, she has “sought to complicate
the meaning of being American.” What do you think it means
to be American?

. In Hijrah VI, amina confronts the idea of families being made up of two-parent
households. Have you seen the idea of a family being reconceived in your own life or
community? If so, how did you respond?




QUESTIONS FOR DISGUSSION

. amina challenges herself, others, and the system to confront our beliefs and ways of

thinking. Have you ever challenged a belief system before? Why or why not? What
brought you to your conclusions?

. The Islamic calendar operates on a lunar system known as Hijri. This system is named
for the first Hijrah of the Prophet Muhmmad. At the end of the book, amina sits upon
her “terrace every night, watching the moon rise.” What is the significance of this
ending?

. In The Lady Imam Power and wadud introduce the idea of Barzakh, a theological
concept representing a liminal space or purgatory between this life and the eternal.
Outside of the theological definition, amina embarks on her own “Barzakh years”
(page 64) in Philadelphia. What do you think signifies the end of wadud’s Barzakh
years? Have you experienced a Barzakh of your own? If so, how did it affect your
worldview?

. wadud’s father, the Rev, was a dedicated Christian preacher. How do you think that
wadud’s upbringing as the daughter of a man so dedicated to his Christian faith affects
her worldview and relationship with religion today?




A GONVERSATION
WITH THE AUTHOR

What first drew you to amina wadud? When did you decide to start writing
The Lady Imam?

A: As ajournalist, I've circled back again and again to writing on Muslim
societies, trying to find ways to tell stories about them that don’t feed into the
tired stereotypes we so often read in the headlines. If anyone breaks stereotypes,
it’s amina wadud. How many single mothers of five have reconceived power
relations in a major monotheistic faith? Like millions of others, I'd heard about
this daring woman in 2005, when she broke with Islamic tradition by walking

to the front of the congregation at Manhattan’s Cathedral of St. John the Divine,
giving a sermon, then leading men and women together in prayer.

Then, when I met amina at an Islamic feminist convention in Malaysia in

2009, and saw her charisma, heard a bit about her incredible life, and began

to understand what a rock star she was for Muslims looking for justice and
equality in their faith, I knew I wanted to write about her. I was fascinated by this
theologian who used scripture to challenge the all-too-common assumptions

about Islam treating men and women unequally, but I was also drawn to her

as an activist, as someone who literally used her body to claim what she sees as
God-given rights—for women as well as men to serve as religious authorities. I
was also fascinated by the way her story had alot to say about being an American,
as her quest takes her through poverty and privilege, various subcultures, and
academia, revealing much about everything from race to motherhood along the
way.

As afeminist and an American, I was angry that such a fascinating figure wasn’t
known much outside of Islamic Studies circles. I was busy with other books, but
I finally approached amina about writing her biography in the summer of 2019. I
had to finish Home, Land, Security (2021) before rolling up my sleeves to work on
amina’s story, but it was great when I could finally focus on it!




A GONVERSATION
WITH THE AUTHOR

@ 2. wadud consistently refers to Toni Morrison as a source of inspirationin her
life. Are there any figures in your life that hold a similar place in your heart
or that have influenced your writing style and worldview?

A: My mom was an academic who taught Gender Studies, and so I grewup in a
household that seemed to have a copy of Virginia Woolf’s A Room of One’s Own
in every room. Even now, I find myself dipping into this meditation on how the
patriarchy shaped British society, and find new ways it’s relevant to my own life
every time.

Like so many others, I'm heavily influenced by the cultural critic Edward Said’s
writings on how Western cultures have constructed non-Western cultures.
Reading his Orientalism as an undergraduate changed how I saw the world, and
how I thought about the Muslim cultures I'd spent so much time in as a child. It
was his work that inspired me to go on to study and write about Islamic societies,
and to be super mindful of the language and framing I used.

This is slightly left-field for a non-fiction writer, but the artist who taught me

to love language, cadence, and economy in writing was Stephen Sondheim, the
musical theatre genius. I grew up listening to his shows and poring over the liner
notes (and yeah, miming the songs in my bedroom!) They taught me lots about
love, loss, art, and wit.

. Thisis not your first book on Islam or the Qur’an. Did writing this
book challenge your own perspective on Islam and its central tenets
inany way?

A: Yes! I think the most powerful reorganization of my understanding comes
through amina’s Tawhidic Paradigm, which basically says, if God is everywhere,
and one, and unifying, and is the only entity that should be above anyone else,
then any person who claims power over another person (a man over a woman,




A GONVERSATION
WITH THE AUTHOR

awhite person over a person of color, etc.) is putting themselves in a God-like
position, and is thus committing a terrible sin in Islam. It was so exciting to see
how amina applied a Qur’anic concept to human rights issues.

. What do you hope that readers take away from The Lady Imam?

A: Too often, Islam is represented in the headlines as a brittle faith. Non-Muslims
often miss the diverse possibilities that lie in its traditions, and the interpretive
variety that its scholars can draw on. For non-Muslims, I hope amina’s story gives
a taste of these riches.

I hope I can persuade people that amina wadud’s name deserves to be as
well-known as Malcolm X’s, as an American Muslim who changed the lives of
countless people, and who inspired people around the world. Whether or not you
agree or disagree with her interpretations, she stands as an important American
intellectual and Muslim thinker-activist-icon, someone whose work is central to
one of the great global civil rights struggles of our times: justice and equality for
all Muslims. I hope her story will resonate with people on a personal level, as a
story of hardship, persistence, and courage. Right now, as we’re debating what it
means to be an American and what being a Muslim means, her story shows that
there are all sorts of ways to be both of these identities.

. You have spoken about growing up in a Jewish and Quaker household that
was in many ways secular. What draws you to study Islam?

A:1grew up with very little religious education-my parents had both pretty
much abandoned their faith traditions as anything more than cultural traditions.
If they had a religion, it was a passion about understanding other cultures. They
regularly took us from our base in St. Louis, Missouri to live abroad in Iran,
India, Afghanistan, Egypt, and to travel widely every summer. A childhood

spent toggling between the Midwest and the Middle East and Asia made me




A GONVERSATION
WITH THE AUTHOR

interested in how Islam is practiced in different places. I'm also really drawn

to understanding people with worldviews very different from my own—and to
finding common ground with them. So it was that my first book, If the Oceans
Were Ink, was about my friendship with a conservative Muslim scholar, whose
life and religious observance couldn’t have been more different from my own.
Tracing where our worldviews converged and diverged was one of the most
profound experiences of my life. It also made me interested in the history of
Islamic women scholars, because the subject of the book, Sheikh Mohammad
Akram Nadwi, had discovered an all-but-ignored history of thousands of women
scholars, stretching back to the 7th century. I used to call him “the accidental
feminist,” since he certainly wouldn’t consider himself a feminist, and yet he
uncovered women who were experts in the Qur’an and other Islamic studies,
who were judges, roving scholars on camel-back, consulted as experts by caliphs
and kings—a whole forgotten history of female scholars!

My second book, Home, Land, Security, wasn’t about Islam, but rather, about how

the politicization of Islamic (or far-right) ideologies can lead to terrorism. Like
Oceans, it was about the challenge of trying to find common ground, or at least
understanding, with people whose views are different from my own. A study

of how people are drawn into violent extremist groups—either jihadi or white
supremacist, it looked at how various deradicalization programs around the
world try to reform their thinking and behavior. Talking to former recruits to
ISIS, the Taliban, and neo-Nazi groups was an exercise in trying to find humanity
in those who many people would write off as evil.
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1. Visit author Carla Power’s Substack for more information about her, her career, ,a
on amina, and upcoming events and projects. ‘

. Highlighting Female Islamic Scholars: lﬂ

SR
9

— [
[

>

/
x‘ a. Inafield thatis more often than not male-dominated, women Islamic scholars A
.‘ are often forgotten. Have your group members research a female Islamic ,"
‘ “ scholar and present what you find to the group. .
“ 3. amina wadud’s interpretations of text are often controversial, yet her exegeses are l“
grounded in standard interpretation methodologies. Do you have a faith tradition? /

X

Consider bringing a passage from your own tradition to interpret during your book
.= club. Present your conclusions and how you came to them with the group. ,"
0 " 4. One of wadud’s many strengths is her experience living in many different faiths. ‘
‘ Visit different houses of faith in your area during their visiting hours. Learn about l‘

X

each religion and ask the group: What can we gain from exploring how different ’
communities understand their God(s) and faith?

..

XA

. Religious scholars have different interpretations of religious doctrine and texts.
Pick two different scholars’ interpretations of the same passage. What are the
similarities and differences in interpretation? What could have motivated the
differing outcomes in their understanding?
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