
Northumbria Research Link

Citation:  Koburtay,  Tamer,  Abuhussein,  Tala  and  Sidani,  Yusuf  M.  (2023)  Women
Leadership, Culture, and Islam: Female Voices from Jordan. Journal of Business Ethics,
183 (2). pp. 347-363. ISSN 0167-4544 

Published by: Springer

URL:  https://doi.org/10.1007/s10551-022-05041-0  <https://doi.org/10.1007/s10551-022-
05041-0>

This  version  was  downloaded  from  Northumbria  Research  Link:
https://nrl.northumbria.ac.uk/id/eprint/49552/

Northumbria University has developed Northumbria Research Link (NRL) to enable users
to access the University’s research output. Copyright © and moral rights for items on
NRL are retained by the individual author(s) and/or other copyright owners.  Single copies
of full items can be reproduced, displayed or performed, and given to third parties in any
format or medium for personal research or study, educational, or not-for-profit purposes
without  prior  permission  or  charge,  provided  the  authors,  title  and  full  bibliographic
details are given, as well as a hyperlink and/or URL to the original metadata page. The
content must not be changed in any way. Full items must not be sold commercially in any
format or medium without formal permission of the copyright holder.  The full policy is
available online: http://nrl.northumbria.ac.uk/policies.html

This document may differ from the final, published version of the research and has been
made available online in accordance with publisher policies. To read and/or cite from the
published version of  the research,  please visit  the publisher’s website (a subscription
may be required.)

                        

http://nrl.northumbria.ac.uk/policies.html


Vol.:(0123456789)1 3

Journal of Business Ethics (2023) 183:347–363 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10551-022-05041-0

ORIGINAL PAPER

Women Leadership, Culture, and Islam: Female Voices from Jordan

Tamer Koburtay1 · Tala Abuhussein2 · Yusuf M. Sidani3

Received: 28 June 2021 / Accepted: 13 January 2022 / Published online: 28 February 2022 
© The Author(s) 2022

Abstract
This paper aims to explore the experiences of female leaders considering the interplay of gender, religion, and culture. 
Drawing on an inductive-qualitative study, the paper examines perceptions regarding the role of religion and cultural norms 
in women’s ascension into leadership positions in Jordan. The results indicated that Jordanian women leaders adopted an 
Islamic feminist worldview and did not embrace a liberal nor a socialist/Marxist feminist worldview. Women leaders seemed 
wanting to claim their religion back from those forces that are reportedly holding their aspirations hostage to monolithic 
interpretations of religious texts. By constantly referring to their religion, female leaders wanted to be granted spaces of trust 
and responsibility in leadership positions that they did not see contradictory to the way they understood their faith. The paper 
provides insights into how women leaders understand prejudicial stereotypes and discrimination in their society, explaining 
how those are linked to patriarchal socio-cultural traditions emphasizing male control.

Keywords Female leaders · Feminism · Gender · Islam · Qur’an

Introduction

The situation of women in Arab societies has received sig-
nificant research attention given the grave situation that Arab 
women face1 (e.g., Abuhussein & Koburtay, 2021; Afiouni, 
2014; Althalathini et al., 2021; Koburtay & Abuhussein, 
2020; Koburtay et al., 2018; Maltby et al., 2010; Metcalfe, 
2008; Sidani, 2005; Tlaiss, 2015). Some scholars assert that 
the situation of women in this region is related to significant 
cultural barriers inhibiting their growth and advancement 
(e.g., Abuhussein & Koburtay, 2021; Karam & Afiouni, 
2017). The Arab culture, in general, seems to adopt the 
notion that women play a societal role that needs to be 

distinct from that of men. While women have traditionally 
been involved in paid and unpaid work, the private space 
remains the primary one allocated to women. Women’s par-
ticipation in the public sphere has often been deemed scarce, 
sporadic, and temporary.

The aim of this paper is to explore how women leaders 
see their own plight and how they consider ways of address-
ing the continuous problems and opportunities they encoun-
ter, particularly in relation to the role of religious values and 
cultural traditions contributing to their current status. This 
builds on recent scholarly calls aiming to explore the inter-
play between Islam and feminism in specific cultural set-
tings (Althalathini et al., 2021; Shaya & Khait, 2017; Sidani 
et al., 2015; Tlaiss & McAdam, 2021). Jordan is a fascinat-
ing context of study, given that it lies at the intersection of 
the more liberal Levant region and the more conservative 
Bedouin Arab cultural milieu (Abuhussein & Koburtay, 
2021; Majcher-Teleon & Slimène, 2009). As such, draw-
ing on an inductive reasoning approach informed by data 
collected from female leaders, the main question that this 
study seeks to answer pertains to which feminist voice is 
more salient among Jordanian female leaders and how they 
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see the role of religion and cultural values in empowering 
or disempowering their ascension to leadership positions.

This study aspires to make several contributions to theory 
and practice. It moves beyond studies done in the Arab con-
text that have been overwhelmingly concerned with issues 
related to gender discrimination (e.g., Bobbitt-Zeher, 2011), 
prejudice (e.g., Eagly & Karau, 2002; Koenig et al., 2011; 
Spates et al., 2019), or women’s employment (e.g., Afiouni, 
2014), to zoom in more thoroughly on the interplay between 
women leadership, cultural context, and religious traditions. 
While we acknowledge the continuous interest in studying 
gender within management and organizational studies (e.g., 
Bastian et al., 2018; Bianco et al., 2017; Langowitz & Min-
niti, 2007; Tlaiss & McAdam, 2021), “the existing theo-
retical concepts need to be expanded to better explain the 
uniqueness of women … as a subject of research inquiry” 
(Yadav & Unni, 2016, p. 1) because, as suggested by 
Llewellyn and Trzebiatowska (2013, p. 245), “male-stream 
academia has marginalized feminist scholarship and [in the 
same way], feminist scholarship has marginalized religion.” 
In response to this, this paper explore feminist approaches 
of female leaders in Jordan, and explains how these women 
perceive the role of religion and cultural traditions in impact-
ing the potential of women to reach leadership positions in 
Jordanian institutions.

This paper is structured as follows. To embed this 
research in the current body of knowledge, a conceptual 
discussion regarding Islam, female leadership, and “histori-
cal” feminism in Arab societies is presented. The paper then 
explains the research methodology and findings. Finally, 
implications for research and practice are presented.

Islam and Female Leaders in the Arab Culture

In an increasingly globalized world, the Arab-Middle East-
ern countries face challenges regarding social justice (or the 
lack thereof) and discrimination against females (Metcalfe, 
2008). Females in this region are usually expected to balance 
their gender role (as mothers and wives) with their social 
role (as workers/leaders) (Grünenfelder, 2013; Mulvaney 
et al., 2007). Should they fail to harmonize between these 
roles, they may encounter some form of social exclusion. 
This mismatch harms females via adverse stereotypes and 
unequal treatment regarding their perceived abilities and 
leadership potential.

In many Muslim majority countries (MMCs), Islam is an 
important driver of ethical understandings and behaviors. 
Sources of religious guidance are embodied in the Qur’an 
(Holy Book of Muslims) and the Sunnah/Hadith, where the 
latter refers to the legacy and teachings of Prophet Muham-
mad comprising his words, acts, and deeds (Tlaiss, 2015). 
According to some scholars, a close reading of Islamic 
texts show that in Islam, there are directions that support 

complementarity between the sexes and encourage wider 
strategies to enhance diversity and avoid gender discrimina-
tion and inequality (Syed & Ali, 2010; Syed et al., 2014). 
Barlas (2001) put it differently noting that, in Islamic under-
standing, males and females should “be treated differently, 
not unequally” (Metcalfe, 2008, p. 91).

Yet, there are other viewpoints that note linkages between 
religion, or religious understandings, and women’s economic 
participation and leadership. A concept that has been thor-
oughly discussed in male–female societal interactions in 
Muslim societies, with direct implications for leadership, is 
related to the religious concept of qiwamah which roughly 
means men’s custodianship over women (Sidani, 2018). 
This led some authors (e.g., El-Saadawi, 2013) to note that 
Islam advocates a form of patriarchy with the understand-
ing that men should assume the role of leaders over women. 
Other authors disagree contending that a gender-conscious 
approach toward societal relationships in Muslim societies 
would lead to a more liberal interpretation of Islamic texts. 
Qiwamah under such approach means serving and protecting 
rather than leading or reigning over women’s affairs (Bahlul, 
2000; Banani, 1993; Sidani, 2018). This understanding led 
those scholars to assert that Islam does not promote men’s 
unequivocal mastery in society (Syed & Ali, 2010).

Understanding women’s societal and leadership role is not 
restricted to variances in textual interpretations. The nature 
of early Muslim societies, and how they evolved historically, 
has had a significant impact on how women’s role developed 
and changed. Marlow (1997), cited in Syed et al. (2014), 
argued that after Prophet Muhammad, rulers and Islamic 
scholars began to rationalize the tribal system emphasizing 
patriarchal understandings with the superiority of the male 
tribal chief. This eventually had implications on how people 
stereotype women positioning them with a lesser ability to 
lead (Ali, 1996; Khan, 2011; Koburtay et al., 2018). Over 
time, patriarchy became increasingly powerful in the Arab-
Middle East region (Joseph, 1996), so women’s presence 
in leadership positions became scant and exceptional. The 
ramifications of such practices had been reflected in wom-
en’s low presence in leadership positions, dismal economic 
participation, and employment at levels below the global 
average (UNDP, 2012).

Contemporary scholarship about women leaders in Arab 
society has increased in the past few years but remains 
scattered and scarce. A literature search about women lead-
ership in Arab societies generates 128 document results 
on Scopus. After filtering the results to only include arti-
cles on women leadership in business (excluding health, 
education, and other non-business journals), the number 
shrinks to merely 44 articles from 1995 to 2021. Many 
scholarly contributions approached the issue of women 
leadership in terms of what it means for their career ascen-
sion (e.g., Abalkhail, 2019; Jayashree et al., 2020). Other 
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studies compared female leadership patterns and styles 
or attitudes toward female leadership (e.g., Kemp et al., 
2015; Neal et al., 2007; Rayyan, 2016; Yaseen, 2010). 
Many studies assessed female leadership in specific Arab 
countries such as Oman (Al-Lamky, 2007), UAE (Madsen, 
2010), Saudi Arabia (Hodges, 2017), and Lebanon (Sidani 
et al., 2015). Very few studies assessed the discourse of 
feminism within organizational circles. Some exceptions 
include Al-Mutawa (2020) who addressed state feminism 
and the persistent endorsement of sexist stereotypes and 
“myths”. Prager (2020) also tackled the issue of state femi-
nism and how it influences women’s empowerment. Few 
studies assessed the interplay of feminism and religious 
understandings in influencing female entrepreneurship or 
career development (e.g., Althalathini et al.,’s 2021; Tlaiss 
& McAdam, 2021). Up to our knowledge, no study has so 
far addressed feminist discourses of Arab women leaders, 
and how women leaders themselves perceive the intersec-
tion of culture and religion in influencing their ascension 
to leadership positions.

In this regard, it is important to discern which type of 
feminism resonates more among female leaders in Jor-
dan, as the status of women in this country is currently 
undergoing a historic transition, with women achieving 
a number of positive gains and new rights. One justifica-
tion for this transition could be attributed to the popula-
tion in Jordan which includes a majority of Palestinians 
citizens and regarded as the highest portion to population 
of Palestinians worldwide (UNRWA, 2021). The influx of 
Palestinian refugees into Jordan back in the 1950s substan-
tially influenced the Jordanian feminist movements, as an 
increasing number of women became involved in societal 
affairs bringing women’s issues to the surface more force-
fully (Smith, 2019). The Palestinian refugee population 
was more politicized and thus acted as a major driver of 
societal changes prompting demands for more political 
participation including the participation of women in the 
public sphere (Lowrance, 1998). The activism of Queen 
Rania in advancing women’s issues to the forefront has 
also drawn lots of interest in the country and the region 
at large.

It is important to note that the discourses and transi-
tions in feminist thought and action in Jordanian society 
cannot be separated from the discourses happening across 
the Arab world. Certain commonalities among most Arab 
countries with respect to the status of women meant that 
women passed through inter-related transitions all aiming 
at alleviating restrictions on their societal involvement and 
participation (Sidani & Thornberry, 2010). A review about 
feminism in the Arab World in the next section would help 
us understand more about the research context in Jordan as 
it applies irrespective of minor nuances from one country 
to another.

Multiple Feminisms of the Arab World

Discrepancies in understanding the Muslim texts and 
how those were interpreted and utilized given a host of 
historical and cultural variables led to the emergence of 
what we call “multiple feminisms.” Particularly in the last 
150 years, there have been growing societal scholarly and 
grassroots movements to emancipate women and advance 
their status in Muslim and Arab societies. Of course, to 
draw a comprehensive account of how those movements 
materialized would not be possible given the varying expe-
riences from countries as far east as Indonesia till as far 
West as Morocco. What is presented here, is particular to 
the Arab world, though a close scrutiny of the chain of 
events over the last century and a half would reveal several 
parallelisms across many contexts.

Arab feminist movements passed through multiple 
stages. The last few decades of the nineteenth century and 
the first few decades of the twentieth century witnessed 
the emergence of scholars and activists who advocated for 
women’s societal rights. Because of colonial influences, 
many key personalities had the chance to interact with 
Western countries and get inspired by the women rights 
movements in those countries. Women’s situation reached 
a dismal state in many Arab localities during that period 
prompting the emergence of grassroots movement aimed at 
the advancement of women. Qasim Amin (1863–1908), for 
example, in two landmark books lamented women’s status 
and advocated for change. Huda Sha’arawi (1879–1947), 
the legendary women’s rights advocate, is also credited 
for substantial political action and organizational prowess 
in support of women’s rights. That era witnessed momen-
tous and successive achievements for women in various 
countries in the region in terms of political rights and 
social inclusion. The 1940s and the 1950s witnessed wider 
female participation in nationalistic movements. Many of 
the feminist movements at the time were inspired by wider 
global discourse and emancipatory activities including 
those happening in socialist countries.

As a result, female access to education became more 
widespread, though still short of being ideal. Several regu-
latory reforms were introduced in many Arab countries, 
yet changing deep-rooted cultural structures proved harder 
to eradicate. In the 1960s till the 1980s, many countries 
witnessed the rise of state feminism with governments 
initiating change from above coupled with multiple legal 
reforms. Nawal El-Saadawi and Fatima Mernissi were 
among the figures who marked the Arab feminist move-
ment considerably (El-Saadawi, 2013; Mernissi, 1987). 
Since the 1980s, Arab feminism took another turn witness-
ing a growing attention to linkages with religious tradi-
tions referring to what is perceived to be the emancipatory 
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underpinnings of Islam. Those affiliated with this line of 
thinking are commonly referred to as Islamic feminists.

While their objectives are the same in terms of advanc-
ing women’s issues, the above waves of Arab feminism do 
not represent distinct activities bound in time and location. 
Rather, one might think of these as “layers” where new 
approaches to feminism have been added with time, all 
working in parallel though with varying impact. Thus, mul-
tiple modes of feminism characterized Arab women’s move-
ments, starting with Western-inspired liberal approaches, 
then stepping into socialist perspectives, and then culmi-
nating in religious underpinnings. While all have strived to 
improve the status of women, they have adopted various 
approaches, sometimes putting them at odds with each other. 
Though united by having many common objectives, they 
have been divided by their analysis of the reasons behind 
the problems women face and the ways to resolve them. 
The above progression of feminist thought and action reflect 
three major feminist approaches that sometimes unite, and 
sometimes divide, Arab women: Liberal feminism, Socialist-
Marxist feminism, and Islamic feminism.

Liberal Feminism

A group of Arab women activists have pursued what would 
be considered closer to a liberal form of feminism linked 
to Western women's movements. This largely corresponds 
with second-wave feminism which associate emancipation 
of women with a “political agenda of individual autonomy, 
equal rights, and a commitment to liberal democracy” 
(Choudhury, 2009). Moghadam (2012) noted that in some 
respects, the feminist discourse in Arab countries was sim-
ilar, though not identical, to that followed in some West-
ern countries. Many benefits were perceived to emerge for 
women if they work within existing institutional settings 
as they strive to change discriminatory laws and structures 
that restrict women’s societal ascension. Women in the West 
fought hard for their right to vote and work, and they have 
been able to reach a more equitable position. While still far 
from having perfect equality, Western women are argued to 
have made significant progress over the past few decades. 
This form of feminism and successes have had deep influ-
ences on Arab feminism.

Liberal feminism asserts that the emancipation and devel-
opment of women requires work in terms of social policy in 
order to follow the successful initiatives implemented in the 
West. The major assumption behind this type of feminism 
is the understanding that women face common problems, 
and thus common solutions need to be devised. Despite rec-
ognizing cultural differences, the way forward for women 
under liberal feminism is to approach the universal chal-
lenges that marginalize women’s presence in the public 
sphere. Those challenges transcend national boundaries, 

geographic structures, and cultural considerations. Under 
this mode of feminism, some scholars argue (Ezzat, 2016) 
that there had been an emphasis on the external role of 
women, that is, their role in the public sphere, at the expense 
of the internal role of women.

In sum, under the liberal perspective, “feminism is viewed 
as the result of Westernization: the adoption and adaptation 
of Western ideals, values and ways of life in Arabic cul-
ture” (Golley, 2004, p. 529). Liberal Arab feminists aspire 
to achieve change primarily through regulatory reforms, and 
thus work on influencing policy making. Hence, women’s 
rights movements, under this worldview, aim to work within 
state institutions to make those more welcoming of women 
(Badran, 2005).

Socialist‑Marxist Feminism

Liberal feminism does not cover the whole spectrum of the 
ideological underpinnings of women’s liberation movements 
in the Arab world. Many Arab feminists and women move-
ments were inspired by historic changes happening in social-
ist countries concerning women, and with the ideological 
framing of Marxism in understanding women’s issues. The 
famous Nawal El-Saadawi, approached the case of women’s 
predicament through what appears to be a Marxist lens by 
engaging the concept of class although she herself would 
have rejected this label (Obeid, 2005). Her rationalizations 
about women’s issues went beyond what basic Marxism 
would problematize. She referred to societal structures in 
Arab societies that reaffirm patriarchal arrangements, and 
asserted that it would be wrong to separate the oppression 
that women face from class oppression. El-Saadawi argues 
that women are subjugated as they fall victim to a class soci-
ety that is patriarchal, capitalistic, and dominated by men 
(Sidani, 2018). The link between the patriarchy and class 
is clear, as women face a form of oppression that is related 
not only to them being women, and therefore subjected to 
patriarchal structures, but is also related to class disadvan-
tages. She argued that patriarchy needed to be defeated for 
women to be emancipated, and this cannot be accomplished 
without the eradication of capitalism. Moreover, El-Saadawi 
(2013) referred to the unique challenges facing women in the 
Third World as being related to imperialism, colonialism, 
and occupation. This explanation of women’s marginaliza-
tion go beyond a Marxist perspective of feminism limited to 
arguments related to economic inequalities generated from 
capitalistic structures.

Another example of such a perspective could be explored 
through reviewing the activism of feminists such as Sana’ al-
Misri (1958–2000) and a group called Bint al-Ard, “Daugh-
ter of the Land” in Egypt (Hammad, 2011). Such feminism 
aims to achieve equal rights for women through addressing 
issues of unconditional gender and class equity. A staunch 
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critic of the Islamic discourse, Al-Misri also refused the 
European model that tackles women’s issues as being dis-
tinct from issues linked to social and class classifications. 
According to Hatem (1992, cited in Hammad, 2011, p. 
228), “initiative and feminist awareness of women outside 
of Cairo, and the popular perspectives and diverse activi-
ties carried out by Bint al-Ard (…) made them more repre-
sentative of Egyptian feminism at the present stage”. Neither 
Sana’al-Misri nor Bint al-Ard used the religious argument 
to advance women’s issues. They also criticized early male 
pioneers of female emancipation of the twentieth century, 
such as Qasem Amin and Rafaa al-Tehtawi, as the latter two 
built their arguments on an Islamic perspective.

Thus, the calamitous situation facing Arab women, 
according to this perspective, is related to the overwhelm-
ing role of capitalism and imperialism. The subjugation 
of women is not only understood in a Marxist framing in 
terms of the private control of means of production, which 
have been historically dominated by men, but also in terms 
of the unique challenges facing many women and men in 
the Arab world. The process by which women can be lib-
erated can occur through the emancipation of the working 
class. This would ensure that women, who are currently the 
weaker partner in the production process, would be viewed 
as equal partners. Based on this understanding, capitalism 
has presented a significant threat to women, as it has insti-
tuted structures that have reaffirmed private male control 
over the means of production. Women have been relegated to 
the private sphere, not because of a specific religious under-
standing but because of the avaricious nature of capitalistic 
structures which undermine women’s liberation.

Islamic Feminism

A third group of feminists approached women’s issues 
through an Islamic lens noting that the sorry state of Arab 
women should be attributed to cultural and societal practices 
(Koburtay et al., 2018) and are thus not inherent to Islam 
(Syed & Ali, 2010). Those scholars and activists advance a 
reconciliation between Islam and feminism (Hashim, 1999) 
looking for potential convergences between the two (Badran, 
2013; Seedat, 2013). While the term’s wide usage started in 
the 1990s (Kynsilehto, 2008), the approach is not new. When 
Hoda Shaarawi removed her face veil in the earlier part of 
the twentieth century, it was considered an act of insurgency. 
However, Shaarawi did not dissociate herself from the cul-
ture in which she was raised; she rationalized that the pitiful 
state of women could be linked to deeply rooted cultural 
barriers that have nothing to do with real religion. Others 
who came just before her or after her made similar rationali-
zations, asserting that advancing women’s causes could be 
done through an act of reinterpreting what religion dictates 
regarding the roles of men and women (Ezzat, 2016).

The 1980s and 1990s, with the striking emergence 
of Islamic political movements, brought this discussion 
back to surface. Activists explored advancing the status 
of women through reinterpreting religious texts (Jawad, 
2009), claiming that erroneous conceptions of some 
religious guidelines have discouraged the emancipatory 
potential of Islam (Anwar, 2018). Islamic feminists typi-
cally resort to the Qur’an and the Sunna, examine them 
critically, and reinterpret them with a gender-conscious 
(or women-friendly) lens (Ahmad, 2015). They refer to 
a historic male bias in interpreting religious texts (Mir-
Hosseini, 2006) that has led to restrictions on women’s 
economic activity and their ability to reach leadership 
positions.

Thus, Islamic feminists suggest that women encounter 
problems related not only to patriarchal (and tribal) culture 
but also to misconceptions of Islamic principles (Joseph, 
1996; Tlaiss, 2015). Wadud (2013) noted that it is erro-
neous to claim that gender inclusiveness is incongruent 
with Islam as the articulations of Islam underlie equality 
between the sexes. For example, what Islam requires of 
men that is different for women, such as the dress code, 
should not be used as an excuse for denying women from 
economic opportunities. Islamic feminists argue that the 
Qur'an affirms the essence of humanity shared between 
males and females, and that women are given the freedom, 
comfort, and social value necessary to participate in the 
economic life of their respective societies (Mehar, 2003).

The above three modes of feminism have all been active 
in Arab society across geographic contexts. Which voice 
is more salient might differ from one locality to another. 
We present below the specific case of Jordan attempting 
to assess how Jordanian women leaders view their own 
plight, and how they see the role of religion and cultural 
values in empowering or disempowering their ascension 
to leadership positions.

Method

Research Design

This research was carried out through a qualitative-induc-
tive approach, using semi-structured interviews, as this 
approach allows researchers to gain in-depth insights into 
relevant phenomena and generate new knowledge and 
understanding of the topic under study. This methodology 
allows for a clearer understanding of the topic under study 
further developing thorough and conspicuous understand-
ings. Participants were assured about confidentiality and 
that no information linked to a specific person would be 
disclosed.
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Research Context—Women in Jordan

In Jordan and other Arab countries, the negative stereotypes 
and prejudicial evaluations against women, together with 
non-inclusive policies and behaviors, create a legitimacy 
of discrimination against women (e.g., Koburtay et  al., 
2018). Jordan is known by its unique tribal, clan-centered 
and authoritarian norms and traditions. Religion plays a 
major role in Jordanian society and some scholars assert 
that interpretations of Islam are influenced by patriarchal 
misinterpretations and masculine practices (Afiouni, 2014; 
Syed et al., 2014). This makes women’s contribution to the 
overall economic growth very limited (Barcucci & Mryyan, 
2014; Majcher-Teleon & Slimène, 2009). In Jordan, when 
maintaining social standards and norms, women must pri-
marily focus on starting a family or finding a husband, sim-
ply because men are the principal breadwinners and have the 
sole responsibility to provide for their families (Abuhussein 
& Koburtay, 2021).

In Jordan there is also a constitutional problem in Article 
6 which states that “Jordanians shall be equal before the law, 
with no discrimination between them in rights and duties 
even if they differ in race, language or religion.” (Jordan 
Constitution, Article 6, S1). While this Article pays attention 
to equality between people with different ‘races’, ‘languages’ 
and ‘religions’, it ignores gender issues. Accordingly, Jor-
dan ranks in the bottom half among MENA (Middle East 
& North Africa) region in economic empowerment. As 
documented by the Social Security Corporation (2019), the 
gender gap exists in many industries. (e.g., tourism—73%, 
construction—56%, real estate—17%). The gender gap 
in pay is also present (12%). According to the Jordanian 
Department of Statistics, the unemployment of males (with 
at least a bachelor’s degree) is 23%, but is 78.2% for females 
(Al Khatib, 2020). Only 15 out of 130 seats in the Jordanian 
parliament are occupied by females (Inter-Parliamentary 
Union, 2021).

Taking a wider view, Jordan shares many cultural tradi-
tions (supported by patriarchal systems or Bedouin institu-
tions) with many neighboring countries (e.g., Egypt, Syria, 
Iraq, Saudi Arabia, Qatar and UAE), but it differs in terms 
of granting women relatively more freedom such as a free-
dom to drive, vote and to work in senior positions (Koburtay 
& Abuhussein, 2020; Koburtay et al., 2018). Still much is 
needed to happen before women are able to enjoy further 
rights related to their economic participation and presence 
in leadership positions.

Jordan is characterized by the presence of powerful 
tribes that play a dominant role in society; tribal systems 
influence various institutions and impact business func-
tioning (Sawalha & Meaton, 2012) and HR processes. The 
dominance of Bedouin tribalism has implications for wom-
en’s economic participation and ascension to leadership 

positions. Tribal systems come with a set of inherent 
widely respected values that emphasize family, nobil-
ity, group bonds, honor, benevolence, chivalry, freedom, 
keeping promises, solidarity, and guarding against shame 
(Ibn-Khaldun, 2015). Still, there is, generally, an explicit 
bias against women in leadership positions (Al Maaitah 
et al., 2012). Tribal structures advance a form of pater-
nalistic leadership (Neal et. Al. 2007), where the leader is 
expected to be a male acting as a father figure. This poses 
certain restrictions on the perceived role of women, par-
ticularly as potential leaders. Abu-Rabia-Queder (2007) 
asserted that women in Bedouin societies face problems 
due to the honor/shame conception, as they have to con-
tinuously guard against any potential shame resulting from 
meeting and working with strange men in the workplace. 
Honor in such societies is “placed almost exclusively on 
the shoulders of women” (Sonbol, 2003, p. 252).

Participants

The participants were involved in the study based on their 
ability to communicate and clearly articulate their experi-
ences in a reflective and expressive manner. In total, 23 
females working in leadership positions across various 
organizations participated in this study. The final sam-
ple covered a wide range of sectors, such as education, 
health care, and the police. The number of respondents 
was deemed suitable because later interviews added no 
incremental value and the data were deemed saturated; the 
ability to obtain additional insights was considered very 
limited beyond that level (Fusch & Ness, 2015).

Table  1 presents a demographic profile about the 
participants.

Recruitment

This research adopted purposeful and snowball sampling 
techniques to identify and select relevant participants. The 
researchers purposefully targeted females who were lead-
ers in businesses or organizations. The arrangements for 
the interviews were made through phone calls and emails. 
The researchers arranged in advance with the participants 
an appropriate time and place to conduct the interview. All 
participants were made aware of the research aims, the key 
questions, the expected duration of the interviews and their 
right to anonymity.

Having established the schedule of interviews, the 
researchers’ responsibility was to follow the set sched-
ule to conduct interviews over three months. The fol-
lowing section explains the procedure for conducting the 
interviews.
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Procedure and Ethics

All interviews were conducted face to face by the authors 
of this paper. The interviews were conducted in English and 
Arabic. On average, interviews lasted for less than one hour, 
and were recorded upon approval being given by the inter-
viewees and then transcribed verbatim.

The respondents were free to speak in the language they 
felt more comfortable with. One of the authors had previ-
ous experience in professional translation from English to 
Arabic and vice versa, and this made the task of translating 
the audio to transcripts a straightforward task. Some partici-
pants preferred to share their answers in writing, as they felt 
they needed more time to respond in their own words and to 
qualify their responses. This method gave the participants 
the freedom to explain with precision their experiences and 
beliefs.

Ethics were maintained and granted as follows. First, after 
thoroughly explaining the research goals and objectives, the 
researchers asked the participant to give their consent to par-
ticipate in the study. Second, the participants were asked to 
give their permission for notes to be taken and for the inter-
views to be recorded. Third, the participants were informed 

that they had the right not to answer any question that they 
found personal/sensitive. All this information was explained 
by distributing an information sheet along with a consent 
form to all participants prior to their participation. Also, the 
participants were then anonymized in the transcripts.

Interview Guide

The interview guide was developed on the basis of the lit-
erature review and the researchers’ intimate knowledge of 
Jordanian society. As explained above, this paper sets out 
one main question that needs to be answered: which femi-
nist voice is more salient among Jordanian female leaders 
and how they see the role of religion and cultural values in 
empowering or disempowering their ascension to leadership 
positions?

The interview started with an introductory question 
regarding female leaders: “Did you face any institutional, 
organizational, or socio-cultural barriers when progressing 
to your position?” This question was followed by a question 
to stimulate the participant’s thinking, i.e., “What is the role 
of women in your religion?” After these questions had been 
asked, other key questions were asked to cover the main 

Table 1  Interviewees’ demographic

Position Qualification Tenure Age Gender Marital status

1 Director of the University President's Office PhD in Business Administration 22 45 Female –
2 Women Police Chief & Manager of Institute for 

Women's Police Training
High School 17 68 Female Married

3 Manager in an educational institution PhD 30 55 Female Married
4 Officer—educational institution Masters 10 37 Female Married
5 Assistant Professor- educational institution PhD 15 53 Female Married
6 Personal Assistant Secretary- hospitality sector Bachelor 10 32 Female Single
7 Head of department in a hospital Bachelor- Jordanian Medical Board 4 32 Female Married
8 Owner of a local pharmaceutical company Masters 15 41 Female –
9 Medical consultant Bachelor- Holder of American and 

Jordanian medical board
22 64 Female Divorced

10 Manager in an educational institution MBA 12 45 Female Married
11 Entrepreneur- Business owner Bachelor 18 - Female Married
12 Assistant professor PhD 3 33 Female Married
13 Lecturer PhD 20 43 Married
14 Professor PhD 22 Female Widow
15 Senior admin assistant Bachelor 3 25 Female Married
16 School principal Bachelor 15 51 Female Married
17 Management Masters 6 40 Female Single
18 Lecturer BA 7 30 Female Married
19 TFO MBA 10 35 Female Married
20 Teacher Masters 2 35 Female Divorced
21 - PhD 12 - Female –
22 CS Bachelor 4 27 Female Married
23 Artist—Business owner Bachelor 11 31 Female Single
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objective in this study. Then, closing questions were offered 
such as, “In what way or ways has your religion affected 
other aspects of your life, and would you like to discuss any 
further issues related to your experience?” See “Appendix 1” 
for the interview guide.

Data Coding and Analysis

The researchers adopted Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six 
phases of thematic analysis. This approach has been advo-
cated in previous qualitative studies (e.g., Edwards & Few-
Demo, 2016; Spates et al., 2019). In this study, the research-
ers started by transcribing the interviews, reading the 
transcripts and making notes to get an overall sense of what 
the participants had said. The next stage involved breaking 
down the data into units of meaning through a process of 
coding the responses (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Also, a ‘back 
and forth’ movement between the transcripts, codes, and cat-
egories (Braun & Clarke, 2006) was conducted because this 
could lead to a change in the preliminary analysis and permit 
new themes to emerge.

Based on the cluster of codes that emerged during the 
procedure described above, the researchers undertook fur-
ther investigations of the data by (re-)reading the interview 
transcripts. Then, the major themes from different interviews 
were compared in order to identify similarities and differ-
ences across all the interviews. These steps in the analysis 
process resulted in a final list of themes that could be used 
to answer the main research question. Table 2 presents an 
overview of the findings organized by themes, descriptions, 
and supporting quotations. The identified themes are then 
discussed in detail in the next section.

Results

The results are organized by the dominant research ques-
tion highlighted above. Data analysis identified three main 
themes and three sub-themes.

Theme 1: Perceiving Islam: Myths and Realities

Contrary to dominant perceptions about the potentially 
negative role of Islam for women’s development, partici-
pants emphasized a positive role of Islam regarding female 
participation. Some participants emphasized that women 
enjoy "freedom of will” and have the right to participate 
in political, economic, and social events. One participant 
(FL3) referred to a Qur’anic verse in support of this perspec-
tive: “Whoever works righteousness, man or woman, and 
has Faith, verily, to him will We give a new Life, a life that 
is good and pure and We will bestow on such their reward 
according to the best of their actions” (16:97, Yusuf Ali). 

Other participants (FL14 and FL11, respectively) noted the 
way they understood the influence of Islamic values on the 
status of women: “Islam does not distinguish between rights 
for males and females. On the contrary, Islam confers so 
many blessings on females whether they are in the family or 
in society at large”. “Islam has given Muslim women many 
rights on various levels….. There is no barrier for a woman 
to be a leader, as long as she is competent to fill that posi-
tion, and that is based on the understanding of the Qur’an, 
Sunna and, of course, scholars”. Some participants looked 
very positively as to the role that women play within their 
own families, still emphasizing a gender role perspective 
(Eagly & Sczesny, 2019; Eagly & Wood, 2016).

I think in Islam, women have a very important role, 
even more important than a male’s ability to make 
money and feed his kids because these are his respon-
sibilities. Whereas, for a woman, her role is to raise her 
kids to be good people; be a supportive wife; a loving, 
caring daughter; a leader and influencer; someone who 
can take on so many responsibilities yet do more and 
be more. (FL2)

In relation to women and work, some participants agreed 
that females have the privilege to work in different occupa-
tions and perform at a level similar to men, except for some 
occupations. For example, FL9 highlighted that “females 
can … access different occupations, with the exception of 
being the preeminent religious authority [Imama]”, while 
FL16 explained that “Islam gave women the right to be a 
leader and take a responsible part in the society. It supports 
women”.

What was important for many participants, however, was 
that a woman leader should maintain her set values follow-
ing the general principles of Islam. This was clear in what 
FL2, among many others, said: “The most important thing 
for me when it comes to working [women] is obeying Allah’s 
principles and guidance when I work”. While there was a 
consensus among participants that Islam supports women’s 
leadership and their success, clear distinctions were made 
as compared to men.

I think females should be raised from a young age to 
recognise their uniqueness and be supported in ways 
that help them bring out the best in themselves in order 
to grow and become productive Muslim women who 
can serve their families, institutions, and nations as 
best they can. (FL13)

Participants generally noted that while Islam places 
a high value on women’s empowerment, misinterpreta-
tions abound. This idea was raised by FL11 by saying that 
“the problem is how people actually view and understand 
[Islam]; it is mostly influenced by the traditions and what 
people grow up knowing as rightful”. In support of this 
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Table 2  Themes, description and codes

Main themes Description Thematic codes

Theme 1: Perceiving Islam: Myths and Reali-
ties

Words or phrases that describe (1) how peo-
ple perceive the principles in Islam toward 
women and (2) describe the misinterpreta-
tions of Islam’s principles toward women

I think in Islam, women have a very important 
role

Islam general guidelines goes in line and sup-
port women

Islam has given Muslim women many rights on 
various levels

Islam supports women
Islam confers so many blessings for females
Islam gave women the right
Islam honored women in many verses in the 

Qur’an
Interpretation of Islam also varies between 

Muslim
Their interpretations are cultural rather than 

Islamic
Because of the culture like I said
Any wrong interpretation is up to the people 

themselves not religion
People misunderstand cultural and religious are 

two different things
This is again culture not Islam
They have returned to Jahiliyyah
It is mostly influenced by the traditions

Theme 2: Cultural Implication for Women’s 
Leadership

Words or phrases that describe social family 
challenges, sub-theme 2(a); tribal cultural 
challenges, sub-theme 2(b); and “Lack of 
Fit” challenges, (sub-theme 2(c) faced by 
women

Sub-Theme 2(a): Social-family challenges Because I have a family
To give her time and mind to her home and 

children
Duty to serve their family and fulfill their social 

duties
The family and society
Does her responsibilities to her husband
Threat she’s seen by her husband

Sub-Theme 2(b): Tribal cultural challenges Of course it is the culture behind all issues we 
face

Men-based society
Societal structure in Jordan assigns separate 

roles for males and females
Hierarchical relationships
Culture and general traditions
Tribal culture and values concerning
Culture always has a role
Societal and tribal influences are the main 

obstacles to women’s rights and advancement
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view, other participants (e.g., FL6) noted that there are 
personal interpretations and false assumptions of the gen-
eral principles of Islam: “Islam did not prevent or deny 
the work of women in leadership positions but people 
have moved away from their religion,..by giving prefer-
ence to males over females”.

Misinterpretations, according to participants, are 
caused by “customs and traditions” and “extremism in 
people’s understanding of religion”. Further reasons were 
attributed to “culture and poor education” (FL3) and the 
educational system and how some men think (FL13); “…
[False] education, of course, affects the mentality and 
way of thinking of the generations”. Within similar lines, 
(FL23) noted that “men have gotten used to being the 
leaders for so long that it is a hard transition for them 
to accept women leading them when they have led for so 
long”.

Theme 2: Cultural Implications for Women’s 
Leadership

This section aims to discuss the core challenges that the 
female leaders highlighted in their interviews. Three 
core sub-themes emerged from the interviews, which are 
linked to the challenges faced by female leaders. These 
problems, as explored by the female leaders, mainly 
reflect (a) social-familial, (b) tribal cultural, and (c) gen-
der role stereotype challenges.

Sub‑Theme 2(a): Social‑Family Challenges

Participants shared the view that their society holds common 
prejudices that govern the actions and behaviors of women, 
such as stereotyping women as homemakers. One direct 
example was given by FL20, who said that “in some fami-
lies, unfortunately, the woman is considered to belong only 
in the kitchen”. FL13 further illustrated this point by saying:

On a personal level, I think a gap arises between wom-
en’s need to develop their careers and their duty to 
serve their family and fulfil their social duties. The 
institution would not relieve women from any respon-
sibilities based on their gender [neither are they 
expected to]. Equally, the family and society would 
not relieve them from their social duties to serve their 
family [and sometimes even their extended family]. So, 
unfortunately, women find themselves usually having 
to choose [either one or the other]. Otherwise, when 
trying to fulfil both responsibilities, it will be at the 
expense of their wellbeing and personal time. (FL13)

Participants referred to deep convictions in the Jorda-
nian society that women's leadership role will conflict with 
their family duties—a conflict that should only be resolved 
in favor of family, and this negatively influences women 
contribution at work. For example, FL6 said that “middle 
managers believe that a female cannot bear the pressure 
of work; she is considered emotional or biased toward 
females, or believed to give her time and mind to her home 

Table 2  (continued)

Main themes Description Thematic codes

Sub-Theme 2(c): “Lack of Fit” Challenges She is considered emotional
Based on their gender
Women’s role is molded in being a house wife 

whose role is taking care of the family and the 
children

Negative attitude toward female leadership
The attitude is that women are viewed nega-

tively
Woman is considered to be in kitchen
Many men, however, think that women need to 

be housewives and complement their husband
The woman is governed by emotions more than 

the mind, so she cannot be in a leadership 
position

Because they expect females to be weak because 
of their high emotions so the same

Theme 3: Dominant mode of feminism If you look at the Qur’an and Sunnah…
I believe Islam supports women to be leaders
Islam confers so many blessings for females
Islam gave women the right to be a leader
Islam honored women in many verses in the 

Qur’an
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and children”. Some participants reflected the notion that 
women are perceived to lack the ability to balance their 
feminine role with their social or professional role:

In fact, where I work, I get paid less than the previous 
[manager], simply because they think I may not be 
able to focus on my roles and responsibilities [due to 
the fact that] I have a family and I am a woman”. (FL1)

Sub‑Theme 2(b): Tribal Cultural Challenges

Moving to the second category, as highlighted by female 
leaders, the most significant obstruction to female lead-
ers was attributed to the tribal culture, which asserts male 
predominance and puts hindrances to women’s ascension 
to leadership positions. For example, FL14 suggested that 
“societal and tribal influences are the main obstacles to 
women’s rights and advancement”. She also gave the fol-
lowing explanation:

The most perceived barriers of women’s advancement 
in the Arab societies in general and Jordan in particular 
stem from societal origins not from religious origins. 
The societal structure in Jordan assigns separate roles 
for males and females. The role of females is struc-
tured within the family domain. (FL14)

Another participant (FL6) presented an example that is 
mentioned in the Qur’an stating how men, in the Pre-Islamic 
era, used to be ashamed of having daughters and would bury 
them alive (i.e., female infanticide). Some participants noted 
that although Islam has long condemned this practice -which 
has since been abandoned in Arab societies, some negative 
cultural practices remain. According to some participants, 
this is related to enduring masculine/patriarchal cultural 
norms. This does not mean that all cultural forces act in a 
negative manner:

Culture always has a role. [Some cultural influences] 
are positive some are negative. Positive in a sense that 
when a woman needs support, she would receive it. 
Negative in that it would sometimes underestimate the 
women’s abilities and capacity to outperform some 
men. (FL18)

Sub‑Theme 2(c): “Lack of Fit” Challenges

Moving to the third challenge faced by female leaders, par-
ticipants noted that a common stance in Jordanian society 
reflects a strict perspective that women are not fit to occupy 
leadership positions. This “lack of fit” perspective has been 
identified in organizational research hindering women’s 
occupational development (Heilman, 1983) which inhibits 
women from growing out of their domestic role in the home. 
As remarked by FL2 and FL3, respectively: “Many men, 

however, think that women need to be housewives and com-
plement their husband, but never see their true potential of 
doing things in the best form possible”; “to be supportive 
and complementary to men’s role…”.

Participants reported the existence of deeply held stereo-
types regarding women’s fit for labor participation or ability 
to advance into leadership positions. Women are believed to 
be emotional, inclined to give preference to other women, 
not clever enough to handle complex tasks, and being inde-
cisive, inefficient, and ineffective. All of these features are 
not conducive to women assuming leadership positions. As 
stated by FL1, “[our] community is a men-based society, 
and men believe that women are followers and leaders. This 
is where we need to put more effort into proving our abili-
ties and showing that we can actually prove them wrong”.

In general, the participants believed that people in Jor-
dan generally perceive men as performing better in the 
upper ranks. The same participant commented as follows: 
“Yes, there are many cultural barriers that we face, like, 
they think that we, as females, are not as good at taking 
on highly sophisticated job roles or difficult roles simply 
because we are women”. In addition, FL17 and FL13 both 
asserted that prejudicial evaluations still hinder women’s 
leadership potential: “[there is a perception that] women 
are governed by emotions more than the mind, so she can-
not be in a leadership position”. “Within institutions, there 
seems to be a general preference to promote men. Women 
usually need to work twice as hard to prove they are eligible 
for a promotion”.

Theme 3: Dominant Mode of Feminism

Participants consistently referred to Islam’s principles and 
the Qur’anic verses to claim their rights, equality, and justice 
suggesting the prevalence of an Islamic feminist perspective. 
Many affirm that Islam condemns discrimination, prejudice, 
and injustice. For example, FL11 clearly stated that “… there 
is no barrier for a woman to be a leader as long as she 
is competent to fill that position, and that is based on the 
understanding of the Qur’an, Sunna and of course scholars. 
What is interesting across the data is that some participants 
suggested that leadership, in Islam, should not necessarily be 
defined as holding a title in order to have power. FL13 stated 
that women can be leaders for their families, communities, 
and nations.

Contrary to what many might think, a housewife is not 
relieved from leadership, which can be very challeng-
ing and demanding. I think females should be raised 
from a young age to recognise their uniqueness and be 
supported in ways that help them bring out the best in 
them in order to grow and become productive Muslim 
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women who can serve their families, institutions, and 
nations as best they can.

Another example of how female leaders in this study use 
Islam as source of support, is FL14 who stated that “Islam 
does not separate rights between males and females. On 
the contrary, Islam confers so many blessings for females 
whether they are in the family or in society at large”. Simi-
larly, FL15 suggested that “Islam always encourages women 
to be successful and to lead”, while FL16 said that “Islam 
gave women the right to be a leader and take a responsible 
role in society. It supports women”. Further, FL17 com-
mented as follows:

Islam honoured women in many verses in the Qur’an, 
and most of the Prophet’s wives and companions had 
a role in leadership. For example, Aisha, the wife of 
the Prophet, peace be upon him, was known for her 
strength in medicine, history, and rhetoric. There 
are many Muslim women who have secured roles in 
national leadership, such as the former Prime Minister 
of Pakistan, President of Indonesia Megawati, Prime 
Minister of Turkey, and President of the Republic 
of Singapore, Halima Yaqoub, who transformed her 
country into the richest country in the world.

Overall, the participants used a positive interpretation 
of Islam to explain the potential of women in leadership 
positions, asserting that Islam reveres women and con-
demns gender discrimination and gendered stereotypical 
evaluations.

Discussion

There was an overwhelming sentiment that Islam, in and 
by itself, did not contribute to the dismal situation Muslim 
women have in their respective societies. In tandem with 
what was uncovered in prior studies addressing women’s 
entrepreneurship or involvement in paid or unpaid work 
(e.g.,Althalathini et al., 2021; Karam & Afiouni, 2017; 
Koburtay & Abuhussein, 2020; Tlaiss & McAdam, 2021), 
participants were clear in noting that Islam is not the cul-
prit in explaining women’s scarcity in leadership position. 
Throughout the interviews, the respondents clearly noted 
that cultural practices are often conflated with religious 
perspectives in a way that it becomes less clear to the for-
eign eye who is responsible for which. In some respects, the 
respondents generally wanted to communicate the notion 
that Islam does not discriminate against women. In other 
respects, they wanted to communicate the message that there 
is an element of “female uniqueness” that should not be 
ignored. In some ways, respondents did not address whether 
this uniqueness means that female presence at work needs 

to differ from that of men, or whether there are any clear 
repercussions on women’s ascension to leadership positions. 
By referring back to Islam, and to religious edicts, in their 
discourse, those women reflected an overwhelming Islamic 
feminist perspective that is welcoming of what is thought 
to be a “proper” understanding of Islam against misinter-
pretations and misconceptions. These views lend support 
for Syed et al. (2014) and Afiouni’s (2014) studies which 
suggest that patriarchal systems and tribal norms impact 
specific Islamic interpretations which in turn affect women 
in organizations and societies. Implicit in most of the partici-
pants’ answers was a hidden critique, though most seemed 
unwilling to be vocal about the real culprit in advancing such 
misunderstandings.

Problems were also reported in relation to how misin-
terpretations of Islam are often convoluted with traditions 
and socio-cultural practices that make it hard for women to 
ascend into leadership positions. Female leaders encounter 
challenges arising from the patriarchal and tribal under-
standings that force a specific religious worldview. In line 
with prior research on this matter (Sidani, 2018; Tlaiss, 
2015), religious practices become heavily influenced by 
local cultural traditions. Patriarchal structures that give rise 
to practices that are not friendly to women take shape in 
society and thus advance stereotypical understandings of 
what women can and cannot do. All of this leads to a com-
mon understanding that women are only fit to occupy certain 
roles within society (e.g., Eagly & Karau, 2002; Eagly & 
Wood, 2016). This could lead to discriminatory behaviors, 
including an accepted, often unquestioned, image of women 
belonging to the private sphere (home) rather than to the 
more extensive public sphere (wider society or workplace). 
More forcefully, certain tribal traditions complicate the pro-
cess, emphasizing male predominance over societal affairs 
(see Koburtay et al., 2018). The Bedouin culture is very 
firm in Jordanian society (Rowland, 2009), and it empha-
sizes strict and distinct roles for men versus women. Most 
respondents seemed keen to refer to the many problems that 
women face attributing these to cultural/tribal practices.

One interesting thing about this study is that it illumi-
nates on the influence of tribal values on women leaders in 
Jordan, even when those women are not members of tribes 
themselves. The study indeed reaffirmed the notion that 
cultural values, many of which are influenced by Bedouin 
tribalism, pose an impediment toward the emergence of 
women leaders in the Jordanian context. In tackling this 
problem, a top-down approach, totally abdicating tribal 
values, will not work. Many positive aspects within the 
cultural context could be retained and used to mitigate the 
sharp resistance to women leadership. In earlier research 
regarding democratic participation in Jordan, for exam-
ple, Rowland (2009) suggested a process of social change 
that would leverage the dearly held tribal values that are 
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compatible with democracy. Likewise, a gradual process 
that reframes some of the existing positive values might 
help advance the cause of women leaders in this context. 
There are some success stories in the Arab world that 
can be emulated. These include transformations happen-
ing in many countries in the Gulf Cooperation Council, 
where significant gains have been accomplished in women 
empowerment and leadership ascension despite existing 
tribal configurations. The objective is not to trivialize or 
marginalize tribal systems; such structures have existed 
for thousands of years and are not likely to be eradicated. 
Societal change agents need to engage the tribes them-
selves in the transformation process as any substantive 
change will not materialize if perceived as a form of exter-
nal imposition.

On the other hand, some women referred to the domi-
nance of certain laws and regulations that inhibit women’s 
ascension, yet they did not emphasize that a regulatory 
approach would significantly help. Indeed, there are some 
laws that inhibit women’s ability to join or grow within their 
organizations (Khalaf et al., 2015). In that, respondents 
did not elaborate what institutional mechanisms needed to 
change or develop within business organizations to advance 
the situation of women. They did not show much affinity to 
a Western style of feminism based on mimicking women’s 
rights movements in different parts of the world. References 
to specific laws were detected in the interviews, yet there did 
not seem to be an over-riding desire to approach women’s 
emancipation through this approach. Does this mean that the 
respondents were content as to the prevalent laws found in 
Jordanian society? We cannot make such a claim here, but 
our contention is that the respondents asserted that changes 
needed to happen at a deeper level, at the level of attitudes 
and beliefs. This would be a much harder battle to fight 
requiring significant efforts.

By affirming that they see an emancipatory role of Islam, 
despite patriarchal interpretations, women leaders were 
discontent with the problematic tribal structures and norms 
limiting their participation and potential for leadership. 
Religious misinterpretations are bound to happen (Syed & 
Ali, 2010) and will not cease to influence societal behav-
ior. Women leaders lamented how Islam is erroneously 
positioned and how socio-cultural forces use it to advance 
their agendas. Women seemed wanting to claim their reli-
gion back from those forces that hold their aspirations hos-
tage to narrow mindsets revolving around male control. 
By constantly referring to the emancipatory potential of 
their religion, they wanted to be granted spaces of trust and 
responsibility in leadership positions that they did not see 
contradictory to the way they understood their faith. Again, 
this reflected an overwhelming Islamic feminist perspective 
where female leaders sharply criticized patriarchal interpre-
tations of religious texts, looking at religion not as a source 

of “male control” but as a potential source of emancipation 
and liberation (Akhmetova, 2016; Sidani, 2005).

While references were made to patriarchal structures, 
those were not framed within a strict Marxist perspective 
emphasizing class divisions contrary to what El-Saadawi 
(2013) would have argued. Tribal structures transcend 
class arrangements, as tribes dominate many institutional 
arrangements in public and private life. They are found in 
the government and public sector, in the army, and in busi-
ness communities (Furr & Al-Serhan, 2008). They include 
individuals belonging to various economic groups; some are 
wealthy business people, while others belong to the working 
class (Cole, 2003). In a strict Bedouin society, Marxist argu-
ments are not likely to gain force as people are more likely to 
be aligned with tribal affiliations rather than class divisions. 
There were no noticeable references to the role of capitalistic 
structures that might align with patriarchal forces to inhibit 
women’s ascension in business or to leadership positions.

While most respondents referred to religious texts, quot-
ing from the Qur’an and the Sunnah, no one referred to one 
of the famous Arab feminists aligned with liberal or Marx-
ists worldviews that dominated feminist activity in other 
countries, most notably Egypt (e.g., El-Saadawi 2003). After 
decades of female activism, it is surprising that the struggles 
of many Arab feminists seemed not to be noticed, or were 
ignored by those female leaders. While our study did not 
particularly ask about the influence of those activists on their 
worldviews, the absence of referring back to those femi-
nists was astounding. Further research is needed to uncover 
clearly whether this was a happenstance of the research 
question, or whether liberal and Marxist feminist worldviews 
actually did not take hold in Jordan. If the latter is the case, it 
would be interesting to understand why someone like Sana’ 
al-Misri or Nawal El-Saadawi or other renowned Arab femi-
nists did not seem relevant in the discourses of Jordanian 
female executives. The dominance of an Islamic worldview 
reflecting an Islamic feminist perspective seemed the most 
important voice articulated by those women.

Limitations and Future Research

The current study is limited in the ways that can be addressed 
by future research. As a qualitative study, the number of the 
respondents was limited to 23 though this number was con-
sidered to have reached saturation. The sample is not rep-
resentative of all women, as it purposefully targeted female 
leaders who succeeded in shattering the glass ceiling and 
reached leadership positions within businesses and organiza-
tions. Our study did not particularly target Bedouin women; 
a follow-up study could aim at assessing the perspectives of 
female workers or leaders with clear Bedouin backgrounds.

Researchers are invited to build upon the present study 
by identifying contexts that may allow for a further separate 
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analysis of various demographic groups, such as age, race, 
and ethnicity. Also, given that there are more similarities 
than differences between the views/beliefs of female lead-
ers, the replication of this study in another Arab or Muslim 
majority country may provide further validation and gener-
alizability of the key findings of this study.

Further, interviews with female leaders are limited by 
our focus on women who have successfully overcome gen-
der discrimination and thus serve in leadership positions. 
Our study does not include women who were not promoted 
to leadership levels due to gender bias or discrimination. 
The sentiment of those women who failed might have not 
been completely captured. One key justification as to why 
the authors did not interview other groups of women is 
derived from the main aim of the present study. Therefore, 
gaining insights from women who are not leaders is not 
directly linked with the paper’s aim. Also, our sample does 
not include non-Muslim participants. It would be plausible 
that a sample of less successful women and/or non-Muslim 
female leaders might reveal different views and perspectives.

Finally, one worthwhile area of investigation revolves 
around studying linkages between normative Islam, Mus-
lim scholars’ interpretations—such as Imams and Muftis 
(i.e., jurists qualified to give authoritative opinions known 
as fatwas)—, and Islamic feminists. This would help uncover 
variances in interpretations of what religion entails between 
those different communities, helping to identify gaps that 
need to be addressed in Muslim thinking and practice.

Implications

This paper contributes to the scarce knowledge that cur-
rently exists on how female leaders perceive the role of 
their religion in their leadership ascension. The study 
moves beyond earlier findings that are merely concerned 
with issues related to gender discrimination, sexual relations, 
or women’s employment. The present study discussed the 
position of female leaders vis-à-vis their religion and the 
religious texts, and how this links to gender and socio-cul-
tural values/traditions. The evidence brought forward from 
the interviews provides insights into how women leaders 
understand prejudicial stereotypes and discrimination and 
how those are linked to patriarchal socio-cultural traditions. 
The study uncovers the voice of Jordanian women leaders 
as they navigate their position within the institutional setup 
in their workplaces and reflect on the reasons behind the 
challenges they faced, or continue to face. This, of course, 
has relevance and implications beyond the context of Jordan 
as the issues presented are commonplace across the Arab 

world. Whether women in other Arab counties have similar 
experiences, or approach issues similar to those of Jordanian 
women, would be an interesting and worthwhile endeavor 
for future research.

From a practical perspective, devising recommenda-
tions that would help in working around tribal structures 
and patriarchal understandings and practices is not an easy 
feat. Some changes are needed to occur at the cultural 
level, with significant governmental commitment, which 
might take many more years to materialize. Still, operating 
at the organizational level might work to at least to par-
tially alleviate the problems facing women and their lead-
ership ascension. Earlier research has referred to the role 
of indigenous managerial practices and understandings in 
reaching meaningful change in Arab societies (Sidani & 
Thornberry, 2010). In addition, advancing women lead-
ership in the region requires, beyond fair and equitable 
HR policies and organizational practices welcoming of 
women, an engagement of a progressive religious dis-
course (Syed & Ali, 2010), publicizing of success stories 
of women in management (Itani et al., 2011), and smartly 
navigating through the tribal structures (Rowland, 2009).

Conclusion

Jordan and, more generally, Arab societies have a lot to 
gain from an increased involvement of women in leader-
ship. Amidst all the problems in the Arab world, at the 
political, organizational, and societal levels, a more bal-
anced representation of women in leadership would be 
an important step toward societal development and a 
vital contributor to a more just, productive, and inclusive 
society. In this paper, we explored how women leaders 
describe the source of their problems and the ways to 
tackle those problems, and how they explain the power 
of various forces in facilitating or impeding their leader-
ship journeys. The study also reflects their positions on 
the interplay between religious understandings and cul-
tural norms/practices in explaining their empowerment or 
disempowerment. The study revealed how female leaders 
lamented the disheartening power of patriarchal socio-cul-
tural values in inhibiting women’s ascension into leader-
ship positions. In cultural settings that nurture a stereotype 
of women as being unfit to be leaders, women, and their 
societies, have a lot to lose, particularly if such a posi-
tion is supported by a monolithic interpretation of what 
religion entails.
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Appendix 1: Interview Guide

Type of ques-
tions

Questions Objective of question

Demographic 1. Age
2. Female/male
3. Education completed
4. Years at this company 

when receiving the job
5. Marital status

Descriptive data

Opening and 
motiva-
tional 
questions

Are there any institutional, 
organizational or socio- 
cultural barriers you faced 
while progressing to your 
position?

What is the role of women in 
your religion?

Stimulate participant’s 
thinking

Key ques-
tions

How do you perceive the 
Islamic guidelines toward 
women in leadership posi-
tions?

What aspect of religion has 
the strongest influence in 
your work-life?

How do you think that 
"Islam" has influenced the 
way you view "women’s 
leadership"?

Do you think that the inter-
pretation of Islam in your 
country differs from its 
original guidelines toward 
women?

What do you think are some 
of the major misinterpreta-
tions of your religion “in 
relation to women’s leader-
ship”? What is the main 
reason for such misinter-
pretation?

Can you elaborate on the 
role of culture in advanc-
ing or impeding the ascen-
sion of women in society?

Are there aspects of the 
culture in which we live 
that have proven to be ben-
eficial to women’s causes 
in the Jordanian society?

Answering the 
research question

Closing 
questions

In what way or ways has 
your religion affected other 
aspects of your life?

Would you like to discuss 
any further issues related 
to your experience?

Closing the interviews
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