Discussion Paper MPV Ottawa – Women in and out of the Mosque
By Shahla Khan Salter, LLB, February 5th, 2010 
The film “Me and the Mosque”, produced by Canadian filmmaker, Zarqa Nawaz, revolves around the issue of gender segregation at North America’s mosques, made possible by barriers to the main prayer hall and separate entrances. The film also examines the role of Muslim women inside and outside the mosque and how it relates to the issue of gender segregation. 

Nawaz highlights the two opposing views on the issue.  There is the perspective of those Muslims who enjoy the status quo at the mosque and the perspective of those who wish to change it. 
The Hadith of our Prophet Muhammad, peace be upon him, that is most quoted on this issue is as follows: 
“Do not prevent your women from (going to) the mosques, though their houses are best for them.” 
According to some Islamic scholars this Hadith is an allowance, according to others a restriction.
For both groups the barriers that are in place elicit a visceral reaction. They lower the visibility of women at the mosque and underline that the role of women at the mosque and in the community the mosque envelopes is purely secondary to the role of men. 
In the result, the barriers have the effect of making people feel either comfortable or unwelcome, depending on their school of thought.
One school of thought provides that it would be unfair to tear down the barriers dividing men and women and raise the visibility of women in the mosque because the resulting atmosphere would allow men to be distracted by women and interfere with the prayer of men. The same school provides that women would feel exposed and unprotected and less comfortable without a barrier and if there were greater visibility.
The other school of thought says that strict gender segregation in Islam, both inside and outside the mosque is not required. Historians cite that at the time of the Prophet peace be upon him, the mosque was a gathering place for the entire community and barriers were not in place to segregate the sexes. 

 According to author, Asra K. Nomani, in her book “Standing Alone in Mecca” at page 99:
“During the prophet’s time and for some years thereafter, women prayed in the prophet’s mosque with no partition between them and the men. Historians record women’s presence in the mosque and participation in education and in political and literary debates, as well as in asking questions of the prophet after his sermons, transmitting religious knowledge, and providing social services. When the prophet heard that some men were positioning themselves in the mosque to be closer to an attractive woman, his solution wasn’t to ban the women but to admonish the men. The mosque was not a men’s club when the prophet Muhammad built his ummah, or “community”. Nothing in the Qu’ran restricted a woman’s access to a mosque, and the prophet told men: “Do not prevent the female servants of Allah from visiting the mosques of Allah.” The prophet himself prayed with women. Umm Hisham (“mother of Hisham”) memorized the Qur’anic chapter “al-Kahf” “from no other source than the tongue of rasulullah,” the messenger of Allah, “who used to recite it every Friday on the pulpit.” Zainab, a wife of the prophet, strung a rope between pillars in the mosque to rest upon when she tired between prayers. Another hadith says the prophet greeted women seated in the mosque.”
The visibility of women of that era was directly linked to the duties of Muslim women in public life. Women were required to be present within the community to manage their responsibilities, not only the ones they owed to their families but to society at large.
Nomani states at page 101 of “Standing Alone in Mecca”:

“Muhammad turned to women as his political, spiritual and religious advisers.”

Nomani also quotes at page 101 of “Standing Alone in Mecca”, author, Karen Armstrong, from Armstrong’s book, “Islam: A Short History”:

“‘The women of the first ummah in Medina took full part in its public life.’” 
This is evident in the role of Aisha, the youngest wife of the Prophet, in respect to whom he is quoted as saying to his followers, both men and women: 
“You can learn half your religion from this woman.”
As well, the Quran provides that upon both male and female believers there are the same duties, including the duty to make a contribution to society.
Further evidence is found in the Hadith where the Prophet said, 
“It is better to share the burden of others than to live a life of contemplation and seclusion”.

Women at the time of the Prophet were not expected to stay home.

The visibility required of Muslim women in carrying out their duties in society at large at the time of the Prophet is no different from the realities of Muslim women today.

Because most of the duties of women take place outside the home, at school, at work, in the larger community, Muslim women cannot make themselves invisible. Muslim women interact with men everyday, in utter innocence.  
In the normal course of their daily lives, women do not require the protection of seclusion from men. In the normal course of their daily lives, men do not require absence from women to carry out their daily activities.

Many Muslims do not believe men, particularly, pious Muslim men encounter difficulty in prayer if women are present in the prayer hall.
Many Muslims believe that the statement that is it offensive to see a woman in the main prayer hall at the mosque is an insult.
To hide women from men at the mosque is unnecessary. It is also unjust. 
It violates the right of women to congregate in the place where decisions are made and pronounced, where lessons are taught and Islamic jurisprudence is examined. 
It violates the right of women to take part in a decision making process that determines the course of the Muslim community and in the process that may effect Muslim families including Muslim women and their children. 
It is a pronouncement of the edict – “Behind the barrier - this is your place, woman, stay here or stay home. Women must not be seen nor heard. Woman, you are not a full participant in this community.” 
Women are excluded. 
What is the price? 

When women are excluded from a community the community loses half its leaders. 
The Muslim community is not in a position to lose leaders particularly in an era when Muslim suffer in every part of the planet. 

How do Muslims suffer?

Muslim countries do not allow their citizens basic human rights. Muslim citizens in Muslim countries, for the most part, do not have the right to congregate. They do not have the right to a fair trial, They do not have the right to fair and free elections.  
And in western countries the issue has arisen: should Muslim citizens have the same human rights as non Muslim citizens, or is Islam a threat to the basic tenets of freedom, democracy and security?
Why has this happened to Muslims? 

We must look not only outwards, at history and geo politics, but inside ourselves. 

We must ask ourselves, how much do we care about basic human rights? What does Islam say about the rights of minorities, the rights of women, the rights of vulnerable people? 
Do we ensure that people within our community, including women, minorities and others are treated fairly and respectfully? Are they treated in the manner the Prophet, peace be upon him, would have treated them?
If not, there is a price. In the Quran we are ordered by our Creator to help those who are oppressed and those who are oppressing by stopping the oppression. 
If we fail to treat people justly, as required by us in Islam, by virtue of our poor example, we spread a virus that infects Muslims all over the world.
Our poor example is used as an excuse to perpetrate the violation of our rights, not only the rights of Muslim women, but also the rights of Muslim men. 

On the other hand, if we treat everyone justly, if women and others are permitted to be an active, vibrant part of the community, and allowed the same power as men, we become an example to the world of tolerance and respect.  
And it starts here, at the mosque, in small communities, where the voice of a woman is heard, her presence respectfully acknowledged. 
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