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Women’'s Mosque?

Women’s Empowerment?

The Women’s Mosque of America has started
operations in Los Angeles. It is not a mosgue
per se, but the name of a non-profit
organization. It began with holding female
only Jumuah prayers, in an old synagogue
with Stars of David etched on the stained
glass windows. The decision to use this venue
was made to "promote peace.”

Creating a separate space for Muslim women
is a noble idea. Unfortunately the organizers
chose the one event for this project for which
it has no basis in the Shariah. Muslim women
are not required to offer Jumuah. They are
allowed but not required. (They can offer the
Dhuhr prayer instead.) Further by consensus
of scholars of all schools, Muslim women are
not allowed to lead Jumuah prayers or deliver
Jumuah Khutbahs. Not surprisingly the project
met with disapproval from the great majority
of local Muslim scholars who objected exactly
on this ground. The women who prayed there
were advised to still offer their Dhuhr prayer
as the prayer obligation remained
undischarged.

But there is a larger issue that has not been
discussed. One wonders what the officers of
this corporation would think of establishing a
women only school or women only college.
Obviously if women need access to Islamic
education in an exclusive space, then would
not a daily regular school be far superior to a
twenty minute sermon delivered once a
month? Alas their future programs make no
mention of such a plan. On the contrary other
programs will be coed.

It is also interesting to see the media reaction.
This was a media event and all the big names
were there. And they were excited. From the
Los Angeles Times to the Wall Street Journal,

By Khalid Baig

from ABC news to Fox News, everyone praised
this as a historic event. It was considered a
key development in empowerment of Muslim
women. “Maybe we could get a female Luther
out of this,” Los Angeles Times reported an
excited congregant as saying.

The question that we must ask is what the
media reaction would be if the organizers had
opened a women’s only college instead.
Would that be considered a historic event
that would open the doors to scholarship for
Muslim women? Would that be praised by the
same media as a space “where Muslim
women can 'bring their whole self,' learn
more about their faith and foster bonds of
sisterhood?”

It is more likely that this would be ridiculed as
a step backwards, as another sign of
oppression of Muslim women.

Why? Why the same act is praiseworthy in
one case and blameworthy in the other? The
answer may be that it is flouting the traditions
and well established Islamic teachings in one
case and complying with them in the other.
The first act is therefore considered
empowering and the other enslaving. The
hypocrisy has a rationale!
It may be therefore
deconstruct the
empowerment" itself.
The sad fact is that we are caught up in the
discourse of empowerment. Everyone these
days is for "'women's empowerment.”" And it is
taboo to question this dogma. But let us ask,
where does this word come from? Does it
come from the Islamic discourse or its textual
sources? The Qur'an does not talk about
"women's empowerment." Neither does
Hadith. Neither does the Islamic literature

empowering to
notion of "women's




produced by authorities and scholars of varied
persuasions over the centuries. If in doubt
please tell me what the Arabic term for
“empowerment” is and where do you find it in
the Islamic textual sources?

Let us face it: It is a foreign term. And like
other foreign terms it has to be examined
carefully before we start using it and submit
to its dictates.

The term as used today comes from the feminist
discourse. And it brings with it the entire
feminist agenda. Simply stated, the ideology of
women's empowerment means establishing an

absolute-no-holds-barred-equality between
men and women. Dozens of international
organizations are devoted to promoting

“women’'s empowerment” and use the term
interchangeably with “gender equality” and
“gender mainstreaming.” At a more basic level
it means fighting for your rights. As American
feminist Gloria Steinem said, “Power can be
taken, but not given. The process of the taking is
empowerment in itself.”

The language of empowerment is diametrically
opposed any and every authentic tradition of
Islam, historical and ideological alike. It makes
everyone focus on their rights, not their
responsibilities. The battle cry is, watch out for
yourself for no one else will. This then becomes
a self-fulfilling prophecy. With no one being
primarily concerned with discharging their
responsibilities, securing your rights becomes a
lifelong struggle. You will only get those rights
for which you fight. Hence the perpetual
campaignh for women's empowerment.

What has that led to? The exact opposite of
what it aimed at. The empowerment rhetoric
did not end exploitation of women; it actually
has opened exciting new avenues for it. As Dr.
Brooke Magnanti wrote in the Telegraph,
“Too often the word is used as a smokescreen
for increasing consumerism, a cousin of
L'Oreal's 'because you're worth it' whereby
you can presumably empower vyourself by
buying shoes and pretty little journals, which
is somehow worthier than simply buying
things because vou need or like these things.

Or worse still, by landing some 9-to-5
corporate grinding job.”

But it has done much more. It has destroyed
the home and family beyond recognition.
Even more, it has drastically changed men and
women. Here are the words of Father John
McCloskey, a Catholic priest lamenting the
disaster that this world has faced.

There is something radically wrong with the
family and the relationship between the sexes
in the West as we rapidly approach the third
millennium of the Christian era... Indeed it
would be hard to find similar situations in
history, unless it be the pre-Christian
paganism of the Roman Empire (cf. St. Paul's
Letter to the Romans I: [I-20) or the behavior
of the barbarian hordes of central Asia as they
poured into a weak and decadent empire...
Today, in societies that are nominally
Christian, we witness the phenomenon of
women who do not act like women, nor men
like men, nor families like families. Codes of
moral behavior that have made the family the
central unit of society and have been the
"guardrails” of civilization for centuries have
been discarded as antiquated.”

If we blindly keep following the talk of
women's empowerment, we will also be
headed to this lizard's hole and keep
welcoming borrowed language and borrowed

ideologies. Courtesy: Al-Balagh
- - -
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