
Policy Issue
Political participation is important to achieve gender equ-
ality. Yet, in many societies, individuals must be creative 
about how and where they participate in civic life. Houses 
of worship can provide this space. This study examines the 
role of mosques in collective action and civic engagement.

The context and study
Steven Brooke and Monica Komer examine the gendered 
use of mosques for non-religious reasons in Tunisia, a coun-
try where nationwide female unemployment is twice the 
rate of male employment. This study examines why some 
citizens rely on mosques for a variety of non-worship pur-
poses related to local governance, while others simply use 
the mosque for religious events. It draws from an original 
survey with 1200 Tunisians nested in 265 census districts.

The role of mosques in civic life
Citizens use mosques for various social and political func-
tions, including civil society activism, resolving personal dis-
putes, providing charity, and organizing protests and votes. 
Existing research suggests that mosque participation increa-
ses women’s political efficacy and engagement. In the broa-
der Islamic world, we know that men use the mosque more 
for worship puposes then women. Is this also true for these 
non-worship purposes?
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Where Mosques can Help Women Solve Community 
Problems

Research shows that:

Mosques can be important sites for community 
organization, but their use varies across geographic 

areas and social contexts. 

There is a “gender gap” in the use of mosques for non-
worship purposes, with men more likely to support using 

the mosque for such purposes. This gap narrows in 
places with more gendered social and economic 

disparities.

Women in marginalized areas use mosques to address 
personal and community problems, but they are less 

likely to do so as the level of economic and social 
marginalization decreases.

Who turns to the mosque in Tunisia?
In general, women are less likely to prefer using mosques to 
address personal and community problems, confirming the 
gender gap. However, local levels of marginalization affect 
this preference. Women in more marginalized communities 
report a higher preference to use the mosque for non-religio-
us purposes. For example, a woman in a marginalized area is 
twice as likely to respond that they prefer using the mosque 
for non-worship purposes than areas with higher levels of de-
velopment. One possible reason for this is that these women 
have more limited opportunities to access alternative spaces 
for these services. This finding demonstrates that gender alo-
ne does not affect preferences for mosque usage but instead 
interacts with local state capacity.

The importance of local context
Mosques are powerful sites for community mobilization. 
However, their importance to personal and communi-
ty governance depends on the underlying level of social 
marginalization. Programs aimed at helping women re-
solve personal and community issues need to consider 
how local context shapes the use of mosques for civic 
engagement and collective action. Mosques help ena-
ble women to resolve personal and community issues, a 
role that is especially pronounced in marginalized areas.
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