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ABSTRACT
In recent years, women’s participation in mosques has become a 
significant research topic and scholars have scrutinized the spatial 
aspects of gender segregation in these settings. This paper contrib-
utes to this growing body of literature by analyzing five recently 
constructed mosques in Turkey that have been publicly highlighted 
as ‘women-friendly’ and stood out for the involvement of women 
designers in their development. We depart from the idea that gen-
der segregation is neither an essential attribute of the mosque, nor 
it is fixed: rather, it is spatially produced and open to contestation. 
While existing scholarship has predominantly focused on how 
female worshippers appropriate mosque spaces, this study addresses 
a less-explored dimension: the initial production of space and the 
role of architectural design in shaping, enabling, and contesting 
patriarchy. By examining the spatial design and physical character-
istics of these mosques, we explore how architecture not only 
reflects but actively influences gendered experiences, affording or 
limiting the appropriation of space. Over the past two decades, 
under the governance of the Islamist Justice and Development 
Party (AKP) in Turkey, there has been a notable emphasis on 
encouraging women’s participation in mosques. As a result, specific 
attention has been given to the design of women’s sections in 
recently built mosques. However, we argue that, rather than the 
areas designed for women to worship, it is the ambivalent spaces 
of mix-use and circulation inside the mosques that opens room for 
the mobility of women as spatial agents.

1.  Introduction

It’s not right to worship [for men and women] side by side, but I see no harm in passing 
side by side while walking [inside the mosque]. (Interviewee 1, female, architect)

Mosques have historically served as the center of social life in Muslim communities, 
functioning as both spiritual hubs and spaces for learning and interaction. As such, 
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they play a vital role in shaping and guiding communities while also serving as the 
material representation of Islam in the public sphere. Mosques create social sites that 
foster a sense of community and identity through spatio-practical production.

Historically, men have been more active in public worship in Islam (Bartkowski and 
Read 2003; Reda 2004; Sullins 2006). This has resulted in the exclusion of women 
from positions of religious authority (Haddad, Smith, and Moore 2006; Hammer 2012; 
Bano and Kalmbach 2012) and has reinforced institutionalized gender segregation 
within mosques. In recent years, women’s participation in mosques has become a 
significant research focus (Knott 2005; Morin and Guelke 2007; Bhimji 2012). Scholars 
have examined women’s perspective as users, their demands for spatial equality, the 
discrimination they face, their agency in shaping spaces, and the spatial making of 
their religious subjectivities (Avishai 2008; Eskandari 2011; Ghafournia 2020; Mazumdar 
and Mazumdar 2002; Nageeb 2007; Nyhagen 2019; Prickett 2015; Mohammed 2024). 
However, much of this literature primarily explores gender segregation from the 
perspective of users.

We argue that, while examining how women navigate and appropriate mosque 
spaces, it is essential to consider the role of architectural design in structuring gen-
dered experiences. Spatial configurations define, challenge, or accommodate women’s 
agency within mosques. In this sense, we extend the discussion from the lived expe-
rience of gendered spatial practices to the material production of mosque architecture 
as a means of structuring or contesting patriarchal authority. We argue that architec-
ture, as a field of knowledge, presents critical lines of inquiry that contribute to the 
study of the gender politics of social space.

While it is not a universal practice, many mosques incorporate designated women’s 
sections, which have been subject to scholarly scrutiny (Aryanti 2012; Eskandari 2011; 
Mohammed 2024). When provided, these areas are often physically separated from 
the main prayer hall -typically reserved for men- and are frequently located in base-
ments or behind partitions, leading to objections from female worshippers (Baghby, 
Pearl, and Froehle 2001; Karim 2009; Mohammed 2024).

This paper contributes to debates on the gender politics of mosque space high-
lighting the significance of spatial design in shaping worship experiences, using the 
case of recently constructed mosques in Turkey. Over the past two decades, under 
the rule of the Islamist Justice and Development Party (AKP), there has been a con-
certed effort to encourage women’s attendance at mosques, and the Presidency of 
Religious Affairs (Diyanet) has been instrumental in this endeavor. As a result, attention 
has been given to women’s sections in the design of new mosques. This emphasis 
has also facilitated the involvement of female architects in mosque design, particu-
larly in prominent projects sponsored by devout patrons or the state. The govern-
ment’s encouragement of female mosque attendance, in turn, prompted female 
worshippers to organize and articulate their spatial demands. However, as we will 
demonstrate, this is not a process without conflict. New mosques intended to pro-
mote women’s inclusion have also become sites of contestation over gender segre-
gation. Women involved in mosque design and construction have proposed spatial 
solutions accommodating user demands, yet they have encountered resistance from 
patriarchal authority during both the building phase and the later management of 
these mosques.
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Given the role of architecture in shaping social interactions, mosque design 
provides valuable insights into the negotiation of gender politics within worship 
spaces. Thus, we analyze the initial designs and current uses of mosque spaces in 
terms of gender segregation, utilizing architectural diagrams to examine five recent 
mosques that have garnered attention for their treatment of women’s sections. 
Through comparative analysis, we investigate architectural transformations over 
time, revealing how gendered divisions are both constructed and contested. While 
these mosques incorporate design elements aimed at enhancing the comfort of 
female worshippers, political tensions emerge from seemingly apolitical architectural 
decisions regarding secondary spaces within mosques. As the quote in the epigraph 
illustrates, these circulation and service spaces may appear trivial and straightfor-
ward -architecturally and spiritually less significant- yet they become politically 
contentious. We define such areas as ambivalent spaces: spaces not inherently 
assigned to a specific gender but continuously shaped, contested, and negotiated 
through social use. We argue that these ambivalent spaces expand women’s capacity 
as spatial agents. Rather than assessing spatial agency by the quality of the occu-
pied space, we consider the extent of movement it permits. This interplay between 
architectural intervention and spatial agency underscores how mosque design 
serves as both a site of gendered contestation and a framework for negotiating 
mobility.

Shifting the focus to the design and reconfiguration of space necessitates examining 
contributions from actors beyond users. To this end, we incorporate insights from 
interviews conducted with mosque designers and other stakeholders involved in the 
building process to uncover various perspectives on gender segregation and the 
negotiations surrounding it. Through our analysis of these five mosques, we also 
explore the backlash from patriarchy attempting to restore spatial configurations that 
limit women’s mobility.

2.  Gender, space and the mosque

We used warm materials [in the women’s section] to make it feel more feminine. 
(Interviewee 2, male, client)

Feminist critiques of gender and space in Islamic contexts have gained prominence 
since the 1990s, focusing on women’s agency particularly in relation to religious 
authority (Mahmood 2005; Wadud 2006; Haddad, Smith, and Moore 2006; Morin and 
Guelke 2007; Elewa and Silvers 2010; Bano and Kalmbach 2012; Hammer 2012; 
Kalmbach 2012; Rinaldo 2013; Jouili 2015; Joly and Khursheed 2017). These critiques 
address women’s exclusion from religious leadership, restrictive gendered interpreta-
tions of Islamic law, and the spatial marginalization of women in places of worship. 
Scholarship has highlighted Muslim women’s objections to inadequate prayer areas, 
their demandeds for performing prayer together with men, and advocacy for 
women-led prayers (Eskandari 2011; Prickett 2015; Nyhagen 2019; Ghafournia 2020). 
Although there were historical precedents, women-only mosques have also been 
established within the context of recent debates (Samatar 2005; Cantone 2009; 
Nyhagen and Halsaa 2016; Fewkes 2019). In Turkey, gender-mixed prayer and 
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women-led mosques were not discussed; instead, the debates have centered on the 
use of the main prayer hall by both sexes (Yılmaz 2015; Kıpçak 2016).

Muslim women’s relationship with patriarchy displays an ambivalent character, 
swinging between compliance and resistance (Nyhagen 2019). As Mahmood (2005) 
has argued, compliance with Islamic patriarchy opens room for female agency and 
empowerment. Agency extends beyond resisting dominance; it involves the capacity 
to act in ways that transform and redefine what was once subordination. By being 
in traditionally ‘male spaces’, even though they submit to patriarchal authority, women 
illustrate the potential for negotiation and change. Avishai (2008, 429) further under-
lines that agency does not even require ‘empowerment, subversion, or rational strat-
egizing’, what is crucial is the particular ways of performing religion. Following 
Mahmood’s (2009) definition of agency as ‘capacity for action’, we conceptualize spatial 
agency in relation to capacity for movement -mobility- and explore how architecture 
enables or constrains it. While existing scholarship on Muslim women’s agency often 
focuses on individual acts of participation within religious spaces (Mahmood 2009, 
Nyhagen 2019, Ghafournia 2020), this study highlights how architectural design itself 
serves as an active force in shaping women’s spatial agency.

As feminist critiques of architecture have long emphasized, the built environment 
is not neutral; it both reflects and reinforces social hierarchies, including gendered 
divisions of space (Weisman 1992; Rendell 2000; Colomina and Bloomer 1992). In the 
case of mosques, spatial design choices function as tools that either reinforce or 
challenge gender segregation. Mosque layouts, circulation patterns, and the presence 
of ambivalent spaces create opportunities for women’s engagement beyond fixed 
gendered boundaries, whether intentionally or through unintended spatial conse-
quences. Moreover, the increasing use of mosques for activities beyond prayer expands 
possibilities of transgression of gender norms. Thus, it is necessary to focus on the 
spatial performances of Muslim women beyond prayer in the mosque, particularly as 
younger generations exhibit an increasing level of ‘fluidity’ in their spatial practices 
(Bhimji 2012). In the case of contemporary Turkish mosques, architectural designs 
have fostered this fluidity by promoting mobility and incorporating greater amounts 
of ambivalent space.

Here, it is worth noting that women’s agency in mosques is not limited to their 
role as users. As architects and designers, women play a key role in negotiating spatial 
transformations. Moreover, they contribute to the construction process as professionals, 
supervisors, administrators and clients. However, agency does not reside solely in 
their hands; it is a continuous negotiation, both during construction and after com-
pletion (Massey 1994). As we have indicated, once built, architecture operates beyond 
the intent of its designers, shaping the way spaces are used, contested, and reinter-
preted over time (Hill 2003).

Women’s spatial presence in mosques is often linked to perceptions of their sex-
uality; with some believing that their presence may serve as distraction or cause of 
sexual temptation for men (Hammer 2012, 471). Furthermore, as Islam preaches bodily 
cleanliness, the imprecise nature of menstruation can create anxiety for women 
(Mernissi 1991, 74). This often leads women to refrain from attending the mosque. 
Moreover, when they use the mosque, the women also at times feel more comfortable 
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precisely because of its segregated spatiality (Lehmann 2012, 500). Yet, spatial seg-
regation legitimizes the isolation of women and reinforces patriarchal power relations 
(Nas, 2022). Architectural elements such as walls, windows, doors, partition screens, 
stairs, and columns regulate access and visibility, creating hierarchical distinctions 
between users (Aryanti 2012). These partitions define who is part of the core con-
gregation and who is positioned outside of it (Sunay and Türkdoğan 2019).

As Massey (1994, 2) has argued, the ‘particular ways of thinking about space and 
place are tied up with, both directly and indirectly, particular social constructions of 
gender’. This is especially evident in cases of spaces of religious traditions (such as 
Islam as well as Orthodox Judaism) where gender segregation perpetuates patriarchal 
norms (Sullins 2006). Rendell (2000, 101) distinguishes between ‘sexed’ spaces, which 
are based on biological sex (e.g. restrooms), and ‘gendered’ spaces, where activities 
are socially assigned to a particular gender. In this regard, the mosque -particularly 
the main prayer hall- is gendered as a male-dominated space. Ambivalent spaces, on 
the other hand, are not inherently sexed but are continuously gendered (or re-gendered) 
through social use.

There is no singular interpretation of gender in Islam, and gender segregation is 
shaped more by contemporary political conditions than static religious principles 
(Mir-Hosseini 1999; Rock-Singer 2016; Shahrokni 2019). Gender relations within 
mosques are therefore influenced more by historical and cultural dynamics of public 
space than Islamic doctrine. In Muslim societies, public spaces have generally been 
associated with men and private spaces with women. However, recent scholarship 
has shown the inaccuracy of this simplistic binary, highlighting the multiplicity and 
complexity of publics and privates (Mazumdar and Mazumdar 2001).

Studies on public space generally focus on open spaces such as streets, squares 
and parks. However, it is equally important to examine interiors in relation to public 
life, particularly in Muslim societies, where gender relations often confine many public 
activities to indoor settings. Stephan Maneval, in his study on Jeddah discusses social 
visits among women as a form of ‘weak’ female public (Maneval 2019, 79–81). He 
cautions against equating outdoor spaces with strong publics under men’s dominance, 
instead demonstrating that gendered publics are more complex than such binary 
distinctions suggest. This complexity necessitates a critical examination of ‘visibility’, 
a key aspect of gender segregation in mosques. In shared open spaces, social norms 
dictate that women remain visually inconspicuous despite being physically present. 
Citing his observations in a Lebanese village in the 1970s, Gilsenan (2008, 171–2) 
notes that ‘men walk down the middle [of the street, while] women cling to the sides 
and walk fast’ and neither ‘gives any sign of seeing the other’. However, within the 
public interior of the mosque, merely pretending not to see is insufficient. Mobility 
of the female body challenges the spatial order of gendered mosque space.

We argue that political tensions within mosques do not arise from the designation 
of separate spaces for men and women, as long as spatial order is maintained. Instead, 
conflict emerges from the continuous negotiation and reconfiguration of these spaces 
through bodily movement. Gender segregation is not an intrinsic, fixed feature of 
mosques; rather, it is actively produced and contested through spatial practices (Morin 
and Guelke 2007; Aryanti 2012).
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3.  Methodology

In this paper, we analyze five mosques built over the last two decades: the Şakirin 
Mosque (2005–2009) and Çamlıca Mosque (2012–2019) in Istanbul, the Ahmet Hamdi 
Akseki Mosque (2008–2013) and the Alacaatlı Uluyol Mosque (2013–2016) in Ankara, 
and the Ramazanoğlu Mosque (2006–2012) in Adana. These mosques vary in terms 
of size, architectural iconography, clientele and design processes (Figure 1). The Ahmet 
Hamdi Akseki and Çamlıca Mosques represent government’s ideological projects from 
two different conjectures: the former was built in the early years of the AKP’s rule, 
while the latter was constructed after the party had consolidated its power. The 
Ramazanoğlu Mosque was built by the Diyanet and promoted as ‘a mosque designed 
by women for women’. The Şakirin and Alacaatlı Uluyol Mosques were smaller exam-
ples (although the former received much media coverage) constructed by private 
benefactors and represent civil initiatives.

Figure 1.  From top left: Çamlıca Mosque, Ahmet Hamdi Akseki Mosque, Ramazanoğlu Mosque, 
Alacaatlı Uluyol Mosque, Şakirin Mosque.
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While the Ahmet Hamdi Akseki, Şakirin and Alacaatlı Uluyol Mosques experiment 
with modern architectural iconography, the Çamlıca and Ramazanoğlu Mosques are 
neo-Ottoman examples strictly following classical Ottoman precedents. Despite these 
differences, all these mosques share one key feature: women architects were involved 
in their design, either individually or as part of a team, and ‘women-friendliness’ 
played a role in their public image. That is, gender politics was integral to their con-
ception and construction. This group of mosques illustrates the significance of gender 
politics of mosque architecture in contemporary Turkey, where mosques have been 
an important subject of political controversy under the AKP.

Fieldwork for this study was conducted between February 2020 and August 2021. 
It involved visiting the selected mosques and interviewing various individuals involved 
in their design and construction. As we have underlined above, architectural knowl-
edge has a lot to contribute in studying gender politics of mosques. Thus, our primary 
method was to conduct architectural analyses, focusing on gender segregation. We 
examined the plans and sections of the mosques in terms of spatial organization, 
movement patterns, and interactions within particular spaces. To capture both the 
intended and actual use of the mosques, we documented their spatial conditions 
through photography and sketches. By comparing initial plans with current conditions, 
we produced diagrams to track the gendered use of the space and its transformation 
over time.

The second method used in this study was conducting interviews. A total of 13 
in-depth, semi-structured interviews were held with individuals involved in the design, 
construction, and management of these mosques. The sample was intentionally diverse, 
reflecting a range of professional backgrounds and perspectives on mosque architec-
ture and gender roles. Of the eight architects and designers approached, seven were 
women, and one declined to participate. The final interview group included seven 
women (five designers, a project coordinator, and a local religious leader) and six 
men (two designers, one client, one site engineer, and two Diyanet officials). All 
interviewees were anonymized, and numerical labels were used in place of names to 
maintain confidentiality due to the sensitive nature of the topic.

To ensure diverse representation, interviewees were selected based on their active 
roles in the design, planning, or management of the mosques. This purposive sam-
pling approach aimed to capture insights from individuals directly involved in shaping 
these spaces, rather than relying on secondary sources. Interview questions varied 
depending on the participant’s role (e.g. architect, designer, official, or religious 
leader), but all interviews addressed key themes such as involvement in the mosque 
project, design requests and modifications, considerations for men’s and women’s 
spaces, and post-construction adaptations. The semi-structured format of the inter-
views allowed participants to elaborate freely on their views, facilitating the discovery 
of unexpected perspectives and preventing the reinforcement of preconceived nar-
ratives. Moreover, at least two interviewees were interviewed per mosque to mini-
mize bias.

Although this study primarily focused on designers and decision-makers, an unan-
ticipated encounter with a female local religious leader provided an additional per-
spective to the research. She expressed opposition to the increased visibility and 
spatial integration of men and women in mosques, a viewpoint that contrasts with 
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feminist demands for equal access and visibility in religious spaces. Her inclusion 
underscored the importance of capturing diverse perspectives and situating the 
research within its broader social and cultural framework.

4.  Islam, women and the mosque in Turkey

The competition brief required… a design reflecting Ottoman-Turkish architectural style. 
So, we aimed to unify our historical architectural style with contemporary technologies. 
(Interviewee 3, female, designer)

The radical secularism of the Turkish nation-state led to two key outcomes regarding 
mosques, making Turkey an exceptional case among Muslim-majority countries. 
First, mosque architecture was not embraced as a symbol of the new nation, result-
ing in a lack of monumental mosques until after the end of the single-party regime 
of nation building (Batuman 2016, 2018a). Second, there was a clear separation 
between social and religious domains in the public sphere, which restricted mosque 
use exclusively to religious performances (Özaloğlu and Gürel 2011; Batuman 2018b). 
Established in 1924, the Diyanet acted as a mediator between the government and 
the public in religious matters and oversaw the management of mosques 
(Parlak 2020).

During the early Republican period, the Diyanet effectively controlled religious 
activities. However, after World War II, the transition to a multi-party system allowed 
for negotiations between religious demands and right-wing parties seeking populist 
support. The construction of Turkey’s first monumental mosque began in 1957 but 
was not completed until the 1980s. It was followed by similar examples in major 
cities. Despite the rise of the mosque as an architectural signifier, its use as social 
space remained strictly restricted until an Islamist party came to power (see Batuman 
2018b, Chapter 2 for a detailed discussion).

The Islamist AKP assumed power in 2002, ushering in a period of intense political 
struggle between the government and the secularist establishment. Especially the 
monumental, state-sponsored mosques were perceived by both the government and 
the opposition as ideological symbols. In several cases, women architects were delib-
erately employed to mitigate secularist opposition. As illustrated by the quote from 
Interviewee 3 above, they were often ideologically aligned with such projects. However, 
the gender politics of mosque architecture under the AKP extended beyond the 
involvement of women architects. The party sought to promote the mosque as a 
social space, and encouraging women’s participation was consistent with this goal 
(Batuman 2018b, 2023). Consequently, under the AKP, the Diyanet adopted a more 
inclusive stance toward female mosque users. In response to growing demands, the 
number of female religious officers was increased (Kıpçak 2016).

The struggle against Islamic patriarchy and spatial segregation within mosques 
had gained traction in Turkey in the 1990s, paralleling the rise of Islamist grassroots 
movements that ultimately facilitated the AKP’s rise to power (White 2002; Yılmaz 
2015; Arat 2016). In response to criticisms about inadequate and poorly maintained 
women’s prayer spaces (Alyanak 2019), the Istanbul Mufti Office (the local branch 
of Diyanet) launched an initiative to assess the city’s mosques for their 
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‘women-friendliness’. This effort evolved into the ‘Beautification of Women’s Sections 
in Mosques Project’, spearheaded in 2011 by Deputy Mufti Kadriye Avcı Erdemli. 
The project aimed to provide clean, modern, aesthetically pleasing, accessible, and 
functional spaces for women, ideally integrated within the main prayer hall 
(Erdemli 2013).

These top-down measures did not bring about radical changes, and the project’s 
impact faded over time (Sunay and Türkdoğan 2019). Yet, they opened up room for 
women to take their own initiatives. While women’s experiences in mosques cannot 
be homogenized, a significant number perceive gender segregation as restrictive, 
oppressive, and even contradictory to Islam (Öz 2021). In response to unfavorable 
conditions in mosques, women began forming their own communities and advocacy 
campaigns.

One notable grassroots effort was the ‘Women in Mosques’ campaign, launched 
in Istanbul in 2017. This initiative aimed to improve women’s sections in mosques, 
address social challenges faced by female worshippers, and promote a more inclusive 
mosque culture (Sunay 2018). The women involved in the campaign aspired to pray 
‘under the same dome as men’ and, in some cases, intentionally entered men’s 
sections, viewing spatial access as an aspect of power dynamics. By using photog-
raphy, campaign members provided new perspectives on mosque spaces from 
women’s points of view, aiming to raise awareness and spark dialogue. They also 
mapped mosque layouts through a gendered lens, analyzing how patriarchy oper-
ated within these spaces and documenting their findings through visual evidence 
(Nas, 2022).

The mosques we will analyze below were built in this context where mosque 
architecture was highly politicized. The government saw mosques as tools of 
Islamization, while Muslim women sought agency within these spaces. Before delving 
into our analysis, we will first introduce the five mosques under examination.

5.  Case study: ‘women-friendly mosques’

If you detach the women’s section from the main hall, they wouldn’t feel the excitement 
caused by the reciting of prayers. Additionally, since the elevated [women’s] section is 
closer to the dome and overlooks the hall, I believe it positively privileges the women. 
(Interviewee 4, female, designer)

Amidst the political tension between the Islamist government and the secularist 
establishment, the early years of the new millennium in Turkey saw a shift in mosque 
architecture, displaying greater diversity. With an Islamist government in power, pious 
benefactors felt more comfortable sponsoring new mosques with varying iconogra-
phies. The most sensational of these was a small mosque built in the historical 
Karacaahmet Cemetery on the Anatolian side of Istanbul. Designed as a shell structure 
in the form of a dome resting on four corners with transparent facades, the mosque 
was initially conceived by Hüsrev Tayla, an experienced male architect. However, 
Zeynep Fadıllıoğlu, the granddaughter of the benefactor family, stepped in and took 
over the interior design (Batuman 2018a, 274–5). To the dismay of the original archi-
tect, she presented herself as the mosque’s designer, falsely claiming it was the first 
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mosque designed by a woman (Fadıllıoğlu 2011). Her postmodern design met with 
harsh criticism from male-dominated professional circles. Nevertheless, the Şakirin 
Mosque became the first instance where the gender identity of the designer and 
attention to female worshippers’ comfort were publicly debated.

The Ahmet Hamdi Akseki Mosque (2008–2013) was another project initiated during 
the early years of the AKP government. Built within the Diyanet campus, both its 
location and modernist outlook reflected the power balance between the government 
and state bureaucracy, as the AKP later favored the mimicry of classical Ottoman 
mosques and build them as landmarks in public spaces (Özaloğlu 2017; Batuman 
2023). Designed by Salim Alp, another senior male architect, the project was marred 
by conflicts between the designer and Diyanet officials over stylistic preferences, 
ultimately leading to Alp’s removal from the project (Batuman 2018a, 279–83). 
Following his departure, two women architects, Sonay İlbay (interior designer) and 
Merih Aykaç (project coordinator), took the lead. The colossal mosque was fiercely 
critiqued by secularist media and the inclusion of female professionals helped mitigate 
these critiques. When completed, the project was publicly attributed to the women 
architects, omitting Alp’s initial role.

Under the AKP, Diyanet also expanded mosque construction across various cities. 
Although mosque building had long been common -and as we have indicated above, 
the period following WWII witnessed the construction of countless mosques of varying 
size- the secular public viewed the monumental mosques constructed under the AKP 
as symbols of Islamism. In response, Diyanet leveraged gender politics to legitimize 
these projects. One such example was the Ramazanoğlu Mosque in Adana, designed 
by a team of four women architects and promoted in the media as a mosque ‘designed 
by women for women’. The term ‘women-friendly mosque’ emerged in this context, 
referring to lactation rooms, a supermarket, and the separate entrances for men and 
women (Yazman 2011). Thus, Diyanet’s notion of ‘women-friendliness’ reflected a 
conservative framework that defined women primarily through motherhood and 
familial responsibilities.

The Çamlıca Mosque, conceived as a personal project by then-Prime Minister Recep 
Tayyip Erdoğan, was built on Çamlıca Hill in Istanbul between 2012 and 2019. The 
project followed a controversial architectural competition and faced criticism even 
from Islamic intellectuals for its scale and lack of originality (Cündioğlu 2012, 3–12; 
Eygi 2012). The Chamber of Architects and prominent professionals boycotted the 
project (Batuman 2018b, 32–36). Nevertheless, the outcome was a colossal Ottoman 
replica designed by two young women architects. Their gender and piousness were 
initially emphasized to justify their selection, but once construction began, they were 
sidelined by the government (Batuman 2016, 336–39). Today, Çamlıca Mosque is one 
of the largest in the world.

The final case, the Alacaatlı Uluyol Mosque, is a modest example built in suburban 
Ankara between 2013 and 2016. Designed by young architect Esra Mozza, the project 
remained outside political controversies and the designer found room to navigate 
professionally due to her familial ties with the client. This neighborhood mosque, as 
analyzed below, provides an intriguing example of how ambivalent spaces can enhance 
women’s spatial agency.
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6.  Ambivalent spaces/mobile bodies

I designed a separate area [for the women] with a separate entrance by the library. They 
are using it comfortably, as if it is their home. (Interviewee 1, female, architect)

In her study of Iran, Shahrokni (2019, 5) identifies a shift in regimes of gender seg-
regation, from one characterized by prohibition to one based on provision. In this 
model, women in Iran, who were previously excluded from public spaces, were 
offered women-only ‘places’ inside or outside public venues. Although Turkish 
mosques were never closed to women, a similar shift toward an inclusive regime of 
gender segregation based on provision occurred under the AKP. This regime was 
based on the two key demands from female worshippers: better-equipped ablution 
spaces and women’s sections ‘under the dome’. Although the latter demand could 
have been controversial and hard to fulfil, architectural conventions allowed for a 
solution. Since especially the larger mosques in Turkey follow Ottoman classical 
examples with a central dome, they offer a spacious, unified prayer hall. Women 
worshippers’ demand for the right to this privileged space with visual access to the 
mihrab was accommodated by using mezzanine floors as women’s sections. As 
exemplified with the earlier quote from Interviewee 4, the conscious deployment of 
the mezzanine as a privileged space for women was emphasized several times 
throughout the interviews.

Control of bodies requires fixing their location and making it legible, so that ‘effi-
ciency, docility and hierarchy can be simultaneously achieved’ (Rabinow 1982, 357). 
Women’s sections on elevated mezzanines initially appeared to provide a fixed and 
legible spatial ordering. However, complications arose due to the inherent tensions 
between Islamic ritual requirements and modern architectural conventions. In Islamic 
practice, ablution is not merely a prerequisite for prayer but an integral part of the 
ritual, traditionally performed in the mosque courtyard—a transitional space between 
the street and the prayer hall. Modern architecture, however, relegates wet spaces 
-including ablution areas- to secondary service spaces, often hidden from sight. 
Consequently, the circulation paths between ablution spaces and prayer halls have 
lengthened, particularly for women using mezzanine floors (Figure 2). This has created 
‘grey zones’ that blur the boundaries between secular and spiritual spaces while also 
complicating gendered spatial order. That is, although mezzanine women’s sections 
seemingly put them ‘in (a) place’ as woman (Shahrokani 2019, 112), the required 
circulation routes inadvertently increase female mobility within the mosque, disrupting 
rigid spatial hierarchies.

This dynamic was further shaped by a new approach to gender segregation that 
emphasized provision rather than restriction. The design and placement of women’s 
sections became part of a broader effort to enhance the mosque’s social function-
ality, encouraging usage beyond prayer times. Many new mosques now include 
spaces for Quran lessons, libraries, tea rooms, meeting rooms, etc. These areas, 
which are ambivalent in terms of gender (that is, they are not ‘sexed’), require 
extended circulation routes, further increasing the prevalence of ambivalent spaces. 
While these additions have created opportunities for female participation, they have 
also reshaped traditional spatial hierarchies. In some cases, they reinforce 
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segregation, but in others, they enable greater fluidity in movement. Below we 
analyze the five mosques to explore how these ambivalences manifest in spatial 
practices.

6.1.  Women’s sections

Women’s sections play a crucial role in shaping women’s sense of place within mosques 
and, by extension, their presence in Muslim publics (Mohammed 2024). In mezzanine 
women’s sections, women can observe the imam and the mihrab while experiencing 
the mosque atmosphere without being visible to the male congregation. As one 
interviewee has put it, most women prefer a separate area: ‘Isn’t it better to have a 

Figure 2. C irculation paths of sexes in the Ahmet Hamdi Akseki Mosque.
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privileged place rather than being together with men? Men and women should not 
pray together’ (Interviewee 5, female, local religious leader).

In most cases, the mezzanine is not exactly under the main dome but rather 
beneath the supporting semi-domes surrounding it, a structural feature dating back 
to the Hagia Sophia. This design is evident in Ahmet Hamdi Akseki, Çamlıca and 
Ramazanoğlu Mosques. However, in Şakirin and Alacaatlı Uluyol Mosques, the mez-
zanine extends directly beneath the central dome into the three-dimensional space 
of the main hall. Commenting on the women’s section in Şakirin Mosque, Islamic 
intellectual Yıldız Ramazanoğlu defined it as an architectural expression of democracy, 
providing women equal space under the main dome with visual access to the mihrab 
and the imam (Ramazanoğlu 2015, 201).

Since visibility is a key issue in gender segregation, the design of mezzanine railings 
presents a challenge. Diyanet officials advocate for higher screens as a visual barrier 
between men and women. Women architects, in contrast, have argued for lower, 
transparent railings to maintain sightlines to the mihrab. In Şakirin and Alacaatlı Uluyol 
Mosques, designers minimized railings using metal meshes. The most interesting 
example in this regard is the Ahmet Hamdi Akseki Mosque, where the negotiations 
between the designer and Diyanet (which was the client) resulted in an original railing 
design comprising strips of glass panes and perforated marble (Interviewee 6, female, 
designer) (Figure 3). This design allows women to choose their level of visibility: those 
who prefer an unobstructed view of the mihrab stand behind the glass, while those 
prioritizing privacy pray behind the marble railing.

Figure 3. T he design of women’s sections’ railings in Şakirin Mosque (top) and Ahmet Hamdi 
Akseki Mosque (bottom).
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In the Ahmet Hamdi Akseki Mosque, the mezzanine’s side wings accommodate 
men during Friday prayers, while the north wing facing the mihrab remains designated 
as women’s section. Although the space allocated to women is considerably smaller, 
its permanence affirms their sense of belonging. This is best illustrated with women 
organizing in groups to attend Friday prayers, a practice traditionally uncommon 
in Turkey.

The placement of women’s sections on mezzanine floors raises the question of 
whether men and women should share entrances. Some architects approach this as 
an issue of secularism, promoting equal access to shared spaces, while Diyanet adheres 
to traditional Islamic norms, advocating for gender-segregated entryways:

Circulation areas, parking lot, elevators; men and women are together in these spaces. I 
let the common spaces be used together; no one is preventing anyone.

(Interviewee 7, male, designer)

The mufti suggested that men and women enter through separate entrances. The mosque 
was almost finished, and I thought there was no need for such a thing… Although there 
could have been separate entrances [for men and women], I did not want this.

(Interviewee 1, female, designer)

The directives we prepare regulate women’s entrances [to the mosque]. We receive the 
architectural blueprints and inspect the project. If the men and women are proposed to 
use the same entrance, we ask for revisions; we ask the designers to create separate 
entrances for women. We tell them, ‘It would be more appropriate if you do it this way, 
revise and resubmit your project’. Most of the time our suggestions are followed.

(Interviewee 8, male, Diyanet official)

6.2.  Ablution areas and extended circulation

As we have indicated, female worshippers have consistently highlighted the standards 
of the ablution areas as a priority: ‘They want the ablution spaces and the restrooms 
to be comfortable since they need to take off their garments. I have received com-
ments on the ablution spaces more than the mosque itself’ (Interviewee 9, female, 
architect). The modern conception of hygiene has redefined both perceptions of 
cleanliness and architectural conventions regarding sanitary spaces. This had a direct 
effect on the organization of mosque space. The performance of ablution, once an 
integral stage of the prayer ritual, is now treated as a sanitary requirement, spatially 
detached from the prayer process.

Today ablution spaces are most of the time treated as wet spaces that need to 
be hidden from sight. Indeed, in four of the analyzed mosques, ablution areas are 
located in basements. Worshippers in Şakirin and Ramazanoğlu Mosques exit the 
buildings after ablution, ascend stairs, and re-enter the mosque at the main hall level 
(Figure 4). In Ahmet Hamdi Akseki and Çamlıca Mosques, elevators transport wor-
shippers to the main floor and mezzanines. These extended circulation paths create 
non-gendered ambivalent spaces, triggering anxiety especially for the part of conser-
vative users. Suratkon et  al. (2017), in their study on Malaysia, found that women 
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preferred ablution areas to be directly connected to the women’s prayer area to avoid 
being visible to men while moving through the space. These concerns are echoed 
by some mosque users in this study: ‘Shared circulation spaces are an inconvenience. 
You might not be fully composed after the ablution. Men are stronger than women; 
while in a rush they can mistakenly bump into women’ (Interviewee 5, female, local 
religious leader).

As we have quoted from Interviewees 1 and 7, architects tend to adopt a more 
liberal stance on shared circulation spaces. In the examples we have analyzed, men 
and women inevitably share access routes between ablution spaces and prayer areas. 
Moreover, in certain cases such as the Ahmet Hamdi Akseki Mosque, U-shaped mez-
zanines are flexibly used, which results in gender-neutral vertical circulation. The 
design of Ramazanoğlu Mosque further challenges conventional gender divisions: its 
U-shaped mezzanine is accessed via symmetrical staircases positioned in the main 
hall rather than near the entrance, making the main prayer hall ambivalent in gen-
dered terms (Figure 5). The architects did not propose separation between the men’s 
and women’s sections on the mezzanine floor; they designed this area primarily for 
women but included the option of temporary division for mixed use (Interviewee 9, 
female, designer).

The treatment of the ablution spaces in Alacaatlı Uuyol Mosque radically departs 
from the other four cases (Figure 6). Here not only the ablution spaces are not in 

Figure 4. C irculation paths of sexes in the Şakirin Mosque.
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the basement, but they are designed as a separate annex, which defines a unisex 
courtyard that the worshippers need to cross.

The courtyard enclosed with porticos has been a characteristic feature of Ottoman 
mosques, acting as a buffer zone between the chaos of the marketplace and the 
mosque. The traditional courtyard also included ablution fountains where men per-
formed the ritual of cleansing. Contemporary Turkish mosques following neo-Ottoman 
iconography, such as Ramazanoğlu and Çamlıca Mosques, often include courtyards 
and ornamental ablution fountains, though these are rarely used. In Alacaatlı Uluyol 
Mosque, however, the courtyard functions as a semi-spiritual zone between ablution 

Figure 5. T he functions and space usage based on gender in the Çamlıca Mosque.
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and prayer for both men and women. Şakirin Mosque, while featuring a courtyard 
resembling classical examples, reinterprets the traditional ablution fountain as a water 
sculpture, where water flows over a reflective stainless-steel sphere (Figure 1).

6.3.  Ambivalent spaces of expanded programs

With Diyanet’s campaign to transform mosques into social spaces of interaction, new 
mosque designs have incorporated additional functions. Spaces for formal (classrooms, 
conference halls) and informal (meeting rooms for women’s gatherings) religious 
instruction have become common features. These are often accompanied by areas 
for non-religious activities, some of which (such as karate lessons for children) take 
place within the prayer hall itself. While introducing non-religious activities into 
mosques broadens their role as community hubs, it also necessitates adherence to 
moral and behavioral guidelines rooted in conservative Islamic values. At the same 
time, this increased multifunctionality reduces the perceived sanctity of the space 
due to the presence of non-religious activities.

Figure 6. T he functions and space usage based on gender in the Alacaatlı Uluyol Mosque.
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All the mosques we have analyzed accommodate such activities, whether through 
designated spaces or flexible usage. Even smaller mosques such as Alacaatlı Uluyol 
and Şakirin Mosques, include libraries, tea houses, kitchens and office spaces. In the 
Ramazanoğlu Mosque, there are classrooms and a conference hall, along with a 
supermarket and a health center situated beneath the mosque. In larger examples, 
such as Ahmet Hamdi Akseki and Çamlıca Mosques, the functional programs are even 
more complex, with entire floors dedicated to diverse functions.

Clearly, a tension exists between the mosque’s sacred function and the profane 
activities it houses. To what extent should visitors to the Diyanet bookstore inside 
Ahmet Hamdi Akseki Mosque or the Museum of Islamic Civilizations inside Çamlıca 
Mosque ‘behave’? Is the health center in the Ramazanoğlu Mosque fundamentally 
different from similar institutions elsewhere in the city? Should gender interactions 
between worshippers and visitors -or even among visitors themselves- be regulated 
differently than those between male and female worshippers? This ambivalence 
becomes more pronounced as one moves closer to religious activities and their des-
ignated spaces within the mosque.

One of the most striking examples of this ambivalence arises from the touristic 
character of mosques. The impact of tourism on gender dynamics in mosques has 
been largely overlooked. While prayer spaces and ablution areas require gender seg-
regation due to religious and privacy concerns, tourists, as spatial agents, are almost 
free from these divisions, though they are still expected to observe rules of modesty, 
such as women wearing headscarves. In historic mosques in Istanbul, spatial organi-
zation accommodates these differences, but Çamlıca Mosque presents a unique case 
as a newly designed structure with tourism in mind.

As part of its goal to serve as an ideological landmark in Istanbul’s skyline, Çamlıca 
Mosque caters to tourists as much as to Muslim worshippers. Beyond providing a 
space for prayer, the mosque welcomes visitors who wander freely. Women sit, chat, 
and take photographs in the main prayer hall, while men on the mezzanine floor 
observe the view from above. Consequently, the mosque’s touristic function blurs 
gender boundaries, allowing both men and women to enter spaces traditionally 
designated for the opposite sex (Figure 7).

Two staircases lead to the mezzanine from the prayer hall (Figure 7). One is located 
in the female section, the other one is in the men’s prayer hall. This spatial arrange-
ment creates ambiguity regarding the mezzanine’s designated users. The lack of 
signage further reinforces this uncertainty, possibly a deliberate choice to facilitate 
tourism. All spaces function as circulation areas, encouraging visitor movement. Thus, 
the continuous movement of bodies neutralizes the gendered character of space and 
maximizes access for women.

Tourism-driven fluidity in gendered spaces has led to another unusual practice within 
Çamlıca Mosque (Figure 8). On the ground floor, a small women’s section is enclosed 
with high perforated screens and marked with a sign prohibiting male entry. While 
such arrangements are not new, there is also a designated men’s section -closer to the 
mihrab- enclosed with lower perforated screens and marked by a sign prohibiting 
female entry. This formal designation of a men’s prayer space implies that the main 
prayer hall is no longer exclusively male but rather a mixed-gender area. Thus, all 
visitors, regardless of gender, are welcome to explore the mosque, with the exception 
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of these two segregated areas. As Interviewee 2 puts it, a men’s section was necessary 
‘to create an awe-inspiring prayer environment without the distraction of tourists’.

While tourism presents an extreme case, similar ambivalence exists in the tempo-
rality of prayer. Between prayer times, the gendered rigidity of the main hall loosens. 
Women, who are restricted from these spaces during prayer, wish to experience them 
as visitors. Conversely, it is not uncommon to see staff asking women to leave 
the halls.

Figure 7. T he functions and space usage based on gender in the Çamlıca Mosque.

Figure 8. T he areas designated as women’s and men’s prayer areas inside the  main hall  in Çamlıca 
Mosque.
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7.  Fixing ambivalence: patriarchy strikes back

Interestingly, while Diyanet was campaigning to encourage female participation in 
mosques, the AKP government was simultaneously shifting away from its earlier liberal 
stance on women’s rights, parallel to its consolidation of power. Kandiyoti (2013) 
describes this shift as a ‘masculinist restoration project’, aligning with the global 
anti-gender movement (Butler 2024; Graff and Korolczuk 2022) and its particular 
manifestations in the Muslim world (Kandiyoti, al-Ali, and Spellman 2019). As a result, 

Figure 9.  Measures for gender segregation in the Ramazanoğlu Mosque.
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women’s organized struggle for equity in mosques has faced patriarchal backlash. In 
many cases, spatial flexibility that initially enhanced the spatial agency of female 
mosque-goers was later restructured to reinforce gender segregation.

For instance, in Ramazanoğlu Mosque, staircases in the mid-section of the main 
prayer hall were later concealed behind blinds to prevent inter-gender encounters 
(Figure 9). While the original design featured a single entrance, a separate door was 
later designated as the women’s entrance. Additionally, a guidance barrier was placed 
on the main floor, directing women toward the staircase while restricting their access 
to the main entrance and prayer hall. The blinds on the ground floor now create a 
small praying area for women who cannot ascend the stairs, but this space lacks 
visual access to the rest of the mosque, resembling a storage area rather than an 
integral worship space.

Originally, the mezzanine of this mosque had a fluid layout with no fixed separation 
between men’s and women’s areas. However, subsequent modifications re-introduced 
gender divisions. The mezzanine is now split by blinds, and the women’s section is enclosed 
with high perforated screens. Rather than preventing men from gazing at women, the 
design effectively hides women from view, restricting their ability to see the mihrab.

Efforts to reinstate gender segregation extend beyond the mosque interior. In 
Ramazanoğlu Mosque’s courtyard, warning strips now direct men and women toward 
separate worship spaces. A similar modification was made in Şakirin Mosque, where 
women, upon exiting the basement ablution area, encounter signage directing them 
away from the courtyard. This intervention contradicts the designer’s original vision of 
the courtyard as a spiritual garden for contemplation. Instead, the mosque administration 
has prioritized regulating circulation to ‘guide’ women to their designated prayer areas 
through the closest route. Although the exact timing of these alterations remains unclear, 
their presence suggests an evolving negotiation of gendered space within mosques.

8.  Conclusion

This study has aimed to contribute to the debates on how gender relations are spa-
tially produced within religious settings. By examining mosques, we demonstrate that 
even in spaces governed by faith-based rules and norms, gender segregation is neither 
absolute nor immune to contestation. Muslim women are often depicted as passive 
or victimized, particularly in Western narratives; however, it is essential to recognize 
their agency. Through active participation in mosques, women challenge prevailing 
gender inequalities and the patriarchal structures that define these spaces.

As we have shown, regimes of gender segregation are defined by contemporary 
politics as much as religious rules. In the case of Turkey, women’s demands for greater 
equity in religious domain initially aligned with the Islamist government’s efforts to 
promote mosque attendance. The government sought to encourage women’s partic-
ipation by improving ablution facilities and women’s sections, and introducing 
expanded social programs within mosques. However, these initiatives inadvertently 
created ambivalent spaces further disrupted traditional gendered organization. By 
increasing women’s mobility and reinforcing their spatial agency, these changes pro-
voked a patriarchal backlash aimed at reducing ambivalences and restricting women’s 
movement within the mosque.
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In considering the spatial political of gender segregation, it is also crucial to 
acknowledge the role of cultural contingencies. Architecture plays a key role in this 
process in two senses. First, architectural conventions influence the spatial organization 
of gender segregation. In our case, two specific aspects have been particularly rele-
vant: (1) the Ottoman mosque typology, which prioritizes a central dome and is 
unified three-dimensional space, provided design formulas based on the use of mez-
zanine floors for women’s sections; and (2) modern design conventions regarding 
ablution facilities, which have pushed these spaces out of sight. These architectural 
conventions have informed the politics of gender segregation in Turkish mosques, 
highlighting the significance of architectural culture in both the reinforcement and 
contestation of gendered spatial divisions. Second, architecture as a field of knowledge 
-employed as part of our research methodology- offers valuable tools for examining 
the social and political dimensions of space. By analyzing the physical layout, its 
production, and its appropriation, we reveal how architectural knowledge can be 
leveraged to expose and challenge gender segregation. As demonstrated by the 
‘Women in Mosques’ campaign, not only architects but also mosque users can utilize 
architectural knowledge to contest spatial injustices.

The most important finding of our study concerns the spatiality of the contestation 
over gender segregation within mosques. Rather than being defined solely by desig-
nated areas for each gender, the spatial agency of individuals is determined by their 
capacity for movement. In this respect, ambivalent spaces -created as mosques expand 
their functions to serve as social hubs- emerge as key sites of contestation. Consequently, 
patriarchal backlash does not necessarily seek to confine women to smaller or inferior 
spaces but instead aims to limit their mobility, effectively fixing them in place.
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