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«The seclusion of virtuous Muslim women and their separation from

men who are not their kin are rooted in the interpretation of a number of
rather obscure qur’anic verses. The wives of the Prophet are ordered to “stay
in your houses” (Q 33:33) and subsequently most legists explicated rules
which prohibited women from traveling more than three days walking
distance without the permission of their male guardians and, even then, only
when accompanied by a chaperon (see JOURNEY). Another reading of the
same phrase would have the wives of the prophet be honorable or quiet in
their homes (girna as opposed to garna, see WHISPER). Another
exegetical question is whether the instruction refers only to the Prophet’s
wives or to other Muslim women as well. The continuation of the verse
commands the women dress modestly (see CLOTHIING), pray regularly
(see PRAYER), give to the poor and obey God and his messenger (g.v.), and
these are surely not requirements restricted to the wives of the Prophet.
Thus, one could deduce that the order to stay in your houses (or alternately
to be honorable or quite) may be extrapolated to apply to all Muslim women.

Conversely, the verse ordering the believers to speak to the wives of the
Prophet from behind a curtain also prohibits them from marrying the
Prophet’s widows after his death (Q 33:35: see VELL; WIDOW), a
limitation unique to the Prophet’s wives. In this case, separating women
from male visitors by a curtain, a ﬁijaﬁ, would logically apply only to the
Prophet’s wives. Nevertheless, Muslims endeavored to seclude women
within the house (see HOUSE, DOMESTIC AND DIVINE; SUNNA),
whether by curtain in a modest dwelling such as that of the Prophet or by the
demarcation of more elaborate domestic quarters similar to the ancient
Greek gynaeceum. The context of this verse of the ﬁijaﬁ is crucial to
understanding its meaning (see OCCASIONS OF REVELATION; SIRA
AND THE QUR AN). A simple reading of the verse implies that some of
early Muslims entered the Prophet’s house at all times of the day and night,
without asking permission, and stayed around talking. The Prophet was too
shy to ask them to leave but God revealed an injunction against this
improper behavior. In quranic exegesis (see EXEGESIS OF THE QUR AN:
CLASSICAL AND MEDIEVAL), the circumstances upon which the verse
was revealed (asbab al-nuzul) indicated that some visitors bothered the
Prophet’s wives to the point of sexual harassment. These accretions would
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dictate a more stringent approach to the separation of the women of the
household from men who are not their kin, both for the Prophet’s wives and,
by extension, for other Muslim women as well ».
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34. http://huji.academia.edu/RuthRoded.
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