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the rights of an individual? If it is an organ of the state or general state
policy, how would citizens fare under undemocratic or repressive regimes?
Where the hijab vis a vis the state of Turkey is concerned in particular, the
political turmoil between Islamists and secularists within the state is intense
and laws are clearly dictated by the ideology of whichever party is in power,
which reflects to some degree the legal and religious pluralism that exists
there. Each can argue for a Public Order defence to infringing human
rights which would contradict the other. However, the political reality is
that both would have public support in measureable degrees from Turkish
citizens.

The Future for Muslim Women and the Hijab in Europe

Following the ban on religious symbols in France, French schoolgirl
Cennet Doganay sought and found refuge in the UK following her public
protest against the French legislation. Doganay shaved her head in order
to draw attention to the fact that she believed that, while she respected
France, the state did not respect her rights. Upon reaching the UK,
Doganay continued her studies unimpeded by the ban. Such seemingly
extreme measures are a reflection of the conviction of this young French
citizen, and of many young Muslim women like her across Europe.

In Britain, where the hijab is more acceptable attire, cases before the
courts have focused on the jilbab and the niqab (face veil). The most
publicised case relating to the right to wear the jilbab involved schoolgirl
Shabana Begum,* who took her case against Denbigh High School to the
House of Lords where the Law Lords held that the right to wear the jilbab
was not protected by Article 9 of the European Convention on Human
Rights. In this case, much of the discussion surrounded the subjective
nature of ascertaining religious obligations.

Within Europe, the hijab has not been protected as a human right for
Muslim women. The ECHR has placed European ideals of secularism
beyond the right to freedom of religious expression on a number of
dubious grounds. However, this reality is reflected by the increase in bans
on the hijab being witnessed across Europe. As the European Muslim
community grows beyond the estimated 15 million citizens present today,
this issue is set to re-emerge repeatedly.

Chapter 13

Hijab and Belonging

Canadian Muslim women

Katherine Bullock

In 2005, France denied citizenship to a woman in nigab (face veil), arguing
that her dress showed ‘behaviour in society incompatible with the funda-
mental values of the French community, specifically regarding the equality
of the sexes.”?? And yet many contemporary Muslim women embrace
the headscarf (or face veil) and find in it a connection to a meaningful
fourteen-hundred-year-old religious tradition, a spiritual centredness, an
answer to the hollowness of modernity, and the objectification of women
in consumer capitalist culture.*® Given the alarmingly growing number of
state laws, in Europe and less so in North America, that restrict or ban the
wearing of hijab/ niqab by Muslim residents, it is necessary to ask ourselves,
is this kind of dress really such a threat to modern Western secular values?

I intend to answer this question by asking Muslim women themselves.
While a great deal is said about Muslim women and their relationship to
covering, equality, modernity and life as Western citizens, there are few
spaces that allow Muslim women themselves to speak to these issues. In the
French debates that led up to a ban on headscarves in French schools, the
government-commissioned report did not consult the hijabi schoolgirls,
nor the French sociologists who studied them.** Overall, Muslim women
are marginalised in policy and public debates, and seem to be powerless
to stop these state attacks on their dress. I believe that it is important to
provide sociologically-grounded data in a hope, perhaps naive, that the
presence of such data will eventually have a bearing on policy, so that policy
is formed out of the reallife experiences of Muslim women, rather than
on externally-generated discourse about them. I believe that questions of
compatibility (Islam and the West) are actually best dealt with by those
living at the boundaries of the issues, rather than by outsiders, especially
xenophobic outsiders, who are motivated by fear and are unable to see
the creative possibilities in merging Muslim identities with Western secular
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identities. My research demonstrates that Muslim women in Canada are
proud to be Muslim, to wear the hijab, and to be Canadian. There is no
conflict for them in this regard. If they can Jjoin these two great entities in
their persona, why should others make an issue of it, complicate it, and try
to sunder it? Why push them out of the West, since they feel themselves to
be proud Westerners who are Muslim?

I focus on Canadian Muslim women. I know that the socio-political
context in Canada is vastly different from that of European states, so,
while Canada provides a sculpting context to Canadian Muslim women’s
experiences, I believe that, nevertheless, their experiences offer visions
and possibilities that transcend the particular place of Canada, and suggest
solutions to these issues faced by Muslim women and Western states. This
chapter contains interview data from four Muslim women in Canada. Their
stories originally appeared in my thesis/book, and have been updated
for this chapter.*® Two are immigrants, and two were born in Canada. By
accident, three of them are converts, as these are the ones who responded
to email queries for follow-up interviews (which were already limited, as
contact was lost with many of the initial interviewees).

Two things need to be said clearly before I proceed. First, the image of the
‘veiled woman’ in the West functions to erase the identities of real Muslim
women. For the hijabis, the symbol of ‘the veil’ erases them as subjects,
because they become reduced to the ‘passive victims of oppression’; for
non-hijabis, because their identities are left out in the representation, they
are not the ‘veiled victim’ but they are not really Muslims either.*’ Scholars
in the ‘women and Islam’ field have been working for at least 40 years to
ensure that the real identities of Muslim women as subjects are known. It is
time that popular culture is broadened to recognise this.

Second, because of the erasing nature of this widespread stereotype of
‘the veiled woman’, I rely on the qualitative interview method because it
is the best way to sketch in the details of real Muslim women. Qualitative
interview data does not claim to be a representative sample, nor to capture
the experience of all Muslim women. It gives us nuance, context and
humanity at a micro level. It reveals the unique identity of some Muslim
women, and hence turns them into subjects. Identity construction is always
a work in progress, and interview data is but a snapshot in time, but it
provides a window into the lives of real women, and hence illuminates the
debates that go on above and around them. The voices of the women I am
about to present, Raneem, Bassima, Halima and Yasmeen, are thus theirs
alone, though I would argue that they evoke the experiences and ideas
held by other Muslim women.
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So, in this chapter, I privilege the voices of hijabi women. More than that,
I privilege the voices of Muslim women who have chosen to wear the hijab
in a country that allows them such a choice. This is not because I wish to
deny the experiences of non-hijabi women, nor to erase the tragedy that
many Muslim women cover or have experienced covering through violence
and coercion. One can only do so much in a single chapter. Here, I want to
speak to the negative politicisation of the veil in Western public policy: the
state’s attempts to control, limit or banish the public expression of Muslim
identity via a headscarf or veil. This is best done by consulting hijabi women
who are convinced in their choice. I believe that the interview material
I look at in this chapter provides answers to the supposed compatibility
issues raised by Western states: can a hijabi be a good citizen of the West;
does her lifestyle choice threaten ‘Western values’?

I first interviewed these women in 1994 for my PhD thesis, at long
sessions (sometimes 2% hours), and in 2008 I asked them five follow-up
questions via email for this chapter. I have gone back to the original
transcripts and found a wealth of data not exploited fully for the thesis,
so some of the material is being published here for the first time. Their
names and ascriptive aspects of their identity have been changed in order
to preserve anonymity.

There are many aspects to wearing the hijab. As I seek to address the
politicisation of the veil, I present data from the interviews that address
certain key assumptions behind state policies to ban veils. In the first
section I introduce the women, and focus on what the hijab means to them;
the second section explores issues of ‘false consciousness’ and ‘submission
to patriarchy’, and the third discusses their perception of the relationship
between being Muslim and ‘Canadian values’.

I will begin by sharing these women’s initial responses to the question
‘why do you wear hijab>’ (taken from the original transcript, not from the
book), and then give their follow-up responses.

Raneem, a Francophone, converted to Islam in 1988 when she was 26. As
a graduate student at a university in Ontario, she met Muslims who piqued
her interest in learning about Islam. She liked what she was learning: ‘T was
really pleased to find an actual belief that fits me and suits me ... and I can
see it’s the truth — so that’s why I became Muslim.” A few years later, she
married a Muslim, had three children, and decided to leave her career as
an engineer to home-school them.

When asked why she wears the hijab, Raneem provides an answer with
at least two important dimensions - spiritual and gender-related. First she
believes that the Qur’an mandates women to cover their hair. She is aware




164 Islam and the Veil

of feminist arguments that suggest covering is not in the Qur’an, but she
disagrees. She believes the Qur’an has very clear verses on the topic. But
she adds, and here is where the gender dimension comes in: ‘even if it was
just culture it’s a good thing to do. It is a command of Allah in the Qur’an,
but it’s a command I do understand very well and fully, it’s not something I
do just blindly. I do understand it fully, all the implications, not all, but the
basic implications and how the problems resolved, the problems it might
create ...’

Raneem talks about how in her career she was often a lone woman in
a male-dominated office. She was constantly fighting off unwanted sexual
advances from men at work, and, before she had even heard of Islam, she
had decided that the best solution was to alter her appearance, degrading
her feminine side:

T'used to work with men most of the time so I used to get a lot of attention
from them — unwanted attention. So I was thinking what should I do;
this is a problem? What should I do? This is what I was thinking, so my
solution after a long time of thinking was to first of all dress differently.
I would wear more conservative clothes and I would look like a profes-
sional lady and I will have shoes like my potential husband. I will cut my
hair. I will never grow it again and that will be it. — I was looking for a
solution. So that’s what was my solution.

When she discovered Islam and the hijab, she felt that she had stumbled
upon a solution that was better than hers, because it allowed her to cover
her femininity while at work, but still keep it in the privacy of her home —
she could keep her long hair:

I was living the problem in my everyday life so later on I came to Islam
and I found the hijab ... before Islam I was seeing the problem and after
Islam I found a better solution than the one I thought of.

In spite of having already converted, Raneem, like most Westerners, had
negative stereotypes of Muslims and Arabs, so it took her about six months
to feel comfortable wearing hijab full-time, and to transcend the fear of
being associated with ‘Muslims’ or ‘Arabs’. A move to Toronto helped
crystallise her decision; as she planned to wear hijab in the future, why
not appear at the interview as she planned to be? So she began to wear it
full-time, and now, about 20 years later, nearly at the age of 50, she is still
convinced in its benefits for her, as we shall see later on.
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Bassima’s story is somewhat similar to Raneem’s. She was an under-
graduate at a European university, studying Arabic, and became attracted
to Islam. She converted in 1983 at age 18, and later married a Muslim,
had three children, and decided to work from home as a translator, so she
could be with the kids while they were little. They emigrated to Canada
after experiences with racism, both from the larger European society and
from Muslims with regard to her ‘whiteness’, in the belief that Canada
would provide a better home for Muslims. Why does she wear the hijab?

I believe it is important for a Muslim woman to cover and it’s actually
become part of my identity now, and I don’t think I could go out
without a hijab on, I'd feel naked. I guess I've kind of internalised it.
[(Why is it important?] Well I think the main reason is because it’s the
commandment of Allah, so if Allah is telling us to do this, then we
should be doing it.

Like Raneem, Bassima draws on religious as well as genderrelated
reasons to explain her decision to cover:

It’s liberating. We grow up in the West with a pressure to follow fashion
and be thin ... Hijab is a liberation from the tyranny of fashion. It is
humanising, because it takes away the sex-appeal nonsense. You’re not a
sexual object, just a face. It may be disconcerting for those on the other
end.

Bassima, like Raneem, transitioned over a few months into wearing the
hijab full-time:

I did it gradually. I started off with like just tying a scarf behind my neck
and calflength dresses and things, and I didn’t wear that full-time even
in the early days. But I felt kind of hypocritical taking it off and putting it
on if I went to the mosque or something, I felt that wasn’t right, so ... that
first summer that I was Muslim, I was a student, I had quite a bit of free
time and I was able to spend a lot of time with Muslims and I just kinda
gotinto it ... And I'd already had the tendency to dress modestly anyway,
so it didn’t take a lot of effort to convince me ... so there was something
already in my heart I think.

Halima, an Anglo-Ontarian, married a Muslim man she had met at
work, and converted six months later in 1991, at age 24. She had gone
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fr.om Christianity to agnosticism to a kind of atheism by the time she met
him, and although she had always told him she would never convert she
found by being married to him and learning about Islam that she was,very
attracted to the religion. They had four children and, like Raneem. she
decided to home-school them. ,
Her decision to wear the hijab came out of a belief that it was a religious
commandment. Like Raneem, she began wearing it sometimes, but fear
of Canadian reactions held her back from wearing it all the gime. She
remembered how she herself used to look upon covered Muslim women
and hesitated to embrace that image for herself: ’

I Fhought it was really drastic and strange like because when I worked at
plsney we would see women who came who were covered and I thought
it was like so unfair, why is the women dressed that way and the men
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That’s a very big question. I think it does symbolise submission to Allah,
I think it symbolises the woman herself, her power, because the view is
here that the man is somehow forcing his wife to wear it, but if she didn’t
really want to wear it she probably wouldn’t, I mean you could take it off
at work or whatever and unless your husband was really sort of spying on
you and talking to people ‘what’s my wife doing?’ If you have that kind
of husband there’s bigger problems anyway, butI ... it’s a rejection of the
society and their values and the sexual, I mean everything in this society
goes to sex, if you watch the sitcoms that’s what they’re based on the
humour is all sexually oriented, 90% per cent of it anyway, it’s a rejection
of all that so I think in a way it’s the woman’s power to take back her own
dignity and her own sexuality, it’s not public.

Yasmeen had a slightly different trajectory from the converts, though

dress.ed basically like an American or Canadian, and ah ... I had the same
reaction as many people. [Did you remember knowing Muslims when you were
Younger, or was that at Disney your first time you saw women in hijab ?] Ilived in
(Northern Ontario) when I was younger, there’s no Muslims who cover

her story echoes aspects of Raneem’s, Bassima’s and Halima’s stories. She
grew up in the Middle East and emigrated to Canada after her marriage
in 1978 at age 20, where she had six children and stayed home to be with
them, while completing by correspondence her BA with Arabic Language

there, l?ut ah the first time I saw them was in university but I didn’t really
recognise them, I didn’t know who they were, there were three sisters
who were always together and they were covered, they wore jilbab and
lo‘ng hijabs and I didn’t know what they were (laughing). I guess I lived a
fairly sheltered life and I didn’t watch TV a lot. I knew of Muslims but I
didn’t know what they looked like, how they dressed.

She transitioned, like the other converts, slowly to full-time hijab:

I had been covering sort of part-time when I first accepted Islam in
non-threatening situations, where I won’t know people, like going to
the grocery store or going to the park, or something, just sort of getting
used to it. And when my husband’s friends came over I would cover too
Then I started feeling like some sort of hypocrite because, doing it haﬁ
the time, so then I just, I would do it all the time. [Was it a difficult step?)
It was, thinking about it. But not actually doing it. It wasn’t as hard as
tl'unking about it. Like I didn’t get, I was expecting a big reaction but I
didn’t get it, maybe they had them behind my back, but they didn’t say
anything to my face.

Like the other women, Halima draws on gender-related issues to talk
about what the hijab symbolises to her:

as her major. Although having been raised in a Muslim country, Yasmeen
talks about how in her youth the hijabwas quite rare, and in fact was actively
discouraged. She remembers being in middle school, and a girl once came
to school wearing a hijab, and the Principal took her outside, after morning
assembly, and punished her, by making her stand alone against the wall
while all the classes went out. She had to bring her parents in to discuss this
at the school, and they did this to her every morning until she eventually
took it off. It is not only Western states for whom the hijab symbolises
something threatening that must be sanctioned and curtailed.

Yasmeen’s decision to wear the hijab, based on the belief that it was a
religious commandment, occurred as an undergraduate at university, when
she was nearly 17:

Since I started to go to the university, I felt it’s really compete [sic]
environment every sex look to each other in a desire way, so I didn’t like
that and ah ... I felt the hijab can protect me, you know direct my way,
like ah — and a felt I really need to know my background, my Islam and
the Qur’an. At that time hijab was not ah ... very famous [Common, you
mean?] ... yeah common, no.

Because her entire family (parents, aunts, uncles, cousins) opposed her,
out of a fear that she would not be able to get married and that she was too
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young, she waited a year between deciding to wear it and actually wearing
it, when she felt she had the strength to resist their disapproval.

Yasmeen. .also draws on gender issues when discussing her decision to
wear the hijab and what it means to her:

I feel in peace, and ah ... I feel I respect myself more, I am not concen-

Frated about my beauty and ah ... the fashion and this stuff ah . .. I think
it’s a peace of mind.

I.{i].'ab, then, for these women, contains a two-fold dimension: (i) a
religious one, symbolising piety, a commitment to adhering to God’s
commandments, as they understand them; and (i) a positive gender-
related dimension, in which hijab becomes a healthy way of desexualising
women in public space, a move for them that is liberating, as it frees
women from being slaves to the fashion industry, the Western cultural
beauty ideal, and from being commodified sex-objects, returning to
women personhood, dignity and respect.

”State policymakers ought to take into more serious account what the
hijab means to these women. It is such an integral part of their identity
as women and as Muslims that state policies to restrict or ban the hijab
represent a devastating attack on their identity.

Iq popular Western culture Muslim women are usually portrayed as
docile creatures who submit to strictures, including the hijab, laid upon
ﬂ:lf.:m by patriarchal males. The French ruling that denied a nigabi woman
citizenship cited her apparent total ‘submission to the men in her life’ as
a reason for the denial **® This was in contrast to how the applicant herself
understood her choice to wear nigab. ‘They say I wear the nigab because m
husband told me so. [...] I want to tell them: It is my choice. I take care 0}f7
my children, and I leave the house when I please. I have my own car. I do
T_he shopping on my own. Yes, I am a practising Muslim, I am orthodox. But
is that not my right?*%° .

Thi.s woman’s claim, like that of my interviewees, is often met with a
sceptical reception, and the concept of ‘false consciousness’ is usuall
mobilised as the explanation. Even some feminist literature, which iZ
supposed to rely on women’s experience for developing feminist theory,
has treated hijabi women as victims of ‘false consciousness’ — ‘I know you’ve;
chosen this, but if you really knew what it meant, you wouldn’t.”37

The ‘false consciousness’ assumption does violence to hijabi women'’s
agency and intelligence. A recent trend in scholarship on Muslim women
has been to recognise this, and treat Muslim women as independent
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human beings — as agents who make, in the same way as do men, indeed
as do all human beings, decisions based on their ideology as well as social,
political and economic contexts. This trend is laudable and must continue.

It needs, though, some fine tuning, as there remains at least one

significant methodological problem in qualitative data on covering — in
spite of emphasising women’s agency, this agency is often framed by the
researcher’s own convictions with respect to covering: that is, that the
commandment to cover per se is not really in the Qur’an. So what we get
is this: the commandment to cover is not really in the Qur’an, but these
women think it is, and we should understand their perspective.*’”* What this
overarching framing by the researcher does is to call into question Aijabi
women’s ability to interpret the Qur’an, so ultimately to question their
own intelligence. They may have some kind of agency — that is, they have
freely chosen as a subjective human being to cover — but they are not smart
enough to know that they are choosing something as a religious act that is
not really one.

This way of framing covering has a serious and negative impact for hijabi/
nigabi Muslim women, because it reduces the necessity for Western states
to make religious accommodation for those women convinced of the
mandatory nature of covering. To say that hijab is not in the Qur’an is to
say, as these states wish to, that hijab represents a backward view of women,
incompatible with the modern state, and that since it is not in the Qur’an
it cannot be claimed as a religious identity for modern women. It is not
a necessary aspect of modernity for Muslim women, indeed, the French
Urban Affairs Minister, Fadela Amara, herself a Muslim, came out blazingly
in support of the ruling, as did the mass of French public opinion: The
niqab, she said, ‘is not a religious insignia but the insignia of a totalitarian
political project that advocates inequality between the sexes and which is
totally devoid of democracy.®”

If we agree that the Qur’an is a fungible text, capable of being interpreted
in multiple ways, depending on the social, political and economic context
of the interpreter, then it must be recognised that the interpretation that
the Qur'an mandates covering is an extremely plausible reading of the key
texts. I do not have space to go into this and make these arguments here,
but the practice of the first community, the classical tafseer on the relevant
verses, and the traditional jurisprudence on the topic have all agreed
upon, at the minimum, a head-cover for Muslim women as obligation, and
face-cover as laudable, with a minority conclusion that the face-veil is the
minimum. Medieval European women, Catholic women and nuns until
1965, and many contemporary Jewish and Christian groups (Amish) all
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consider/ed the covering of women’s hair as religiously mandated.?” The
uncovering of women’s hair even in religious settings in Western states
is a late 20th-century phenomenon. It is providing the backdrop for new
Qur’anic interpretations about the meaning of verses said traditionally to
oblige covering - either that ‘modest’ dress for women no longer means
covering the hair, or that verses ordaining head-covering are no longer
applicable.*” Yet the existence of these modern interpretations does not
negate the continued validity for some of the classical interpretations.

Given the high political stakes now over this issue of ‘to wear or not to
wear a hijab in Western societies’, academic research must frame hijabi
voices within a paradigm that accepts religiously mandated covering as
a plausible and reasonable interpretation of the Qur’anic texts. This will
undo the violence done, not to a hijabs’s agency so much, as to a woman’s
intelligence and ability to read the text for herself. And reduce, I hope,
some of the hostility to it in Western political circles.

All four of my interviewees have engaged intellectually with alternate
perspectives on covering, and have chosen to follow the one that most
accorded with their own understanding of the Qur’an and the Sunnah.
Since they all told me they covered because it was in the Qur’an, I pressed
each of them on this issue. Bassima’s response is typical:

[Some people think the Qur'an doesn’t command women to cover. Where is it the
commandment of Allah?] Oh gosh, chapter and verse, you’ve got me! There
is the verse about um, I think, pulling the headcover over the bosom or
something so that you're covered and that you be known as a religious
or righteous woman and not be molested. There are also, I mean you
have to look at the Qur’an and the kadith together and there are several
ahadith that say when a woman reaches puberty you should see nothing
but the face and hands ... well that’s just the way that I've understood it
from my earliest introduction to Islam. I'm aware that there are people
who don’t see it that way and I guess everything is open to interpretation,
but... um ... that’s just the way that I've understood it. [1994]

Halima also talks of the importance of understanding the Qur’an via the
practice of the first community, as contained in the hadith:

There are some people who read the Qur’an, and they do not believe
that it orders women to cover. They think it’s a traditional or cultural
explanation. [What do they belicve that it tells them?] That it just tells
women to dress modestly and that the way it is now is like a traditional
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explanation which isn’t necessarily contained in the verses themselves.
This is why we need the Sunnah, that’s how we explain the Qur’an,
according that Prophet and his Companions’ explanations, because we
can make our interpretations, but with the Sunnah ... I mean people can
still take their own interpretations, that’s why you need the Companions,
so that it’s not left up to each individual. [How do you know that you're not
receiving just an interpretation which tells you to cover?] The hadiths ... the
debate among the scholars is whether or not you can cover the face, not
whether or not you have to cover your hair, it’s understood that you have
to, I mean there’s the famous hadith Asma, Aisha’s younger sister, the
Prophet said to her that the believing woman does not show anything
but her face and hands. [That’s a good enough explanation for you?] Well 1
mean, that’s not the only one, but the only one off the top of my head,
and that’s not even the best one, there are more authentic hadiths, but I
don’t know them off the top of my head. [1994]

Yasmeen’s narrative offers a particularly compelling confirmation of
women’s agency, even when it comes to religious matters. I asked my inter-
viewees (1994) to define ‘a Muslim’. Yasmeen said: ‘to follow what Gods
wants from us, what’s it called submission. [ How do you know what God wants
from you?] From the Qur’an and the Prophet’s sayings, hadith. I don’t take
the opinion of scholars, of sheikhs, unless it comes from the Qur’an and
Sunnah.’

Thislastaspectis crucial, because it shows that Yasmeen weighs the opinions
of scholars against her own independently arrived-at understandings. I am
not saying that she is acting as a scholar, because I am sure she would dislike
that imputation, considering herself lacking the proper Islamic scholarly
credentials, but what she does is check scholarly opinions against the Qur’an
and hadith collections that she reads herself in Arabic, and chooses to follow
the scholars’ opinions that are most reasonably supported by the indications
of the Qur’an and Sunnah. She will then filter another scholar’s interpreta-
tions through that of one she feels to be a trustworthy scholar. If a scholar
does not back up his argument with specific verses from the Qur’an or
Sunnah, Yasmeen will not take that scholar’s opinion.

Yasmeen feels that ‘the calamity of Islam these days, they take the inter-
pretation about Islam from the mouths of people, not from the source,
it doesn’t explain Islam, and even the act of Muslims it doesn’t explain
Islam, because unfortunately in many ways, they act very bad, they act
against Islam, and they say this is Islam.” And so we spent quite some time
discussing different interpretations of women’s status in Islam. Yasmeen is














































