POWER DRESSING'

Farzana Haniffa

N7 oudon’t look like a Mushim.” This has been told to me in

the pagt few years by neighbours, shopkespert, sales parsons
and my driving instructor. Looking at my jeans and T-shirt and my
uncavered head what they were really saying, of course, was that |
dida’t dress like a Mushm.

It 18 cemainly true that many Muslims today look and dress like
Muslims. The veil or the hijab, with its corollary of the beard and
Kurtha elad male, has taken over the landscape and made Muslim
identity codefiable and identifiable through a particular form of
dress, Since its mtroduction to this country in the early 19808 the
hijab has muestad from an unbecoming teble cloth like zarment
worn by a few zealols te an elegant cosrume with fowing lincs
that allows for endless vanations of colowr, shape nd style, There
are many thousands who wear it today and there dre now shops
didieated solely 16 the sale of Abhayas and scarves. The frony of
eourse 18 that chere are hundreds and thousands of Muslims who
are very clearabout their identity as Muslims that do ool subscribe
to the new form of dress. However, they, and 1 think they are in the
majority, are invisible and not the subject of today's exposition.

The sinhala nationalism and Tomil separatism of the 19808 saw
the concomitant rise of extreme Eslam in the country. In addition,
the open economic policies of the late 19705 caused huge social
dizruptions and uphenvals, chicf amongst them the exodus of both
skilled and unskilled Muslim labour to the middle cast. During
this time the framian and Saudi Arabian embassics provided funding
for [slamic events and gfred Qurans to slamic sroups and schools,
Together with the mave to tranaform Islamic dress, people begin
to practice segregation of the sexes, ubolish all “rituals™ as
unquranic and purge customs of “outside” influences, For instance,
- the thali was considered Indian and no longer refevant to Sri Lankan
Muslims. Birthdays were not observad. Photography was said iu
be haram and idolatrous. Thers were groups whe would visit the
houses of “lapsed” Muslims and advise them on proper Islamic
conduct, Finance company owners were urped (o seck different
avenues of business. Muslims were discouraged from working i
baks,

Internationalized Istamism

T lough the fervour of the bile exphtics and early nineties has

subsided somewhat, 1slamism huas institutionalised itsell in
. parts of the community, The very reul threats to Muyshim lile and
limb that took place in the north and eust, the permanently displaced
community in Puttalam only exacerbated many Muslims® move
towards reasserting their own identity. Dress remains the most
visible of 118 manifestations and Hijab has many forms, Some

wear it a5 a gignature scarf worn with everyday uttire that coves
wrists and ankles, Others wear the scarf with the Abhaya or cloak
In different colours, The most orthodox wear the Hlack cloak with
a bluck headscarf und fuce veil, Whatever its permutation the “Jook™
is very particular, the manmer in which a scarf is worn clearly marks
the Muslimness of the wearer, Today it has become 3 regular feature
of Muslim life. Familics that are otherwise quite liberal, or on the
lence with regards to many practices of the new Islam, make the
token gesture of having fomale members of their household weas
the scarf,

The appeal that woman personally feel towards the hijub is
formidable. Several women | spoke to felt that, by wearing hijab
they were contributing to the maintenance of Muslim sociely’s
moral order. They alse felt they were making a greéal personal
suerifice by cloistering their bodies for the sake of Islam.’ Many
conservative commentators on Tslam have been very emphatic that
hijab is in place 1o circumyent the possible damage (o suciety posed
by rampant sexuality. To the women wlio wear the Hijab this 5.0
perfectly legitimate jostification ol their practice, One woman,
Homz, an accounts assistant, lold me that women were responsible
for preserving the morality of the social order and that therefore it
wirs up to them (o relraim from throwing temptation in the way of
men. Nisa, 8 teacher, stated that in matters of the body men are the
weaker sex and that it was the women's social responsibility 1o
wear the hijab. In fact, Nisa also stated that seeing women dressed
provocatively, she thinks not of the women but of the men, snd
how they must be dealing with such spectacles. However Nisa, the
mother of three sons, also said that there was much about today s
practices of sepregation that was troubling. Her boys rarely
socialised with their girl cousins, She said she remembered her
own childhood, playing cricket in the open and spoke of the close
connection that she still feels with her cousins, She felt that the
YOULZEr gencration was inissing out on sotneéthing valuable abom
family lile. But to Homa, a younger, more stodent voice for the
new Islam, this was a small price to pay, “Better safe than sorry,”
she said. When 1 asked Nisa if she would feol the same way it
she*d had girls, she smiled and admitted that she probahly. would
nat. Maring Rifil, an ophthalmologist stzted that she belioved m
the segrepation of the sexes. She said that human beings were
wonito stray and that it was best to avoid practices that could lead
0 "improper” behaviour,

Stereotypes
T he stereotypical rendition of Muslims as backward seem 1o

huve found their realization in the rigidity of some
communitics. “Fundamentalist” Tslam, wherever it is practised,
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e Secomies a texthock example of institutionalised subjugation
W waemen The simplistic thetorie of “liberation™ used by the west
S case of Afghan wotnen and the Taliban is a telling example
WS comfluence.! It was even used 85 a part justification of the
Swmbene of Afghanistan in the wake of the September 11" attick
e United States. Such toalyscs are often dangerous and capture
e of the complexities of womien’s lives.! When speaking with
we masy women, the sense of purposd that they felt when choosing
55 wear the hijab wis Ineseapable, In wddition 1o the social
sepossibility that they seemed to feel was theirs, there was alse
e Seeling ofmartvrdom thul goes with the belief that one s making
e sapreme sacrifice for God. There was never at any momenta
chaim that weonmg the hijab was a pleasure, Shahila, a thify-vear
oid mother of two whe was not wearing hijab, said quite fervently
=t she admired those who did but that she, unforwmnaely, did nol
wet huve the strength to mnks thin sperilice. Her feeling was thal
she would eventually do so. When Lasked woinen how they felt 1o
B¢ wearing hijub they usually said, *1 heven't had any problems,”
“1 always thought 1 should get nte it or “1 didn’t find it too
Sifficull”™ There was o pesilive response, 110 eimbracing of the
garh with any fesling ol pletsure. Muring Rifai in fact said that*if
Allaly was 1w say, towerrow, that hijab was no longer necessary, |
would be the happiest,™

B, Marina Rifal 15 an ophthalmelogiss who is also a founder
member of Al Muslimath, an Lslamic educational instinotion for
womien. She s also the commupity’s mest diligent proponent of
Ihe new driss. Her position on Hijab was unsquiveeal, “Hijab (s
Wiapih," & Farl," she old me; "*[tis an obliearary duty that nobody
has questioned. [ know there are some people who question saving
interpretitoens vre different and 50 on.. . I so there must have baey
=ome ulemi who said something .. (but) for the past 1500 years
tiere hasn 't been asinple olema ar for that matter a female ulema
whohas said that hijab s not {requared ) beeause it is @ direct straight
forward very clear order from Allah ™

Hijab
D wsputing my claim that hijab wasa recent introduciion o
the ¢ouniry, Rifan msisted that the hijgh hod always been a.
part of the garb of Muslhm wemen and was lost only becayse of
eolomalism, modermsation and the histerically mare recent moves
towards female cducation, She says that there was only abou 30
years or 50 [from the 50s to the 80s} during which S Lanka saw a
lapse in the practice. Today with the refocasing on the Quran 1t has
re-emerged. And this,she said, i happening all over the world

There aro a great many practical benefits to weaning the hijab. At
the level of class there isa certain solidarity that the umifornm garb,
and the scntiment of martyrdom brings about among women.
Further, for lowermiddle and working-class wamen the lijab makes
sound econminie sense. Dne woman, Zakiva, said that she sews
her own hijabs for roughly aboct Rs 50000 This is |ess than the
costof a saree. She also said 1 don’t have to worry aboutr what te
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wizar toweddings." Zakiva also clalmed that the Tijab gave women
a certiin fechng of safety, “Men don't press against yvou in buses
like they used to," she tald me.

Today Islamism’s initial Fervour has abaled. Those that feel they
have a personal relationship 0 God continue 1o wear the hijab,
consider thermselves especinlly blessed, as “rue® Muoslims and fear
for the after-life of those who don’t. Those who refuse the hijab
embrece the conviction that theirs 5 a kind God, who bas betrer
things to do than constantly police potential lapses. They speak of
the “Spirit™ of the religion snd And it ndiculous that 1t has heen
reduced Lo o puritanical prevccupation with sex. The less kind
amongst them make fun of the cloaked “heebie ieebies™ and worider
about the personal hyeiene of wearlng black layers i the Colombe
heat. The most zealous Tslamists stil] take it upon themselves 1o
tell others that they should refiorm or suffer in the hereafter. These
aihiers are now less embarrassed about sticking wo their skirls and
blowses, jeans and 1-shirts or sarees and salwar kamis,

However, to appear m public as a Mushm woman it has become
necessary that one should cover onc’s head” 1o some instinces it
i=necessary that women are veiled® Further, the mstitutionzlisation
af the veil as uniform in Muslim schools has hzlped spawn a
eeneration for whom hijab is the norm. This generation is notaware
of the fact that their parents made g consclous chodee o praclise
thelr religion incthis manner, The fact that there are multiple wavs
in which oné ¢an have a relationship wo ones Faith, that there are
eltormous and perhaps unnecessary sacrifices that women are called
upon lo make in the pursuit of piefy is not something thal the new
gencration is wware of, The freedoin of movement and olenjoyment
uf their bodiss that women in Hijab deprive themselves of has
completely fallen out of the equation. For many today things are
a5 they shinld be, and always have been. There is 8 flowerning of
madrasag, the practice of tamaath or teaching pilgrmeages on which
men go for days has become a popular pastime amongs! young
Musiim men. Muslim women find recourse o women’s smdy
circles like those organized by Marina Rifai's Al Muslimath,
Thereby a wide religious edueation is being imparted to the
community a8 4 whole.

lowever, there is little room for eriticism, and debale tukes place
only n relation to differant details and levels of practice. These
elebyles are pften very emotional and sometimes lum vielenl. As g
result of this resunmence in activity social life within these sections
of the Muslim commumty betomes incvitably segregated and
wornen beedme relegated 1o 4 role ingide the househiold. Recently
a rule reparding women's travel, where they should net travel
anywhere formore than throe dayve unless accompanied by a father,
som or 3 hushand has been discussed. Tn this day =nd age it is
distressing ro think of what such practices will augur for women’s
future access 1o rights and resources if unmediated by men. 1t is
also o lelling comment on the division of communities. The
iftteraciion between many of these Muslim women and women of
other communities is becoming minimal.  Unfortunately the more




liberal sections of the community offer no real public challenge 10
these developments and & level of polarisation is tzking place,
Today, Muslims subscribing to different dress codes hardly
recognise each other,

A friend of mine recenrly related the following story to me, While
refaxing ata hotel down south one afternoon my friend encounters
a listle Mustim girl and her father on the beach. The lirtle girl in her
lang pants, kurtha and scarf is allowed 1o play in the surf while her
veiled female relatives hover by the pool side sipping ool drinks
and tending (heir babies. She getsintn conversation with my friend
relaxing on the beach in her bathing suit, snd after a litle while
axkes har what her name is,

“Zainub,” my friend 1ells her. The little girl is shocked,

“That’s a Muslim name no! That's one of our names, that can't ba
your name!”

"Yes it is,” Zumub replics.

"But you are not & Muslim!™

“But L am,” my friend 1ells her,

MNotes

1A version of this piece appeared |0 Optlors No 31, 3rd Quarter 2002
Women and Media Collective, Columbe, S Lanka,

2 Lspiske to sevieral veiled and nos-veiled WMuslingwamen shoul Hijub
They inclnded professionals. housewives, women of dafforcnt uges bned
class backysrounds, these who were elearly against wearing thie hijab and
thuse who were proponcats of the dross.

3 1t is well known today thal it was not fust the Talban thal was the
prablem i Afghanistan. The Northern Alliance according to the Afehan
women's proup RAWA wos said to be as bad if not worse,

4 1tz in Fret worth askmug if Muslin regimes of varivus sorts detive nivy
rhetorical value from positing themselves in such appositioral lerms,

3 ALl veawajib ie o term used o incicsde praceices that are reguired of
Muslires, Sunnah indicates netions taken by the prophet and those that are
therefore recamimended for ull Muslims and harsm indicates (hose that
are fiarbidden,

S Interview with author 11th March 2002

T Proavinen| non-veiled Muslim Women, Ms. Jesima Tsmnil, Choneeblor
of the Eastern University and Ms. Ferial Ashraf?. MP both smted thal
they conider eovering their head a necessary part of their public perscan,
%A comment had been made recently that the twi Muslim representatives
o the Wamnen's Commirtee, Faizun Zukarin and Fazeels Riyaz were both

unwveiled, .

A press release by several women’s groups states:

since then,

ethnie community [iving in 8ri Lanka.

MOTHERS AND DAUGHTERS OF LANKA
WOMEN'S COALITION FOR PRACE
WOMLEN'S FORUM FOR PEACE

WOMEN APOLOGIZE FOR THE EVENTS OF JULY 1983

We recall with deep regret and remorse the tragic events of July 1983 in which thousands of Tumil womien, men and children
lost their lives and homes dve 10 politicized and onganized ethnic violence.

We express our deep sadness at the bercavement, loss and grief suffered by farnilies who lost loved ones. friends and
cherished memories and acknowledge the wounding and scarring fear and trauma that has haunted the Tamil

We deeply regret the consequence of the violence that led to large scale displacement and forced thousands of Tamils to flee
the counfry of their birth and seck refuge in countries across the world causing painful fragmentation of the Tamil community,

In this year which marks 20 years since the events of July 1983, one of the most horrendous ethnic pogroms of moderm Sri
Lanka, we wish to strongly condemn all the acts of commission and armission in July 1983 and its aftermath, We also
strongly condemn the two decades of official silence with no acknowledgemen! or reparation to the Tamil community, We
wish as women who have been working fora peacelul and just political solution to 8ri Lanka's ethnic conflict to apologize
for the events of July 1983 and promise to make every effort (o ensure that such a pogrom will never agaii be the fatc of any

It is our sincere hope that we, as women from all cthric communities, can work together 1o sustain Lhe current peace process
and search for a lasting peace in our country which will proteot the human and democratic rights of all cur peaples. Thisis
the real hope of the Sri Lankan Tamil community and all $ri Lankans who do not wish for a 1983 to ever happen agam,

cormmunity
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