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Abstract

There is an intimate relationship between clothes and identity. Clothes express our ideas,
values and social norms to others. Therefore, dresses can be utilized to explore and explain
the identity transformation from an older to a newer socio-cultural context. This dissertation
reads the shifts in Egyptian Muslim women's attitude towards modern dress and clothing
style and their entanglement with gender, nationalism, faith, and socio-economic contexts
starting from the 19th century from a post-colonial perspective. | rely on fashion and post-
colonial theories to address three sets of questions: (i) to what extent do the shifts in socio-
economic and political discourses construct gender norms and redefine the feminist quest
concerning clothing choice in modern / post-colonial Egypt? (ii) Can we read fashion as a
resistance strategy to Egyptian patriarchal forces and hegemonic Western secular
modernity in contemporary post-colonial Egypt? (iii) How does fashion disrupt the claimed
monolithic Muslim women's identity? Finally, | discuss how Leila Aboulela's literary texts
deconstruct the claimed fixed relationship between modernity and its assumed
emancipating values and Western dress in her texts Lyrics Alley (2010) and Bird
Summons (2019). The term "clothes" is used mainly to refer to the process of veiling and

unveiling as an expression of a feminist quest of Egyptian women in the public sphere.



Zusammenfassung

Es besteht eine enge Beziehung zwischen Kleidung und Identitat. Unsere Kleidung bringt
unsere ldeen, Werte und sozialen Normen zum Ausdruck fir unseren Umfeld.Daher kann
Kleidung verwendet werden um die Identitat Transformation von einem alteren zu einem
neuen soziokulturellen Kontext zu erklaren und zu erkunden.Diese Dissertationen formuliert
die veranderte Einstellung von agyptischen Muslimischen Frauen zu moderner Kleidung
und Kleidungsstil und ihre Verwicklung mit dem Geschlecht, Nationalismus, den Glauben
und soziodkonomischen Kontexte, beginnend mit dem 19 Jahrhundert von einer
Postkoloniale Perspektive.lch berufe mich in dieser Dissertation auf die Mode und die
Postkoloniale Theorie um drei Satze von fragen zu adressieren.Meine erste Frage richtet
sich der Verlegung in den soziokonomischen und politischen Diskurs dass die Geschlechter
Normen gestaltet und die feministische Suche bezlglich der Kleidungswahl in modernen
Postkolonialen Agypten neu definiert.Zweitens bespreche ich wie die Mode, als modernes
und Postmodernes Phanomen, die angeblich Monolithe Identitat von Muslimischen Frauen
spaltet. Mode kann als Wiederstandsstrategie gegen die agyptische patriachale Macht und
die hemoganische westliche sékulare Modernitat im zeitgendssischen Postkolonialen
Agypten betrachtet werden. Schlussendlich bespreche ich in dieser Dissertation wie die
literarischen texte der Schriftstellerin Leila Aboulela's den Konstanten Verhéltniss zwischen
Modernitdt und dessen emanzipierenden Werte und westlicher Kleidung in ihren
werken"lyrics Alley"(2010) und"Bird Summons"(2019) analysiert.Der Begriff "Kleidung" wird
hauptséachlich verwendet um sich auf den Prozess der Verschleierung und Enthillung als
Ausdruck der feministischen Strebe von Agyptischen Frauen im o6ffentlichen Bereich zu

beziehen.
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Introduction

The 2011 Arab uprisings created a revolutionary atmosphere aspiring for social, political
and economic changes. In Egypt, the revolution ignited public discourse and debates on
many social and religious practices. In these debates, wearing the veill resurfaced as a
divisive issue among feminists, conservatives, intellectuals and politicians. The opponents
of wearing the veil claim that unveiling or taking off the hijab stands as a symbol of a post-
revolution era that should support Egyptian woman's emancipation and gender equality in
the public sphere vis-a-vis the oppressive out-moded veil forced on women by chauvinist
backward male relatives or the politically affiliated Islamists. Indeed after the revolution,
many Egyptian women were encouraged by the discourse of free expression and
democratic civil society to take off their hijab despite pressure from their families or

conservative social milieu.

Other Egyptian women who clung to their hijab as a marker of their faith, social, or cultural
identity were also not entirely free from social pressure in some wealthy neighborhoods. In
these affluent districts, many restaurants, bars, and swimming pools banned headscarf
wearers. Those headscarf wearers are mainly considered low-class women who could be

politically affiliated to conservative Islamist ideology. Those assumed low-class “backward”

1The Islamic practice of head-covering is generally called "veiling" in Western writing. Veil, however,
comprises various types. Some Muslim women wear a veil covering a woman's body from head to toe, and
others wear a veil covering a woman's head, neck, and shoulders. The first type is popular in the Gulf region
and is called "nigab", while the second type, which is deemed by a wide range of scholars and academics
as a modern design of the traditional veil, is the most common among Muslim women in the East as well
as in the West nowadays. The second type, for which | use both the word "hijab" and "headscarf"

interchangeably, is my focus in this study.


https://de.wiktionary.org/wiki/vis-à-vis

headscarf wearers could not modernise themselves to suit these rich, glamorous buildings
in these wealthy modern districts (Conrad 2015; Morsi 2020).However, religion itself and
wearing the hijab became a fashion attracting females from diverse social classes and
educational backgrounds in urban and rural areas in contemporary Egypt. Wearing the
headscarf has become more than a statement of piety, modesty, ignorance, or subordination

to Muslim male's authority.

The prevailing Western assumption is that unveiled women who dress up in miniskirts or
expose their bodies have much more freedom or are socially emancipated than lower
classes Egyptian headscarf wearers who do not have direct access to Western values and
products. However, this assumption proves to be not particularly true when it comes to a
modern fashionable look in Egypt. Although the upper-class Egyptian women started to
embrace Western culture, mainly dress, beginning from the 1920s and distanced
themselves from the lower-class Egyptians and their traditional national dress (galabyya)2
they have also been physically distant, living in their wealthy neighborhoods. They wear
their revealing Western clothes at their workplaces in super- rich private companies or in
summer resorts far from the rest of the country, where most Egyptians with different social

values live and where sexual harassment is still widespread (“BBC” 2017).

In contrast, a headscarf wearer moves freer in the public sphere than the assumed
"liberated" unveiled Westernized Egyptian women by claiming moral and religious authority,
even while wearing Western tight-fitting clothes and makeup. This atmosphere pushed

some affluent and even non-religious women to wear the headscarf to move freely on the

2. Galabyya is a long, loose-fitting garment usually considered a modest and Islamic form of dress. Peasants and
lower classes wore it until the twentieth century. Today, women still wear modified changing models of this

loose galabyya mainly in rural areas.



streets. For example, in an article in “Rose el-Youssef’, a 20-year-old student maintains
that although she liked to dress in revealing Western clothing style because it makes her
feel like an accomplished businesswoman she sees in foreign films, she has stopped
dressing in such a style after experiencing harassment on the streets (Mabro, Through a

veil darkly, 83).

Furthermore, many Egyptian headscarf wearers maintain that observing hijab is a
prerequisite to conforming to the faith's modesty concept based on an established
interpretation of the statement in the Quran. The Quran tells women to observe modesty,
mainly through covering their bosom and hiding their charm in the public sphere, as the

following verses tell:

The believing men are enjoined to lower their gaze and conceal their genitals [30],
and the believing women are enjoined to lower their gaze and conceal their
genitals, draw their khimar to cover their cleavage [breasts], and not display their
beauty, except that which has to be revealed, except to their husbands, their
fathers, their husband's fathers, their sons, their husband's sons, their brothers or
their brother's sons" (Quran, Surah an-Nur).

According to the interpretation of these verses, Muslim women have to avoid wearing
makeup, and the standard dress has to consist of a loose garment that does not reveal a

woman's body shape.

Nonetheless, modesty strict rules varied throughout history in Egypt, mainly in line with
political and economic circumstances. In contemporary urban Cairo, most Muslim women
do not observe strict modesty rules concerning dress and appearance. Although some
women and girls wear loose garments and nigab, namely, the veil covering the head and
face leaving only two openings for the eyes, most Egyptian women wear a headscarf
covering the head and shoulders and sometimes covers the head and leaves the neck

uncovered. Their garments are a combination of “Islamic” and Western clothing items.



Women, in particular, working- class women and university students, combine headscarves
with Western-style colorful jackets, skirts and blouses or long-sleeved shirts and tight-fitting
trousers or jeans. Most of them also augment their look by wearing accessories and
makeup. Simultaneously, wealthy women who opt for wearing the hijab usually differentiate
themselves from other headscarf wearers who belong to the lower class through the

expensive material of their dress, headscarf, accessories and heavy makeup.

Therefore, although headscarf wearers are still widely stigmatized as low-class women by
the upper-class Westernized elite, this wave of stylish headscarf wearers is also met by
fierce criticism from religious scholars, traditionalists, and a wide range of Muslims. Those
Muslim objectors argue that the ornamented body of a headscarf wearer exposes her
beauty, empties Islam from modesty as its central value, and affirms the hegemony of

Western consumerism and values over Muslim societies.

In her book Changing Consumer Cultures of Modern Egypt (2006), Mona Abaza maintains
that even though consuming Western goods was introduced to Egyptian Muslim society
long before the colonial time, consumerism, in particular regarding women's dress and
appearance, started to be read as a Western "cultural invasion" after the 19th-century
colonial encounter. In the colonies, consumerism supported the secular perception of daily
life and the imposition of the European colonizer's values on the indigenous values. The
colonizer sought to compel the Eastern societies' local population to abandon the religiosity
and modest life that religion required. According to the modern Western colonizers, religion
as a belief and values belonged to traditional times and has no place in the modern era that
frees the individuals from out-moded oppressive religious (puritan) values. Indeed, those
stylish practising Muslim women subvert the claimed "pure” modest Islamic culture vis-a-vis

a Western secular, consumerist culture by integrating into the prevailing consumer culture



while not entirely abandoning their Islamic practices.Their attitude can be read in light of the
classical consumption theories, which relied on the work of Karl Marx, Adam Smith, and
Max Weber. These theories made a connection between the term "consumption” and the
word "consume,” meaning "to destroy, to use up, to waste, and to exhaust." Thus,
"consuming" was widely rejected because of its negative connotations until the middle of

the twentieth century (Williams 78-9).

Consumption, however, does not always end at the stage of destroying and deconstructing,
but it can also extend to building something new in fields like music, fashion and design
(Abaza, Changing Consumer Cultures, 45). Many studies assert that the relationship
between fashion and consumers is an intricate relationship that exceeds that of simply
buyers and goods.Fashion builds and rebuilds our social identities and expresses our
convictions. Embracing fashion is not about an external fabric covering the body, but it can
also influence individuals' convictions, values and behaviour (Nystrom 1928; Wilson 2003;
Reilly 2020). Indeed, fashion affects women's convictions concerning adhering to a modest
appearance called for by the prevailing Islamic traditions. Those stylish practising Muslim
women are also under the domination of Western concepts of beauty and novelty. In this
respect, the choice of embracing an elegant attractive look without renouncing the belief in
Islam, despite being fraught with tension and confusion, could be a model of an emergent
hybrid identity that tends to reconcile post-colonial Muslim Egyptian cultural identity with

modern secular Western values.

Nonetheless, the practising Muslim women’s choice to integrate into the prevailing
consumer culture in their globalised societies is ignored by fashion theorists, particularly
veiling, even if their contemporary veils vary in their innovative designs, colours and

ideologies. Balasescu (2003) highlights the problematic relationship between the veil and



fashion writing, "since veiling is a practice that does not belong to the 'Western' space, and
since fashion . . . historically belongs to the West; the veil cannot be fashion" (Balasescu 7).
Consequently, Muslim women, particularly veiled Muslim women, are still widely read as
subordinate traditional veiled women in the Western discourse on Muslim women.
Therefore, those stylish headscarf wearers are marginalized and silenced by the
Westernized elite and conservative men at home and by the stereotypical Western

representation of veiled Muslim women as passive, ignorant and traditional women.

In this vein, Gayatri Spivak's work on the subaltern status in her essay "Can the Subaltern
Speak?” is relevant. In her text, Spivak investigates the exploitative relationship between
gender, knowledge and power in a post-colonial society. She maintains that "third world"
women are caught in the dichotomy between tradition and modernisation. This dichotomy
seizes women between "patriarchy and imperialism” where "the figure of the woman
disappears" (Spivak 306). Furthermore, Spivak argues, a group from within the "dominated"
"subaltern" category can turn into "dominant" of another group that belongs to the same

"element" because of the discrepancy in their economic situation. She wrote:

thanks to the uneven character of regional economic and social developments,
differed from area to area. The same class or element which was dominant in one

area ... could be among the dominated in another. This could and did create many
ambiguities and contradictions in attitudes and alliances (Spivak 284).

Egyptian Muslim women are not unified based on their gender and thus all marginalized by
the post-colonial Muslim male elite. Instead, women are also divided according to social
class. In their struggle to fight patriarchy, privileged women represent their class values
while assuming that they represent all women. Those privileged women are themselves
against the assumed traditional backward lower-class women and their values. The result
is that the disempowered lower-class women cannot speak; even if they attempt to speak,

they are silenced and marginalized by patriarchy, class and imperialism.



Following Spivak's argument, | discuss how the shifts in socio-economic and political
discourses construct gender norms and redefine the feminist quest concerning clothing
choice in modern / post-colonial Egypt. | argue that discussing the status of stylish practising
Muslim women can be useful since their attitude towards Western secular modernity is
where the overlapping of class, gender, faith and nationalism occurs. Their attitude that
Muslim and Western theorists reject and read as a problem can also be considered an
emerging negotiating model between secular modernity and Islamic cultural values.
Situating this research within postcolonial and fashion theories, | discuss how fashion played
a remarkable role in dividing Egyptian society by putting the fashionable modern Western
dress vis-a-vis the perceived by the colonizers as an ugly traditional non-Western (Egyptian)
dress during the early post-colonial era turned into a feminist empowering instrument in
contemporary Egyptian society. Egyptian headscarf wearers' contemporary stylish clothing
style challenges the fixed gendered, class and cultural borders. | argue that these claimed
fixed borders between the "authentic" traditional Islamic identity and modern secular
Western identity are in a continuous state of redefining and negotiation by a sector of Muslim

women.

1. An overview of Egyptian Women, Dress and Feminism

The first generation of Egyptian feminists belonged to the urban upper-class and upper-
middle-class who were educated in Western institutions. They were greatly influenced by
the 19th century's Western discourse on gender, Islam, and modernity. The Enlightened
Europeans relied on the “evolutionary” thinking of the 19th century, assuming that human
history is a linear and progressive process. As a result, all different non-Western rituals,
customs and cultural practices are read as signs of the incomplete process of modernity

(Stocking 185). Following this argument, Western modernity differentiates between two



categories of women: the fashionable unveiled modern woman and the traditional veiled
woman (Eisenstein 4). These Euro-centric views on modernity were also reflected in the
upper-class prominent feminists' texts such as the lawyer and feminist Qasim Amin's texts
The Liberation of Women (1899) and The New Woman (1900), the founder of the women's
movement in Egypt Huda Shaarawi's text Harem Years: The Memoirs of an Egyptian
Feminist (1986) and the feminist, poet, publisher, and political activist, Doria Shafik's
autobiography Egyptian Feminist: A Woman Apart (1996).Those elite feminists encouraged
Egyptian Muslim women to adopt the emancipating and refined Western women's dress and
renounce the backward national dress, mainly the oppressive practice of veiling, despite not

necessarily rejecting their firm belief in Islam or supporting Western political colonialism.

This first feminist wave in modern Egypt was supported by these feminists' social class and
its connection to the government. This closeness helped spread their ideas and world views
on women's modernization; unveiling and adopting the fashionable Western dress had
become a visual symbol of the new modern Egyptian woman in the public sphere. Although
there were other feminist voices from diverse social classes and backgrounds, these
feminist views and demands remained within the permitted limits prescribed and
encouraged by the state. Simultaneously, other feminist voices that challenged the authority
of the mainstream political discourse or the rigid class system were silenced or forgotten,
such as Malak Hifni Nassef (1886-1918) and Doria Shafik (1908-1975). Furthermore, the
spread of shopping stores, advertisements, and television promoted Westernized dress
over the claimed backward out-moded traditional Egyptian female’s appearance, as |

discuss in chapter lll.

The attitude toward Muslim Egyptian women's veil as an oppressive backward remained

untouched in the later post-colonial feminist texts despite the resurgence of Islamic dress in



new styles and ideologies under the concept of "Islamic fashion ". These texts include, for
instance, the literary works of prominent Egyptian feminist Nawal Elsaadawi (1931- 2021),
such as The Hidden Face of Eve: Women in the Arab World (1980), Memoirs of a Woman
Doctor (1988), and Diary of a Child Called Souad (2016). The depiction of oppressed
traditional veiled Egyptian woman vis-a-vis the assumed fashionable emancipated unveiled
woman is also present in the Egyptian novelist Miral al-Tahawy's recent texts such as Blue
Aubergine (2002) and Brooklyn Heights (2013).These feminist texts, however,
underestimate the socio-economic and political pressures that push for constant processes
of feminist negotiations concerning women's dress and its diverse meanings. Egyptian
women's dress and attitudes towards women's place in the public sphere have been going
through dynamic shifts since the 1970s. These attitude shifts represented different forms of
religiosity, political and economic phases. Young students started to wear modest long loose
robes, long skirts, and long-sleeved blouses combined with colourful head-gears during the
1970s and 1980s to assume a place in a conservative public sphere, particularly among
students from rural backgrounds and lower-class female students. The educated and urban
working-class females joined the assumed lower class headscarf wearers as wearing the
headscarf became the norm supported by the state's political-religious attitude. Those urban
women started wearing bright tight-fitting blouses, tight jeans and sexy dresses from the
1990s until the end of Hosni Mubarak's regime. The wave of fashionable headscarf wearers
was supported by modern elegant television preachers, middle-class and upper-middle-
class urban educated women, and even famous movie stars. Those headscarf wearers did

not denounce their elegance and femininity or their active participation in the public sphere.

In addition, these post-colonial texts on veiled Egyptian Muslim women focus on veiling and
ignored the whole clothing style.These Egyptian literary texts align with the mainstream

post-colonial Muslim women writers' fictional texts, memoirs, and life narratives published



in Western languages. These post-colonial texts are usually supported by veiled Muslim
women's gloomy images on their covers that assume veiled Muslim women's oppressive
and miserable lives versus the elegant happy, unveiled Western woman. For instance,
Azhar Nafisi's novel Reading Lolita in Tehran (2003) depicts the suffering of the Iranian
woman and forcing her to be "enveloped in voluminous fabric" (Nafisi 51) of the “ugly” black
veil after the "Islamic Revolution” (1979).0n the novel’s cover, we see two young headscarf
wearers in their black headscarves. They look down as an expression of their submission
and miserable lives compared to the emancipated beautiful, fashionable, unveiled woman.
Also, Fadia Fakir's novel My name is Salma (2010) tells the story of a Jordanian girl (Salma).
The novel's cover depicts a girl wears a loose traditional dress and a black headscarf.
Salma's tragedy started when her family found out that she had a sexual relationship outside
marriage. As a result, Salma was jailed and threatened with killing by her brothers. Salma's
salvation was achieved through leaving Muslim culture to Britain, where she first learnt good
manners from her landlady and then got married to a good Englishman, renouncing her

Islamic practices and values.

These literary texts are written by Muslim female writers and are received as an authentic
representation of all veiled Muslim women worldwide. Within this vein, many post-colonial
scholars argue that although post-colonial Muslim women writers were supposed to depict
and represent all Muslim women, they could not give voice to diverse sectors of veiled
Muslim women or challenge the Western representation of the Islamic rituals such as the
traditional dress and veiling. Instead, their literary texts extend the writer's goal of
empowering Muslim women to legitimize imperial interference in Muslim societies,
especially when those "native informers" are given a wide platform to speak out against their

Muslim societies and Islamic values (Dabashi 79-80).



In this context, | do not argue that these life narratives do not depict and reflect real miseries
of many Muslim women, but | argue that these works cannot be read as a general depiction
of all Muslim women in all Muslim and non-Muslim societies. Moreover, it is essential to pay
attention to the political and historical moments in which these texts are received and
celebrated in the West. One can argue that these texts on Muslim women cannot always be
read as a neutral text, particularly with such fierce renewed imperialist converge with

Orientalist representation of Muslim cultures and societies after 9/11 (Dabashi 79-80).

Indeed in What Went Wrong? The Clash between Islam and Modernity in the Middle East
(2003), Bernard Lewis argues that the attacks of 9/11 pushed the Western audience to
understand the reasons behind these attacks in light of an ideological difference between
Islam and the West, backward values and modernity. In this respect, a vast celebration of
the clash of civilizations thesis that influenced how texts from and about the Middle East- its
inhabitant, its values and traditions are read, also reduces the whole diverse histories and
cultural practices into a monolithic static representation of a homogeneous Muslim East
versus the secular / Christian West. Therefore, reading one text on the attitude towards the
veiling practice, based on a woman's personal experiences, appears to be enough to define
all Muslim women, their miseries and desires. Overall, this made the hybrid identity model
of a modern Muslim woman no longer attainable for those Muslims in Western discourse.
Those Muslim women were all put under the name of "dangerous, backwards Muslims"
(Young 18). Furthermore, this mainstream representation that ignores the area in which
hybridity and complexity continually disrupt the certainties of imperial /colonial logic also
strengthens the dichotomy of “ they” Westerners vis-a-vis “us“ Muslims This narrative
undermines coexistence in a multicultural society where diversity and dialogue between

diverse cultures are celebrated.



In contrast to the binarism above, one can refer to different represenatition and narrative on
the relationship between Muslim and Western values in contemporary societies. This
narrative is urging for rethinking the incompatibility between the assumed pre-modern
Muslim East and modern secular West and the claimed fixed borders between Muslim
culture and secular Western culture (Tarlo 2010). This argument is reflected in the shifts
mentioned earlier towards the claim of authentic "Islamic” dress, women's emancipation and
the claimed contradictory world views that create a wave of public debates in the academic
arena and recently echoed in literature in texts by Muslim female writers. This wave of
literary texts published mainly in the West introduces Muslims who combine their Islamic
values with their interest in fashion and feminist ideals. These texts include, for instance,
Leila Aboulela's work The Translator (1999), Minaret (2005), Lyrics Alley (2010), Bird
Summons (2019), Mohja Kahf's novel The Girl in the Tangerine Scarf (2006), Randa Abdel-
Fattah's novel Does My Head Look Big in This?, and Ayisha Malik's novel Sofia Khan is

Not Obliged (2016) among others.

On the cover of these literary works, the headscarf also appears as an essential feature of
those Muslim women/ girls. They wear headscarves in different styles and colours while
wearing fashionable, colourful dresses, blouses and jeans. Those girls / women look at the
reader with confidence and smiles on their faces. These literary works highlight the
significance of both the literary and the visual as a material expression of the debate on the
relationship between Empire and its modernizing "secular” values and colonized Muslim
cultures and their claimed monolithic static Islamic values. These texts do not simply stand
opposite to the Orientalist representation of Muslim women that is still followed in
mainstream post- colonial literature. Instead, these texts engage with Orientalist images of
Muslim women and attempt to reread Muslim Egyptian women’s agencies within their

specific socio- economic, historical and political contexts. Moreover, they attempt to



deconstruct Muslim women's monolithic representation by affirming that the Muslim
women's subject is, above all, a heterogeneous subject. Furthermore, they depict
contemporary Muslim women's dialogic relationship to Western fashion and values beyond

the past ideological conflict between the West and Islam.

Follwing this line of thought, | discuss Muslim Egyptian women's dress as the social, political
and ideological signifier of changing attitudes towards Western modernity in the literature to
integrate my research in the current growing literary-critical interest in fashion. This recent
interest came as a response to the lack of clothing studies in the literature that could be
explained by considering fashion is a trivial issue to be discussed by academics, or that
fashion stands against Marxist feminists and their struggle to empower women, liberating
them from commodifying the body. This discouraged scholars for a long time from taking
their interest in such a topic (Hollander 450).To contribute to the lack of studying fashion in
literature, | discuss the impact of women's interest in fashion on changing meanings of
Egyptian women's dress and practising faith in Leila Aboulela’s texts Lyrics Alley (2010) and

Bird Summons (2019) using a socio-cultural approach to these post-colonial texts.

| divided the dissertation into five chapters. The first chapter contains the theoretical context
of modernity, feminism, fashion and faith from a post-colonial perspective. In this chapter, |
contest the claim of a universal rational, autonomous agency in light of the poststructuralists
view of agency to create a room for Muslim women believer's agency in contemporary
modern societies. Moreover, | look at the impact of fashion in blurring the rigid borders

between gender, class and secular Western individual and modest Muslim individual.

The second chapter looks at Muslim women's visibility and dress code in the public sphere
in Islam between practice and theory in light of Fatima Mernissi's feminist reading of Quranic

verses on veiling and gendered borders in Muslim societies. | start by looking at Muslim



women position in Islamic theory. Then, | look at the Muslim women's clothing style and
their changing attitude towards observing modesty in the public sphere in medieval Muslim
societies, mainly Egyptian Muslim women. The final section an overview of Muslim women

and their Islamic values in the Medieval Western literary text.

The third chapter examines the debates on Egyptian women's position in society that started
with the nineteenth-century colonial encounter. It discusses the intersection between
politics, gender identity, nationalism and the state's economic policies, as they shape the
world of post-colonial modern Muslim women in Egypt. In this chapter, | attempt to weave
feminist personal collections with historical data, newspaper and literature to reconstruct a
narrative of the meaning of fashion and Egyptian women's dress during the first half of the
twentieth century concerning three prominent feminist figures: Huda Shaarawi (1879-1947),

Malak Hifni Nassef (1886- 1918), and Doria Shafik (1908-1975).

Chapter IV discusses how the socio-economic and political context triggered a resurgence
of the practice of veiling and new attitudes towards Muslim Egyptian women's dress,
practicing faith and women's role in the public sphere from the 1970s. | focus on a single
item of dress which is the headscarf. | will deal with its symbolic meanings and the aesthetic
practices involved in wearing it to draw attention to women's struggles with social norms,

faith, and politics regarding clothing style in the Egyptian post-colonial public sphere.

Chapter V looks at Egyptian women and fashion in post-colonial literary texts in Aboulela
texts Lyrics alley and Bird Summons. | argue that Aboulela's works deconstruct the claimed
monolithic Muslim women's identity. Her post-colonial female characters occupy neither the
discourse of secular modernity nor indigenous traditional authentic Muslim culture. Instead,

her characters vary from subordinate fashionable secularized Egyptian women to educated,



stylish headscarf wearers whose aim is to negotiate a third hybrid space in the modern age.

The study is an attempt to answer the following questions:

1. How do political events, cultural and social customs impinge upon practicing Muslim

women's, in particular, headscarf wearers' lives in post-colonial Egypt?

2. Can we still speak of a universal binary model that puts an assumed oppressed modest
traditional veiled Muslim woman vis-a-vis an emancipated fashionable modern Western

woman in a global contemporary consumerist culture?

3. How do we explain Egyptian Muslim women and their relation to fashion in the fictional

text from a post-colonial context?



Chapter |

Modernity, Muslim Women, Fashion and Agency

This chapter discusses the perception of religion, fashion, female's agency, and their
position on Muslim women's dress in the modern age from a theoretical perspective. |
start with an overview of Western modern secular thinking and the concept of autonomous
choice regarding dress code and fashion. Then, | will look at constructing non-Western
Muslim women's traditional dress, particularly veiling, as a symbol of Muslim women
subordination in the public sphere. | challenge the aforementioned (Orientalist) discourse,
which depicts non-Western Muslim women as a monolithic oppressed "Other". This
argument posits that the universal theories of modernity, whichregard non-Western
religious practices and rituals as inherently oppressive pre-modernpractices in relation to
the European modernity model, are hegemonic theories that exclude non-Western

historical and cultural experiences.

Fashion, Emancipated Individuals and Muslim Women in the Modern Public Space

The term "modern individual" has been used to describe north-European individuals
whose societies went through a social and cultural transformation as an outcome of a
new attitude towards individuals and society starting with the eighteenth-century
Enlightenment. In these modern societies, individuals are described as autonomous
modern subjects compared to pre-modern subordinate individuals who could not
liberate themselves from "pre-modern” religious and cultural beliefs' oppressive

irrational norms. Sociologists and historians use the term "modernity” to denote a



historical period and a cultural spirit that entailed a resolution with the traditional pre-
modern era and its old values. Furthermore, it is a progressive linear procedure that

requires a new "secular" worldview.

A wide range of scholars maintain that fashion and dressing the individual's body hasbeen
seen as an essential feature to the concept of modern Western life — because the new
clothing style represents the onset of a whole new era with its values and thoughts.
Consumer historians maintain that clothing styles are passed from one generation to
another without radical changes during stable political and social periods.This explains
why ancient civilizations such as the ancient Egyptians adopted the sameclothing style
without significant changes for centuries. Braudel sums up the state above, writing, "If a
society remained more or less stable, fashion was less likely to change — and this could

be true at all levels, even the highest established hierarchies" (Braudel 312).

Modernity, with its new ideas, however, came to challenge the whole idea of old fixed
norms, reflecting the modern secular, rational culture and renouncing the mediaeval pious
consumer. The French poet Charles Baudelaire in his essay, “The Painter of Modern Life”,
defined modernity as "the transient, the fleeting, the contingent; the half ofart of which the
other half is eternal and immovable" (Baudelaire 214). He considered fashion a
fundamental way of expressing modernity and the dismissal nature of past values.
Baudelaire criticized the artists of his age for dressing their figures in Renaissance-era
instead of the present contemporary modern fashion. According to Baudelaire, these
painters could not "represent the present” and its new values (Baudelaire 203) because
the dress was not only "an attribute of class recognition and aspiration, but also a

pervasive and persistent statement of temporality” (Rocamora andSmelik 16).



Indeed, costume historians maintain that it is widely agreed that the concept of fashion,
meaning a broad sector of people embraces a prevailing clothing style for a relatively short
period, started during the Middle Ages but became widespread during later centuries. The
popularity of fashion came as a response to many cultural, political and economic forces.
Historians connected the emergence of modern fashion particularly with the emergence
of the wealthy bourgeois culture in Europe. The wealthy merchant middle-class desired to
compete with the aristocratic royal class that was the only class to dress fashionably. The
middle classes wore fashionable clothes that emulated the structure's royal classes but
were less luxurious (Rocamora and Smelik 21). It was mainly the Industrial Revolution
that brought about technological and economic changes, resulting in social change and
new attitudes towards dress and costume; the rapid mass production of textile enabled
broad sectors of the society to participate in high fashion that was reserved to the court
and aristocracy. During the times of the Medieval Europe, women wore simple two-layer
loose-fitting tunics underneath a cape or mantle made of linen, silk or wool. The fabrics
and ornaments of the costumes defined the borders between social classes and society

status rigidly.

During the medieval period, married women would further cover their hair with a veil. From
the end of the sixteenth century to the first half of the eighteenth century, the dominant
fine art was baroque, and it was also reflected in the clothing style that was extensively
ornamented and was worn only by those who could afford them. Nevertheless, during the
17th century, the upper-class women's costumes, in line with the baroque and rococo arts,
changed gradually from the famous full sacque gowns to the tight bodices into loose

flowing dresses.

Starting from the 19th century, European women started to call into question their roles in

modern society. During the Victorian era, women wore constricting corsets and large



skirts. Women were idealized as wives and mothers of a large family who takes care of
the household. Women's dress emphasized the social norms that separated women from
men's busy life in the public sphere. The call for freeing slaves into free individuals during
the American Civil War encouraged some European women to revolt against their
suffering from another kind of enslavement and oppression, and it was their dress. The
prominent American reformist Amelia Bloomer (1818-1894) who wrote on women's rights,
led a wave of active women to change women's dress that restricted women's movement.
Bloomer attempted to change women's sophisticated unhealthy dress to a comfortable
rational modern dress. The new dress was in line with a feminist attitude that demanded
women's participation in the public sphere challenging gender norms in Western societies.
Bloomer's dress was a shorter model consists of a shorter skirt worn above a pair of
trousers. Although Bloomer's wave did not gather momentum initially, photographs affirm
that some women in the American society embraced it for the rapid busy modern life, and
diverse forms of the bloomer style were also adopted by young women interested in sport
and healthy lifestyle. This popularity was achieved thanks to the spread of information
about contemporary styles in magazines for women, engraved fashion plates and the
invention of photography in the 1840s. Furthermore, this shift was encouraged by the
emergence of the modern consumer society during this period. Both printing and
advertisements helped in the department stores' popularity and organized markets, which

saw their birth first in cosmopolitan cities in Europe (Wilson 2003, Reilly 2020).

The call for women’s right to actively participate in the public sphere in the West coincided
with the 19th-century colonial mission in the East. In the colonies, the colonizers urged
non-Western women to liberate themselves from the pre-modern oppressive dress that
relegated them to the domestic sphere. The Western colonizers denounced non-Western

clothing styles as backward oppressive in relation to European modern emancipating



dress. In this vein, one can refer to the colonial discourse on Muslim women’s dress,
particularly the practice of veiling forced on upper-class women in Egypt. Lord Cromer
attacked the veiling practice as the symbol of a backward misogynist irrational Islamic
religion forced by cruel Muslim men on their Muslim women. Thus, he called for "saving"
Egyptian women by encouraging them to abandon their traditional Egyptian dress and
embracing the modern Western dress to usher in their modern age and its emancipating
values. Consequently, fashionable dress that tended to be the instrument of visible
demarcation between social classes in the pre-modern age in Europe came to draw the
lines between the emancipated rational modern Western women and oppressed "pre-
modern" veiled Muslim woman by the European colonizers. In the following part, | discuss
Muslim women's agency concerning the "choice" of non-Western modern dress code,

particularly the practice of veiling in modern secular thinking.

2. Faith, Postcolonial Muslim's Identity and Agency

According to Enlightenment thinking, secularization is the central pillar of modern society
where the gradual waning of religion is the normal and progressive outcome of being
modern and enlightened. Although this prediction was supported by the process of a
gradual decrease in religious practices and rituals in North European societies, starting
from 1950 (Cf. Casanova 8), the Enlightenment's narrative on religion's demise has been
problematized by a new way of thinking called Postmodernism. In this context, Grace
Davie, in her essay "New Approaches in the Sociology of Religion: A Western
Perspective”, argues that the certainties inherited in modern thinking were substituted with
a different current mode of thinking that established the ground for ongoing debates in

sociological literature and laid a fundamental philosophical shift from the former known as



Enlightenment thinking. Those contemporary sociologists argue that, in our postmodern
era, itis no longer assumed that a "secular discourse" will gradually substitute the claimed
pre-modern religious narrative. However, both religious and secular will exist side by side
as different individuals choose for themselves different ways of life in our contemporary
modern liberal society (Davie 77-78). Religion is present in Western liberal societies today.
An outstanding example is the case of the United States where the individual not only
participates in religious rituals and traditions (Cf. Keddie 39), but their past religious
traditions are deep-rooted in their subconscious. This led Kosmin to argue that “The
contemporary United States exhibits both high modernity and substantial religiosity among
the populace and so shows that secularization has not been sweeping, thorough and

total”’(Kosmin 8).

Indeed, A wide range of social and anthropological researchers affirm that "viewed from a
global perspective at least, the presumption of secularisation as an inevitable or uniform
process is no longer tenable" (Reilly, 2011, 5). Nonetheless, most of the attention
(rejection) of liberal feminists and politicians has been devoted to the persistence or even
the "voluntary" comeback of religiosity among Muslims, particularly the practice of veiling

in contemporary modern societies.

Mahmood (2005) argues that according to secular feminist thinking, those veiled Muslim
women pose a challenge to feminist ideals; since they tend to embrace values and
practices that have historically ascribed women to "subordinate status" and associate
them with terms like "the subjugation of women, social conservatism, reactionary atavism,
cultural backwardness...". Hence, according to the liberal feminists' view, these women
are "passive actors"; they cannot decide for themselves since no free woman can choose
"against her interests", that is, the freedom chosen by the secular feminists (Mahmood 4-

11).Thus, to these secular feminists, those Muslim women's autonomous choice depends



on what they "choose" to wear and not how their decisions are made. Within this vein, one
has to go back to the history of feminism in the West. Feminism can be defined as "the
ideology of a modern social movement for the advancement of women, taking shape (in
its Western European and US forms) in the eighteenth century and based on principles of
equality and emancipation in secular societies [...]" (Dinshaw in Plain &Sellers 11). Thus,
the historical grounds of feminism as a European project derived from the Enlightenment
critique of suppressive religious doctrines and clerical injustice. In her article “Despite the
Times: The Post-secular Turn in Feminism” (2008), Rosi Braidotti argues that in the
"philosophies and political practices, the feminist struggle for women's rights in Europe
has historically produced an agnostic, if not downright atheist position". Having been
influenced by existentialist feminism and Marxist or Socialist feminism, feminists in their
struggle for women's rights relied solely on "rational argumentation”. Their belief system
is thus "civic, not theistic, and is viscerally opposed to authoritarianism and orthodoxy."
Moreover, their politics were also rooted in the idea of separating the secular public sphere
from the sacred private sphere and its values. Therefore, the "social practice of agency or
political subjectivity is clearly situated in the secular public sphere" (Braidotti 4). Thus, the
choice of Islamic head-covering that contradicts what is assumed as the "positive freedom”
could only be read "in terms of a false consciousness or the internalization of patriarchal

norms through socialization" (Mahmood 6).

Although the narrative above on the inherently passive oppressed religious Muslim women
has not lost its momentum in modernistic / post-colonial discourse, even after more than
two centuries, another dimension that vilifies practicing Muslim women as affiliated to an
extremist ideology was added to the discourse after the terrorist attacks in the West
perpetrated in the name of Islam (Zine, Between Orientalism and Fundamentalism, 1). As

a result, veiled women are rejected and face discrimination because of their headscarf



that symbolizes a political affiliation with an extremist religious ideology that contradicts
the values of a liberal democratic public sphere. This narrative on the veil as a political
statement also emerged in Eastern societies such as Egypt and Tunisia, where there are
religious, political parties. Overall, according to the mainstream Western discourse on
modernity, any deviation from the anticipated future secular choices of women in the

modern age reflects a" false consciousness" of their practitioners, as Bullock puts it:

If you have chosen to cover, well, you have been socialized to believe covering is
a good thing. However, if you really knew your interest as a woman, you would
know that it is not good to cover, so your decision to cover is a sad indication of
your being brainwashed in the modern secular state” (Bullock, RethinkingMuslim
Women and the Velil, 22).

All'in all, this secular feminist narrative negates any possible choices outside the Western
dress code in line with non-Western faith, social norms, and socio-economic
circumstances without any political inclination. This secular feminist narrative traps Muslim
women between their clothing styles that constitute an aspect of their historical and socio-
economic circumstances and the ideals of the "Western" perception of freedom in the
modern age on the one hand, and negate the continuous change in the form and meaning
of Islamic clothing style among Muslim women throughout their history. In this line of
thought, poststructuralists argue that our decisions are the outcome of our social norms
and traditions that form our preferences (CF. Bilge 12-13). According to poststructuralists,
"human subijectivity is constructed by ideology (Althusser), language (Lacan) or discourse
(Foucault), [therefore] any action performed by that subject must also be to some extent

a consequence of those things" (Ashcroft et.al 8).

The French philosopher Michel Foucault's works on power and knowledge offer nuanced
understandings of the impact of discourse on the human's agency. Foucault argues that

knowledge is produced by discourse and is not free from power relations. According to



Foucault, knowledge supported by power can rule its recipient's behaviour  and choices
since it is considered "truth", and this "truth" is historicized. This means that "truth" differs

according to what a given society thinks the acceptable discourse during a specific period.

The discourse affects individuals' consciousness through the state's institutions such as
the schools and media. Through these state's institutions, discourses are constituted by
excluding what cannot be said and including what can be repeated. These inclusion and
exclusion processes resist and prevent other opposing discourses (knowledge) from
flowing into society. Here, discourse plays a vital role in constructing one's subjectivity
since, through language, the individuals' desires and choices are regulated. Therefore,
Foucault argues that our autonomous self is not orchestrated by our rationality. Instead,
our human subjectivity is constructed by a discourse that affected those represented in

the discourse and those who produce it. Foucault wrote:

Each society has its regime of truth, its 'general politics of truth: that is, the types
of discourse which it accepts and makes function as true; the mechanisms and
instances which enable one to distinguish true and false statements, how each is
sanctioned; the techniques and procedures accorded value in the acquisition of
truth; the status of those who are charged with saying what counts as true.
(Foucault 131)

In line with the poststructuralist understanding of the individual’s agency, the Canadian
philosopher Charles Taylor analyses our practices in a specific community in the light of
what he calls the "community's good". Taylor argues that no identity can imagine itself
without considering itself in a specific social community. Taylor calls this stance a desire
to be "embedding socially" where the social horms and conventions determine one's
choices. Therefore, Taylor argues that since religious life cannot be separated from social

life where members embraced commonly adopted religious attitudes, their choice of



religious rituals and practices is taken regarding their social community and prescribed

values (Taylor 147-150).

Following this line of thought, one can refer to Algerian women's choice to wear the veil to
respond to the French colonizing discourse of women's emancipation by unveiling
Algerian women. Franz Fanon claims that veiling's religious practice was deemed the
border between the liberal French culture and Islamic culture. Those Muslim women saw
that forsaking these religious practices and adopting secular French dress code
precipitated "the French colonizer's victory“(CF. Fanon, Algeria Unveiled, 162- 168).
During this period, Fanon argues, those Muslim women sought to affirm that "it is not true
that women liberated themselves at the invitation of France and General de Gaulle"
(Fanon, Algeria Unveiled, 61). The so-called backward, oppressive choice of head-
covering was a conscious outcome of an autonomous choice of those Muslim women's
desire to survive and not assimilate into the colonized culture. Nonetheless, although the
discourse on political colonization has officially ended in Muslim societies, the logic behind
the desire to cling to Islamic symbols in the face of Western cultural imperialism and assert
Islamic identity has not entirely lost its momentum, in particular in countries where women

were forced to renounce their Islamic traditions for the Western ideals.

Thus, for instance, a Tunisian college student describes her choice to wear the hijab,
stating, it "is dictated by my conviction that | belong to a great and beautiful civilization with
deep roots and a set of norms. It is this set of norms | have adopted" (Charred 67).
Furthermore, non-Western Islamic dress can be an expression of modest cultural identity

beyond body commaodification. For instance, one can refer to Yasmin Mohsen, the first



Hijabi model in Egypt. Yasmin comments on her choice to combine faith and elegant look,
saying, "We are saying that hijab is elegant and that being veiled is not equivalent to

raggedness a ruggedness femininity" (“Hijab into a Fashion Hallmark”).

In addition, choosing to wear a non-Western dress can be an outcome of consciously
taken choice that reflects a feminist strategy to participate in a patriarchal society.Indeed,
in contemporary Egypt, dressing in revealing short clothes, women risk sexual harassment
on the streets and social rejection in conservative neighbourhoods; even though those
"emancipated "unveiled, Westernized Egyptians usually do not transgress the traditional

morality norms.

Moreover, the choice of different non- Western clothing styles can be an empowering
instrument for impoverished Muslim women who opt to go out for work but cannot afford
the money spent on hair styling. Their choice allows blurring the social distinctions among
students and female employees in a rigid class society like Egypt. Dressing in an Islamic
fashion by women belonging to different social classes did not necessarily prevent women
from being emancipated or relegated to their claimed domestic roles. Those headscarf
wearers are seen driving their cars or jogging on the street, or taking parts in sports in the

public sphere while wearing a headscarf in its modern designs.

Overall, choosing to wear the headscarf can be a marker of women's commitment to their
faith, women’s empowering tool in a class patriarchal society or a marker of women's
cultural identity. A woman can choose to wear it one motive or even have mixed motives

to wear it. Ahmed wrote:

The veil is economical; it s