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ABSTRACT

The practice of the veil as an Islamic dress code has considerably increased among
Muslim women in the recent yvears. Although this practice is not mandated in the Holy
Cur'an, many Muslims believe that the practice is based on their religion doctrine, It
18 evident that the veil never existed as such during the Prophet Mohammed's time.
however, it developed and evolved throughout history and has become an important

symbaol of Islam.

The impact of this dress code on the Muslim women is huge. It has raised a lot of
debate among them. The debate about the veil takes many forms. Muslim women
arguc among themselves and say-wearimg the verbis-areligious practice. [t based on
the Islamic principles. Thus, wearing the veil allows women total freedom, in terms of
movement, for example. it gives them spaee and freedom to go to work outside the
home without any one harassing them. Many believe the veil provides protection and

saves them from the male gaze and allows them to be comfortable in presence of men.

In the year 1983, the National [slamic Front (NIF), launched Sharia Law and imposed
the veil practice forcibly on the women of Sudan, regardless of their political, racial,
social and religious backgrounds. Ever since the Government of Khartoum has
silenced voices of these women and they are forced to obey the laws, otherwise, they
will expose themselves to severe punishment. The question is, is the veil really an
Islamic dress code? And how do these women feel about the government that

implemented Sharia Law and forced these women to be veiled?



The study. therefore, aimed to explore and to investigate these women's perceptions
around the veil in Sudan. The significance of the study is to give a group of Sudanese

women a space to express their views and listen to their experience.

This study focused on a group of Sudanese women both Muslim and non-Muslims. [t
mterviewed the women who were born and grew up in Sudan, but currently living in
South Africa. During the study all these women were wearing the veil. The study
simply, investigated these women's perceptions of the veil, whether the veil is a
religious dress code or a tool that has been used to exercise inequality in a social
reality and what were their reaction towards the Islamic government of Khartoum and

its policy towards the veil.

The study is framed by feminist theory, which depends on the women's daily
experience. The methods used are qualitative femimst methodologies, which are
based on the face-to-face in-depth interviews, The sample was sclected through the

snowballing technique and it represented a wide spectrum of Sudanese women.

The findings gathered from the interviews, suggested that most of the women in this
group have accepted wearing the veil, as a religious practice, some worn it as a
protection tool, because the veil allows them freedom of movement inside and outside
their homes, even in the presence of men. Some women have though of it as apolitical
symbol. which limits the influence of the Western colonialism on the Middle Eastern
and Islamic culture. Some women especially, those who believe in secularism and
freedom of individuals, consider wearing the veil as a human right violation.
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The findings are processed and documented with hope that it will be used in
producing valid and powerful knowledge, which will contribute to the transformation
ol the patnarchal society in the Sudan. The analysis suggested that the study dealt
with the participants individually to avoid generalization, but to give a chance to all

women to voice their opinions.

After highlighting the limitations, the study raised important recommendations for
further studies in the same held in Sudan. The data should be collected in Sudan and
larger sample would be appropriate, to produce powerful knowledge, which will not

only benefit the women of Sudan, but women in the entire patriarchal Muslim world.
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A LIST OF ARABIC TERMINOLOGIES'

Al-lkhwan al-Musilmin: Muslims Brothers
Bourga: an Omani Vil

Hadith: Reports or sayings attributed to Prophet Mohammed

Haram: Religiously prohibited.

Jahiliyya: Originally the total pegan ignorance that is supposed to have characterized
pre-lslamic Arabia

Jamaivvat ¢l-Tkhwan al-Musilmin: Mushims-Brothers™ socicty

MNabi Mohammed: Prophet Mohammed

Nizam lslami: Islamic Order

Pourda: Also a name given to thewveil

Salafivva: The term derived from word salal and it means ancestors or predecessors

Sharia: Originally a “path” or a *way” subsequently the part of religion as stipulated in
the Qur’an and el Hadith

Sufi: Mystie

Thawb: A thin, full-body wrap-around, made ol cotton

Ulama: Religious Leaders. also *scholars’

Umma [slamiyvya: A global Islamic community

' See Glossary (Ayubi, 1991) vi
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CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION

1.1 Introduction

This chapter introduces the focus of the thesis; it explains what the veil is and the concept
behind it. It highlights the historical, social, political and religious backgrounds of the
Sudan. It also explains the circumstances that lead to the imposition of the veil on the
women of Sudan. The chapter includes the significance and the aim of the study, to

clanfy why it is important to research the veil and its wearers’ perceptions.

1.2 The Rise of the Islamic Movement

The rise of the fundamentalist Islamic movement in the Arab and the Islamic world was
certainly a political propaganda, whieh was embraced by the Islamists revivalists. The
movement was intended to restore a pure and authentic form of religion that cleansed the
historical distortion and modernist deviations (Beinin & Stork. [997). According to
Islamic militants, the movement has come as a reaction to European imperialism (Beinin
& Stork, 1997). Most of the countrnies in the Middle East and [slamic world, which were
exposed to the colonialism, suffered and lost their identity in the process. were the ones
who embraced this movement (Ayubi, 1994; Beinin & Stork, 1997). Sudan was among
those countries, which experienced the loss and strove to restore its identity through the
restoration and implementation of the Islamic laws (Ahmed 1992 Ayubi, 1991; Beinin &

stork, 1997).

L



1.3 Women & Political and Familial Structure

Turning the system in the region into an Islamic one, affected many lives, especially
women, il is due to complications within the Arab and Islamic family structure. Within
the Muslim and Arab patriarchal system, family is the center of life; therefore, this
system must not change. The system demands that the father is the breadwinner; he goes
out to work and earns a living, while the mother performs her domestic role at home. This
system existed since the beginning of [slam. It seems that the Arab Muslims have existed
outside history, and have carried over the old tradition from the time of the Prophet

Mohammed {Mohanty, 1991).

As a pillar and [oundation of the family women are a very important element, and the
issues regarding women’s roles ogeupy a eentral position in the Islamic polities in the
Middle East and in the Arab Islamic world. Women are considered the bearers of the
family honour. Men must always protect them, and they have to live up to the fanmuly

standard (Beinin & Stork, 1997; Maohanty. 1891 ).

There is an assumption that women attain their value and security within the boundares
of their families. and this contributes to the stability of the family. The restriction of
women within the family boundaries, however, causes them o be an oppressed group:
living under the contrel of their men (Mohanty, 1991). For instance, men have control
over economic resources and other issues in household. Women in the Islamic and Arab
world, therefore, are expected to be obedient and submissive to their men. Men provide

and take care of the linancial issues and women receive men’s protection. Division of



labour and duty is visible; it demands that women must not be allowed to invade men’s

territory, unless they are well mannered or dressed in the veil (Beinin & Stork, 1997).

Thus, women's presence outside the home is prohibited, unless there are serious matters,
which need their attention but then they should wear the veil, In contrast men are allowed
total freedom. Through women’s behaviours and dress, family ethics and moral are
measured. The Islamic movement focuses on the conduct and the appearance of women
in public to achieve their goal of building a proper Islamic nation (Beinin & Stork, 1997).
However, the colomialism in the region had facilitated the nise of the Islamic movement:
it had apparently cooled down the Islamic and the Arab cultures, values and the social
norms for long time and shilied to the European ones, until the end of the Western
colonialism in the third, Islamic and Arab world. This behaviour awakened the Muslim,
leaders and caused them to urge the Islamic Limma to embrace the revivalists” movement

{Ayubi, 1991: Beinin & Stork, 19973

With the nise of the Islamic movements many changes have laken place. but women and
family remained the same. Furthermore, issues regarding women become the central
matlers to these Islamic governments (Ayubi, 1991:; Beinin & Stork, 1997). These
movements have stimulated new interest and relationship between religion and politics
and manipulated the state to implement and to make use of this relatonship. The
immediate reaction of this relationship is seen in the implementation of the Sharia Law

{Woral codes), which is well manifested in women’s dress code (Beinin & Stork, 1997).



That is to say the widespread practices of the veil as a (dress code) in the Islamic and
Arab world is not an abrupt decision in relation to the religion, but a strategic plan that is
used by the Islamic militants as a part of a bigger picture to execute the plan of
restoration of the pure Islamic values to secure a sound Islamic community (Ahmed.

1992: Beinin & Stork. 19973,

1.4 The Islamic Notion of the Veil

Although the practice of the veil and veiling is widely spread throughout the Islamic and
Arab world, in reality the veil is just a cultural, social and economic tradition, which has
no religious base, the Holy Qur’an does not mandate it. Many Muslims believe that the
veil is an integral part of the Islamic religion and based on the Holy Qur’an and Hadith,
vel some Muslims scholars and intellectuals prove otherwise (El Saadawi, 1997;

Goodwin, 1994: Mernissi, 1991).

Dr. Zaki Badawi, an Islamic scholar comments, ““Lhere has never been an Islamic
obligation for women to cover up at any time. In fact, veiling the face is an innovation
that has no foundation in Islam™ (cited in Goodwin, 1994:23) So the covering of
women's bodies from head to toes is a recent tradition, which might have existed

previously, but not in a religious context (Ahmed 1992; Ayubi, 1991; Goodwin, 1994},

Hence, Sudan is one of the Arab and Islamic countries, which attempts to remove the
elements of the colonialism by returning to Islamie law. Sudan implements the Sharia law
to the fullest and imposes the Islamic dress code on women forcibly, In addition to that

Sudan presents some interesting insights into the relationship between religion and



politics. The country does not only have significant Islamic movement resources, but it

has to deal with a stubborn non-Muslim minority group in the South (Ayubi, 1991).

Thus. 1 am going to provide a brief account on the Sudanese history, and to highlight the
stages that it had undergone during its development to this day. I may refer to the
Egyptian invelvements and connections from time to time, and that because Egyvpl and
Sudan shared a commeon history, in order to explore the circumstances that allowed the

[slamic movement Lo rise in Sudan.

1.5 The Historical Background of Sudan

The history of Sudan can be divided into-several-sub-sections, to elaborate and clarify
how Islam came to Sudan. and how it developed throughout history to the present time.
The relationship between Egypt and Sudan is highlighted, for they have shared common
history. The discussion reflects on the relationship and illustrates how Egyptl influenced

the birth of the lslamic movement in Sadan.

1.5.1 The Islamic Sudan

Islam in Sudan acquired a distinet characteristic of the Sufi, and apparently Islam came
late, towards the end of 1500s. It was not imposed by military conquest, but was spread
by the merchants and the tribal leaders. Although Sufi groups widely and successfully
spread the Islamic religion, they also retained several of pre-lslamic traditions and

cultures (Ayubi, 1991), That is to say, “Sufi leaders’ role was not confined to purely

9



religious matters, bul also extended into various aspects ol social and political life” (cited

in Ayubi, 1991:105).

1.5.2 Egyptian Occupation
Looking closely at the development of the Sudanese political entity, one could argue that,
Sudan began to take its modern political shape, when Mohammed Al the Egyptian ruler

under the Ottoman Turks occupied the land in [821 (Encyclopedia Americana, 1984).

Mohammed Ali’s intention was to expand his empire. and Sudan was the only country,
which could provide him with the necessary elements for the expansion. He invaded the

country and controlled it until the religious leader E1 Mahdi expelled him in 1885,

During the Egyptian occupation of Sudan, in the Nineteen Century the country witnessed
a birth of two Sudanese political and Islamic movements, the Mahdist and the
Khatimyya. The Mahdist combinedian attack azainst the colonialism with a puritanical
guest to restore simplicity and orthodoxy to Suodanese Islam. Although the two
movements in Sudan were basically religious, on the political forefront they rivaled each
other (Ayubi. 1991: Beinin & Stork, 1997). By the time Mohammed Ali controlled
political power in Sudan: the two [slamic sectors were gaining power by the name of
religion, and defeated Mohammed Ali in 1885, Unfortunately, they never lasted long and

Anglo-Egypt reconquered Sudan until its independence in 1956 (Ayubi, 1991).



1.5.3 Anglo-Egyptian Occupation

The colonial forces defeated the Mahdist and the Sudan fell under the Anglo-Egyptian

colonialism from 1899 to 1956 (Ahmed, 1992; Ayubi, 1991; Beinin & Stork, 1997).

The colonial administration was known as condominium, which meant in theory a joint
rule, but in reality Sudan was completely under British control (Ahmed, 1992;
Eneyclopedia Americana, 1984). During that time the colonial system basically changed
and replaced the social, political and religious laws, with the British civil laws. The
change not only affected the political machineries, but the whole structure of the country

{Ahmed 1992; Ayubi, 1991; Beinin & Stork, 1997).

The change was implemented strategically and systematically. The British introduced
western education in Sudan. A large number of Sudanese people were trained in Europe
and some were educated in the “westernt institations within the country (Ahmed 1992;
Ayubi, 199]1; Beinin & Stork, 1997), With these elements old ways were slowly replaced
by the modern education. That not only affected education, but the whole structure of the
country, As a resull people in Sudan shilted their interest 1o the European cultures,

values, and languages (Ahmed 1992; Ayubi, 1991; Beinin & Stork. 1997).

Before colonialism, political and religious leaders played a significant role, but after the

Sudan became westernized, the role of the religious and political leaders became

relatively insignificant {Ahmed 1992; Beinin & Stork, 1997).

11



1.5.4 The Islamic Movement Principle of Nationality

This drastic transformation that shaped the social, political, economic and religious
systems of not only Sudan, but the Middle East as a whole, led to the emergence of some
intellectuals and Islamic leaders, like Jamal El Din El Afghani and Mohammed Abdu,
who were concerned with issues of the reformation and restoration of their identity

through the revival of Islam (Ahmed 1992; Ayubi, 1991: Beinin & Stork, 1997).

Although Jamal El Din was from Afghanistan, he concentrated most of his political
activities in Egypt. Mohammed Abdu and he urged people to oppose and to stop the
penetration of British to the Islamic world,-and called for the unity of Muslims in the
Islamic world. They urged Muslims to confrent Earopean, especially British imperialism
in the region. El Afgham called for the unity of brotherhood of all Muslims in one
Umma'. All the attempts of the Islamic leaders to oppose and ta stop the penetration of
the British to Islamic world and"tolumite’all Muslim# in one lslamic community were

relatively unsuccesstul (Ahmed 1992 Ayubi, 1991; Beinin & Stork, 1997).

Surprisingly enough, the Islamic ideas never ended with Jamal and Mohammed Abdu,
but the Arab world witnessed the birth of new leaders (Ahmed 1992; Ayubi, 1991: Beinin
& Stork, 1997). Rashid Rida who came from Lebanon, followed them, and became the
most influential student of Mohammed Abdu’s. He wrote and compiled many
publications in El Manar magazine to promote what his teachers had been teaching to

promote the “Salativva Movement” a neotraditionalist orientation that restricted what

| [ - . « : i
[slame dea of creating one Islamic nation or community



was regarded as “correet” in Islam; and this notion is based on the teaching of the Holy
Qur'an and El Hadith. El Hadith is a book contains the reports of the Prophet

Mohammed (Ayubi, 199]: Beinin & Stork, 1997).

Hassan al Bana an Egyptian school teacher was one of those who were influenced by
Rashid Rida. He established in 1928 the first “Jamiyvat al Akhwan al Muslimin™ the
society of the Muslim Brothers, which became the largest and most influential 1slamist
organization in the Sunni [slamic and Arab world, where they established branches in

Syria, Algena, Tunisia, Jordan and Sudan (Avubi, 1991: Beinin & Stork, 1997).

The Islamic militants in Sudan were ispired by those Islamic thinkers who came before
them and used the same slogan, whichwas used to fight British imperialism and to return
to the pure Islamic laws to control the social, the religious system and the political power

of the country (Ayubi, 1991: Beinin & Stark, 1997,

As mentioned earlier, the Sudanese Muslim Brothers Society branched off from the
active Islamic movement, which was in Egypt. The Islamic movement for liberation
emerged from within the students’ cireles, and formed an association with the Egyptian
Muslim Brothers in 1949, and Dr. Hassan al Turabi, the Sudanese Islamist leader, was the
first Muslim Brother, who established the Islamic Front in Sudan in 1954 {Ayubi, 1991;
Goodwin, 1994). At the beginning it was a small movement, bul 1t gained strength as
years went by, The Muslim Brothers were inspired by El Afghani’s and Mohammed
Abdu’s thoughts, activities and slogans aboul returning to pure Islamic laws (Ahmed

1992; Ayubi, 1991; Beinin & Stork, 1997).



1.5.5 The Islamic Political Movement

It has been argued that Islamic political movements are products ol deep political and
social crisis, of economic difficulties, and of the failure of other solutions and regimes to
solve people’s problems. A return 1o what people are familiar with is essential, ie.
Islamic laws, including Mohammed’s teaching are reassuring a protest movement against

corruption. oppression, and exploitation (El Saadawi, 1997).

The Islamic movements drew their strength from widespread deficiencies of the post-
colonial states in the Middle East and the Islamic world. Those states were characterized
by massive corruption and failure 1o build the Arab nationalism and socialism. The
tendency to create new mechanism was manifested in Egypt, where the Muslim Brothers’
movement began (Ahmed, 1992; Ayubi, 19913 Beimin & Stork. 1997). The failure of the
Arab and Islamic projects for nationalism and in some ¢ases socialism coincided with the
collapse of various secular, national, and left-wings political projects, leaving the feld of

opposition policies to the Islamists.

However, the combination of the socio-economie and the political crisis intermingled and
underlined the rise of the Muslim Brothers Movement in Sudan (Beinin & Stork, 1997).

After the former Sudanese president felt the need to enforce and to implement the Sharia
Law, he invited the leader of the Muslim Brothers into his government in 1983, Since
then the Muslim Brothers have a visible power based within the state, the struggle
between the secular has been intensified and the power is visible and affecting the non-

Muslim Southerners and women (Ayubi, 1991; Beinin & Stork, 1997),



1.5.6 National Islamic Front

The former president of the Sudan Nimieri adopted the Islamic law and implemented the
Sharia as the legislative authority of the country. One of the reasons to launch the Sharia
was his reliance on Oil-rich Arab states. I’ any Islamic stale accepts sponsorship or
receives aid or has been financed by an Islamic nation, Saudi Arabia in particular. that
country must pay back the favour by adopting and implementing the donor’s

fundamentalist ideology (Goodwin, 1994; Ayubi, 1991; Beinin & Stork, 1997).

Hence, that is to say, there is a strong relationship between the Qil-rich countries and the
rise of the Islamic movements in theregion (Beimin-& Stork, 1997; Goodwin, 1994), I1 1s
represented in a two-way {low, In short the Oil-rich countries allow migration and flow
of people from resource-poor countries to Saudi Arabia'and Gulf countries: in return the
Oil-rich countries facilitate the flow of' cash and aid, plus greater political influence on
these poor Islamic nations. For instance, Saudi Arabia is a major aid donor; it increases
its political influence and pressure considerably on the poor-resourced Islamic nations.
Meanwhile those poor-resourced countries, which depend on the Oil-rich states, receive
pressure from the internal elements of Islamic constituencies, or receive direct pressure
from Saudi Arabia, pushing them to cooperate and implement their fundamentalist
religious ideology and declare their commitment to religious orthodoxy as a means of

upstaging more radical Islamist platforms.

The Sudanese government implemented Sharia Law during Nimeiri's time in 1983 as the

legislative authority of the country (Ayubi, 1991: Beinin & Stork, 1997). The Islamic



militants claimed that with the implementation of the Sharia® Law, Sudan was returning
to pure Islamic laws to re-address cultural and social change. These Islamic laws are rigid
and have been c¢riticized nationally and internationally (Ayubi, 1991; Beinin & Stork,

1997 Goodwin, 1904},

Generally, the rise of fundamentalist movement in Islamic countries marks dramatic and
detrimental changes in the lives of women. The rigidity of the extremists’ thoughts.
behaviours and practices has a profound effect on every aspect of women's existence
(Goodwin 1994:15), With the implementation of Sharia in the Sudan women’s situation
has deteriorated. The Islamic militants embarked on the custom of veiling as a critical
feature of Sharia to control women in Sudan. It is imposed forcibly on women, and they
are pushed from the public sphere into their omes. They are not allowed outside the
house without the veil: otherwise, they will be punished severely. The veil in particular 1s
imposed upon all women even the non-fslamie women of the Southern Sudan. Hale has
written about it to reflect on the veil and harsh government treatment:

In November 1991, “The Islamie fundamentalist military Junta

decreed.... That henceforth all Sudanese women will wear long

black dresses to their ankles and a black veil covering their head
and face.... those who disobey, to be instantly punished by

whipping.
(Cited in Beinin & Stork, 1997:245)

The laws show the rigidity of the political system in Sudan and how it curtails women’s

freedom. The message is, whoever disobeys the rule, will face the consequences

- Sharia “also shar’ ariginally a "path’ or a “way’, subsequently the part of religion as stipulated in the Holy
Qur'an and El Hadith™ (Ayubi, 199]:255)
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“punishment by whipping”. In this context, the veil is not only a religious practice but

also an oppressive device used against women.

The veil in the Sudan has become compulsory for all women regardless ol their ethnic
aroups, religion beliefs or political affiliations, These circumstances cause any feminist Lo

question gender inequality and women’s oppression in Sudan.

As a feminist researcher I will try to explore the social reality that is happening in the
Sudan, and document various perceplions around the veil by listening to experiences and
voices of a group of women and their perceptions. | hope with my documentation | will
be able to produce useful knowledge, which would be used to transform the religious and
patriarchal power in favour of wonien: As Maynard says, “feminist’s research was “for’
‘on’ and ‘by’ women and that it should be designed with the aim of producing

knowledge. which would transform patriarchy™ {Maynard, 1994:16-17).

1.6 The Significance of the Study
The significance of the study is to contribute towards raising awareness and establishing
self-esteem. With the same capacity women internalized the patriarchal virtues and

values; they can also deconstruct these viruses.



1.7 The Research Question

The Islamic dress code (the veil) has been forcibly imposed on the women in Sudan,
since 1983, and many feminists researchers have criticized the practices of the veil as a
tool to oppress women (Goodwin, 1994: Beinin & Stork, 1997). The question is how
women feel about veiling and the laws that forced them to wear the veil. Is the veil
experienced as a tool of oppression against women? Or do they believe it is purely an

Islamic dress code? How do women themselves construct the significance of the veil?

1.8 The Aim

The study aims to explore, a grouprot Sudanese women's experiences and perceptions of
the wveil. The study intends to listen to experiences of this group, with respect to
enforcement of the veil. Through the documentation of the women’s stories. the study
will give space to the silenced voices, which will help to create a transformation of

patriarchal power in the political arena of this society.

1.9 Chapters Outline
Chapter one introduces the subject of the study. it explains what is the veil and the
concept behind it. It contextualizes the veil in Sudan. It provides a brief account of a

historical background. aim and the significance of the study.



Chapter two again contextualizes the veil and provides the study with reviews of what

has been said about the veil by other scholars.

Chapter three presents feminist methodology, and how to deal with the subject within a
feminist methodological framework, and which methods to adopt in order to attain useful

results

Chapter four deals with the procedures of selecting the participants, ethical issues,

interviews, data production and data coding

Chapter five provides the analysis of the interviews, hoping to unpack the meanings that
emerging. the findings are discussed in the Jight of literature review and presented within

the key themes.

Chapter six provides the conclusion; it summaries, discusses and concludes all the salient
points that emerge from the findings. To promote positive and creative thinking among
women and to erase the essence of being socially constructed within any given sociely,
with hope of contributing to the betterment of women's position in a male dominated

world.
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CHAPTER TWO

LITERATURE REVIEW

2.1 Introduction

This chapter contextualizes the veil and provides the relevant reviews of the studies of the
veil, in the Arab and lslamic world. It shows how those studies were conducted and
discussed to highlight the circumstances that dictate women’s position in Sudan, Arab
and Islamic world. It also throws light on the limitations and the contradictions that the
rescarchers have encountered, with especial references to the case study done by Ziegler

in Egypt and her counterpart Hale in Sudan-and the results that they both have obtained.

2.2 Contextualizing the Veil

This section looks at the literature that generally assesses the role of the veil, and explores
the different meanings currently attached to or made of the veil. The section also focuses
on the lack of study and research on the essence of the veil within restricted Islamic
context {with a particular focus on Sudan). | would like to highlight the contradictions

and ambiguity that continue to surround the veil.

[t has been an Arab custom for both men and women to dress up in long and loose

H ¥ - g - a o
dresses sinee the time of El Jahiliyyia®. Covering the heads as well as the faces was

" (El Jahiliyvia) Sometime Muslims brothers called the state, which is not following Islamic principles as a
regime or o state of (Pre-TIslamic). Also see alist of the Arabic terminology



originally an Arab’s custom to protect their bodies from the roughness of the desert
environment (D*Oyen, 1996). The tradition, therefore, was not initially associated with
women alone but it was for both sexes, and it was rooted deep in historical and
environmental necessity (D'Oven, 1996). In this light a lot of questions arose as o how

the veil became central to Muslim women’'s identity.

Arab leminists and theorists argue that women have become victims, because they have
left the religious issues to be handled by men, and men in return have become the
immediate medium of religious teaching; thus, they interpret the religious texts to suit
their own interests {Toubia, 1988). They argue that men have managed to veil women not
only physically but mentally as well: they usually ensure that women's minds remain
occupied with emotional and religious matters, while they enjoy the political and social
life. Men demonstrate their religious knowledge, and women have to collude with the

patriarchy and religious system (Toubia, 195883,

Toubia argues, women especially in the Arab and [slamic world must be encouraged to
develop self-esteem as well as the freedom to think and to exercise the power of their
minds. For instance, “Lifting the veil lrom the Mind™ the title of 4 conlerence that was
held in Cairo in September 1986; sums up the argument (Toubia, 1988:5). It was argued
that women must “free’ themselves and start to read and study the religious texts to
dispute, display and replace the interpretations that the Islamie conservative movements
have circulated and mostly based on distortions of Islam and other unknown philosophies

(Toubia, 1988).



The Egyptian psychologist and author, El Saadawi rcfuses to accept the veil as an
identity for Muslim women. She emphasizes that “The authentic identity of a Muslim
woman is not to be veiled. and that the veil is not an Islamic dress™ (1997:96). Mermnissi
(1991:93) argues on the same lines as El Saadawi. She also criticizes the assumptions
built around the source of the veil. and the misinterpretation of the word El Hijab (the
veil). She says. “El Hijab™ first appeared in the Qur’anic sura 33, verse 53, and that the
word veil was not meant only lor women to cover up their bodies. It was directed to
Prophet Mohammed and his companions to show decency and tact. The believers should
not enter someone’s home without permission. In this context, men were supposed to
discipline themselves. to be tactful and decent. She explains it in a different context that,
“El Hijab was also meant particularly for Prophet Mohammed’s wives to prevent them
from getting married after his death™. She argues that men have subverted the notion of
El Hijab and misinterpreted the meaning of the word veil, as a disciplinary and moral
code into an lslamic dress code and foreed it gpon women, The criticism by both El
Saadawi and Mernissi emphasize the importance of women studying their own religious
text, to gain insight to the facts by themselves. instead of waiting on others to interpret

the religious texts for them.

In some Arab countries women do not wear the veil for religious purposes but they do it
as a result of cultural norms and as practices related to being a woman. For example,
Wikan (1982) confirms Oman women never connected the Bourga (The veil) to any
Islamic tradition. To them it is a cultural heritage from the past: it has been passed down
from generation to generation. To Oman’s women the Bourga symbolizes beauty.

decency, dignity and freedom.



The veil has been in many contexts reflected the social status of the Arab and Islamic
woman (Ahmed, 1992; Wikan, 1982). For example, in Oman a slave woman is not
allowed to wear the veil, until she obtains her freedom. Only then; she can dress in the
Bourga. Wikan (1982) argues that the veil should, therefore, be treated within the
historical and social contexts, because the concept does not necessarily have any religious
link nor is necessarily linked to the oppression of women. Rather it is purely a social
coneept and a social heritage, which survives and evolves throughout the history of the

people of Oman.

Similarly, Mohanty comments on the practices of the veil, and argues that

While there may be o physical similarity in the wetls worn by women in
Saudi Arabia and Iran, the specific) meaning,| which is attached to this
praciice, varies according o the cultural and adeological contexts. In
addition, the symbaolic space occupied by the practices of the pourda may be
similar in certam contexts, bt 1hisidaes not asutematically indicate that the
practices themselves have identical significance inthe social realm.

idohanty, 1991:67)

Mohanty emphasizes that it is not necessary for women to wear the veil for the same
reasons, for example the purpose of wearing the veil in Oman, and Saudi Arabia differs
from the reason behind circumstance of women wearing the veil in Iran, who wear the
Chador’. She adds that these practices never indicate that they have the same
significance in the social realm. In Saudi Arabia most of women wear the veil purely for
religious purposes and some women wear it for social reasons. In Sudan women,

however, wear the veil as a result of political pressure. They are obliged to wear the veil

T The vell that worn by women in Iran and the Far East



for political reasons. Similarly, in Iran, before the revolution, women used the veil as a
political symbol of liberation against the Shah’s regime. That same symbaol ol resistance
later on, however was used against them by the new government, and became the symbol

of exploitation and oppression (Mohanty, 1991; Talegani. |982}.

[ranian Islamic leader, Talegani (1952:104) uses similar cultural arguments, He says in an
interview {Statements from Islamic leaders). it is not necessary for Iranian women to
wear the chador, but the veil is essential in accordance with the Islamic principle. For the
veil in general “preserves purity, dignity and personality”™, He says when considering the
veil from a historical and traditional point of view, it is rooted deep in the history and
tradition of the Far East. He continues, “For the veil played a significant part in the
history of the Far East. It was knewn aschador-and it was worn by both Muslims and
non-Muslims women. Lo preserve women's purity. dignity and personality in the Eastern
countries, He points out India as a non Mauslim counlry that uses the veil. He says,
although India is not Islamic country, but Indian women wear the veil to preserve their

national hentage and tradition. His final comment is.

The perfect symbol ol Eastern progressive women — and a competent
politcian — i Mrs. Ghandi. She managed to run a vast country for years,
despite all those religous and  national difference. She succeeded in
safeguarding India’s independence and honour, She is respected by all the
paliticians... rarely seen her picture in the newspapers without a scarf, and
she is not even a Muslim,

{Taleghani, 1982104}

The Sudanese context is however, different. Despite the historical strength ol the two

religious and political sectors in Sudan, Muslim people were relatively relaxed about



Islam. They showed tolerance and displayed their tendency for diversity, Northern
Sudanese women wore a body covering called thawb”, but the Islamic movement caused

the Islamic militants relatively recently to consider the veil to be a religious dress code.

Some Sudanese [slamic militants believe the veil originated from the time of the Prophet
Mohammed, and has therefore, considered the veil to be a religious costume, which
should be used to evoke the pure [slamic laws. This can however, be seen in
contradiction fo the other interpretations of purely Islamic traditions, the tradition that
had been initiated by the Prophet. For instance, Naim Attallah (1987) states that the
environment in, which the Prophet Mohammed had lived was different. The Prophet
Mohammed in his time dealt with gender issues differently. He encouraged gender
equality. For example, he accepted Khadija lo, werk outside the home, Khadija was a
prosperous businesswoman who assigned the Prophet to take care of her business, and
Khadija eventually, became his first wife. Healse used to tell his followers to consult
with his vounger wife Aisha in religious matters, especially in his absence (Goodwin,
1994: Attallah, 1987). His behaviour suggested that the Prophet Mohammed supported
gender equality: therefore, one could conclude that those lslamic militants, who lawd
claims to the Islamic fundamentalism. never shared the Prophet Mohammed’s view on

oender 1ssues (Goodwin, 1994; attallah, 1987).

Many Muslim men are aware of the absence of the Qurianic injunction [or the veil, yet
insist on its use. Other more liberal men believe that wearing of the veil is a mistake. and

women must fight against it. All these attempts indicate the fact women do not take

* The thawb is a thin, full-body wrap-around made of cotton. Tt began as a conservative dress, but by the
19705 was worn by many urban women as a form of voluntary national dress.

[
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enough responsibilitics for their fate. because they allowed men to take the initiative of
interpreting the religious matters in a way that suits their patriarchal interest. Ali appears
to confirm that point when he says "It appears that women hold themselves accountable

for their adherence to the veil" (Wikan, 1984:104).

2.3 The Previous Studies

There have been relatively few studies exploring women’s own perceptions of the veil.
As mentioned earlier, Ziegler conducted her research in Egypt in 1988, focusing on
women’s perceptions of the veil. During her investigation, she conducted some
interviews, on two different groups of students (the veiled and the unveiled students) in
Eoyvpt. She concentrated her cfforts on the Cairg Umiversity students (Zenie-Ziegler,
1988). Ziegler's study highlighted the issues ol gender relationships in patriarchal Egypt.
Ziegler's study was limited. in a sense; her sample concerning the veil issues was only
confined to 10 students at Cairo’ Usniversity. Similarly, her findings were not
representative ol the whole country, In her study, Ziegler linds out that Egyptian women
both (Muslims and non-Muslims) prefer to remain veiled:; for most women prefer to keep
Middle Eastern tradition to avoid the Western culture of not wearing the veil. They

express the unwillingness and no tendency towards chanee (Zenie-Ziegler., 1988).

In Sudan’s case Sondra Hale conducted a similar research. She confined her interviews to
upper-middle class and university students: and it was not representative of the Sudanese
women's perceptions of the veil (Iale, 1997). She concentrated her efforts on the
participants in the lslamic regime and organizers. Their devotion to NIF (National

Islamic Front} is unquestionable. Although their language sometimes is contradictory: yet
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they support the Muslim Brothers™ claims around the veil. According to her study Hale
finds out that most women believe that if they are veiled. they will have a better chance
of’ moving inside and outside the home easily. The veil allows them the freedom of
movement, even in the presence of men, It allows them to work outside the home, when
they are wearing the veil. Her results indicate that most of the participants colluded with

the Islamic system though they know their freedom is Iimited and controlled.

Although both studies were conducted in two different countries, under different
conditions, Ziegler and Hale come to the realization thal women in these two studies;
expressed their views regarding women’s issues amazingly close 1o those of the Islamic

militants” (Hale, 1997; Zicgler, 1988),



CHAPTER THREE

METHODOLOGICAL FRAMEWORK OF THE STUDY

3.1 Introduction

This chapter presents the methodological framework for the study. IL provides an
overview of the feminist research methodology, which is employed in this study. Chapler
four will then present a detailed description of the study. its methods and procedures used

for the data collection and analysis.

3.2 Methodological Framework

[t should be noted that methodology in social seience is concerned with procedures for
making knowledge valid and authoritative (Ramazanoglu & Holland. 2002:9). Although
feminist researchers are generally critical of male-centered knowledge of gender relations
(Maynard & Purvis, 1994), they take on the methodological problem of situating their

own knowledge in relation to the dominant conceptions of scientific method.

[t is evident that feminist studies challenge male-centered knowledge. Feminist research
aims to explore and investigate a social reality in which women have been located, and
how these women live within a patriarchal controlled society. It urges women to fight
against gender inequality (Ramazonglu & Holland, 2002). Feminist knowledge,

therefore, 1s based on the knowledge, which patriarchal authority is aware of, what the



feminists produce is not new knowledge, but it is a reinterpreted and reconceptualized
knowledge in order to suit a new feminist framework to justify the unjust or harmful, to
serve women's interest. Meaning. the feminist researchers are working within the same

traditional framework, and putting the women’s experiences as the starting point.

Although feminist critics express discomfort about traditional social science, they admit
that they are not creating a new method to address women’s oppression and women's
exploitation, rather are modifying the theoretical framework of the traditional social
science to accommodate women’s experience. the experience that was previously
invisible and ignored by men studies (Maynard & Purvis. 1994). Feminists® researchers
are therefore, working within traditional research, but shifting their priorities to ground
women’s experience as the base for the feminist study (Maynard & Purvis, 1994:

Ramazonglu & Holland, 2002},

Feminist methodology comprises of a set of rules that specify how social reality should
be investigated in order to produce valid and authoritative knowledge, Women's
experience forms a central theme in feminist research (Ramazonglu & Holland, 2002). To
facilitate the task of a resecarcher. feminist methodology implies that researcher should
bear moral and political responsibilities, because political and ethical issues are
acknowledged as integral parts of the feminist study (Maynard & Purvis, 1994; Mies,

1993: Harding, 1987),

The emphasis, which is placed on political and ethical issues, dismisses the assumption of

neutrality of natural science; when conducting feminist study. Feminists research, should



be ohjective towards the cause women’s problems, that is to say feminist methodology
must be grounded on women’s daily lives experiences, to serve the objective and aim of
the feminist research. and to represent the powerless women against the patriarchal power
control in male-centered world. As Mies argues, it is impossible for feminist researcher to
be impartial, it is necessary for the rescarcher to be conscious, and feel the sympathy

towards the researched subject to achieve better results.

The postulate of the wvalue free research, of neutrality and
indifference towards the research objects, has to be replaced by
conscious partiality, which achieved through partial identification
with the research objects. For women who deliberately and
actively integrate their double-consciousness into research process,
this partial identification will not be difficult

(Mies, 1993;68)

Drawing from Mies’s argument and others, subjectivity in the feminist methodology
stands a privileged position within feminists’ studies. ‘| he researcher must be conscious
of women’s experiences of oppression. It is necessary for the researcher to locate herself
within her own reéscarch and becomes a rescarch subject; o facilitate and help the
rescarcher fo creale an interactive situation in which the researcher could give a
rescarched subject a word of encouragement, by telling her own story. OUn other hand
caution should be exercised, because sometimes our personal accounts could be

damaging (Maynard & Purvis, 1994).

The slogan “Personal is Political™ 1s a key component of feminist research. It reminds the
researcher of the feminist political role of challenging gender inequality and facilitating

women’s emancipation (Mies, 1993). Dealing with women’s experiences and acting as a



mouthpiece of the subordinate people, places political responsibilities on the feminist
researcher’s shoulders, thus the researcher must take responsibility to tell accurate stories
concerning the matter that she is researching (Ramazonglu & Holland, 2002:42).
Feminists argue that researcher’s personal history is a part of the research process
through which “understanding” and conclusions are reached. Therefore, researcher should
interact with the researched subject to create a proper environment and to establish trust
among the partners in the rescarch. Simply, it implies that the researcher must be an

integral part of the research (Mies, 1993:68: Maynard & Purvis, 1994:16).

Similarly, feminist rescarchers must use the academic method of analysis that debates
women's studies within political contexts, and leads to production of the positive
understanding and authoritative knowledge (Mics, 1993). Feminist rescarch emphasizes
the subjectivity and reflectivity; this includes the researcher’s tendency to reflect upon,
examine critically and exploring analvtically the natare of the research process and the
social identity of the researcher (Harding, 1987:9: Fonow & Cook., 1991). With
reflexivity in place. this action of positioning the researcher, as an active agenl in the
research process, his or her personal involvement could be a good asset to establish trust
and thus obtains reliable information. It could also reinforce the assumption that feminist
research is political. When the researcher reflects critically upon the interviews and the
analysis of the stories, examines and explores analytically the nature of the research
process in an attempt to demonstrate the valid and true information with intention of how
the useful knowledge would be achieved, it shows the actual involvement of the
researcher politically and at the same time bearing in mind the ethical issues. This

confirms my situation, how to locate myself historically and politically within my study.



It portrays my actual position, showmg my empathy and impartiality towards my
rescarched subjects; | associate myself with this issue and experience the same problem,
as non-Muslim and non-Arab woman who has been affected by the social inequality and

the Sharia law in the Sudan.

Feminist research should be sensitive to the issue of knowledge production. Although
leminist researchers are generally very eritical of male centered knowledge and whose
knowledge 1s to be used, they must take the methodological problem of situating their

own knowledge that is women’s experiences (Ramazonglu & Holland, 2002).

Feminist standpoint is one epistemological framework that serves feminist research
(Harding, 1987). Feminist standpoint theorists explore the difficuliies of establishing a
relationship between knowledge and power withoul abandoning the hope of telling better

stories (Ramazonglu & Holland, 2002).

The notion that “women speaking the truth™ results in a new knowledge of gendered
social lives, grounded in women’s experiences is a central theme of the feminist
standpoint theory. (Ramazanoglu, & Holland, 2002:63-64). Although some feminists
have criticized the feminist standpoint theory as an madequate epistemology process.
because 1t simplifies women’s experiences and unifies women’s categories. This study
adopts standpoint theory as a way, to allow participants’ voices to be heard and the power
relationship between the researcher and the researched subject to be experienced as a

non-hierarchal and reciprocal relationship.



3.3 Qualitative Methods

In order to explore social reality, researchers need to hear, listen to and record the
experiences and the stories of the rescarch participants. Some decide to use the qualitative
approaches as the more appropriate methods to provide accurate, reliable and positive
results. With qualitative approaches. researcher comes face-to-face: in-depth interviews

with the researched subject during the process of data collection (Maynard, 1994:34),

There are many debates around which method should be used by feminist researchers in
order to explore social reality (Harding. 1987; Ramazanoglu, & Holland. 2002). Because
feminist researchers focus their effort to create a new knowledge about women's
experiences and what women face in their daily life and how they are constructed within
male-dominated society, some researchers suggest that the feminist researchers should
make use of the qualitative methods as long as they are more interested in women’s lives
experiences, they frequently should use the quahtative approaches as more appropriate

methods, which provide accurate, reliable and positive sesults (Maynard & Purvis, 1994).

Similarly, Kotre (1984:3) recommends these methods, and he argues “Only qualitative
analysis can accurately capture the complex of an individual life without vielating the

integrity of the life or dehumanizing the individual™.

Mies agrees with Kotre's argument. She believes that the gualitative approaches would
be appropriate. because they allow the rescarcher to engage in the process fully or
partially with the researched subject, when she comes face to face with the interviewees.

She says. these methods provide space for flexibility and discovery of meaning (Mies,

33



1993}, because with the qualitative approaches; women are allowed to express and view
their own experiences and feelings, instead of having the pre-defined structure imposed

by the rescarcher.

Similarly, feminists have rgjected the inevitability of a power hierarchy between the
researcher and the researched subject, and have argued for the possibility that the
researched subject should not be placed in a passive situation where the researched
subject becomes the giver of the information, while the researcher soaks up the details
needed (Maynard & Purvis, 1994). In other words they recommend a qualitative
approach where the researched participant has the right to answer the question thatl suils

her or even asks the researcher questions in a two way dynamic process,

Qualitative method offers a less mechanical approach: it keeps the relation between the
researcher and the researched subject reciprocal; it facihitates respect and dign