 “If you think that the difference between heaven and hell is 45 inches of material, boy will you be surprised.” (Wadud, 2006, p. 219) 
[image: ]
These powerful and insightful words from Islamic feminist Amina Wadud opens meaningful and objective discussions surrounding the debate of Islamic female attire and the wider debate on gender inequality in Islam. The question of whether Islam treats women equally has been a contentious issue for years. “Islamic ideas about women’s role in society spark considerable debate both in the Western world and in the Islamic world itself” (Stowasser, 1997, p.1). Many Muslims conservatives and religious fanatics believe that women and men have differing spiritual responsibilities which should be maintained to ensure their eternal salvation. Consequently, Islamic female attire remains significant to the politics of gender Jihad (Wadud, 2007, p.176).  On the surface, masculine honour appears to be placed on a pedestal within Islam, an androcentric view often related to misinterpretations of the infamous Qur'anic verse 4:3 daubed the "DNA of patriarchy" (Moussawa, as quoted in Scott, 2016). However, scholars like Amina challenges these misogynistic beliefs which she argues are the root of gender inequality and oppression. This essay will analyse the thoughts of Wadud concerning Islamic female attire, specifically the hijab/niqab. My essay will start with a brief background on Amina and her methodology. A historical narrative will be used to frame the development of Islamic feminism and how Wadud’s thoughts/methodology emerged within this context. I will evaluate the strengths/weaknesses within her work. My thesis argues that while Wadud’s thoughts/methodology has many loopholes it has revealed greater loopholes within Islamic practices which have resulted in gender inequality/oppression and consequently need to be redressed.
Unveiling the gender Jihad: “a devil in hijab” or “a Jihad for justice”?
Undoubtedly, the most obvious discernible marker of Islamic identity for females is the hijab which makes them public targets for the non-Muslim majority who are ever keen to unveil/unravel the ‘Islamic feminine’ or get “inside the gender Jihad” (Cooke, 2008). So, who really is Amina Wadud? Labelled a ‘devil in hijab’ by enraged opposers, Wadud is a bold dreadlocked, African American who doesn't easily fit into the popular media stereotypes of an Islamic woman (Ali, Hammers and Silvers, 2012). Originally a Methodist from Bethesda, Maryland, Wadud became an Islamic convert in 1972 following studies at the University of Michigan (Zenrif & Bachri, 2003). Hailed as ‘the Muslim world’s most famous—and infamous—feminist scholar-activist’, this pioneer Islamic scholar’s extensive writing have promoted the development of gender-sensitive Qur'anic hermeneutics (Scott, 2016, p.2). Consequently, Wadud is viewed by many as a ‘Jihad for justice’ whose work is rooted in the progressive stream of Islamic feminism/reformist praxis. (Ali, Hammers and Silvers, 2012). In 2005, she became an icon of Islam feminism breaking traditional gender roles by leading mixed gender prayers at St. John the Divine Mosque in Manhattan, placing her in the global spotlight. 
Wadud’ employs a feminist ‘hermeneutical’ () exegesis of the Quran which she coined ‘tawhid paradigm’ (CITE).  She reasons that the proper method of exegesis should consider context of Quranic revelation (s), textual syntax and ‘weltanschauung’/broader context (text as a whole/entirety). “In a metaphysical sense, Wadud’s tawhidic paradigm establishes equality and justice under God. In a practical one, it has provided a structure for her activism” (Scott, 2016, p.2). Through this tawhidic paradigm she has questioned popular Quranic interpretations. This attempt to re-interpret Islamic sources from the scholarly lens of a female perspective was met with much opposition from many Islamic clerics and scholars who are hidebound by narrow religious thinking and conservative cultural practices. Wadud examines the extent to which male-dominated interpretations - shaped by patriarchal values - has affected the role and position of women, and subsequently demonstrates that gender inequality in Muslim society has no roots in the Qur'an and that Islam intended for men and women to be equal (Wadud, 1999). She challenges the traditionally assigned roles of women in society by examining the “roots of the problem, the representation of women and guidelines for both men and women as revealed in the Qur'an, and evaluating whether women’s role in Muslim society today verily presents Islam’s intention. She supports her work with founded methodology and precedents from Fazlur Rahman’s exegesis who also argues that Quranic interpretation should include the historical context and moral (s) (Quranic ’spirit’) by tracing past and present (Rahman, 1982 p.5).
A ‘colonialist project’ or ‘progressive reformist praxis’
Understanding the development of feminism contextualises Wadud’s arguments/methodologies and delineates it from other approaches.   “What is feminism? Who is a feminist? How do we understand feminism across national boundaries? Across cultures? Across centuries?” (Offen, 1988). Feminism is characterized by its commitment to resist the oppression of women (Jones 2000, p. 5; Wittig 1992, p.14). For many Islamic scholars, Feminism has been deemed a ‘colonialist project’ (Hidayatullah, 2014, Ahmed, 1992; Haddad and John, 1998). The discourse surrounding the attire of Islamic females has resulted in two distinct, divergent responses. The first is Islamic feminism and the other which deems feminism as a ‘colonialist project’ favouring androcentrism (ignoring human rights) (Mir-Hosseini, 2006 p. 639). However, others argue that it is a progressive reformist move (Hidayatullah, 2014,).  Feminism has recently acquired ideological and theoretical components that have had an impact on social sciences. Feminist theory has been defined by the struggle for social justice for women and the liberation of women as well as the philosophical process of deconstructing gender (Jones 2000, 7). Feminism may therefore be defined as an umbrella term for movements which aim to foster egalitarian social conditions for women. It is equally important to define ‘Islamic feminism’. Islam must be distinguished from the diversity of social customs of Muslim cultures (Wadud 2001, p. 166). Defining Islam allows Islamic feminists to disentangle misogyny as it is practiced by Muslims from normative Muslim theology itself (Barlas 2002, p. 5). Islamic feminism are hermeneutical responses to conservative/patriarchal Quranic interpretations. In this context, the concept of Islamic feminism adopts novel significance in the study of social sciences as it promotes another approach to the previously established androcentric perspectives. 
 Feminists and human rights activists have criticised views surrounding female attire (Al-Hibri 1997:2), directly linking these views to the Islamic traditions Sharia laws are based on. Wadud argues that a poststructuralist vision of gendered “Micropolitics” surrounds the issue of female attire. The controversy surrounding Wadud's views on the hijab/niqab is that it questions the authenticity of so-called modern day ‘Islamic practices.’ She believes that the Quranic principles surrounding female attire have been misinterpreted and misrepresented conveniently by touted patriarchal ‘scholars.’ Wadud also criticises the Quran for not having inclusive language or giving women voice. She further argues that traditional interpretations of Quranic verses on female attire conflict with modern contemporary societies. 
  The wearing of the hijab/Niqab are framed in Islamic cultural paradigms which distinguishes female social expectations from their male counterparts. “The hijab has in some Arab Muslim contexts acquired a spectre of meanings... from a specific article of clothing to the general concept of modest female attire reflecting religious commitment.” (Stowasser, 1997, p. 2). The word hijab interestingly translates to mean ‘barrier. Interestingly, ‘barrier’ may be interpreted as meaning a barrier from ‘westernized influences’ that seek to pollute the ‘sacred’ or a barrier to liberation (an instrument of constructive oppression/silencing someone’s voice and making them ’unseen’). Some feminists posit that gendered roles including attire adherence are a result of social conditioning which has historically pervaded the Islamic community (CITE). “While Muslims generally argue that there is an ideal gender prototype in Islam, non-Muslims tend to disagree and emphasize that Islam is, in general, hostile to women.” (Jawad, 2003 page. 1.). Thus, the hijab is a cultural symbol/ blueprint for conduct for Islamic females, emerging from religious patterns, a symbolic screen’ through which Islamic females experiences can be interpreted. (Geertz, 1968 p.4).

Finding reason inside the gender Jihad
Wadud’s thoughts have several strengths:
Firstly, her background in understanding the linguistics of Arabic, strengthens her interpretations (Zenrif & Bachri, 2023). This helps her to develop a strong hermeneutical exegesis which is not only systematic but holistic emphasising morals over legalities. Using this method, she importantly highlights that all texts have contextual limitations. She highlights that the term ‘Islam’ can apply to many different things. Wadud method’s highlights how many controversies arise because of Quranic textual misapplications where universal concepts are narrowly defined, as well as overlooking the central Quranic moral of unity. Wadud states:
[bookmark: _Int_2CVQ2nH1]The Quran establishes a universal notion regarding matters of dress and asserts that ‘the dress of piety is the best’. However, Shari’ah (Islamic Law) uses the Qur'anic references to 7th century Arabian styles of dress as the basis of it’s legal conclusions regarding modesty. Consequently, wearing a head covering is deemed an appropriate demonstration of modesty. 
(1992, p.192)
She further notes in her later book that:
a critical distinction needs to be made between the Qur’anic text and its exegesis—a difference that is often glossed over by Muslims. For while the Qur’an reflects ‘the articulation of the divine will’, exegesis is a thoroughly human exercise limited to the contextual baggage of the exegete, reflecting assumptions and worldviews rooted in time, place, gender, race, and class, among other factors. 
 (Wadud, 1996 as quoted in Shadaab, 2017, p.1).
Secondly, Wadud’s research was groundbreaking as it addressed previously marginalized issues such as gender equality, sexual diversity, human dignity, and inclusive worship within Islamic societies. Wadud also examines how religious frameworks create inequalities. Like fellow scholars Fatima Mernissi, and Riffat Hassan, Wadud is one of pioneers of equal rights for Islamic women and a leader in this regard (Rhoohi, 2020). Although each of these academic scholars consider Islam from differing academic perspectives, their research focuses on elucidating women’s equality in Islam using Prophet Muhammad’s behaviour, Muslim women during the early Islamic era, and Islamic holy texts such as the Quran and Hadith as the basis and justification of their arguments. While she has support from some imams and activists, not everyone views her work as progressive for Islam and may have opened a ‘can of worms’.  
Thirdly, Wadud recognizes the importance of culture and religions and the intricate relation between the two. In her earlier book ‘Qur’an and Woman’ she acknowledges that “modesty is beneficial for maintaining a certain moral fiber in various cultures and should therefore be maintained-but on the basis of faith.” (Wadud, 1999, p. 10). This is supported by precedented studies which show that historically the wearing of a veil has been associated with modesty but adopted by other religions including Islam (Tertullian,1990). Also, studies by Faruq Sherif also highlight that certain cultural practices were specific to a particular time and place [17th century Arabia] and it would be a “lamentable anachronism” to treat them as binding today (Sherif, p. 103 ).  This is an interesting paradoxical juxtaposition to her later position in her second book, ‘Inside the gender Jihad’ where she completely overlooks the cultural/religious significance of veiling with the Islamic faith stating: “while...some consider the hijab as a public declaration of identity with Islamic ideology, I do not consider it a religious obligation, nor ascribe to it any religious value per se.” (Wadud, 2007, p.176). While she acknowledges that generally, Islamic female attire is symbolic of ‘a certain modest formality’ she points out that the Quran outlines the ‘taqwa’ (7:26) as the “the penultimate denotation of modesty” and not the popular hijab commonly worn today (Wadud, 2007, p.176). Wadud also notes that the Quran gives a specific age when the outer [female] garments can be laid aside (24:60). Moreover, she dismisses the moral arguments that the hijab denotes modesty frankly stating, “you can no more tell the extent of a Muslim’s woman sense of personal bodily integrity or piety from 45 inches of cloth than you can spot a fly on the wall at two thousand feet.” (Wadud, 2001, pp. 119-120.). She suggests that moral value value should be judged on a deeper basis stating:
In reality, the hijab of coercion and the hijab of choice look the same. The hijab of oppression and the hijab of liberation look the same. The hijab of deception and the hijab of integrity look the same.     
                                                                                          Wadud, 2001, p.219

Furthermore, she addresses the important fact that women are systematically, socially and psychologically disrespected within Islam. The oppression of women in all forms is a wider social problem and forcing women to certain standards of dress is one such form of covert oppression (Wadud, 2001, p. 67). While the hijab can give some semblance of a woman’s affiliation with “Islam,” it offers no guarantee of respect or protection.  It means ‘silent conformity’ and in this sense become a symbol of oppression against women. “Reducing women to their sexuality, rather than affirming that sexuality is part of the whole of women’s human make up, is not going to be transformed without raising that consciousness” (Wadud, 2001, p.223). While the verse 33:59 of the Quran stipulates that "Prophet, tell your wives, your daughters, and women believers to make their outer garments (jilbab) hang low over them so as to be recognized and not insulted." Wadu argues that this a “narrow sense of security” which doesn’t guarantee respect for a woman’s intellect, worth or integrity. (Wadud, 2001, p.223). She argues that domestic violence against women is excused by enforcing conservative dress codes against women as a means of protecting the “weak provocations of male libido...men’s inability to control lust”. She further argues that if men respected women as their equal counterparts instead of sexualizing them, then a woman’s attire should not matter. She points out that when child rape, marital abuse and sexual harassment are rampant, a hijab doesn’t make much difference and that rather the real issue to be addressed is “deep-seated male sexual aberrations” (Wadud, 2001, p.221).
Additionally, Wadud uses historical evidence to show how historically women have not only been denied a choice in what they wear but denied a voice in the Quran, and this bears significance strength to her arguments as it is a basic human right for everyone to have freedom of choice. Supporting this, Clifford Geertz notes that: “Despite the popular attention surrounding Middle Eastern attitudes toward women, there has been little systematic study of the statements regarding women in the Qur'an.” (Geertz, 1968 p.2). She uses the example of her enslaved ancestors (specifically female slaves in this context) were “not given any choice to determine how much of their bodies would be exposed at the auction block or in their living conditions” (Wadud, 2001, p.221). She argues that choice of dress is one’s personal identity, dignity and sexual integrity. Women should be free to have a level of dignity and choice in what they wear as much as their male counterpart. Therefore, women and men's equal agency before Allah justifies the move for female liberation.  	Comment by Lynda Peters (2114076): Verses in blue are not yet rewritten or qouted
Furthermore, Wadud points out that conservative dress attracts social stigma/backlash from Westernized states using an example of where she was stopped at an airport in Pittsburgh and searched. In fact, these concerns have been well research and supported by numerous academics and cannot be ignored as they bring another sphere in the dimension of female oppression. The delicate balance between social acceptance or ostracization for any Islamic female lies in this single item of attire “overloaded with multiple meanings” Wadud laments (Wadud, 2001, p, 219). Political and cultural filters have resulted in the stigmatization of the veil as a differentiating and ‘threatening symbol’ and veiled Islamic females in Western contexts are subjected to ‘a form of hypervisibility’ (Bilge, 2010). This hypervisibility is both discursive and institutional and has socio-psychological impacts on Islamic females (Hammer, 2013; Mirza, 2013). This stigmatization is rooted in Orientalist constructions which frames Islamic females with the discourse of victims of patriarchy and thus “incompatible” with the Western ideology of “emancipated” and “modern” femininity (Yegenoglu, 1998).  The hijab culture has also been described “backward” stemming from ignorance and superstition. (Amin as quoted Stowasser, 2011, p. 10). He presents the hijab as an amalgam of institutionalized restrictions on women that consisted of sexual segregation, domestic seclusion, and the face veil. 

A constructive critique to Wadud’s reasoning
Wadud’s thoughts/methodology has several inconsistencies. 
The main issue with Wadud's hermeneutic methodology is that it is very selective. Progressive scholars, such as Wadud, frequently dispute traditional readings of the Qur'an by favouring certain Qur'anic passages over others (Wadud, 2015, p. 256). Wadud, on the other hand, can and has been accused of the same selectiveness by not reviewing the entire Qur'an but rather focusing on a selected number of verses that can be understood as woman-friendly. This method, according to Ibrahim Musa, is "nothing short of hermeneutical acrobatics or a hermeneutics of wishful thinking" (Musa, 2003, p. 125). However, Wadud employs Musa's stated method of "hearing the Qur'an in its patriarchal voice but understanding it with the sensibility of a reader immersed in the process of revelation."
Secondly Wadud’s work is limited because she primarily focuses on the Quran as the authentic authoritative [infallible] ‘original source’ and ignores/overlook other secondary sources like Hadith, Sunnah and shari‘a (Devos, 2015).  This means that she may be overlooking valuable/insightful interpretations and thus makes her work selective, biased and incomplete. She interestingly points out that while “the Qur'an is the source, people are the resource (2006, p. 208). This however makes her a resource too.  Her emphasis that text and exegesis are “human and therefore limited endeavour - which has traditionally been ignored or minimized” also frames her within the same bracket as it applies to her (Wadud, 1999). Her holistic approach to interpreting the Quran can also be complex and subjective and her arguments that ‘tafsir al-Qur'an bi al-Qur'an’, (Quranic interpretation by the Quran itself) as opposed to atomistic  ‘verse-by-verse’ approach, becomes too broad.  This adaptation may also be deemed as a “literalist interpretation of texts which connotes anthromorphism. In fact, some question Wadud’s ability to apply non –Islamic worldviews in the context of Quranic text without distorting/diverting from the concepts and message of the Quran (Devos, 2015). “If we abrogate any verses “no longer relevant to today’s norms and values”, how much remains of the message and values of Islam?” (Devos, 2015).

In some instances, Wadud adopts a practical approach in understanding the Koran and even states that there are two types of Quranic verses: general and universal verses. Wadud’s engagement with the shari‘a, then, is a thoroughly pragmatic one (Shadaab, 2017p 4). However, this pragmatic approach while beneficial in some cases is narrow as it does not lend itself to interpretation. 
Furthermore, While Wadud dismisses the cultural/religious significance of the veil to Islam she interestingly acknowledges wearing it occasionally especially at worship or important functions. This implies some level of respect for its significance and also a level of hypocrisy. In fact, she critiques herself for maintaining a ‘a double-edged' public role by wearing the hijab, noting that it connotes conformity (that she doesn’t necessarily confirm to) and gives her the appearance of safeness (Wadud, 2007, p.176). She further likens the hijab to a ‘sixth pillar’ arguing that it has been given ‘disproportionate symbolic significance’ in Islam (Davies 1992 as quoted in Wadud, 2001, p. 219).
The concept of monosemy reasons that there is no one correct way of textual interpretation. Hermeneutics also rests on the premise that while ‘multiple readinsare not pers e mutually exclusive, not all interpretations are thereby equal (Barlas, 2002 p. 51). Thus, modern hermeneutic insights are subjective and consequently incomplete Consequently, while Wadud’s interpretations are better than some it is still incomplete from a monosemic perspective.
Gibril Fouad Haddad condemned Wadud for misrepresenting the ‘Ulema’/Quran in her interpretations in a manner that “resembles slander and actual calumny” (Haddad, 2006). He further adds that “so-called American ‘Progressive Muslims’ display a studious, unprincipled ignorance of the defining role of past practice in the understanding of misguided innovation” (Haddad, 2006, p.2). He pointed out that Wadud wasn’t the first female to lead prayer and implies that there may be ignorance towards other Islamic issues by opposers. He also criticizes Wadud for her inability to prove the ‘licitness’ of her arguments arguing that her interpretations are equally “sexist” Qur'anic exegesis, an interpretative monopoly” he argues needs to be broken because if its selective nature (Haddad, 2006, p. 3). He finally notes that Wadud ignores the Prophet Muhamad's command to “hold fast to his way” implying that change is not negotiable.
In sum, Wadud uses a complex a feminist ‘hermeneutical’ Quranic exegesis. This allows women to explore their voice within the Quran and to broaden the scope of Islamic conversations regarding many issues concerning women such as attire, especially the veil. Her work has significance for changing the face of Islam should her methods and recommendations be accepted and implemented. The magnitude of this implication does not go unnoticed or unopposed by her critics who deem it blasphemous. Her ‘tawhidic paradigm’ is controversially groundbreaking but promises great libations for Islamic females worldwide which cannot be ignored. Her work reveals that the denial of autonomy and equality to women subverts the Quran’s intent of ‘full equality’ (Barlas, p. 117) Therefore, while Wadud’s work/methodology has many loopholes it has revealed greater loopholes within Islamic practices which have resulted in gender inequality/oppression and consequently need to be redressed.
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