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INTRODUCTION


BANNING THE HIJAB


Politics and Perspectives


P.K. Yasser Arafath and G. Arunima


It’s only very recently that wearing the hijab has become controversial in India. While at the moment this is restricted to some educational institutions, mainly schools and pre-university colleges, the fallout of this can be far reaching. While much of the discussions of the hijab ban in India has centred on whether wearing the hijab to school violates the dress code, and the impact of the ban on their education, in other parts of the world where similar bans were invoked earlier, like France, the debate’s focus has been on a reappraisal of secularism.


The trigger for the ban on wearing the hijab started with a government run pre-university college in the southern Indian state of Karnataka disallowing Muslim girls from wearing it. The grounds were that it violated the “uniform” or the prescribed dress code in their college. This decision by the school authorities was met with protests by school and pre-university girl students, and those organized by Muslim organisations like the Campus Front of India, without much luck, resulting in their turning to the courts with the hope of a possible reversal of the ban. The Karnataka High Court however upheld the right of the schools to endorse the state government’s ban, refuting all the main grounds that had been raised by the students. These included arguing for the right to freedom of conscience (Article 25 in the Indian Constitution) and the right to freedom of expression and privacy.1 The court dismissed the former contention on the grounds that wearing the hijab wasn’t ‘an essential practice in Islam.’ With regard to the latter the court maintained that the dress code was a “reasonable restriction” and was “religion-neutral” and “universally applicable.” The judges added that the dress code promoted ‘the principles of secularism.’ Though the students have appealed the High Court judgement on grounds that the ban was affecting their studies, arguing that wearing the hijab was essential to their observance and practice, and that it did not ‘harm anyone else,’ the Supreme Court is yet to begin even preliminary hearings on the matter.2 While the legal turn in this instance has meant that the terms of reference for the question of Muslim girls’ right to wear the hijab to school is now determined by law, the ban and the Karnataka High Court verdict forefronts several issues including the meaning of secularism in such an instance, the rights of Muslim women over their bodies and beliefs, and ways of understanding the hijab itself.


Since hijab banning isn’t unique to India, and has provoked intense debates and discussions in many parts of the West, it is useful to engage some of the main issues raised in those contexts. In one of the most significant discussions on this issue, feminist historian of France Joan Scott in her work, Politics of the Veil, asks why the headscarf became “intolerable” and “controversial” in France?3 She argues that ‘assimilation [was] the only way for Muslims to become French,’4 for which the pre-condition was making Muslim women remove the hijab from public spaces such as schools. This, the French state argued, was central to the French notion of laicite [secularism], which involved no display of religious affiliation in public. However, this was further qualified by the argument that this pertained specifically to religious objects that were large. The hijab was one such object. The process of translation added a further layer of meaning that was utilized to vilify Islam as a patriarchal religion. As Scott argues, this “conflation” of words involved the hijab, the term used by Muslims in France, to be translated as foulard in French, and in English as the headscarf. Soon the media transformed this into the “veil” (voile) ‘with the assumption that the face and body of the wearer is hidden from public.’5 This is then absorbed quite seamlessly into a narrative about gender equality and its absence in Islam.


In her later work, a wide ranging meditation on the theme of secularism in the west, including its many meanings, Joan Scott unpacks these histories to point out that gender equality wasn’t intrinsic to secularism as is assumed at present.6 As she argues, ‘[I]n this discourse secularism guarantees freedom and gender equality while Islam is synonymous with oppression.’7 In other words, secularism is associated with ‘reason, freedom and women’s rights’ while Islam is seen as a ‘culture of oppression and terror.’8 Historically in France, the separation of church and state meant that religion was relegated to the private sphere, and as Scott’s detailed and nuanced work shows secularist campaigns of the nineteenth century ‘deployed the language of sex difference in order to disarm the power of religious institutions, not by abolishing those institutions but by feminizing them.’9 The relegation of religion to the “private sphere,” along with women, home, family and affective relationships was to set it aside from the real world of men—state, markets and politics. In fact, as she shows, the only time that French politicians (men) begin to espouse ideas about gender equality is well into the 20th century, and this was mainly in order to contrast French secularism with Islam.


While Joan Scott’s argument is a detailed historical exposition of the meanings, and limitations, of secularism she is not alone in critiquing the idea of the secular. Political anthropologist Saba Mahmood’s critique of secularism in this context has been powerful and influential. She explores the contradictions of secularism further when she poses the question of whether the principle of freedom to practice religion was integral to liberal democracies.10 In other words, she asks if the secular state is religiously neutral? She poses this question apropos the French banning of the hijab in schools, using the argument that religious symbols cannot be displayed in public in a secular state. For Mahmood, this is an example of secularism’s “liberal anxiety”11 and she asks whether the meaning of secularism was removing religiosity from the public domain, and if the claim that secularism was the ‘most effective political solution’ to stopping religious conflict was indeed correct.12 She argues that religion is never really removed from the public domain but ‘reshapes the form it takes, the subjectivities it endorses, and the epistemological claims it can make.’ She draws on Talal Asad’s insight in his important work, Formations of the Secular, to demonstrate that the way to understand the secular liberal state’s regulation of religious life should be understood ‘not as an exception to the norm of liberal rule, but as an exception in the Schmittian sense’13—in other words ‘as an exercise of sovereign power.’ The argument here is that it is the secular state that can authorize certain forms of religious life, practices and subjectivities, and never the other way round. So despite the supposed separation of religion and state, in actual fact this is never the case. “Liberal understanding,” she argues, is that religion is simply a system of signs and symbols. So even though many believing Muslim women may see the veil at as a ‘means and end to realizing god’s will,’ liberals usually dismiss it as “false consciousness.” In other words an “ethical political conception” such as wearing the hijab isn’t accorded the meaning that it ought to have, but is seen, at best as signifying women’s intentions, or a way to understand the context in which it is adopted.14


What is distinctive about the Indian case is that secularism here does not simply mean a separation of religion and state or a removal of the former from public life. While constitutional provisions that define Indian secularism assert that India will not have a state religion, provide religious instruction in schools, or support any religion through state taxes, the right to religion too is protected by the Constitution, including the right to believe, practice and propagate it. In other words, in India religion is not relegated to the private sphere. That said, as Partha Chatterjee demonstrates ‘the state has become entangled in the affairs of religion in numerous ways,’15 including state governments like Tamil Nadu and Kerala paying certain sums of money to the Devaswom funds.16 This “entanglement” aside, in India one also needs to examine the historical creation of “personal laws.” These laws were a colonial invention that clubbed together matters pertaining to family, marriage, property and inheritance together, terming these as “personal,” and making these subject to religious laws and interpretation. While a detailed discussion of the history of evolution or transformation of personal laws isn’t within the purview of this volume, suffice it to say here that the colonial administration, in its bid to appear non-invasive, relegated personal laws to the realm of religion. This meant that all matters pertaining to those areas defined as “personal” were now to be determined by taking recourse to religious texts, and authority. While this did not result in an instantaneous transformation of these matters, in many cases older, more flexible, customary practices were eroded after having been brought within the ambit of religiously inspired legal interpretation. That said, it is worth mentioning that in the postcolonial context, constitutionally defined Indian secularism permits several different kinds of “personal laws,” and customary practices, to co-exist with civil and criminal laws of the country. “Personal” here is religious, and not “private” or feminized as has been the case in France; it is precisely this that guarantees personal laws some protection from state interference. Therefore, despite the ambiguous status of many of these personal laws, the general understanding is that communities should be left to reform, or jettison, any or all of these. This also means that any practice that can be seen as coming under the jurisdiction of “personal laws” can continue undisturbed until these are challenged by members of the community itself. However, in more recent times in India, we see that this is not necessarily the case and there are attempts to erode the status of “personal laws,” particularly those based on Islamic jurisprudence.


It is clear from the above discussion that Mahmood’s important argument, centred as it is on the French model of secularism and post 9/11 discussions regarding Islam in the US, cannot be applied without qualifications, for an understanding of Indian secularism and its crisis. Indeed the distinction that women’s and religious studies scholar Leila Ahmed makes, between “lay” and “establishment” Islam may be more helpful for an understanding of religion per se. She argues that while there is an “ethical impulse” in a lay understanding of Islam, “establishment Islam” is far more invested in political power, and therefore wishes to ‘eliminate those who challenge its authority.’17 This, if transposed to the Indian context, could be said to be true of Hinduism too, where historically popular practices have been ethical, and egalitarian, in spirit (for instance bhakti, or the many subaltern faith practices that have proliferated in the country) whereas “establishment Hinduism” (like Hindutva) is entrenched in political power. Ahmed’s was amongst the earliest discussions that located the idea of ‘women’s oppression in Islamic societies’ within a colonial, and racist, discourse inaugurated by the Victorians. As she demonstrates colonizers, despite dismissing feminism’s claims locally, utilized its language within their colonial project. She shows the shifts in attitudes regarding education, marriage, family and dress amongst Egyptian women over a century long period, and argues against the simplistic correlation equating forms of dressing in Muslim majority countries with women’s oppression. On the contrary, she shows the many reasons for its adoption in the context of the 20th century, including the practical solutions and ease it provides for women, often from rural or lower middle class families, for seeking education, mobility, employment and even the desire to fraternize with men.


This is what makes Emma Tarlo’s argument important, as she moves away from querying the meaning of the hijab to asking what it does to the women wearing it.18 In other words, she places women’s sense of self, and their subjectivity, at the centre while posing questions about their choice to wear the hijab. Such an argument is both about women’s sartorial practices, as it is about ocularity. How must one understand the public “visibility” of the hijab wearing woman—an issue that gains relevance when many of the critics of the hijab claim that wearing it is oppressive and makes women “invisible.” On the contrary, as Tarlo shows, the hijab wearing woman is visible as both Muslim and woman, thereby posing a serious question about ways of seeing, and the politics of ocularity in contemporary London. In her embedded ethnography, the reasons for wearing the hijab aren’t located in explanations that use ethnicity or religion to understand sartorial practices, but are read as much as resistance, or ways of challenging everyday forms of patriarchy. Like Ahmed, Tarlo’s work also opens up the possibility of reading the sartorial choice of wearing a hijab as one that is linked to Muslim women’s ability to make considered choices and is not necessarily linked to patriarchal or religious enforcement.


Hijab and its History


‘In 1959, Mr. G. S. Sagar, a Sikh, applied for a position as a bus conductor with Manchester Transport. His application was rejected because he insisted that he wanted to wear his turban rather than the uniform cap prescribed by the municipality for all its transport workers. Sagar argued that the wearing of the turban was an essential part of his religious beliefs. He didn’t understand why, if thousands of Sikhs who had fought and died for the empire in the two World Wars could wear their turbans, he couldn’t do so. The transport authorities argued that if an exception to the rules of wearing the proper uniform were allowed there was no telling where the process would end. The uniform could only be maintained if there were no exceptions.’19 According to Bernard S. Cohn, the whole turban dispute emanated from the white English working-class’s xenophobic dislike for the dark-skinned and cheaper Indian labour force which migrated into former colonialist countries and the British people’s attitude towards their white-skinned rulers who controlled their dark-skinned subjects across the colonies for centuries.


In a similar way and for similar reasons, European orientalists attempted to fixate vestimentary systems in their colonies two centuries ago with the emergence of pervasive orientalism and colonial modernity. Muslim women who wore clothes that were identified sartorially as Islamic were specifically targeted in colonial medical, missionary, and administrative discourses. The main cause of their cultural, moral, and cognitive fixation was Christian missionary orientalism, which had the overarching goal of proselityzing the East in order to redeem it. They depicted Muslim women in the 19th century as a group that were seen as homogenous and unchanging. They were chiefly reviled for their “ignorance” and gendered “sufferings” in the lack of a good saviour like Jesus. ‘Thus, in a broader sense, Muslim women in South Asia looked permanently docile and passive carriers of imposed social and cultural dictates, remaining mute spectators for their lack of ability to claim an autochthonous selfhood.’ The orientalist writers viewed Muslim women as a forlorn group who had been ‘immured forever in a living grave’ and blamed Muhammad for sweeping ‘away forever all hope of happiness for Muslim women.’20 Contrary to her own depiction, many Muslim women could be seen smoking cigarettes and working at diverse vocations, including producing cigarettes and knitting socks across Islamic lands.


Early orientalists of the 17th century, on the other hand, did not perceive the “hijab” (head scarf) Muslim women wore as a symbol of oppression, but rather as a piece of everyday attire with which they were content to live This is due to the fact that head scarves were a staple of women’s clothing in other religions, particularly Christianity and Judaism, during the medieval and early modern periods. While Islam imposed tougher sartorial constraints for common women outside their own homes, Christian and Jewish women also had the obligation to cover their heads and hair, in order to appear modest21 In one of her notable studies on Muslim women as imagined in western literary discourses, Mohja Kahf demonstrates that “she” was not portrayed in literature of the Middle Ages wearing a veil and living alone. These authors were too busy rescuing her ‘as a Christian or a European’ to pay attention to ‘her inherent alienness.’ It was meaningless to associate the veil only with Muslim women because Catholics and Jews continued to wear similar attire. This trend persisted up until the 17th century, when the veil and the harem were introduced as the two permanent features in Muslim women’s daily existence. According to Kahf, the rise of the trope of the ‘oppressed Muslim woman’ coincided with the expansion of the British and French empires in the nineteenth century. Because they had subjugated entire Muslim societies, these empires had a direct stake in portraying the Muslim woman as oppressed—even as their policies oppressed real, live Muslim women across the empires.22


Imperial writers suppressed the complex histories of the headscarves and ignored the reality that Muslim women’s fashion choices were never uniform. Aside from the necessity to be concerned with “modesty,” a phrase that is interpreted differently depending on the period and circumstance, there was little homogeneity in Muslim women’s attire across the world. In the early centuries of Islam, many women wore headscarves. As Islam became a worldwide religion, women began to be portrayed, and lived, in distinct ways under various Islamic regimes. Patriarchal, priestly, and kingly control grew stronger during the Umayyad era, and contrary to what the prophet Muhammad had envisioned as the norm, women’s bodies and mobility had drastically changed throughout the Islamic/Islamicate regions. Even so, women continued to live with multiple vestimentary choices that included ezar (long coats), jilbab (head cover), hebrah (Yemeni coats), khemar (Quranic scarf), shawl (face and neck cover), maganna (headscarf included chin), thattam (Kerala head cover), duppatta (open cloth for face and bosom), and saraqush (cap and scarf). Scholars have pointed out the inherent class and social hierarchy, and material circumstances associated with Islamic veiling and headscarves, and there is broad agreement that ordinary Muslim women in most Islamic and Islamic regions have gone unveiled from the early days of Islam, when in any case, strict veiling (full body covering) was never imposed.


Sartorial conflicts and vestimentary regulations (specifically, “covering” and “uncovering”) became a significant part of the theological discourse throughout the Indian Ocean and Mediterranean Islam in the late 19th century as the new reformist forces swept throughout the Muslim world. This is the context in which Ashraf Tanawi pushed for strict veiling in all situations, including marriages, in his renowned work Bihishti Zewar, one of the most prominent pietistic manuals of the 19th century.23 This text gives a range of pictures about working Muslim women, rich women with expensive clothes and jewelry, and their attempt to create their own social and gender spaces. He talks about the north Indian Muslim habitus and the “relatively privileged” households in the early 20th century, where women were mostly found unveiled in the households, and were not very strict about veiling on festive occasions like marriages.24


Tanawi was not the only one who purportedly feared tainted piety, which many believed to be a result of the Indians’ intimate relationships with the colonizers. His pietistic manual came out immediately after Shib Chunder Bose’s famous book The Hindoos As They Are, which was both instructive and prescriptive at the same time. Face veiling, according to Bose, was a significant indicator of female piety and marital purity in Bengali Hindu households. Young brides were under strict orders to sit modestly, veil fully, and speak sparingly, if at all, to young girls of their own age.25 He is quite clear about the need for female modesty and the importance of covering one’s entire body when in public, as he considered this to be a time when Bengali Baboos were becoming more and more “corrupted” as the colonizing British took over their culture. In his attempt to at least save these Baboos’ female kith and kin, Bose wrote, ‘Instead of Dacca Taercha or Bale Boota sari, they must have either Benares gold embroidered or French embossed gossamer sari, with gold-lace borders and ends. It would be a very desirable improvement in the way of decency to introduce among the Hindoo women of Bengal a stouter fabric in place of the present thin, flimsy, loose muslin sari, without any other covering over it.’ Bose seemed to have lost hope in the irredeemably corrupt wealthy Hindu men whose mansions ‘frequently had a western-style dressing room, complete with a wardrobe made in England, adjacent to the master’s bedroom in the outer apartment of the house. There the master would change into Hindu clothes before entering the inner apartment and courtyard, the province of the women and the deities of the house.’26 Such vestimentary emulation continued to increase, despite the fact that and the colonizers felt great discomfort in seeing Indians wearing European dress and speaking English in their presence.27 Equally, this is also a time when alongside other disciplinary practices, imperial violence reached the colonised body through imposing a special dressing code for their workers.


Unveiling and Re-veiling


One of the most significant and dramatic turning points in Egypt’s progressive rejection of the veil occurred in 1923 when Huda Sharawi, a well-known Egyptian feminist, ceremoniously threw her veil into the Mediterranean on her way back from a women’s convention in Rome.28 Within a decade, Egypt’s veil was all but gone. According to Stillman the uncovering in Egypt received significant government support when the Fatwa Committee of al-Azhar, the foremost institution of Sunni Islamic higher learning, decided in 1937 that the Hanafi legal school, which represented the majority rite in Egypt and the Levant, was not against uncovering. It was further noted that the Maliki school, which was the foremost rite in the Maghreb and had a considerable representation in Egypt, did not see veils as an essential vestimentary auxiliary.29 Thus, based on her experience growing up in a country with a mainly Muslim population, such as Egypt, Leila Ahmed contends that before the Islamic resurgence in the 1970s, piety and the hijab did not have a particularly close link in most areas. Many deeply devout women in these civilizations were comfortable walking uncovered and rarely donned the hijab.30 Interestingly, Ahmed finds hope in the new-sartorial Muslim women who are highly skilled at their jobs and at the forefront of working for issues that concern religious and cultural minorities, migrants, and other oppressed people, continuing the tradition of civil rights movements and feminism in their own cultural contexts. Ahmed begins with a deep apprehension about the resurgence of hijab and veils in the Middle East and the western world.


From the early 20th century, the hijab’s meaning, shape, and trend continued to evolve. Anthropologists from the colonial era perceived it as a dehumanising object. In the 1940s, the hijab was seen as an anti-Western, and pious object, in nations like Egypt. Following the decline of the Muslim Brotherhood in the 1960s, they vanished once more. In Iran, women began to wear the hijab once more in the 1970s, but in most of South Asia, it was only a symbolic covering for Muslim women who ventured outside. It was since the early 90s that headscarves became a visible sartorial trend in many Islamic societies in South Asia, and countries like India witnessed a growing trend along with the global war on “terrorism” which uncovered the dormant Islamophobia in many places. Leila Ahmed identifies several factors that led to neo-hijabi women claiming their sartorial identity in many countries in the West, Africa, and Asia. The motivations included anti-sexism, minority justice, battling prejudices, and fair treatment, in addition to gender justice. Thus, the meaning of the hijab is neither uniform, nor does it have a single history of religious affiliation, and Muslim women’s justifications for wearing it have been evolving over time. Contrary to common assumptions, veiled women in the West, the Middle East, and South Asia have become outspoken advocates for marital equality and have taken the lead on matters pertaining to women’s rights.31


Thus, according to Elizabeth Fernea, the hijab ‘means different things to different people within [Muslim] society, and it means different things to Westerners than it does to Middle Easterners.’32 Many European Muslim women wear the hijab as they feel that their cultural identity is under attack by the majoritarian cultural symbols; as Ellen Wiles shows, they resort to the hijab to assert the relevance of minority cultural symbols as well.33 Similar to this, Muslim women in Canada dress sartorially to challenge popular perceptions of Islam as a subordinate and barbaric faith, to declare the identity and actuality of a self-assured Muslim community, and to ask for more social and political recognition.34 The way Homa Hoodfar uses her own exquisite scarves illustrates how the significance of a scarf may vary depending on the wearer and the environment. ‘My colourful scarf, however loosely, and decoratively worn, appears to my students as the veil, while the more complete veil of a practicing but culturally and biologically white Muslim who had worn the veil every day to work is seen as fashion.’35 It is because the hijab has come to be associated with inferiority, humiliation, and backwardness all over the world—whether in American universities or the Indian educational system—discussion with neo-hijabi women reveals that the very reason many of them wear it is because they want to shatter this stereotype.36 Several chapters in this volume address this issue. This creates two situations: first, we see neo-hijabi women who are self-assured that they can outsmart or catch up with anyone in their chosen field; second, we see a Muslim woman who is extremely politically aware and sensitive as well as knowledgeable about her rights under the constitution and modern secular democracy.


One of the main criticisms of the headscarf has been centred on its “otherness”—the clothing itself is of Arab-Islamic origin and is incompatible with the ideal public appearances in non-Muslim regions like the West and India. As it is currently widely understood, this argument has little bearing on history. Clothes, clothing, and fashion tastes have the capacity to transcend, just like food and culinary practices, and they never stay static. The spread of the hijab was greatly inspired by the vestmental traditions that were extensively practised throughout the Arabian Peninsula as well as in Iran and Africa. Before Islam, Hellenic Greece had a significant influence on the Arab vestimentary system, and the fashion trends in Yemen and Africa in the middle ages had a significant impact on Indian Ocean communities. From the 16th century, upper-class women and men in India, from Rajasthan to the Deccan, emulated Mughal dress designs, which in turn had been influenced by the Mongols and the Chinese. In other words, the entire feudal/ martial nobility of Hindustan, practiced different forms of sartorial mimicry. Additionally, we observe the introduction of clothing styles from the frontier courts into the Mughal courts, particularly during Akbar’s reign. Similarly, early records indicate that yellow silk clothing brought from India was highly prized as a vestibule of luxury at the Islamic Umayyid court in the early years of Islam, and that futa, a long garment imported from India, was highly prized in Islamic Arabia prior to the religion’s encounter with India.37


Why this Anthology


This is perhaps the first time that a volume of this kind has been compiled. While the immediate provocation was the hijab ban in Karnataka, and the need to respond to it, the more important part of this exercise is to forefront the need for a historical, ethnographic and political understanding while engaging problems of contemporary significance. The essays in this volume indicate the ways in which many issues, both contemporary and historical, come together to create the grounds for the recent ban. As the contributors demonstrate, this apparently local ban needs to be read both within the wider context of minoritization of Muslims in India, as it does in post 9/11 international contexts. The apparently universally accepted dictum that the hijab is an instrument of Islamic patriarchy, intended to oppress Muslim women, is of very recent vintage and can be traced back to the US state departments that knitted together political exigency with racialized prejudice to naturalize this idea. Once produced it could be utilized within narratives about freeing Muslim women, removing Islamic backwardness, fight “terror,” restore secularism or democratize countries with a majority Muslim population. Most such discourses chose to mobilise ideas apparently derived from secularism or feminism.


The essays here have been loosely clubbed into sections. The first, ‘Context and Questions,’ locates the hijab ban in three contexts—an increasingly saffronizing Karnataka, the status of uniforms and clothing in schools and their relationship to the larger cultural project of the state, and the contentious status of the task of “integrating” Muslims into the larger framework of the country, and the long standing discomfort with the presence of Muslims in public life, which is now more complicated with the growth of hardening communal lines in the country, and global Islamophobia (Nair; Sharma and Bhaskaran; Ahmed). These essays address the inadequacy of simplistic understandings of Indian secularism, and point to the need to engage the short-and long-term reasons for the growth, and normalization, of hyper masculine Hindutva politics in India.


The second section ‘Reading the Ban,’ opens up different ways to read the hijab ban—of whether sartorial diversity linked to religious or community differences can cause any harm; the ways in which politicizing the hijab has had a detrimental effect on Muslim women’s sovereignty over their bodies, affecting their ability to live fulfilling lives; the immense diversity of reasons, from assertion, autonomy, social mobility, political consciousness, constitutional literacy, to the elements of piety that contribute to a younger generation of Indian Muslim woman wearing the hijab; and the ways in which the insistence on the importance of the uniform in the recent hijab ban can be transposed to a bigger agenda of the BJP—that of bringing in the Uniform Civil Code (Fazal; Saedi; Arafath; Arunima).


Contributors in the third section, ‘Ethno/History/Life Writing,’ look at the reasons for Muslim women choosing to wear or abandon the hijab; the importance of anti-communal education in schools and the ways in which this moulds attitudes; the ways in which Muslim women see their educational aspirations being threatened by the ban; on why Muslim identified clothing styles are singled out and banned; and the ways in which Muslim girls and young women have managed their own aspirations and familial desires by sometimes conforming to, and at other times resisting expected sartorial practices, without facing particularly dire consequences from the family or community (Shilujas; Dutta; Singh; Devika; Alqadar).


The anecdotal and ethnographic details speak predictably to the diversity of ways in which Muslim girls and women live and speak, and this is developed in the last section, ‘Many Feminisms.’ Contributors to this section express a diversity of opinions including that all religions are oppressive and the need to address bigger issues regarding Muslim education and employment, and not simply of whether a hijab is to be worn or removed; the need to listen to Muslim women’s voices while discussing issues central to their lives, which is often ignored by liberal feminism; the dangers that an educated, and aware, hijab-clad Muslim woman poses to Hindutva especially as she chooses to wear the hijab to resist minoritizing; the dangerous ways in which Hindutva ideologues have utilized discourses of secularism and feminism to demonize Muslim women in hijabs and further the cause of right wing majoritarianism; and the urgent need for feminist activists to protect the rights of women without becoming complicit in larger right wing political projects (Zaheer; Jamil; Aziz; Salim; Siddiqui). The volume ends with a story by Noor Zaheer.


Read together, the essays in this volume produce a compelling argument for a historically and politically nuanced critique of the complex global phenomenon of Islamophobia. We would suggest that this is the only way to safeguard rights of minorities, embrace difference, and ensure real forms of justice and citizenship.




PART ONE


CONTEXT AND QUESTIONS




THE HIJAB AND THE INVISIBLE MUSLIM


Janaki Nair


How did the issue of six hijab wearing young women in one college in Udipi become swiftly nationalized and internationalized as the sign of a “progressive” Hindu push against the tyrannies of Muslim patriarchy? How, moreover, were fervent cries successfully made for a “secularised” classroom exactly at the time when every aspect of public and social life in the state of Karnataka has been communalized? The ceaseless attacks by Hindu groups such as the Bajrang Dal and Sri Rama Sene, the VHP, the Hindu Janajagruti Samiti, and the myriad “outfits” spawned by the Rashtriya Swayam Sevak Sangh on Muslim beliefs, practices, and now livelihoods, reveals the larger frame within which the hijab issue became the tipping point.


It would be too facile to tie the frenzied hyperactivity of these groups over the last two months to mere electoral plans. The actions reveal that the state’s leaders are carrying out, with the zeal of new converts, the mandate of their masters in Delhi/Nagpur. That the attack on Karnataka’s minorities is sustained, relentless, and widely endorsed by nearly all public institutions in the state today speaks of very clear long term goals that cannot risk the uncertainties of electoral politics. But the question still remains of how and why Karnataka has taken the lead in realizing Hindu Rashtra. And what place does the campaign against hijab have in this narrative?


Let us take the BJP government under the relatively new leadership of Basavaraj Bommai as Chief Minister. What began with the passage of swingeing laws—relating to cow slaughter in 2020, the regularization of unauthorized (read Hindu) religious structures on public property, or proposed changes to “conversion” laws in 2021—has turned under his leadership into daily, state-sanctioned assaults on the faith, beliefs, lives and livelihoods of Muslims. Since seizing power in 2019, the BJP in Karnataka has strained every nerve to proceed at a fast and furious pace towards the larger RSS goal of creating Hindu Rashtra. As in the passing of the Karnataka Prevention of Slaughter and Preservation of Cattle Act, 2020, with the conspicuous and unprecedented conduct of a “cow puja” in the legislature building. Or in ramming through the Legislative Assembly the ironically termed Protection of the Right to Freedom of Religion bill 2021 which goes much further than other similar acts in interfering in interfaith marriages and targeting institutions whose licences can be suspended on mere suspicion of “conversion.” Chief Minister Basavaraj Bommai’s response to each and every communal provocation (against Christians in Mangalore, for instance) is to restate his obedience to the men who rule the streets. He has taken the unprecedented step of granting official State compensation of ₹25 lakhs to the family of Harsha, a rowdy sheeter, whose murder even the Minister in charge of Shimoga had said was a result of enmities with his former jail mates. Such state compensation is probably a first by any Indian Chief Minister. Harsha’s murder was, meanwhile, linked to his “campaign” against hijab, among other worthy actions in which he engaged.


The legislative overdrive continued in the quick and unanimous passage of the Karnataka Religious Structures (Protection) Act in September 2021. It was prompted by the belated fulfillment of a 2009 Supreme Court order to demolish 93 illegal religious structures identified at public places, including roads, junctions and parks, in Mysore district. The new act was ‘considered necessary to provide for protection of religious constructions on a public place constructed before the date of commencement of this Act, in order to protect communal harmony and not to hurt the religious sentiments of the public…’ while allowing the District Administration to allow ‘religious activity in such protected structures subject to custom, law, usage and any other conditions as may be laid down by the State Government from time to time.’ Mysuru-Kodagu MP Pratap Simha helpfully clarified matters when he said, ‘Churches and Mosques cannot be weighed equally with Temples as they are just prayer halls.’


Under the leadership of the Home Minister Araga Jnanendra, who does not miss a chance to villianise Muslims, the police have proved ready and willing partners in fostering the neo-nation. When staff at two police stations, Kaup in Dakshin Kannada and Vijayapura in Bijapur, flaunted saffron clothing on Vijayadashami day in 2021, they went unpunished, in ironic contrast to the insistence on uniforms in classrooms. Reports are now emerging of police refusal to file a case against Chandru Moger of the Hindu Janajrguthi Samiti, who called for an economic boycott of Muslim fruit traders, citing possible disturbance to communal harmony, just as they move with alacrity against those protesting alarming and unchecked communal actions. They have thus shed the fig leaf of neutrality and declared their allegiance to the cause of Hindu Rashtra.


The media revealed its commitment to the Hindu cause when it assaulted Muslim students and teachers wearing hijab to educational institutions on camera, following the interim order of the High Court in February 2022. The barrage of toxic and suggestive programming on TV, as well as on social media, has been tinged with a certain righteousness.


In all this, the judiciary has remained ambiguous, either publicly espousing the Hindutva cause, (as in the decision of the Raichur Court to celebrate Republic Day using Bharata Mata rather than portraits of Gandhi or Ambedkar), averting its eyes from violations of the law by legislators, while offering them protection from “disruptive” protest.


How did Karnataka succumb so quickly to this muscular display of corrosive masculinity? The RSS worked hard over the last 100 years to achieve its goal of polarizing people on the west coast, where the economically successful Muslim has a presence. But what of the rest of Karnataka, where a mixture of induced fear and whole-hearted participation by the majority seems to be achieving the same effect? How has Hindu Rashtra become the sole visionary future for legions of young people? For one, there is a new and passionate righteousness to the language and gestures of the men, and some women, who participated in the harassment of Christian prayer groups last year, or willingly wore orange shawls in February this year. The giddy sense of psychic empowerment arises alongside gnawing awareness that education alone is no longer the guarantee of social mobility. Second, there is utter disarray among those social groups, and within those social movements—the Dalit Sangarsh Samiti, the farmers’ and the women’s movement—that had made Karnataka the site of novel social justice and development measures in the recent past. The brief flicker of a pushback, by Dalit men wearing blue shawls in Chitradurga at the height of the hijab protests, was swiftly suppressed. Thirdly, the cultural capital which could have been the basis for a vigorous regional pushback—the Kannada language—appears exhausted, given the aggressive demand for English, the growing presence of Hindi, and increasing state support for Sanskrit. Karnataka’s network of socially progressive Lingayat mathas, which have functioned like alternative governments in their respective regions, have preferred to retain their autonomy with their tacit support of Hindutva.


Following the prohibition by college managements in coastal Karnataka (and now elsewhere as well) of the use of the hijab in classrooms by young women students, BJP leaders and ministers in particular took great pride in being the purveyors of “secularism” in the classroom. Girls (and now boys have been conveniently added) should come to the college to study and not to assert their cultural/ethnic/ religious identities or differences. At first glance, this seems like a blameless injunction—only the unmarked “secular” citizen/subject and the “uniformity” of the classroom can engage in the true pursuit of knowledge, and buttress a constitutional democracy such as ours. Now, armed with a High Court Order which has made uniforms the norm in colleges, the state makes itself out to be the robust protectors of law and order.


Yet, as we have seen, public space and public discourse in Karnataka is suffused with neo-Hinduness. The invocation by Home Minister, Araga Jnanendra, and the court, of the “secular” space of the classroom is, therefore, not just ironic, but diabolical in intent. It “rescues” the Muslim woman, oppressed by a patriarchal Islam of which the hijab is the prime marker, from her captors. Having for so long and loudly proclaimed, along with CT Ravi, Pratap Simha, K Eswarappa, Tejaswi Surya and myriad other elected BJP MPs and MLAs, that Hindu culture was in danger, the honourable Home Minister, while fearlessly sporting a red mark on his forehead, offers the Muslim woman “secular” protection in the classroom. It is into this same classroom that instruction in the Bhagavad Gita will be introduced.
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