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	By Burhanuddin Hasan

My column on the above subject published a couple of weeks back has created quite a stir. I have received several e-mails both for and mostly against the column in which I had submitted that the misguided mullahs in the west have been preaching that hijab and burqa are religiously binding on Muslim women to wear. This is nonsense. In fact the Holy Quran has laid down a dress code for men and women without specifying any dress or headgear as such. 

In Sura Al-Aaraf the Holy Quran says:

"O Children of Adam! We have revealed unto you raiment (dress) to conceal your shame, and splendid vesture but the raiment of restraint from evil, that is the best". (Translation by Pickthal).

It means that God has provided the sons and daughters of Adam i.e. all human beings and not only Muslims, with dress to cover those parts of their bodies which they feel ashamed to reveal and also to decorate themselves, but the dress of "taqwa" (restraint from evil) is the best. The emphasis in this ayat is on two things -- to cover those parts of the body, which one feels ashamed to expose and decorate those parts which are exposed; but the most important purpose is to "restrain from evil" (taqwa). 

The Holy Quran also addresses the subject of dress in Sura Al Noor in greater detail:

"And tell the Momin men and women to lower their gaze and be modest and to display of their adornment only that which is apparent, and to draw their veils over their bosoms." (Translation by Pickthal.)

In this ayat, Muslim men and women both have been ordered to lower their gaze which means they should not look at each other with lust and sexual desire and women have been ordered to cover their bosoms. 

This in a nutshell is the dress code prescribed by the Holy Quran. As Islam spread out to other countries of the world, Muslim men and women naturally adopted the dresses of those countries, but tailored them according to the tenets of Islam as much as possible.

Commenting on my views Mustafa Shakir, writes from Beijing University: "I would like to request you that you should not try to translate and explain the meanings of the Quran yourself the reason being that you are not a specialist in the Uloom of the Quran. (I have not translated the ayat. But I have tried to explain it in the context of the present complexity created about the issue.) The hijab has always been a decent way of clothing and is the indication of being a Muslim. Nowadays western people are themselves fed up of their lifestyle and immoral behaviour."

Mr Noman Rasheed writes: "I read your article From "Hijab to burqa". It shocked me to see such comments made by you on the hijab. I think you lack knowledge of Islam. You are asking women of the Muslim world to cover only those parts of the body which are necessary to hide and expose the rest as western women do. You are asking Muslim women of the western world to adopt the culture and style of life in the west. (I didn't say that.)"

Thirty-one-year-old Zulqarnain Gilani, an engineer, writes: "I am an educated person in the eyes of this world, but believe me it is very difficult to write a decent mail to you. I don't know whether you will read it or not but if you do I will request you to at least apprise me of the fact that you have read it. All the religious scholars agree on the fact that the woman in Islam is supposed to cover herself from head to toe leaving bare her hands and feet and some say face also. (This is absolutely incorrect.) Therefore, the veil is a part of Islamic dress for many Muslims. My wife does not cover herself with a veil but that does not give me the right to misquote the Holy Quran and discourage those who are doing it." 

Sarah Waseem writes: "It is of course an interesting question to ponder on why now the debate over the wearing of the veil has been projected in the media, as many women have been observing the veil in Britain for a long while without any comment. Your comment that in Turkey (by the orders of Mustafa Kemal Ataturk) and in some Arab countries, both men and women have started wearing western dresses and no religious group ever objected to it is also erroneous." (This is a fact.)

The issue is not that the veil is un-Islamic. It is true that some extremist political parties have corrupted the teachings of Islam for their own misguided political agendas e.g. the Taliban and their abuse of women's rights to education. In Britain today the real issue is that Islam is being attacked on all fronts and its teachings grossly misrepresented by those who are striving to score political points. These individuals fail to realise that they are the real culprits of disharmony and disunity in society. Wazir Ahmed says: "The burqa is not an obligation for Muslim women so it should not be considered important. It would be a positive sign if our Muslim women remove it."

These comments, seemingly by young and reasonably educated people show how much the "nim-mullah and pesh imams" have corrupted their minds against Islam's liberal approach on issues like the veil and the burqa. It is certain that they themselves have not studied the Holy Quran as enjoined by God on all Muslims. They think that only "mullahs" can interpret the Holy Book as if only they have the monopoly to interpret the Holy Book.

Unlike Hinduism which teaches that only Brahmans can understand and teach their holy books, Islam says all Muslims, who try to understand the message of the Quran, can do so as Allah has made the Quran easy to understand. If one does not know Arabic, he must study the Quran in whatever language he understands. This is the only way to break the monopoly of professional mullahs. Unless our educated youth try to read and understand the Holy Book, they cannot comprehend the real message of Islam, which is under brutal attack in the west. 

Finally one funny comment by a reader who has given his pen name "hum-tum" to conceal his identity. He writes: There are only two reasons for 'hiding' something: one, it is stolen and two, it is ugly.
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