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INTRO DUCTIO N

To some as a subject the M uslim  w om en's dress may sound trivial. 
The shari'ah, however, assigns it moral, social, and legal dimensions.

One basic requirem ent to be a true believer according to the Qur'an 
is to make one's opinions, feelings, and inclinations subservient to 
whatever A llah and his Messenger have decided:
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It is not befitting for a believer, man or woman, when a matter 
has been decided by A llah  and His Apostle, to have any option 
about the ir decision: if any one disobeys A llah  and His Apostle, 
he is indeed on a clearly wrong path.

S u ra t-u l-A h za b  (33) 36
Placing, therefore, one's personal opinions, feelings, or 

inclinations above or at the same level as the commandments of 
A llah is the u ltim ate of human price and vanity. This means, in effect, 
that a mortal is responding to A llah 'sguidance saying: "O my creator! 
Your Law is Your Own opinion. I nave my own opinion, and I know 
best w hat is good for m e.”  This attitude is befitting for unbelievers 
and hypocrites, but not for a believer no matter how imperfect (all 
are!) one may be in implementing Islam in one's life.2

The exposition of tru th  in an honest and straight forward way may 
thus cause some unease even to good and sincere M uslim s. It may 
seem safer and diplom atic to avoid the issue altogether, or to present 
it in a diluted and vague way. It is even safer and more d ip lom atic ' to

• A d is tinc tion  shou ld  be made between, a )the  acceptance o f A lla h 's  w ord as true  and 
supreme in itse lf w h ile  not succeeding to im p lem ent it fu lly  in  one 's life  hoping and 
try ing  to reach that goal, and b) regarding one's ow n  op in ions or other social values and 
pressures as more va lid  than A lla h 's  in junctions and try ing  to find  various excuses to 
ju s tify  one 's breaking of the law  o f A lla h  It is the la tte r a ttitude  w h ich  is not only 
b lam ew orthy but ak in  to unbelief.
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explicitly or im plic itly  condone each others' infractions, to help 
each other find excuses and to rationalize our disobedience to A llah 
subhanahu w ata 'a la. This attitude is neither new nor it is w ithou t 
consequences. As the Qur'an presents it:
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Curses were pronounced on those among the children of Israel 
w ho rejected faith, by the tongue of Dawood [David] and of Esa 
[Jesus] the son of Mary: because they disoebeyed and persisted 
in excesses.

Nor did they (usually) forbid one another the in iqu ities which 
they committed: evil indeed were the deeds w hich they did.

S u ra t-u l-M a 'id a h  (5) 81 -82
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REQUIREM ENTS IN DRESS

THE FIRST REQUIREM ENT: E xtent o f Covering

The dress must cover the whole body except for the areas 
specifically exempted. The Qur'an states:

Say to the believing men that they should lower their gaze and 
guard the ir modesty: that w ill make for greater purity for them: 
And A llah  is w e ll acquainted w ith all that they do.

And say to the believing women that they should lower their 
gaze and and guard the ir modesty; that they should not display 
their beauty and ornam ents except w hat (must ordinarily) 
appear thereof; that they should draw  the ir veils over their 
bosoms and not display the ir beauty except to the ir husbands, 
their fathers, the ir husbands' fathers, the ir sons, their 
husbands' sons,their brothers or their brothers' sons, or their 
sisters' sons, or the ir women, or the slaves whom their right
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hands possess, or male servants free of physical needs, or small 
children w ho have no sense of the shame of sex; and that they 
should not strike their feet in order to draw  attention to their 
hidden ornaments. And O you believers! Turn all toward A llah 
that you may atta in bliss.

S u ra t-u n -N u r  (24) 30-31

These ayahs contain, among other thing, tw o mam injunctions:
1 A  M uslim  wom an should not display her beauty and 

adornment (zeenah) except for “ that w h ich  must ord inarily  appear of 
i t ” 3 (ma dhahara minha), or “ that w h ich  is apparent."4

The word zeenah6 lends itse lf to tw o related meanings: a) natural 
or bodily beauty,6 and, b) acquired adornment such as rings, 
bracelets, and clothes.

The part of zeenah, exempted from the above in junction, was 
interpreted in two ways:

a. The face and the hands. This is the in terpretation of the 
m ajority of the ju ris ts , past and present.7 This interpretation is 
confirmed by i jm a ' (consensus) that a M uslim  wom an is allowed by 
Islam to uncover her face and hands during pilgrim age and even 
during the prayers, w h ile  the rest of her body is regarded as 'a w ra h  
(that w hich should be covered).8 This interpretation is based on the 
authority of Prophet M uham m ad (A llah 's  blessing be upon him), 
especially the h a d ith  in w h ich  he says:

" . . . If the wom an reaches the age of puberty. No (part of her 
body) should be seen but th is  — and he pointed to his face and 
hands."
b. W hatever appears of the w o m a n s  body ow ing to 

uncontrollable factors such as the b low ing of the w ind, or out of

*YuSUf Ali. op. Cit. p 904

JM .M  P ick iha ll. The M e a n in g  o f  ih e  G lo riou s  K o ran , p  25

-According t o L is a n -u l-  V4/-a/>;0ictionary of A rabic language), th e  te rm  ze e n ah  includes 
"a ll tha t w h ich  be a u tifie s ." quoted in  (M rs  ! N e 'm at Sidqy. A t-  Ja b a rru j. 17 th  Prin ting. 
D ar-uM 'tisam . Egypt. 1975 pp 20-21

6The term  ze enah  is used in  the  Q ur an to refer to  ch ild ren , w ea lth , and na tu ra l beauty 
in A lla h 's  crea tion  See example Q ur'an  17.47. 16 8. 37  6  and 3 14

T h is  is the in te rp re ta tion  o f M alik. A sh -S ha fi'i. Abu  Hanifa and a version o f Ahm ad b. 
Hanbal See A l-A lbam  op c i t . pp 41 42.

*A I-A lban i provides am ple evidence th t the covering o f the  face and hands is  not 
required S uffice  it to  say that the w om an is a llow ed to uncover her face and hands 
during such sp iritua l acts as the  prayers and pilgrim age. See pp 2 5 -46
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necessity such as the bracelets or even the outer clothes 
themselves.9

2. The headcovers (k h u m u r) should be drawn over the neck slits 
(ju yo o b ). Khum ur is the plural of the Arabic w ord "kh im a r" w h ich 
means a headcover.10 Juyoob is the plural of the A rabic w ord " ja iyb " 
(a derivative of jaw b or cutting) refers to the neck s lit (of the dress). 
This means that the headcover should be drawn so as to cover not 
only the hair, but it should also be drawn over the neck and to be 
extended so as to cover the bosom.

THE SECO ND REQ UIREM ENT: Looseness

The dress m ust be loose enough so as not to describe the shape of a 
woman s body. This is consistent w ith  the intent of the 'ayahs cited 
above (24: 30-31) and is surely a crucial aspect of hiding zeenah. 
Even m oderately-tight clothes which cover the whole body do 
describe the shape of such attractive parts of the wom an's body as 
the bustline, the waist, the buttocks, the back and the thighs. If these 
are not part of the natural beauty or zeenah  w hat else is?

Prophet M uham m ad (pbuh) once received a thick garment as a gift. 
He gave it to Osamah b. Zayd, who in tu rn  gave it to his w ife. W hen 
asked by the Prophet w hy he did not wear it, Osamah indicated that 
he gave it to his w ife . The Prophet then said to Osamah “ ask her to 
use a gho la la h  .uxu  under it (the garment) for I fear that it (the 
garment) may describe the size of her bones."11 The w ord g h o la la h  in 
Arabic means a thick fabric w orn under the dress to prevent it from 
describing the shape of the body

A  highly desirable w ay of concealing the shape of the body is to 
w ear a cloak over the garment. The Prophet (pbuh), however.

'O ne weakness w ith  th is  m ore s tr ingen t in te rp re ta tion  is that "u nco n tro llab le ”  factors 
are au tom atica lly  fo rg iven w ith o u t any need for specifica tion The fact tha t Q ur'an  

24 31 exempts from  a ll "z e e n a h "  tha t w h ich  is regarded as "m a  dhahara m in h a " is 
itse lf an ind ica tion  of a concession This concession is  con firm ed  by the  Hadith (re lated 
to Asma" as w ill be seen in  the  d iscussion o f the th ird  requ irem ent. See A l-A lbam , 
Ib id . pp. 25 -46

' Accord ing to  A l-A lbam . th is  m eaning o f "k h irm a r" w as  expla ined in  such au tho rities  

as Ibn -u l-A thee r's  A n -N ih a y a h  and T afsee r u l  H a fiz  Ib n -K a th ir  and others A l A lbam  
reports that he know s of no d iffe rence  on th is point See A l-A iban i. Ibid, pp 33 34

' :This Hadith appears in  M usnad Ahm ad, also in  A l Bayhaqi. and iscon firm ed  m othe r 
sources of Hadith such as Sunan Ab i Dawood See A l-A lbam . Ibid, p 59 -63
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indicated that if the w om an's dress meets the Islam ic standards it 
suffices (w ithout a cloak) even for the valid ity of prayers.12

THE TH IRD REQUIREM ENT: Thickness

The dress should be th ick enough so as not to  show the color of the 
skin it covers, or the shape of the body w hich it is supposed to hide.

The purpose o f 'ayah  (24:31) is to hide the M uslim  w om en's body 
except m a dhahara  m in h a  (the face and hands). It is obvious that this 
purpose cannot be served if the dress is th in  enough so as to reveal 
the color of the skin or the shape or beauty of the body. This is 
eloquently explained by Prophet M uham m ad (pbuh): " In  later 
(generations) of my um m ah  there w ill be women w ho w ill be dressed 
but naked. On top of their heads(what looks) like camel humps. Curse 
them for they are tru ly  cursed.”  In another version he added that they 
"w ill not enter in to paradise or (even) get a smell of it.” 13

At one occasion Asm a' (daughter of Abu-Bakr) was visiting her 
sister A ishah,w ife  of the Prophet. W hen he noted that Asm a'sdress 
was not th ick enough he turned his face away in anger and said, " I f  
the woman reaches the age of puberty, no part of her body should be 
seen, but this, and he pointed to his face and his hands ."u

THE FOURTH REQUIREM ENT: Overall Appearance

The dress should not be such that it attracts men's attention to the 
w om an's beauty. The Qur'an clearly prescribes the requirem ents of 
the wom an's dress for the purpose of concealing zeenah  
(adornment). How could such zeenah  be concealed if the dress is 
designed in a way that it a ttracts m en's eyes to the woman?

This is w hy the Qur'an addressing the Prophet s w ives as the 
examples for M uslim  women says

y- i ^  *

1JSee Sayy'd Sabrq's F iq h ■ u s -S u n n a h . D ar-u l-K itab -il- 'A rab i. Beirut. Lebanon, 1969. 
vol 1. p 1 27.

,3Ai-Tabarani and S ahih  M us lim  See a l-A lbani. op c it , p 56

, :A t another occasion w hen  the  Prophet {pbuh} saw  a bride in a th in  dress he said, "she  
is  not a w om an w ho  believes in Surat-un-N oor w ho  w ears th is. ' S ura t-un  Noor is  the 
Surah w here  the m ain requ irem ents of the M us lim  w om an s dress are outlined . S till 
on  another occasion some w om en from  the tribe  of Bam Tameem came to vis it 
'A  ishah m  th in  clothes. Upon seeing them, the  Prophet (pbuh) said. " I f  you are 
believers, then these are not believers' clothing ' See Yusuf A l Qaradawi. op cit. p. 160
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"Bedizen not yourselves w ith  the bedizenment of the Time of 
Ignorance. . . " 15

A dd itiona l R equ irem en ts '6

In addition to the above four main and clearly spelled out 
requirements, there are other requirem ents whose specific 
applications may vary w ith  tim e and location. These include:

1. The dress should not be sim ilar to w hat is known as a male 
costume. Ibn Abbas narrated that "The Prophet (pbuh) cursed the 
men w ho act like wom en and the wom en w ho act like m e n ."17

2. It should not be s im ila r to w hat is known as the costume of 
unbelievers. This requirem ent is derived from the general ru le  of 
Shari'ah that M uslim s should have the ir d is tinct personality and 
should d iffe re n tia te  th e ir  practices and appearance from  
unbelievers.18

3. It should not be a dress of fame, pride and vanity Such fame 
may be sought by wearing an excessively fancy dress as a status 
symbol or an excessively ragged dress to gain others ' adm iration of 
one s selflessness. Both motives are improper by Islamic standards. 
The Prophet (pbuh) says:

"W hoever wears a dress of fame in th is  world, A llah w ill clothe 
him w ith  a dress of hum ilia tion in the day of resurrection, then 
set it a f ire ."19

’ '■■The term  used in the  Q ur'an  is lo b a r ru j w h ich  m eans d isp laying o f beauty Another 
deriva tive  of la b a r ru j is b u ro o j w h ich  is used in the  Q ur'an  |e  q 4 77. 15 16. 25 61. 

85 1) Burooj m eans tow ers  because o f the ir clear v is ib ility . C lear V is ib ility "  of the 
w om an m ay resu lt from  the  type of dress, the w ay  she walks, or the way she behaves

'^Accord ing to A l-A lban i. a fu rth e r requirem ent is  tha t the dress Should not be 

perfum ed In fact, th is  requ irem ent extends beyond dress There are  several ahadeeth 
w h ich  make it  c learly  forb idden for a M uslim  w om an to w ear perfum es w hen  she goes 

ou t o f her home even if she iS going to  the mosque See A l A lbam . op C 't . pp 64 -66

’ A l Bukhari. Abu-Dawood. Ahm ad. A d  danm i. For th is  and other ahadeeth on the 
same subject see A l-A ibam . Ibid, pp 66-69

’ *For an excellent d iscussion of th is  princip le  on the  basis o f Q u r’an and Sunnah. see 
A l A lban i. Ibid, pp 78 109

’'♦For th is  and o ther versions o f the hadeeth see A I-A lbam . Ibid, pp 110-111
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REQUIREM ENTS OF M USLIM  M EN S CLOTHING

It should be noted that the basic requirem ents of the M uslim  
woman s dress apply as w ell to the M uslim  man's c lothing w ith  the 
difference being m ainly in degree. This can best be understood by 
looking into w hat Islam defines as 'a w ra h  w h ich  refers to  the part of 
the body that should be covered at all times unless there is an 
expressed exception The covering of 'a w ra h  is also a condition for 
the valid ity of prayers for both men and women.

It has been agreed among ju ris ts  on the basis of the Q ur'an and 
Sunnah that "a w ra h  for the woman is defined as the whole body 
except for the face and hands For the man. the 'a w ra h  is defined as 
the area between the navel and the knees.20

W ith in  the de fin ition  of 'a w ra h  for men and women, a ll the four 
basic requirem ents discussed in this paper are essentially the same

1. Man should fu lly  cover his 'aw rah .
2. M en's clothes should be loose enough so as not to  describe 

w hat he is covering (his 'aw rah).

3 They sould be thick enough so as not to describe the color of the 
skm or the parts required to be covered

4 They should not be designed in a way to attract attention. The 
basic rule of modesty and avoiding "show  o ff"  applies to all believers 
men and women.

The three other additional requirement discussed under the 
M uslim  w om an's code of dress apply to men's clothes as well:

1. They should not be s im ilar to w hat is knows as the female 
dress.

2. They should not be s im ila r to w hat could be identified as the 
dress of unbelievers.

3. They should not be clothes of fame, pride, and vanity.
In addition to  the above lim itations on the M uslim  m an's clothes, 

men are not a llowed to wear silk and gold. This does not apply to 
women.

^D iffe re n ce  exists, however, am ong ju ris ts  w he the r the knees and the th ighs should 
be included in the defim tiO  no l the  m an's ’a w ra h  For a good d iscussion on the 
evidence related to  both views, see Sayyid Sabiq's F iq h -u s -S u n n a h . op cit. vol 1. pp 
125 127
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CONCLUSIO N

There are surely many other issues pertaining to the subjects that 
are not covered in th is  paper. Its main focus is on the documented 
in junctions of A llah  (subhanahu wat'a la) as derived from His word 
(the Qur'an) and as explained by the chosen Messenger. Muhammad 
(peace be upon him). These in junctions are to  be complied w ith  by all 
M uslim  men and women; and in case of transgression, they w ill be 
held accountable in the hereafter. Truly husbands, fathers, and 
mothers do have an obligation to remind, exhort and help each other 
achieve the pleasure of A llah  and to avoid His w rath. In the final 
analysis, however, it is not coercion or force w h ich  is likely to bring 
about obedience to A llah. It is but. the love of A llah, the acceptance of 
His guidance as the supreme Truth even if contrary to one's personal 
opinions, that w ill bring about the change.
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For Muslim men and women,-  
For believing men and women.
For devout men and women.
For true men and women.
For men and women who are

Patient and constant, for men 
And women who humble themselves. 
For men and women who give 
In charity, for men and women 
Who fast (and deny themselves).
For men and women who 
Guard their chastity, and

For men and women who 
Engage much in God's praise,-  
For them has God prepared 
Forgiveness and great reward.
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