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The contributions to the present volume show that the countries that are often presented 
in the literature as forming part of a stereotypical and seemingly monolithic “Islamic 

world” in fact represent considerable diversity. From Iran to Senegal, we encounter a 
vast array of social and religious structures, historical trajectories, political regimes and 
relative positions of societies and individuals. We encounter also, in many different and 
often unexpected ways, the individual in multiple contexts. The present volume presents 
perspectives on everyday life in Muslim societies beyond the spectacular. From a broad 
academic background in Islamic and Iranian studies, social anthropology, sociology, 
philosophy and history, its contributors show that everyday life as well as religious 
practice in countries as diverse as Senegal, Niger, Egypt, Tunisia and Iran is not informed 
by one single “Islamic” tradition, but rather by multiple and often surprisingly different 
modes of religiosity and non-religiosity.
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Foreword by the Editor

The present volume is the result of a conference organised by the ERC-funded re-
search project �Private Pieties. Mundane Islam and New Forms of Muslim Religios-
ity: Impact on Contemporary Social and Political Dynamics�. In the context of our 
research, our research group, consisting of Roman Loimeier (PI, focus on Tunisia), 
Nadine Sieveking (focus on Senegal), Liza Franke (focus on Egypt), Johanna Kühn 
(focus on Lebanon), Katja Föllmer (focus on Iran) and Jan-Peter Hartung (focus on 
Pakistan), has worked hard to cultivate academic partnerships with colleagues in our 
respective �elds of research. I would like to thank the members of our group for their 
numerous constructive comments and their support in realizing our annual confer-
ences, which we also used as a special opportunity to invite guests from our countries 
of research. This volume thus also represents an e�ort to give our guests and local 
interlocutors a voice.1

Avant-propos de l�Øditeur

Le prØsent document est le rØsultat d�une confØrence organisØe dans le cadre d�un pro-
jet de recherche intitulØ « Private Pieties: Private Pieties, Mundane Islam and New 
Forms of Muslim Religiosity: Impact on Contemporary Social and Political Dynam-
ics » �nancØe par le Conseil europØen de la recherche (CER). Dans le contexte de no-
tre travail, l�Øquipe de recherche (composØe de Roman Loimeier, PI, pour la Tunisie, 
Nadine Sieveking pour le SØnØgal, Liza Franke pour l�Égypte, Johanna Kühn pour le 
Liban, Katja Föllmer pour l�Iran et Jan-Peter Hartung pour le Pakistan), s�est e�orcØe 
d�Øtablir des liens de partenariat avec nos collŁgues rØsidant dans les di�Ørents pays 
concernØs. Je tiens à remercier les membres de notre groupe de recherche pour leurs 
commentaires constructifs et leurs e�orts, surtout en ce qui concerne l�organisation 
des confØrences annuelles à l�occasion desquelles nous avons pu inviter des partenaires 
de nos domaines de recherche. Le prØsent document est donc aussi l�occasion de leur 
donner la parole.2

1�I would like to thank Philip Reuben for proofreading the English language chapters.
2 �Je remercie Alexandre Moreau pour la relecture des chapitres en langue française.





Introduction: Negotiating the Religious  1a	
in Contemporary Everyday Life in the 
�Islamic World�

Roman Loimeier

For some time, Western academia and journalists have tended to focus on sensational-
ist representations of religion in the �Islamic World�, particularly �Islamic terrorism� 
and related political movements. As a result, the more banal, everyday and unremark-
able aspects of life in the various countries of this region are often perceived incorrectly 
(although some prominent exceptions do exist)1. In addition, the countries of the re-
gion are often said to be �saturated by religion�.2 However, in the present volume we 
contend that the citizens of these countries (who are often referred to, simplistically, as 
�Muslims�) are not mere �epiphenomena� of Islam, i.e. prisoners of a rei�ed concept 
of Islam that towers over human beings and societies and neglects their agency. Egyp-
tians, Iranians, Tunisians, etc. (who happen to be Muslims) have multiple areas of 
expertise and negotiate their everyday lives in this world � as men and women, as elders 
and youth, as traders and farmers, as scholars and computer experts � in dynamic in-
teraction with governments, religious organizations, society and texts.

1�See, for instance, Samuli Schielke�s �Snacks & Saints� (2007).
2�The idea of a (religious) �saturation� of a society is somewhat problematic; the term �saturation� � 
which can point to both a condition and a process � suggests there was a time when that society was in a 
�non-saturated� condition, and such a condition is usually de�ned in a rather chronocentric perspective 
relative to the present day. In addition, it raises the question of who determines what �saturated� actually 
means or should mean. The potential meaning of the term �saturation� is further expanded if we consider 
the possibility of an �over-saturation� of a society by, for instance, religion.
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Still, the �religious� does play a greater role in both politics and everyday life in Senegal 
and Iran, in Egypt and in Pakistan, than it does in Germany or even France. �Religion� 
is often seen, in fact, as the basis of the �Moralordnung� of a society, a �moral order� 
that must be defended against all kinds of threats and attacks, both external and inter-
nal. There are many groups who often claim to defend the �moral order� of a given 
society, including governments, �Islamic� NGOs and semi-independent bodies such 
as the Muslim World League, religious movements such as the Muslim Brotherhood, 
and self-proclaimed vigilante groups. They do this by referring to the concept of �com-
manding right and forbidding wrong� (al-amr bi-l-ma�r�f wa-l-nahy �an al-munkar). 
This concept often provides a religious legitimization of e�orts to defend the moral 
order of a given society and to consequently impose a hegemonic interpretation of 
what this moral order should look like and what it should mean for that society.

However, it is not only governments, NGOs and religious organizations/institu-
tions that aim to establish a particular (moral) order; society, or rather, �public opin-
ion�, should be considered as well. Public opinion � as manifested and mediated in 
di�erent milieus and as informed by speci�c historical and cultural traditions as well as 
speci�c economic and political dynamics � plays a comparable role in proposing (and 
sometimes imposing) concepts of moral order. Public opinion de�nes, for instance, 
the question of whether and how women may move (or may not move) in the public 
(and semi-public) sphere.

Societies (i.e. �people�, �social groups�, etc.) thus have an idea of what is �proper� 
and what is �wrong� � what is possible/acceptable (�al�l) and what is impossible/un-
acceptable (�ar�m). They know what can and cannot be said (in terms of speech itself 
and etiquette) when, by whom and in what form; what can be done and shown (in 
terms of dress and behaviour, for example) and what cannot; what must remain hid-
den � but may perhaps be permitted in the �private sphere� (if such a sphere exists at 
all). Societies also de�ne the �bare minimum� that makes one a Muslim, which may 
not be transgressed at all (even in the private sphere). At the same time, people learn 
rules and methods that grant them diplomatic/sensitive ways to breach or circumvent 
taboos and to address problematic issues and questions of etiquette. For example, ac-
cepted forms of talking about conventions (of speech and etiquette) and taboos are 
closely linked to concepts of apology and techniques used to ask for exceptions.

A major question that arises in disputes over the moral order and what it actually 
means in a speci�c context is that of how the reference to a moral order informs the 
ways in which individuals act and communicate. In other words, what in�uence does 
the moral order have on what one can say/show/reveal and in what ways, i.e. openly, 
discreetly/indirectly, or not at all? In many contexts we encounter �Leerstellen� (voids, 
vides)3 in communication that point to social taboos, to scenarios of political and reli-

3�The term �void� should be distinguished from a �taboo�. When people do not consciously talk about 
particular topics, even though they are aware of these topics, we usually describe this as a �taboo�. Only 
when people are not aware of certain themes or concepts do we talk about a �void�, i.e. a situation where 
people do not know that such a concept exists at all.
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gious insecurity and to (hidden) threats. Such voids can be addressed and expressed in 
terms of jokes and rumours, but also in terms of silence, even multiple silences4, and 
can also be expressed in terms of (multiple) absences. Jokes, rumours, silence(s) and/or 
absence(s) can thus be seen as powerful forms of communication, and may be viewed 
as a means expressing power dynamics (forms of non-communication are themselves 
seen here, of course, as a form of communication).

The central question of the present volume � namely, how individuals act and 
communicate and in which ways � is thus a question of the social and political con-
texts in which people live and in which we move as researchers. In many contexts, 
we encounter voids in communication that point to social taboos, to themes that 
are di�cult to talk about (in public, or perhaps even in private amongst our families 
and friends) such as one�s �true� religious feelings and beliefs, one�s �true� political 
position, one�s �true� economic status, one�s �true� origin and descent (in the case 
of �casted� societies) or one�s �true� sexual orientation, but also issues such as drug 
addiction, pre-marital sex, suicide, psychological problems, and � last but not least � 
sexual and/or physical abuse of women and both male and female children. These 
examples show how di�cult it is to identify the voids (Leerstellen, vides), taboos and 
�di�cult� themes that any given society cultivates. They show that we as researchers 
must develop a sense for that society�s speci�c ways of talking and not talking, of ex-
pressing and not expressing voids, taboos and �di�cult� themes. Each society in fact 
cultivates its own voids, taboos and �di�cult� themes, and, in a larger sense, its own 
strategies for coming to terms with them. In particular, societies di�er regarding four 
questions, namely, how open that society is regarding taboos and �di�cult� themes; 
second, what is perceived at all as a taboo or a �di�cult� theme, and in which contexts 
we encounter voids; third, the ways in which such voids, taboos and �di�cult� themes 
can be addressed and expressed; and fourth, which issues can be a subject of jokes, 
satire or caricature, and which issues are �sacred�.

Within this framework of inquiry our basic questions are, thus: how do people 
(both individuals and social groups) navigate hegemonic discourses, as represented 
by a state, an organization/movement/group, or even by their society as a whole (in 
the guise of public opinion)? Do people talk openly about speci�c issues (such as reli-
gion)? With whom do they talk about them, and how? What do they omit? What do 
they stress, deny, reject, support, underline, show, hide, reveal, display or disguise? Are 
the ways of negotiating these boundaries open to everybody (i.e. men and women, rich 
and poor), and are there regulations/conventions that must be respected when being 
evasive? Are there established ways of communicating to show dissent, unhappiness 
and doubt?

4�Michel-Rolph Trouillot has thus stated famously that �silences enter the process of historical produc-
tion at four crucial moments; the moment of fact creation (the making of sources); the moment of fact as-
sembly (the making of archives); the moment of fact retrieval (the making of narratives); and the moment 
of retrospective signi�cance (the making of history in the �nal instance)� (Trouillot 1995: 26).
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We must also ask who speaks and who does not. Is this (as we assume) a question 
of seniority, gender and/or power? Who speaks when, why, how, using what kind of 
language, and in which contexts? Are the dynamics of hiding and revealing linked 
with speci�c times and places? How important are taqiyya (dissimulation) and ta�arruf 
(mutual recognition), pretence and politeness, jokes and rumour as �strategies� for 
navigating di�cult contexts? How important are music, art, theatre and social media 
for the expression of the �unsaid�? Essentially, is religion a domain that limits commu-
nication to speci�c patterns of expression or is religion a domain that provides space 
for communication?

The contributions to the present volume show, �rst and foremost, that the coun-
tries that are often presented in the literature as forming part of a stereotypical and 
seemingly monolithic �Islamic world� in fact represent considerable diversity. From 
Iran to Senegal, passing through Lebanon, Egypt and Tunisia, we encounter (in both 
historical and contemporary times) a vast array of social and religious structures, his-
torical trajectories, political regimes and relative positions of societies and individuals. 
We encounter also, in many di�erent and often unexpected ways, the �individual� in 
multiple contexts. Citizens of Senegal, Iran, Lebanon, Egypt and Tunisia, are not �epi-
phenomena of Islam�; rather, they are navigating their often di�cult social, economic 
and political contexts as individuals. In their own individual ways, they try to come 
to terms with the various problems and challenges they face, developing individual 
�prises de position� with respect to political, social and religious structures. Although 
we did not have time to explore the historical foundations of processes of �individu-
alization�, we contend that � despite the �Islamic� emphasis on communality � �indi-
viduality� and concepts of the �self� are not a modern invention but have been present 
and deeply rooted in the people and societies of the region for a long time. We also 
contend, however, that expressions of individuality have changed over time and have 
taken new forms against the background of the processes of modernization (coloniza-
tion and de-colonization), urbanization and globalization.

The issue of individual �prises de position� in the context of �religious politics� 
is the central theme of Liina Mustonen�s contribution, which deals with questions 
of gender and class during the rule of the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt in 2012. In 
her contribution, she stresses the major role of satire (related to politics and religion) 
in contemporary Egyptian politics, and the ways in which satire is incorporated by 
people in their individual ways of combating their frustration with political develop-
ments. She also shows how debates over di�erent versions of the Egyptian constitu-
tion have been informed by individual �prises de position�.

The �individual� is also of paramount importance for Lisa Maria Franke�s contri-
bution on �self-pietization� in the context of Qur��nic reading circles in contempo-
rary Alexandria. While one might assume that people (speci�cally women, in Franke�s 
case) attend Qur��nic reading circles for primarily religious purposes, she shows that 
these gatherings also serve to develop individual pieties that again serve to foster the 
�personality� (and the pious self) of women.
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Individuality is again a central focus in Ariane Sadjed�s contribution on the di�culties 
in de�ning religious dissent in contemporary Iran. Sadjed not only stresses the �uid-
ity and �exibility of Iran�s religious �scene� and disputes the analytical value of view-
ing societies in terms of a clear-cut �secular-religious� divide, but also stresses the fact 
that popular dissent and protest are often not directed against the regime (as Western 
media reports usually assume), but rather tend to negotiate with the regime. On a 
personal level, contemporary Iranian society is thus not characterized by a seemingly 
pro-Western �lipstick� faction against the �reactionary� �chador� faction (when look-
ing at women), but rather by multiple �prises de position� that re�ect di�erent and 
evolving social, economic, religious and political contexts.

The theme of individual �prises de position� is also addressed by Katja Föllmer in 
her contribution on unveiling, everyday life and the signi�cance of silence in contem-
porary Iran. In particular, Föllmer introduces �bad hejabi�, i.e. �unorthodox� forms 
of veiling (and unveiling) in Iran, and the way in which �bad hejabi� is presented as 
a form of silent protest against certain religious regulations. Since �bad hejabi� is not 
commented upon by citizens, non-comment can be seen as a form of tolerance of 
silent protest by everyday citizens.

The veil and acts of veiling (and unveiling) are also the central theme in Khaoula 
Matri�s contribution on veils, veiling and modalities of religiosity in contemporary 
Tunisia. Matri shows that both upveiling and downveiling are informed not only by 
state policies regarding dress codes, but also by processes of profanization and sacrali-
zation of the veil in recent decades, and that women use a plethora of veiling styles to 
express both individual �prises de position� and individual forms of religiosity (and 
non-religiosity).

The sacralization and profanization of the veil are equally addressed by Abdou-
laye Sounaye�s contribution on ethics and aesthetics among Sala�s in Niger. Sounaye 
shows that the �Islamic� veil (�hijabi� in the Hausa and Zarma languages) has become 
a major sign of the increasing growth of the Sala�-oriented Yan Iazala (and Sunnance) 
movement in Niger. Sounaye also shows that women have started to tweak and stylize 
the veil, making it their own, a development that can be observed even in the veiling 
habits of female sex workers in Maradi and Niamey.

The focus on text that characterizes academic publications is complemented in 
the present volume by a visual account of religious (and non-religious) aspects of Sen-
egalese everyday lives provided by the artist and photographer Elise Fitte-Duval � as 
introduced by Nadine Sieveking � who presents a very personal and intimate take on 
gestures through which she aims �to portray people in their environment�. Nadine 
Sieveking�s contribution on �tness and the bracketing of religiosity in Senegal conse-
quently opens a third major theme of the present volume, addressing spaces, times and 
modes of practice where religiosity is �taking place� in new (and sometimes limited) 
ways. This development is explained by Sieveking (and in the subsequent contribu-
tions by Awa Diop, Mouhamed Ly and Abdourahmane Seck) with reference to certain 
major changes in Senegalese society since the 1980s, most importantly the processes 
of economic and political liberalization and the resulting transformation of Senegalese 
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(urban) society. These processes of change have brought about not only a process of 
�Islamization from below� and a corresponding development of new approaches to 
and modes of religiosity by individuals, but also social development that allows for 
the conscious �self-fashioning� of citizens, who may now even present themselves (in 
speci�c times and places) as being �non-religious�.

In her contribution on public silences and private relationships, Awa Diop ad-
dresses the question of why Senegalese religious authorities � particularly the lead-
ers of Senegal�s dominant Su� orders, Tij�niyya and Mur�diyya � refuse to comment 
on social scandals and transgressive behaviour of public �gures, a phenomenon she 
describes as a �fuite de communication�. Diop explains this development with refer-
ence to social changes in Senegal in recent decades that have been characterized by 
the fact that marabouts have become increasingly involved in politics and business. 
This involvement has led to the �corruption� of religious authorities and to a certain 
distancing of religious authorities from their own domain, spirituality. As a result, the 
leaders of Senegal�s major Su� order try to stay �aloof� (and remain silent) in order to 
avoid being identi�ed with �corruption�. At the same time, the political and econom-
ic activities of marabouts have been interpreted and commented upon by Senegalese 
citizens as a form of pursuit of personal (i.e. non-religious) interests, which has again 
�legitimized� individual �transgression�.

Mouhamed Ly�s and Abdourahmane Seck�s contribution continues the theme of 
�transgression� by presenting the case of a speci�c �transgressor�, Assane Diouf, and 
his career as an �undisciplined disciple�. Diouf became famous as a �webactiviste� in 
the United States of America (where he had been living since 2002), due in particular 
to his in�ammatory statements on social media, especially on YouTube, regarding cor-
ruption in Senegalese politics, the kleptomania of marabouts, social injustice, social 
hypocrisy, homosexuality, �transhumance politique� and de�cient public morals. His 
rise to fame was linked with the rapid development of social media in Senegal from the 
early 2000s and his ability to represent himself to Senegalese audiences as �le proto-
type de dØbrouillard�, i.e. an individual who tries to come to terms with the demands 
of life, politics and economics, thus re�ecting, in paradigmatic ways, the daily realities 
of many Senegalese.

In his conclusion, Robert Launay, �nally challenges (again) established notions 
of piety and asks us to move towards �a broader theory of piety�. Against his own 
background of research in West Africa, he stresses, for instance, the need to look at 
factors such as age and generation when talking about piety. In this context, he quotes 
one of his local interlocutors in Ivory Coast, who, when questioned on issues of piety, 
responded �I have not yet �nished misbehaving�. Equally, Launay proposes to focus 
in future research on piety on distinctly pre-modern shifts in modes of piety to get 
away from the by now well established focus (in academic literature) on �piety and 
modernity� that views shifting modes of piety primarily as a function of processes of 
modernization.

Ultimately, it is clear indeed that the daily realities of life, in Senegal and in the 
other countries of the region, are informed not only by �religion� but also (often more 
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strongly) by political, economic and social dynamics, as well as age and generation, and 
that Iranians, Tunisians and Egyptians are trying to develop individual strategies and 
�prises de position� in these varying and evolving contexts. This is, therefore, the com-
mon theme of the contributions in the present volume, and also points to a serious 
gap in research that should be addressed more prominently in future research, namely 
the predicament faced by individuals in their quest to make a (decent) living in a world 
full of challenges and problems. In this quest, Iranians, Tunisians and Senegalese show 
that they are acting more as individuals than as �epiphenomena of Islam�. Accord-
ingly, they develop an array of di�erent forms of religiosity (and non-religiosity) that 
are often di�cult to explain based on what is found (so far) in the literature.
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Introduction : La nØgociation du religieux  1b	
dans la vie quotidienne contemporaine du 
« Monde Islamique »

Roman Loimeier

Du fait d�une focalisation particuliŁre des milieux acadØmiques occidentaux et du 
goßt des mØdias pour le journalisme à sensation, on identi�e souvent le « Monde Isla-
mique » à travers le prisme du terrorisme islamiste et de leurs di�Ørents mouvements 
politiques et religieux, au dØtriment de la vie normale et quotidienne des habitants de 
ces rØgions dans ses aspects les plus banals, qui n�est que rarement prØsentØe de façon 
neutre (à quelques exceptions prŁs)1. On considŁre frØquemment les sociØtØs des pays 
de ces rØgions comme Øtant saturØe par la religion.2 Mais nous pensons que les citoyens 
de ces pays (souvent dit « pays musulmans ») ne sont pas des ØpiphØnomŁnes de l�Is-
lam, prisonniers d�un islam rØi�cateur qui domine les gens et les sociØtØs et soustrait 
leurs capacitØs à agir. Égyptiens, Iraniens ou Tunisiens (musulmans ou non) possŁ-
dent des compØtences multiples ; ils abordent leur vie quotidienne en tant qu�hommes 
et femmes, commerçants ou paysans, instituteurs ou informaticiens, et ils le font dans 
une interaction dynamique avec des gouvernements, des organisations religieuses, des 
sociØtØs et des textes.

1�Voir par exemple « Snacks & Saints » de Samuli Schielke (2007).
2���L�idØe d�une saturation (religieuse) d�une sociØtØ est problØmatique : le terme de « saturation » � que 
peut se rØfØrer ou à une condition ou à un processus � suggŁre qu�on a connu une Øpoque historique 
dans la quelle une sociØtØ n�Øtait pas encore saturØe. Une telle condition est cependant dØ�nit souvent 
d�une perspective chronocentriste contemporaine. De plus, la question doit Œtre posØe de qui dØ�nit ce 
que le terme « saturØe » signi�e. Une extension additionnelle de la signi�cation du terme de saturation 
est achevØe quand nous pensons à la possibilitØ d�une « sursaturation » d�une sociØtØ par la religion, par 
exemple.
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La religion joue malgrØ tout un rôle plus important dans la vie politique et quotidien-
ne au SØnØgal, en Iran, en Égypte ou au Pakistan qu�en Allemagne ou en France. En 
e�et, la religion est souvent perçue comme le rempart moral de la sociØtØ, qui doit Œtre 
dØfendue contre des dangers de toute sorte, externes comme internes. Des gouverne-
ments, des ONG islamiques (ou chrØtiennes), des organisations semi-indØpendantes 
comme la Ligue islamique mondiale, des mouvements religieux comme les FrŁres mu-
sulmans ou encore des groupes auto-proclamØs de dØfense de la religion prØtendent 
dØfendre l�ordre morale de la sociØtØ. Cela, ils le font en appliquant le principe d�« or-
donner le bien et interdire le mal » (al-amr bi-l-ma�r�f wa-l-nahy �an al-munkar), qui 
fournit une lØgitimation religieuse à leurs actions visant à imposer une interprØtation 
hØgØmonique de la religion et son importance dans la sociØtØ.

Gouvernements, ONG, organisations et/ou institutions religieuses ne sont cepen-
dant pas les seules corporations qui cherchent à Øtablir un ordre moral spØci�que : la 
sociØtØ, ou plus prØcisØment, l�opinion publique, doit aussi Œtre considØrØe. L�opinion 
publique relayØe par les mØdias en di�Ørents milieux, in�uencØe par des traditions his-
toriques et culturelles de mŒme que par des dynamiques Øconomiques et politiques 
spØci�ques, propose (et impose) Øgalement des concepts d�ordre moral et dØ�nit par 
exemple la libertØ (ou la restriction de libertØ) de mouvement des femmes dans la sphŁ-
re publique et semi-publique.

Ainsi, les sociØtØs (c�est-à-dire l�ensemble de leurs membres, les di�Ørents groupes 
sociaux, etc.) ont une idØe de ce qui est « bien » et de ce qui est « mal » ; de ce qu�il 
est permis de faire et acceptable (�al�l), et de ce qui n�est pas permis et inacceptable 
(�ar�m) ; de ce qu�on est autorisØ à dire (en termes de langage et de savoir-vivre), de 
qui peut le dire, quand et sous quelle forme, et de ce qu�on n�est pas autorisØ à dire ; de 
ce qu�on peut faire et montrer publiquement (par exemple, en termes de vŒtements et 
de comportement) et de ce qu�on ne peut pas faire et/ou montrer publiquement ; de 
ce qui doit rester cachØ, mais qui peut quand mŒme exister dans la sphŁre privØe (dans 
la mesure oø une telle sphŁre existe). Des critŁres minimum auquel aucun musulman 
ne peut se soustraire (y compris dans la sphŁre privØe) sont aussi dØ�nis par ces mŒmes 
sociØtØs. Cependant, en pratique, il existe toujours des moyens de contourner les rŁgles 
de la sociØtØ et d�aborder les sujets sensibles, par exemple en s�excusant ou en deman-
dant qu�exception soit faite.

Un aspect central de la confrontation avec cet ordre moral et sa rØelle signi�cation 
dans un contexte spØci�que est la maniŁre dont il in�ue sur la façon qu�on les gens de 
communiquer et d�agir : qu�a-t-on le droit de dire, quelle partie du corps a-t-on le droit 
de rØvØler, et de quelle maniŁre ? DiscrŁtement, directement ou pas du tout ? Souvent, 
l�existence de tabous sociaux, d�insØcuritØ politique ou religieuse ou de quelconque 
danger se perçoit dans les trous, les « vides » (voids en anglais/Leerstellen en allemand) 
prØsents dans la communication.3 Ces vides peuvent prendre la forme de rumeurs ou 
de plaisanteries, mais aussi de silences multiples ou d�absences. Il s�agit de formes de 

3���Le terme du « vide » doit Œtre quali�Ø : Quand on ne parle pas avec intention d�un thŁme spØci�que, 
mŒme quand on est conscient de l�existence d�un tel thŁme, nous rencontrons un « tabou ». Nous pou-
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communications (verbales ou non verbales) puissantes que l�on peut percevoir comme 
des expressions d�une relation de pouvoir.

Le thŁme central du prØsent document, à savoir la façon dont les individus agissent 
et communiquent au sein d�une sociØtØ (ouvertement, discrŁtement, indirectement, 
de façon dØguisØe ou par silence), est donc indissociable du contexte social et politique 
de ladite sociØtØ que nous, chercheurs, observons. Dans de nombreuses situations de 
la vie courante, nous sommes tØmoins de vides de communication qui renvoient à 
des tabous sociaux et à des thŁmes dont il est di�cile de parler en public, mais aussi 
en famille ou entre amis, comme le sentiment religieux, ses positions politiques, sa 
situation Øconomique, son origine ethnique et gØnØalogique (dans le cas des sociØtØs 
de castes), son orientation sexuelle, mais aussi des thŁmes comme la toxicomanie, les 
relations sexuelles avant le mariage, la dØpression, le suicide ou encore les abus sexuels 
ou physiques des enfants et des femmes en public.

Les vides de conversation peuvent aussi Œtre signes d�insØcuritØ politique ou reli-
gieuse, ou de dangers invisibles. Ces vides peuvent prendre la forme de plaisanteries, 
de silences (parfois multiples4) et parfois d�absences. Plaisanteries, rumeurs, silences 
et absences doivent donc Œtre compris comme des formes de communication fortes, 
mais aussi comme le moyen d�exprimer des relations de pouvoir. La communication 
non-verbale est aussi une forme de communication. On comprend ainsi la di�cultØ 
d�identi�er les vides, les tabous et les sujets sensibles propres à une sociØtØ particuliŁre, 
et à quel point il est important de dØvelopper un sixiŁme sens pour dØcoder ces formes 
de communications verbales et non-verbales. Chaque sociØtØ a ses propres tabous et 
sujets sensibles, et dØveloppe ses propres formes de communication et de vides autour 
de ces thŁmes. On peut habituellement distinguer les sociØtØs selon les quatre points 
suivants : le degrØ de franchise d�une sociØtØ envers les tabous et les sujets sensibles ; 
ce qui est considØrØ comme tabou ou sujet sensible, et le moment et le contexte dans 
lequel les vides peuvent Œtre observØs ; la maniŁre avec laquelle de tels vides, tabous et 
sujets sensibles sont /peuvent Œtre abordØs et exprimØs ; ce qui ne peut pas faire l�objet 
de plaisanteries, de satires ou de caricatures : ce qui est sacrosaint.

Dans un tel cadre d�investigation, la premiŁre question qui se pose est donc de 
savoir comment est-ce que les individus et les groupes sociaux vivent-ils les discours hØ-
gØmoniques d�un État, d�une organisation, d�un mouvement, d�un groupe ou mŒme 
d�une sociØtØ (sous couvert de l�opinion publique). Les gens parlent-ils de maniŁre 
transparente de questions spØci�ques comme la religion ? Avec qui parlent-ils, et com-
ment ? Que dØcident-ils d�omettre, d�accentuer, de soutenir, de rejeter, de montrer, 
de rØvØler ou de cacher ? Tout le monde peut-il discuter des sujets sensibles, ou est-

vons parler d�un « vide » seulement, quand on n�est pas conscient d�un thŁme spØci�que. C�est-à-dire, on 
ne connait pas mŒme l�existence d�un tel thŁme.
4�Michel-Rolph Trouillot a constatØ ainsi que les « silences enter the process of historical production at 
four crucial moments ; the moment of fact creation (the making of sources); the moment of fact assembly 
(the making of archives) ; the moment of fact retrieval (the making of narratives) ; and the moment of 
retrospective signi�cance (the making of history in the �nal instance) » (Trouillot 1995 : 26).
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ce rØserver à un groupe social en particulier (hommes ou femmes, riches ou pauvres, 
etc.)  ? Existe-t-il des rŁgles et/ou des conventions devant Œtre respectØes à tout mo-
ment, mŒme quand on est Øvasif ? Existe-t-il des maniŁres Øtablies et acceptØes par tous 
de communiquer et d�exprimer son opposition, son doute ou son mØcontentement ? 
Nous devons aussi nous demander qui a le droit de parole (et qui ne l�a pas) : est-ce une 
question d�âge, de sexe et/ou de pouvoir (comme nous le pensons) ? Qui parle quand, 
pourquoi, comment et dans quel contexte ? Les dynamiques de dissimulation et de 
rØvØlation sont-elles liØes à des facteurs de temps ou de lieu ? Quelle importance pren-
nent les techniques de dissimulation (taqiyya), de reconnaissance mutuelle (ta�arruf), 
de simulation et de politesse, ou encore les plaisanteries et les rumeurs, lorsqu�il s�agit 
de parler de sujets dØlicats ? Quelle importance ont la musique, la littØrature, le thØâ-
tre et les nouveaux mØdias dans l�expression du non-dit  ? La religion limite-t-elle la 
communication à des formes d�expression spØci�ques ou ouvre-t-elle des espaces de 
communication ?

Les contributions regroupØes dans le prØsent document montrent d�abord que les 
pays de la rØgion, souvent prØsentØs de façon stØrØotypØe comme formant un monde 
islamique monolithique, sont en rØalitØ d�une grande diversitØ : de l�Iran au Liban, de 
l�Égypte et de la Tunisie jusqu�au SØnØgal, il existe une grande palette de formations so-
ciales et religieuses, de trajectoires historiques multiples, de rØgimes politiques divers et 
des formes di�Ørentes de positionnement des sociØtØs et des individus en pØriodes his-
toriques et contemporaines. On rencontre aussi des individus dans des contextes mul-
tiples et souvent inattendus. Les citoyens des pays comme le SØnØgal, l�Iran, le Liban, 
l�Égypte et la Tunisie ne sont pas donc des ØpiphØnomŁnes de l�Islam mais naviguent 
en tant qu�individus dans des contextes sociaux, politiques et Øconomiques souvent 
di�ciles. Ils s�e�orcent individuellement de faire face aux problŁmes et aux dØ�s qu�ils 
connaissent et dØveloppent des prises de position individuelles envers des formations 
politiques, sociales et religieuses. MŒme si nous avons pas eu le temps de nous immer-
ger dans les fondations historiques des processus d�individualisation, nous a�rmons 
quand mŒme � et malgrØ l�importance de la communautØ dans l�islam � que l�indivi-
dualisme (et les considØrations du soi) n�est pas une invention de la modernitØ mais est 
depuis longtemps enracinØ au sein des peuples et des sociØtØs des pays concernØs. Nous 
a�rmons cependant aussi que les expressions de l�individualisme ont ØvoluØ au �l du 
temps et pris des formes spØci�ques dans le contexte des processus de modernisation 
(colonisation et dØcolonisation), d�urbanisation et de mondialisation.

Le thŁme des prises de positions individuelles dans le contexte d�une politique re-
ligieuse est le thŁme central de la contribution de Liina Mustonen sur les questions de 
sexe et de classe sociale pendant l�administration des FrŁres musulmans en Égypte en 
2012. Dans sa contribution, la chercheuse met en avant le rôle majeur de la satire (en 
ce qui concerne la politique et la religion) dans la politique contemporaine en Égypte, 
et la maniŁre dont le gens s�en servent individuellement pour exprimer leur frustra-
tion du dØveloppement politique. La chercheuse montre aussi la façon dont les dØbats 
concernant les di�Ørentes versions de la constitution Øgyptienne ont ØtØ in�uencØs par 
des prises de positions individuelles.
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L�individualisme tient encore une fois une place centrale dans la contribution de Liza 
Maria Franke sur les formes de « piØtisation de soi » dans le contexte des cercles de 
lecture du Qur��n à Alexandrie. Tandis qu�on peut s�attendre à ce que les gens (des 
femmes dans le cas de l�Øtude de Liza Maria Franke) participent à des cercles de lecture 
du Qur��n pour des raisons purement religieuses, la chercheuse montre que ces cercles 
servent aussi au dØveloppement des piØtØs individuelles qui sont encore une fois cen-
trales dans le dØveloppement de la personnalitØ (et la piØtisation de soi) des femmes.

L�individualisme est aussi un aspect central de la contribution d�Ariane Sadjed 
sur les di�cultØs de dØ�nir la dissension religieuse dans l�Iran contemporaine. Sadjed 
souligne d�abord la �uiditØ et la �exibilitØ du paysage religieux iranien avant de s�in-
terroger sur la pertinence de la di�Ørentiation entre les sociØtØs laïque et religieuse. La 
chercheuse souligne aussi le fait que la dissension populaire et les protestations ne sont 
souvent pas dirigØes contre le rØgime iranien (à l�inverse de ce qui est prØsentØ dans 
les mØdias occidentaux), mais ont plutôt un but de nØgociation avec le rØgime. En ce 
qui concerne les femmes, par exemple, la sociØtØ contemporaine iranienne n�est donc 
pas caractØrisØe au niveau personnel d�un côtØ par une communautØ pro-occidentale 
« pro-maquillage » et de l�autre une communautØ rØactionnaire « pro-chador », mais 
plutôt par de multiples prises de position qui sont l�Øcho de contextes sociaux, Øcono-
miques, politiques et religieux variØs et Øvolutifs.

Le thŁme des piØtØs individuelles est aussi abordØ par Katja Föllmer dans sa contri-
bution sur les processus d�abandon du port du voile, sur la vie quotidienne et la signi-
�cation des silences dans l�Iran contemporaine. Katja Föllmer se concentre en particu-
lier sur le bad hejabi, c�est-à-dire sur les formes non traditionnelles de se voiler (et de 
retirer son voile), et la maniŁre dont le cette tendance est prØsentØe comme une forme 
de protestation silencieuse contre des rØgulations religieuses spØci�ques. Le fait qu�on 
ne parle pas du bad hejabi dans la sociØtØ iranienne peut en e�et Œtre compris comme 
une forme de tolØrance de la protestation silencieuse des membres de la sociØtØ.

Le thŁme du voile revient dans la contribution de Khaoula Matri, qui aborde no-
tamment le processus de se voiler (et de retirer son voile) ainsi que les modes de reli-
giositØ dans la Tunisie contemporaine. Khaoula Matri montre que le port du voile 
� comme son retrait � n�est pas seulement rØgit par les lois relatives à l�habillement, 
mais aussi par des processus de profanation et de sacralisation du voile. Les femmes se 
voilent de di�Ørentes façons pour exprimer leurs positions individuelles et indiquer 
leur rapport à la religion.

Les phØnomŁnes de sacralisation et de profanation du voile sont aussi abordØs dans 
la contribution d�Abdoulaye Sounaye sur les Øthiques et les esthØtiques des Sala�s au 
Niger. Abdoulaye Sounaye montre que le voile islamique (hijabi en langues Haussa et 
Zarma) n�est pas seulement devenus un signal central de la croissance du mouvement 
Sala� des Yan Izala (et des Sunnances) au Niger, mais aussi que les femmes ont com-
mencØ à styliser, �Øchir et courber les habitudes relatives au voile, et donc à se l�appro-
prier ; un dØveloppement qu�on peut observer mŒme chez les prostituØes à Maradi et 
Niamey.
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Le genre de textes qui caractØrise les publications acadØmiques trouve un complØment 
visuel, dans ce prØsent volume, avec la contribution de la photographe et artiste Élise 
Fitte-Duval (prØsentØe par Nadine Sieveking). Avec son regard trŁs personnel et intime 
sur les aspects religieux (et non-religieux) du quotidien au SØnØgal, Élise Fitte-Duval 
vise à « �gurer les gens dans leur environnement ». La contribution de Nadine Sieve-
king, qui prØsente des salles de �tness à Dakar comme des espaces oø la religiositØ est 
mise en « parenthŁses », aborde, dans cette logique, un troisiŁme thŁme du prØsent 
ouvrage concernant la façon dont la religiositØ se produit dans des formes nouvelles 
(et parfois limitØes) en termes d�espace, de temps et de pratiques. Nadine Sieveking 
(et aprŁs elle, les contributions de Awa Diop, Mouhamed Ly et Abdourahmane Seck) 
explique ce dØveloppement par les changements qu�a connus la sociØtØ sØnØgalaise de-
puis les annØes 1980, avec en particulier la libØralisation politique et Øconomique et 
les transformations qu�elle a provoquØ dans la sociØtØ urbaine sØnØgalaise. Ces trans-
formations n�ont pas seulement provoquØ un processus d�islamisation par le bas et le 
dØveloppement correspondant de nouvelles approches de la religiositØ, elles ont aussi 
ØtØ à l�origine d�un dØveloppement social qui tolŁre le self-fashioning (« auto-façon-
nage ») des membres de la sociØtØ qui peuvent mŒme se prØsenter dans certaines situa-
tions comme Øtant « non-religieux ».

Dans sa contribution sur les silences publiques et les relations personnelles, Awa 
Diop s�interroge sur le refus des autoritØs religieuses sØnØgalaises, et en particulier les 
guides des ordres sou�s dominants du SØnØgal, c�est-à-dire la Tijaniyya et la Mouridiyya, 
de commenter les scandales sociaux et le comportement transgressif des �gures publi-
ques, un phØnomŁne qu�elle caractØrise comme une « fuite de communication ». La 
chercheuse explique cette fuite de communication en se rØfØrant au changement social 
qu�a connu le SØnØgal dans les derniŁres dØcennies, notamment avec l�augmentation de 
l�engagement de beaucoup de marabouts dans la politique et les a�aires Øconomiques 
du pays. Ce dØveloppement a conduit à une corruption des autoritØs religieuses et à 
une certaine distanciation de celles-ci par rapport à leur propre terrain : la spiritualitØ. 
En consØquence, les guides des confrØries dominantes du SØnØgal ont essayØ de rester 
distant (et silencieux), par peur d�Œtre accusØ de corruption. ParallŁlement, les activitØs 
politiques et Øconomiques des marabouts ont ØtØ perçues par les sØnØgalais comme 
une poursuite d�intØrŒts personnels non-religieux, ce qui a contribuØ à la lØgitimation 
de la transgression individuelle.

La contribution de Mouhamed Ly et Abdourahmane Seck continue sur le thŁme 
de la transgression en prØsentant le cas spØci�que d�un transgresseur cØlŁbre, Assane 
Diouf, et sa carriŁre de « disciple indisciplinØ ». Assane Diouf est devenu un web-acti-
viste cØlŁbre aux États-Unis (oø il habite depuis 2002) particuliŁrement sur YouTube, 
pour ses prises de positions et ses dØclarations acerbes sur la corruption de la politique 
sØnØgalaise, la cleptomanie des marabouts, l�injustice sociale, la corruption, l�hypocri-
sie sociale, l�homosexualitØ, la transhumance politique et l�absence de moral publique. 
Son ascendance en tant que web-activiste est due au dØveloppement rapide des rØseaux 
sociaux au SØnØgal et à son don de se prØsenter aux SØnØgalais comme quelqu�un de 
dØbrouillard qui essaye de (sur)vivre de quelque maniŁre que ce soit avec les exigen-
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ces politiques, Øconomiques, sociales et religieuses du SØnØgal contemporain, re�Øtant 
ainsi de maniŁre paradigmatique les rØalitØs quotidiennes de beaucoup de SØnØgalais.

Dans sa conclusion, Robert Launay critique une nouvelle fois la recherche contem-
poraine sur les di�Ørentes formes de piØtØ, et nous demande de nous diriger vers une 
« thØorie plus large de piØtØ ». En se basant sur sa propre expØrience de ses recherches 
en Afrique de l�Ouest, Launay souligne par exemple la nØcessitØ de prendre Øgalement 
en compte des facteurs comme l�âge et la gØnØration dans l�analyse de mouvements de 
piØtØ. Dans ce contexte, il cite un de ses interlocuteurs locaux en Côte d�Ivoire, qui re-
marquait à l�occasion d�une discussion sur les modes de piØtØ, « I have not yet �nished 
misbehaving  ». Toujours sur le thŁme de la piØtØ, Launay propose aussi de mettre 
davantage l�accent sur les changements prØmodernes distincts des modes de piØtØs, a�n 
de se libØrer de la focalisation bien Øtablie de la littØrature acadØmique sur le thŁme 
« piØtØ et modernitØ » qui considŁre les di�Ørents formes de piØtØ surtout comme une 
fonction des processus de modernisation.

Les rØalitØs contemporaines au SØnØgal, mais aussi dans les autres pays de la rØgion, 
ne sont pas seulement in�uencØes en fait par la religion mais aussi (et souvent dans une 
maniŁre plus proØminente) par des dynamiques politiques, Øconomiques et sociales 
comme aussi les facteurs « âge » et « gØnØration ». Les citoyens de ces pays essayent 
de dØvelopper des stratØgies et des prises de position individuelles dans ces contex-
tes changeants et variØs. Dans leur recherche d�une vie meilleure, Iraniens, SØnØgalais, 
Tunisiens et Égyptiens montrent qu�ils agissent en tant qu�individus et non en tant 
qu�« ØpiphØnomŁnes de l�Islam ». Par consØquent, ils dØveloppent aussi des formes 
di�Ørentes de religiositØ (et de non-religiositØ) qui sont di�ciles à expliquer sur la base 
des textes disponibles (jusqu�à aujourd�hui). Au-delà du prØsent projet de recherche, 
le combat de ces hommes et de ces femmes pour la recherche d�une vie dØcente au sein 
d�un monde plein de dØ�s constitue une lacune de la recherche actuelle qui doit Œtre 
adressØe de maniŁre plus proØminente à l�avenir.
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The Disguise of the �Secular�: Questions of 2	
Gender and Class During Islamist Rule in Egypt

Liina Mustonen

The Egyptian uprising in early 2011, and the overthrow of Egypt�s autocratic long-term 
president, Hosni Mubarak, were followed by unprecedented changes in the country�s 
political arena. The initial 18 days of demonstrations in Cairo�s Tahrir square and in 
Egypt�s other cities, squares, streets and factories, which brought Mubarak�s 30-year 
rule to an end, were succeeded �rst by a period of military rule under the leadership of 
the Supreme Council of the Armed Forces (SCAF), and then approximately one year 
later by the parliamentary elections in late 2011 and early 2012, which saw electoral 
victories by the Muslim Brotherhood and a group of smaller Sala� parties such as the 
al-Nour party (�the party of light�). These new ruling parties and their supporters are 
often referred to as �Islamists�. Consequently, I will use that term in this chapter to re-
fer to representatives of the Muslim Brotherhood � a previously oppositional organi-
zation and target of state repression � and the Sala� parties. Despite the Muslim Broth-
erhood�s claim that they would not run for Egypt�s presidency, the Islamists� electoral 
success was repeated in the presidential election in the summer of 2012, which was 
won by Muslim Brotherhood candidate Mohammad Morsi (Wickham 2015: 170). In 
the second round of what has been often referred to as Egypt�s �rst free and fair presi-
dential elections, Morsi competed against a representative of Egypt�s previous ruling 
apparatus. He won by a narrow margin against the former senior commander of the 
Egyptian air force, Ahmed Sha�k, who, in the eyes of many Egyptians, epitomized the 
regime of the deposed president, Hosni Mubarak. Although many revolutionaries and 
activists saw Morsi�s electoral victory as a signi�cant setback on the revolutionary road, 
it still demonstrated a clear and visible change from past regimes.
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Egyptians who did not vote for Morsi considered the revolution doomed and were 
worried about the possible consequences of electing a new political elite. Whether in 
the world of business or in Egypt�s political arena, those who opposed the uprising 
in 2011 and the Muslim Brotherhood in 2012 saw their personal interests and so-
cietal positions threatened. As scholars have shown, the two �elds � economics and 
politics � were strongly intertwined during Egypt�s previous regime, where, among 
other things, formerly state owned property and land were distributed to the Mu-
barak entourage in the course of Egypt�s privatization boom (Mitchell 1999, Achcar 
2013). During the Mubarak era, a small number of businessmen took control of the 
country�s economy (Roll 2013: 5). It was not uncommon for politicians to invest like 
businessmen and businessmen to perform the roles of politicians. While some Muslim 
Brotherhood members had managed to build their own business empires as well, the 
old Mubarak elite was far more powerful and capable of preserving its in�uence dur-
ing Morsi�s presidency. (Roll 2013: 5, 6, 15).

Bene�ciaries of the previous regime had a clear material interest in the failure of 
Egypt�s transition to democracy (a version of democracy that would have included the 
opposition in general and the Muslim Brotherhood in particular) and experienced 
some anguish in the face of a possible reallocation of power and resources. However, 
despite this, the transitional period (2011�2013) has been commonly viewed as the 
Muslim Brotherhood�s failure1 and not as the previous (and current) regime�s success. 
In late 2012 and the �rst half of 2013, the new environment of relative freedom of 
expression allowed for critique of the government to be heard when this was impos-
sible before. This in turn allowed the binary of �religious versus secular� to provide 
a framework for criticism of the Muslim Brotherhood. This framework, as Hussein 
Agrama (2012: 26) astutely explains, visualizes two opposite futures for Egypt: either 
it could become a democratic country with democratic freedoms, or it could become 
a religious state � possibly ruled by the Muslim Brotherhood � and Egyptians would 
have none of the freedoms that the democratic system would guarantee. Within this 
framework, the Islamists not only faced criticism for their mixing of politics with re-
ligion but also became objects of derision in various media channels. Bassem Youssef, 
a former surgeon who become one of the Arab world�s most successful political sati-
rists in the aftermath of the 2011 uprising, was among the most prominent critics 
of the new government. He made a great but short-lived career out of mocking the 
incumbent President Morsi on his TV show �El-Barnameg� (�the programme�).2 
After initially �nding success broadcasting from his small home studio, Youssef was 

1�Contributing to this view was discourse about the Muslim Brotherhood�s inability to govern the 
country. In 2013, on the eve of President Morsi�s overthrow, opposition leader Mohamed ElBaradei 
published an article in Foreign Policy under the telling article title �You Can�t Eat Sharia�, in which he 
explained that the Muslim Brotherhood was losing support because they were not able to govern and 
did not have quali�ed people (Mohamed ElBaradei: You Can�t Eat Sharia. Foreign Policy, 24 June 2013.  
https://foreignpolicy.com/2013/06/24/you-cant-eat-sharia/).
2�Bassem Youssef�s career in Egypt was short-lived. A few months after the military coup he was forced to 
cancel his show � and, like many others, he left Egypt soon after the military coup in 2013. 
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invited to perform in the studios of ONTV, a private TV channel owned by Naguib 
Sawiris, a wealthy businessman and critic of the Muslim Brotherhood (Gordon and 
Arafa 2014: 35). As Gordon and Arafa note, for a year Youssef�s �bread and butter� 
was critique of President Morsi and his government (ibid.: 37). In his widely viewed 
show, the comedian carefully picked out the religious references that the new political 
leaders used, and, among other things, referred to the newly governing Islamist forces 
as �merchants of religion� (Pratt and Rezk 2019: 245).3 Youssef�s underlying warn-
ing to audiences was that the Islamists were misusing religion to advance their own 
causes. Claims about the Muslim Brotherhood�s religiosity also fed into the discourse 
of Egypt as a secular country. During my �eldwork, I was often told that Egyptians 
� though sometimes referred to as a deeply religious people by the same individuals � 
were not willing to accept the way in which Islamist political �gures mixed politics 
with religion. This, combined with the new leadership�s mismanagement of state af-
fairs in other areas, was considered a recipe for the organization�s downfall.4 In this 
context, as Gordon and Arafa (2014) note, Bassem Youssef�s TV show �El Barnameg� 
did not cause the deposition of the Muslim Brotherhood in 2013, but did actively 
contribute to it by demonizing the new rulers.

Without trying to deny the mistakes of the Muslim Brotherhood and President 
Morsi, or ignore their failure to reach out to other oppositional factions and revolu-
tionary activists during their political tenure, I suggest that we should take a critical 
approach in positioning religion and Islam in Egypt�s transitional period. More pre-
cisely, I suggest that we should scrutinize the ways in which the presumed mixing of 
religion and politics by the new leaders was used against them. This context calls for a 
critical examination of the ways in which the ambiguous terms �religious� and �secu-
lar� are presented as diametrically opposed. The material that I study in this chapter il-
lustrates that the opponents of the Muslim Brotherhood portrayed the organization�s 
presumed mixing of religion and politics as a new phenomenon. Furthermore, they as-
sessed the Muslim Brotherhood�s way of practising religion as reactionary and a �false 
interpretation of Islam�. In comparison to other possible ways of practising religion, 
the organization�s practices were deemed inferior. Although much more thorough 
research is needed to uncover the long-term motivations behind the discourse that 
demonized the Islamists in general and the Muslim Brotherhood in particular during 
the transitional period of 2011�2013, in this chapter I illustrate that the claims about 
mixing religion and politics cannot be seen as separate from the larger power strug-
gle that unfolded in Egypt during the transitional period. My focus is on the claims 
regarding the supposed newness of the phenomenon, which relate to a larger frame-
work of nostalgia for Egypt�s presumably better past � one that �ourished in 2012 
and which I discuss elsewhere (Mustonen 2020). As the following pages will show, the 

3�See also Max Fisher: The Real Tragedy of Egyptian Satirist Bassem Youssef�s Censorship Is He Played 
a Role in It. Vox.com, 2 June 2014 (http://www.vox.com/2014/6/2/5772102/the-real-tragedy-of-egyp 
tian-satirist-bassem-youssefs-censorship-is).
4�See also ElBaradei�s article �You Can�t Eat Sharia� mentioned in the previous footnote. 
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concerns about the mixing of religion and politics were also articulated in gendered 
terms. A closer look at the arguments that suggested �mixing religion and politics� 
was a new phenomenon brings to light a question that remained unexpressed � one 
that was less about religion�s presence and more about who has the authority to decide 
how religion is practised.5 The developments that followed the overthrow of President 
Morsi in Summer 2013 � including the election of President Abdel Fattah el-Sisi and 
the imprisonment of not only Muslim Brotherhood members but also activists, civil 
society workers, and representatives of other oppositional forces � demonstrates that 
for many of Morsi�s critics, the question was not whether religion should be a part of 
the country�s governing principles, but who has the right to interpret religion.

Notes From the Field

In the aftermath of the Egyptian uprising in 2011 and the election of the Islamists, my 
primary interest was to understand how the changes in Egypt�s political agenda were 
received by those who opposed the new rulers. One of the less commonly discussed 
aspects of Egypt�s transitional period is that, despite the revolutionary euphoria in 
Egypt that characterized the period from 2011 to 2012 and the international praise 
for the Egyptian people who had bravely demanded their rights and deposed an au-
tocrat, many bene�ciaries of the previous regime were unhappy. In my �eldwork in 
Egypt I took on the task of listening to the murmurs that were uttered by critics of the 
new Islamist regime and that echoed in various locations in Cairo. The disapproval 
of the Islamists among my interlocutors was evident from the early days of the Islam-
ists� electoral victories and had little to do with their legislative work. Gradually, after 
Mohammad Morsi�s election, a broader spectrum of society expressed its unhappiness 
with the new political direction and joined the chorus of dissatis�ed bene�ciaries of 
the previous regime. This manifested clearly in the number of signatures collected by 
the Tamarod campaign, which demanded new elections in the summer of 2013 and 
eventually led to the military coup.

I was interested in �nding out how the election of the previously imprisoned Mus-
lim Brotherhood members and other Islamists would be received by those whose so-
cial imaginary di�ered considerably from that of the new rulers. On that note, the 
time I spent in Egypt between mid-2010 and early 2014 allowed me to closely ob-
serve the reactions of a milieu of self-de�ned liberals who were in socio-economically 
privileged positions in Egyptian society. �Muslim� was not my informants� primary 
self-de�nition, and they never talked about their religious practices (which is not to 
say that they did not practise religion). They were nominally Christians and Muslims. 
While religion was rarely mentioned, on the rare occasions when the discussion turned 

5�Nathan Brown (2017: 123) discusses this in detail with regard to the Middle East and points out that 
the most pertinent question is not how much or how little religion, but who has the right to interpret 
shar��a. 
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to politics and the new regime, some of my informants would mention that they were 
Christians. They wondered whether they still had a place in Egyptian society, and their 
main point of critique was the Muslim Brotherhood�s usage of religion in politics. 
My informants � who attended opera performances and spent their leisure time in 
the previously colonial Gezira Club or sipping cocktails in the nightclubs of expen-
sive hotels � had a di�erent understanding of what Egypt was and what it should be. 
The annual Christmas fair in 2012 � organized by the representatives of European 
countries and attended by upper middle-class Egyptians � is a telling example of such 
a di�erence. It was rumoured in 2012 that alcohol might soon be banned. As a result, 
wine and spirits sold out quickly due to the fear that was instilled by the new rulers� 
relationship to alcohol. The ethnographic �eldwork that I conducted in places of elite 
social interaction allowed me to form a picture of the social milieu of the quantitative-
ly tiny upper middle-class that opposed the Islamists. A number of interviews helped 
me to make sense of my informants� motivations. For the interviewees, it was hard 
to understand why anyone would vote for the Muslim Brotherhood. The fact that, 
at the societal level, religion and religious organizations had played an increasingly 
important role in Egypt since the 1970s, as shown by other scholars (Browers 2009; 
Ahmed 2011; McLarney 2015), was rarely remembered when support of the Islam-
ists was criticized. Nor was there any mention of the state�s increasing participation 
in shaping the role of Islam in society (Rock-Singer 2019: 6). At the same time, the 
discontent with the new political leaders should be viewed against the backdrop of the 
propaganda that Egyptian cultural actors had fuelled for decades. As shown by Lila 
Abu-Lughod (2005), television dramas frequently portrayed the Islamists as dumb or 
violent terrorists in contrast to more enlightened teachers. There is not enough space 
for me to delve deeper into these important aspects of the social context within which 
the speci�c discourse about religion and its place in Egypt�s transitional period oc-
curred, but this brief description highlights the social actors� distinct status in Egypt.

Islam in Egypt�s Sociolegal Context

Despite the claims of those who opposed the Muslim Brotherhood and criticized the 
way it used religion in its rhetoric, the debate about Islam�s place in Egypt�s state a�airs 
and society was not a new phenomenon. Islam has been mentioned as the state religion 
in the Egyptian constitution since the country�s independence. Hussein Ali Agrama 
frames the question that has been at the centre of Egypt�s state formation ever since 
the beginning of the modern state�s establishment as follows: �To what extent can and 
should it [the Egyptian state] incorporate the long-standing Islamic traditions [Shari�a] 
that had become deeply embedded in Egyptian social institutions and which exerted 
authority over a wide range of social activities?� (Agrama 2012: 42). Article 2 of the 
Egyptian constitution de�nes the place of religion by stating that �Islam is the religion 
of the state and Arabic is its o�cial language�. The clause �Shar��a is a source of legisla-
tion� was introduced by President Anwar Sadat in the 1970s; it was later amended to 
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read �Shar��a is the main source of legislation.� Article 2 thereby formally resolves the 
question of religion�s place by separating the jurisdiction of public issues and family 
issues. Under this division, issues that relate to the family (often called �family law�) 
are delegated to religious authorities, thereby allowing for denominational di�erences 
in the regulation of family matters.6 �Shar��a law� thus regulates the personal status of 
Egyptian Muslims, while the family law of the Coptic Orthodox Church regulates the 
family a�airs of Egyptian Christians, who make up approximately ten percent of the 
population (Agrama 2012). This division has the consequence that many Egyptian 
Coptic Christians are forced to contend with a strict family law which, for example, 
limits the grounds for divorce to adultery and conversion, while Muslim family law is 
considered more liberal (Mahmood 2012). Agrama (2012), building on Talal Asad�s 
work, notes that this arrangement, by con�ning both shar��a and the religious refer-
ences of Coptic Orthodox Christians to the private sphere, actually speaks to the ex-
pectations of secularism. In practice, the arrangement has been blurrier, however, as 
illustrated by the actions of Egypt�s previous governments. For example, in the politi-
cally motivated case of Professor Nasr Hamid Abu Zayd, the Egyptian Court of cassa-
tion ordered Abu Zayd, whom it had earlier declared an apostate, to divorce his wife 
against the will of the couple (see, for example, Agrama 2012).7

In the early stages of the transitional period in 2011, the question of religion�s 
role surfaced in various public discussions in Egypt. This debate about religion�s place 
haunted the transitional period until the overthrow of President Morsi in the summer 
of 2013, which eventually led to the Muslim Brotherhood being banned. Islam�s place 
was contested: while for some the role of religion was tied to the notion of �Egyptian 
identity�, others feared an increase in religious references. The �rst referendum regard-
ing the Egyptian constitution, drafted and organized by a group appointed by the Su-
preme Council of the Armed Forces (SCAF), took place just six weeks after the SCAF 
assumed power, which had had the e�ect of suspending the Egyptian constitution. At 
stake in the referendum was a constitutional declaration that would substitute for the 
suspended constitution until a new parliament was in place that could be tasked with 
drafting a new constitution. However, many critics felt that the drafting committee of 
this constitutional declaration lacked legitimacy because it did not include representa-

6�Religion-based family law (also known as personal status law) grants judicial autonomy to state-rec-
ognized religious communities over family a�airs, often causing dilemmas related to religious identity, 
gender and sexuality. Reform of family law is often considered an attack on the right to practise religion 
(Mahmood 2012, 56).
7�Egypt�s personal status law de�nes that a non-Muslim cannot be married to a Muslim woman. Hence, 
after judging Abu Zayd to be an apostate, the court declared that he cannot be married to his Muslim 
wife. The case was initiated by a private citizen, who applied the concept of �isba. Agrama (2010) o�ers 
a longer discussion on the �isba concept, which technically gives citizens the duty (and ability) of �com-
manding of the good, when it has become neglected, and the forbidding of the evil, when its practice 
becomes manifest.�
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tives of all political forces.8 Nevertheless, Egyptians were hastily encouraged to vote on 
�constitutional amendments�. Although the referendum did not touch upon article 
2, those who voted �no� feared that this speci�c article would eventually be expanded 
to include other domains of social life in the future (Agrama 2012: 29). Much to the 
dismay of critics, political activists and reform-minded Egyptians, the Muslim Broth-
erhood � as the best organized socio-political group in the country � campaigned with 
other Islamists in favour of the amendments. The organization advised its voters that 
it was their religious duty to vote �yes� � that is, in favour of the constitutional declara-
tion. Consequently, the constitutional amendments were approved by 79 percent of 
voters.9

After the presidential election in the summer of 2012, a new constitution was 
drafted by a constitutional committee that consisted primarily of the winners of the 
elections � i.e. representatives of the Islamist factions. What had started as an inclusive 
process turned into a homogenous drafting committee when the so-called �liberal/
secular� representatives opted out of the drafting committee in the autumn of 2012. 
For understandable reasons, the committee�s Islamist-only composition came under 
heavy criticism from the opposition. The constitution that the committee drafted, 
and which was later approved in a new referendum, was criticized for being too �Is-
lamic�. A group of civil society organizations claimed that it was an attempt to import 
an �Iranian� type of theocracy to Egypt (Pratt and Rezk 2019: 246). Though article 
2 did not change in the new constitution, many were worried by the introduction 
of a new article, article 219. This article was introduced by the Al-Nour Sala� party, 
and its purpose was to complement article 2 by specifying the explicit sources of ju-
risprudence. It de�ned these sources as �general evidence, foundational rules, rules of 
jurisprudence, and credible sources accepted in Sunni doctrines and by the larger com-
munity�. Di�ering opinions exist regarding the question of the religious character of 
the 2012 constitution. Ellen McLarney (2016) explains that the 2012 constitution was 
not markedly more Islamic than the previous ones. She shows how the various clauses 
of the new constitution could in fact already be found in the previous constitutions. 
In particular, she elaborates that the contested and much-criticized legal framework 
that set parameters for gender policy did not radically di�er from other governments� 
gender guidelines. On the contrary, she concludes that the so-called �Islamist Con-
stitution� of 2012 �raised the bar on women�s equality in Egyptian constitutional 
history� (McLarney 2016). Egyptian feminists, such as Hoda Elsadda (2015), do not 
share this opinion and point to the Islamists� increased use of religion in legitimizing 
the lack of gender equality in Egyptian society and state practices.

The next time Egyptians went to the polls to vote on a new constitution was after 
President Morsi was overthrown and the Muslim Brotherhood was banned. Many 

8�Gianluca P. Parolin: The Ticking Referendum and a �Smarter Strategy�. Al-Masry Al-Youm (English), 
13 March 2011 (https://www.egyptindependent.com/ticking-referendum-and-smarter-strategy/).
9�Issandr El Amrani: Sightings of the Egyptian Deep State. Middle East Report Online, 1 January 2012 
(https://merip.org/2012/01/sightings-of-the-egyptian-deep-state/).
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members of the Muslim Brotherhood languished in prison while the drafting process 
took place without them. The new constitutional committee, consisting of ten mem-
bers, handed the constitution over to a 50-member constitutional assembly just a few 
days after Egyptian security forces had dispersed the pro-legitimacy (i.e. pro-Morsi) 
protest camps in Rabaa al-Adawyia and al-Nahda Squares, causing the death of hun-
dreds of Muslim Brotherhood supporters and sympathizers. The new constitution � 
often referred to as a secular constitution � was hastily approved, �rst by the assembly 
and then later in a referendum. The much-criticized article 219, which had speci�ed 
the principles of jurisprudence, was omitted, but article 2 remained. Interestingly, 
the Sala�sts, who had collaborated with the Muslim Brotherhood and vehemently 
demanded that article 219 be introduced in 2012, supported not only the drafting 
process but also the new constitution itself.10 Many have argued that the post-coup 
constitution did not comprise a considerable change from the 2012 constitution.11 
With regard to gender, McLarney�s (2016) analysis of the gender-related aspects of 
the constitution illustrates that Egypt�s newest constitution took the previous Islamist 
constitution as a model and attempted to add further provisions for women�s rights.

This brief overview shows that the constitutional changes during Egypt�s recent 
transitional period did not dramatically in�uence the relationship between the Egyp-
tian state and its primary religion, Islam. Islam has been mentioned as the state religion 
in the Egyptian constitution since the country�s �rst constitution (McLarney 2016), 
and, prior to the uprising of 2011, the organization of the Muslim Brotherhood had 
existed in various relationships with the Egyptian government (Starret 1998: 80). 
Therefore, aside from discussing the legal framework, scholars have long debated the 
causes of religious change and religious revival that took place during President Anwar 
Sadat�s era. Among others, in his recent book, Aaron Rock-Singer (2019) shows how 
the Islamic Revival did not emerge only through the channels of Islamist organiza-
tions, but was also strongly shaped by Egyptian state institutions. In particular, he 
shows how the political imperatives of the political elite in�uenced the religious dis-
course. It was impossible to ignore the presence of this religious discourse as it was 
prominently channelled through the mass media and compounded the Islamic Re-
vival in Egypt between 1970 and 2015 (ibid.: 6, 15�18).

Religion and Politics Do Not Mix � Unless... 

It is evident that neither references to religion nor the Islamists� presence were new 
phenomena in 2012. This therefore raises the question: why did some see the Muslim 
Brotherhood�s use of religion as a new development? Despite the visibility of religious 
symbols in Egyptian society prior to the uprising in 2011, and earlier references to 

10�Bassem Sabry: 22 Key Points in Egypt�s New Draft Constitution. Al Monitor, 23 August 2013  
(https://www.al-monitor.com/pulse/originals/2013/08/egypt-draft-constitution-guide.html).
11�McLarney (2016), Sabry (details in previous footnote) and Brown (2017).
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shar��a in Egypt�s legal framework, my informants� primary critique of the Muslim 
Brotherhood was that the organization mixed religion with politics. They had this in 
common with Egypt�s media outlets, which were often in the hands of bene�ciaries 
of the previous regime. The media claimed that the Muslim Brotherhood was �tak-
ing over� the state, aimed to sell the country to foreign powers (Qatar in particular) 
and would destroy what they saw as the true Egyptian identity (Pratt and Rezk 2019; 
Elmasry 2017).

These fears were the product of a crisis within a group of people who understood 
themselves as more liberal than the new political leaders. They were in socio-econom-
ically privileged positions and could practise a lifestyle that resembled the lifestyle of 
the previous presidential family. Their special position in Egyptian society calls atten-
tion to the distinction between �public issues� and �personal troubles�, as outlined by 
C. Wright Mills (1999), i.e. the distinction between the structural issues of the larger 
Egyptian context and the personal troubles of the distinct group who feared for their 
position within the new political context. As Mills explained, personal troubles are a 
private matter and they transpire within individuals in their immediate environment. 
They concern the person�s �self� and �areas of social life� that are within the con�nes 
of an individual�s �social setting� (Mills 1999: 9). Evidently, personal troubles do not 
always become public issues. Therefore, it is important to investigate the politics asso-
ciated with �personal troubles�. One illustrative example of such personal troubles is 
an article that was published by a Cairo-based women�s lifestyle magazine two months 
after President Morsi was elected. The article�s author declared that she was a repre-
sentative of a �minority� in Egypt, because she could not cope with the way in which 
religion was imposed on society by the new Islamist rulers. She further elaborated that 
article 2 of the Egyptian constitution (which states that Islam is the religion of the 
state) was contrary to her beliefs. And yet, the magazine, which reached a tiny number 
of Egyptians not exceeding 100,000 readers (out of a population of 90 million at the 
time), did not mention that article 2 had already been part of the Egyptian constitu-
tion before the Islamists were elected. Instead, the article presented it as a new fact 
that had been introduced by the new rulers. The author then moved on to discussing 
gender relations in Egypt under the new Islamist government. She expressed her long-
ing for the days when women and men were able to socialize in nightclubs and swim-
ming pools, a reference to the mixing of men and women in selected public spaces. 
However, it remained unsaid that most such locations in Egypt targeted the country�s 
wealthy and socio-economically privileged citizens. Alongside this critique, she also 
criticized the Islamic veil (�ij�b), which she felt had taken over the streets of Cairo. She 
explained that she was disturbed by the fact that veiled women were now empowered 
and marched on the streets. In doing so, she ignored the social realities surrounding 
the veil that have been recorded by many scholars (Mahmood 2005; Ahmed 2011; 
McLarney 2015). The reappearance of the veil in the 1970s in Egypt � accompanied 
by a large presence of women in public spaces (Ahmed 2011) � went unnoticed by the 
author in her criticism of the Islamists. Scholars have also noted that when women 
entered the public sphere veiled, this item of clothing gained a new and distinct mean-
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ing. For many, the veil did not represent the earlier gender segregation and hierarchy 
(ibid.: 212). A visit to various university campuses prior to the uprising in 2011 in 
Cairo would have shown the writer that veiled women and girls were not only present 
on campus but also that they mixed with the opposite sex there, as they did in many 
other venues in Cairo. The performance of female modesty not only challenges but 
also helps to sustain mixing in Egypt�s public spaces (Rock-Singer 2019: 157). It is 
common knowledge that the Islamic veil did not simply appear on Egyptian streets af-
ter the Islamists� electoral victories. The author of the lifestyle magazine article ignored 
multiple social realities in order to make her critique of the new rulers more persuasive 
for her readers.

By returning to Mill�s distinction between personal troubles and public issues, we 
can see that the writing referred to the troubles of the writer�s own speci�c reference 
group. None of her criticisms touched upon the issues that bothered other members 
of Egyptian society. As the majority of Egyptians su�er under tough economic condi-
tions, the ability to freely mingle in nightclubs and swimming pools was not among the 
foremost demands of those who protested on Egyptian streets and started the uprising 
in 2011. The timing of the article, just a few months after Morsi was elected, indicates 
that its purpose was to criticize the new rulers. Even though it appeared in a political 
climate in which the new draft constitution was being �ercely debated and criticism 
of the Muslim Brotherhood seemed justi�ed, President Morsi had not been able to in-
stitutionalize any changes by that point. Cairo�s nightclubs were still running, and the 
swimming pools still opened their doors to both men and women (although in some 
places gender segregation was practised, as it had been before Morsi�s election).

Around the same time, I recorded similar lines of critique in other locations. The 
Islamists� mixing of religion and politics was a common issue in this discourse. In Sep-
tember 2012, a �lm festival brought Cairo�s cultural elite together to defend Egyptian 
civilization against assault from the ignorant Islamists. The festival�s participants did 
not shy away from showing their indignation toward the new rulers, and they vocally 
expressed critique of the new rulers� use of religion for political ends. For example, 
one speaker at the festival explained that Egyptian artists had always been free as long 
as they did not engage in politics. This statement, expressed at the �lm festival by a 
prominent Egyptian cultural actor, indirectly referred to the �contempt of religion� 
charges that famous actor Adel Iman faced in 2012 for his role in an old Egyptian �lm. 
Above all, the statement speaks to the delicate relationship that Egyptian cultural ac-
tors had with the previous ruling establishment. The cultural actors� critique of the 
Muslim Brotherhood and the Islamists has been well recorded by other scholars (Abu-
Lughod 2005; Winegar 2006; Abaza 2010). The cultural actors have seen themselves 
as enlighteners of larger Egyptian society (and hence more enlightened than the Islam-
ists), while they have often presented the Islamists as violent and dumb (Abu-Lughod 
2005). An analysis of their criticism of the new rulers should take into account these 
past histories of antagonism. The criticism must be understood against the backdrop 
of existing pre-determined positions and tensions.
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As others have shown, the number of charges based on a law in the Egyptian penal 
code that punishes �contempt of religion� did indeed increase during the short period 
of Islamist rule.12 However, the law that provides the basis for these charges has been 
present in the penal code since 1983 (Culang 2018: 446), and the high number of new 
cases since President Morsi was overthrown illustrates that the charges in 2012 were 
not merely a phenomenon related to the political rise of the Islamists. In addition, the 
Public Morality Investigation Unit has been busy and �debauchery� charges (based on 
law that dates back to 1961) have increased since Morsi was deposed (EIPR 2017; Abd 
El-Hameed 2018). One example is the case of Ahmed Naji, an Egyptian author sen-
tenced to ten months in prison for harming public morality by publishing a chapter 
of his book �Using Life� in an Egyptian literary journal.13 The reason for the sentence 
was not his critique of the government but the sexual content of the published book 
chapter.

These recent cases have not received as much attention as the cases discussed under 
the rule of the Muslim Brotherhood. Within the context of post-2013 Egypt � the 
Muslim Brotherhood out of the political game, many of its members either dead or in 
prison, and the former general and current President el-Sisi ruling with an iron �st � 
the absence of discussion about religion�s place in Egyptian society indicates that the 
issue has lost its urgency. In the aftermath of the overthrow of President Morsi, some 
of my informants explained that it was not the right time to discuss religion�s place on 
a societal level or in the constitution.

The End of Critique

As Agrama (2012: 27) has noted, the binary of �religious� versus �secular� has a con-
stitutive force, as it provides a framework with prede�ned outcomes according to 
which potential futures can be predicted. It was precisely the colloquial use of this 
framework that provided the basis for critique of the Islamists while establishing an 
image of Egypt�s past in terms of the �secular�. For example, the socio-political context 
in Egypt and the interplay of Islamists and state actors prior to the uprising in 2011 
received little consideration among my interlocutors when President Morsi and the Is-
lamists were criticized for their usage of religion. Instead, the criticism focused on the 
Islamists� use of religion, which was treated as separate from the earlier evolution of 
religiosity in Egypt. The �secular� provided an e�ective notion for those who had ear-
lier occupied powerful positions in Egyptian society but were pushed into opposition 

12�Culang (2018); Ben Hubbard and Mayy El Sheikh: Islamists Press Blasphemy Cases in a New Egypt. 
The New York Times, 18 June 2013 (https://www.nytimes.com/2013/06/19/world/middleeast/islam 
ists-press-blasphemy-cases-in-a-new-egypt.html).
13�Mary Catherine Ford: In Using life Ahmed Naji Imagined a Riveting Ride across a Dystopian Cairo, 
Then He Was Arrested. Words Without Borders: The Online Magazine for International Literature, De-
cember 2017 (https://www.wordswithoutborders.org/book-review/in-using-life-ahmed-naji-imagined 
-a-riveting-ride-across-a-dystopian-cairo).
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in 2012. This notion was, �rst and foremost, related to its protagonists� personal trou-
bles, which di�ered from the demands of those who initiated the uprising in 2011. 
Instead of demanding �bread, freedom and social justice�, my informants feared for 
their lifestyle. In doing so, they spoke from their own speci�c class positions, as many 
of the practices in Egypt that they feared losing (such as frequenting nightclubs and 
mixed-gender swimming pools) were, and continue to be, associated with a certain 
social class. The criticism of President Morsi and the Islamists should therefore also be 
analyzed with reference to class politics and the social actors� privileges associated with 
their previously established positions.

While some Egyptians have, to borrow from Achcar (2013), succumbed to �mel-
ancholic depression�, others have celebrated the return of an autocratic regime. The 
current political situation in Egypt is a clear reminder of how the notion of the �secu-
lar� entailed political power in 2012 and 2013. As Rock-Singer (2019: 183) notes, the 
current President Abdel Fattah el-Sisi shares �religious references and commitments� 
with the previous rulers, but it seems that he and his regime do not pose a threat to 
the lifestyle of those who, during the Islamists� rule, insisted that Egypt was a �secular� 
country. The silence over el-Sisi�s use of religious references further indicates that the 
critique during Morsi�s presidency was less about religion in politics than about class 
politics and social status.
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Individuality Beyond the Beaten Track:  3	
Self-Pietization, Qur��n Circles and  
Organic Islam in Contemporary Alexandria

Lisa Maria Franke

Introduction

Islam, and its relationship to and with private space, has attracted the interest of an in-
creasing number of scholars over the last few decades. Many of the works concentrate 
on the vivacity of private religion and how it is engendered and in�uenced by new de-
velopments, which can include new religious phenomena or innovations and private 
religious gatherings (Cf. Gauthier 2014). The critique is mostly centred around the 
hypothesis that privatization, or rather, individualization, leads to the weakening of 
established Islam and promotes self-centred personal development.1 In order to study 
this multifaceted context of the numerous private varieties of religion that emerge 
from new forms or even waves of religiosity, which highlight its dynamic character, I 
will explore the concept of what I call self-pietization in the realm of individual reli-
gious agency.2 This article deals with the impression that, in Egypt, there has been an 
enormous increase in the withdrawal of religion from the public space in favour of 
individually lived religiosity, particularly since the beginning of the 20�� century � and 
that, moreover, religious gatherings of various types have spread throughout the coun-
try. I will analyse the ways in which di�erent historical memories, each containing a 

1�I prefer the term �individual� rather than �private� in the context of religion and belief, as it points to 
more speci�c self-developments, whereas the term �private� tends to connote ideas of space and prop-
erty.
2�Cf. on how the self can develop Foucault (1988).
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multiplicity of collective and individual religious experiences,3 are strati�ed according 
to age/generation and milieu in contemporary Alexandria.4

The following three spheres can be identi�ed, of which the second will be high-
lighted in this article. First, the public space with its material and symbolical develop-
ments. Second, individual religious imaginaries with their immaterial developments, 
such as identity formation. And �nally, the social realm, which encompasses both and 
which can be described by means of the simultaneity of the manifold religious deploy-
ments, even mobilizations, and terminologies as well as the increasing digitalization of 
religion and knowledge. Regarding the latter, knowledge and religion have opened up 
a whole new world for wanderers of the digital realm, referring to those who choose 
to acquire knowledge by browsing the internet and also to those who might be called 
spiritual wanderers5 searching for (religious) satisfaction and inspiration in a variety of 
forms. These developments will be discussed in this article by analysing select periodi-
cally held Qur��n circles. Focus will be given to the gatherings and their participants 
as well as to the knowledge conveyed during the sessions and the informal discussions 
that occur. The lens applied is an anthropological one, with an element of Islamic and 
Gender Studies. These di�erent approaches are merged together in order to acknowl-
edge the complexity of social issues that require multifaceted methodology.

I will brie�y describe the political and religious situation in Egypt in the periods 
when I conducted my �eldwork, as this is important in order to understand the im-
plications of these Qur��n circles. In 2011, political and social dynamics erupted that 
ultimately led to Egypt coming under a strict military rule that controls and de�nes 
all spaces of civil life, including religion (as well as social media). Alexandria, being 
the second largest city in Egypt with approximately 5 million inhabitants, plays a 
signi�cant role in the structure by which politics and religion in�uence the public 
sphere. The majority of its population is Sunni Muslim, while roughly 10% are Coptic 
Christians. Among the Muslim population are members and followers of the Muslim 
Brotherhood. However, many of these have been imprisoned, and those who are still6 
part of the Brotherhood act in secret and have gone underground. Some members 

3�I will discuss other � non-conformist, atheist and agnostic � experiences in a forthcoming publication 
(Franke forthcoming a).
4�In the context of all those who are di�erent and who deviate from the acceptable path within social 
limits, the other is something that allegedly does not even exist, and yet poses a threat to structures in 
society that currently form a binding social and cultural codex. Punishment is politically proclaimed and 
legally prosecuted. This phenomenon can be called �cultural �ickering�. Cf. Sanyal (2009), see also Amr 
Ezzat: On the Precarious �Non-existence� of Egyptian Atheists. Mada Masr, 11 December 2018 (https://
madamasr.com/en/2018/12/11/opinion/u/on-the-precarious-non-existence-of-egyptian-atheists/).
5�This term was coined by Christoph Bochinger, Martin Engelbrecht and Winfried Gebhardt 
(2009:31�.).
6�I say �still� because the Muslim Brotherhood has been forbidden since the ousting of then-President 
Mursi during the military coup in 2013 which led to the presidency of Abdel Fatah al-Sisi (in power since 
2014, re-elected in 2018). It has also been declared a terrorist organization. See �Egypt�s Police Stop Terror 
in Track, Arrest 6 Muslim Brothers in Alexandria.� Albawaba News, 16 September 2018 (https://www.
albawaba.com/news/egypts-police-stop-terror-track-arrest-6-muslim-brothers-alexandria-1186676).
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play a role in the public sphere without being identi�able as members of the Brother-
hood. Others do not hide their membership, but still try not to attract attention. The 
current military regime�s strict control over the public sphere, and sometimes even the 
private sphere via social media, has made members tend to act in secret and be more 
careful when wearing or saying things that would make it easy for others to recognise 
them as part of the Muslim Brotherhood. Other groups include the Sala�yy�n, who 
are also not welcomed by the ruling regime, but are not as strictly prohibited as the 
Muslim Brotherhood, since they do not participate so actively in politics. By means of 
oppressive behaviour, the regime tries to control religious developments and dynamics 
in Egypt. Mosques and other public spaces are meticulously controlled, making it im-
possible for anything deviant from the �mainstream� to be publicly visible or audible. 
This is intended to stem every possible act of �otherness�.

From 2016 to 2019 I carried out extensive �eldwork among Muslim �middle-class 
milieus� in Alexandria on the subject of individual piety, more precisely the search for 
individual (non-)religious identities. In doing so, I came across many di�erent under-
standings of and approaches to the terms �religion� and �belief�. �Religion� shall thus 
be understood as distinct from �being religious� and from �doing being religious�. As 
the following quote by Bruno Latour suggests, belief and religion can be con�icting 
notions: �Belief has eaten up the originality of religion� (Latour 2019:31). What they 
mean in everyday life is not necessarily what is written in books and what scholars 
might suggest. Rather, they carry emotions with them, and are subject to a wide range 
of interpretations. My aim here is not to �nd a de�nition for religion, but to discuss 
how piety, belief and religiosity are (or are not) part of individuals� lives, and how these 
concepts and their corresponding practices shape and de�ne identities. Moreover, I 
intend to discuss how religiosities and non-religiosities are not just an individual mat-
ter, but also a social and �material� matter that manifests in many di�erent but equally 
constitutive forms and media (e.g. in symbols, rituals, religious and other institutions 
or texts). Abdulkader Tayob highlights that thinkers from the 19�� century did not fo-
cus on the individual Believer-God relationship necessarily, but rather on the develop-
ment of society by means of religion as a new model.7 The personal was pushed to the 
background in favour of social and political issues. Today, the focus on the individual 
in terms of religion is back on the agenda, though at the same time we do not lose sight 
of society and its developments in general. In my research, it became clear that person-
al needs are prioritized when it comes to the subject of religion and religiosity and that 
the revitalization of Islam is a creative process to which the individual is dedicated.8

7�For a historical overview of the term religion and thoughts leading to its various de�nitions and creative 
transformations among select Muslim thinkers, see Tayob (2009).
8�I prefer the term �revitalization� over �revival/revivalism�. Especially in the case of Islam, it is mislead-
ing to speak of a revival that can be observed since the end of the 20�� century, as a revival can only take 
place if something has essentially vanished, which was not the case for Islam in Egypt or otherwise. Revi-
talization refers more concretely to the fact that Islam was on the decline, but became important again in 
daily life, albeit in a modi�ed form. 
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In the present case of Qur��n circles, I argue that this analysis is closely related to ne-
gotiating the self. Thus, it is not about �nding out the essence of religion or the true 
meaning of Islam, but rather highlighting the di�erent intimate perceptions and indi-
vidual interpretations of what Islam can mean for oneself, and how this understand-
ing can change according to time and space. The particular individual situation of each 
person I spoke to, including their background, upbringing, knowledge, education, age 
and social status, informed their interpretation of the notion of religion. My focus on 
these highly individual and intimate understandings of the term must be viewed in 
relation to the more public and politically informed understanding of religion � at 
least in the case of Egypt. Here, it is state Islam and the in�uence of authoritative 
institutions on the interpretation of religion that are decisive. While Saba Mahmood 
describes non-agency in her study on the women�s piety movement in mosques in 
Cairo (see Mahmood 2005), my research on the Qur��n circles focuses on the oppo-
site, namely the (conscious) agency of my interview partners, who are very much aware 
of their own personal de�nition of what it means to be religious.

I thus contest the opinion by well-known scholars such as Pierre Bourdieu, Michel 
Foucault and Talal Asad. Individual agency is absent in their understanding of the 
term �habitus�; they might acknowledge it in relation to active processes, but they 
subordinate these under discursive orders or tradition, discourses and practices coined 
by Islamic theology (Mahmood 2005: 14; Bourdieu 1984: 466; Asad 1993: 75�76; cf. 
also Mellor and Shilling 2014). Instead, with reference to Margaret Archer, I argue 
that the habitus cannot be enough of a category to understand individuals and their 
lives, since these individuals must inevitably participate re�exively in the current glo-
bal dynamics (Mellor and Shilling 2014 as well as Archer 2012). However, contrary to 
Archer, I still consider habitus to be relevant in re�ecting on social contexts, since it 
can shed light on behavioural patterns, though I do so without denying the agency of 
individuals (Archer 2012: 1).

In the context of self-pietization, this is in line with Thomas Csordas, who further 
develops Irving Hallowell�s argument of the self as an object in a world of objects by 
�taking full cognizance of the constant reconstitution of the self, including the pos-
sibilities not only for creative change in [�] societies, but for varying degrees of self-
objecti�cation cross-culturally� (Csordas 1990: 6). He continues, with reference to 
Marcel Mauss, that �all humans have a sense of spiritual and corporal individuality. 
[�] [While] the paradigm of embodiment has as a principal characteristic the collapse 
of dualities between mind and body, subject and object. [�] Here again we �nd the 
themes of perception and practice as domains of the culturally constituted self� (Csor-
das 1990: 7).



Individuality Beyond the Beaten Track	 43

The Circles
�Islam is a religion that requires constant awareness and practice, in the sense of ac-
quiring and practising knowledge. It is too complicated to just sit and read the Qur��n 
by ourselves � the language and the content need explanation. This is why we are 
here, why I am here.�9 With this statement from one of the participants, the �oor was 
opened for a vibrant group discussion. This occurred towards the end of one of the 
circles that I attended, when the participants agreed to join me in a group discussion 
about why they attended this Qur��n circle. However, before we discuss the subject in 
its full complexity, allow me to introduce the circles in more detail.

During the years in which I carried out my �eldwork, I had the chance to regu-
larly take part in three Qur��n circles. Two of these circles were held in the morning 
and restricted participation to women only. They were organized by my friend Nour, 
who initially hosted one of them, and hosted both of them towards the end of my last 
year.10 A female teacher, Haneen, lectured at both of them. The other circle I partici-
pated in was held in the evenings and was a mixed-gender group11 for couples. How-
ever, it was also possible to attend if one�s spouse was not able to come due to illness 
or family responsibilities. This circle was led by a male lecturer, with the participants 
taking it in turns to host each week.

Happening o� the beaten track, these circles are not yet clandestine in nature, but 
are nonetheless uno�cial religious gatherings in the private space. The space in which 
they occur is private, as the meetings take place in the homes of the hosts. It is closed, as 
new participants can only attend by invitation. It is semi-religious, as it is not a formal 
religious space such as a mosque. As such, these three characteristics � semi-religious, 
private, closed � can form a new category, allowing us to de�ne these spaces as intimate 
spaces. Since de�nitions of the term �intimate� focus mainly on the body and sexual-
ity, or on architecture, I have tried to de�ne it according to the phrasing used by my 
interview partners. For the participants, these intimate spaces o�er a safe space where 
they can express emotions and ideas without the fear of rejection or judgement. In 
intimate spaces it can be possible to ask questions and show vulnerability (in the sense 
of ignorance, uncertainty or doubt about an issue or about oneself in ways that might 
feel have obvious answers) that might not be possible in public or semi-public spaces. 
Other categories that describe spaces outside of the private/public dichotomy and can 
be applied here are �sacred� and �secret�.12 The former because the circles deal with 
Islam and the Qur��n, and thus turn the whole environment into a sacred space, where 

9�Statement by Sara during group discussion on 6 June 2017.
10�My friend o�ered to host the other morning circle due to renovation works at the previous host�s 
house. 
11��Groups� are understood here as processes that underlie various in�uences. In this sense, Islam should 
be understood as being entangled with culture: religious, social, cultural and political dynamics are in-
tertwined.
12�Regarding the development of various kinds of spaces (private, public, intimate etc.) see Madanipour 
(2003).
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participants can also leave the lecture to pray (in the same private home). The latter is 
because it is not publicly announced and because one can only attend upon invitation 
and recommendation. These invitations are usually expressed orally to friends and ac-
quaintances considered worthy of participating in the circles. The invitation has to be 
approved by the host. Upon approval, the host accepts the new �member� by adding 
them to the corresponding WhatsApp group. This digital �membership� allows for 
straightforward communication about the date and time of the next lesson and its 
topics. It also allows for a shared feeling of belonging to a (virtual) group. Additional 
religious knowledge (i.e. in addition to the content of the lessons) is exchanged via 
these groups, such as religious videos, videos by famous religious �gures, quotes from 
the Qur��n and �ad�th, prayers, religious sayings and reminders, as well as religious 
wishes and congratulations related to religious feasts, etc. All of the aforementioned 
categories can be used to describe the circles, but the applicability of each label also de-
pends on who is present, who I am talking to, and what kind of meaning that person 
bestows upon the gathering (i.e. Sinnstiftung).

A quick note on the seating arrangements in the Qur��n circles: I call them �cir-
cles� because the attendees sit in a circle facing the teacher. This was the case for both 
morning classes. In the evening classes, the seats were arranged either in a circle or in 
lines (also facing the teacher) depending on the architecture/space of the house that 
was hosting that session. Academic literature also generally refers to these courses as 
circles. The term circle also connotes a gathering that is private and exclusive � not 
open to the public, but only to select members or participants. The Arabic term used 
by my fellow students was dars (used in the singular, although it should correctly be the 
plural dur�s), and when inquiring as to whether the lesson would be taking place, they 
would ask: �andinna Qur��n il-nah�rda?� Some of the participants would (always) be 
late, which would be only remarked upon if it required the usual time allowance for 
latecomers to be extended to an excessive degree. About thirty minutes spent waiting 
for fellow participants would be accepted, which also allowed time for clari�cations 
and discussions regarding this upcoming lecture, last week�s lecture, or anything o� 
topic. Throughout my research I came across various understandings and concepts of 
time, carrying with them the notions of memory and generation. Everyday concepts 
of time often correlated with religiously interpreted and lived concepts of time. In the 
lectures, time would not only play a role in terms of coming late or having to leave 
early, but also in relation to prayer and fasting or when to put on the veil, and even 
in discussions about concepts of afterlife. Regarding the latter, most of my interview 
partners made mention of the questions asked upon death about what one has been 
doing during their lifetime with their health, their youth and their time.13

13�In �ad�th these questions are posed in the passive form, indicating that everyone will be asked by God 
on the day of resurrection what one has done with his/her lifetime, with his/her knowledge, with his/
her wealth (everything one owns materially and immaterially, what one spent it on and where one got it 
from), and �nally with his/her body. Regarding the concepts of afterlife see Franke (2015: 211�220) and 
Smith and Haddad (2002). 
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The circles can be characterized in the following three dimensions. First, the social 
dimension, i.e. gathering, networking, chatting. Second, the religious dimension, i.e. 
rituals, knowledge, practice (although knowledge is at the intersection of both the so-
cial and religious dimensions). And �nally, the material dimension, i.e. food, fashion, 
religious texts, and design/architecture of the private space.

It should be highlighted that the knowledge in the written text (which was origi-
nally an oral tradition) can only be understood with the aid of oral commentaries, 
interpretations and explanations from a shaykh � someone who has gathered religious 
knowledge surrounding the Qur��n within himself/herself, ready to share with any-
one who wants to know about the book of secrets.14 The usual method involves recita-
tion combined with conveying the knowledge afterwards, but this was not applicable 
in the Qur��n circles I attended. There, the focus was on transmission of knowledge 
alongside recitation on a voluntary basis. Those who wanted to recite were welcome 
to, while those who did not want to, or had not practised enough, did not have to. The 
Qur��n and �ad�th would also be taught together, or at least one after the other. This 
was necessary, according to the teachers, because the overall context of the Qur��n 
can only be understood if the surrounding circumstances and historical contexts are 
included. As Angelika Neuwirth puts it, it is �accessible only through the lens of tra-
ditional Islamic exegesis� (Neuwirth 2010: 143). The written is not self-explanatory; 
it needs complementary sources, such as the oral explanations provided in the Qur��n 
circles, to be understood. But with the oral comes interpretation, and with interpreta-
tion comes in�uence, leaving the door open for manipulation, doubt, fear, insecurity, 
dominance and power.15

While spaces such as these o�er a platform for religious agency within and out-
side the circles, the participants themselves are subject to transformation in what I 
call self-pietization. This is in contrast to the term Sana Chavoshian uses in her article 
about female pious circles in Iran, namely �self-spiritualization�, coined by Spencer 
Trimingham (Chavoshian 2017). All of the participants of the circles I attended were, 
according to their self-perception, spiritual � or, to be precise, religious � in one way 
or another. All of them were seeking to be �pious� or �more pious� and to be a �better 
Muslim� in general. I thus use the term self-pietization in order to highlight that the 
participants� religious agency is consciously chosen, and that they are aware of both 
their own religious agency and their desire to improve their piousness. As a term, self-
pietization con�rms this agency and the motivation for development or betterment. 
I argue in line with François Gauthier that this trend of �religious individualization is 
not narcissistic but intrinsically tied to corresponding social forms, i.e. social interac-
tions and communities.� (Cf. Gauthier 2014: 268).

Processes of self-pietization are essentially very individual, but nonetheless we 
cannot ignore the social environment of groups, communities and families. Indeed, 

14�For more on the subject of orality and the Qur��n see Graham (2003).
15�Cf. on the meaning and interpretation of the Qur��n among others Neuwirth, Marx et al. (2008) and 
Wadud (1999).
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these should also be highlighted, as individuals serve as multipliers for other individu-
als. The knowledge and piousness that individuals acquire does not go unnoticed by 
others and can cause a reaction in them, which might take the form of approval, op-
position, imitation, ignorance or indi�erence. Self-pietiziation has an e�ect on one�s 
religious identity by either fostering or transforming it through regular religious prac-
tice and the acquisition of deeper religious knowledge. In turn, it is re�ected in one�s 
love of God, oneself and the community. Equally, however, these processes re�ect the 
dominant system of values in the relevant parts of society at that point in time. One�s 
own religiosity is being mirrored, reassessed and judged according to this value system 
� from the inside and the outside. Though believing is invisible in and of itself, as are 
degrees of belief or non-belief, these can become visible to others to a certain extent 
via embodied practices such as praying, fasting or veiling/dress code.16 These are sub-
jectively understood and valued, so attempting to objectively analyse the mind-body 
dualism can pose considerable problems for the researcher, i.e. in identifying and dif-
ferentiating between them.

The topics addressed di�ered in all three circles and were highly dependent on the 
participants and their needs. In the �rst morning circle in particular (the one that was 
transferred to my friend�s house due to renovation works), the level of religious knowl-
edge was very low, and the participants would often ask the teacher to clarify terms and 
explain the hidden meanings behind passages from the Qur��n. In some cases, if the 
teacher could not make the student understand, my friend Nour would o�er to ex-
plain using di�erent words or vivid examples from everyday life. The sessions typically 
began with Qur��n recitation, followed by Qur��n interpretation and corresponding 
�ad�th. The latter was often in the form of a story that led into a group discussion. 
Most of the participants told me that the Qur��n is impossible to understand without 
clarifying interpretations, especially for those with little religious knowledge and little 
experience of practising and living Islam. The participants� level of knowledge would 
always in�uence the discussions, and their everyday concerns and problems would of-
ten inspire the subject of the weekly discussion. The discussion would often focus on 
al-kab��ir, the biggest sins. One of these is the consumption of alcohol, which in many 
families is considered �ar�m (religiously forbidden) and thus is not tolerated:

�Recently, alcohol is increasingly part of wedding ceremonies alongside the wa-
ter and juice bottles, previously the only drinks o�ered. I don�t approve of this. 
And I don�t drink alcohol. But I also don�t understand why this must be part of 
the weddings of young people nowadays?�17

My friend Nour is very unhappy about these �new� developments: �I only have two 
wishes for my children � to pray regularly and not to commit any of al-kab��ir�.18 These 

16�Unless these practices are carried out in order to camou�age non-belief or di�erent forms of belief.
17�Interview with Nour, 19 April 2017.
18�Cf. �Kab�ra� in Encyclopaedia of Islam (doi: 10.1163/1573-3912_islam_SIM_8735). Among these 
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sins, said to be the major ones, �bring[s] down divine anger and punishment [�], but 
on the other hand, [they] nevertheless remain[s] within the operative sphere of the 
divine mercy.�19 Drinking alcohol has become a fashionable trend among the upper 
middle-class milieus, and Nour considers this a sign of the devaluation of religion, 
even a sign that the world is approaching its end. Here we �nd ourselves in the middle 
of a heated discussion � one that grows even bigger and more emotionally intense in 
light of all the other negative developments occurring both in Egypt (President al-Sisi 
is the manifestation of bad political decision-making; the deterioration of religion is 
obvious when looking at the behaviour of people �in the street�) and worldwide (Isra-
el is continually blamed for the political situation in the wider Middle Eastern region; 
Trump is considered evil incarnate).

Haneen, the lecturer at the women-only circles, was azhar�-trained, married with 
three children and in her early 30s. She was well prepared for the lectures and �exible 
regarding the topics of discussion. Her handwritten material was copied and distrib-
uted among the participants at the beginning of each lecture. She combined quotes 
from and references to Qur��n and �ad�th in her handouts. During the lectures, we 
usually sat in a circle around a large dining table with and juz� (parts, excerpts) from it 
in the centre, accessible to everyone, along with paper and pens for us to take notes.

��jj Ahmed, the lecturer of the mixed-gender evening circle, was a self-made 
shaykh with solid religious knowledge. He was a former marine o�cer, in his late 60s/
early 70s, and married with children. He did not provide any written or printed ma-
terial, but rather had his lectures prepared on a tablet that he put on a desk next to 
him. I never had a chance to get a glimpse at the screen of his tablet. He, like Haneen, 
would start with a qur��nic reference and subsequently recount a related story from 
the a��d�th, followed by a lecture about everyday issues � though sometimes it was the 
other way around, and he would start with the lecture, which was often triggered by 
a question from the audience or an unsolved issue from the previous session. There 
were usually no group discussions, but questions were allowed during the lectures. In 
these gatherings, we sat in a circle facing the lecturer. There was no Qur��n available 
and nobody took notes. Some had di�culty staying awake after a long day of work, 
while others listened attentively. All unveiled women were asked (�out of respect�, ac-
cording to my friend Shams) to veil during the lecture � including me. Although the 
shaykh saw us unveiled before and after the lecture, we each covered our hair with a 
loose scarf prior to the lesson.

The socio-economic backgrounds of the participants placed most of them in the 
ranges of the middle- and upper middle-class milieus. The participants not only had 

sins are shirk (worshipping anything besides Allah), despairing of Allah�s mercy, not obeying one�s par-
ents, zin�� (adultery), theft, consumption of alcohol, gambling, speaking ill of someone who is absent, not 
praying �al�t, black magic, killing, etc.
19�Wensinck and Gardet (2012) de�ne kha
��a as �apostasy from the faith, kufr and shirk, insults to the 
Prophet, fornication and adultery, sins against nature, murder, usury and black magic; very often, the use 
of fermented liquors, theft on a serious scale, and �ight from the battle �eld, are added to these.�
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the motivation to come, but also the �nancial freedom to be able to spend two to 
three hours per week away from work. Some of the women participants did not work 
at all, while some who did could make time for the circles on their work days (due to 
being self-employed or because their work allowed for �exible hours) and others came 
on their days o�. Also, the hosts of the morning circles were well-o� and had spacious 
homes (Arabic: sg. bait, pl. buy�t), in most cases referring to an owned �at; renting 
properties is not very common among these milieus in Alexandria) with enough space 
to host the gatherings, and had enough money to o�er delicious food (usually pre-
pared by a private cook or ordered from well-known restaurants) for all participants. 
In the evening circles, the socio-economic make-up looked slightly di�erent. All par-
ticipants acted as hosts in turn, which meant that everyone would o�er their house to 
the others and would be responsible for preparing food. These circles took place in 
the evenings to allow for the husbands to participate as well. Most of the couples had 
small children, which meant that someone had to babysit them. In this social milieu, it 
is very common to have a live-in nanny (mostly from sub-Saharan Africa or South-East 
Asia), making it possible for both parents to leave the house together. The husbands 
often worked long hours; the tendency of some of them to fall asleep during the lec-
tures showed their state of exhaustion.

The houses I saw at both the morning and evening circles had rather decorative 
interiors. We usually sat in the reception area of the house or at a large dining table. At 
many of the meetings, a maid would open the door and welcome me inside. All of the 
houses had one or more references to Islam on display. A richly ornamented Qur��n 
was placed on a small table in the reception area for all family members and guests 
to read, or a frame on the wall held religious sayings from the prophet Mu�ammad 
written in calligraphy or s�ras from the Qur��n. Prayer rugs might be casually hung 
over the armrest of a chair. These references hinted at the fact that in the private realm 
there is always a space for the religious ritual of �al�t. While the �al�t can be carried out 
anywhere in the house (except for the bathroom), usually each family/household has 
de�ned spaces for prayer facing towards al-Ka�ba in Mecca. These spaces are often in 
the private living room or each family member�s own bedroom. Some families often 
pray together, while in others, each family member prays alone by themselves.

Most of the houses were furnished in a decorative style that is considered �colo-
nial� and represents a French-European look from the 19�� and early 20�� century with 
the character of a museum. They typically had a reception area to welcome guests 
who were not part of the close circle of family and friends. Characteristic furnishings 
included antique tables, silver, couches and chairs, heavy curtains, carpets and paint-
ings in golden frames. The cutlery and the porcelain, too, looked antique, and was in 
most cases. The atmosphere could be slightly surreal, because no actual everyday life 
would take place in the reception area; this was left to the private living room and the 
bedrooms. Children were usually at school or in bed at the time of the gatherings, so 
only the host, the lecturer, the participants and the maid(s) would be present. This 
was a representative space for others; everything looked beautiful and relatively un-
touched. Regardless of how small the �at was, there would always be a welcoming area 
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for strangers, a space that is used only on special occasions. Some other houses, albeit 
only a bare handful, were furnished in a more modern late 20�� century style, with 
clear lines and colours and without antique furnishings. In those houses, too, religious 
references were exhibited in a similar manner as described above, and the same atmos-
phere was present.

What each of these houses had in common was that almost all the windows were 
always covered with curtains that made it impossible to look inside from the street or 
from neighbouring houses. These also made it impossible to look outside, and as such 
the circle gatherings took place in spaces actually closed o� from the outside world � 
no interaction took place. When I asked about the tendency of people to live this way 
in their private houses, one of my young Egyptian interviewees, Ismael (who did not 
attend any of these circles) related that �we all live locked up in our houses, excluding 
the sun and fresh air completely; actually we live like cave-men. It is always dark and a 
bit stu�y in our houses. Windows are always shut; curtains are always drawn. Arti�cial 
light is switched on and if available the A/C is also switched on. Nature and neigh-
bours, strangers are not supposed to get a glimpse of us in our own four walls.�20 Ac-
cording to Ismael, this has to do with shyness, with fear of neighbours� gossiping, with 
religion secluding women from the view of strangers (especially of male strangers), but 
it also has to do with preventing dust and heat from entering the house.

Most of the topics covered in the discussion portion of the meeting were prompt-
ed by either the previously read qur��nic s�ra or the corresponding a��d�th. In some 
cases, it would relate to the current political or social situation. Since these circles al-
ways included breaks to eat during or after the lecture, food and cooking were cen-
tral themes in the discussions. Other topics included the �al�t and the ritual washing, 
Rama��n/fasting, fashion/dress code, body modi�cations (such as beauty operations 
and tattoos), weddings, education (of the children), relationships/marriage, and gos-
sip in its broadest sense. The latter was not necessarily about speci�c people, but more 
about a particular habitus (which can be related to dress code or behaviour). It also 
was not necessarily negative; it could likewise involve talking about this or that person 
in a favourable way � admiring their way of dressing, or praising how religiously active 
they are, e.g. in terms of almsgiving or putting on the veil. Veiling is understood here 
as a gendered embodied spatial practice that incorporates the entangled production of 
bodies and subjectivities.21 In these ways, current events were decisive in in�uencing 
the discussion.

However, my own presence in the circles also in�uenced the topics of discussion. 
My attendance was especially di�cult in circle A (morning), which I attended from 

20�Interview with Ismael, 17 February 2017. 
21�The discussion of the veil will be dealt with elsewhere (my forthcoming publication on the wearing 
and meanings of the veil, Franke forthcoming b). I will only remark here that in the last few years, espe-
cially since the shift in power from the Muslim Brotherhood to Abdel-Fatah al-Sisi, many women have 
taken o� the veil or begun to strongly consider taking o� the veil. Thus, women who start to put on the 
veil are rare nowadays, and if it happens it is talked about extensively. 
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the beginning of my �eld research. Towards the end of my �rst year of �eldwork in 
Alexandria, I asked the participants if I could hold a group discussion with them about 
the circle, why they came, what they expected from the group and how the gather-
ings a�ected them. They all agreed, and they also all agreed that I could record the 
discussion for easier recollection afterwards. Despite this, and despite my assurances 
of anonymity, they did not trust me anymore, and some of the women successfully 
managed to exclude me from the circle. After the summer break, I did not attend 
circle A anymore, and instead switched to circle B, as suggested by my friend Nour, 
who was also hosting this circle. When I inquired as to why they did not want me 
to participate in the gatherings anymore, Nour said that it was related to the record-
ing, to my asking questions, and to my facial expressions showing emotions during 
the lectures. Ultimately it was a matter of trust, and I lost that trust because I am a 
researcher and because I asked questions and left the �safe space� of mere participant 
observation. This was the only occasion during my entire stay when I was obviously 
rejected and when trust became an issue that a�ected my work as an anthropologist.22 
Here, my presence changed the setting and made some of the women feel uncomfort-
able. Another situation that highlighted obvious discomfort of one of the women was 
when the subject of the veil was being discussed, speci�cally whether or not it is far� 
(i.e. religious duty).23 The woman, Maha, immediately asked the teacher not to discuss 
this issue, because she was de�nitely not going to put on the veil and did not want to 
hear that it was far�. The veil was not common in Maha�s upbringing, and neither 
was it common in her husband�s family; she preferred to ignore the debate about it in 
order to avoid being put in, or putting herself in, the situation of consciously deciding 
in favour of God (and putting on the veil) or against God (and refusing to put on the 
veil). In her case, ignorance was the best way to protect herself from making a di�cult 
and potentially awkward decision (given the fear of facing rejection from both her 
family and her husband�s).

What Do Participants Bring to the Qur��n Circle?

Those attending Qur��n circles do not go there as empty subjects, ready to absorb as 
much information as possible. On the contrary, they come already �lled with varying 
amounts of knowledge, and with personal issues that can trigger, guide or form part of 
the discussions. Most of the participants have at least a basic religious understanding, 
which they want to expand or simply verify in order to feel more comfortable in the 

22�Trust was also an issue in many other situations, just not an issue that a�ected my work. The issue was 
usually that of why I work on the subject of religion, why I am interested in personal lives and opinions, 
etc. Some suspected me of being a spy (in a joking manner), but felt assured if I explained the fact that all 
data is anonymized and no real identities will be exposed.
23��Islamic law distinguishes the individual duty (far� �ayn), such as ritual prayer, fasting, etc., and the col-
lective duty (far� kif�ya), the ful�lment of which by a su�cient number of individuals excuses the other 
individuals from ful�lling it, such as funeral prayer, holy war, etc.�, cf. Juynboll (2012).
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routines of religious rituals. Those with profound knowledge about Islam also attend 
the circles to deepen their understanding and for reassurance in more detailed aspects 
of and questions about the religion. In circle A (morning) and circle C (evening) the 
knowledge was usually fairly basic; in the evening circle, at least one of the married 
couples did not have a deep religious background and wanted to foster their knowl-
edge by attending. In circle B (morning), the understanding of Islam among the fe-
male participants was usually at quite a similar, substantial level. Here, the discussions 
and questions would go into great detail, with philosophical debates about particular 
topics. This especially included questions of how to improve the overall situation in 
Egypt and how everyone can participate in making the lives of the marginalized less 
precarious. Characteristic of the Qur��n circles, all three of them, was the production 
of knowledge and the associated power relation in a Foucauldian sense. Identity for-
mation and feelings of belonging occurred within these circles as well, as did demar-
cation based on religious positions and from the teacher or other participants. Being 
part of a group of others who have the same or similar thoughts, who dress and act in 
a similar way, can induce the feeling of belonging to a group and also foster a sense of 
religious belonging to a Muslim community.

�How people choose to identify themselves is important because labeling is im-
posing a de�nition. One either lives up to or down to a standard when a label is used 
because the label denotes value. Some things are known about how labels emerge and 
how they work to de�ne groups, but not much is known about how groups come to 
de�ne themselves. Nevertheless, labeling is a process that de�nes �in groups� and �out 
groups,� the normal and the ab-normal, the legitimate and the deviant. Labeling is 
subjective. It not only re�ects group values, but it also gives a framework for under-
standing. There are, however, dangers attached to labeling. One of them is stereotyp-
ing, making generalizations about a group with insu�cient knowledge. The danger 
lies in the fact that there is usually a very small bit of truth that gets ampli�ed and 
extended as reality� (Blea 1995: 5).

Although Irene Blea in her study among Chicano communities does not account 
for the non-dichotomous aspect of these �in groups� and �out groups�, which I con-
sider highly important, not least because there are many more possibilities than simply 
belonging or not belonging to a community (such as being half-in, half-out, being in 
or out purely as a cover, etc.), I still �nd her point that labelling is subjective to be very 
accurate, as has been argued above.

At the same time, participating in the Qur��n circles also evokes the atmosphere 
of being accepted by God through faith and through striving to be a better Muslim. 
Here, the notion of niyya (Wensinck 2012) should be highlighted. It has a historical 
meaning that links the notion to Islamic shar��a and makes it necessary for the niyya 
to be clearly acoustically or spiritually expressed before carrying out the act of �ib�d�t 
(Bousquet 2012). While legal opinions di�er greatly regarding these acts, the only act 
that most scholars agree on necessitating niyya ex ante is the ritual prayer, the �al�t. 
While the niyya must be expressed before the respective act, it should also be carried 
out during the practice until its very end. �So the niyya has become a legal act of its 
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own. It is usually called obligatory, but in some cases, e.g. the washing of the dead, 
commendable� (Wensinck 2012). Hans Wehr translates niyya as �(good) intention, 
intent, design, purpose, plan, scheme; determination, will, volition, direction of will; 
tendency, inclination, desire� (Wehr 1958: 901). In this sense the niyya must be carried 
out by a Muslim who is in full control of their mental power; they must be familiar 
with the intended act and must have the intention to carry out this act. The notion of 
niyya is not mentioned in the Qur��n but in canonical �ad�th, and it has undergone 
a gradual development of its meaning that can be historically traced starting from the 
moral denotation of intention: �innam� �l-a�m�l bi �l-niyya�.24 In this sense, the ritual 
act needs positive intention in order to be a morally and religiously accepted deed. 
However, the meaning has expanded to allow for a lack of evil intention to be con-
sidered niyya as well: �Good intention is taken into account by God [�], refraining 
from an evil intention is reckoned as a good work [�], the intention of the faithful is 
better than his work [�], niyya comes near to the meaning of ikhl�� [q.v.].� (Wensinck 

2012).
This latter development of the meaning of niyya is how most of the participants of 

the circles understood it and how the lecturer Haneen explained it to us. In this con-
text, it is important to highlight the two major religious positions that I encountered 
not only during the Qur��n circles but also in almost all other situations, conversations 
and interview meetings, and in the large quantity of literature and grey literature I 
read on the topic of how to be a good Muslim.25 There was usually a juxtaposition of 
the individual God-Believer relationship � which is untouchable � on the one hand, 
and society�s in�uence on this relationship on the other hand. A third component 
then comes into play, adding to this two-sided situation, namely what Nour described 
as �what you see out there in the street is not Islam.� This triangular relationship is 
complicated in itself, but other aspects complicate it still further. Most important of 
these are questions of doubt and insecurity in relation to God, society and the afterlife. 
This also ties into the collective memory and how it is negotiated in the discourse of 
individual belief systems. Here, underlying dynamics and changes depending on time 
and space play a role and re�ect a process of exactly the aspects referred to above. Also 
key here is how individual religiosity can occur separately from politics or rather that 
individual religiosity does occur separately from politics. Most of the participants are 
perfectly aware of the, as Haneen put it, �original or pure� relationship, namely that 
�Islam is something between me and God�. This relationship implies that any outside 
opinion, in�uence, advice or doubt is not only unnecessary but actually wrong.

24�Reference to al-Bukh�r� in Wensinck (2012).
25�Examples of such book titles are: Being a Good Muslim; Educating Children in the Way of God; The 
Path to Paradise; Muslim Society; How to Fight the Evil; The Biggest Sins in Islam; Living a Good Mus-
lim Marriage; The Prayer � How to Pray as a Muslim; The Book of Manners; Blessings of Marriage; How 
to Be a Good Muslim; The Stages of Heaven, etc. Most of the books have colourful covers with paintings 
of and quotes from the Qur��n. Those referring to paradise are depicted with heavenly iconographic 
references such as clouds or doves and even ladders or staircases.
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When I asked Nour what she does, therefore, in the case of uncertainty regarding 
something written in the Qur��n or in the �ad�th, or when something she heard or saw 
somewhere caught her attention but she did not know how to assess it, she replied:

I follow my heart and I consult Qur��n and �ad�th and I try to �nd matching 
references. I might also consult someone like Haneen or even listen to a TV 
preacher like Mustafa Hosni. But in the end it is important what my heart tells 
me and I will ask God in my prayers and then take a decision upon the best of 
my knowledge. You know everyone tries to in�uence you or interfere in your 
life and also in your religious life, but it is none of their business. God does not 
appreciate this. What he appreciates though is di�erence in opinion and he en-
courages discussions with the freedom of interpretation left to each and every 
single one of us.

Since this needed some further clari�cation, I followed up by asking her: �Tab [so], 
what about those who interpret Islam in a very di�erent, or rather, radical way, or 
those who are trying to oppress women in the name of Islam?� Her reply was very 
emotional, though at the same time she tried to focus on her understanding of Islam:

We shall not judge what others do. I can try to show them God�s mercy and that 
he would not want any harmful acts to be carried out in his name, but in the 
end we are all free human beings responsible for ourselves and all the actions 
we do. It is upon God to judge, not upon me. So it is better to mind my own 
business and have a strong relation with God instead of �nding mistakes in the 
actions of other people. What is wrong is wrong and he will correct the wrong 
on Judgement Day.

References to the afterlife and judgement day are a recurring theme in almost all the 
interviews I conducted and in almost all the gatherings of the Qur��n circles. One can 
collect �asan�t through good deeds and good intention (niyya), according to Nour, 
�there is promise [of a life in paradise], we have to try and hope and believe in this�.  
I will continue discussing the subject of afterlife elsewhere.26

Silences and Absences

Regarding the Qur��n circles, it is important to also highlight that in many situations, 
topics were underlying and present yet remained hidden � topics that are silenced or 
absent (or rather made absent, intentionally or otherwise), expressed or not expressed. 
Di�cult themes/taboos are social markers that constitute powerful forms of commu-

26�See my forthcoming publication on notions of afterlife in contemporary Alexandria (Franke forth-
coming c; cf. Franke 2020). 
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nication. In turn, voids in communication point to taboos in social relations. What, 
then, is the context for voids and taboos? They mirror grievances in society or in the 
respective community. According to Molly Andrews, it is necessary to di�erentiate be-
tween counter-narratives/counter-stories as opposed to master narratives. The former 
are narratives �which people tell and live, which o�er resistance, either implicitly or ex-
plicitly, to dominant cultural narratives� (Andrews 2004: 1). The latter are dominant 
cultural storylines and are the lens through which we view the stories of ourselves and 
others.

Problems occur as soon as one cannot identify with the master narrative anymore 
as one�s own experience does not harmonize with the master narrative. Consequently, 
the basis on which the dominant storyline was developed is questioned and poses a 
challenge. With the creation and circulation of (individual yet often community-
wide) counter-narratives, counter-realities are produced and validated. The relation-
ship of counter-narratives to master narratives is a close and conditional one; still, it is 
not a dichotomous relationship but rather one with blurred boundaries where the two 
can even merge. Identifying master narratives and counter-narratives as such is a fairly 
di�cult task; it depends not only on the perspective of the storyteller but also on the 
researcher�s attitude towards the various narratives. Another factor which should be 
considered is the role of the reader/listener and the personal perspective from which 
they read the story. The researcher is also required to pay �attention to the interac-
tional situation in which the narrative is produced [as it] helps to explain the ways in 
which speakers perpetuate or resist dominant cultural storylines.� (Jones 2004: 169; 
cf. Franke 2015: 207�209).

The aforementioned case of Maha serves as an example, as her counter-narrative 
remains silent � which does not disqualify it from being a counter-narrative per se, 
since narratives can also be silent, or even silences themselves be narratives. This only 
makes it more di�cult to identify them. Maha does not want to speak about the veil, 
which re�ects her own inner unease regarding the issue itself, but also that it is a highly 
contested issue related to religion, society, culture and tradition. She prefers not to talk 
about it in order to avoid exposing herself to critique or to encouragement to put on 
the veil. By means of the taboo � by being silent about the veil � she protects herself 
from socially and religiously based arguments. Although the community surrounding 
Maha is very much in favour of the veil and considers it to be far�, she does not want 
to put it on, and thus chooses to remain silent and, in fact, asks everyone around her 
to also remain silent about it. Not talking about the veil and thereby labelling it a ta-
boo � at least in the space of the Qur��n circle � enables her to keep her own personal 
opinion without allowing other perspectives to enter her realm of interpretation and 
plant a seed of doubt in her consciousness. She uses the taboo as a barrier, as a protec-
tive shield for her own personal well-being.

In a di�erent situation, one participant, Iman, tried to avoid the subject of alcohol. 
This explicitly does not refer to the subject of drinking alcohol, as this is something all 
of the women unanimously agreed on to be �ar�m. It rather concerns situations where 
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one is exposed to others drinking alcohol, such as the aforementioned weddings or, in 
Iman�s case, the numerous work meetings she attends.

In ALL of the work meetings I go to alcohol is being served and everyone ac-
cepts it. Even I accept it although I do not drink and although I am even veiled. 
I think it has become more common in the past years. But then again it is not 
upon me to leave a work meeting just because the other business partners drink. 
It is none of my business. I consider it wrong, �ar�m, but what they do is their 
choice.

Iman did not say this out loud in front of the other women; rather, since she was sitting 
next to me, she spoke in a lowered voice and made me understand that she disagrees 
with the others� outrage at the presence of alcohol at various events. In her opinion, 
the motto live and let live should be applied more widely in Alexandria: �people are 
wasting a lot of time and e�ort and energy on focusing on the lives of others instead of 
just following God and themselves.� Both Iman and Maha prefer not to follow the ma-
jority; instead, they act di�erently. This di�erence is in line with mainstream religious 
understanding, though the degree to which it is in line remains open to debate.

Amongst the Qur��n circle participants, three positions prevail with regard to 
their religious belief systems. First, those who seek to foster the religious knowledge 
they have acquired previously or elsewhere. Many participants attend with a thorough 
knowledge of Islam and want to be more con�dent in its texts and rituals. Those who 
have children, especially, want to have a deeper understanding of their religion in order 
to be able to pass it on to their o�spring and answer their questions in a more nuanced 
way. Second, those who want to learn something new about Islam � aspects and un-
derstandings they were not aware of before. And third, those who attend in order to 
prove to themselves that they are di�erent. They want to position themselves against 
the dominant knowledge and be con�dent about their varying, sometimes even op-
posing, position. While the �rst two positions are in line with the knowledge conveyed 
in the lectures, the third brings with it an awareness on the participant�s part that they 
are not going with the mainstream religious �ow. In some cases, these positions are 
lived and expressed consciously, while in other cases they happen unintentionally.

As mentioned earlier, there are many reasons for someone to attend these gather-
ings. The three positions listed above are in reference to the participant�s speci�c reli-
gious position and its development, or potential for development, over the course of 
their attendance. It shows that most of the participants are open to change and ready 
to increase their knowledge, and to boost or �improve� themselves, in the sense of self-
pietization. The minds and opinions of the attendees are permeable, and the lecturers 
(and even the other participants) are given the power to in�uence their state of knowl-
edge. Thus, power is exercised here by means of knowledge.27 To a limited extent this 
is even true for the third group of participants, those who contest the lectured knowl-

27�Regarding the relationship between power and knowledge, see Foucault (1972) and Foucault (1982).
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edge and the knowledge expressed by the other participants. This form of knowledge 
power (Wissensmacht) does not only remain within the circle, but can reach much 
further by way of the participants acting as multipliers and conveying their knowledge 
to others (e.g. family members, friends etc.). It can have a wide coverage, and this is 
where the boundaries of the circles are contested and transcended.

Boundaries are to be understood in terms of space, referring to both actual space 
and knowledge space. Knowledge traverses the con�ned space of the circles, which is 
being opened up through the movement of the participants in and out of the gather-
ings. Pre-existing knowledge is being reproduced, con�rmed and manifested, while 
new knowledge is being produced and shared. Both forms of knowledge are conveyed 
and repeated in discursive practices. The Foucauldian concept that discourse consists 
of knowledge and power also holds true for the Qur��n circles. Here, religious knowl-
edge is a powerful element that also exerts power over the participants through its 
related discourse. Religious knowledge has an authoritative character in that it is di-
rectly linked to God and obedience, �asan�t, being a good Muslim if followed in the 
�correct� way (or what the lecturer and sometimes also the other participants consider 
as such), versus disobedience, being a bad Muslim if not followed in the suggested 
way. This �suggested� way can often turn into an enforced way, although many of my 
interviewees considered Islam to be a collection of options, where everything is pos-
sible � except for the belief in God and his prophet Mu�ammad, as this is the most 
important aspect that makes one a Muslim and is undebatable. Thus, it is not only the 
lecturer and the other participants that can act as regulatory forces or correctives for 
Islam, but also Islam itself that is attributed with this power here, by depicting God as 
a punishing God and his followers as believers who are judged and put into the binary 
categories of good or bad followers. Within the lectures, freedom of belief is rather 
limited, and both the advice (spoken and unspoken) and the overall atmosphere sug-
gest that one should adhere to the knowledge of the lecturer. Thus, choice is limited, 
as explained by Nour:

Even though God is the most merciful and it is upon him to judge us, there is a 
big chance that if we try to do everything the way He and prophet Muhammed 
[�] suggested, that we will be able to enter paradise. But if we do not strive to 
do as much good as possible then we do not know what will happen and this 
makes me and many others feel uncomfortable to have this knowledge about 
our religion and to have everything written in the Qur��n and in the �ad�th and 
still not follow his words. Especially if this is done deliberately. Those who do 
not know better, this is another story. But those who know all this about Islam 
and ignore it, this is I do not know, problematic.

In this sense, freedom of choice does not really exist in social life; it is abandoned in the 
face of the kind of emotional pressure that is exerted in the circles in a soft and some-
times hidden way. Nonetheless, it is present and part of the discourse.
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The Psyche and the Lessons
Well-being, as Maha put it, is another mental and physical state that many of the Qur��n 
circle participants seek, albeit not in the sense of standing out from the crowd, but by 
attending the lectures. Regarding this, another woman, Shams, said the following:

I come here because not only my body needs to exercise, which I do in the yoga 
classes, but my brain also needs to get training. The lectures are a perfect chance 
to let my mind work on something useful, something that gives me peace. This 
is my spiritual break from everyday life � very similar to praying actually. I give 
my mind spiritual input that keeps me going until the next gathering.

The reference here to �praying� needs further elaboration, as it has been mentioned 
in so many of the interviews with many di�erent positions and intensities. People like 
Nour or Haneen who consider themselves to be �good� Muslims (as far as possible) 
told me that �al�t, i.e. the ritual prayer, is far� � a religious duty that is undebatable and 
mandatory for every Muslim; �[i]n the Qur��nic universe in fact, there is no religion 
without prayer�.28 The times at which one prays can vary, but the total of �ve prayers 
per day is a must for them. This was a recurring theme during the gatherings of both 
the morning and evening circles.

In this speci�c topical context, one of the issues was the question of whether a 
prayer would be accepted by God if the follower was not mentally in a state of prayer 
or was not spiritually connected to God because they were otherwise occupied by eve-
ryday matters such as work, family and friends � whether to go on this night out and 
what to wear, what to cook for the in-laws, or when to make time for the kids. Nour 
and Haneen had a very similar if not identical position in this regard. For them, it 
would be ideal for the believer to be in constant and direct connection with God basi-
cally all the time. However, if this is not possible, or is not the case for reasons such as 
not being used to it or being preoccupied with everyday life, then the �al�t should still 
be carried out to ensure that one does not get used to not praying. And, most impor-
tantly, the connection to God might form during the �al�t. As such, giving up on the 
�al�t, whatever the reason and whatever the circumstances, must always be a last resort 
if considered at all. Both women would always advise anyone to continue praying and 
to believe in the power of God, who is almighty, and � most importantly � to leave 
the judgement to him and not assume anything. The routine of praying should, ac-
cording to them, not be interrupted unless it is for a valid reason, which may include 
the monthly break for menstruating women, as well as travel, sickness, and age-related 
di�culties. In all other situations, there is no excuse for not praying.

28�Monnot (2012): �[�] the �al�t, principal prayer of Islam, forms part of the �ib�d�t or cultic obligations. 
[�] In short, before becoming the obligatory and codi�ed activity [�] prayer is �rst of all, and always 
remains so in the Qur��nic vision of the world, the fundamental fabric of religious behaviour.�
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God already made it easy for us due to the fact that he allows the prayers to take 
place within a certain time frame. He makes life easy for us, but he wants us to 
be dedicated to him and to give him this little attention. He is really not asking 
for a lot. And did you know that the �ve little breaks he o�ers to us as a present 
is a true gift? We have time to focus on him and to let go of all the worldly things 
that might annoy us. Through the routine of pre-prayer ritual washing [Arabic: 
al-wu���] we keep ourselves clean during the day and we actually physically 
exercise �ve times a day like this. Many of the movements that we carry out 
during the prayer are similar to yoga positions and it is a healthy way to stay 
�t in the least of time. After the �al�t I am always much more attentive and if I 
was tired before, I am not tired after anymore. God knows what is best for us 
and the �al�t is for sure one of his most precious gifts to us. Especially in these 
fast times we are living in at the moment, where everything is dominated by the 
internet, consumerism and competition. During prayer we can go back to our 
essential selves, the one true connection between us and God. If the connection 
is not felt immediately, it will come during prayer; maybe not the same day, but 
patience will tell it will come one day.

Nour is very con�dent here about the ritual e�ect of �al�t and how this improves the 
God-Believer relationship. For her, not praying means not only betraying God, but 
also betraying herself, or depriving herself of something divinely ordained and, simul-
taneously, divinely o�ered. It makes her happy to pray and to please God. In this sense, 
she connects to what Shams suggested earlier, i.e. that praying is �me time�, a moment 
of complete closure to the outside world that allows one to open up the heart.

In this sense, the ritualized �al�t should not be understood as a duty that needs ef-
fort and inner conviction, but one that connotes happiness and spiritual ful�lment, 
and where one worships of one�s own free will and experiences exclusivity and one-
ness. Being one with God, in the sense of having a pure relationship with him, is also 
re�ected in the con�ned space of �al�t. It takes place on a prayer rug facing towards 
al-Ka�ba in Mecca. On this rug, the ritually puri�ed believer assumes predetermined 
prayer postures and recites particular s�ras depending on the time of the prayer. They 
enter a spiritual space of connection with God with the prior niyya of carrying out 
�al�t. This spiritual space is also a physical space � one that is also a sacred space in the 
sense that one would not interrupt the prayer unless it is an urgent matter. (Toddlers 
might start climbing on their praying parent, but this is usually accepted.) The unity 
of the believer during the prayer ritual, spatially con�ned and de�ned by the prayer 
rug, symbolizes an ideal state of spirituality. Inside this sacred space, the believer can 
let go of all problems and everyday concerns. The God-Believer relationship o�ers the 
latter a separate space where they can just �be� and not think about worries. In this 
sense, the spatial sanctuary is also a spiritual sanctuary, with the possibility of opening 
a space of social and mental peace. Within this space outside of time, the believer is of-
fered new power to solve issues and to get back to everyday life with some distance and 
a fresh mind. As Haneen put it:
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This is exactly what the divine relation to God should be like in an ideal set-
ting, a revitalizing aspect in our lives, something that does not drain us but that 
re�lls our sources and triggers our brains and bodies to perform and to carry 
out good deeds. And this is why I tell my students and I teach my children to 
pray and to repeat this sequence of prayers �ve times a day, every day and not 
get lazy in praying. Actually, for me personally the �al�t is the most important 
thing in Islam. The �al�t is basically what Islam in its core is. Those who do not 
pray because they do not think it is necessary or those who are just lazy miss the 
biggest gift we received from God and I feel sorry for them.

The discussion of praying and not praying provoked an emotional debate within the 
circles that exempli�ed what was mentioned earlier regarding silences and absences 
in social interaction. While many religious debates are held with an assumption of 
freedom of interpretation and freedom from judgement, the perceived reality is often 
di�erent. Participants feel too shy or even intimidated to express their real opinions, 
while those who appear to be very religious claim the power of interpreting Islam 
as their own � although they would not admit to this, as the last word is always up 
to God. Nonetheless, this creates a power hierarchy among the participants, leading 
them to remain silent or say things that do not match their own lives. For example, 
they might agree that �al�t is important despite not adhering to it themselves (by not 
praying at all, or praying less than the required �ve times). Sentiments of shame and 
fear thus dictate the oral (non-)participation in the circles. Samira told me after one of 
the sessions that:

I do not pray the �ve prayers every day. It is simply too much for me with the 
work and the kids. Some days I try to pray �ve times and I succeed but on other 
days I just forget or I remember because of the a��n, even the prayer time apps 
on my phone which remind me to pray, but if I skip or postpone I sometimes 
forget. I really hope that God can forgive me. But I do not want the group to 
think I am a bad Muslim and to judge me because I am not such a conscientious 
worshipper. The dynamic in the gatherings can sometimes be rather intimidat-
ing and I feel shy, even scared to say something. Especially if it is not in congru-
ence with the lecturer and the other good Muslim women there, those who do 
everything right and have nothing to fear.

Samira�s sorrowful opinion o�ers an insight into the Qur��n circles from another per-
spective, namely that the meetings consist of dynamics that do not make every attend-
ee feel comfortable. Despite her reservations regarding some of the topics discussed, 
Samira still goes to the lectures regularly for social and spiritual reasons. By listening 
to the teacher, she has the feeling that her mind is enlightened and that her social posi-
tion among the other women is stabilized and promoted, since most of them know 
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each other (or of each other) outside of the circles as well.29 In these two respects she 
is empowered on both a religious and social level, with the limitation that she feels 
obliged to hide some of her sentiments from the other participants in order to avoid 
being marginalized, rejected, judged, indoctrinated or pitied.

The aforementioned notion of �me time� re�ects the trend towards what I call 
an organic Islam that propagates a balanced life-work-religion/belief/practice rela-
tionship and hints at a post-conventional self-development.30 �Me time� is no longer 
about the ego, but about a careful and mindful lifestyle that is compatible with the self 
and the community. With the revitalization of individual religion comes the awareness 
of how much religion is good for me, what I can do, what I have to do, and how I can 
put all these requirements in balance. At the same time, one must not forget the needs 
of the community, which is perceived to be an essential part of living an organic Islam 
that is focused on the here and now, yet aware of the afterlife and the necessities this 
brings with it. Religion is thus not only an individual but a social matter. Similar to 
clean eating, there is �clean Islam�, �cleansed Islam�, �detox Islam�, i.e. Islam without 
�bad� in�uences from ordinary people or scholars and doctrines.31 Despite the fact 
that global trends have the reputation of standardizing local speci�cities and propagat-
ing the mainstream, according to Theodore Bestor, �Globalization doesn�t necessar-
ily homogenize cultural di�erences nor erase the salience of cultural labels. Quite the 
contrary, it grows the franchise� (Bestor 2000: 61). The trend is to live and practise a 
puri�ed version of Islam � one that glori�es its cultural speci�cities while still being 
�exible enough for various local practices, and that only includes the aspects that �t 
the believers� �way of religion� � is being fed by the promise of immortality in the 
afterlife. This concept is not meant to be a �light� version of Islam, but a sustainable 
one that highlights the cleansing of polluted versions of Islam; it is about a detox of the 
soul and the spirit. Organic Islam in this sense is soul food:

Emotional ful�lment is a welcome e�ect of practicing an ideal version of Islam; 
it helps to compensate for all the miseries and problems around us. And pray-
ing is the most visible aspects of our ritualized religion, so the more you pray 

29�Most of Alexandria�s middle-class milieu go to and meet at the same places or have kids who attend the 
same schools and sports clubs (after-school activities).
30�The term �post-conventional self-development� was coined by the discipline of psychology and moral 
development. Moral development happens gradually according to di�erent levels as coined by Lawrence 
Kohlberg (cf. Kohlberg 1996). The term �trend� concerns a spiritual topography that re�ects global de-
velopments. As yoga and mindfulness seminars spread across the world, the idea of �organic Islam(s)� 
is similarly becoming popular. Searching online. especially in relevant groups on Facebook, there is an 
increasing trend towards di�erent, awareness-raising ways of being a Muslim believer, with ever increas-
ing numbers of adherents.
31�Cf. on global food trends Kearney (2010). �Nowadays, many people do not believe in God anymore, 
but in health. What one used to do for God � pilgrimages, fasting � one now does for one�s health.� as 
Manfred Lütz, Psychiatrist and Theologist, stated 2017 in a radio interview (https://www.domradio.de/
themen/bist%C3%BCmer/2017-08-03/us-studie-religioese-menschen-leben-laenger ; own translation). 
See also Wilk (2006) as well as Counihan and Van Esterik (2013) and Watson and Caldwell (2004).
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the more ful�lled you are and the more appreciation and honour you receive 
from your peers,

explained Shams during one of our numerous car journeys throughout Alexandria. 
She went on:

it�s about improving, maybe even tuning oneself and Islam in an individual-
ized perfectionist version. About being di�erent, di�erent from the masses, 
who around us all claim to be Muslim. But we, as middle class, we want to be 
special, better, faster, richer, more beautiful and this is also true in terms of our 
belief. It has to do with identity and it can even become an obsession. Not in 
the sense of the Sala�yy�n or the Qur��niyy�n but in the sense of aligning one�s 
life according to the individually believed principles.32

Religion forms identity, and the way religion is practiced � and belief is embodied � 
becomes a way of life. But this optimized version does not only focus on the things 
the believer does but also on the things they do not do, i.e. their life conforms to a 
self-proclaimed religious diet. This form of self-pietization is indicative of many of the 
conversations I had with the women participating in the Qur��n circles. Religiosity is 
one aspect of life that can be optimized in order to get a better outcome (feel better, get 
more attention from peers, move one step closer to a higher level in paradise). It is also 
a domain which, according to these women, they are more or less in control of; from a 
religious perspective, nobody has the right to intrude on their individual believer space 
(though male members of the family may suggest and advise e.g. to pray or put on the 
veil). The women are in charge of designing their own God-Believer relationship and 
they are the ones holding the power in that regard.

Historicity and Trans-/Intertextuality

When religion and religiosity come into play, the question of historicity and inter-
textuality must be raised, especially in the context of social interaction and knowl-
edge production. Concerning the notion of trans-/intertextuality � namely that a text 
consists of codes and discourses thus already having a social and historical dimension 

32�This statement re�ects not only the wish for self-pietization but also that being religious is a form of 
consumption, and that this consumption should be in alignment with oneself and the environment, i.e. 
a sustainable and healthy form of consumption (cf. Redden 2016). This trend was also identi�ed and 
coined by Thomas Luckmann: �The new, basically de-institutionalized privatized social form of religion 
seemed to be relying on an open market of di�use, syncretistic packages of meaning, typically connected 
to low levels of transcendence and produced in a partly or fully commercialized cultic milieu. The new 
situation permitted, even encouraged individual bricolage. Relying for its essential legitimations upon the 
modern myth of the autonomous individual, it had a pronounced elective a�nity for the sacralisation of 
subjectivisms� (Luckmann 1996: 73). 
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while at the same time re�ecting textual interplays within one text � Haneen explained 
this to her students:

The Qur��n is God�s word that has been sent upon the prophet Mu�ammad 
and that is universally valid. At the same time, it is a historical testimony of the 
period of his life and in combination with the �ad�th and the Sunna we can 
understand Islam. In the Qur��n there are also references to the Christian Bible 
and the Jewish Torah with similar stories in each of them, although we believe 
that Islam is the last and thus the most veritable version of these accounts.

Without using the terms, the lecturer here refers to the historicity and intertextuality of 
these religious sources. Haneen made a similar comment when the discussion turned 
to very modern, up-to-date topics such as fashion, speci�cally dress code, body modi-
�cation (implants/cosmetic surgery, tattoos) and nail polish. According to Haneen 
and Nour, the best course of action should be interpretation of the relevant historical 
sources in combination with analysis of the current opinions of religious leaders (i.e. 
fat�w�), mixed with �the best of one�s knowledge and belief�. As Nour explained:

I consult di�erent sources (a��d�th) and religious persons and if they concur 
and my own knowledge tells me it is right, then I go with it. But if the a��d�th 
di�er and the religious persons also disagree and even argue about the issue, I 
choose to follow my heart. Mathalan, the nail polish issue that has come up 
recently: there is no corresponding religious source except that we should ful�l 
al-wu��� prior to the �al�t. Now, many religious o�cial persons have issued 
fat�w� regarding the nail polish with some saying it is ok, others saying it is not 
and others again saying �al�l nail polish is allowed. Now, the best of my knowl-
edge and belief tells me that nail polish is wrong and my scienti�c knowledge 
doubts the functionality of �al�l nail polish. So what do I do? I consult my 
heart, I consult God and decide to be on the safe side by not using nail polish 
during �al�t.

Here, too, the historicity must be put in context � and again, in cases of doubt that 
are di�cult to resolve clearly, consultation of one�s own heart is the last resort and the 
best possible option.

Individual Religion and Established Islam � 
A Powerful Relationship

Indeed, individual religion and its corresponding dynamics are often said to threaten 
established Islam, i.e. institutionalized Islam, the state Islam or the o�cial Islam. In 
the case of Egypt, this would essentially be represented by al-Azhar and its religious 
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knowledge production institutions.33 These institutions function in a centralized way. 
All scholars who claim to be Azhar-trained are required to have a certi�cate from al-
Azhar University or one of its many branches throughout Egypt. This gives the schol-
ars credibility, as al-Azhar is one of the most trusted religious institutions in Egypt 
(this is according to the participants of the circles; others I spoke with would have 
di�erent opinions), while at the same time these scholars spread the intellectual posi-
tion of al-Azhar and function as multipliers of its ideological perspectives. By means 
of its unique feature, al-Azhar is also interested in maintaining its exclusive position 
and making sure that its credibility is inviolable. Therefore, the standard of its reli-
gious knowledge must be guaranteed in order to maintain its position among so many 
other religious institutions, TV preachers and self-proclaimed scholars of Islam. Con-
trol is the mechanism that seems to be the most exploitable instrument for achieving 
this. In the case of Egypt, this means control in collaboration with the state and with 
the state�s interests which concur with the interests of al-Azhar. Both the state and 
al‑Azhar are actors with the same interests and agendas. They represent a community 
of interests with the same goal: to in�uence society. And this is the point at which the 
problem of private space comes into play. Private spaces can hardly be controlled at 
all, and the dynamics therein can be unexpected. Private space thus has the potential 
and the power to in�uence the religious realm of a society away from established and 
state-controlled Islam.

Despite this potential, I found that the three Qur��n circles I attended were more 
or less congruent with the religious knowledge that al-Azhar and the state of Egypt 
promote. Yet, although the gatherings are not intended to be clandestine, since they 
take place o� the beaten track, the state does not have a supervising instrument to trace 
these numerous lectures that are occurring throughout the country. Thus, even if the 
lecturers claim to be Azhar-trained, it does not necessarily mean that the knowledge 
they convey is always in line with the o�cial tone. Moreover, the dynamics within 
the groups are unpredictable and depend on who is present and on the subject being 
taught, as well as on the developments within the discussion. This means that even 
if the lecturer is a graduate from al-Azhar, the participants also inform the other par-
ticipants with their own backgrounds of knowledge that might not always be in line 

33�Cf. for a historial overview of al-Azhar: Hatina (2010) and for a contemporary analysis see Brown 
(2011). On the dispute about moral leadership in Egypt between the president and al-Azhar see Nathan 
Brown and Cassia Bardos: Power Politics or Principle. Diwan � Middle East Insights from Carnegie Blog, 
12 December 2018 (https://carnegie-mec.org/diwan/77928). On the ideology of al-Azhar in its teachings 
see Assem Hefny: Die islamische al-Azhar Universität in Kairo: Eine Frage der Interpretation. Qantara.
de, 3 May 2017 (https://de.qantara.de/inhalt/die-islamische-al-azhar-universitaet-in-kairo-eine-frage-der-
interpretation) as well as Ketchley and Biggs (2017). On the position of the Ahmed al-Tayyeb see Kha-
lid El Kaoutit: Instrumentalisierter Glaube � Interview mit Al-Azhar Großscheich Ahmed al-Tayyeb. 
Qantara.de, 28 April 2015 (https://de.qantara.de/inhalt/interview-mit-al-azhar-grossscheich-ahmed-al-
tayyeb-instrumentalisierter-glaube). On the general role of al-Azhar in Egypt see Hassan Hassan: In den 
Fängen der Politik � Rolle der Al-Azhar Universität in ˜gypten. Qantara.de, 19 February 2013 (https://
de.qantara.de/content/rolle-der-al-azhar-universitat-agypten-den-fangen-der-politik).
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with the al-Azhar ideology. It is in the interest of al-Azhar and also of the state to con-
trol the religious education landscape of Egypt as much as possible, not only for the 
promotion of their own concepts but also (primarily) in order to �ght radical Islamic 
interpretations, speci�cally (according to them most importantly) the Muslim Broth-
erhood and salaf� oriented groups. As a consequence, they train as many lecturers as 
possible and send them even to more rural areas to promote their perceived moder-
ate version of Islamic knowledge and their de�nition of what Islamic knowledge is, 
thereby �refashioning [�] ideas and [�] stabilizing [�] identity narratives� (Zeghal 
2010: 107).

This in�uence of religious ideals has two sides to it. The �rst is the educational 
aspect, i.e. spreading a mainstream, moderate form of Islam. The second is the con-
trolling aspect, i.e. preventing other forms of religious knowledge from taking root 
in the diverse social landscape of Egypt. Aware of the di�culty of gaining access to 
the con�ned spaces of the private space, their chosen method is to outnumber other 
lecturers and make use of the state-funded advertisement industry. Financial support 
allows for the publication of religious material that can be distributed throughout the 
country in the form of printed books, booklets, sheets and audio material (CDs and 
tapes). It allows for the establishment of informational centres and bookstores, as well 
as for audio channels on the radio, broadcasting of TV lectures, and online webpages 
with informative content and the option of engaging in question and answer sessions. 
Thus, a whole apparatus of religious knowledge production exists that not only in-
forms the public space but tries to also enter and in�uence the private space.

It must be stated, however, that the Qur��n circles I attended in Alexandria do not 
have the intention of resisting state-informed Islam; on the contrary, they consider 
themselves to swim along the same river of religious knowledge that al-Azhar and the 
state do. At the same time, this trend towards individual religiosity that takes place o� 
the beaten track and outside of o�cial in�uences has elements that are critical of both 
the regime and society. While power is part of this relationship, it is not necessarily ex-
erted and made use of; in some cases even the awareness of such a power relation is ab-
sent. Examples include discussions about the deterioration of the economic situation 
in Egypt and accompanying rise in social disparities. Critical comments were regularly 
made on this topic, and the regime was blamed for the current conditions. Critique 
would also be expressed towards radical/fundamental religious opinions, the Muslim 
Brotherhood and the Islamic State.34 I highlight here that the development and proc-
esses of rising individual religiosity do not necessarily mean approval of a current status 
quo, but rather that individual religiosity can hint towards critical dynamics of various 
spheres, be they political, social, religious, economic, etc. This does not contradict the 

34�The Sala�yy�n were usually not part of this critique; they were classi�ed by my friend Mona �to be 
strictly religious � which is their choice, but they do not harm anyone and do not have open political in-
terest as al-ikhw�n.� Especially in the cases of non-conformist religious knowledge circles, this awareness 
is very present and the relevant power relations play a decisive role. Cf. my forthcoming publication on 
religious non-conformity in Alexandria (Franke forthcoming a).
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aspirations critical voices had post-2011; on the contrary, critique from within Mus-
lim religious perspectives can be even more in�uential in the long term than secularist 
tendencies that can be exposed to more headwind from various directions.

Conclusion

Most people con�rm or transform their religious identities on a regular basis to vary-
ing degrees. The Qur��n circles grant each participant a knowledge space that allows 
for exactly that negotiation of their own religious identity � to maintain and foster 
it, to value or balance it, to question it, to realize it, to share it, to hide it, to discuss 
it. Within this realm, it is possible to express to the others who one is and how one 
wishes to be recognized. Thus, people develop as a product of knowledge hierarchies. 
The social and religious processes present in the circles highlight religious ideals and 
an ideal type of religious worshipper. At the same time, these ideals are connected to 
self-con�dence and self-perception in relation to the other participants. Internal ex-
pressions and needs become intertwined with external perceptions. Religiosity and its 
varying degrees can thus become codes/representations of social order. It is a valuable 
asset and a virtue in and of itself that enables demarcation from and conformity with 
others. Moreover, self-pietization in the realm of religious agency is developed and im-
proved via the circles. Most participants state that they can become �better Muslims� 
by attending the lectures and thus sculpt their own religious identity. Their individual 
development is a re�ection of collective knowledge and religious interpretation. The 
setting of the Qur��n circles is a powerful environment that can transform the individ-
ual and in�uence the group and the wider community through its dynamic character. 
Even though the gatherings are not intended to be clandestine, since they take place 
o� the beaten track, the state does not have a supervising instrument to trace these 
numerous lectures that are occurring throughout the country.

As I have shown, the reasons for participating in such circles can be manifold, 
among them trends of individuality as demonstrated by the notion self-pietization 
� while keeping in mind that individual developments and identity transformations 
have, in this case, nothing to do with narcissistic individualization, but should rather 
be positioned in close proximity to social relations and societies. Other prominent 
motivating factors can be networking, fashion and habits, perceived peer pressure, or 
even gossip. As the intimate spaces of the lectures are closed and safe, they pave the way 
for the expression and non-expression of emotions; the said and unsaid in the Qur��n 
circles is noteworthy, as has been highlighted above, since it re�ects on the power rela-
tions and the intriguing e�ect of religion and religious knowledge on the body and 
mind. In the context of space, we speak of the architectural space � in the form of the 
site of the lecture � as both individual (belonging to the host) and private (as mostly 
beyond the gaze of a possible �public�), while from an emotional perspective these 
spaces are closed and safe as well. A third category would be �intimate�, which applies 
from both perspectives. If acquiring knowledge is the participant�s motivating factor 
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for attending these Qur��n circles, then they focus on the knowledge conveyed by the 
teacher. This comprises the written and oral knowledge and the corresponding inter-
pretation. It is about the Qur��n and �ad�th but also about advice from the teacher 
regarding everyday issues such as education of one�s children, marriage, social interac-
tion in places where alcohol is being served, and so on. Usually the lessons include set 
topics from the Qur��n and �ad�th, but the teachers are open to incorporating the 
wishes of the participants; this is also the case in the discussions. In all these lectures 
and discussions, it became clear again and again that individual religiosity is closely 
linked to self-development and identity formation in the sense of self-pietization, 
while at the same time it does not focus on the ego but on a thoughtful, caring life that 
takes the community into consideration and not only the self. It is about transforming 
religiosity into a liquid that can �ow like a river, meandering through spheres, spaces 
and identities.
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Do Rebels Pray at Home?  4	
Religious Dissent in Iran

Ariane Sadjed

In February 2019, I was � along with a group of international researchers � invited to 
a tour marking the fortieth anniversary of the Islamic Revolution entitled �Today�s 
Iran�. Two of our female Iranian colleagues wore long, black chadors throughout 
the trip. While not obligatory in Iran, the chador suggests conformity to the pub-
lic religious demeanour encouraged by the government. During a trip to a camp in 
the desert, the two ladies joked about a camel and donkey that were waiting in front 
of a tent designated the �House of Prayer� (namaz khaneh) (see the photo below). 
The tent had been set up to give privacy to those who wished to perform the ritual 
prayer (namaz), and I overheard the ladies amusing themselves about how the animals 
seemed to be waiting in line for it. I heard various kinds of jokes like this throughout 
the trip, and the ease with which the two women made fun of religious concepts might 
not have been evident from their outward appearance. This is just one example of the 
complicated nature of religiosity in Iran.

It is quite challenging to grasp the relationship between civil society, the state and 
religion in Iran, and even more di�cult to convey these dynamics to audiences who 
tend to equate political Islam with fanaticism and presuppose an ideal of a secular 
society as an exclusive normative model. This chapter is thus not only concerned with 
the role of religion in Iran, but also with the stereotypes and blind spots inherent in 
representations of Iran in the Western world. The majority of scholarship on Iran 
since the revolution of 1979 has focused on political, legal and theological debates 
surrounding the establishment of the state. While many of these works point out the 
complexity of the clergy with its various factions, it has still not become conventional 
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wisdom to disentangle the authoritarianism of the state from Islam or the clergy. Since 
anthropological studies on state-society relations in Iran are rare, Iranian civil society 
often serves instead as a surface upon which images of rebellion against the state and 
their corollary � longing for the West � are projected.35 These perceived dichotomies 
between state and civil society, religion and politics, the religious and the secular are 
major obstacles in understanding the role of religion in Iran. Indeed, this chapter will 
not contribute to any categorization, but rather focus on the �uidity between catego-
ries and the problems that arise in de�ning them.

Overview of the Chapter

The chapter starts with a discussion of how we have come to think about and de�ne 
religion and the social contexts in which these discourses have evolved. It aims to add 
a few more nuances to a discussion that is usually based on stark dichotomies between 
the religious and the secular. I will discuss con�icting positions between the Iranian 
government and the clergy regarding the role of Islam in the realm of politics, and how 
these con�icts are re�ected in individual and collective religiosity.

The �nal part of this chapter explores the meaning of collective religious prayer, 
how such practices have transformed since the revolution, and if, or how, they are con-

35�These imaginations are related to classical modernization theory, in which democracy, a liberal market 
economy and secularisation are conceptualized as constitutive for a modern society. For a critical discus-
sion see Wohlrab-Sahr and Buchhardt (2017) and Asad (2003).

�House of Prayer�. Photo by the author (2019).
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nected to support for the government. I will show a variety of connections between 
religious and political positions, pointing out that the everyday lives of Iranians are 
driven by a much greater variety of positions than a binary division between the reli-
gious and the secular. This discussion is then applied to consumption practices and 
how they express one�s position in society. This angle was chosen as consumption and 
religiosity are often assumed as dividing the Iranian society along a false dichotomy 
in which consumption is equated with �liberalism� and religion with �conservativ-
ism�. Instead, I will present di�erent forms of religiosity, and how they can assume an 
empowering, strategic or conformist stance. Examples such as women�s reading circles 
and Qur��n lessons represent forms of religious diversi�cation within Iranian society 
and the creation of religious spaces away from government control. I will explore how 
this diversi�cation from �below�, and one�s choice to be pious, can be part of indi-
vidual self-development and determination without de�ning oneself in opposition to 
the state.

Talking Religion

The problem of authoritarianism in Iran tends to be ascribed to the alignment of re-
ligion and politics, in particular the politicization of Islam (cf. Hashemi 2013). As a 
�topos� (Reisigl and Wodak 2001), this view has entered mainstream discourses in 
Iran and become a part of the self-perception of Iranians � be they university profes-
sors, taxi drivers or artisans. Without my asking, people from di�erent strata of Iranian 
society conveyed this view to me, practically as an introduction. There is no doubt 
about the existence of secular and atheistic people in Iran, but I wondered whether 
this position has also become a means of distancing oneself from a government that is 
perceived as malfunctioning and oppressive, especially when engaged in conversation 
with visitors from the West. As conversations continued, it often surfaced that these 
people�s discontent was not connected so much to the intertwining of religion and 
politics, but to what they perceived as the abuse of religion for political self-interest. In 
other words, many Iranians did not necessarily understand secularism as the relegation 
of religion to the private sphere.

In recent scholarship, two aspects have contributed to a more precise understand-
ing of the role of religion in society. Firstly, �religion� is not conceptualized as a rei�ed 
and stable category; instead, the focus has shifted to the discourses and practices that 
produce ideas of �religion� in the �rst place. As Adam H. Becker points out, �the cat-
egory of religion is itself a product of discursive processes (�) Ideas, practices, and af-
fects we often label �religious� have existed almost anywhere we look in human history, 
but religion as a category came into being in modernity and is constituted by various 
political, legal, social, and economic discourses� (2015: 11�12). These discourses are 
referred to as �religionization�, a process that often entails the isolation, codi�cation, 
and naming of a �tradition�, and the spread of �religion� as a distinct social, intellec-
tual, and experiential category in human life (Becker 2015: 15). Consequently, these 
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approaches emphasize the interconnectedness of religion with political, economic or 
cultural aspects, as religion cannot be universally and abstractly de�ned �except as a 
node of contestation and de�nition. There is no transhistorical and transcultural phe-
nomenon �religion�� (Asad 1993: 54). Secondly, analyses based on a binary between 
religion and the secular have receded in favour of acknowledgment of the interdepend-
ence between religious and secular practices and discourses (Asad 2003). In this chap-
ter, I will use the term �secularism� not only to refer to �the making of conceptual 
distinctions and the institutionalisation of di�erentiation between religion and other 
societal spheres and practices, but also in terms of the cultural meanings underlying 
these distinctions and di�erentiations� (Wohlrab-Sahr and Buchhardt 2017: 6). This 
means that secularism is not just the abstract and neutral opposite of religion, but 
rather is analyzed in in relation to normative claims and political regulations of the 
religious sphere.

In European history, processes of the interiorization of religion as a private feeling 
have shaped our understanding of religion�s role in public life. Political or collective 
expressions of religiosity can therefore seem strange. However, in contexts where re-
ligion is signi�cant in the public sphere, it is not automatically a relic from the past, 
but rather a di�erent form of articulating the religious. The presupposition that a 
modern society can only be secular not only curtails Iranian history, but also re�ects 
many blind spots concerning Europe�s own past. Most prominently, in European his-
toriography the Enlightenment is portrayed as the decisive force by which Europeans 
woke from the nebulous religious tradition in favour of reason and, subsequently, sec-
ularism. However, as Barnett explains, the politicization of religion is what changed 
the religious outlook and initiated change at that time. Barnett challenges the central 
Enlightenment narratives such as the anticlericalism of the philosophes, a recourse 
to reason in religious thought, and a decline in levels of belief. He suggests that the 
language of reason was the product of religious con�ict and not vice versa. Conse-
quently, �ideological con�icts gradually pre-empted religion�s place in a politicized 
�public sphere� largely of religion�s own making, while continuing to bear the marks 
of various Christian origins� (Barnett 2003: 38). Instead of understanding religion as 
a dynamic repertoire of practices and discourses, inextricably anchored within � and 
even propelling � modernization, religion tends to be regarded as an isolated set of 
beliefs that one either clung to or was able to discard in favour of a modern self.

However, the positing of an Enlightenment tradition growing from extra-Chris-
tian roots is untenable, because Europeans experienced permanent, institutionalized 
anticlericalism as part of intra-Christian con�ict, not as a form of anti-religiosity. Prot-
estants and Catholics were anticlerical with regard to one another, and with regard to 
radical Protestants and Protestant-established churches � i.e. the polemics were aimed 
at religious opponents. According to Barnett, researchers have not looked su�ciently 
at this material due to their presupposition that evidence of modernity should take 
the form of secularization. After the Enlightenment, Catholicism was omitted as 
part of history and civilization. It has been constructed �as backwards, exotic, primi-
tive or barbarian, and associated with faraway places and cultures outside of Europe� 
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(Borutta 2011: 48; my translation). Borutta has compared this interpretative frame-
work with the concept of �Orientalism�, which was coined by Edward Said as a form 
of constructing the Other in the process of establishing Western modernity.

For much of the Muslim world, secularism was long embodied in top-down ide-
ologies peculiar to authoritarian regimes. Secularism is remembered as the mission of 
the Western world to �civilize� former colonies. This was particularly the case in the 
newly established nation-states after World War I, when Muslim states adopted secu-
larism as a political tool to build a nation of highly diverse populations. It is against 
this background that we should view Reza Shah and his son Mohammad Reza Shah�s 
authoritarian secularization in Iran. In response to the top-down secularism of the 
Pahlavi era, Islam became a framework for emancipation from foreign interference 
and oppression. Religious practices and beliefs assumed a political role in the struggle 
for self-determination and thus have a rather di�erent signi�cance than in the history 
of Europe. The revolution of 1979 represents the peak of a historically politicized un-
derstanding of religion in Iran.1 Similar to liberation theology in South America, the 
religious discourses that led to the revolution in Iran contained emancipatory, nation-
alistic, self-determined, and anti-imperialistic elements. It was a transformation �of 
Iranian Sh��ism into a new (inter)subjective force of religiosity in opening up a new 
conception of the sacred and the profane, or as Foucault would call it, a new �politi-
cal spirituality�� (Rahimi 2012: 55). The problematization of the fusion between reli-
gion and politics is therefore somewhat futile. The problems that Iranians themselves 
might describe as most pressing with regard to their government � such as economic 
mismanagement, lack of transparency, ine�ciency and oppression � are not necessary 
connected to �religion� or the concept of an Islamic state.

Political and religious authorities in Iran, on the other hand, still use Iran�s past 
under a secular dictatorship to dismiss secularism as a morally corrupt model from 
the West. Contemporary Muslim scholars, however, have begun to acknowledge vary-
ing models of secularism. For example, Naser Gobadzadeh (2015) emphasizes that 
secularity in the Iranian context does not advocate the total elimination of religion 
from political practice; rather, it speci�cally promotes the institutional separation of 
religion and state. The main proponents of this approach are religious scholars; they 
build their demands to free religion from political obligations � and vice versa � on 
religious sources. Ghobadzadeh claims that this �Religious Secularity� is congruent 
with the Islamic context in which it developed and where there is no fundamental 
distinction between religion and the most important dimensions of the secular. Con-
sequently, secularization in Iran does not entail a comprehensive historical process 
whereby �individual belief in transcendental forces weakens, and, at the societal level, 
religion loses its in�uence in the public sphere through the prioritization of science, 
emphasis on worldliness, and the separation of church and state. By no means does my 
usage of the term �secularity� refer to this comprehensive process of weakening religion 

1�For a history of the political implications of Sh��ism see Ghobadzadeh (2015: 32�.) and Chehabi 
(1990).
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in individual and public life� (Ghobadzadeh 2015: 8). The next section will discuss 
some of the con�icts and dynamics within the religio-political establishment as well as 
the representation of opposition to the Iranian state in Western media.

The Fragmented State of Religion

The religious establishment in Iran is deeply fragmented in its stances on fundamental 
issues such as whether religious authorities should be involved in politics. After the 
revolution in 1979, members of the clergy assumed political leadership for the �rst 
time. This new alignment profoundly changed the character of both politics and re-
ligion in Iran. Despite claims of a return to the original traditions of Iran and Islam, 
the Islamic revolution comprised a variety of new inventions as well as a new organiza-
tion of the ulema (Chehabi 1991). This has led to a division between a �political� and 
a �purely religious� clergy. Although the traditional clergy tends to oppose political 
involvement, many among the clergy have turned to tacit consent. While there are 
openly oppositional clergy in Iran who wage a theological battle over the legitimacy 
of political and spiritual authority, the �quietists� seek to preserve the Sh��� seminary 
institution by keeping a degree of distance from politics (Rahimi 2012: 71).

The latter are a �silenced majority� within the religious establishment, while the 
minority who subscribe to the clergy�s political leadership have portrayed themselves 
as the sole representatives of Islam in Iran (Ghobadzadeh 2015: 169). Using their po-
litical power, they have silenced those within their circle who do not support their 
politico-religious ideology. Since the inception of the Islamic state, the marginalization 
of oppositional Ayatollahs has not only been justi�ed under the banner of Islam, but 
also included unprecedented dishonourings of Ayatollahs (e.g. famous examples such 
as Ayatollahs Shariatmadari and Montazeri). Time and again, the ruling clergy also 
intervene in the clergy�s internal procedures to promote particular political goals. This 
form of intervention has both compromised the clergy�s autonomy and undermined 
the credibility of the religious establishment by privileging like-minded clerics inde-
pendently of their quali�cations. The oppression of dissenting religious authorities 
has diminished the pluralistic character of Iran�s clergy and, furthermore, jeopardized 
their spiritual potential.

This became evident during our �rst formal meetings in Iran, among them an in-
vitation from the director of the Institution for Hajj and Pilgrimage A�airs, a Seyyed. 
The meeting began with a beautifully sung s�ra from the Qur��n by one of the of-
�cials, after which the Seyyed commenced his speech. He started by saying that there 
was too little time to go into the details of spiritual matters relating to the �ajj. Instead, 
he o�ered us a speech about the evil intentions of the �superpowers� � America and 
Israel � and their vain attempts to destroy Iran. After attending several meetings and 
conferences, I noticed an almost total absence of �religious� topics (in the sense of 
spiritual issues), while religion was frequently used to frame nationalistic and political 
discourses. Of course, given the context of proving the success of the revolution to 
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foreigners, most speeches inevitably had a formal and propagandistic character. Still, 
this faction of the clergy understands religion as formative for national identity and 
intrinsically related to populist ideas of independence and strength. This example il-
lustrates that the o�cial use of �religion� in Iran has little to do with Islamic teachings 
or principles, but rather serves as a framework in which nationalistic and populist self-
assurance is couched, with its main basis being the distinction between �us� (peaceful 
but strong Iranians) and �them� (corrupt superpowers and their allies).

The competing understandings of religious legitimacy became most visible after 
the presidential elections in 2009, when Mahmoud Ahmadinejad was elected and 
the Green Movement took to the streets after what was widely discussed as electoral 
fraud. The protest movement used many Islamic symbols and chants in order to make 
themselves heard, and the government prohibited one of the most popular and sacred 
religious festivities during the month of Moharram for fear of its appropriation by 
dissenting voices. However, one should be careful not to interpret the events simply 
as opposition to the state. As Fariba Adelkhah points out, the Green Movement grew 
out of a civil society that was trying to negotiate with the regime, rather than attempt-
ing a regime change (2012: 19).

In much of the Western media, the reception of protests and more subtle forms of 
potentially rebellious behaviour are portrayed as part of a black and white categoriza-
tion of Iranian society: on the one hand the �progressive and friendly Iranians, almost 
like Europeans�2, and on the other hand the poor, possibly uneducated supporters 
of the �Islamists�.3 This common representation not only obscures the di�erent and 
overlapping allegiances among various strata of society with the state, but also feeds 
into a perception of �us� and �them� in which the group that (at least outwardly) 
resembles �Europeans� is juxtaposed against the �Islamists�, characterized by their 
outward religiosity. Consequently, the widespread coverage of the protests in 2009 
did not include reports of the women in full black chadors who were chanting and 
beating their chests in protest against the paid pro-government demonstrators regu-
larly mobilized by the state in events designed to counter the Green Movement. Are 
these women excluded from representation because they do not qualify visually as able 
to evoke sympathy (or identi�cation) among Western audiences? This type of cover-
age leads us to believe that opposition to the government is primarily embodied by 
the desire to consume and to look like Westerners (as was the case during the Pahlavi 
era, albeit only for a small, privileged stratum). It is of no concern to us what is on the 
minds of people whose appearance is �Islamic� yet who oppose an undemocratic and 
corrupt government, not least because it has corrupted their understandings of Islam. 
We hardly hear of the public critique from Ayatollahs such as Sane�i or Montazeri, to 

2�Radio programme on Austria�s National Broadcasting Ö1: �Iran, die Vergangenheit die nicht ruht�, 
broadcast on 4 April 2019, position 13:20, my translation (https://oe1.orf.at/programm/20190404).
3�Ibid. 
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name just a few, who protested the government�s repression and violation of citizens� 
rights.4

The Green Movement contained many di�erent factions, including religious 
forms of protest. The latter became particularly pronounced during the month of 
Moharram, when the mourning rituals were turned into a means of contesting the 
state�s discursive power. In 1978�79, the Moharram rituals were used by the religious 
factions of the revolution to inject morality and social justice goals into politics; in 
2009, however, Moharram was used to reclaim both politics and morality from the 
clerics� monopoly on the interpretation of Islam, which is explicitly antidemocratic 
and antirepublican (Fischer 2010: 513�14). These forms of opposition can be seen 
as a strategy designed to reappropriate Islamic symbols for Muslims of all ideologies; 
for some, the Green Movement was a recovery of the original values of the revolution, 
while for others it was a rescue of Islam from the revolution�s coercive nature and a 
reacknowledgement of Islamic pluralism and tolerance. For others still, it signalled a 
need to move beyond constant reference to Islam. Far from being a dispute between 
religious and non-religious forces, the main protagonists in the protests represented 
divergent articulations of state-religion relations. Forty years after the revolution, it 
would thus be too simple to claim that disenchantment with the state�s control of 
religion has led to a secularization of society. Studies suggesting a decline in religiosity 
inferred from a measured decline of religion in the public sphere (i.e. Ghobadzadeh 
2004) should be assessed critically with regard to what they are actually measuring 
when dealing with concepts such as religiosity and secularism.5 As the next two sec-
tions will show, religiosity can neither be measured nor understood as an isolated phe-
nomenon in itself � it evolves in tandem with the surrounding context of political, 
social, economic and cultural elements.

4�http://saanei.org/?view=01,00,01,00,0 (accessed 4 April 2019); or Bendix Anderson (2009): Ayatollah 
Watch. Frontline, 21 July 2009, updated 22 Sept. ( http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/tehranbu-
reau/2009/09/ayatollah-watch.html).
5�While Naser Ghobadzadeh�s article is valuable for bringing statistical data from Iran to the attention of 
academia outside of Iran, the interpretation of the results is at times imprecise. For example, when meas-
uring whether religious in�uence is declining, Ghobadzadeh uses data on household expenses, group-
ing them into three categories � �religious�, �personal hygiene & cosmetics� and �hobbies & entertain-
ment� � labelling the latter two as �Western in�uences�. The decrease in religious expenses and increase in 
the other two categories is then taken as evidence for a spread of Western in�uence at the cost of religion. 
This conclusion is too blunt for several reasons. Firstly, how can a wide array of practices pertaining to 
personal hygiene, cosmetics, hobbies and entertainment be assumed as simply �Western�? Secondly, this 
examination of expenditures disregards the political-economic context of the period under examination, 
which obviously shapes the purchase decisions. Consumer choices in Iran are important markers of social 
status and connected more closely to socio-economic di�erences than to �religious� ones. Thirdly � and 
related to the second point � �religiosity� and �Western in�uences� are taken as two opposing poles, dis-
regarding the fact that they fuse or overlap on many di�erent levels. However, the article closes as follows: 
�In fact, it must be admitted that religious values are still important in comparison with two other kinds 
of values (national and Western) and that it is still unrivalled, at least in the short term.� (Ghobadzadeh 
2004: 105).



Do Rebels Pray at Home?	 77

Religious Politics � From Emancipation to Repression
Religiosity has many forms and �being religious on one dimension does not necessarily 
imply religiosity on other dimensions� (Glock and Stark 1965: 22). This statement is 
relevant for the Iranian context, where within an individual, some aspects of religiosity 
can be linked to or overlap with o�cial state-approved religiosity, while other aspects 
are oppositional to it.6 In this section I will highlight di�erent forms of opposition 
to and support for the state, further strengthening the argument that criticism of the 
state cannot be reduced only to secular articulations.

A study by Kazemipur and Rezaei (2003) has traced di�erent indicators of religi-
osity among Iranians such as experiential, ritualistic, ideological, intellectual, and cog-
nitive. It suggests that there are di�erent degrees of emphasis on di�erent factors of 
religiosity. The study was carried out with 16,000 respondents and the results were 
compared to the only available set of data from before the revolution: a survey carried 
out in 1975. The data suggests that during the period of intense secularization in Iran 
under the Pahlavis (1925�1979), there was little change in individual religious prac-
tices. However, while 42% of respondents participated in collective prayer in 1975, in 
2001 this number had dropped to 20%, a notable change in one form of public religi-
osity. Is the reason for this that Iranians have become more secular?

I argue that we should instead shift our attention to changes in the nature of this 
particular religious practice. Since the revolution, the nature of collective prayer has 
changed profoundly. During the Pahlavi era, religious institutions provided people 
with an alternative social and political identity, in the sense that they were an alternative 
cultural resource to the pseudo-modernist drive of an authoritarian regime trying to 
impose its own version of Iranian identity. Against this background, collective prayer 
was highly integrative as a socio-religious event (Föllmer 2014). As a ritual event, it 
brought people from all social levels together in one public place at a certain time and 
thereby fostered cohesion of the community and rea�rmed social, religious and moral 
values. At times it was also used for political propaganda. In post-revolutionary Iran, 
Friday prayers have become large public events and one of the main venues for political 
mobilization and propaganda. Participation in them is strongly correlated with politi-
cal satisfaction. Since all studies cited above point to the fact that individual religiosity 
remains high, a decline in collective religious practice is more likely connected to the 
weakening of the socio-religious functions it used to provide and the appropriation of 
religious topics by the government. The results also suggest that individual religiosity 
is relatively independent from even the most extensive changes in socio-political religi-
osity.7 In addition to the points already mentioned, lower turnouts at Friday prayers 

6�For di�erent aspects of religiosity in Iran see Chehabi (1990) or Adelkhah (1999).
7�According to Zooalam (2000: 408), mosque attendance and individual prayer had increased 20 years 
after the revolution compared to before the revolution, but in both periods was lower than in the period 
directly after the revolution. This data suggests a �normalization� of religious activity, rather than a de-
cline. 
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have yet another implication: political strife contributes to the diversi�cation of at-
tendance in public religious rituals. Given that one mosque is not like another, the 
varying ideologies of Ayatollahs leading a particular mosque (and the prominent lead-
ers of the neighbouring mosques) contribute to a clear political distinction between 
the di�erent Islamic authorities.

In his study about conservative piety in one of the urban centres of Iran, David 
Thurfjell (2006) observed that many believers of a conservative mosque community, 
along with its associated Ayatollah, would not go to the Friday prayers because the 
Imam leading them had a clear reformist pro�le. This was enough to keep the fol-
lowers of the mosque�s Ayatollah from saying Friday prayers in a public mosque, as 
is the usual custom. However, while the mosque in Thurfjell�s study is described as 
particularly conservative, it has links to Ayatollah Sistani, who represents a clear de-
parture from the government�s ideology. Ayatollah Sistani (born and educated in Iran, 
now operating in Najaf), is the most revered Sh��� cleric in the world and opposes the 
idea of Velayat‑e Faqih, suggesting Sh��� clerics should not get involved in politics. This 
example shows that it is not possible to infer unrestrained support for the govern-
ment even from outright religious conservativism, since the conservative faction also 
contains many di�erent rifts. For the most part, however, these di�erences exist on a 
more abstract, intellectual, political or theological level. For many believers, the most 
meaningful element of their loyalty lies in a di�erent realm, as I will discuss in the next 
paragraph.

The people who are loyal to the Iranian leadership are strongly underrepresented 
in scholarship on Iran. What do we know about their motivations, aspirations, and 
convictions? In particular, voices of economically and socially marginalized people 
who subscribe to a strict observance of the religiosity propagated by the government 
remain unheard in Western academia. They pose something of a paradox, because � 
despite their marginalized position � they support the Supreme Leader, who repre-
sents the central political power in the country. Their marginalization stems from a 
variety of factors, such as an ethnic minority background or a lack of education, which 
again are connected to economic disadvantages. Their religiosity helps them to turn 
away from their worldly problems; it is focused on that which they see as most im-
portant, namely their own spiritual development and relationship with God. David 
Thurfjell writes: �In this way their experiences of poverty, marginalisation and loss are 
diminished for the bene�t of closeness to what is believed to be the truth. Naturally, 
the positive e�ects on self-esteem and feelings of ful�lment are great� (2006: 129). The 
reward for being religious is thus psychological and symbolic because it allows even 
marginalized individuals to identify with and be part of the powerful (the Supreme 
Leader, the truth, God�s will).

While well-being and true religious conviction are interdependent, turning to a re-
ligious lifestyle should not automatically be seen as a strategic choice. Thurfjell shows 
how practised religiosity is embraced wholeheartedly. Individuals agree that turning 
to a religious lifestyle has improved their well-being, but it would diminish their devo-
tion to suggest that they are using religiosity in order to feel better. That would be an 



Do Rebels Pray at Home?	 79

abstract judgement based on a rigid understanding of �pure� religiosity, independ-
ent from the individual�s social or psychological make-up or any other constitution. 
Any distinction between a �true� or �pure� religiosity and one that is motivated by 
�outside� factors is misleading in these cases, as it does not re�ect the actual experi-
ences of individuals. While there is de�nitely an instrumental use of religion in Iran 
(see below), I argue that the borders between a �true� form of religiosity and a �(self-)
imposed� one are �uid, and individuals do not always make a conscious distinction 
between the two. As di�erent scholars point out, submission to a religious authority 
is not necessarily a curtailment of one�s individual freedom, but is also employed as a 
form of self-development through �disciplined knowledge and personal discipline� 
(Asad 1993: 20).

One might argue that in the absence of alternatives, religiosity is the primary re-
maining avenue through which identity and social status are negotiated. However, in 
the process of escaping from or coping with a harsh reality, people do not only turn 
to �alternative spiritualities� but also to conservative Islam and its transcendental ele-
ments. Rather than escaping from religion, people are escaping from poverty, in some 
cases from the reality of living under a dictatorship, or from individual life crises. Ad-
ditionally, support for conservative or neoconservative authorities is not only a matter 
of religious conviction. For many among the poorer segments of society, there is great 
appeal in a faction of the conservatives that Babak Rahimi describes as �Neo-Kho-
meinists�: rejecting domestic elites, they assert militancy and egalitarianism, paired 
with nostalgia for revolution and war, martyrdom and support for the destitute. They 
are hardliners from non-clerical backgrounds, such as former president Ahmadinejad; 
�they saw political authority in the form of charismatic authority led by �gures who 
were detached from worldly interests and keen on bringing about social justice. In 
their view, the pragmatism of the old guard, led by �gures such as Rafsanjani, had 
only produced an increasingly corrupt state, a politics of the status quo that bene�ted 
the rich� (Rahimi 2012: 66). Taking the country�s harsh economic conditions into 
account, the appeal of this neoconservative faction is not di�cult to understand. This 
new revolution-oriented elite aims to manage and control the government, creating 
further division within the conservative establishment.

Individual Religiosity and Autonomy

In this section, I will discuss the relevance of socio-economic factors to individual re-
ligiosity. Most prominently, Iranian women�s outward appearance tends to be used 
in Western media as a marker of religiosity, traditionalism or progressivity (�chador 
versus lipstick�).8 Challenging the �xation on religious motivations for one�s outward 

8�A few examples: �Lipstick Revolution: Iran�s Women Are Taking on the Mullahs.� Independent.
co.uk, 26 February 2009 (http://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/middle-east/lipstick-revolution-
irans-women-are-taking-on-the-mullahs-1632257.html); Caroline Garnar: Iranian Woman Who Risked 
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appearance, it has been argued that socio-economic divides in Iran have a more deci-
sive impact on women�s fashion choices (Olszewska 2013; Sadjed 2012). Severe status 
insecurity, and the struggles resulting from it, have led to di�erent codes of outward 
appearance � certain clothes, hairstyles and habits � which are employed in order to 
display one�s symbolic capital and position in society. More speci�cally, when young 
people wear brands or clothes associated with �Western culture�, these choices in 
many cases express a desire for upward mobility, since brands from Western coun-
tries are expensive and represent a certain degree of wealth and access to the resources 
associated with it. Rather than being statements of rebellion against the state, these 
practices are part and parcel of the intra-Iranian negotiating hierarchies since the revo-
lution, when social strata were reshu	ed and the corresponding outward appearances 
were restructured. In a context where the state aims to control one�s appearance up to 
and including small details such as lipstick, wearing make-up can become an implicit 
protest against restrictions placed on individuals by the state. However, the tendency 
to construct the use of make-up and related consumption practices as a rebellious act 
(pro-Western, anti-Islamic) adheres to a �awed polarization between the secular West 
and Islam � a binary similarly employed by the Iranian authorities.

The symbolic value of consumer goods, and their use in expressing one�s identity, 
have gained additional meaning through the post-revolutionary attempts to denounce 
Western consumerism as part of the cultural, social, political and economic exploita-
tion of Iran and to establish indigenous, Iranian-Islamic forms of appearance and con-
sumption (Sadjed 2016). The increasing liberalization of the Iranian economy start-
ing in the 1990s brought about a growth in consumer products, as well as interest in 
wellness, health, exercise and beauty treatments. My study on consumption practices 
among Iran�s urban middle class discusses how one�s socio-economic background 
shapes social and religious attitudes and how these attitudes are expressed through 
consumption (Sadjed 2012). The study shows that the importance given to individu-
ality was high among all respondents; however, those who wished to consume more 
indicated that individuality could best be expressed by one�s outward appearance, 
while respondents who were less inclined to consume reported that they expressed 
their individuality through meaningful social interactions and charitable activities. 
Similar responses revolved around the question of social hierarchies; the acceptance 
of a hierarchical social order was shared across all groups, but consumer-oriented re-
spondents associated social hierarchies with material factors (�rich people are high 
achievers and deserve to be the leaders of society�), while those with a less consumer-
ist outlook associated social hierarchies with more transcendental aspects. Both tran-

Arrest By Wearing Red Lipstick as a Teenager Launches Her Own Beauty Company After Moving to 
�Liberal and Tolerant� Britain. Mailonline, 21 December 2015 (http://www.dailymail.co.uk/femail/
article-3356449/Iranian-woman-risked-arrest-wearing-red-lipstick-teenager-launches-beauty-company-
moving-Britain.html); �Iranian Women � Before and after the Islamic Revolution.� BBC News, 8 Feb-
ruary 2019 (http://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-47032829) and a response: Joshua Keating: 
Iranians Mock Netanyahu�s �Jeans� Comment. Slate, 7 October 2013 (https://slate.com/news-and-poli 
tics/2013/10/netanyahu-says-if-iranians-were-free-they-could-wear-jeans.html).
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scendental beliefs about the self and society and purely materialistic ones can thus be 
de�ned as worldviews that structure meaning and social order in Iran. This does not 
imply, however, that those with fewer or no religious inclinations are more prone to 
believe in egalitarianism or democracy.

The study also measured �instrumental religiosity� � the employment of religious 
behaviour in order to achieve professional and �nancial success.9 In Iran, open dis-
plays of religiosity can evoke sarcasm, mainly in relation to the belief that individuals 
pretend to be religious in order to gain privileges from the state. A survey carried out 
by the Iranian National Broadcasting research centre included a question about how 
one viewed the �true� religious adherence of people who �claim to be devout�. The 
results show that over 70% of respondents view the �true� religiosity of devout peo-
ple to be just 50%, or even signi�cantly lower (Islamic Republic of Iran Broadcasting 
(IRIB), cited in Ghobadzadeh 2004: 92). This means that professing religiosity runs 
a high risk of being perceived as fake in order to gain social or �nancial advantages. In 
everyday interactions in Iran, consciousness of such �pretenders� is very high and a 
central theme of mockery.

According to Kazemipur and Rezaei (2003), access to certain social �privileges� on 
the basis of one�s degree and type of religiosity is associated with an abundance of �reli-
giopolitical� beliefs. The authors furthermore suggest that the more religious a person 
is in other regards, the less likely he or she is to subscribe to this form of politicized 
religiosity. This categorization implies that religiopolitical beliefs form a category dis-
tinct from all other forms of religiosity and are even negatively correlated with them. It 
thereby con�ates a political understanding of religion with the insincere motivation of 
gaining social privileges. This pitting of one form of religiosity against others is prob-
lematic for several reasons. First, it assumes a certain form of religiosity as the right 
and pure form of religiosity (otherwordly, apolitical, pertaining to the inner sphere 
exclusively). Second, even if a person displays religious behaviour in order to achieve 
material bene�ts, it does not necessarily follow that this person is devoid of other, 
more �pure� forms of religiosity. It is also assumed that the individual consciously dis-
tinguishes between true conviction and pretence. Third, in a society in which publicly 
demonstrated religiosity is highly rewarded, it has come to be taken for granted that 
one should employ it in social interactions. Religiosity is part of a social code, albeit 
one to which there is a heightened need to conform in the context of authoritarianism. 
However, those who do not support the public norms are well versed in navigating the 
circumstances and degrees of public behaviour in order to avoid getting into trouble 
with the authorities.

In my 2012 study, �instrumental religiosity� was disproportionately evident 
among the second highest income group (upper middle class). Challenging Kazemi-
pur and Rezaei�s typology, this group also scored highly in religious values, showing 
that a strategic use of religiosity does not preclude other, more �pure� forms of piety. 

9�This parameter was measured by asking for responses to statements such as �Adherence to Islamic 
principles leads me to professional success� (Sadjed 2012). 
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Rather than being governed by ideological motivations, this income group exempli�es 
the blending of neo-liberal values with Islamic ones such as constant self-optimization 
and discipline. It is motivated by the need to succeed in a society in which social se-
curity and welfare are increasingly undermined by deregulation and corruption. Last 
but not least, it should be mentioned that respondents who worked as civil servants 
received the lowest scores in �instrumental religiosity�. While the results cannot be 
generalized, they nonetheless suggest that government employees can have sincere 
religious convictions � an observation that challenges the stereotype of the Iranian 
government as individuals who use religion for their personal interests or as a way to 
exert power.

I will conclude this section by drawing attention to yet another form of religiosity 
in semi-public spheres and its contribution to diversifying the socio-religious land-
scape in Iran. Arzoo Osanloo (2009) has highlighted how religious meetings organ-
ized by women lead the participants to engage with religion on their own terms. In 
these gatherings, women read and discuss the Qur��n �rst-hand, without authoritative 
interpretations and with the opportunity to doubt and object. Since the religious so-
cialization of women in Iran is primarily conducted by female members of the family, 
women are socialized with a wide array of diverse individual approaches to religiosity. 
In the meetings, most women bring their own Qur��n, each in a di�erent translation. 
After a section has been read aloud, the women compare their translations, thereby 
already engaging in a form of dialogue and heterogenization.

These types of social and religious meetings are an integral part of Iranian social 
life and have taken place since before the revolution, but their character has been 
changing due to political circumstances. Osanloo shows how the exegesis of Qur��nic 
readings among �ordinary� women represents a new space where interpretive shifts in 
knowledge are occurring: increasingly, the Holy Writings are not mediated by a select 
group of specially trained clergy. The women at the meetings engage in their own per-
sonalized interpretation of Islam by reappropriating a community space �where they 
subvert the existing rational methodology for exegesis, and [�nd] the basis for it within 
the very texts of Islam itself� (2009: 84). Religiosity in these settings is a dialogic proc-
ess; it transforms itself through the discourses and practices amongst the women and 
in tandem with the surrounding society. This is a type of religious devotion that seeks 
debates, some of which also revolve around the experience of living under a govern-
ment that identi�es itself as Islamic. This form of local agency harbours a variety of 
modes of self-formation: for some, it serves as a path to spiritual growth; for others, 
the meetings represent the reorienting of Islam toward the spiritual realm and away 
from the political sphere. Negotiating these terms collectively is meaningful for the 
participants because it allows them to seek and develop a stance vis-à-vis their religion. 
The women use the means provided in their social and cultural context to actively 
change their relationship to it. In spite of the government�s control, they have created 
spaces where they imbue religious icons and symbols with their own meanings in line 
with their own concerns.
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While many of the women are critical of certain sanctioned approaches that they come 
across in the public sphere, the women themselves do not characterize their practices 
as political opposition. Neither do their readings of the Qur��n have as an objective a 
call for or sanctioning of foreign-seeming concepts such as �individual freedom�. As 
Osanloo writes, �faith in Islam does not preempt or prohibit a notion of individual 
freedom or responsibility but actually necessitates it� (Osanloo 2009: 95). Re�ecting 
on such possibilities together is an essential element in fostering women�s mutual sup-
port and stabilization. Similarly, Niloofar Haeri (2013) has pointed out that the meet-
ings do not belong strictly to the private sphere since the participants often do not 
know each other. Taking part in debates and exchanging readings, CDs and cassettes 
in various �private� gatherings thus extends the appropriation of religious discourses 
and practices beyond the private sphere, albeit in a less visible way.

Conclusion

The purpose of this chapter was to contribute new angles to the understanding of re-
ligiosity in Iran and to disentangle religion from authoritarianism. Religion in Iran has 
many forms and interacts with many aspects of personal and social life. In some cases, 
a religious discourse aligns with oppressive practices or is used to justify them, but it 
was my aim to shed light on some of the lesser-known expressions of Islamic religiosity 
and to show that they defy an easy classi�cation between either submission to the state 
or opposition to it. While this complication of matters might leave some readers un-
satis�ed, I hope to have contributed to an understanding of Iranian society as complex 
and lively, rather than merely governed by ideology. I also highlighted the problematic 
nature of categorizing women wearing a chador and women wearing lipstick based 
on oppositional poles such as traditional and liberal, religious and secular, Western-
ized and Islamist, conformist and rebellious. By overcoming such binaries, it will be 
possible to ascertain the motivations for speci�c groups to support an authoritarian 
government and the appeal of conservative politics for certain strata of society. The 
attempt to demystify some of these processes, however, is not su�cient on its own; 
as John Stewart remarked, �people won�t even really accept being �demysti�ed� unless 
they have something to put in its place. So I feel that nothing much can happen unless 
and until we start producing knowledge which is positively relevant� (1988: 73�4). 
Religiosity, including its public, political and conservative forms, is of immediate rel-
evance for many Iranians and should therefore be included as a source of knowledge. 
Religious activism can provide a space for agency, and for both individual and col-
lective self-actualization. Far from homogenizing the people, religious discourses and 
practices provide a lively �eld for negotiation without necessarily challenging or op-
posing the government. Only by acknowledging these forms of agency can we extend 
our understanding of free will and individual choice in a religious context.
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Acts of Unveiling and Everyday Life:  5	
The Signi�cance of Silence in Iran Today

Katja Föllmer

The most obvious and distinctive characteristic of Iranian society is the image of veiled 
women. For four decades, it seemed impossible to even imagine Iranian society with-
out women in hej�b (modest clothing) and, in particular, women who covered their 
head and body completely with a black ch�dor. Not only on the streets, but also in the 
post-1979 media, Iranian women always appear veiled. After the revolution of 1979, 
it seemed that � other than the choice of model, the colour and the manner of wearing 
the veil � the obligation of veiling for Iranian women was not a prominent issue in so-
cial discourse. Rather, it was taboo to doubt Khomeini�s decree of 1983, and women�s 
e�orts were limited to challenging the gasht‑e ersh�d (morality police) with bad-hej�bi 
clothing: gradually, wisps of hair began to peek out from under their veils, while the 
overcoats became shorter and the trousers tighter. For a long time, even Iranian femi-
nists did not question the matter of veiling as a mandatory duty for women in general. 
For them, the demand for equal rights for women took priority. Recently, however, 
�voices� proclaiming the abolition of the mandatory veil � especially the �voices� of 
young Iranian people who grew up after 1979 � began to grow louder. Eventually, 
they broke the taboo and took o� the veil completely in public spaces.

In 2017, these acts of public unveiling provoked a discussion about the legal re-
quirement for women to wear the hej�b, when individual women started to take o� 
their headscarf and put it on a stick like a banner while standing silently on a raised 
platform on the street. These women became well-known as �the girls of Enqel�b 
Street�. Their individual actions are characterized by silence: they did not make any 
verbal statements. Most passers-by did not react with disgust and clamour; they were 
unexcited and kept silent as well.
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I myself bore witness to this type of meaningful silence during my stay in Iran in the 
days surrounding New Year in March 2018. It was a Wednesday, I believe, at the busi-
est crossroads in the north of Tehran. In contrast to her vibrant environment, an eld-
erly woman sat silently on a bench, as still as a statue. Her eyes were not directed at 
anyone or anything. Her head was not covered, and none of the people who passed by 
took any visible notice of her; even the guards present did not address her. With the 
background of my long experience of Iran, I can say that such an action and reaction 
were unusual and thus obviously meaningful. There were two instances of silence: 
�rst, the silent action of the unveiled women, and second, the reaction of the passing 
people, namely to remain silent.

According to Bayat, Iranian women resist the Islamic government via their daily 
routines such as wearing the hej�b in a �bad� manner (bad-hej�bi). A non-movement 
like this is a resistance to the state-imposed enforcement of veiling and not a depar-
ture from religiosity; it is an example of women insisting on exerting individual choice 
and rejecting gender inequality (Bayat 2010: 103, 106�107). Since most women rarely 
articulate shared demands in everyday life, they act in a dispersed collective manner 
in their mundane practices (Bayat 2010: 111). Their daily struggles can subvert the 
conventional gender divide and enable women to become public players (Bayat 2010: 
108). The most signi�cant characteristic of this non-movement is the lack of a known 
leader to mobilize the masses. It is not an organized form of activism, but rather a spo-
radic, individual activism that hints at a social problem. This is visible in the actions of 
the participants as well as in the discourse. This is why the non-movement is neither 
silent nor illegal. Even though it is individualistic, it also has a collective dimension 
that can induce change (Bayat 2010: 109).

Collective sentiments and identities are formed in public and expressed through 
fashion choices, behaviour, or discourses related to these concerns. Even though the 
women participating and those who see them do not know each other, they spontane-
ously feel empathy and a�nity (Bayat 2010: 110). With just the power of their pres-
ence, women can challenge the conventional patriarchal order without deliberate acts 
of de�ance and protest. They do not need to employ extraordinary measures to com-
pel authorities to make concessions (Bayat 2010: 112). When these acts, forming part 
of women�s daily routines, were backed up by careful argumentation and discursive 
campaigns that address the legal and theological contradictions, the non-movement 
developed into a social movement when women�s activists began to organize social 
protest and mobilize the masses, as in the One Million Signatures campaign and the 
Green Movement (Bayat 2010: 113�114). However, is this approach su�cient to ex-
plain the recent acts of unveiling? What does it mean that the unveiling act is carried 
out silently? How signi�cant is silence in this context?

I argue that silence in this context is not a consequence of gendered practices of 
silencing; rather, it is active and carries creative potential. To understand these actions 
and their signi�cance, it is necessary to look at the history of the women�s movement 
after 1979, the use of social media, and the daily lives of Iranian women. Accordingly, 
the following discussion of veiling or unveiling in Iranian society, as re�ected in se-
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lected journal editions in 2018, will give us an insight into the recent negotiation of 
the social, political and religious implications of the veil in Iranian society. The aim is 
to demonstrate the dynamic and ambiguous nature of individual and silent actions of 
unveiling and explain the development of a recent social non-movement with respect 
to the veil.

Veiling and the Women�s Movement After the  
Iranian Revolution in 1979

The negotiation of veiling and unveiling in Islamic society has a long history. In mod-
ern Iran, this process is strongly connected with the Iranian women�s movement, 
which began in the 19�� century when the �rst Iranian women appeared unveiled in 
public. A few decades later, Reza Shah Pahlavi�s decree prohibiting the veil (to foster 
a modernized image) divided Iranian society. Even though the Shah had to revoke the 
prohibition, it nonetheless had the consequence of making a deep social divide visible 
on the streets: the rich and �modernized� elite women in the cities walked the streets 
without a veil, while the rural, poor and traditional decided to wear a ch�dor.1 This 
appeared to change, however, with the protests against the Pahlavi regime beginning 
in 1978. The Iranian people, together with the Shiite clergy, were united in their re-
sistance against the Shah, his insu�cient reform programme, the repressive nature of 
the regime, and the super�cial attempt at modernization. Many women wore a black 
ch�dor not as religious symbol, but rather as a symbol of protest. The ch�dor was un-
derstood, as can be seen by referring to Ayatollah Morteza Motahhari and Ali Shari�ati, 
as part of a return to their cultural roots and self-identi�cation. For the cleric Motah-
hari, the veil was a good means of maintaining the social order between women and 
men (Zan�n‑e emruz, 1396 [2018], no.�31: 39). In his view, men and women are equal 
in the eyes of God, but not equal in their rights and duties because of their biological 
di�erences and social roles and functions; modern sciences underpin these di�erences 
and are not in con�ict with shar��a (Islamic law). Shar��a takes account of these di�er-
ences in the best way possible: men have to ensure the protection and safeguarding 
of women (Badry 2017: 92). Shari�ati, meanwhile, explained that the veil was a cru-
cial symbol of Iranian tradition and social identity free of corruption from the west 
(Zan�n‑e emruz, 1396 [2018], no.�31: 39). In addition, like Motahhari, he perceived 
women as the weaker gender. They had to be controlled and protected by men to 
maintain social norms and order (Badry 2017: 94).

After the establishment of the Islamic Republic, the new regime wanted to express 
its separation from the former autocracy and declared the veil mandatory for every 
woman irrespective of her religious a�liation or belief. The journal Zan�n‑e emruz 
explains that the mandatory veil was not intended as a demand from the beginning 

1�For further information about the situation before the revolution, see Naghibi (2007) and Zahedi 
(2008).
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of the revolution, but was rather the result of the intellectual and political develop-
ments of the anti-Shah protests (Zan�n‑e emruz, 1396 [2018], no.�31: 40). The Shi-
ite gathering to remember Hosein�s martyrdom at Kerbela had become an important 
religious and cultural tool for the opposing masses of any political and religious fac-
tion to demonstrate resistance against the Shah�s tyranny (Keddie 2010: 438). The 
use of religious language and symbols was the best means to unite the multi-factional 
opposition. When even the urban secular middle-class women joined the anti-Shah 
demonstrations by putting on the ch�dor, women�s religious dress became a central 
symbol of the anti-Shah and anti-imperialist protests and thus gained a political signif-
icance (Keddie 2010: 439). This did not change after the Islamic Republic�s establish-
ment and the rise of a religious political landscape that ushered in legal restrictions for 
Iranian women such as losing their right to divorce, inheriting only half the amount 
that men inherit, and not being permitted to work as judges or in certain other jobs. 
Khomeini�s decree about the veil, announced 24 days after he came to power, caused 
discussions and a six-day protest (mainly comprising of leftist activists) with no e�ect 
(Daradeh and Witoszek 2013: 241). The morality police enforced the observance of 
the veil decree. Women who refused to wear the veil were arrested and lost their jobs.

During the Gulf War of 1980�88, the issue of the mandatory veil was margin-
alized and voices against it were silenced (Zan�n‑e emruz, 1396 [2018], no.�31: 40). 
However, the consequences of the war created unexpected challenges for the new re-
gime. In post-war Iran, the traditional social role of the woman as mother, spouse and 
homemaker was destroyed to a large extent, as many families lost their male breadwin-
ners. Now, many women had to provide for their families and thus entered the public 
sphere again. They demanded more rights and questioned the patriarchal system and 
the various forms of discrimination they faced. �Women activists [�] challenged the 
dominant ideological discourse that considered the private sphere of the home the best 
and the most suitable place for women. They rejected their con�nement at home and 
managed to occupy the public sphere through economic and social activities� (Kian 
2013: 47). The need for legal and social reforms was obvious. In the early 1990s, under 
President Rafsanjani, a Bureau of Women�s A�airs was created to focus on women�s 
problems and concerns (Kian 2013: 47). Women became politically and culturally ac-
tive, for instance as journalists. At that time, the established women�s press played a 
crucial role in fostering solidarity between women of di�erent social classes and ideo-
logical and political factions. Women�s magazines such as Zan�n and Hoquq‑e Zan�n 
became a forum for advancing women�s rights. They provided women with the op-
portunity to make private issues public. The scope of debate regarding their condition 
expanded.2

The hope of necessary reforms led women to play a large part in electing the lib-
eral President Khatami in 1997. Even though the conservative faction tried to sup-
press liberal thinking and prevent reforms, women�s issues were still an increasing part 
of Iranian public discourse and a prominent subject in literature, �lm and the press. 

2�For further information see Kian (1997).
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Women themselves entered male dominated spheres such as journalism, literature and 
�lm production to speak about gender-related issues.3 Films made by female directors 
Rakhshan Bani-E�temad and Tahmine Milani, for instance, concentrated on current 
social issues such as working to provide for one�s family, education, and the relation-
ship between men and women in Iranian society.4 They created a new symbolic lan-
guage, with the veil as a means of creative expression rather than a symbol of restric-
tion.5

A major change in how activism is carried out by the women�s movement has 
been the increasingly widespread use of the internet and its social communication 
platforms since 2000. Women became a public voice in the blogging scene � a new 
medium of individual self-expression, criticism and exchange.6 Since the blogosphere 
was observed by the state and then used by it to distribute its own cultural and political 
agenda, women subsequently preferred to transfer over to the social media services of 
Facebook, Twitter, WhatsApp and Telegram to build up their social networks.

Even though Sayyed Mohammad Khatami�s presidency (1997�2005) was charac-
terized by daily con�icts between liberal and conservative forces, a relatively liberal at-
mosphere prevailed, albeit without improvements in Iranian law with regard to equal 
rights for women. With the election of President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad in 2005, a 
neoconservative came to power. He let restrictive policies prevail, mobilized the mo-
rality police, and considered the women�s movement and its activists to be political. 
In spite of � or rather, because of  � these restrictions, women from diverse social, 
political and religious backgrounds joined the women�s movement. They found new 
methods of interaction. In 2006, a new phase of networking started, with the online 
campaign for �One Million Signatures�. This campaign collected signatures in favour 
of repealing discriminatory laws against women. The activists not only published their 
opinion and aims on the internet, but also distributed a pamphlet and had face-to-face 
discussions with the people on the streets in twenty Iranian cities (Daradeh, Witoszek 
2013: 245). Leading activists were persecuted and arrested (Daradeh, Witoszek 2013: 
247). The most important aspect of the signature campaign was that it set new para-
digms for a social movement: �It was interested neither in questioning the legitimacy 
of the regime nor in contesting the principles of religion; rather its aim was to chal-
lenge laws within the legal framework of the Iranian Constitution� (Adelkhah 2012: 
22). �Islamists along with secularists, and even monarchists, engaged in a dialog and 
cooperated with each other� (Adelkhah 2012: 33).

3�Mention should be made of the contributions of female satirists associated with the satirical journal 
�Gol Aqa�, such as Roya Sadr and Giti Safarzadeh. One can also notice an increasing presence of female 
writers in the literary scene, for instance among short story writers; see Föllmer (2017b: 109�125).
4�Tahmine Milanis�s �lm �Do zan� (Two Women) provoked widespread discussion about gender issues 
in the Iranian press between the main political factions; this is analysed in Föllmer (2004).
5�A good example of the veil�s representation in Iranian �lm is Rakhshan Bani-E�temad�s �lm The Blue 
Veiled (Rusari-�bi) (1994), analysed in the article by Föllmer (2017a).
6�For further reading see Alavi (2005), Sreberny and Khiabany (2010), Shakhsari (2011).



92	 Katja Föllmer

The discriminatory policy of Mahmoud Ahmadinejad�s government impeded the ac-
tivities of participants in the women�s movement. Many of the leading activists were 
accused of being political (Sadeghi 2012: 127�129). As a result, the women�s move-
ment seemed to be silenced until the presidential elections and the �Green Move-
ment� in 2009 (Sadeghi 2012: 130). However, women became active in other ways; 
they found space for self-expression in cultural areas such as literature, music, theatre, 
and even video games (Sreberny and Torfeh 2013) and showed more and more inter-
est in sports and male-dominated jobs like driving buses and taxis. The governmental 
programme to promote physical health supported this trend with sports equipment in 
public spaces such as parks and small green areas in cities, where women nonetheless 
had to cover their heads and bodies as usual. Occasionally, a separation between male 
and female areas for playing sports in public spaces was intended but not successfully 
established. Over time, veiling in sports became more comfortable for women through 
the advent of elastic sports models of headscarf and the use of large jumpsuits.

Even the intended gender separation in public transport was undermined by 
mixed sections in places such as the metro. The percentage of women at institutions 
of higher education increased. �� [H]igher literacy rates and better education [�], 
and the active participation of women in social, cultural and economic realms �� are 
indicators of social change in the Islamic patriarchal society (Kian 2013: 44). Even the 
conservative fraction cannot deny the important role women play in Iranian society 
today. Many of them have a high level of education, and they play a central role out-
side of the home in public life (Nasim‑e bid�ri, 1397 [2018], no.�80�81: 128). This all 
promoted the self-awareness of Iranian women in public and in everyday life, and led 
to their widespread and active participation in the 2009 protests following the presi-
dential elections, known as the �Green Movement�.

The Green Movement might be understood as a reaction to the neoconservative 
and fundamentalist policies of President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, who failed to bring 
about social justice and economic liberalism, instead increasing the enrichment and 
corruption of the �sons of the elites�. The various religious factions and institutions 
were divided in their interests, their claims to power and their in�uence (Adelkhah 
2012: 24�29). In addition, the government enacted repressive policies such as a prohi-
bition on women�s presence in sports stadiums, raids to con�scate satellite dishes, and 
the reestablishment of guards tasked with ensuring compliance with the Islamic dress 
code. All these factors and more, including social and economic insecurity, recession 
and in�ation as consequences of the sanctions against Iran�s nuclear program, might 
have contributed to a decline in the importance of Islamic ideology and led to a more 
mundane orientation of the masses (Adelkhah 2012: 23). On the other hand, one of 
the main leaders of the Green Movement, Mir-Hossein Mousavi, made references to 
Islamic principles and the example of the Islamic Revolution in his argumentation for 
maintaining peaceful protests and opposition to the unfair election process of 2009 
(Haghighatjoo 2016: 228). The Green Movement was an urban grassroots movement 
that gave the people a stronger and more central role in a protest movement than be-
fore (Haghighatjoo 2016: 233). General discontent and increasing criticism were exac-
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erbated by an absence of transparency and a lack of trustworthy independent media. 
The movement united people from di�erent political, religious and social factions in 
their protest, just as the One Million Signatures campaign had before. The active par-
ticipants included a large number of women from diverse backgrounds, who protest-
ed not only against the result of the presidential election, but also against Mahmoud 
Ahmadinejad�s discriminatory policies regarding women, which primarily aimed to 
limit the participation of women in the public sphere. Enforcement of the Islamic 
dress code was only one of the restrictive measures imposed by the government.7 From 
2005, the government also shut down a lot of women�s media blogs and websites, and, 
in 2008, the in�uential journal Zan�n (Women). A signi�cant number of female pro-
testers were arrested, convicted and sentenced to prison (Sadeghi 2012: 128).

Sadeghi concludes that the Green Movement was not a single event, but part of 
a civic process paving the way for a more egalitarian and less discriminatory society 
(Sadeghi 2012: 129). The activists made use of the methods employed by the women�s 
movement�s signature campaign, having learned to be creative, �exible and pragmat-
ic without a hierarchical structure (Michaelsen 2013: 150). The Green Movement 
in 2009 not only replaced other kinds of civic activism with a political movement 
(Sadeghi 2012: 130), but in fact made civic action political.

Veiling and Everyday Life

Factors other than the women�s movement and political protest movement may also 
have had implications for the women�s acts of unveiling. With the aforementioned 
social and political developments of the last few years as a backdrop, it seems necessary 
to look at the lifestyle of Iranian women: how do Iranian women manage their daily 
lives, and what role does the veil play?

Before the revolution, the image of veiled women was a traditional one, whereas 
unveiled women were the physical indicator of a modern society (Zahedi 2008: 256). 
The black ch�dor was synonymous with hej�b. After the revolution, a modern out-
look and meaning for hej�b developed: manteaux or rupush (overcoats) in combina-
tion with rusari or maqna�e (headscarves) were accepted as a more practical style of 
Islamic dress code and enabled women to be active in the public sphere. Especially in 
the post-war period, even traditional housewives and mothers spent several hours a 
day in public places. They had to take their children to school and deal with the civil 
service, banking and shopping without male support and sometimes until late at night 
(Bayat 2010: 101).

I have periodically visited Iran for 20 years now. During that time, many things have 
changed in Iranian society. Iranian people, like other people today, have to negotiate 
their individual freedom in everyday life � a process that is informed by one�s particu-
lar social, cultural, religious and political circumstances and historical background. 

7�For more details see Sadeghi (2012: 126�127).
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Leaving regional and ethnic di�erences aside, we can observe di�erences in Iranian 
society between, for example, men and women, di�erent social classes and di�erent 
generations. On the one hand there is a strong division between the public and private 
sphere, but on the other hand, there are also many grey zones in between that the 
people use for their personal freedom. Their status quo and relationships with each 
other are challenged every day by hegemonic strategies. All these factors have a greater 
or lesser in�uence on people�s daily interactions and private and public communica-
tion. They determine the time, place and manner in which people can (or cannot) 
act and speak about certain issues. Women, in particular, have to grapple with serious 
issues such as unemployment, poverty and a general breakdown of traditional family 
structures. Society�s social and economic problems led to a gender crisis caused by the 
vast gap between the state�s gender ideology and the reality of women�s lives (Barlow 
and Akbarzadeh 2008: 26). In that context, veiling was an issue of minor importance; 
�most activists in Iran are more concerned with matters from women�s unemploy-
ment to domestic violence.�8 Indeed, Iranian women apparently have come to terms 
with the veil accompanying their daily activities in public, from their jobs and house-
hold tasks to their leisure time. This does not mean that all Iranian women always wear 
a black ch�dor everywhere they go, as is still a widespread image in Western media. It 
simply means that the female body is completely covered except for the face and hands; 
the head is covered with a headscarf in one of any number of di�erent styles and col-
ours, while the body is hidden under a typically knee-length or calf-length overcoat. 
Only some Iranian women additionally wrap themselves in a black ch�dor.

Over the years, the preferred styles of veiling changed and became more and more 
fashionable. For example, women were inspired by tribal and ethnic head coverings 
and ways of wearing them (Zahedi 2008: 260). Veiling was not necessarily linked with 
morality, chastity and Islamic virtue anymore, but with individual self-expression: 
�The dark color, shape-concealing manteau was transformed into a shorter, colorful, 
shape-revealing garment. Gone were the long dark pants, replaced by three-quarter-
length trousers that hint at shapely ankles. The big dark rusary was discarded in fa-
vor of small, brightly patterned, and transparent head scarves� (Zahedi 2008: 261). In 
addition, women increasingly used make-up, and facial plastic surgery became very 
popular. Attempts to limit the improper or bad-hej�bi look have generally failed.

A woman�s manner of veiling is not only a matter of self-expression; it also depends 
on the type of activity she is engaging in, her social environment, the social milieu she 
comes from, and her age. The manner and style of veiling di�er in general between 
rural and urban women, for example.9 They are determined by place and time, and can 

8�Suzanne Maloney and Eliora Katz: Iran and the Headscarf Protests. Brookings.edu, 24 January 2019 
(https://www.brookings.edu/opinions/iran-and-the-headscarf-protests/).
9�Alavi mentions that even in 2003 some tribal women did not respect the mandatory veil but su�ered 
no consequences, while urban women had to fear punishments. Rural women were freer in public and in 
communication with men than urban women, as pointed out by a commentary in a blog; see Alavi (2005: 
164�174). In 2006, more than 70% of the Iranian population resided in urban areas. This led to a general 
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be used to express one�s political a�liation. For instance, Iranian women do not neces-
sarily wear the veil at home among family members, though some do in the presence of 
unrelated male guests. When a woman leaves her private home for a short time while 
remaining in her local area � whether it be to buy groceries, talk with her neighbours 
or simply to take out the trash � she at least covers her head with a scarf. When she 
wants to play sports in public she has to wear an overcoat and headscarf, even though 
this may be uncomfortable for her. If a woman works in a government institution, 
she usually wears a maqna�e (a special kind of headscarf) and an overcoat in a dark 
colour. Sometimes she additionally wears a black ch�dor, particularly when she wants 
to enter religious and holy places such as a mosque. If so, the ch�dor may be black or 
colourful. During her daily prayers at home or � less commonly � in the mosque or 
the Hosseiniye, the woman is also usually covered with a ch�dor.

Meanwhile, the veil has become a major part of the Iranian fashion industry. 
Wealthy women can wear the latest models of veil and overcoat, which can also easily 
transgress the border between the allowed and the disallowed. Women from lower 
social strata prefer a more old-fashioned covering, not only because of their �nancial 
limitations, but also for security reasons. A young woman who wants to go shopping 
wears a small-sized, thigh-length and more colourful overcoat and a headscarf that does 
not hide the hair completely. Women from older generations are veiled more conven-
tionally in a typically larger-sized, dark-coloured overcoat and a colourful headscarf.

Other aspects of behaviour must also harmonize with the di�erent variants of veil-
ing, such as how, when and where women move their bodies in public spaces and 
whether or not they avoid eye contact with men. For example, if a woman is wearing 
a lot of make-up or strikingly coloured clothes, or if she�s wearing an open, short and 
tight overcoat paired with trousers, or is wearing her scarf too casually � all still within 
the limits of the mandatory veiling law � she can send certain messages to the public 
and hint at certain hidden aims and intentions. A woman who is accompanied by a 
man behaves di�erently in public than a single woman, and has a di�erent status. A 
single woman cannot spend her time in public doing nothing other than sitting and 
talking to other people. She must demonstrate that she is busy to ensure that others 
don�t object to her presence (Zan�n‑e emruz, 1396 [2018], no.�31: 24�26).

Some spaces situated in the grey zone between public and private, such as a private 
car or shared taxi, allow people to elude the gender separation. Similarly, in the closed 
private quarters of holiday cottages in the Caspian Sea region, with their own private 
beaches, people can move and act privately. There, the veil and gender separation are 
not necessarily an obligation. Recently, the sphere where people can move less conven-
tionally has grown to include time spent in nature engaging in leisure activities such as 
walking, picnics and sports.

Issues of security, social pressure and control also have an impact on one�s manner 
of veiling, but, with the exception of the six-day protests shortly after the revolution, 

change in lifestyle, and in people�s demands and expectations, even though regional disparities � depend-
ing also on ethnic background and religious a�liation � still persist; Kian (2013: 44).
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veiling itself has not been questioned and not been a subject of public discussion until 
recently. Instead, the type of veil and manner of wearing it, along with the radius of 
women�s daily actions and activities, were always negotiated by the women themselves. 
Young woman, in particular, neglected �proper� veiling. They showed several inches of 
their hair in public despite the threat of penalties from the morality police. From the 
late 1990s, bad-hej�bi became an established practice (Bayat 2010: 103). However, this 
does not necessarily mean that these women departed from religiosity, because the veil 
on its own was and is not an indication of a more moral, religious and secure society; 
it rather demonstrates a growing self-awareness of women and their consciousness of 
their importance to Iranian society.

In 2017, when the tense economic situation became evident, social unrest was ac-
companied by acts of unveiling. The mandatory veil was questioned, while at the same 
time, voices argued for a more religious and moral society. They disapproved of the 
increasing prevalence of bad-hej�bi and the supposed departure from religion in Ira-
nian society.

Recent Acts of Unveiling and the Importance of Social Media

The internet and social media enabled women from all over the country to join the 
women�s movement, drawing attention to women outside of the capital Tehran, and 
also widened the scope of the movement�s activities. The journalists of the women�s 
movement learned to manoeuvre through the media, press, websites and blogs. They 
created a counter public sphere, where the abolition of the veil was discussed in a blog 
as early as 2005, provoking the conservatives (Michaelsen 2013: 287�88). After the 
government, under the presidency of Ahmadinejad, destroyed the organizational 
structure of the women�s movement, the internet remained the best means of com-
munication for women. The enforcement of the Islamic dress code under his presi-
dency in 2007 even caused some women who �believed in the hej�b� to comment 
on and criticize it on their blogs (Akhavan 2013: 40�42). Though still existent, the 
blogosphere has lost its importance for women�s activism since late 2007, when so-
cial media began to take precedence and the state had already begun to in�uence the 
blogosphere with its own proactive participatory campaigns to minimize the role of 
dissenting blogs (Akhavan 2013: 45, 49�57). After that, the digital community in-
creased and diversi�ed, but a physical gathering of the activists was impossible until 
the Green Movement arose (Michaelsen 2013: 293�313). The movement took advan-
tage of the expansion of social media in order to mobilize people (Haghighatjoo 2016: 
237). The social media site Friendfeed was of primary importance for the movement 
in 2009. This online communication platform was where the symbolic colour �green� 
was agreed upon (Akhavan 2013: 90). During the movement, social media facilitated 
the sharing of information. New media practices enabled political activists to circum-
vent state control. Since the decline of the post-election movement, a �soft war� has 
begun, with the state also using social media to promote its ideas (Akhavan 2013: 84, 
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100�104). Despite governmental e�orts to control and interfere with online commu-
nication, social media did not lose its importance for Iranians � only its character and 
function changed. With such a plurality of opinions in the social network community, 
dissenting voices could easily get lost. Thus, again, new forms of action were necessary 
in order to be heard.

In the past few years, a new trend has become visible in Iranian society via the 
internet: women, primarily young women, removed their veil and took a photo or 
video of themselves without a scarf, then shared it with their community using social 
media. This trend was called �My Stealthy Freedom�. The initiator, Masih Alinejad, an 
Iranian journalist who emigrated in 2009, launched a campaign entitled �The Wind 
in My Hair� in which she posted photos of herself with loose hair. Unexpectedly, this 
caused a widespread reaction in Iran; a lot of women imitated her and posted photos 
of themselves without hej�b on the �My Stealthy Freedom� Facebook page. Within a 
month, the page already had 500,000 �likes�.10 To take these photos, women exploit-
ed the grey zones between the private and public spheres during their private leisure 
activities. Urban middle-class women, in particular, have the possibility of spending 
their leisure time outside of their private homes. Their lives are not restricted to the 
home and taking care of household a�airs. They can play sports, go for a walk in the 
mountains or parks, or travel to the Caspian Sea in the North or to the Persian Gulf in 
the South. They can then take photos of these activities during short windows of time 
when the veil is removed (intentionally or by accident) and share it with their social 
media communities. The dissemination of these private photos and videos via social 
media transfers it into the public sphere but eludes legal oversight.

This trend went further with the hashtag campaigns �Girls of Enqel�b Street� and 
�White Wednesday�. These are silent acts of unveiling performed on the street by many 
individual women of every age group. These acts started in December 2017 during the 
protests over economic issues, when a young woman, Vida Movahed, climbed to the 
top of a utility box and silently waved her white scarf like a �ag. Her quiet performance 
was recorded and shared over social media. A few weeks later, another young woman 
repeated that act, and many other Iranians followed her and shared the images under 
the hashtag �Girls of Enqel�b Street�. Many of the earliest activists were arrested on 
the charge of �inciting corruption and prostitution�. Some of them were sentenced to 
prison.11 After that it became a regular occurrence on Wednesdays for (mainly young) 
women to take o� their headscarf, usually white in colour, in any public place, then 
wave it on a stick above their head. In addition, even elderly women in ch�dor showed 
solidarity with them, remaining covered but silently wielding a veil. Videos and photos 
were distributed and shared under the hashtag �White Wednesday�. What do these 
silent acts mean, and what do the women demand? Is it really a simple protest against 
the mandatory veil, or are there further implications?

10�Suzanne Maloney and Eliora Katz: Iran and the Headscarf Protests. Brookings.edu, 24 January 2019 
(https://www.brookings.edu/opinions/iran-and-the-headscarf-protests/).
11�Ibid.
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It is obvious that the silent acts of unveiling, and the numerous subsequent expres-
sions of sympathy and tolerance, caused a broad echo in social media and the press in 
Iran and abroad. The individual acts of unveiling, as acts of silence, became part of a 
public discourse re�ected in the public print media that I will explore in the next sec-
tion.

Public Discussion on Veiling and Unveiling

What happens when women operate without words? What do they demand? What 
does a discourse of this variety look like? An analysis of the contributions of three 
Iranian journals will shed some light.

The journals in question are the liberal journals Ir�n‑e fard� (Iran of Tomorrow) 
and Zan�n‑e emruz (Women of Today), and the religious reform-oriented but more 
conservative publication Nasim‑e bid�ri (Breeze of the Awakening/Enlightenment). 
In their March 2018 editions, each of these commented on the issue of veiling and un-
veiling in several articles and interviews. Only Ir�n‑e fard� used a cover photo related to 
this subject: a historical photo of a mass demonstration during the revolution of 1979, 
with a focus on unveiled women standing side by side with men. Five contributions 
to the journal refer to the subject.12 Zan�n‑e emruz does not refer to the debate about 
the veil on its cover. However, �ve articles refer to the veiling-unveiling discourse.13 
The most thorough contribution to the discourse, with 15 articles and interviews, 
is found in Nasim‑e bid�ri.14 This journal refers to the subject with a short headline 
on the cover: Bi-parde az hej�b � barresi-ye hodud‑e hej�b‑e zan�n az manzar‑e shar� 
wa q�nun (Revealing the hej�b � a study on the female veil from the perspective of 
Islamic law). The edition in question is primarily dedicated to historical subjects: the 
time of Pahlavi rule and the revolution of 1979.

The hej�b discussion in Ir�n‑e fard� begins with an interview with three female 
activists involved in the women�s movement in Iran and the recent protests against 
the mandatory veil.15 According to them, the women�s movement and the acts of un-
veiling of the women in Enqel�b Street should be considered separately. Whereas the 
women�s movement is de�ned as movement, they refer to the �girls of Enqel�b Street� 
as single acts and not as a movement. They conclude that the current women�s move-

12�Ir�n-e fard� was a religious reform-oriented monthly journal that was published from 1371�1379 
(1992�2000) and resumed publication in 1393 (2014).
13�Zan�n-e emruz is a monthly journal published since 1393 (2014). It followed the banned journal 
Zan�n and exclusively covers social, cultural, scienti�c and artistic issues relevant to women. 
14�Nasim-e bid�ri is a religious reform-oriented monthly journal published since 1388 (2009).
15�Marziye (Minu) Mortazi Langarudi is a member of the Council of Nationalist-Religious Activists 
(shura-ye fa�alan-e melli madhhabi) and director of the Society of the Mothers of Peace (anjoman‑e 
m�dar�n-e solh). Shahla E�zazi is a social scientist with a focus on women and family a�airs. Fateme 
Sadeqi is a well-known opponent of the mandatory veil and had already criticized it in an article on Radio 
Zamane in 2008 (1387).
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ment is a result of historical development since the beginning of the 20�� century, but 
that recently it is in a sad situation (Ir�n‑e fard�, 1396 [2018], no.�38: 52�65). In con-
trast to Ir�n‑e fard�, the journal Zan�n‑e emruz maintains that the women�s move-
ment still exists and is growing with the help of digital media (Zan�n‑e emruz, 1396 
[2018], no.�31: 21�23). Nasim‑e bid�ri does not refer to the movement at all. The 
journal instead problematizes recent tendencies of bad-hej�bi, departure from religion, 
and a general decline of morals and ethics in Iranian society. In Ir�n‑e fard�, violence 
against women in Iranian society is part of a religious-philosophical contribution that 
discusses the di�erent meaning of nafs and ruh (soul, spirit, self)16 in the Qur��n. The 
author comes to the conclusion that every human has a male and a female side. Those 
who reject this would, it is argued, show more violence against the other gender (Ir�n‑e 
fard�, 1396 [2018], no.�38: 66�67).

The journals analysed re�ect di�erent notions of the parts of society demanding 
abolition of the mandatory veil. Like Ir�n‑e fard�, Zan�n‑e emruz has a positive at-
titude toward those who �ght for equal rights for women and against the mandatory 
veil. The journal points to the restrictions the women face in everyday life despite their 
in�uence on the public sphere and the economy. In contrast to men, women must 
show that they are busy in public. Their activities must not be aimless even when they 
spend their leisure time in parks, sport centres and shopping malls (Zan�n‑e emruz, 
1396 [2018], no.�31: 24�26). The journals Ir�n‑e fard� and Zan�n‑e emruz both re-
fer to the recent acts of unveiling. Whereas Ir�n‑e fard� argues that these actions are 
the consequence of a long tradition of veiling (Zan�n‑e emruz, 1396 [2018], no.�31: 
68�73), Zan�n‑e emruz discusses the sentencing of women who appear unveiled in 
public. In that context, the journal considers the meaning of being unveiled (bi-hej�bi) 
and badly veiled (bad-hej�bi). Only the complete lack of an Islamic hej�b may be called 
bi-hej�bi, and in those circumstances the journal accepts that security forces or the 
morality police have the right to intervene. In the case of bad-hej�bi, the type of veil 
and manner of veiling vary considerably. Bad-hej�bi is the result of an individual�s 
decision and part of that person�s private life. The author concludes that neither bad-
hej�bi nor even bi-hej�bi are a danger for national security or against the regime. They 
are merely the expression of an individual�s opinion and cause nobody to su�er any 
disadvantage (Zan�n‑e emruz, 1396 [2018], no.�31: 30�31). The acts of unveiling are 
� according to the author in Zan�n‑e emruz � not representative of Iranian society as a 
whole. They are merely the expressions of a few individuals, and as such the issue does 
not necessarily have priority for the women�s fraction of the Iranian parliament. An-
other article discusses the reasons behind the acts of unveiling and points to interna-
tional sporting competitions and music performances held in Iran. The author notes 
that non-Iranian female participants are not familiar with how to wear the veil, and 
that sometimes their veils slide down, arguing that this is why Iranian sportswomen 

16���The meaning of both terms, nafs and ruh, is part of various theological and philosophical discourses 
and debates in Islamic history until today. A short overview of the di�erent meanings of the terms is given 
by Macdonald ([1931] 1932).
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were among the �rst activists of the unveiling campaign (Zan�n‑e emruz, 1396 [2018], 
no.�31: 37�40).

Nasim‑e bid�ri, in contrast, notes that in educational and cultural institutions, 
the focus has always been on people�s external aspects and not on their inner condi-
tion. Thus, the journal takes a general look at Iranian society and the recent situation 
of women and asks several experts about possible solutions to resistance against the 
mandatory veil and ways to improve moral behaviour. Here, the term hej�b is used 
alongside the term �af�f, which means chastity. The experts interviewed all agree in 
their attitude that opposition to the obligation of wearing the veil is an expression of 
the insu�ciency of Iranian politics and educational institutions. Security forces and 
morality police (gasht‑e ersh�d) might not be the solution; rather, they feel that more 
profound and e�ective measures and reforms would be needed to re-establish a moral 
order.

All three journals are unanimous that the veil is not merely a religious symbol 
that was introduced in early Islam and became obligatory for every woman since that 
time. They rather recognize that the veil also has social and, more recently, political 
dimensions, and that all these aspects overlap. They see no basis for the obligation 
of veiling in the Islamic textual tradition or Islamic law. The author in Ir�n‑e fard� 
even contends, with reference to Shahid Beheshti, that it is un-Islamic (Ir�n‑e fard�, 
1396 [2018], no.�38: 75). Nasim‑e bid�ri accepts that today, wearing the veil is con-
sidered an element of one�s individual freedom. The obligation of veiling has no cul-
tural background and cannot be indicative of the culture of chastity (Nasim‑e bid�ri, 
1397 [2018], no.�80�81: 131). It rather goes back to a decree made by Ayatollah Sayyed 
Ruhollah Khomeini in 1983 (Nasim‑e bid�ri, 1397 [2018], no.�80�81: 124). Today, 
the hej�b has become political, just like other social and cultural issues (Nasim‑e bid�ri, 
1397 [2018], no.�80�81: 148). Nonetheless, there are also (political) voices in Nasim‑e 
bid�ri who consider veiling the most important value of the Islamic religion and a reli-
gious duty for a society with a political system whose tradition and national culture is 
also based on Islam. Fateme Rahbar, a former member of parliament, claims that the 
majority of Iranian people accept the veil, and that the participation of Iranian wom-
en in social and political a�airs can be traced back to veiling (Nasim‑e bid�ri, 1397 
[2018], no.�80�81: 126). Such neoconservative voices admit that, even though the veil 
and chastity are the basic expressions of religious values and should not be questioned, 
there is a need for reforms. Such reforms, according to parliamentary cleric Hojjat al-
Islam Hossein Pezhmanfar, should more strongly enshrine veiling in Iranian society as 
a cultural characteristic, and thus diminish the in�uence of foreign enemies (Nasim‑e 
bid�ri, 1397 [2018], no.�80�81: 127). Another politician, law expert Shahindokht 
Mulawardi, adds that there should be a law that expresses the aim of veiling. Since the 
hej�b is not entirely religious or cultural, but always political, the law of veiling must 
be combined with cultural aspects of each individual�s thoughts and actions (Nasim‑e 
bid�ri, 1397 [2018], no.�80�81: 131).

The moderate cleric Sayyed Mostafa Mohaqqeqdamad acknowledges in an inter-
view that veiling is neither a guarantee for chastity nor the result of Western in�uence. 



Acts of Unveiling and Everyday Life	 101

The people should instead recognize that modest clothing is not only limited to religi-
osity (im�n) but also to chastity and dignity (�e�at wa waq�r) (Nasim‑e bid�ri, 1397 
[2018], no.�80�81: 129). The daughter of Ayatollah Mahmud Taleqani (1911/14�
1979) is interviewed as well; she argues for a positive, mild and respectful view of the 
young people who oppose the veil and an appropriate education that teaches them 
to accept Islamic values and the veil (Nasim‑e bid�ri, 1397 [2018], no.�80�81: 135�
137).

The social dimension of veiling is discussed by sociologist Ebrahim Fayyaz, who 
points to a lack of gender competence in Iranian society. From a regional and historical 
perspective, veiling was not an obligation for all women in Iranian society. The ch�dor 
was not practical for female rural workers; it was a covering only worn by wealthy ur-
ban women who did not work and had enough money for the cloth. Veiling thus has 
an economic and social dimension and is strongly connected to the family (Nasim‑e 
bid�ri, 1397 [2018], no.�80�81: 133). Fayyaz maintains that prevailing genderphobia 
has contributed to many problems such as prostitution, Aids and sexual abuse, and 
that in addition, the religion of today has nothing to do with Islam anymore. Instead, 
it has become a religion of censure, of boycott and of populism. Only the support 
and strengthening of the family can contribute to economic and social security and a 
strong political unit (Nasim‑e bid�ri, 1397 [2018], no.�80�81: 134).

The lengthiest contribution in Nasim‑e bid�ri is an interview with the historical 
scientist Amir Tarkashwand, who wrote a book on the history of early Islam and the 
question of veiling (Hej�b‑e shar�i dar �asr‑e pay�mbar � The religious hej�b in the 
time of the Prophet). His main argument is that the meaning of veiling has changed 
throughout the long history of Islam. In the time of the Prophet Mohammad, the 
meaning of the veil was dependent on the local, environmental, political and cultur-
al context of the era and di�ers from the more recent understanding. The book was 
criticized and delayed before it was published, and it provoked widespread discussion, 
especially among specialists of Islamic law, because it di�ers from the o�cial interpre-
tation of the hej�b (Nasim‑e bid�ri, 1397 [2018], no.�80�81: 143). It becomes obvious 
that the journal has a particular interest in the promotion of the book and asks for the 
author�s advice for young girls today. He did not answer the question, just as the other 
interviewees did not when the journalist wanted to know their personal attitudes to-
wards the practice of veiling. It seems they all considered it a private a�air that should 
not be published in the mass media.

The question of whether veiling is a private a�air is answered by Parwane Solhshu-
ri, the acting parliamentary women�s leader. She argues that the law always takes prior-
ity. When the law makes veiling an obligation, individual freedom of choice is subor-
dinated to it (Nasim‑e bid�ri, 1397 [2018], no.�80�81: 148).

To summarize, a tendency to accept the veil becomes obvious in Nasim‑e bid�ri 
even though the journal recognizes the need for reforms. The recommended reforms 
should encourage veiling and chastity in Iranian society without restricting women�s 
activities. In contrast, Zan�n‑e emruz and Ir�n‑e fard� both support individual free-
dom of choice without reference to other problems in Iranian society, and without 
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discussion of any consequences. The three journals generally recognize a broad re-
sistance against the obligation of veiling and a �ight from religion, especially among 
young people. The political voices in Nasim‑e bid�ri seem to downplay the problem 
and focus on other issues of Iranian society such as a decline in moral behaviour, a lack 
of respect for religious values and reforms that could stop the decline.

Conclusion and Questions

Curiously, the silent acts of unveiling occurred at the same time as social unrest arose 
in multiple Iranian cities in winter 2017/18. It was not clearly expressed why these acts 
occurred at this exact this time, and what the women involved wished to demand and 
demonstrate through them. Not all of these women referred to the women�s move-
ment or the online campaigns, even though these may have given important impulses 
to the silent activists. After the end of the Green Movement of 2009, the government 
pushed ahead with e�orts to control and to disrupt online communication. Social 
networking did not lose its importance for Iranians, or for the formation of a plurality 
of opinions, but it is likely that its character and function changed.

It is clear that these acts gained attention and provoked a broad discourse with vari-
ous focuses. As Bayat notes: �The women�s incremental practices needed to be backed 
up by careful argumentation and discursive campaign� mainly drawn from alterna-
tive legal and theological interpretations (Bayat 2010: 113). The discursive negotia-
tion process in Iranian society seems to occur mainly amongst the liberal and reform-
oriented factions. The journal Nasim‑e bid�ri referred to the meaning of the hej�b in 
Islamic history, in Islamic law, and in Iranian society today. Because of its proximity to 
the religious faction, it is not surprising that this journal supports the notion of a mor-
al and Islamic society. However, it still does not deny the necessity of reforms. Thus, it 
criticizes the work of state institutions and theological centres and also questions the 
role of the morality police and the interpretation of the law in the past. Nonetheless, it 
remains unclear whether the journal in general supports the obligation of wearing the 
veil or not. Those interviewed avoid answering questions about their own private at-
titudes toward the mandatory veil. Here, again, we feel a meaningful silence and must 
assume: not only religion, but also the hej�b is a private matter.

In Ir�n‑e fard� and Zan�n‑e emruz, there is no particular religious or secular 
position that both journals identify with. We also cannot observe discussion of any 
particular generational or regional problem. The issues discussed in both journals are 
related to the whole of society, with no di�erentiation between rural and urban citi-
zens, or between di�erent ethnic and religious groups. The veil and the social position 
of women are only discussed in a national Islamic Shiite context. The main problems 
that were identi�ed within this context are the recent economic and social changes, a 
perceived visible moral decline, and the increased in�uence of social media fostering 
perceptions and attitudes that can no longer be controlled by governmental institutes 
and forces.
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While liberals stress the freedom of individual choice, religious voices take into con-
sideration the morality of society as a whole, which they feel is in decline. Equal rights 
� in particular for women, who are crucial to Iranian society � are important for both 
sides. Even the religious voices acknowledge that the role of women cannot be reduced 
to that of housewives and mothers. They are, on the contrary, a very important re-
source, playing an active role in the development of Iranian society.

The recent debate surrounding the obligation of veiling demonstrates that only 
specialists of both the liberal and religious-conservative factions refer to religious argu-
ments. While the specialists of the liberals emphasize legislative and theosophical issues, 
the religious-conservative voices stress the moral standards that should be maintained 
in society. For them, the religious meaning of the veil is strongly associated with the 
ideas of correct moral behaviour and chastity (�af�f). Their duty is to simultaneously 
defend both the wearing of the hej�b and chastity (�af�f) in society. The discourse pri-
marily consists of discussion regarding the social circumstances, con�icts, and histori-
cal political background surrounding the veil, and how this impacts on considerations 
of the necessity or abolition of veiling.

In contrast to the prevailing opinions that the acts of unveiling are a result of either 
the online campaigns initiated by Masih Alinejad or part of the history of the women�s 
rights movement in Iran, one cannot deny the impact of recent social developments 
and the increasing need for self-determination by the individual in everyday life. My 
own observations of everyday life highlighted aspects related to the types of activity, 
time and place when women appeared without a veil. I witnessed four cases of unveil-
ing in the days surrounding New Year in 2018. In the �rst case, a young woman was 
playing table tennis with a male relative in a small sports ground in a city quarter main-
ly inhabited by wealthy people. As she played, the veil fell o� her head. She noticed it, 
but did not cover her head again, nor did anybody insist that she do so. In the second 
case, a middle-aged woman in a museum in the centre of the city did not keep her veil 
on while visiting the museum, despite the presence of the museum�s guards. Nobody 
seemed to be bothered by it or ask her to cover her head. In the third instance, a group 
of young women enjoyed a picnic in a big park during sizdah-be-dar, a tradition held 
during the New Year festivities 13 days after the beginning of the New Year. Some of 
them did not wear the veil, and neither the morality police nor the other people in the 
park took any notice of it. The last case I observed is the one I described in the article�s 
introduction. The silence of the passers-by might be interpreted as a silence of toler-
ance, and only a few examples on YouTube demonstrate open rejection, mainly from 
clerics and civilians.17

17��Iranian Slaps Brave Woman for Not Wearing a Hijab on Revolution Street�, published on Youtube 
on 19 March 2018 (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=A09H_cIAjhw, accessed 18 May 2020); �Ira-
nian Woman Attacks Women for not Wearing Hijab�, published on Youtube on 2 August 2018 (https://
www.youtube.com/watch?v=uvygtdD9y6A, accessed 18 May 2020); �Mullah/Islamic Cleric Harasses 
Iranian Woman Who Is Refusing To Wear Hijab�, published on Youtube by �Democratic Iran Channel� 
2 January 2019 (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XAbIMm78Rxc, accessed 18 May 2020).
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It becomes clear that these acts of unveiling occurred in public, in places where women 
spend their spare time: playing sports, visiting a museum, having a picnic with friends 
or going shopping. They pursued their private activities in the public sphere and the 
morality police did not intervene. As the examples demonstrate, the public discourse 
re�ected in some journals represents only one side of the coin, with the daily routines 
of individual women on the other side.

After one year, the silent unveiling protests have not yet stopped. On certain days, 
such as International Women�s Day, the protests have become louder, while the silent 
activities in daily life continue unabated. Recent reports from visitors to Iran include 
accounts of silent acts of unveiling even a year later. Meanwhile, unveiled women are 
an ever more common part of everyday life, at least in the capital city of Tehran � in 
restaurants, in taxis, on the streets and in shopping malls.18 Even o�cials have realized 
that they cannot arrest every woman without a veil.19

Before the acts of unveiling, women�s public presence enabled them to circumvent 
constraints, and to use what already existed to discover new spaces to make themselves 
heard, seen and felt. The recent silent acts of unveiling developed from dispersed indi-
vidual acts of civil disobedience, which broke a taboo and led to a collective solidarity 
among women in everyday life. They transgressed the conventional norms via a mul-
titude of tactics in everyday life and created a culture of de�ance.20 What became the 
new mode of self-expression for women from a variety of social, political and religious 
backgrounds was neither public gatherings nor online communication, nor even al-
ternative spaces and discourses, but dispersed, individual, silent unveiling. An act of 
silence grants each individual woman visibility, substantial power and a �voice�. The 
economic crisis faced by Iran as a result of international sanctions might have been the 
major cause of frustration for many people � and women in particular � and thus the 
impetus for their acts of unveiling.

I conclude that the growing self-awareness of Iranian women in everyday life, the 
economic crisis, and the limitations of the women�s movement and online campaigns 
may have led to a new and individual form of activism based on acts of ambiguous 
silence. This does not entail passive subordination, but rather an expression of discon-
tent with a unifying force in a context where speech can be dangerous. Silence is a new 
means of wielding power that has the potential for societal change.21 The silent acts 
of unveiling have thus made the veil a symbol of a larger process of negotiation: the 
negotiation of public and private, the individual and society, what is allowed and what 
is forbidden, social imbalances, and � last but not least � the veil itself in its political, 
social, cultural, and religious meaning.

18�Jörg-Christian Schillmöller (2019): Der wachsende Mut, zu widersprechen. Deutschlandfunk.de, 1 May 
2019. https://www.deutschlandfunk.de/nachgefragt-iran-der-wachsende-mut-zu-widersprechen.2852.
de.html?dram:article_id=447621.
19�Ina Rogg (2019): Revolution? Nein danke! In: Neue Zürcher Zeitung, 26 March 2019, 5.
20�For details, see Khosravi (2008), in particular chapter 6, pp. 138�168.
21�This concept is based on the idea from Hoegaerts and Verstraete�s edited volume in DiGeSt. Journal of 
Diversity and Gender Studies (Hoegaerts and Verstraete 2016).



Acts of Unveiling and Everyday Life	 105

Literature
Adelkhah, Fariba (2012). The Political Economy of the Green Movement: Contes-

tation and Political Mobilization in Iran, in: Negin Nabavi (ed.). Iran from 
Theocracy to the Green Movement, New York, 17�38.

Akhavan, Niki (2013). Electronic Iran. The Cultural Politics of an Online Evolution. 
Newark.

Alavi, Nasrin (2005). We are Iran: The Persian Blogs. New York.
Badry, Roswitha (2017). Insurmountable Hurdles to the Countering of Patriarchal 

Gender Discourse under a Chlerical Oligarchy? Experiences of (Islamic) Femi-
nists in the Islamic Republic of Iran, in: Amir Sheikhzadegan and Astrid Meier 
(eds). Beyond the Islamic Revolution. Perceptions of Modernity and Tradition in 
Iran before and after 1979. Berlin, 89�111.

Barlow, Rebecca and Shahram Akbarzadeh (2008). Prospects for Feminism in the 
Islamic Republic of Iran, in: Human Rights Quaterly 30, 1, 21�40.

Bayat, Asef (2010). Life as Politics: How Ordinary People Change the Middle East. 
Stanford.

Daradeh, Haideh and Nina Witoszek (2013). Anti-totalitarian Feminism? Civic 
Resistance in Iran, in: Lars Trägard, Nina Witoszek and Bron Taylor (eds),  
Civil Society in the Age of Monitory Democracy. New York, 231�253.

Föllmer, Katja (2004). Aspekte des populären iranischen Films. Do zan � Film, 
Presse und Diskurs, in: Iranistik, 5, 1383, 61�80.

� (2017a). The Rebellious Man and the Courageous Woman � Social Criticism 
and Gender Relations in Iranian Film Production before and after the Islamic 
Revolution, in: Amir Sheikhzadegan and Astrid Meier (eds). Beyond the Islamic 
Revolution. Perceptions of Modernity and Tradition in Iran before and after 
1979. Berlin, 131�154.

� (2017b). Religiöse Bezüge in modernen persischen Kurzgeschichten vor und 
nach 1979, in: Peter DovØ, Hartmut Fähnrich and Wolfgang W. Müller (eds). 
Inspiriertes Schreiben? Islamisches in der zeitgenössischen arabischen, türkischen 
und persischen Literatur. Basel, 89�125.

Hoegaerts, Josephine and Pieter Verstraete (eds) (2016). Special issue of DiGeSt. Jour-
nal of Diversity and Gender Studies 3 (2). https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.11 
116/jdivegendstud.3.issue-2.

Haghighatjoo, Fatemeh (2016). The Green Movement and Political Change in Iran, 
in: D. Brumberg and F. Farhi (eds). Power and Change in Iran. Politics of Con-
tention and Conciliation, Bloomington.

Keddie, Nikki (2010). Culture and Politics in Iran since the 1979 Revolution, in: 
R. Hefner (ed.). The New Cambridge History of Islam. Cambridge, 438�472. 
doi:10.1017/CHOL9780521844437.019

Khosravi, Shahram (2008). Young and De�ant in Tehran. Philadelphia.



106	 Katja Föllmer

Kian, Azadeh (1997). Women and Politics in Post-Islamist Iran: The Gender Con-
scious Drive to Change, in: British Journal of Middle Eastern Studies, 24, 1, 
75�96.

� (2013). Social and Cultural Change and the Women�s Rights Movement in 
Iran, in: Anabelle Sreberny and Massoumeh Torfeh (eds). Cultural Revolu-
tion in Iran: Contemporary Popular Culture in the Islamic Republic. London, 
43�58.

Macdonald, Duncan B. ([1931] 1932). The Development of the Idea of Spirit in 
Islam, in: The Muslim World 22, 1, 25�42 and 22, 2, 153�168. Reprint from 
Acta Orientalia, 1931, 307�351.

Michaelsen, Marcus (2013). Wir sind die Medien: Internet und politischer Wandel 
in Iran. Bielefeld.

Naghibi, Nima (2007). Rethinking Global Sisterhood: Western Feminism and Iran. 
Minneapolis.

Sadeghi, Fatemeh (2012). The Green Movement: A Struggle against Islamist Patriar-
chy? In: Negin Nabavi (ed.). Iran from theocracy to the Green Movement. New 
York, 123�136.

Shakhsari, Sima (2011). Weblogistan Goes to War: Representational Practices, 
Gendered Soldiers and Neoliberal Entrepreneurship in Diaspora, in: Feminist 
Review, 99, 6�24.

Sreberny, Anabelle and Gholam Khiabany (2010). Blogistan: The Internet and Poli-
tics in Iran. London.

Sreberny, Anabelle and Masoumeh Torfeh (eds) (2013). Cultural Revolution in Iran: 
Contemporary Popular Culture in the Islamic Republic. London.

Zahedi, Ashraf (2008). Concealing and Revealing Female Hair: Veiling Dynamics in 
Contemporary Iran, in Jennifer Heath (ed.). The Veil: Women Writers on its 
History, Lore, and Politics. Berkley, 250�265.



Voiles, statuts du regard et Øvolutions  6	
des modalitØs de religiositØ  
chez les femmes tunisiennes

Khaoula Matri

La question du voile dit islamique continue d�occuper le devant de la scŁne publique 
et mØdiatique internationale. Contrairement au voilement masculin comme celui des 
Touaregs, le voilement des femmes fait l�objet de lØgislations et de politiques dans les 
pays à majoritØ musulmane ou ailleurs (voir Ferjani 2005). Entre l�interdiction, la to-
lØrance et l�imposition, l�apparence des femmes continue de mettre au dØ�les rØgimes 
politiques dØmocratiques, thØocratiques comme autoritaires, et à interpeller les valeurs 
universelles relatives à la libertØ de conscience et de confession et à la gouvernance du 
corps. En mŒme temps, la question du voile incite à redØ�nir le rapport à l�Autre, en 
soulevant des concepts comme l�universalisme et le relativisme (voir Kilani 1993). Le 
voilement des femmes musulmanes nous fait aussi rØ�Øchir aux nouvelles formes d�ex-
pression de l�islam (voir Göle 2007). Mais cette question n�est-elle pas l�arbre qui cache 
la forŒt ? En France, par exemple, un pays fortement politisØ, cette question ne ren-
voie-t-elle pas à d�autres problØmatiques qui s�y rattachent, comme l�immigration, la 
laïcitØ et les valeurs rØpublicaines ? La question du port du voile touche aux questions 
de la libertØ individuelle, de l�engagement politique, de la quŒte identitaire comme 
marqueur culturel. Les signi�cations accordØes au corps fØminin voilØ se traduisent en 
termes d�appartenances, d�idØologies religieuses, d�enjeux politiques et du regard portØ 
sur Soi ou sur l�Autre (voir Matri 2015). Cet objet �uctuant change de sens selon les 
circonstances, les conditions et les usages.

Sociologues, anthropologues et historien-ne-s ont examinØ la question du hijab à 
partir de divers approches, mentionnant selon le contexte les causes et les circonstan-
ces des rØvØlations du Coran, la conceptualisation des termes utilisØs et les modalitØs 
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de son interprØtation. Selon la vision mØthodologique de L. Lakhdar, les versets de la 
Sourate 33 sont sous-tendues par trois contextes importants : « celui de la guerre et de 
l�agression extØrieure ; celui du harcŁlement des Hypocrites, cette lutte est interne per-
manente ; et celui des quelques problŁmes complexes liØs à la vie intime du prophŁte, 
comme les retombØes de son mariage avec Zaynab sur les relations entre le ProphŁte 
et son environnement proche  » (Lakhdar 2007  : 127). Le hijab/sitar porte une di-
mension spatiale et abstraite sØparant deux hommes (Mernissi 1992). En dressant les 
dimensions historique, sociale, linguistique et conceptuelle de ce terme dans la civili-
sation islamique, F. Mernissi revient sur le contexte moderne pour expliquer l�usage 
insensØ de ce terme pour sØparer les hommes et les femmes  : «  il est, de nos jours, 
revendiquØ comme un symbole de l�identitØ musulmane, une manne pour la femme 
musulmane » (Mernissi 1992 : 124). D�autres part, Lakhdhar prØcise que :

La scŁne originelle dans laquelle s�est jouØe la question du hijâb Øtait une scŁne 
dynamique, peuplØe d�acteurs multiples, d�enjeux interfØrents. Le sens que l�on 
doit tenir compte de l�interaction de tous ces facteurs, et non de chaque facteur 
isolØment. Le contexte polymorphe de l�avŁnement du hijâb Øtait celui d�une 
guerre qui ne pouvait que renforcer les valeurs rØtrogrades rØgissant les rapports 
hommes-femmes ; celui du pØril et de la dissidence politico-religieuse des Hy-
pocrites qui n�hØsitaient pas à s�en prendre à la vie intime du ProphŁte en vue 
de briser son charisme  ; celui de l�urgence pour les Musulmans et pour leur 
chef de faire face au pØril sans, pour autant, bousculer le fragile Øquilibre mØdi-
nois� En un mot, c�Øtait l�avenir de la PrØdication qui Øtait en jeu. L�imposition 
du hijâb est insØparable de cette conjoncture complexe travaillØe par la dialecti-
que de l�immØdiat et de l�à venir. Elle n�a pas de « vØritØ » hors de ce contexte. 
(Lakhdhar 2007 : 139)

Les diktats des religions monothØistes sur la condition des femmes touchent des Łres 
culturelles diverses et remontent à des pØriodes historiques lointaines. En outre, le voi-
le dit islamique n�est pas une tenue uniforme, il prend des formes esthØtiques variant 
selon le contexte socio-politique (voile saoudien, voile afghan, voile iranien, voile turc, 
etc.) et socio-culturel (voile traditionnel de di�Ørentes rØgions du monde : tunisien, 
algØrien, moyen-oriental, asiatique, etc.). Il reprØsente Øgalement un signe de distinc-
tion entre gØnØrations (grand-mŁre, jeunes femmes, adolescentes) et entre confessions 
religieuses (chiite, sunnite, druze). En�n, il peut marquer des spØci�citØs relatives à 
l�engagement sectaire ou politique.

En comparaison avec d�autres sociØtØs arabes et musulmanes, la Tunisie, comme la 
Turquie, a vØcu une rupture par rapport au voilement religieux des femmes, au nom 
de la modernisation de la sociØtØ et de l�ØgalitØ des sexes. L�usage du voile traditionnel 
(safsarî) a progressivement disparu notamment pour les femmes actives. En outre et 
pour contrecarrer la montØe des islamistes, les rØgimes politiques (du premier prØsident 
H. Bourguiba et du deuxiŁme prØsident Z.A. Ben Ali) ont opprimØ cette pratique. Le 
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voile est considØrØ comme un habit confessionnel1 opposØ à une stratØgie politique op-
tant pour la modernisation de la sociØtØ et l�Ømancipation des femmes. Selon Boukrâa 
(2008 : 270), cette modernisation volontariste assimilait dØvoilement des femmes et 
libØration. C�est ainsi que le voile traditionnel (safsarî) et le voile dit religieux a ØtØ exclu 
de l�espace public tunisien durant une bonne dØcennie.

Toutefois les nouvelles formes de religiositØ mettent en question ce processus de 
modernisation volontariste depuis l�indØpendance et l�oppression contre certaines 
pratiques religieuses. Les expressions cultuelles s�inscrivent dans une perspective du 
retour à l�islam, et de la quŒte identitaire des musulmans dans sa dimension la plus 
pure, profonde, Øtroitement rattachØe à un islam globalisØ ampli�Ø dans les chaines 
satellitaires et propagØ par les nouvelles techniques de communication au plus large 
public. Une partie de la jeune gØnØration, instruite et urbanisØe, s�investit dans cette 
nouvelle forme de religiositØ du dØbut du 21� siŁcle. Pour les initiatrices, celles qui ont 
transgressØ la prohibition de ladite tenue confessionnelle, porter le voile constitue une 
rØsistance passive et une mise à l�Øpreuve de leur courage face à la persØcution de l�État 
(Ben Salem 2010). Au bout de quelles annØes, le recours au voilement se transforme en 
une pratique courante suite à une rØmission du contrôle des autoritØs et une permissi-
vitØ politique. Une normalitØ de la pratique s�installe mŒme avant la dØfaite du rØgime 
autoritaire et donne lieu à l�Ømergence d�une dimension religieuse non politisØe, visible 
dans l�apparence des femmes dans l�espace public.

Je m�intØresse dans le prØsent article aux perceptions religieuses et sociales du voile 
et aux dimensions sacralisØe et profane de cette pratique. Car l�adhØsion à une tenue 
dite religieuse tØmoigne d�une diversitØ de choix qui rØvŁle la capacitØ de l�individu à se 
dØ�nir en tant que sujet, entre une multitude d�identitØs hiØrarchisØes et de pratiques 
multiples telles que la maniŁre d�identi�er le Soi/Nous et l�Autre. J�examine le voile 
comme objet polysØmique dans la vie ordinaire et les frontiŁres qu�il installe entre les 
sexes, les identitØs et les catØgories dans une dimension qui combine le traditionnel et 
le moderne, le religieux et le profane.

A partir d�un travail de terrain menØ en Tunisie, j�essaie de situer la question du 
port du voile dans trois Øpisodes politiques di�Ørents, au cours desquels un change-
ment de contexte a ØtØ un marqueur d�Øvolution au niveau de la perception comme au 
niveau de la pratique. Sur la base d�une relation inscrite dans la durØe, mon enquŒte 
de terrain qui combine observation et entretiens prolongØs, m�a permis d�Øtablir une 
comparaison entre le discours et les pratiques des femmes qui portent le voile dit is-
lamique, couvre-chef, hijab, hijab char�i ou niqab, et qui le vivent (selon le type de la 
tenue adoptØe) comme une expØrience ancrØe dans le quotidien et les gestes les plus 

1�Trois circulaires sont venues interdire le voile considØrØ comme « tenue confessionnelle » : « N° 108 
du 18 septembre 1981 pour les Øtablissements scolaires publics, n°77 du 7 septembre 1987 pour les Øta-
blissements primaires et secondaires, le 21 septembre 1987 pour les Øcoles supØrieures d�enseignement, 
les citØs et les foyers universitaires. Une quatriŁme datant du 12 aoßt 1987 s�adresse aux agents de l�admi-
nistration et des Øtablissements publics des deux sexes. La prohibition du port du voile a ØtØ Ølargie aux 
Øtablissements privØs par une autre circulaire datØe de dØcembre 1991, portant sur la tenue des agents de 
l�administration et des institutions publiques et privØe. » (voir Maryem Ben Salem 2010).
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ordinaires. La population cible est composØe de jeunes �lles et de jeunes femmes, qui 
reprØsentent la « nouvelle » gØnØration des femmes voilØes, mais aussi de jeunes hom-
mes.

Nous nous concentrons uniquement sur les maniŁres de penser le corps voilØ et 
de nØgocier les normes morales et religieuses relatives à cette pratique. Les apparte-
nances idØologiques ne sont pas abordØes dans notre analyse parce que nous voulons 
nous concentrer sur le port du voile en tant que pratique ordinaire, et sur les discours 
des acteurs sociaux en se limitant à ce qu�elles/ils disent d�elles-mŒmes/d�eux-mŒmes, 
des femmes et de leur vØcu. Cet article propose de s�interroger sur la façon dont le 
voile est perçu, sur l�image de la femme musulmane idØale et sur les normes morales de 
conduite dØcrites par les pratiquantes, indØpendamment des mouvances idØologiques 
de rØfØrences à travers les rØcits de femmes qui portent le voile et tØmoignent de leurs 
expØriences dans toute la diversitØ de cette pratique religieuse.

Je rØalise mon observation à l�Øchelle microsociale pour apprØhender le voile dans 
des situations vØcues tØmoignant d�une pluralitØ de pratique aux niveaux de la maniŁre 
de faire individuelle (habit adoptØ)et la maniŁre de vivre (comportements) en sociØtØ. 
On entend par voilement dit «  islamique » les di�Ørentes maniŁres de pratiquer le 
voilement au nom de l�islam. La problØmatique du voile est traitØe d�un point de vue 
de la pratique sociale au quotidien, indØpendamment des dimensions thØologique et 
politique. Je questionne le voile en tant que norme rØgie par des conduites, des croyan-
ces, des idØes qui re�Łtent les attitudes des individus avec leur entourage social le plus 
proche, avec la communautØ musulmane rØelle ou imaginØe. La conversion au voile 
dit « islamique » englobe toute pratique vestimentaire guidØe par une intention reli-
gieuse de couvrir le corps fØminin. La norme du port du voile n�est pas rigide et laisse 
une marge de libertØ aux femmes qui l�adoptent à partir de leur histoire personnelle, 
de leur entourage social et de divers rØfØrents d�appartenance et d�identi�cation (voir 
Matri 2015). Les convergences et les divergences entre les di�Ørents modŁles seront 
dØveloppØes au travers des actions adoptØes relatives au sacrØ et au profane, des percep-
tions de soi et du regard d�autrui.

A l�origine de l�interprØtation : de quel �awra et �tna parle-t-on ?

F. Mernissi s�arrŒte sur le verset 53 de la sourate 33 (objet polysØmique entre islamolo-
gues ou scienti�ques et prØdicateurs) pour s�interroger sur la mØthode de lecture du 
Coran et de la rØvØlation prophØtique, et pour analyser les interprØtations du contexte 
sacrØ par les commentateurs : « le hijab est le dØnouement de tout un rØseau de con�its 
et de tensions » (Mernissi 1992 : 118). D�oø le con�it entre « la tradition scienti�que 
inaugurØe par les Fuqah�[qui]nous encourage à pousser l�investigation aussi loin que 
possible » (ibid. : 119), et les interprØtations des commentateurs (ceux qui expliquent 
le Coran), qui rejettent toutes formes de contextualisation ainsi que les causes multi-
ples d�une sourate. Pour M. Enejji, « Du temps du ProphŁte, le verset dØcrØtant l�adop-
tion du voile à l�occasion de son mariage avec son ancienne belle-�lle vient tracer les 
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frontiŁres entre deux espaces, celui de la vie courante et celui de l�invisible dont seuls 
les Œtres extraordinaires ont les clefs » (Enejji 2018 : 62). Dans d�autres interprØtations, 
«  le concept de hijab est tridimensionnel, et les trois dimensions se recoupent trŁs 
souvent.» (Mernissi 1992  : 119). Elles sont d�ordre visuel, spatial et Øthique (ibid.  : 
119�120).

L�exØgŁse relative à l�imposition du voile aux femmes musulmanes se fonde sur les 
versets 31 de la sourate 24, verset 59 de la sourate 33. C�est ainsi que les thØologiens 
musulmans (imams, prØdicateurs) ont dØveloppØ à partir de ces versets une perception 
du corps de la femme fondØe sur les notions de �awra et �tna. Je rappellerai ici deux dØ-
�nitions simples de ces notions. PrØsente dans le Coran (XXIV, 31), la notion d��awra 
relŁve selon E. Chaumont (2006) de « la question des statuts du regard » : « La �awra 
d�une personne dØsigne de maniŁre gØnØrale les parties de son corps qu�elle ne peut 
dØvoiler, qu�elle ne peut laisser apparaître et qu�autrui ne peut regarder  ». Figurant 
frØquemment dans le Coran au sens d�« Øpreuve, tentation », la notion de �tna si-
gni�e plus gØnØralement discorde, dØsordre (voir J. et D. Sourdel 2004). Ces notions 
constituent la pierre angulaire autour desquelles se fonde l�image de la femme musul-
mane dans l�imaginaire collectif, selon les contextes socio-culturels à travers le temps 
jusqu�aux prØdicateurs rØcents (21� siŁcle) qui ont renforcØ cette rhØtorique (voir Göle 
2007).

Longtemps cantonnØes à l�espace privØ à cause de l�oppression politique, les ex-
pressions religieuses des jeunes et des moins jeunes Ømergent et commencent à s�af-
�cher progressivement, tØmoignant d�une nouvelle forme de socialisation religieuse 
qui s�inscrit dans un islam globalisØ. En Tunisie, en dØbut de la premiŁre dØcennie du 
21�siŁcle (les premiŁres femmes voilØes sont apparues à partir de 2001/2002) et à l�Łre 
d�internet, la pratique du voile se dissØmine et s�installe en tant que norme (voir Matri 
2015). Sur la scŁne politique et au bout d�une dØcennie (entre 2001/2011), la pratique 
du voile dit religieux passe d�une dØprØciation avant la rØvolution, à une survalorisa-
tion depuis la montØe au pouvoir du parti politique islamiste Ennahdha, en 2011.

Dans sa perception gØnØrique, le voile symbolise la piØtØ et tØmoigne de la foi. 
Toutes les femmes interviewØes a�rment que, relevant de l�ensemble des « droits » 
(haqq) et « devoirs » (wâjib), le voile est un devoir religieux (fardh). Elles le prØsen-
tent comme une reconnaissance de la suprØmatie d�Allah. Certaines citent le verset 
coranique considØrØ comme imposant le voilement des femmes, tandis que d�autres se 
contentent de dire qu�il s�agit d�une obligation prescrite par l�islam sans arriver à dire 
les sourates relatives à son imposition. Le terme « voile » symbolise le respect fØminin 
du religieux. Le porter ressemble à une concrØtisation de la foi et une obØissance à la 
divinitØ. L�Øvidence de son caractŁre incontestablement obligatoire et religieux revient 
dans le rØcit des femmes avec une tonalitØ variØe et un discours nuancØ. Cette percep-
tion se fonde sur trois constituants du noyau central du voilement fØminin. Le premier 
correspond à l�identi�cation du voile comme un pilier de l�islam : « le hijab a la mŒme 
valeur que la priŁre ». Le deuxiŁme est une manifestation de la glori�cation distinctive 
des musulmanes : « Dieu tout-puissant a honorØ (akrama) la femme musulmane par 
son voile ». Le troisiŁme renvoie à l�adoration divine : « on porte le voile pour satisfaire 
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Dieu (�alâ khâtîr rabbî) ». La reprØsentation du voile dit islamique reproduit la tridi-
mensionnalitØ de cet objet en termes de fondement culturel, identitaire et sacri�ciel 
propre aux femmes musulmanes. Porter le voile pour gagner la vie Øternelle ou avoir 
une place au paradis  ; tels sont les objectifs poursuivis par les femmes interviewØes. 
L�observation des obligations prescrites dans les versets coraniques est une maniŁre 
de garantir la paix dans les « deux vies », « ici-bas et dans l�au-delà » (fî al-dunyâ wa 
fî al-âkhira). Cependant la conversion au voile n�est pas à la portØe de toutes les fem-
mes ; d�aprŁs certains rØcits, seules les vraies croyantes ont l�honneur de pouvoir le faire. 
Quelques femmes expriment leur �ertØ d�Œtre choisies par Dieu parmi d�autres. Dans 
ce sens, le voile en tant que vŒtement est perçu comme une spiritualitØ et un sacri�ce 
qui distingue les femmes converties de celles qui ne le sont pas. La croyance en la parole 
de Dieu est strictement liØe au sens de la grati�cation (thawâb) et du châtiment (�iqâb). 
Cependant, la peur de la pØnitence vient aprŁs le dØsir de satisfaire Dieu et de mØriter 
sa rØcompense. Les signi�cations centrales du voile relŁvent de la chastetØ et de la vertu 
de la femme convertie. Ainsi, l�adoption du voile est un travail sur soi par lequel la 
femme espŁre atteindre un Øtat supØrieur. IdØalement, parce qu�il constitue un acte 
volontaire et un motif de �ertØ, la conversion au port du voile amŁne sur la voie du 
salut. Sa dimension spirituelle est traduite comme un lien entre le �dŁle et la divinitØ, 
ce qui explique le sentiment d�apaisement intØrieur et la rØconciliation du �dŁle avec 
sa foi. Le voile est aussi perçu comme une passerelle qui restaure le lien d�une sociØtØ 
à sa religion, aprŁs une pØriode de rupture imposØe par le politique. Les signi�cations 
rattachØes au hijab comme signe de culte intrinsŁquement liØ aux femmes musulma-
nes sont fondØes sur les mouvances islamiques wahabites et sala�stes di�usØes comme 
Øvidence historique, liturgiques et identitaires. Ainsi, la construction des croyances 
autour du voile renvoie à ce que les femmes intØriorisent du discours des prØdicateurs 
mØdiatisØs ou par ce qui est transmis dans les Øchanges intergroupe. Ces voies de so-
cialisation contournent les structures sociales traditionnelles (famille, institutions re-
ligieuses nationales) pour dØ�er la politique hostile avant le renversement du rØgime 
dictatorial en Tunisie.

NØanmoins, le sentiment de devoir religieux d�une part di�Łre d�une femme à 
l�autre, et d�autre part se prØsente sous des symboliques variØes. En outre, la dimen-
sion profane et le vØcu rØvŁlent l�importance d�une pratique liØe aux normes sociales 
et culturelles, mais aussi l�importance des perceptions et des conduites correspon-
dant à une vision individualisØe du culte. Les motifs subjectifs, sociaux et sociØtaux 
constituent la couche latente de l�implication dans les pratiques religieuses : dØception 
amoureuse, deuil, pression sociale plus ou moins forte, bien des motivations peuvent 
conduire les femmes à se convertir au port du voile. La « zone muette du voile », pour 
reprendre les termes de D. Jodelet (2003), tØmoigne de sa dimension profane, utile et, 
parfois, libØratrice. Au-delà de sa dimension religieuse, le voile est une matrice d�ordre 
moral qui rØorganise les codes normatifs entre les sexes dans la vie quotidienne. Il est 
signe de respect de l�ordre social sexuØ et des codes de conduite des femmes censØes 
passer inaperçues dans la sphŁre publique. ParticuliŁrement aprŁs la rØvolution tuni-
sienne, les prØdicateurs locaux, dont la libertØ de la parole est garantie dans les lieux 
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publics et sur les canaux mØdiatiques, prennent leur revanche et prØsentent un dis-
cours moralisateur sur la conduite des femmes. S�alignant sur le discours de leur pairs 
à l�Øtranger, ils mettent en avant le modŁle de la femme musulmane voilØe parfaite. Le 
voilement du corps de la femme se transforme en un retour à la religion, incitant les 
hommes à prØserver leur honneur et à soumettre les �lles à cette pratique dŁs le plus 
jeune âge.

Au quotidien, porter le voile permet aux femmes d�Øviter l�embarras dans les trans-
ports en commun ou dans la rue à des heures tardives, mais c�est aussi pour « faire 
comme les autres » : le sens de l�imitation prend plus d�essor. Le voile est alors perçu 
comme rØgulateur de tensions, un compromis visant à rØactiver la normalitØ des rap-
ports sociaux sexuØs. Il propose de traduire la conformitØ fØminine à l�ordre social, 
traçant les seuils entre le fØminin et le masculin et redØ�nissant les codes de commu-
nication par la religion. NØanmoins, la conduite de la majoritØ des femmes voilØes est 
souvent en contradiction aux dictats religieux selon le discours moralisateur. Elles sont 
souvent jugØes plus sØvŁrement puisqu�elles arborent un signe ostentatoire de piØtØ.

L�exigence de maintenir une image positive des muhajabet/des femmes voilØes in-
cite les un-e-s et les autres à limiter les choix individuels, en comparant leur conduite 
à celles qui ne sont pas converties. En e�et, leur rejet d�une attitude laxiste rØvŁle leur 
souci d�un contrôle social plus strict pour elles-mŒmes qui, du mŒme coup, les surex-
posent aux critiques. Pour certaines femmes voilØes, l�autocontrôle en public est un 
rØ�exe permanent servant à promouvoir l�exemple de la femme pieuse. Ainsi, les « pro-
moteur-trices de la morale » se considŁrent comme les gardien-nes de la norme reli-
gieuse et in�igent aux autres leurs propres conceptions (sur le vŒtement, la conduite) 
mŒme en public. Ces personnes sont motivØes par une volontØ de puri�cation du mo-
dŁle de la femme voilØe. Certaines dØcident alors soit d�y recourir soit de l�abandonner 
provisoirement au grØ des circonstances.

La femme voilØe est reprØsentØe comme responsable de l�ordre social et de l�ordre 
moral de la sociØtØ. En lui accordant un rôle prØdØterminØ dans les interactions socia-
les entre les sexes mŒme dans les situations les plus banales et quotidiennes, la femme 
voilØe est censØe orienter et canaliser le regard portØ sur elle, les rØactions des autres et 
la maîtrise de soi. L�intØriorisation de cette image exemplaire se traduit dans des expres-
sions comme « la dignitØ de la femme », « la chastetØ », « la vertu », « le respect de 
soi », « le respect du foulard qu�elle porte », « la prise en considØration de l�habit », 
« la peur de Dieu », « elle doit honorer ce qu�elle met sur sa tŒte», « elle doit donner 
l�exemple », « quelle est la di�Ørence entre celle qui porte le voile et la non-voilØe ?», 
« qu�elle l�enlŁve si elle n�est pas capable de l�assumer !», «les voilØes ne sont pas toutes 
voilØes », et plus encore. Le voile comme expression corporelle est une glori�cation qui 
doit Œtre mØritØe. C�est ainsi que les premiŁres annØes de l�installation de cette norme, 
en Tunisie, furent marquØes par l�exigence du respect des codes moraux et des rituels 
religieux. NØanmoins, celles qui regrettent leur engagement, continuent à le porter par 
courtoisie ou pour Øviter les critiques de leur entourage.
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La �nalitØ de la notion de �tna
La notion de �tna est liØe à l�ordre social. Éviter la �tna signi�e maintenir l�ordre so-
cial entre les hommes et les femmes dans l�espace public. Par ordre, on entend aussi la 
gestion de la sexualitØ « licite » et « illicite » mentionnØe dans le Coran pour tout/
toute croyant‑e. Cette conception religieuse est rØduite dans l�imaginaire collectif des 
Tunisiens et des musulmans à la prohibition de la sexualitØ fØminine en dehors du 
cadre marital en gØnØrale et le tabou de la virginitØ en particulier (Matri 2013). Le 
voile est appelØ, dans ce cas de �gure, à « consolider » la conduite morale des femmes 
et à les prØmunir contre toute tentative de transgression des normes liØes à la sexualitØ. 
Pour certaines, le port du voile permet aux femmes converties de mieux contrôler les 
relations conjugales et extraconjugales. Sa sacralitØ contribue à suivre la bonne ligne 
de conduite pour les �dŁles tentØes par la sØduction des hommes et ainsi appelØes à la 
�tna. « Le Hijab, c�est entre autres le rideau derriŁre lequel se tenaient les khalifes et les 
rois pour se soustraire aux regards de leurs familiers, (selon l�encyclopØdie de l�Islam) », 
(Mernissi 1992 : 120). Contrairement au sens accordØ pour les sou�s, « on accŁde aux 
horizons sans �n des aspirations spirituelles auxquelles le musulman doit prØtendre, 
oø le Hijab est un phØnomŁne essentiellement nØgatif, une perturbation, une incapa-
citØ » (Mernissi 1992 : 121).

De nos jours, la �nalitØ du voile est donc de crØer une sorte d�auto-gouvernance du 
corps permettant de se protØger d�une sexualitØ considØrØe illicite en dehors du cadre 
de mariage. Le voile facilite le respect de la prohibition sexuelle en agissant comme 
garde-fou contre les tentations et les pulsions masculines. La conformitØ aux normes 
sexuelles incomberait ainsi à la femme, estimØe responsable de sa propre sexualitØ et de 
celle de l�homme, dont elle doit maitriser le dØsir en maintenant une attitude pudique 
en public. Une femme mariØe, portant le niqab (avant la rØvolution tunisienne) expli-
que : « [la femme musulmane] doit penser à la vie de tous les jours [�]. Elle peut Œtre 
la responsable du pØchØ d�un homme qui peut la rencontrer par hasard [�]. Il peut 
l�admirer [�]. Et ce pauvre homme va la regarder, non ? Et si cet homme n�a pas les 
moyens pour se marier ? [�] Cela veut dire qu�elle commet un double pØchØ : d�une 
part, parce qu�elle est dØnudØe (�ariâna) et, d�autre part, parce qu�elle est la cause d�un 
pØchØ commis par un musulman ! »Pour d�autres, porter le voile adoucit les angois-
ses des familles relatives à la sexualitØ prØconjugale de leurs �lles. Les femmes mariØes 
trouvent dans le voile un tranquillisant face à la jalousie de leur Øpoux, mŒme pour un 
Øpoux opposØ à son port. De plus en plus prØsent dans l�espace public, le voile permet 
d�Øchapper au contrôle familial en apaisant les hommes chargØs de surveiller la mobilitØ 
des femmes sous leur tutelle. Le voile remplace l�autoritØ masculine directe en accor-
dant aux femmes une visibilitØ conditionnØe.

Les variations structurelles marquØes par le recul de l�âge du premier mariage, l�aug-
mentation du taux de chômage, le coßt ØlevØ du mariage ; les di�cultØs Øconomiques 
des mØnages à subvenir aux besoins essentiels autrefois assurØs par le chef de famille, 
d�une part, et la scolarisation massive et l�accŁs des femmes au travail salarial, d�autre 
part expliquent pourquoi les femmes sont amenØes à prØserver leur corps. Les nou-
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veaux rôles et statuts des femmes, fruit d�un processus de modernisation de la sociØtØ 
par l�Øducation, le travail et l�urbanisation, et qui se traduisent entre autres par une mo-
bilitØ et une visibilitØ accrue des femmes dans l�espace public, perturbent les mentalitØs 
conservatrices. La fØminisation croissante des mØtiers et l�augmentation du taux de 
femmes diplômØes mettent en pØril le pouvoir masculin. En e�et, le voile n�est qu�un 
ØlØment du code de conduite fØminin. Il est une forme de rØsistance de la hiØrarchie 
de genre dans l�espace public, relevant des performativitØs sexuØes, dans le sens oø l�or-
ganisation sociale communautaire teintØe de religiositØ cherche à maintenir symbo-
liquement les statuts dits « traditionnels » des hommes et des femmes, sous l�Øgide 
de la religion et des spØci�citØs culturelles. NØanmoins, cette dimension s�interpose à 
la dynamique sociale marquØe par une prØsence active et concurrentielle des femmes 
dans la vie publique et une ØgalitØ judiciaire consolidØe par la nouvelle constitution de 
2014. Ce rappel sert à ralentir les glissements possibles des Tunisiens et des Tunisien-
nes vers des modŁles dits occidentaux, ou rØcupØrer les personnes que l�on voit s�aligner 
avec la culture occidentale.

Dans cette logique, la femme se pense comme acteur pernicieux dans le rapport 
sexuel, Ømotionnel et social. Elle est source de sØduction et dispose par là d�un pouvoir 
important incarnØ par son corps dØvoilØ/diabolisØ. Cette image intØriorisØe rappelle le 
mythe d�Adam et Eve, d�aprŁs lequel la femme a sØduit l�homme et l�a poussØ au pØchØ 
originel. Elle est associØe au diable qui a trompØ l�homme en l�incitant à dØsobØir à 
Dieu, qui se dØresponsabilise dans le mythe et dans l�imaginaire collectif. Le mythe de 
l�origine de l�humanitØ (dans l�anthropogonie biblico-coranique) est ainsi reproduit 
par la diabolisation de la femme en tant que source de sØduction et de tentation. D�une 
part, l�homme ne peut pas maîtriser son dØsir sexuel et est reprØsentØ comme victime de 
la provocation/�tna fØminine, que ce soit par ses gestes ou par son maintien. D�autre 
part, la femme est considØrØe comme un vecteur du mal par son corps sØducteur. Au 
terme de ce raisonnement, les hommes sont appelØs à contrôler les corps des femmes 
pour maintenir l�ordre social et accomplir le devoir religieux, conformØment aux dis-
cours des prØdicateurs. Ce constat est con�rmØ par plusieurs sociologues comme Fa-
tima Mernissi et a ØtØ ØprouvØ dans plusieurs recherches rØcentes, en Tunisie comme 
ailleurs. « C�est [�]l�histoire, soit l�action des fondamentalistes de toutes nuances, qui 
l�a emportØ en imposant sa vØritØ o�cielle au dØtriment de la « vØritØ vraie » et a sou-
mis le discours coranique à une lecture simpli�catrice dont on connaît les terribles 
consØquences » (Lakhdhar 2007 : 140)

Le corps �awra : une notion à relativiser

Selon la religion, le corps est une crØation divine. Les femmes perçoivent le corps 
comme un instrument à mettre au service de l�adoration de Dieu. Il est signe de Son 
pouvoir, l�illustration d�un miracle oø s�incarne Sa puissance et Sa sagesse, et un objet 
fonctionnel pour l�existence humaine. En mŒme temps, il est parfait puisqu�il est à Son 
image. « C�est un chef-d��uvre de Dieu qui dans Sa gØnØrositØ et Sa perfection, nous 
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a crØØs dans la plus belle forme [�]. Porter le voile, c�est la moindre des choses pour le 
remercier ! [�] C�est une maniŁre de lui manifester notre reconnaissance ! ». La chair 
humaine est une propriØtØ divine que chacun est appelØ à prØserver du pØchØ et de 
tout ce qui peut la souiller ou la dØnaturer. En somme, Øquivalent physique de l�âme, 
le corps est le premier à tØmoigner de la personne, le jour du jugement dernier : « Tout 
membre du corps avec lequel on a commis un pØchØ ou un acte illicite (har�m) va tØ-
moigner contre nous le jour du jugement dernier », explique une femme interrogØe.

Dans le discours des femmes interrogØes se combinent trois niveaux : une vision 
sociale en termes de jugement(le regard de l�entourage proche), une reprØsentation 
personnelle individuelle (des rapports entre le physique et la moral, des mobiles utili-
taires ou pragmatiques) et des motivations spirituelles ou religieuses. Le lien entre le 
corps et sa reprØsentation est insØparable de la conception que l�imaginaire collectif 
entretient au sujet du divin : le corps est « image de Dieu », « un don du ciel », « la 
crØation de Dieu ». S�ajoutent au corps fØminin des normes physiques de beautØ, « un 
don prØcieux » qui engendre des enjeux moraux. L�apparence physique est la base du 
charme de la femme et fait partie de son capital social. Les principaux critŁres de beautØ 
ØnumØrØs dans les rØcits femmes interrogØes se centrent sur les traits de la fØminitØ 
(cheveux, seins, fesses, silhouette, etc.), qui sont source de trouble, de tentation, et 
peuvent donc provoquer le dØsir sexuel. C�est pourquoi cette apparence doit toujours 
faire l�objet d�une surveillance et d�un contrôle social. « Le corps de la femme est un 
danger, un vrai danger surtout pour les hommes, je ne sais pas pourquoi ! [silence] Il 
sØduit vraiment ! Le moindre geste, la moindre partie du corps de la femme peut sØ-
duire ! » Ce propos constitue le noyau dur de la reprØsentation du corps fØminin qui 
symbolise la sØduction et le dØsir sexuel. En e�et, les femmes voilØes se reprØsentent 
comme supØrieures aux femmes non-voilØes à travers la neutralisation et la puri�ca-
tion du corps. La dialectique entre corps et esprit est souvent prØsente dans le discours 
des femmes interrogØes. Celles qui se dØclarent engagØes religieusement, maintiennent 
une image du corps comme un « prØsent d�Allah », un « don » à prØserver contre tout 
abus et à protØger contre les dØsirs et l�âme « al-nafs al-�ammara bi�l- sß� » et les tenta-
tions du diable comme chez les « mØcrØant-e-s ». La prØservation de la chair vise une 
spiritualisation et un bien-Œtre personnel en rapport avec le devoir religieux.

Les prØdicateurs et les imams, hØritiers de fuqahâ et muhadithßn associent le port 
du voile à une dØontologie islamique du regard et du vestimentaire. On peut com-
plØter ici la dØ�nition de la �awra faite par E. Chaumont et prØcØdemment rappelØe 
(dØbut de la 1�� section) par celle donnØe par A. Bouhdiba (1986 : 52) selon laquelle 
la �awra « signi�e d�abord la perte d�un �il. La quali�cation �awra a �ni par signi�er la 
parole ou l�acte car, prØcise le Lisan al-�Arab, tout se passe comme si la parole ou l�acte 
obscŁne crevaient l��il et l�empŒchaient de porter le regard trŁs loin et avec vivacitØ ». 
Inscrivant la position de la personne regardØe et de la personne regardante dans une 
conception religieuse du corps, la notion de �awra s�interprŁte en fait de di�Ørentes 
maniŁres. Certaines considŁrent que le corps entier est �awra, d�autres estiment que la 
notion concerne en particulier la chair, les formes, et les cheveux, tandis que d�autres 
limitent la �awra à la chevelure et la peau.
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Selon le sociologue D. Le Breton (2004 : 29�30), « le corps est une fausse Øvidence, 
il n�est pas une donnØe sans Øquivoque, mais l�e�et d�une Ølaboration sociale et cultu-
relle ». Le corps est pris dans un jeu de rôles et constitue un enjeu de l�organisation 
sociale. AjoutØe à sa beautØ physique, et ampli�Øe par ses mouvements et les maniŁres 
de se prØsenter ou de paraître, l�abstinence sexuelle imposØe aux femmes musulmanes 
par la charia et les traditions culturelles ouvre la voie à tous les fantasmes masculins. Le 
corps est le socle central de la construction mentale et culturelle de l�homme et de la 
femme. Les rŁgles sociales se confondent dŁs lors parfois avec les prescriptions religieu-
ses, mais dans d�autres cas elles sont dissociØes et mŒme contradictoires. La concordan-
ce et la discordance entre rŁgles religieuses et pratiques profanes se construisent dans 
une recherche combinant l�estime de soi, les liens d�appartenance, le regard de l�autre, 
la reconnaissance sociale et les normes sociales adoptØes en rapport avec les attributs 
sociaux de chaque femme. Le corps voilØ reste un corps tiraillØ entre volontØ indivi-
duelle, conditionnement collectif (des groupes d�appartenance ou d�identi�cation) et 
« volontØ divine » incarnØe par les valeurs sacrØes.

Quand elles se prØsentent, certaines femmes interrogØes avancent l�aspect religieux 
comme composante « �gØe », exprimØ dans une langue chaste et pudique Ainsi, la 
femme doit Œtre discrŁte, prudente dans ses mouvements, ses actions et son discours. 
D�autres ajoutent à cette image un aspect « dynamique », celui de femmes sociables, 
tolØrantes, ouvertes et joyeuses qui, selon elles, ne se privent de rien. L�estime de soi se 
dØ�nit en termes d�Øquilibre et de comparaison sociale (Doran et Parot 1991 : 263). 
Chez les femmes voilØes, l�estime de soi se repŁre par l�image qu�elles se renvoient et les 
obligations religieuses et sociales auxquelles elles obØissent. Certaines parlent du corps 
comme de quelque chose qui est appropriØ : « mon corps, c�est moi ». D�autres insis-
tent sur l�importance du regard social portØ sur leur corps et leur statut. Par ailleurs, la 
dimension religieuse n�est pas envisagØe comme un obstacle à une perception indivi-
dualisØe de son corps ou de l�autonomie sociale dans les activitØs ordinaires. La reprØ-
sentation subjective du corps est partagØe entre une partie rationnelle dans ses activitØs 
ordinaires et une partie mØtaphysique oø le sujet fait face à des questionnements exis-
tentiels au regard de ses croyances. D�autres vont plus loin en traitant le corps comme 
un objet dont chaque partie non recouverte (les bras et les jambes, les cheveux dØvoilØs, 
le cou et autre) alourdira la peine de la femme le jour du jugement dernier.

Le port du voile sert à renforcer l�estime de soi, mais peut aussi engendrer un mal-
Œtre provoquØ par l�Øcart qui existe entre l�image de soi et les obligations sociales et 
religieuses. Certes, l�engagement dans cette pratique change la perception de soi ou 
du moins la modi�e, selon l�histoire individuelle de chaque femme et la quŒte de sens 
permanente, surtout chez les plus jeunes. Pour les femmes qui renoncent à leur an-
cienne façon d�Œtre, dØcider de porter le voile constitue un moment de bien-Œtre et un 
soulagement. Dans une sociØtØ qui accepte le voile, la femme voilØe se sent bien dans 
sa peau, valorisØe, respectØe, proche de la femme idØale. D�autres Øprouvent plus de 
di�cultØ à s�habituer au voile et à admettre leur nouvelle image. PrØcØdØe par la rituali-
sation des journØes par les priŁres, la pØriode prØparatrice se prolonge selon les histoires 
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individuelles. Le regard d�autrui (surtout celui des proches) est pris en compte dans 
l�acceptation ou le refus de la nouvelle image.

Le voile comme tenue « pratique » ?

En tant que tenue, le voile est une invention individuelle qui s�inscrit dans la mode 
contemporaine. L�esthØtique du voile dit islamique s�oppose aux habits portØs tradi-
tionnellement dans les di�Ørentes rØgions du monde et standardise la fonction sociale 
des autres types de vŒtement. Le voile dit islamique s�inscrit dans la modernitØ et tØ-
moigne des identitØs religieuses variØes et des formes de religiositØ contrastØes. Le port 
d�un voile est loin d�Œtre univoque ; les critŁres de choix du voile traduisent le statut 
social assumØ, les expressions et les expØriences corporelles ainsi que l�image recher-
chØe. Pour certaines femmes, le voile dit islamique est Øminemment dØterminØ par la 
longueur, la forme, la couleur ou encore la qualitØ de tissu. En rŁgle gØnØrale, le voile 
ne doit pas Œtre transparent ni dØvoiler les formes du corps. Une jeune Øtudiante le 
dØcrit comme suit : « Le hijab châr�i est tout habit qui ne montre pas les formes et qui 
ne dØvoile rien du corps [�], absolument rien [�]. Ni les formes ni la peau (lâ yaçifu 
wa lâ yachu�u) ; sinon, on ne peut pas dire que c�est un voile ». Celles qui appliquent 
à la lettre les exØgŁtes considŁrent que la tenue ne relŁve pas du libre choix, des envies 
ou du statut social, mais plutôt d�une obØissance à un devoir fondamental de l�islam. 
L�habit doit Œtre esthØtiquement neutre, et dØnuØ de tout accessoire, parfum ou or-
nement. Ce voile uniforme est un costume liturgique comprenant le voilement du 
corps et de la tŒte. Il couvre tout le corps et ne laisse paraître qu�une partie du visage 
(entre les yeux et la bouche) et les mains. Les femmes qui se disent ressembler aux ni-
sâa es-sahaba (les femmes des compagnons du prophŁte), couvrent leur visage et leurs 
mains aussi. Ce qui signi�e aussi se dØrober à tout regard et neutraliser voire e�acer au 
maximum la prØsence fØminine dans une Øpoque dite de dØsordre (�asr el-�tna). Selon 
les femmes qui l�adoptent, ce genre de voile rØpond à un ordre moral de lutte contre le 
dØsenchantement du monde. D�ailleurs, dans la tradition des sociØtØs maghrØbines, les 
femmes ne s�embellissent qu�aprŁs leur mariage et uniquement pour leur Øpoux. Ainsi, 
« la parure n�est pas un innocent embellissement, mais de vØritables charmes d�amour, 
chargØs d�un sens Ørotique » (Naamane-Guessous 1991 : 212�213).

En outre, si leur accŁs à l�espace public est inØvitable, les femmes doivent Øviter 
d�attirer l�attention des hommes en provoquant leur sens que ce soit par l�odeur du 
parfum, le son provoquØ par des chaussures ou des bijoux, ou des ornements de l�habit 
ou tout autre accessoire. Il faut aussi porter des gants pour Øviter de saluer et esquiver 
tout contact physique. Les adeptes de ce type de tenues en Tunisie sont souvent des 
jeunes femmes qui l�ont adoptØ aprŁs la rØvolution et qui ont des convictions fonda-
mentalistes. Bien qu�elles reprØsentent une minoritØ, leur forte visibilitØ est liØe à des 
ØvØnements socio-politiques particuliers. Leurs habits a�chent une attitude particu-
liŁre face à l�islam et un rejet du mode de vie sociØtal en gØnØral. Ces femmes, qui re-
prØsentent une minoritØ, placent au quotidien des barriŁres avec le monde social et les 
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rŁgles de communication des sociØtØs contemporaines, concrØtisant ainsi l�idØologie 
fondamentaliste qui interdit la mixitØ et qui cherche à Øviter la promiscuitØ des corps 
dans les lieux publics. « Personne n�ose te serrer la main ou t�aborder d�une maniŁre 
non respectueuse, si tu portes un libâs char�i », raconte une jeune Øtudiante. Le hijab 
char�i est un symbole de vertu et un signe de moralitØ publique, s�agissant particuliŁ-
rement des hommes muhrim. Dans les interactions les plus ordinaires, il impose des 
barriŁres entre les sexes et instaure un rapport d�Øvitement du face à face, pour repren-
dre E. Go�man. Pour les femmes qui ont choisi de poursuivre leurs Øtudes, leur habit 
les protŁge de tout contact indØsirable ou illicite, selon les adeptes de cette idØologie. 
Cellier (2008 : 111) a ainsi Øcrit : « Les reprØsentations du corps standardisØ, observØes 
sur la grande scŁne du sport international ou, au contraire, dissimulØes comme dans 
les pratiques con�dentielles des arts martiaux et certaines coutumes confessionnelles, 
n�ont d�autre signi�cation que d�assurer une protection contre l�angoisse ». Une dou-
ble sØparation s�e�ectue lors des rencontres/miâd ludiques ou religieuses par la sØpa-
ration entre les sexes dans n�importe quel espace rØel ou virtuel. Une mŁre de 29 ans 
raconte ainsi que s�agissant de leçons (dourous) de religion suivies sur un forum des-
tinØ aux femmes, elle vØri�e d�abord le sexe du confØrencier avant de se lancer dans la 
conversation. Elle s�abstenait de parler lorsque le cheikh Øtait prØsent sur la plate-forme 
et prØfØrait lui Øcrire pour des questions relatives à la chari�a. Pour les femmes qui assis-
tent aux cours à la mosquØe ou dans les Øcoles coraniques pour femmes, la sØparation 
avec les hommes est garantie par le cloisonnement de l�espace et l�interdiction d�accŁs 
à l�espace masculin.

Un autre modŁle d�habillement plus commun est apparu sur la scŁne vestimentaire 
et dans l�espace public. Il s�agit d�une tenue intermØdiaire entre pudeur et religiositØ. 
Plus rØpandu dans les rØgions du Sud du pays, ce voile s�inspire de la morale tradition-
nelle relative aux tenues vestimentaires fØminines et s�adapte à une piØtØ semblable. 
Le changement de la façon de s�habiller n�est pas indissociable de celui qui s�opŁre au 
niveau des comportements et de la perception que les femmes ont d�elles-mŒmes et 
du monde dans lequel elles vivent. Il s�agit de tenues mettant en valeur la fØminitØ : les 
tailleurs en jupes et vestes, les robes longues assorties au foulard portØ, etc. L�harmoni-
sation entre les couleurs portØes et les accessoires n�est pas moins importante. Cepen-
dant ce type d�habit n�adopte pas les couleurs Øclatantes et attirantes pour des raisons 
esthØtiques liØes au prestige, au statut ou à la classe sociale. Il s�adapte Øgalement aux 
occasions dans lesquelles il est portØ. Pour les femmes qui optent pour cette tenue, 
l�usage du jilbâb est courant dans quelques cØrØmonies ou sorties, mais di�Ørent de 
celui du voile dit char�i  : il est plus Øtroit, ornØ de motifs, de couleurs contrastØes et 
de broderies, selon l�o�re du marchØ et la mode. En mŒme temps, le foulard qui l�ac-
compagne peut se porter en couvre-chef, avec des motifs contrastØs. Habituellement, 
ce type de vŒtement n�exclut pas un ornement discret combinant ainsi prescriptions 
religieuses et traditions sociales et culturelles.

Le troisiŁme modŁle de tenue s�inscrit dans l�innovation. C�est ainsi que les tenues 
bricolØes renforcent la mise en scŁne du corps et l�importance accordØe à la beautØ et à 
l�apparence. Ces voiles individualisØs, mØtissant le sacrØ et le profane, jouent entre dis-
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simulation de la chair et de la chevelure et mise en valeur des formes et de la silhouette. 
Di�Ørents du voile dit islamique des annØes 1990, ils rØvŁlent une certaine appropria-
tion du corps et proposent une religiositØ alternative distante. En ce sens, l�esthØtique 
du vŒtement adoptØ concerne les formes, les couleurs, l�ornement et le style. C�est un 
voile en couleur et en harmonie avec les vŒtements et les accessoires portØs. Il peut Œtre 
remplacØ par un bonnet ou bien par un chapeau de toute sorte, à condition qu�il cou-
vre la chevelure. Cependant, la jeune femme peut tolØrer le dØvoilement de quelques 
mŁches « rebelles ». Les oreilles peuvent Œtre mises en valeur avec des boucles de toutes 
sortes. L�habit de la jeune femme voilØe n�est pas dØ�ni. Il n�a pas de spØci�citØ. Il peut 
changer avec le temps et selon les personnes et les circonstances ; il dØpend de la mode 
vestimentaire en vogue comme le jean, les pulls ajustØs, les vŒtements serrØs, les mini-
jupes portØes au-dessus du pantalon.

Dans l�espace public, la variØtØ de couleurs et de forme, les accessoires et l�ornement 
tØmoignent d�une attention particuliŁre au paraître. Le voile/couvre-chef est Øtroite-
ment liØ à la tenue portØe. Dans ce cas, le voile supposØ neutraliser la visibilitØ de la 
personne et la dØrober au regard n�assure pas sa fonction, c�est l�inverse qui se produit. 
L�importance accordØe à la chevelure, comme signe de fØminitØ, est remplacØ par l�in-
gØniositØ à nouer le foulard. Les jeunes femmes voilØes tiennent compte de l�attention 
rØservØe à leur prØsentation de soi par le biais de la beautØ du visage. Le choix des cou-
leurs est attentif et se fait en rapport avec la couleur de la peau. « Je ne porte pas de 
couleurs [�]. Je n�aime pas les couleurs foncØes, ça ne me va pas du tout », disait une 
jeune �lle voilØe qui considŁre que les couleurs foncØes sont tristes. En outre, les cou-
leurs comme le noir et le marron sont considØrØes comme des couleurs de vieilles fem-
mes, comme le prØcise une jeune femme voilØe de 20 ans : « Alors là ! Pas de couleurs 
foncØes [�], ça fait moche ! Comme les vieilles ». Le jilbâb ou la jibba (robe ample qui 
couvre le corps jusqu�aux pieds) ne rØpond plus aux exigences de la circulation quo-
tidienne et à la mutation de l�image des femmes voilØes, en particulier les plus jeunes 
d�entre elles. Il n�est plus commode pour les femmes actives qui travaillent dans les bu-
reaux, les Øtudiantes et les ouvriŁres qui se dØplacent partout et utilisent les transports 
en commun.

L�invention du costume n�est pas le fait d�une Øvolution propre à la dynamique 
de la sociØtØ tunisienne comme en Europe. Apparue comme mode dans l�Europe de 
l�entre-deux-guerres, la mise en avant de la ligne de silhouette des femmes est due au 
changement des normes de beautØ fØminine dont a rØsultØ une «  rØforme du vŒte-
ment fØminin ». Cette rØforme relevait d�un changement de statut de la femme, qui 
Ømergeait alors dans l�espace public comme acteur social. Or, en Tunisie, l�histoire du 
nouveau voile et l�invention du costume discret et moderne sont liØes à des femmes 
dØjà familiarisØes avec l�espace public, au mŒme moment oø Ømergeait une rØforme de 
la norme religieuse tant sur la scŁne nationale qu�au niveau international.

Les habitudes vestimentaires adoptØes par ces jeunes femmes voilØes mettent en 
correspondances les choix personnels et la consommation de masse. Une majoritØ des 
femmes qui ont toujours portØ des pantalons et des jeans continuent de le faire. La plu-
part d�entre elles sont des Øtudiantes, des fonctionnaires ou bien appartiennent à des 



Voiles, statuts du regard et Øvolutions des modalitØs de religiositØ 	 121

professions libØrales. Ce sont des femmes actives qui se dØplacent et communiquent 
tous les jours dans l�espace public. DØsormais, ces nouvelles femmes voilØes propagent 
une nouvelle image de la femme voilØe qui quitte l�enfermement de l�espace privØ et 
exerce une activitØ dans la sphŁre publique. Une femme interrogØe qui a portØ le voile 
avant la rØvolution raconte : « Je n�ai pas changØ mon style jusqu�à prØsent ! Je porte un 
jeans, avec un vŒtement long en haut, je me trouve plus à l�aise ». La maniŁre dont le 
voile est nouØ et les accessoires qui l�accompagnent montrent la crØativitØ de la person-
ne qui porte « le voile comme si [c�Øtait] une broche ». L�attention portØe au design du 
voile renvoie à l�estime de soi de la personne. Elle exprime la maniŁre dont la personne 
cherche à se prØsenter. Ce couvre-chef reprØsente l�image de la jeune femme voilØe qui 
transmet et communique sa modernisation. L�image de la femme voilØe n�est pas �gØe ; 
celle-ci cherche à exprimer une beautØ active qui tØmoigne de son statut de femme 
moderne. Une femme interrogØe prØcise : « Je change de foulard ! Parfois je mets mon 
foulard à la maniŁre traditionnelle et la plupart du temps, je l�attache à l�arriŁre ! En 
hiver, je mets un bonnet et un cache-col [�] Je n�aime pas la routine [�] Je change 
toujours de look ! »

En outre, la mode importØe du Moyen-Orient et des pays du Golfe o�re des ten-
dances variØes selon les goßts et les choix, notamment au dØbut de l�adoption de cette 
pratique. IndØpendamment du style d�habit (traditionnel relookØ pour les fŒtes ou 
moderne au quotidien), les professionnels locaux et internationaux proposent aux 
femmes une variØtØ de choix, de motifs, de couleurs et de coupes, rØpondant à tous les 
goßts, et prØsentent chaque annØe, voire chaque saison, de nouveaux articles. Le style 
de foulard rØpond aussi à un « islam de marchØ » (voir Haenni 2005) et à la fØtichi-
sation de la religion. La di�usion des modŁles vestimentaires s�e�ectue par plusieurs 
moyens pour mettre sur le marchØ des crØations dernier cri et de nouveaux looks a�n 
d�attirer les consommatrices et rØpondre aux demandes. La commercialisation sur les 
sites internet (les rØseaux sociaux comme Facebook, mais aussi les magazines en ligne, 
etc.), concurrence la commercialisation classique (magasins, boutiques et marchØs 
spØcialisØs dans la vente de marchandises importØes, etc.) pour o�rir un vaste choix 
aux femmes converties comme pour celles susceptibles de se lancer dans cette pratique. 
En e�et, les tenues de plages, de soirØes, de cØrØmonies ou encore de sport sont de plus 
en plus disponibles sur le marchØ, y compris les robes de mariØe ou les costumes tradi-
tionnels revisitØs. S�ajoutent à cela les centres de soin et de coi�ure qui s�ouvrent à une 
clientŁle juvØnile soucieuse de son apparence. La pudeur qu�implique le port du voile 
n�e�ace pas l�importance de l�apparence a�chØe en public. La mode rØvŁle la capacitØ 
du voile islamique à se rØinventer selon le contexte et les circonstances.

En e�et, la commercialisation du vŒtement dit religieux est en rapport avec les cir-
constances socio-politiques liØes à la pØriode de son interdiction. Au dØbut des an-
nØes 2000, les premiŁres femmes à porter le voile font face à une double contrainte : 
la premiŁre est en rapport avec son interdiction et au di�cile accŁs à la vie active ; la 
deuxiŁme est liØe à l�indisponibilitØ sur le marchØ d�habits religieux. Ceci a retardØ la 
conversion de plusieurs femmes à cause du manque de choix vestimentaire correspon-
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dant à leur statut. Autrement dit, la conversion au voile est un projet qui rØpond à une 
plani�cation et dans lequel les femmes s�investissent avant de s�engager.

AprŁs 2006, le commerce des tenues mouhajabât est devenu rentable, vendues au 
dØbut dans les petites boutiques spØcialisØes et chez quelques artisanes, envahissant les 
grands magasins de vŒtements, le marchØ populaire et les boutiques haut de gamme. 
En particulier pour le voile char�i ou niqab, le recours à la couture non industrielle Øtait 
la seule possibilitØ de se vŒtir d�une maniŁre dite conforme à l�islam avant le 14 janvier 
2011. Ce costume liturgique s�est depuis largement commercialisØ, dØsormais vendu 
mŒme devant certaines mosquØes et à bas prix. C�est ainsi que le marchØ tunisien s�ali-
gne sur les demandes et concourt à un marketing religieux global dØveloppØ.

La Tunisie n�a pas tardØ à se connecter au marchØ international de marchandisation 
dite islamique. Le port du voile dit religieux s�inscrit, simultanØment, dans le contexte 
de la globalisation et de la rØislamisation. En e�et, « le foulard oblige à de nouveaux 
compromis entre revendications identitaires et dynamiques d�extraversion culturelle » 
(Haenni 2005 : p.28�29). Les di�Ørents modŁles de voile adoptØs s�inspirent des ha-
bitudes vestimentaires des autres sociØtØs dØpassant donc la spØci�citØ d�une commu-
nautØ musulmane dans les di�Ørentes aires gØographiques. Les nouveaux voiles,

dØnotant un bricolage juvØnile continu, ne sont pas spØci�ques à un espace pu-
blic national particulier, mais agissent dans un contexte d�acculturation et de 
mondialisation, a�ectant, selon des rythmes di�ØrenciØs, toutes les sociØtØs mu-
sulmanes ainsi que les pays occidentaux oø vitune communautØ musulmane 
immigrØe (Kerrou 2005 : 40).

Les mutations de la norme du port du voile :  
le religieux face au social

IndØpendamment du style d�habit adoptØ, la maniŁre de s�a�cher dans les lieux publics 
constitue une dØ�nition de soi. Le souci de projeter une image �dŁle à leur personne 
et à leurs opinions est un souci commun à la quasi-totalitØ des femmes interrogØes. 
Les femmes qui jouissent d�une position sociale importante sont particuliŁrement mØ-
ticuleuses par rapport à tout ce qui concerne leur allure. Pour une femme pieuse, la 
maniŁre de s�habiller ne prend pas uniquement en compte la pudeur mais rØpond à 
d�autres motivations et d�autres impØratifs. En e�et, la piØtØ est associØe à la beautØ, 
au goßt de l�esthØtisme et à la mise en valeur de la jeunesse. Cette contradiction est à 
l�origine de nouvelles dØ�nitions du statut de la femme convertie au port du voile, et 
de nouvelles perceptions du voile dit religieux. Les nouveaux voiles, riches en signi�-
cations, servent à se distinguer, à se dØmarquer de l�environnement communautaire et 
du discours religieux.

Le voile personnalisØ se distingue du hijab et de ce qu�on appelle le « foulard des 
grand-mŁres ». Les jeunes �lles dØfendent leur maniŁre de se voiler en disant : « Je ne 
suis pas une mamie [�] Je mets le voile et, en mŒme temps, je prends soin de moi et de 
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mon ØlØgance [�] Je reste toujours coquette ! ». Les femmes interrogØes mettent l�ac-
cent sur leur statut de femmes modernes en rejetant l�image stØrØotypØe infØriorisant la 
femme voilØe, comme femme au foyer, ignorante et arriØrØe. Les tendances actuelles en 
matiŁre de voile re�Łtent les nuances de religiositØ, le changement social qui traverse la 
sociØtØ et la hiØrarchisation des identitØs intersubjectives (de statut social, de religion, 
de fØminitØ, de gØnØration, de communautØ, etc.). Les nouvelles tendances rØvŁlent 
les Øcarts et les con�its intergØnØrationnels, le rapport au religieux, la diversitØ du sens 
de l�islam contemporain et les rapports de genres. Le port du voile est une expØrience, 
un processus de quŒte de sens oø se cristallise l�approfondissement de soi à travers les 
tentations multiples et des tentatives de rØalisation d�une individualitØ dØsirØe. Ce tra-
vail sur soi combine le souci permanent de reconnaissance sociale et d�appartenance 
personnelle.

Les normes relationnelles des genres dans l�espace public dØ�nissent aussi le sens ac-
cordØ au voile. Le comportement des femmes voilØes dans l�espace public a transformØ 
la signi�cation du voile. Sa pratique au quotidien banalise sa dimension confessionnel-
le et le place dans le champ de l�ordinaire et du normal. Par ailleurs, l�accŁs des femmes 
aux di�Ørents lieux publics modernes et mŒme masculinisØs a�aiblit la spiritualitØ du 
vŒtement. En plus, la posture dØcontractØe des femmes voilØes dØsacralise la dimension 
symbolique de l�habit. Les visages maquillØs et l�ØlØgance a�chØe, qui Øchappent aux 
contraintes religieuses et sociales, remettent en question les signi�cations d�antan. Les 
techniques de sØduction perturbent encore plus les mentalitØs conservatrices.

Par ailleurs, le recours à une morale religieuse soucieuse des apparences vestimen-
taires protŁge à un certain degrØ ses adeptes contre le harcŁlement moral et sexuel. En 
mŒme temps, il facilite la mobilitØ de certaines femmes jouant sur la symbolique du 
voile. L�usage de ce symbole contribue à Øtablir de nouveaux rapports avec les hom-
mes selon les circonstances  : le voile est tantôt portØ contre la volontØ de l�homme, 
tantôt pour le satisfaire ou pour lui plaire. En e�et, certaines jeunes �lles enlŁvent leur 
foulard en sortant du cadre du foyer familial et le remettent en rentrant. C�est dans les 
milieux conservateurs, en particulier, que les jeunes Øtudiantes dØcident par exemple 
de l�abandonner loin du contrôle social communautaire. Dans leurs petites villes, elles 
se trouvent obligØes de le remettre pour ne pas susciter la colŁre et les soupçons de 
leurs proches. Le foulard peut ainsi aussi Œtre utilisØ comme ruse pour se libØrer de la 
surveillance familiale et communautaire.

En public, le voile peut rØprimer les dØsirs. Car le regard est sexuØ et relŁve d�une 
normativitØ ØlevØe. Le regard de la femme n�est pas le mŒme que celui de l�hom-
me.« L�homme est toujours celui qui regarde la femme », a�rme une jeune Øtudiante. 
Le regard des hommes portØ sur les corps des femmes est chargØ de dØsir. Il est plus 
audacieux, moins discret ; le regard se pose longuement sur ce qu�il voit. Par contre, le 
regard de la femme s�oppose à celui de l�homme. Selon les codes normatifs, la prØsence 
fØminine doit rØpondre aux impØratifs sociaux de la discrØtion, en ayant un regard 
rapide et mobile. Les femmes voilØes considŁrent que les regards insistants et concu-
piscents des hommes sont provoquØs par les parties exposØes du corps de la femme. 
En mŒme temps, elles leur trouvent des justi�cations. Ceci est illustrØ par le propos 
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d�une jeune �lle qui explique : « Les hommes n�ont pas froid aux yeux ; ils ne peu-
vent pas s�empŒcher de vous dØshabiller du regard ; c�est malgrØ eux ! Dieu les a crØØs 
ainsi ! ». D�autres justi�ent les agressions morales et sexuelles contre les femmes qui ne 
respectent pas les codes moraux. Ainsi, l�usage du voile sert à attØnuer toutes formes de 
violence, surtout dans les villes. La prØsence des femmes voilØes dans les lieux de diver-
tissement occidentalisØs, cafØs mixtes, espaces culturels, cites balnØaires, bars d�hôtels 
et piscines, accentue la �nalitØ profane du voile (Matri : 2015). La vie sociale empiØtant 
sur la foi, l�univers religieux et le monde ordinaire n�ont pas de frontiŁres Øtanches. 
C�est à travers la rØadaptation des normes religieuses que certaines femmes gagnent 
plus de visibilitØ et Øchappent au contrôle social exercØ sur leur corps.

D�un habit confessionnel dØrobant le corps à un habit exhibant la fØminitØ, la per-
ception du voile comme symbole religieux devient suspecte pour certains Tunisiens 
et Tunisiennes. D�aprŁs les tØmoignages des hommes, les pratiques des femmes par 
rapport au voile ne relŁvent plus d�une moralitØ particuliŁre ni d�un statut distinctif. 
Les histoires racontØes et les expØriences vØcues dans les relations amoureuses, amicales 
et mŒme professionnelles avec les femmes voilØes dØplacent les croyances et dØpouillent 
le vŒtement de sa signi�cation confessionnelle. Alors qu�ils le voyaient hier comme 
un retour à la morale de l�islam, les hommes en particulier critiquent aujourd�hui le 
comportement des jeunes femmes voilØes  : « Elles ressemblent aux non voilØes� Je 
ne vois aucune di�Ørence » ; « le voile est une fausse vØritØ » ; « elles cherchent un 
Øpoux, elles cachent leurs cheveux raides » ; « elles font du cinØma pour satisfaire leur 
famille ». Le dØplacement du regard sur l�usage du voile s�est construit à la lumiŁre des 
comportements des femmes voilØes au �l des annØes. Les mouhajabât ne se privent 
de rien et utilisent le voile de façon pragmatique et profane, sans Øgard aux prØceptes 
religieux. Avoir des relations sexuelles avec des jeunes femmes voilØes ou observer les 
frôlements amoureux des corps dans les lieux publics ne choque plus les hommes. 
Certains voient dans cette attitude une hypocrisie sociale et une fourberie envers la 
divinitØ. D�autres distinguent les vraies religieuses des fausses  : « Comment veux-tu 
que je crois à une voilØe qui ne prie pas et qui prononce des injures� Le voile n�est plus 
qu�a�aire de m�urs ! ». En somme, la pratique du voile ne relŁve plus uniquement du 
sacrØ et du religieux mais plutôt du profane et du social, mŒme selon les partisans de 
cette norme.

Les femmes qui ont adoptØ le voile par pression sociale ou pour raison psychologi-
que ne gardent pas sur la durØe les mŒmes convictions et les mŒmes pratiques. Le sen-
timent initial qui accompagne la conversion s�estompe au �l du temps en laissant place 
aux gestes ordinaires et rØpØtitifs de la vie de tous les jours. MŒme le rythme des prati-
ques religieuses dØcline et s�a�aiblit. Dans certains cas, le voile ne reprØsente plus qu�un 
accessoire accompagnant une tenue de ville, dont on ne peut se dØbarrasser, surtout 
dans les lieux d�interconnaissance. Pour les femmes interrogØes se prØsentant comme 
les plus religieuses, les choses Øvoluent vers la banalisation. Celles qui utilisent le voile 
comme uniforme religieux et marqueur de sØparation entre les hommes et les femmes 
n�arrivent plus à maintenir leurs convictions au quotidien, particuliŁrement celles qui 
s�accrochent à leur statut social. Une jeune femme mØdecin dentiste stagiaire à l�hô-
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pital universitaire continue de porter son niqab et de soigner ses patients en mŒme 
temps. Elle s�est convertie au voile intØgral en 2012 contre la volontØ de ses parents, et 
s�est mariØe deux ans plus tard. MalgrØ son attitude rØservØe vis-à-vis de son entourage 
professionnel, elle ne renonce ni à son maintien vestimentaire ni à sa position profes-
sionnelle. Du fait de l�Ømergence d�une radicalitØ religieuse recrutant des femmes pour 
les instrumentaliser au pro�t de revendications identitaires et politiques, ce type de 
voilement connaît une mutation considØrable. IndØpendamment de leur endoctrine-
ment, les adeptes du voile char�i et du niqab ne renoncent pas à l�accŁs à l�espace public 
ni au statut social acquis. Les codes vestimentaires ont lØgŁrement changØ, en couleur, 
accessoires et broderies. De plus, elles ne se privent ni de divertissement ni de sorties 
dans des lieux publics. Certaines renoncent au voilement du visage pour prØserver une 
position sociale et Øchapper à toute de stigmatisation associant le niqab à l�extrØmisme 
religieux, et considŁrent ce type de voile comme Øtranger à l�islam tunisien.

Conclusions

Se (re-)prØsenter comme une femme voilØe implique plusieurs dimensions d�une iden-
titØ a�chØe de maniŁre à la fois consciente et inconsciente. Le port du voile est une ex-
pression corporelle oø s�impriment les rapports complexes à soi et à autrui. Il est aussi 
un engagement subjectif et interactif face à une religion considØrØe comme absolue par 
ses �dŁles. En outre, l�obØissance aux croyances perçues comme divines n�exclut pas la 
marge de man�uvre dont disposent les sujets selon les situations auxquelles elles doi-
vent rØagir. En e�et, les appartenances communautaires, religieuses, culturelles, sexua-
lisØes ou sociales renvoient à une perception du voile oø interfŁrent plusieurs dimen-
sions de la dØ�nition de soi. Ces derniŁres sont ordonnØes ou classi�Øes di�Øremment 
selon la position de l�acteur. En e�et, la hiØrarchie de sens attribuØe à la pratique du 
voilement fØminin dØvoile son ancrage dans les habitudes culturelles et sociales.

Chez les jeunes, le paraître se construit au quotidien, une expØrience qui s�Ølabore 
au �l du temps en imitant et en innovant selon les dispositifs possibles et oø se croisent 
les communications intersubjectives, entre attraction et rejet. Les modŁles propagØs 
comprennent une concordance entre neutralisation et valorisation, entre intime et 
spectaculaire, en cherchant à Øtablir à la fois un islam intemporel et un corps pieux et 
moderne (Matri 2015). En outre, le port du voile s�inscrit dans une logique de reprØ-
sentations et d�usages divers oø la dØ�nition du modŁle corporel est en permanente 
nØgociation.

L�usage du vŒtement « rØpond à deux motivations essentielles : la parure et la pro-
tection [�]. Sa dialectique est d�ailleurs singuliŁre, le vŒtement cache en mŒme temps 
qu�il dØsigne » (Le Breton 1991  : 112). La parure du voile est liØe aux rapports du 
particulier et du gØnØral, du personnel et de l�impersonnel, du subjectif et de l�inter-
subjectif. Cette parure moderne se situe dans une vision intermØdiaire de l�islam et de 
la femme. Les enjeux entre proximitØ et altØritØ sont aussi illustrØs dans la maniŁre de 
s�approprier et de nØgocier les espaces communs entre visibilitØ et invisibilitØ, mixitØ et 
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sØparation de sexes. Le voile permet aux femmes qui l�adoptent, à travers les couleurs et 
les formes, de jouer sur les contrastes de la dissimulation et de la rØvØlation, de l�intime 
et du public, de l�individuel et du communautaire.

En tant que norme et pratique, le voile s�inscrit dans une dynamique permanente 
en perpØtuel changement. Il est un phØnomŁne aussi complexe que ses usages et ses 
contextes. Il est la fois une remise en cause d�un modŁle social considØrØ comme al-
logŁne, et une remise en question de la division de l�espace en fonction des sexes. Par 
ailleurs, habiter un corps voilØ ne va pas de soi ; cela exige un apprentissage et un long 
processus d�adaptation. Le port du voile est à la fois une soumission aux normes d�un 
ordre social patriarcal qui remonte à la nuit des temps, et une remise en cause de l�ex-
clusion des femmes de l�espace public, qui est considØrØ comme un domaine rØservØ 
aux hommes (Matri 2015). Reprendre le voile ne veut pas dire renoncer au statut so-
cial et aux droits d�ascension sociale acquis par l�Øducation ou le travail. Cela exprime 
les di�cultØs des femmes de se rØaliser en tant qu�individu autonome et indØpendant. 
L�abandon du voile, c�est à dire tourner le dos à une pratique historique traversant les 
religions monothØistes et les aires gØographiques, ne va pas de soi. Le renoncement à la 
pratique est une expØrience assez pØnible pour les femmes qui l�ont vØcue. Car l�indi-
vidu se trouve face au social et au collectif qui sacralise le voile et le corps des femmes. 
La rupture avec le voile, pour quel que motif que ce soit, se fait en plusieurs phases. Le 
port du voile est une expØrience corporelle qui peut Œtre durable ou momentanØe : on 
peut le considØrer comme un signe corporel et identitaire (au niveau de l�engagement) 
comparable au tatouage. Cette expØrience peut s�accompagner de sentiments qui os-
cillent entre la gŒne, la peur, l�insatisfaction et la frustration, d�un côtØ, et la �ertØ, la 
quiØtude, la con�ance en soi, de l�autre. Il marque l�histoire corporelle, entre l�Ømo-
tionnel, le social et sociØtal. La gestion du corps fØminin voilØ s�inscrit entre autres 
dans le rapport de pouvoir des genres, oø le dØsir de s�approprier le corps se confronte 
à sa gouvernance communautaire. Le corps de la femme continue à incarner l�objet de 
dØsir et de culpabilisation fØminine, qui traverse les Øpoques et les cultures. C�est ce 
qui explique, entre autres, le rapport de force perpØtuel entre les sexes, au niveau des 
rôles et des reprØsentations. Par ailleurs, la gouvernance du corps constitue l�un des 
marqueurs culturels d�opposition dans le cas du voile, entre le monde musulman et 
l�Occident, par rapport au statut des femmes dans la religion, à la performativitØ des 
genres et à l�espace public.
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�My Religiosity is Not in My Hijab�:  7	
Ethics and Aesthetics among Sala�s in Niger

Abdoulaye Sounaye

In the study of contemporary Islam, once we have exhausted the arguments revolving 
around bid�a, mawlid, shirk and kufr, the politics as I would put it, what else is left to 
be discussed? What about ethics? Or aesthetics? Most importantly, how are these two 
dimensions bridged and connected? Scholars of Islamic reform in West Africa have 
rarely examined the relationship between these two dimensions of reform religiosities 
� and even when they have, their attempts have remained mostly cursory.

Building on my �eldwork among the Izala1 and the Sunnance2 in Niger, mainly 
in Niamey, I o�er in this contribution to examine the connection between ethics and 
aesthetics, focusing on how Muslims navigate the structures of morality and aesthet-
ics that their groups, communities, associations, etc. have set up. As a discourse on 
religiosity and being a good Muslim, Izala, for example, has set up a code of conduct, 
an aesthetic of conduct one might call it, and certain standards that Muslim subjects 
strive to follow in their daily lives and interactions. These standards, norms and codes 
are what I call structures of morality and aesthetics, as they de�ne ways of treating 
one�s body while shaping conduct. While I do not claim that each human action is 
always �principled� in the sense that it is based on clear and conscious rules and norms, 
human behaviour is constantly shaped by both the agency of actors and the structures 

1�Izala is a Sala�-Wahh�bi trend that emerged in northern Nigeria in the 1970s and spread to Niger, be-
coming a major player in the 1990s. It was strongly anti-Su�. It aimed at reforming Islam and correcting 
Muslim practices to be in line with the Qur��n and the tradition of the Prophet Mu�ammad.
2�Sunnance are also Izala, though mostly a second generation.
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within which acts and actions occur. The interaction between these two dimensions 
has been central to my focus as I try to make sense of what many scholars, especially in 
the Francophone literature, have referred to in terms of fait religieux � the religious, as 
I would simplify it here.

Promoting religiosity based on notions of authenticity, appropriateness and good-
ness, Izala and Sunnance call for particular aesthetics that involve the body, dress code, 
choice of colour, etc. in order to achieve fairness, goodness and truthfulness, three val-
ues Sala� Muslims want to prioritize in daily practice and interactions. However, as we 
know, people are not just subjects that accept and adopt the injunctions and models 
they receive. It may happen that they reject whatever is o�ered to them out of hand. Or, 
even when they take it, they may a�ect it, tweak it, stylize it. And, while making it their 
own, they may take it into social interactions and modes of identi�cation that could 
both challenge and upset established frames of reference, o�cial norms and expected 
attitudes. Thus, when lived and experienced, the structures prescribed, promoted and 
even imposed have in fact rarely remained untouched and unchallenged. How are in-
dividuals navigating and privatizing those structures? What touches and spins are they 
adding? These are questions that we need to re�ect on as we try to make sense of the 
historicity of religiosity and the anthropological factors in religious practice.

Take the case of the hijabi,3 whose appearance in various social contexts has 
prompted a major debate on (im)morality. What is the appropriate form of hijabi? 
How is the personal touch a�ecting the value of the veil as a marker of religiosity? 
How do individuals combine the quest for beauty with that of being a good Muslim? 
This is a key question, especially when, as one young woman notes, �my religiosity is 
not in my veil�, or when the hijabi is linked to sexuality and used to conceal misdeeds, 
for example. Because veiling could be deceiving, and be strategically used and misin-
terpreted, the colour of the hijabi, as well as its design, its size and the way it is donned, 
all matter. Forming part of a dress code, the hijabi doesn�t stand alone; it has both an 
aesthetic function and ethical signi�cance. In the broad religious context, it is comple-
mented with moral assumptions and principles, and ethical behaviour, which build 
on concepts and perceptions of dignity and goodness (mutunci, in Hausa). What else 
can one unearth in those and similar sites of encounter between ethics and aesthetics? 
How does the quest for beauty that has taken over the use of the hijabi a�ect morality 
and ethics? I-hanno, in Zarma, connotes both the morally good and the aesthetically 
beautiful, linking two domains that we tend to keep separate and even exclusive from 
one another.

Emphasizing the personal and interpersonal dimensions, this contribution will 
also use the examples of the beards and shin-length trousers worn by Izala men to 
show that looks and appearances are important forms when it comes to expectations 
and assertions of religiosity, but also when it comes to actual interactions. They are 
sites of ethical expressions and moral agency. Similar to donning the hijabi, wearing 

3�The term hijabi (hausa and zarma, Arabic �ij�b) here refers to women�s veils and to veiling practices 
introduced at the end of the 1980s by the Islamic reform movement Izala.
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the beard is important for a young man and his customers because his appearance af-
fects his trade and commerce, for example. The aesthetics of wearing a beard could be 
decisive because it could be read as a sign of moral disposition and ethical business. As 
I show below, belonging to the same group or religious community can also in�uence 
trade. However, trade is also in�uenced by fairness and concern about riba (excessive 
interest), further illustrating the fact that not only are aesthetics and ethics intricately 
linked, but they might both �nd their origins in the same understanding of religiosi-
ty.4

I will contend that while particular aesthetics tend to relate to particular ethics, the 
de�ning factor rests with the individual, personal and private appropriation, use and 
experience of those structures and frameworks. This chapter is intended to link my in-
terests in religious aesthetics and ethics, two domains that I myself have, until recently, 
engaged with separately. Theoretically, it contributes to my attempt at conceptual-
izing la religion à la premiŁre personne (Sounaye 2016) and echoes the long-standing 
anthropological debate on the category of person (Carrithers, Collins and Lukes 1985; 
Mcintosh 2009).

I also view this chapter as an examination of alternative formulations of religios-
ity. While we continue to locate religiosity primarily in religious institutions (texts, 
scriptures, rituals, etc.), I draw attention to the process through which religiosity is 
produced via social relations and interactions. The individual, the self and the person 
are all largely socially produced. To borrow a Maussian expression, I would argue that 
they are total social products (cf. fait social total) and yet highly individualized and 
personalized.

The perspective I am outlining is not only important to our understanding of a 
key dimension of religiosity, but also brings to the fore the central issue of the aesthet-
ics of virtue. What do goodness and morality look like? In that regard, I would like to 
draw attention to the fact that virtue has a face in the social and cultural contexts of my 
discussion. That is what Islamic reform, in particular Izala, o�ers us a glimpse of.

In the Beginning Were the Hijabi and the Izala Trousers

When the Islamic reform movement known as Izala (Umar 1993; Loimeier 1997; 
Masquelier 1999; Kane 2003; Zakari 2007; Masquelier 2009) made its way into the 
public arena in Niamey, physical appearance, and one�s appropriate dress and out�t, 
became matters of concern. �Men started wearing pants that hardly went beyond the 
tibia, and women started wearing hijabi as a way to mark their di�erence and practice 
authentic Islam. That was really new here and nobody was doing it before� (Sambo in 
2011). The genealogy of Izala as a religious trend and a social movement in Niger and 
Nigeria is tied to both sartorial practices and aesthetic forms, to borrow Meyer�s con-

4�Islamic banking, which picked up in Niger only in the last 10 years, is a case that further illustrates 
these connections.
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cept (Meyer 2010b). What came to be the Izala dress code was then decisive, because 
it helped followers of Izala to be visibly di�erent, asserting their identity and conse-
quently introducing a particular sartorial culture, as represented by veiling in particu-
lar. Though veiling is a common practice that predates this movement and transcends 
religious domains, with Izala it acquired a new signi�cance and a de�nitively religious 
connotation, becoming the marker of a self-proclaimed corrective religiosity. Sudden-
ly, the hijabi was displayed, seen and voiced as a sign of piety and virtue and as part of 
being a better Muslim.

As one might expect, the Izala dress code was dragged into Muslim politics and 
became central to Muslim sectarianism. Unsurprisingly, veiling in particular became 
a topic of heated debates that mobilized fellow Muslims to argue over the meaning of 
Islam, the performance of the tradition, and appropriate conduct. Particularly in the 
1990s, the hijabi was instrumental to Izala�s conquest of the public sphere and its poli-
tics of presence in an already structured but also continuously changing religious land-
scape. Up to that point, press articles in and about Islam in the country pointed to the 
high visibility of the hijabi and its disruptive e�ect. Regularly, the hijabi was equated 
with the rise of intolerance in a country where Islam was more readily associated with 
peaceful coexistence, good morality and everything but unrest. Often alarmist, these 
articles joined a body of voices worried that the country was under threat from �intØ-
grisme� (fundamentalism) or, as Izala men were referred to in many circles, les barbus 
(the bearded men, in French). Putting their bodies on display was part of their being 
Izala and their performance of its reform agenda.

Most of these accounts saw in the hijabi the in�uence of a militant, disruptive 
Middle Eastern Islam which they contrasted with a local and tolerant one (cf. Rosand-
er and Westerlund 1997). Additionally, as in many other contexts, feminist accounts 
insisted on the hijabi as a sign of an abuse of both women and religion, even when the 
agents of these sartorial practices pointed to their own choice and personal decision. 
In the broader sociopolitical context, it is fair to say that the appearance of the hijabi 
marked the beginning of an era of alternative norms, of arguments about authentic 
Islam and of a new formulation of virtue.

In sermons I have collected and conversations I have had, the hijabi is frequently 
discussed as a mark of distinction that signals piety and good morality. It is part of the 
aesthetic of a good Muslim and a marker of Muslim femininity. A clear statement of a 
reformed religiosity, it was intended, for example, to discourage an unrelated man from 
expecting to shake hands with a woman wearing it. At the same time, the hijabeuse, 
as a woman wearing a hijabi would be referred to in Niamey�s small talk, expects to 
receive proper treatment in her interactions with people. By separating gender and 
di�erentiating forms of devotion, it keeps men at bay and helps the hijabeuse avoid un-
wanted physical contact and attention. In most contexts in Niger, the popularization 
of the hijabi was viewed and experienced as an act restricting private space and inscrib-
ing new rules and norms of social engagement (cf. Avison, McLeod and Pescosolido 
2007). As such, and in the new dispensation of Muslim morality, it was described and 
understood not only as part of a dress code, but more importantly as moral progress. 
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The hijabi was then drawn into the aesthetic formulation of virtue and good manners 
(cf. Elias 2000; Bourdieu 2010).

Historically, it must be said that, more than anything, women�s veiling practices 
were tied to respectability and marital status (Cooper 1997; Alidou 2005; Masquelier 
2009). With the rise of Izala practices and aesthetic prescriptions, the hijabi veiling 
was quickly imported into Muslim politics of presence, with a particular intent to 
demarcate themselves from all other Muslim groups including the 
uruq (Su� orders, 
sg. 
ar�qa), whose dominance in the sphere of organized Islam they sought to upend. 
Hijabi thus became a sign of a new era, a di�erentiating factor, while additionally sym-
bolizing a proper and authentic attire. In fact, until Izala emerged and became estab-
lished in the 1990s, girls in Niamey rarely veiled. Hair extensions (mŁches, in French), 
braiding (rasta, tera tera), hair dressing (coi�ure) and other treatments for the body 
were not only common, they were also the rule, as women cultivated beauty (kolliya 
in Hausa, nyalawaytarrey in Zarma) and fully displayed their arms and hair for that 
purpose. In other words, girls and unmarried women were rather relaxed with veiling 
or covering their hair. When they carried a kallabi or musoro (light veil), it was usually 
to protect themselves against the dust or the sun, or for special occasions such as wed-
dings, funerals or naming ceremonies.

Today, however, even in formal secular school settings where one might think it to 
be exceptional and counter-normative, hijabi has become so common and naturalized 
that those who are not wearing it seem to stand out the most. A more detailed and 
eventful account of the way the hijabi became an established norm should be told and 
socially historicized, but it will su�ce here to note that in the last two decades, this 
sartorial practice has had a lasting impact on the aesthetics of religion and morality in 
urban Niger within and beyond Sala� circles. Along the way, veiling itself was stylized 
to include new shapes and colours, illustrating both the aesthetic creativity of girls and 
women and the way in which fashion trends were combined with social and religious 
modes of distinction.

Hijabi appeared and gained currency as a term of the Muslim lexicon of religios-
ity around the beginning of the 1990s as women embraced Izala aesthetic norms and 
suggestions. Within that context, it became a sign of religiosity and a marker of femi-
ninity that the new dispensations of Islam and being Muslim sought to impose. In the 
Izala networks I researched at the beginning of the 2000s, mostly in Maradi, Niamey 
and Zinder, the hijabi culture was tied to families� desire to transmit good values and 
norms to their daughters. It derived also from individual and personal decisions wom-
en made to craft an image for themselves in a context where displaying identity and 
being seen had become important. The hijabi thus marked and di�erentiated ways of 
being Muslim while stressing the importance of conduct.

Concerns about the female body in the public sphere favoured the development 
of what may be called an Izala veiling culture. The late Ahmad Yahya, the leader of the 
�rst Izala organization in Niger (Adin Islam) and also a popular �gure of the move-
ment, repeatedly called on his fellow Izala followers to �distance themselves from oth-
ers, not let their wives go out without the hijabi� (Yahya in 1994). According to some 
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of my interlocutors who place importance on the cultural element of Izala, Yahya was 
at the forefront of the e�ort to make �our women dress properly and as recommended 
by the Sunna� (Issaka in 2014). In her caricature of the pre-Izala era, a young Sun-
nance woman I heard preaching on TV Dounia, one of the main media outlets in 
Niger, claims that before Izala, �people dressed improperly and were walking almost 
naked� and �one can hardly distinguish women from men, boys from girls. I followed 
Izala suggestions and I started donning hijabi� (Saude in 2015).

Ahmed Yahya pointed the way for the Izala, representing a good example to many 
of his followers in Niamey and also across the country. Before the hijabi became a sign 
of distinction for and among Izala women, �he [Yahya] was the �rst to require his 
women and all [other women] in his household to wear it.� Hijabi and virtue reso-
nated with each other and were �nally equated in a context where Izala were slowly 
but surely a�ecting moral norms and the perceptions of a virtuous woman. As Renne 
(2018) shows in her recent book on veiling and turban culture in Northern Nigeria, 
appearance and clothing serve both religious and gender ideologies. This is even more 
important to note with regard to the current Sala� culture in Niger, where the Izala 
e�ect has been instrumental in the rise of new religious aesthetics (Sounaye 2017a).

For the Izala discourse on masculinity, the matter corresponding to the female 
hijabi revolved around the shin-length trousers, often ridiculed by their critics as 
�pantalon sautØ� or �masu guntun wando� (those who wear short trousers). While 
followers of Izala saw the simplicity of the Sunna in these sartorial items, and consid-
ered them conducive to cleanliness, their critics judged the followers wearing them as 
being slovenly, too pretentious and lacking in good manners. Izala men�s aesthetics 
also included keeping one�s facial hair, particularly the beard. Ahmed Yahya, too, had 
a reputation of maintaining a beard5 in order to convey both his Izala a�liation and 
his commitment to the prophetic look. In fact, for Izala men � who were keen on 
following the prophetic model � the beard and the shin-length trousers were impor-
tant markers. They were viewed as �the prophetic way�, so adherents drew on practices 
that tapped into this association to produce an Izala style. This element of religiosity 
conveyed via aesthetic forms has remained signi�cant among the young Sunnance of 
Niamey, the Izala�s second generation.

How a speci�c veiling practice is made possible is worth investigating. In the case 
of Izala, and as Bourdieu would argue, faith transpires in a state of the body. For a 
number of years, hijabi was primarily an Izala signi�er more than anything else. How-
ever, it is important to note that, while Izala imposed the hijabi norm and triggered 
new veiling practices in most of its sphere of in�uence, today hijabi can no longer 
be reduced to its association with Izala. Since that breakthrough, the hijabi has lost 
its exclusive association and has been appropriated by various discourses and groups 
beyond Izala.

Certainly, at the origin of the current veiling culture, especially in Niamey, lies 
Izala�s intent to reorder norms and inscribe a discipline onto the woman�s body. Both 

5�For example, I have never seen him shaved even in his pictures.
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the discipline and the intent to inscribe it derived from prescriptions that created �rst 
a structure of aesthetics within which the female body was perceived and reordered, 
then a structure of morality that saw virtue in the hijabi and therefore an imperative to 
prescribe it. Obviously, for those sharing this perspective on being Muslim, adopting 
the hijabi translates as a key gesture of religiosity that grants the subject respect, trust 
and good reputation. The rise of the Izala hijabi culture in the 1990s speaks to those 
considerations, but also to a discourse on the female body which, as we can see today, 
has managed to produce speci�c images and performances of being a Muslim, a hus-
band, a wife, or simply a trustworthy person.

But Both the Hijabi and the Trousers Could be Deceptive...

The systematic connection that Izala established between the hijabi and Islamic good 
morality eroded as the hijabi became popular and was gradually questioned as a sign 
of piety and an indication of moral disposition. Semantics is not enough to grasp the 
signi�cance of the hijabi and its investment into the moral economy and the produc-
tion of norms today. One must also be aware of its transgressiveness.

A few weeks ago, an assistant of mine � struck by the ambivalence of a particular 
variety of social conduct � opened up to me as follows: �I was surprised to see self-pro-
claimed Izala young women in Maradi wearing heavy make-up along with their veil. I 
wasn�t sure what to make of that. Isn�t Izala condemning that?� (Baki in 2019). What 
my assistant points to is part of the overall problematic of being Izala. While Izala has 
cultivated an austere or dark aesthetic, as I call it (Sounaye 2017a), it is important to 
keep in mind that Izala as a discourse is subject to evolution and appropriation. In 
that process, Izala norms have certainly been adopted, but also a�ected, tweaked, and 
invested into personal and individual agendas. In other words, usage takes over and 
one must focus in particular on the pragmatics of embracing Izala, its code of conduct, 
and its values and norms, beyond mere claims and prescriptions.

As wearing the hijabi became a popular social practice, it followed fashion trends 
and, most importantly, rose to a practice of good manners (cf. Elias 2000; Bender 
2011) and became part of the perceptions of good looks and appearance. Practice and 
uses thus need to be given priority, as they shape the trajectories of the hijabi in a social 
context, but also in individual lives.6 It is not enough to say that the hijabi is a sign of 
morality, though that probably is the case in most situations where we encounter it. 
We must also pay attention to the moral environment it appears in and the intent it 
serves, for it is often used to navigate social realms, spaces and expectations. In these 
ways, the Izala look may be used and diverted. Thus, by focusing on their social life, 
one can better understand the ambivalence of both the hijabi � and the Izala look in 
general � and the various social spaces in which it appears. Indeed, the social life of the 
hijabi, an expansion of the body, should thus be analysed while keeping in mind the 

6�We should not overlook the example of the many women who have donned the hijabi but later dropped it.
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cultural production of the hijabi as a signi�er and marker of both individual religiosity 
and the politics of religion. As such, a discussion of the hijabi in light of the perplexity 
of my assistant cannot overlook the case of the alternative uses of the hijabi7 such as 
that of the female sex workers in Niamey or Maradi.8

(Im)morality can hide behind the hijabi. That is the main message of a discourse 
that has been pointing to the fact that many women use the hijabi to go unnoticed. 
Prostitutes in urban centres like Niamey, in particular, have been at the core of this dis-
course. I �rst came across this discourse of the hijabi hiding immorality in 2004 while 
conducting �eldwork in Maradi, a town in the south-central part of Niger. The town�s 
inhabitants complained about the inability of the local authorities to quell the �wave 
of prostitutes� that was a�ecting Maradi even as Nigerian authorities on the other side 
of the border were implementing a strict moral code following the adoption of shar��a 
as state law. Several of my interlocutors then pointed to the �new strategies� (nouvelles 
strategies) sex workers were using to escape the wrath of the inhabitants and the atten-
tion of local authorities. In the wake of these �strategies� of concealment and revela-
tion, hijabi proved central to the moral economy of the town, but also to the aesthetic 
modes of appearance and presence of the subjects. What we should be concerned with 
in this instance is not so much what is religious. On the contrary, we should focus on 
how the hijabi, as a statutory object of religiosity, is appropriated and invested in the 
moral economy of the town, producing speci�c images of women (cf. BarrØ 2018).

Whether aware of the moral connotations of the hijabi or not, the act of the female 
sex worker who wears it merely illustrates that the device is part of a moral discourse 
that bridges personal use and social expectations. Not many would expect a woman 
wearing a hijabi to be a sex worker, in the same way that my assistant was not expect-
ing to see a hijabi accompanied by heavy make-up. That doesn�t mean, however, that 
the hijabi remains under the same ethical principles forever and is therefore �xed to 
a unique moral space. Its moral value depends on its use and the context in which it 
�nds itself.

In this speci�c case, I would argue that the meaning of the hijabi is not only chang-
ing, but also transforming as it moves from one space to another and relocates in a web 
of meanings, signi�cations and uses. The same object enters di�erent �elds and can 
have diverse trajectories and lives. When a sex worker wears the hijabi in Niamey or 
Maradi, it is likely that she acknowledges the importance of the sign and both follows 
and challenges expectations at the same time, allowing the possibility for radically dif-
ferent hermeneutics and even contradictory interpretations to emerge.

In this situation, I could readily understand the anger of many of my interlocutors 
who insult and �pray Allah damn those culprits of the kind of the prostitute�, and 
who declare them to have �injured Islam�, �soiled the reputation of Muslim women�, 

7�Perhaps what we need to attend to is not the hijabi and heavy make-up per se, but my assistant�s reac-
tion.
8�I personally witnessed such practices of concealment via the hijabi on several occasions during �eld-
work in those two urban areas.
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and exposed each woman wearing hijabi if not to suspicion, then at least to scepticism. 
This a�ective rendering of the sex worker�s gesture thus appears to be a disturbing 
sign that uncovers the dark side of the hijabi and unveils the possibility of this sign 
meaning something quite contrary to most expectations. One learns not only about 
the (im)�morality of the hijabi, but also about the anxiety of the defender of public 
morality who is challenged by the sex worker�s relocation of the hijabi. The sex worker 
validates a contradictory code and draws attention to the (im)morality of concealment 
and veiling, a situation that unsettles the Izala moralism and code of conduct.

However, all this happens because the hijabi is taken for granted and reduced to a 
speci�c moral space where it is perceived and lived as a protective device. Many Sun-
nance refer to the hijabi not only as a protective sartorial practice, but also as an em-
powering one in a context where women feel too exposed, ignored, victimized and 
even subject to aggression. Thus, as many scholars in other contexts have pointed out, 
and as applies also to the context I am concerned with, piety was not the only reason 
for the hijabi veiling practice; many women donning the hijabi are also anxious and 
wary about how they are perceived.

Fair Trading and Trust

In urban contexts in Niger, trading is perhaps one of the most important sites for the 
examination of the connection between ethics and aesthetics. In its formative years in 
Niamey, the Izala movement was dominated by petty traders who formed the social 
base of a reform discourse that they rapidly embraced, as it emphasized entrepreneur-
ship, prosperity and therefore economic independence. The success stories of Izala 
businessmen in Maradi and Niamey further contributed to the mobilization of young 
men eager to build up wealth. Echoing Weber�s thesis of a religion-inspired ethic, 
scholars have pointed to the ways in which Izala groups, and traders in particular, pro-
duced an ethic of productivity and self-making (GrØgoire 1993; Sounaye 2009). Early 
on, larger-scale Izala traders (alhazai) sponsored the younger ones, creating an intra-
communal chain of solidarity and self-help which in many ways helped Izala to gain 
visibility and establish its social base in urban contexts. In some of my conversations 
in Maradi in the early 2000s, my interlocutors were quick to point to how rapidly 
�petty traders [mostly seasonal migrants] grow as soon as they join the [Izala] move-
ment. And once they become established, they pass it on to others� (Isia in 2004). �We 
knew each other and we were part of the same community�, con�rmed Sale (in 2004). 
At the time, a popular criticism of the young men who joined the Izala was that they 
lack sincerity and �hide behind Islam� to acquire wealth and money. Unethical and 
un-Islamic, as their critics insisted, these �seekers of money� (Filo in 2005) supposedly 
reduced religiosity to material gains, turning into agents of corruption and unlawful 
practice. According to these critics of Izala, their pursuit of wealth not only burdens 
their religiosity, but actually runs counter any true Islamic reform agenda.
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It is worth noting that whether in its self-assertion as a revolutionary ethos of good 
practice or its rejection by critics who see in it nothing but a blu�, the Izala movement 
is understood as a moral agent, whose discourses and acts are judged and assessed based 
on the ethical principles of its followers and their impact on the local moral economy. 
What moral norms and spaces emerge, and how these norms a�ect the structures of 
morality, are major issues for a critical examination of this process.

Izala followers, perhaps even the most committed ones I have encountered, have 
vehemently countered this criticism, arguing that in a country of ignorance (jahilci, 
in Hausa) and poverty (talawci, in Hausa), one serves Islam better with one�s own 
pockets (Sale in 2004), an image that suggests the role of economic capital. Both Izala 
and their Niamey o�shoot, the Sunnance, pride themselves on being good business-
men and at the same time �men of the Sunna� (Alfari in 2014). �Wealth, money and 
economic prosperity are no harm to my religiosity� (adina, in Zarma) and �can only fa-
cilitate my good deeds� (aikin adini, in Hausa), as Musa, an Izala shop owner, argued.

He made this point on a day when he felt compelled to preach �common sense� 
(lakkal, in Zarma) in the mosque where he serves as Imam, next to his shop in the 
Terminus quarter in Niamey. In this somewhat middle-class neighbourhood where 
he is now well established, Musa started trading in 2014 because he �was looking for 
something to do.� From a tablier (stall owner, in local French), he grew into a bouti-
quier (shop owner, in local French) selling various items from soap to mobile phone 
top-up cards. From a makeshift stall, his business grew into a metallic kiosk o�ered to 
him by Airtel, one of the major mobile phone networks in the country. I witnessed 
the development of this Sunnance business as its owner became a major player in the 
daily life of his street. Many Sunnance turn, like him, to the example of the Caliph to 
justify their search for wealth and prosperity: �We have good examples to learn from 
in the history of Islam [tarihin Islam]. The Caliph Umar was a wealthy man, and he 
was able to contribute all those deeds because he wasn�t poor. Wealth makes one [a] 
good Muslim, but being a good Muslim also brings wealth and albarka (blessings).�9 
He went on to claim that �piety doesn�t despise wealth; on the contrary, it needs it to 
expand and prosper. I just need to do it right.� Similar narratives abound within Sala� 
circles as the Caliph Umar inspires religious entrepreneurship and an ethic that opens 
the way to prosperity.

The chain of prosperity that shaped Izala socio-economic practices has instituted 
something of a regime of accountability, or � to put another way � an expectation of 
counting on each other, and certainly on fellow adherents of Izala. In this context, a 
major concern is trust. How does one trust traders not only with the quality of their 
products, but with their pricing? For example, while halal food is not a preoccupation 
in Niamey, as it is assumed that food is necessarily halal in a Muslim majority context, 
other commercial practices such as overpricing and selling expired food products are 
common. These practices create anxiety about the quality of market products and the 
unfairness of transactions as traders rush to achieve prosperity and wealth.

9�Musa has the reputation of not being cheap.



�My Religiosity is Not in My Hijab�	 139

Izala�s rapid emergence and social success should be read against the backdrop of its 
claims of ethical practices. Indeed, Izala�s criticism of socioeconomic practices that it 
views as un-Islamic (such as riba) and its promise of fair trade, for example, have drawn 
many to its business model, so to speak. In fact, its rejection of riba served Izala�s image 
and gave its traders and businessmen the reputation of trustworthy partners and fair 
traders. In a highly competitive trade centre such as Niamey, most customers would 
expect traders to carry those values. At the same time, traders need a good reputation 
in order to be successful. The fear of being duped (zamba, in Hausa and Zarma) drew 
many Izala I interacted with toward their fellow Izala traders. �They charge [a] fair 
price� but �we also trade good and authentic products�, as Musa argued. For both the 
traders and their customers, fair trade were important because �nobody wants to be 
cheated on�. But, as he added later, �we all know that [cheating] is part of the [eco-
nomic] practice in Niamey. Would you tell me how all those traders amassed their 
fortunes? Would you swear that they lawfully acquired their wealth? I don�t think so. 
I will not wear a beard and do what they are doing� (Musa).

Young Sunnance at the Grand MarchØ, the main market of Niamey, have built on 
those ethical expectations and moral aspirations by showing o� their identity. Because, 
as Musa claimed, it would be a sacrilege to wear the Izala beard and engage in zamba, 
they keep their beards, wear Izala trousers and do not speak much, in line with the 
Izala code and manners. They build their businesses on the trust and reputation they 
cultivate: �Trust me, I buy my goods from the Sunnance of Grand MarchØ� is a phrase 
I have heard many times in the Medina neighbourhood of Niamey, where I witnessed 
another boutiquier become, in a span of three years, a key player in the daily lives of 
most households on his street. Initially a seasonal migrant, the young man came from 
Loga, about 170 km north east of Niamey. Particularly critical of the youth culture 
and practices of his hometown and its surrounding area, he embraced Izala, a rather 
courageous and exceptional move for an inhabitant of a region known for its drug use 
and abuse. The Logayze10 stereotype runs deep in Niamey, where identifying as Loga 
boro (coming from Loga, in Zarma) could be socially devaluating for young men. So, 
when Hima, the boutiquier, embraced the Sunna and became the most prominent 
Sunnance of his family, he challenged this stereotype and the traditional trajectory 
of youth in the region. �It is not that I don�t know tramol;11 I tried it, but found no 
bene�t in it. It is not good for my body and harms my religiosity. I want to live hon-
estly.� Both assertive and re�exive, Hima stresses his rupture with his previous social 
environment and the moral commitment that led to his new life. As I can tell from 
daily conversations I had with him and the interactions I observed, he is not shy of 
reminding his customers of his choice.

Like Musa, Hima inspires trust (nanay) and fairness in his neighbourhood, and in 
particular amongst his Sunnance fellows. His case exempli�es attitudes, expectations, 

10�Literally �from Loga�, in Zarma.
11�Tramol is the term people in Niamey use to refer to Tramadol, a popular narcotic pain reliever easily 
accessible across Niger and West Africa.
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trajectories and performances of religiosity that have in�uenced and shaped the moral 
universe of interactions in Niamey. Displaying their beards and Izala trousers, both 
Musa and Hima personify the Sunnance narrative of a moral transformation through 
migration to Niamey, where many young people have found wealth and piety.

What impact are these practices and relationships having on trade and commerce? 
In a context where bargaining is the norm and an important act/ritual of trading, Izala 
traders have gained the reputation of not looking for riba and therefore price tagging 
their goods: �the price we tell people is the price we sell it� (Hima). I have heard this 
claim, for example, from many Izala young men involved in the used tyre business in 
Niamey�s Katako market. An important social base of the Izala movement in the city, 
these young men illustrate both the aesthetics and the ethics of Izala.

Over the years, I have seen these traders build up wealth and expand their busi-
nesses, establishing their trades in a moral space where one expects to �nd trust and 
fair treatment all based on the fear of God (tsoron Allah, in Hausa). �They may not be 
cheap; at least they have good products,� said Seyni, a housekeeper whom I asked to 
get me a toothbrush from the tablier in the street where I was staying. When I asked 
Seyni why the brush was so expensive (800 Fcfa/$1.80), he responded: �Izalaize no 
[He follows Izala]! You know, he is Izala, and has already warned me that people might 
�nd him too expensive.�12 As a matter of fact, according to Seyni, while some people 
prefer to skip him and go a few minutes farther to another shop, many others have 
built up good relationships with him because he is reliable (Seyni in 2018).

While this moral model is important to mention, I must point out that the moral 
universe within which it emerges has usually been aligned with a particular sense of the 
body. That said, I will not use the concept of embodiment to characterize the transla-
tion of Izala values into bodily expressions and performances. Embodiment conveys 
a sense of externality and importation that may not help us grasp the process through 
which the values and moral norms emerge and shape life, creating a mirror e�ect and 
interdependency between aesthetics and ethics. The beard and trousers are important 
markers for the trader, but also for the customer. Both are concerned with the way 
they are treated and the way they are a�ected.

My Hijabi and My Religiosity

I have argued elsewhere that Sala�sm has achieved a revolution in West Africa (Sou-
naye 2017b). It has introduced new moral and knowledge economies, produced new 
political concepts and ideologies, and taken unprecedented cultural forms that have 
become normative. This development has relied on the privatization of religion as re-
ligious practice insists on the subject and its self-awareness in everyday practice (Sou-
naye 2016 and 2017a). This re�exive turn toward the subject as the one to assert and 
ascertain religiosity has proved particularly e�cient in Niamey, where � as the previ-

12�I personally checked the price of the toothbrush.
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ous sections have shown � Sala� moral discourse has been usually tied to one�s dress, 
and both men and women�s bodies, looks and tastes. One does not inherit religious 
status, as the Izala claim goes, but earns it. This emphasis on self-making, common 
among Sala� youth and women, is actually a critique that targeted traditional modes 
of devolution of power and acquisition of authority.

For many women in Niamey, donning the hijabi was one of their �rst acts of taking 
charge and asserting that they are Sunnance and therefore breaking with, or renegoti-
ating their relationships to, the structures that had been shaping their lives, religious 
or otherwise. Much like other attitudes that cultivate religiosity, Sunnance attire and 
aesthetics were intended to be unmistakable statements. The hijabi and the Izala trou-
sers thus appeared to be signs attesting a subjective quality of goodness; contrary to 
many readings, their attire is not accessory but deep-seated in the substantive side of 
the matter. Appearance thus becomes signi�cant, and aesthetics central.

Often, the popularization of the hijabi, a process that has, as I have already pointed 
out, gone beyond Sala� (Izala and Sunnance), has given way to a private space of religi-
osity (Sounaye forthcoming)13 marked by a stylization of the hijabi, its fabric, colours, 
shapes and models.14 In some instances, this attention to the sensory and forms has 
taken inspiration from the Prophet Muhammad. In public and private pronounce-
ments, Sunnance have insisted on the beauty of the Prophet.15 I have heard references 
to the physical beauty of the Prophet and how this makes him even more lovable and 
therefore a model to emulate (cf. shaving like the Prophet). The evocation of love here 
is important, as love a�ects and shapes both relationships and interactions. Love can 
trigger association (with the community of the Sunnance, for example) and desire to 
be with the Prophet, be like him or be on his side, and therefore celebrate his beauty.16 
The Prophet symbolizes and represents the perfection of beauty,17 which is emulated 
by the servants of the Sunna, as the Sunnance usually self-identify.

What does this concept of beauty encompass? In most cases, the evident answer is 
moral goodness. However, in many instances it has an aesthetic connotation, drawing 
attention to the physical features of the Prophet: �Alboro sogante no� (he is a hand-

13�In an upcoming publication, I use the concept of �fabrique d�une sphere privØe de religiositØ� to cap-
ture the signi�cance of the individual�s construction and experience of religiosity.
14�It is within this context that, in a discussion during a seminar I taught at Abdou Moumouni University 
in 2017, a student claimed while entangled in a heated argument with her classmate, �my religiosity is not 
in my hijabi�. The statement was informed by current uses of the hijabi, in particular by the sex workers 
I mentioned above.
15�The concept of the beauty of the Prophet is not speci�c to the Sunnance. Various groups have also 
built on this narrative to establish the legitimacy of their practices. The Tidjaniyya is one of those groups. 
See their Mawlid celebrations.
16�The evocation of love here points to another dimension this paper does not deal with, namely inti-
macy. Though an important dimension of the discussion here, I engage with it in another publication 
which provides a more systematic discussion of the topic beyond theological divides. For now, it su�ces 
to �ag it up and recognize its signi�cance.
17�This is not speci�c to Sunnance, but across the region and regardless of theological orientations, I have 
observed many inspiring evocations of the beauty of the Prophet.
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some man), as the phrase goes in Zarma. For a young woman I met at a preaching rally 
(wazu in Zarma) in Maradi, �that explains why nobody can draw his picture� (Ilia in 
2015). As an extraordinary being, he also had an exceptional physique. This image of 
the Prophet has resulted in a trend of imitation, as his sartorial and bodily practices 
and postures are emulated by many who strive to follow in his footsteps. This has 
resulted in lifestyles, bodily postures, and methods of care and hygiene that have sig-
ni�cantly contributed to the repertoire of distinctive gestures, acts and attitudes of the 
Sunnance. In other words, as one may see in circles in Niamey, the beauty (moral and 
aesthetic) of the Prophet is at the centre of the Sunnance�s quest (cf. Stokes 2016).

Though deeply private and personal, the domains of ethics and aesthetics have 
greatly contributed to building publics and communities. Among the Sunnance, it is 
evident that the aesthetic of their sartorial practices is at the heart of their forming and 
being a community. Both the internal and external perceptions of their dress code, 
especially when it comes to women, have contributed to their identity. They may not 
claim that identity, and even when they do, it is generally not in a straightforward way. 
Regardless, their Sunnance identity clearly transpires in the clothing they wear. Their 
individual styles and tastes may vary, but they still contribute to a broader scheme 
which they claim and which shapes their belonging.

Conclusion

A major point I wanted to make in this paper is that the ideas of public and audience 
do not exclude the possibility of an individually carved out and re�ected sense of reli-
gion. On the contrary, religiosity operates in many ways by combining the individual 
side � style and taste � with the framework provided by the group and the collective 
(Marie 1997). This is illustrated by the shared sense of being part of an ensemble or 
unit. This has been a missing perspective in the study of Izala, as scholars have usually 
preferred its conceptualization as a trend or a movement, an approach that has usually 
silenced the minute and messy details of the idiosyncratic side that disturbs or even 
unsettles generalizing accounts. And yet, what makes Sala�sm an agent of social trans-
formation are also the various ways in which individuals appropriate its ideals, sense 
of self and norms. The signi�cance of this way of being Sunnance or Izala, or more 
precisely privately religious, has revolutionized how people conceptualize, experience 
and practise Islam. One has to look at ethics and aesthetics, and the developments in 
these domains and at their intersection, to grasp the signi�cance of the dynamics I 
have discussed here.

Of course, ethics and aesthetics do not develop in a vacuum (Meyer 2015, 2010a, 
2010b; De Witte 2003, 2011; Lambek et al. 2015; Lambek 2010; Stokes 2016; Renne 
2018; Schulz 2011; Sounaye 2017a); they are produced through our engagement with 
the world. They are part of our lifeworld (cf. Meyer 2015; Meyer and Pels 2003; Mac-
Intyre 2007; Jackson and Piette 2015; Marsden 2007; James 2003) in that they mani-
fest both the sociality and relatedness of both the collective and the individual, a reality 
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that not all individuals will always be aware of. Note that I mean sociality in the sense 
that people translate individual or communal ways of interacting or desire to relate 
to each other, and relatedness in the sense that aesthetics and ethics are evidence that 
individuals and collectives have neighbours to whom they pay attention in one way or 
another (association, participation, opposition, con�ict, etc.).

The drama of the hijabi that consisted of equating it to extremism or �integrisme�, 
as the lexicon of the 1990s would have it, no longer holds, in part because the critics 
of the hijabi have, over time, started wearing it. Without even having converted, they 
have also embraced a social trend that has transformed the conditions and terms of 
the presence and appearance of the female body in public. The culture of hijabi and 
short trousers I have referred to here is certainly a way for many Muslims to embrace 
a code (aesthetic or ethical), but it is also the way in which many have handled their 
presence in a social space. Again, the hijabi and the Izala trousers exist in a context. In 
that presence and act of being, they have gone beyond o�cial representation and the 
normative framework to de�ne or rede�ne, sometimes in an egocentric manner, what 
being Muslim means and entails. In my own research, I have attempted to show how a 
particular community, namely the Sunnance, has taken religiosity beyond the o�cial 
terms, representations or norms that come with the de�nition of a structure, and pro-
duced ego-centred practices, disciplines, norms and values.

The notion of ego-centrism refers here not only to the way religiosity is experi-
enced and talked about by the individual, but also the way we as scholars attend to 
that individual expression through what we may term the private, the personal and 
the intimate. Obviously, what I have o�ered here has yet to take onboard the intimate 
in a satisfactory manner. Perhaps we can leave that for another opportunity to revisit 
la religion à la premiŁre personne.
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Photographic Essay:  8	
Everyday Religious and Non-Religious Gestures 
in Senegal

Élise Fitte-Duval

I have always intended to address intimacy, especially how we live our bodies, through 
my photography. When I moved to Senegal, my approach evolved into one of docu-
menting aspects of everyday life in an attempt to address the intimacy of people as they 
show themselves.

The position from which I intervened in their lives was to make people look at 
themselves in images that were not posed, but extracted from reality. I switched focus 
from the image of the individual face to the one that is positioned within the society. 
This invites the viewer to accept a part of today�s reality that I am depicting through 
photography as it occurs, by telling a story through images that override the fact that 
this reality is unspoken. It is a matter of understanding how society works, and how it 
is unable to question itself � of showing people as I see them, each of them accounting 
for the situation in which society �nds itself. This form of documentary photography, 
which may be akin to taking an inventory, allows one to think about and build the 
future.

For the Private Pieties project, I proposed to catch parts of the body engaged in 
daily activities that suggest intimacy � the things that people are doing every day but 
don�t want to talk about, because this society is quite modest and leaves little room for 
investigative photography, which is perceived as inquisitorial. The point was to deter-
mine what can be shown and what cannot amongst daily religious and non-religious 
gestures.



148	 Élise Fitte-Duval

For instance, we have chosen to illustrate that special moment of womanhood, ma-
ternity, because it crystallizes a dichotomy between the outside (what can be shown) 
and the inside (what is hidden). It is a moment where a woman�s intimacy is specially 
protected, so the very fact of being pregnant is not disclosed outside of her close fam-
ily. In this moment, too, the religious coexists with other customs. How women treat 
their hair is another of these moments. The crux of this is that in Senegal, women are 
keen to wear arti�cial hair designs in public and natural ones at home in private. The 
time when a woman uncovers her hair in preparation for prayer is an intimate mo-
ment. Natural hair means authenticity. I have previously explored this theme through 
a social documentary project by taking portraits of those who dare to wear their natu-
ral hair uncovered in Dakar. For this study, the approach was to shoot close up and 
to show as few of the subjects� faces as possible in order to focus on the appearance 
of their bodies. Photos of artists are prominent in the collection I am presenting here 
because they gave us the opportunity to access moments that others would either have 
hidden from us or not allowed us to publish.

Collaborating with Élise Fitte-Duval 

Nadine Sieveking

Born in Martinique in 1967, Élise Fitte-Duval was trained as a photographer and vis-
ual artist (in Martinique and France) before settling in Dakar, Senegal, where she has 
lived and worked since 2001. She describes the common theme of her photographic 
projects as an e�ort to portray people in their environment, encompassing both its 
physical and social dimensions. Through her work, she has actively engaged in peo-
ple�s everyday lives, following civic movements (such as the protest movement Y�en 
a marre: �Fed up�) with the goal of understanding the ways in which people join to-
gether in collective action while also allowing individuals to express their personalities 
through portraiture, which she conceives of as a social commentary rather than an 
aesthetic representation of someone. Her art is characterized by the desire to capture 
movement and to re�ect on the language of the body as a perspective on life in society, 
as her work on �Dancing Hope� and her �Wrestlers Series� illustrate. 

Élise Fitte-Duval has accompanied many artists and activists in Senegal over a long 
period of time, and her intimate personal knowledge of her subjects� lives is an extreme-
ly rich resource for a social researcher. Collaborating with Élise Fitte-Duval as part of 
my ethnographic �eldwork in Senegal for the ERC-project �Private Pieties� has been 
a highly rewarding professional and personal experience. On the one hand, the visual 
exploration of our research topic required us to be very sensitive and con�dential con-
cerning matters of privacy in relation to the people who agreed to be portrayed. On 
the other hand, the topic of �Private Pieties� implied a constant questioning of how 
to draw the boundaries between a private and a public situation, how to distinguish 
between religious and non-religious aspects, and how to assess the actual relevance 
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of each of these aspects for people�s everyday lives. Our questions about what was to 
be depicted in the images soon turned into a continually enriching mutual exchange 
regarding what can be shown in terms of visibility and invisibility � a question deeply 
imbued with religious meanings in the Senegalese Su� context. It also raised the ques-
tion of what should be shown, in terms of the ethics and aesthetics of those portrayed, 
but also our own respective standards as an artist and an ethnographer. 

In her photographic essay, Élise Fitte-Duval demonstrates her resolution to these 
fundamental questions as an artist, even if her �visual story� has to remain partial, leav-
ing out many elements that could not be reproduced in this publication. To ensure 
that consent could be given to the publication of personal images, and to respect peo-
ple�s right to privacy, some images were partly anonymized,1 while others reveal an 
identity that is part of the subjects� public self-representation (for example as an artist, 
an imam, or a restaurant owner) or show aspects of their privacy that they deliberately 
wanted to be seen and publicized. The photographer�s choices of how to deal with 
these self-representations are part of her own social commentary about private pieties 
in Senegal. Her special focus on women�s hair reminds us that behind a simple veil or 
an artfully arranged mussor (Wolof expression for the headscarf used by adult women, 
from French: mouchoir de tŒte) there is a lot to discover. In Senegalese society, the 
symbolic potential of hair includes complex gendered notions of wealth and beauty, 
of care, protection and (self-)cultivation that are needed to demarcate the individual 
from society�s �other� and make a person recognizable as a valuable part of society. An 
individual hairstyle can a�rm, or even challenge, current norms of embodied cultural 
identity, and as a symbolic marker its meanings go far beyond the distinction between 
religious and non-religious or public and private domains.

Élise Fitte-Duval does not prescribe how her images should be interpreted and in-
vites the audience to engage in the open hermeneutic process of understanding them 
� according to each spectator�s own knowledge and curiosity � and ultimately appre-
ciating them as an inspiration that allows for resonance between �us� and �them�. As an 
ethnographer, this process deeply resonates with my own research experiences. More 
concretely, some of the questions that might be raised by the images remind me of mo-
ments during my �eldwork in Senegal. Questions such as: Where is this person going? 
Is her attire a religious marker? How to interpret the body language of a person read-
ing the Qur��n? Which parts of a prayer are considered to be public and for whom? Is 
ritual ablution for women a more intimate moment than for men? Why is the non-
religiosity of �women�s business� (l�a�aire des femmes) during naming ceremonies so 
vehemently denounced in public discourse? How to assess the power of bureaucratic 
organization of religious practice as compared to aesthetic expressions of religious feel-
ings? Élise Fitte-Duval�s photographic essay includes an image of a silhouette re�ected 
in a display case that is at once both very vague and very concrete � just like many of 
the answers we can give to these questions.

1���This also applies to the names indicated (or omitted) in the texts or subtitles.
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These images of religiosity in every-
day life contain public and private 
aspects. Some of them appear with 
the subjects� identities revealed, 
while others must remain anony-
mous.

In everyday life in Senegal, religios-
ity is negotiated between public and 
private domains, continually switch-
ing between what can be shown and 
what has to be hidden.
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Normally women wear large dresses 
during pregnancy in order to hide 
their state in public.

Giving Birth

Pregnancy in Private
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ManØ, artist manager
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The namegiving � ngØnte in Wolof �  
is a public event divided into the 
religious ceremony and �women�s 
business� (l�a�aire des femmes).

Namegiving
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Women�s NgØnte
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Mother and child

After that, mother and child hide 
from public view for 40 days.

MarŁme and her �rstborn
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Praying

Mamadou, tailor















































Fitness and the �Bracketing� of Religiosity  9	
in Senegal

Nadine Sieveking

Introduction: Fitness � What is That?

�Fitness � moy lan?� (Wolof: Fitness � what is that?) the young Imam asked my com-
panion, who was acting as an interpreter for an interview regarding a contested bodily 
practice introduced to the village of Toubab Diallaw a few years ago. The issue con-
cerned the project Danse à l�Øcole, which had prompted negative reactions on the part 
of the Imam Ratib, the Grand Imam of the village, shortly after some dance classes 
had been held with children at the public school. Since the Grand Imam had spoken, 
the dance courses had stopped, even though the same pupils had already been tak-
ing classes at the nearby international dance school École des Sables for quite a while 
without any objections. Relocating these classes to the grounds of the public school 
and leaving the private domain of the dance centre had made them an issue of public 
concern. Hence, the Imam Ratib felt entitled to intervene and condemn them, on the 
basis of religious criteria, as �ar�m � an illicit practice.

A lot of people involved with the Danse à l�Øcole project were unhappy with this 
turn of events. This included Aliou*1, the man who had agreed to interpret and ar-
range interviews with local authorities for me. He had played a central role in �nding 
a consensus for establishing the dance project at the public school, and he was very 

1�All names of my interlocutors are anonymised (and marked with *), apart from public �gures or per-
sons who are referred to in terms of an o�cial public position that they occupy.

































































Rapports privØs � silence public :  10	
le cas du SØnØgal
Au nom de l�islam et des valeurs culturelles

Awa Diop

L�islam, en tant que pratique religieuse et socioculturelle au SØnØgal, occupe une place 
privilØgiØe dans la vie quotidienne des SØnØgalais. Sa prØsence peut en e�et s�observer 
dans son incursion systØmatique dans les pratiques sociales, sous la forme de mobili-
sation de rØfØrents religieux. Par ces derniers, nous dØsignons par exemple la maîtrise 
du Coran ou encore la revendication par des personnages publics ou des SØnØgalais-e-s 
ordinaires d�une proximitØ à un marabout, à une famille religieuse/confrØrique (voir 
Jean François Havard 2009).

La pratique religieuse est par ailleurs constamment mise sous projecteur dans les 
rØcits mØdiatiques, surtout à des moments prØcis tels que le mois de ramadan, pendant 
lequel toutes les tØlØvisions et radios islamisent leurs programmes, les espaces publi-
ques deviennent sobres et religieux (des confØrences religieuses sont tenues sur les pla-
ces publiques), une « dØsØrotisation » de l�habillement des jeunes femmes est presque 
imposØe, etc. En d�autres termes, on assiste à une forme de retour momentanØ vers les 
fondamentaux de l�islam : les tenues modernes et sexy sont remplacØes par un habille-
ment traditionnel perçu comme plus correct et rØpondant aux normes islamiques en 
termes de dØcence, les boîtes de nuit sont fermØes les dØ�lØs de mode suspendus et ainsi 
de suite. Au niveau des chaines de tØlØvisions privØes, les Ømissions sont retravaillØes 
pour arborer une coloration religieuse, et les animateurs et prØsentateurs de program-
mes de divertissement se transforment en prØdicateurs religieux.

Ces ØlØments sont par ailleurs des schØmas que les SØnØgalais-e-s utilisent pour se 
dØ�nir et se singulariser par rapport à autrui. Cependant, en dØpit d�une prØsence du 
discours religieux et la mobilisation de rØfØrents religieux voire confrØriques (montrer 





















L�a�aire Assane Diouf :  11	
l�odyssØe d�un disciple indisciplinØ

Mouhamed Abdallah Ly et Abdourahmane Seck

Introduction

Entre juillet et novembre 2017, un migrant sØnØgalais, entrØ illØgalement aux États-
Unis avant d�en Œtre expulsØ, s�est fait bruyamment connaître de la part de ses conci-
toyens et des autoritØs amØricaines et sØnØgalaises en devenant le « webactiviste » sØ-
nØgalais le plus populaire1. Un succŁs qu�il doit à des vidØos violemment injurieuses 
à l�encontre de �gures politiques et religieuses, ainsi que de personnalitØs issues du 

1�Le paysage des rØseaux sociaux au SØnØgal fourmille de �gures dont la popularitØ est certaine dans le 
milieu des initiØs ou des publics qui ont un intØrŒt plus ou moins rØel ou sporadique pour ce type de 
mØdias. Le passage, en tant que sujet de curiositØ ou d�intØrŒt public, aux mØdias classiques est souvent 
une consØcration recherchØe ou involontaire. C�est un critŁre parmi d�autres pour statuer sur cette notion 
de « popularitØ ». Assane Diouf est l�un des rares � sinon le seul � à avoir attirØ de maniŁre aussi forte 
l�attention aussi bien des mØdias nationaux qu�internationaux. Ses diatribes contre le pouvoir de Macky 
Sall, son succŁs populaire, les pØripØties de son expulsion des États-Unis ou encore son retour au SØnØgal 
et ses dØmŒlØs avec la justice ont Øpisodiquement ØtØ suivis et couverts par des mØdias comme BBC Afri-
que ou Jeune Afrique, pour ne citer que ces deux exemples. BBC lui consacre un post sous le titre « SØ-
nØgal : un YouTubeur controversØ expulsØ des USA », le 30 aoßt 2017 (https://www.bbc.com/afrique/
region-41095727). Le magazine Jeune Afrique, sous la plume d�Olivier Li�ran, lui consacre un article au 
titre Øvocateur, « SØnØgal : retour sur la rocambolesque a�aire Assane Diouf », publiØ le 05 septembre 
2017. Dans cet article, le journaliste revient avec une trŁs bonne analyse sur le contexte politique local qui 
a permis à Assane Diouf d�Ømerger comme �gure de curiositØ. Il revient Øgalement sur le traitement dont 
Diouf a fait l�objet de la part des autoritØs politiques et judiciaires sØnØgalaises (Olivier Li�ran : SØnØgal : 

















































Conclusion: Tomorrow Is Another Everyday � 12	
Religion and the Shifting Terrain of Quotidian 
Experience

Robert Launay

Islam, more than any other religion, is too often categorized in Manichean terms: 
�good Muslims� and �bad Muslims� (Mamdani 2004), Su�s and Sala�s, tolerant and 
intolerant, secular and religious. More recently, Samuli Schielke (2009, 2015; Schielke 
and Debevec 2012) has stressed the ways in which Islam (like any other religion or 
for that matter any ideology) intersects with and interacts with ordinary life, with 
concerns about family, honor, romantic love, or consumer goods among a multitude 
of others. Piety, he argues, is just one �grand scheme� among others, an uncertain 
compass in the rough waters of everyday experience. Like any other theoretical con-
cept, Schielke�s notion of the �everyday� risks rei�cation. Everyday, it is important to 
emphasize, is precisely not like any other day, but rather contingent on place and on 
time. The essays in this volume, by presenting cases from countries that are all over-
whelmingly (though not necessarily o�cially) Muslim � Egypt, Iran, Tunisia, Niger, 
Senegal � collectively demonstrate how varied the experience of the everyday can be 
within the contemporary Muslim world, through the interplay of striking di�erences 
but also striking similarities.

One dimension that is absolutely central to almost all of these chapters is gender. 
The expression of gender in everyday contexts is, it must be stressed, by no means 
exclusive to Islam. Even so, the extent to which these concerns emerge prominently 
in so many of these chapters is striking. It would be a grave mistake to attribute these 
empirical and theoretical preoccupations with the liberal biases of Western observers 
uncomfortable with alternative modes of being in the world, not least because many of 
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