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Exvery time I casually reveal that T once wore
burga and hijab, the reactions | get are a
mixture of surprise and bewilderment. [t's
a chapter of my life that fills me not with
shame, but with a deep seated resentment
resentment born from the realisation that
my clothing choices were dictated not by
personal or religious convictions, but by fear
and harassers.

I was in eighth grade when my mother
purchased  three  custom made  burgas
for me. Her motivation wasn't rooted in
religious observance or cultural tradition.
Instead, it was a desperate attempt o shield
me from the relentless street harassment
that ok a wll on my mental health and,
subsequently, my academic performance. My
parents had exhausted every other option:
confronting the harassers who could be
ientilied immediately, seelking help Trom Law
ciforcement, and even personally esc
me o '\let:l and L::.lLllmg.{ classes, The Imlq&

sartorial armour” protect
me? The harsh reality is that it could not.

A 2020 Pew Research Center study
reveals a troubling reality: women in 56
countries faced social hostilities due o th
attire being deemed either oo religious
or oo secular. This bidirectional pressure
demonstrates that the real issue is not about
specihic clothing choices, but about control
over women's bodies and autcnomy, Whether
a woman chooses to wear a burga or a biking,
she often finds hersell subject o judgement,
harassment, and even violence,

My persomal experience also illustrates
this penvasive problem. It has forced me 1o
conftont a critical question: does religious
attire truly sateguard women from sexual
harassment, ket alone the objectifying male
gaze? My observations and the experiences
ol other women in my community led me to
a resounding "ne.” Pve witnessed women in
burgas and nigabs hijabs face harassment

ranging from carcalls 1o unwanted physical
contact. The clothing that was meant o
protect us became, in some cases, a tangel
for those seeking 1o enforce their views on
Women's medesty.

zain, the reasons women choose Lo wear
ous garments are diverse and comples,
While the majority do so out of genuine
religious conviction, there also coexist other
reasons - for instance, a friend wheo confided
in me said she vsed it as a shield o “wear
whatever 1 want beneath it and not get
judged Tor my clothes.” But using such attire
as a defence against harassment (s a deeply
troubling societal failure,

Moreover, women who wear burgas and
hijabs increasingly face a different kind
ol harassment—mostly  from racists and
Islamophobes, In many Western countries,
Muslim women have reported verbal abus
phy s, andd discrimination in publ
spaces and workplaces simply Tor wearing
ligious attire, such as a nigab or burga. This
harassment not only violates these women's
right to religious expression, but also forces
them to choose between their faith and their
safety. Its a stark reminder that the policing

isn't just about modesty
rism, it's often a vehicle for broader
prejudices and attempts to control women's
presence in public spaces

Comnversely, women who choose to dress
in ways decmed “too secular” face their own
set of challenges. They're often blamed lor
amv harassment they experience, with their
clothing choices vsed as a justilication for
inexcusable behaviour, This dual pressure
1o he neither ton eovered, nor (oo exposed
creates an impossible standard that traps
women in a lose fose s ion.

A few years ago, at one of my previous
workplaces, a male colleague made an
inappropriate comment about my body
structure and vocally “advised” me not o
wear “tight-oing”  clothes, Yes, a male

colleague was directing me on what I should
wear when clearly, 1 was not vielating the
dress code of the company | was employed
at. My personal stories of being forced (o
wear a burga 1o avoid harassment or being
atlvised on what to wear at the office are stark
ilustrations of a widespread phenomenaon,
stead of addressing the oot cause— the
behaviour of harassers—society often places
the burden on women o modity  their

appearance. This approach perpetuates the
dangerous prejudice that a woman's clothing
is responsible Tor the actions of those who
harass or assault her,

Research consistently debunks this notion.
A study by Jane Workman and Elizabeth
Freeburg found that people were more likel
W blame rape vicdms whe wore shorter
skirts. However, this perception flies in the
face of reality, Research shows no correlation
between a woman's attire and her likelihood

ol being assaulied.
Fven in ostensibly prgressive
eiwvironments, the problem  persists, In

December 2007, US Congresswoman Marcy
Raptur shocked  fellow  lawmakers when
she said that the revealing clothing that
some members and  stalfers wear s an
“invitation” 1o sexual harassment. She made
the comments during a private Democratic
Caucus meeting todiscuss sexual harassment
issues, acconding w a report by Politico. The
incident shows how deeply ingrained these
harmful attitudes are, even among those who
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should be champicns of equality.

The neurological argument that men
are more visually stimulated than women,
as suggested by studies Trom the National

Library  of  Medicine, often  misused
w0 justify - harassment.  While  biological
differences exist, they do not negate personal

responsibility or the capacity | f-control,
A civilised society must expect and demand
that all individuals, regardless of gender,
exercise restraint and respect.

The comsequences of this clothing based
rhp[m-\urrn are far reaching. It limits women's
ipation in public life, affeces thei

ght for women’s

I've witnessed women in
burgas and nigabs/hijabs face
harassment ranging from
catcalls to unwanted physical
contact. The clothing that was
meant to protect us became,
in some cases, a target for
those seeking to enforce their
views on women’s modesty.

educational and career opportunities, and
perpetuates a ovele of inequality, Moreover,
it diverts attention from the real issues:
the behaviour of harassers and the societal
structures that enable them.

In a world where freedom of expression is
championed as a fundamental human right,
women continue o face an insidious form
of control; the policing of their clothing.
This issue transcends cultures, religions and
political systems, revealing a deeply rooted
societal problem that demands our attention
and action.

Toy address this comple ue, we need a
multifaceted approach. We mus urporate
comprehensive programmes  teaching
pespect, consent, and gender equality from
an early age. We must also focus on lesal
reforms, such as stricter enforcement of ant
harassment laws and removal of clothing
hased defences in assault cases.

As 2 responsible  citizen, we  must
promote narratives that emphasise personal
responsibility for one's actions, regardless of
others' attire, Media also playvs a significant
role here, We must challenge and change the
portraval of women in the media 1o focus on
their capahbilitics rather than appearance.
Moreover, the matter of implementing and
coforcing  clear guidelines at  workplaces
against  harassment  and  discrimination
based on clothing should not be talken lightly
ANVINEAE.

The right 1o choose one's clothing
without fear of harassment or assault is not a
Iuxury; it's a Tundamental aspect of personal
freedom. As asociety, we must recognise that
the fabric of oppression is woven not by the
clothes women wear, but by the attitudes we
perpetuate. It's time to cut through these
harmful narratives and create a world where
women are judged not by their hemlines
or headscarves, but by the content of their
character and the merit of their actions.




