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ABSTRACT
This article offers an historical perspective on Islamic modesty and discusses its implications for female employment in Muslim majority countries. The article argues that the originally protective provisions for women in the principal sources of Islam were gradually transformed in the subsequent periods into strict patriarchal institutions of female seclusion and gender segregation. This shift was incorporated into Islam by way of the exegesis of the Quran and other religious narratives, resulting in an extremely restrictive concept of female modesty. The article argues that in its current form the concept poses significant social, physical and emotional challenges for working women; unless these challenges are understood and addressed in their historical and socio-cultural contexts, it will remain difficult to achieve gender equality at work in Muslim majority countries.
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I. Introduction
Women in many Muslim majority countries remain to varying degrees subject to gender segregation and restrictions on their mobility on the pretext of Islamic modesty (Ali 2000, Mernissi 1987, Syed, Ali and Winstanley 2005, Syed 2008a). In its present form, the concept of modesty seems to obstruct Muslim women’s participation in public life including their participation in formal employment (Syed 2008b). More intensely than many other societies, Muslim societies tend to divide the world into gender-segregated spheres, the public-private dichotomy (Abou-Bakr 1999). A woman in ‘male space’ (i.e., public space) is deemed ‘provocative and offensive’ (Storti 1990: 66). Instead there are two 'sacred' domains within which she is supposed to spend most of her life, i.e., the veil and the four walls of her house. This perspective on female modesty is by and large attributed to the principal sources of Islamic sharia, i.e., the Quran and the hadith (traditions of the Prophet Muhammad). Furthermore, in many parts of the Muslim world today, it is commonly believed that a modest woman is duty-bound to submit to her father or husband (Syed 2008a). The joint notions of male supremacy and female modesty infuse Islamic traditions and beliefs to such an extent that they seem to represent Islam as a religious patriarchy, which “professes models of hierarchical relationships and sexual inequality” and puts “a sacred stamp [onto] female subservience” (Mernissi 1996: 13-14). 
This article argues that in order to achieve gender equality at work in Muslim majority countries, it is important to understand female modesty through an historical and contextual study of Islamic written genres and traditions. An historical perspective is constructive, for normative and analytical purposes, in understanding contemporary Muslim societies (Afshari 1994a). Equally important and relevant are issues of authenticity, identity and social control to discern any historical alteration in the original principles of Islam. These issues are important in order to ascertain if in its current form the concept of modesty is consistent with the principal sources of Islam. And if the answer is in the negative, how could the concept be reformed to an egalitarian Islamic interpretation, and how could it affect female employment in Muslim majority countries? 

The article is structured as follows. First the article will explore the textual roots of modesty as enshrined in the Quran and the hadith and the socio-cultural contexts within which the concept was introduced and subsequently transformed. It will then discuss implications of Islamic modesty for female employment in Muslim majority countries.

II. Textual Roots
Islamic concept of modesty, which is today manifested in the institutions of female seclusion and gender segregation, seems to be amply supported by the principal sources of Islam. The concept entails restraint in dress, conversation, and interaction between women and men who are not mehram (i.e., not related) to each other (Quran 24:30-31). One major rationale put forward by religious scholars in support of modesty is to curb ‘sexual anarchy’ prevalent in the world (Doi 1989). 
The concept is supposed to outline a distinct mobility and interaction protocol for both genders, yet in practice it is generally more restrictive for women. The majority of Islamic scholars (e.g., Al-Turabi 1973, Doi 1989, Maududi 1991) suggests a greater amount of veiling for women because of what they term as differences between men and women in their nature, temperament and social life. 

It must be acknowledged that there is some evidence for a similar presupposed male superiority in other religious traditions such as the Bible, which states that  “man is the image and glory of God; but the woman is the glory of man” (1 Corinthians 11:7). While the distinction of man as image of God and woman as image of man is not found in Islamic traditions, instead the Quran states: 'From all (created) things are pairs' (51:49), however, at least in some contexts such as in family life, the Quran seems to grant man one degree above woman; declaring man as qawwam, i.e., protector and maintainer of woman (Quran 2:228, 4:34). 

Injunctions on modesty

The Quran and the hadith are frequently quoted by Islamic scholars to highlight the importance of modesty for Muslim women. For example, the following verse of the Quran: 

And say to the believing women that they should lower their gaze and guard their modesty; and that they should not display their beauty and ornaments except what appear thereof; that they should draw their veils over their bosoms and not display their beauty save to their husbands, or their fathers or their husbands' fathers, or their sons or their husbands' sons, or their brothers or their brothers' sons, or their sisters' sons, or their women, or the slaves whom their right hands possess, or male servants free of physical desire, or small children who have no sense of sex; and that they should not stamp their feet in order to draw attention to their hidden ornaments... (Quran 24:31).

The above verse defines a specific code of conduct for a Muslim woman to maintain and guard her modesty in terms of eye contact, dress, ornamentation and walking style. A Muslim woman is supposed to lower her gaze as the first measure to guard her modesty. She is supposed to desist from showing her adornment except to the extent of that which is apparent (illa ma zahara minha إِلَّا مَا ظَهَرَ مِنْهَ). She must cover her bosom with khomor (cloth to cover upper part of body), and avoid stamping her feet to reveal what she hides of her adornment. All the relations described in the list of mehram men are within the prohibited category of marriage (Hussain 1987: 143-157). 

However, the Islamic injunction of modesty is not specifically aimed at women. The Quran also commands men to “lower their gaze and be modest.” 

Say to the believing men that they should lower their gaze and guard their modesty; that will make for greater purity for them… (Quran 24:30). 
The above verse suggests that the institution of modesty is equally applicable to women and men. However, perhaps due to what Islamic scholars term as biological and other socio-physical differences, the code of dress is somewhat different for men. It is generally understood that men are not to expose the area of their body from the navel to the knee, and must avoid unnecessary interaction with non-mehram females. In contrast, women have been asked to use an outer garment while going out of their dwellings:

O Prophet! Tell thy wives and thy daughters and the women of the believers to draw their gown or outer garments close around them (when they go out). That will be better so that they may be recognised and not annoyed… (Quran 33:59).

The Arabic word used for gown or outer garment in the above quoted verse is jilbāb. Hussain (1987: 142) argues that orthodox scholars take the word to mean a veil that may also include covering the face. There is, however, varied opinion and practice in Muslim majority countries about whether a Muslim woman must cover her face and hands in addition to jilbāb and khomor while in the presence of unrelated men. Several religious scholars including Ahmad bin Hanbal, Shafei and Abu Bakr bin Abdul Rehman treat a woman’s whole body as aurah (privity not to be seen), which must be kept concealed (Alusi 1983, Ibn Rushd 1997). 
The Sunni Hanafite school of Islam initially considered the uncovering of face and hands permissible for women, however, the permission was later withheld under the apprehension of social corruption (Hussain 1987). In contrast, the Shiite Jafari school does not object on the uncovering of face and hands as is commonly witnessed in Iran today.

Verses addressed to the wives of the Prophet 

It may be noted that some Quranic verses pertaining to modesty have been expressly addressed to the wives of the Prophet Muhammad possibly because of their unique status in Islam as umm-ul-momineen, i.e., mother of the believers (Al-Turabi 1973, Young 2001). For example, the Quran outlines a detailed etiquette for conversation, seclusion and ornamentation for the wives of the Prophet: 

O ye wives of the Prophet! Ye are not like any other women. If ye keep your duty to Allah then be not soft of speech, lets he in whose heart is a disease aspire (to you) but utter customary speech. And stay in your homes. Do not display your finery like it was displayed in the Time of Ignorance. Be regular in prayer, and pay the poor due, and obey Allah and His Messenger. Allah’s wish is to remove uncleanliness from you! O folk of the (Prophet’s) household and cleanse you with a thorough cleansing (Quran 33:32-33).

The above verse instructed the wives of the Prophet to stay in their houses and dedicate themselves to prayer and charity in order to remain modest (‘clean’). They were also required to adopt customary instead of soft speech in their conversation with strangers. The customary speech in that era represented a formal and reserved conversation between non-mehram men and women. 
According to some religious scholars (e.g., Al-Jassas 1928, Doi 1989), these instructions are applicable to all Muslim women prohibiting them from unnecessary loitering outside the house. However, this view is not shared by all Islamic scholars, e.g., Barlas (2002) and Hussain (1987) argue that the verses are particularly addressed to the wives of the Prophet and must not be generalised.

The Quran also outlined a specific protocol for Muslim men about entrance and conversation in the Prophet's house. The following verse established the institution of purdah (veil or seclusion):

…. And when ye ask of them (the wives of the Prophet) anything, ask it of them from behind a curtain. That is purer for your hearts and for their hearts…. (Quran 33:53).

This injunction is the only unambiguous order from which the rule of a woman veiling her face while going out on business is inferred. The injunction addresses the wives of the Prophet permitting them to converse with stranger men subject to some restrictions, i.e., by remaining secluded and hidden from the gaze of the strangers. 

Case for female seclusion

However, the verses addressed to the Prophet’s wives were generalised for all women by the majority of Islamic scholars (e.g., Al Jassas 1928, Doi 1989, Maududi 1991). These scholars (and those having similar views in previous centuries) declared that a woman is aurah from head to foot, i.e., no part of her body is to be made visible except for necessity. The prohibition against stamping of feet was used by Muslim jurists to argue that if a woman’s sound of ornaments is not allowed to be audible by others, then there is a strong case that her voice as well should not be audible to men. It was further inferred that a woman couldn’t call azan (call to prayer). Many such arguments then became the basis of the case for strict gender segregation and female seclusion in Muslim societies.

For example, in support of his perspective on female seclusion, Maududi (1991) argues that man is aggressive by nature, and if something attracts him, he has a natural urge to acquire it. In contrast, woman has a nature of inhibition and escape. Unless her nature is totally corrupted, she can never become so aggressive, bold, and fearless, as to make the first advances towards the man who has attracted her. Maududi discourages mixed gatherings of women and men, arguing that in such gatherings non-mehram women and men might stare at each other which might lead to ‘evil results’. 

In addition to the generalisation of the Quranic concept of modesty for all women, the orthodox Islamic scholars offer a number of traditions of the Prophet to support their case on female seclusion and gender segregation. Various traditions, such as those recorded in the collection of hadith by Tirmidhi (209-279 AH), are cited to project a restrictive account of female modesty. The authenticity and contexts of these traditions are, however, a matter of debate in Islamic research. Some of these traditions include:

A woman who freely mixes with other people and shows off her decorations is without light and virtue (Tirmidhi).

Do not call on women in the absence of their husbands, because Satan might be circulating in any of you like blood (Tirmidhi). 

The above perspective on the Quran and the hadith suggests that the concept of modesty has its roots within the principal sources of Islam. However, it is worth noting that there are as many verses of the Quran and the traditions of the Prophet that seem to grant women rights equal to men.

Case for gender equality
The Quran declares the creation of opposite genders as a part of divine scheme, a matter of reflection (51:49, 36:36). Good deeds of all humans will be rewarded irrespective of their gender (16:97). The Quran promotes the idea of equal partnership between men and women. “If any do deeds of righteousness, be they male or female, and have faith, they will enter paradise and not the least injustice will be done to them” (4:124). Men and women possess equal rights for work and compensation. “Never will I suffer to be lost the work of any of you, be he/she male or female: you are members one of another...” (3:195). 

Similar emphasis on women’s rights can be found in the hadith. For example, in his famous sermon at the eve of ‘the Farewell Pilgrimage’ (632 A.D.), the Prophet particularly mentioned the special place for women in an Islamic society:

O People! It is true that you have certain rights with regard to your women but they also have rights over you…Do treat your women well and be kind to them for they are your partners and committed helpers (The Prophet's last sermon n.d.).
Islam strictly prohibited the brutal practice of female infanticide, which was common in the pre-Islamic Arabia. Instead, the Prophet urged the importance of bringing up and training a girl child. Hussain (1987: 127) reports the following tradition of the Prophet: 

If a girl child is born to someone and he brings up her well and educates and trains her well, and whatever mercy is shown to him by Allah is showered by him on his daughter, that girl will be a screen and a curtain for him from the fire of hell.

There are many similar injunctions that serve to protect women’s rights, e.g., a woman’s rights in marriage. In Islam, marriage is based on the free will of both parties. It is the husband’s primary responsibility to provide economic support for his wife (Quran 4:4); and to look after his ex-wife and children after divorce (65:6). 
However, there is little consensus on the authenticity and interpretation of various Islamic injunctions and traditions (Barlas 2002, Hassan 1994, Mernissi 1991). In practice, there are diverse approaches to modesty varying from fairly egalitarian to fairly patriarchal depending on historical and socio-cultural contexts and interpretations. In the next section, the role of context in the interpretation and enactment of modesty will be examined. 

III. Contextual Interpretations
From an Islamic feminist perspective, religious traditions may be seen as layers of societal experiences accumulated within specific contexts, obscuring the true meaning and spirit of Islam (Afshari 1994a). This argument is based on an ideological assumption that there are two different Islams: the liberal Islam, as reflected in a lay Muslim’s understanding of ethical and egalitarian messages of the Quran, and the conservative Islam of sharia as interpreted by orthodox Islamic scholars who are generally considered to have patriarchal inclinations (Afshari 1994b).

In other words, the institution of Islamic modesty remains subject to the forces of history and ideology in various Muslim societies. There is not one Islam but many Islams in different cultural contexts (Said 2001). Because of contextual and ideological differences, there is little agreement within Islamic scholars as to which interpretation (or Islamic school) may represent the true message of Islam. 
Some scholars argue that the Arabic text of the Quran is ‘full of subtleties’ open to both liberal and conservative interpretations (Minai 1981: 20). In fact most Muslims do not understand Arabic and are dependent on Islamic scholars to develop an understanding of Islamic traditions. Furthermore, different readings of the same texts yield ‘fundamentally different Islams’ (Ahmed 1992). Thus, what Muslims read the Quran to be saying is a function of who reads it, how, and in what contexts (Barlas 2002).

For example, the Sufi Muslims (Islamic mystics) consider ethical and spiritual aspects as the fundamental message of Islam. They argue that the regulations the Prophet put into effect, even his own practices, were merely the transient aspect of the religion, enacted for a particular society at a particular time. To the Sufis, the original system in minute details of regulations and laws may not be normative or permanently binding for Muslims of all times (Ahmed 1992: 66-67). From this perspective, the verses and the subsequent guidelines given in the Quran are mainly ethical precepts, which are general rather than specific legal formulations (p. 88). In contrast, the Salafi or Wahhabi school represents a puritanical version of Islam focused on the literal implementation of Islamic texts and the restoration of Islamic society to its original form (NCTAUS 2004). 
From an Islamic feminist perspective, those arguing for an orthodox or puritanical version of Islam seem to present a male biased reading of Islam. In support of their arguments and to unread patriarchy in the orthodox accounts of Islamic modesty, Islamic feminists identify a number of role models in the early Islamic era.

Role models in the early Islamic era

While most interpretations have been produced by male Islamic scholars, women’s Islamic discourses (e.g., Barlas 2002, Hassan 1994, Mernissi 1991) provide significant counterpoints including in the rereading of Islamic religious texts with attention given to the female figures of the early Islamic polity (Stowasser 1994). Islamic feminists have made special references to the lives of Khadija, Ayesha, and Umm-Salma, the wives of the Prophet Muhammad with known activities in the public space of life.
Minai (1981) refers to Khadija as a role model for today’s Muslim woman. Khadija was the first and the most revered wife of the Prophet. As an attractive forty-year old Arabian widow who owned a flourishing caravan business in the seventh-century Arabia, she married an intelligent, honest and hardworking 25-year old in her employ, the Prophet Muhammad. Until her death some twenty-five years later, Khadija, not only bore a number of children that kept her busy in her domestic life, but also co-managed her business with her husband. Furthermore, she wholeheartedly supported and stood by Muhammad during all hardships in his mission to propagate the message of Islam. She was a constant source of financial and moral support, advice and solace to Muhammad in his struggle to institute Islam. In her capacity as the umm-ul-momineen and also as a successful businessperson, Khadija offers a valuable case study for today’s Muslim women. 
It is important to understand Islam's contribution to women's rights in the context of Arabia fourteen hundred years ago. Seen from that angle, the Prophet Muhammad appears to be the first Islamic champion of women’s rights. Armstrong notes that:

We must remember what life had been like for women in the pre-Islamic period when female infanticide was the norm and when women had no rights at all. Like slaves, women were treated as an inferior species who had no legal existence. In such a primitive world, what Muhammad achieved for women was extraordinary. The very idea that a woman could be witness or could inherit anything at all in her own right was astonishing (Armstrong 1992: 191).

However, not many Islamic scholars, particularly those from the orthodox school, are known for highlighting the non-domestic roles of Khadija and other women in the early Islamic era. On the contrary, there is some evidence for the deliberate attempts to deprive women of their legitimate rights in an Islamic framework.

Patriarchal influences in the subsequent periods
Mernissi (1996) has shown how many Muslim men tend to misread the verses that extended certain inalienable rights to women, e.g. women's rights in marriage and also to own a property. By the third century after the Prophet, even the Quranic exegesis (tafsīr) showed that the egalitarianism once associated with Islam had lost its ‘subversive connotation’. 
Marlow (1997) argues that as early as the second century after the Prophet Muhammad, Islamic scholars had begun to weaken “the egalitarian impulse in various parts of tradition”, by justifying hierarchical models of family and tribal system in a society that was supposed to promote egalitarianism (p.66). Islamic scholars who had “gained incontestable possession of the moral high ground” failed to “translate the anti-hierarchical and anti-authoritarian moral at the heart of their scholarly tradition into an active social and political opposition” (p.93). Instead, they sought to justify those pre-dominant hierarchies and acted as subservient to patriarchal influences. This view is also shared by Al-Hibri (1982) who asserts that the institution of patriarchy co-opted Islam after the death of the Prophet. 
According to Afshari (1994a), some Quranic verses must be explained in the context of the socio-military conditions specific to that time, for example, 33:53, the first verse in the Quran to burden women with the veil. The verse enjoins Muhammad’s male companions to approach the Prophet’s wives “from behind a curtain”. The occasion that induced the revelation was the night Muhammad’s wedding to a new wife, which Mernissi explains took place during “an epoch of doubts and military defeats that undermined the morale of the inhabitants of Medina” (Mernissi 1991: 92). A careful rereading of this verse would reveal that the Quranic intention was to intimate to the companions of the Prophet certain niceties that they seemed to lack, such as not entering a dwelling without asking permission (p. 92).
Other scholars (e.g., Armstrong 1992, Lewis 1995) have noted that Islam brought a general improvement in the position of women in ancient Arabia, e.g., Islam endowed women with rights to property and inheritance, respect in social life, protection against ill treatment of their husbands. Islam prohibited the evil practice of female infanticide, which was previously sanctioned by customs in pagan Arabia. However, much of this impetus was lost and original message of Islam was modified “under the under the influence of pre-existing attitudes and customs” (Lewis 1995: 210). 
Hussain (1987) argues that Islamic scholars in the classical age terminated the agency of the woman and, in order to guard her chastity as well as the chastity of man, segregated her entirely from male society. In that process, the woman was reduced to a mere sentinel of male chastity, a tradition amply reflected in strict institutions of seclusion and veiling. 
Mernissi (1987) argues that the Prophet’s efforts were aimed at renouncing the “phobic attitude” then prevailing toward women and that the Islamic message introduced hopes of gender equality in the treatment of women (p.81). After the death of the Prophet “very quickly the misogynistic trend reasserted itself” (Mernissi 1987: 75). In order to rescue monotheism after the Prophet’s death, a compromise was deemed necessary with the Arab patriarchal tradition of that period. The male elite, including some within the Prophet’s companions, began to “fabricate” misogynistic hadith to their own benefit (Mernissi 1991: 45-46). 

It may be noted that despite the dilution of Islamic emphasis on women’s rights, women of Islamic societies still had a much higher social position than the women of Christian societies of that era. Armstrong notes that during the Middle Ages “Muslims were horrified to see the way Western Christians treated their women in the Crusader states, and Christian scholars denounced Islam for giving too much power to menials like slaves and women” (Armstrong 1992: 199).

Impact of other cultural traditions

The Byzantine and Persian traditions crept into Islam during what may be termed as the flourishing period for Arab-Islamic civilisation, i.e., the Umayyad and Abbasid dynasties (Al-Hibri 1982). Muslim societies in that era integrated Greek humanistic literature and Persian discourses and traditions into its multicultural civilisation. The practice of veil and female seclusion predated Islam in classical Greece, in the Byzantine Christian world, in Persia, and in India among upper caste Rajput women. Muslims in their first century were relaxed about female dress. However, as Islam reached other lands, regional practices, including the practices of female seclusion, were integrated into Islamic civilisation. 
By the second Islamic century, the veil became common, first used among the powerful and rich as a status symbol. The Quranic prescriptions of modest dress codes for men and women were reinterpreted with a specific focus on an extreme form of veil for women. 
That era was also characterised by an intense rivalry between the rationalist (mu’tazila) school and the jurist (sharia) school of Islam, which had to have significant implications for social relations including gender relations in Muslim societies. In the end, the Islam of the jurists prevailed, “the mu‘tazila became pariahs and…the Muslim world rolled toward the precipice of mediocrity” (Mernissi 1991: 33-34). According to Mernissi, the Islam of sharia represented a religion of pretentious palaces, “bereft of its rationalist dimension that has been forced on our consciousness as the Muslim heritage today” (p.37). The official sharia-based Islam was articulated by strong notions such as religion, belief and obedience. The egalitarian (rationalist) Islam was discounted to the level of personal opinion, innovation, and creation – alien to the Islamic sharia, condemned as negative and subversive to Islam (p.40).

The interaction of Islam with the foreign traditions resulted in adverse implications for women. The foundations of the harem (a section of a house reserved for women members of a Muslim household) had been laid. By the middle of the eighth century, the Arab men had shut their women - wives, sisters and daughter alike - into complete paraphernalia of the Byzantine traditions. No outsider man was allowed in except the male head of the harem and those approved by him. Houses were built with central courtyards, allowing women to take fresh air without being exposed to strangers. Women were prohibited from going out in public life, and if at all they had to, they were required to remain completely covered. The rules became rather rigid with the growing influence of patriarchal traditions. The Quranic verses enjoining the Prophet’s wives to stay in their homes and to speak to men across curtains were ultimately applied to all women. Through a highly patriarchal interpretation of the Quranic verse calling on women to ‘draw their veils over their bosoms’ and ‘throw around them a part of their mantle’ was seen as an order to conceal the face. A cultural tradition was thus absorbed in Islam in the name of Islam (Minai 1981: 27-28).

Ahmed (1992) uses the Quran as a heuristic device to construct abstract egalitarian principles of the faith. Her interpretation gives prominence to the ‘egalitarian voice’ of Islam and dismisses its legal ‘voice’ as derived from the foreign patriarchal influences. Ahmed argues that the legal ‘voice’ sanctified the subordinate position of women in the social-legal edifice of Islam. In support of her argument, Ahmed highlights the fact that in the years immediately after the death of Muhammad, women such as Ayesha and Umm-Salma played a key role in transmitting the hadith and were among the authors of the verbal texts of Islam (Ahmed 1992: 64,73). She argues the egalitarian voices of Islam were largely silenced under the influences of various patriarchal cultures of the conquered lands where the Muslim Arabs were assimilated and adopted the traditions of the dominant classes.
In the next section, the article discusses the implications of patriarchal interpretations of Islamic modesty for female employment in Muslim majority countries.

IV. Implications for Female Employment
Removal of women from the public space
The situation of Muslim women has been described as a ‘freedom deficit’ particularly in the context of the Middle East (Haass 2003). The orthodox, patriarchal interpretation of the Quran has resulted in a widespread exclusion of Muslim women from the public domain of life (Ali 2000: 76). The customary practices of modesty seem to literally remove women from the public space including employment in the formal sector of economy.
A woman in the public domain such as employment and politics is “considered provocative and offensive…upsetting the male order and his peace of mind…If the woman is unveiled, the situation is aggravated” (Storti 1990: 66-67). This extremely narrow construct of female modesty poses a major challenge for female employment in Muslim majority countries. 
The UNDP's (2008) Human Development Report suggests that despite official ratification of several international instruments on gender equality and human rights, major barriers continue to restrict female employment in Muslim countries. Patterns of women's employment vary throughout the Muslim world: according to the UNDP (2008), female employment in the formal sector in Pakistan is 19% compared with 37% in Bangladesh. Women's percentage of professional and technical workers in Muslim majority countries is also varied, e.g., 32% in Turkey, 26% in Pakistan and only 6% in Saudi Arabia. There is also varied ratio of women legislators, senior officials and managers, e.g., 16% in Iran, 7% in Turkey and only 2% in Pakistan. Overall, Muslim majority countries have lower levels of female economic activity rates relative to non-Muslim majority countries at the same level of economic development (UNDP 2008, Weeks 1988). In 1995, the proportion of female employment in Muslim countries was 21.7% compared to an overall 38.1% average for all developing countries (World Bank 1999). 
There are also socio-psychological implications of a narrow perspective on Islamic modesty. Syed and Ali (2005) argue that Islamic modesty imposes specific emotional and psychological challenges for Muslim women. A Muslim female employee experiences or is expected to experience the feelings of shame and humility. Her mobility outside her house is restricted on the pretext of modesty and the related notions of family honour (izzat) and tribal traditions (rivaj).
Even within religious organisations, Muslim women do not find refuge from male supremacy. For example, in Muslim societies of South Asia, it is not customary for women to go to mosques to offer prayers. In contrast, in many parts of the Middle East, women are still free to go to mosques. Their experiences at the mosque, however, remain characterised by male domination. Minai (1981) mentions her experience as a girl child in an Arab country. As a girl child, she noticed that women at the mosque would never lead the prayers, deliver the sermon, and were the only ones to cover every part of their body except the face, hands and feet. She also noticed that women were generally banished to the least attractive corner of the mosque during prayers. “As a result, they are denied the privilege of contemplating the full splendour of the greatest architectural masterpiece of the Islamic world – just because men are so weak as to forget God if women joined them in the main hall” (p.88).

Women's agency

There is evidence of varied response to patriarchal notion of modesty from Muslim women. For example, M’Rabet, an Algerian writer and radio program producer, tells her mother’s story. As a child, her mother was pulled out of school because teacher asked her to stop wearing her head scarf in the class-room. “Today they tell you to bare your head; tomorrow they will make you eat pork.” M’Rabet’s grandmother decided that her daughter would remain uneducated rather than violate the Muslim code of modesty. The daughter led such a secluded life thereafter that she left home alone for the first time at the age of forty-five (M’Rabet 1978).
However, it will be inaccurate to consider Muslim women lacking agency and creative resources within societal and employment contexts. There are many instances in which Muslim women were been able to resist patriarchal interpretations of Islamic modesty. For example, Minai (1981) provides an account of one such Muslim woman, Amina. Amina, a university student, uses the analogy of a hermit crab to describe her experience of being a woman, the “hermit crab crawls into an empty snail shell on the beach because it has not shell of its own to protect its soft underbelly. Like the hermit crab, which outwardly assumed the identity of the invincible snail, the young woman seems to be master of her destiny, judging by the impressive educational and professional rights that she has gained. But she is vulnerable, because she does not yet have full control over her own body” (Minai 1981: 141).

Amina's account suggests that while educational and professional rights are important elements of female empowerment, issues such as 'control over own body' are equally relevant, which are in turn influenced by the notion of Islamic modesty.

Syed and Ali (2005) report the agency and intervening strategy adopted by Zainab, a middle level manager in a textile factory in Pakistan. Zainab does not agree that the dual roles of modesty and work have really blocked her way. In her own words:

It is a difficult situation, indeed, but it’s not an impasse. I have read the Quran with translation; I know it is more liberal than any other texts in religion. A typical mullah does not find a place for women outside their house… mullah is a typical male who has his vested interests with feudal lords, a typical wadera [feudal lord] mentality.  I don’t believe in the model of society presented by these men…I know there were many women in the early Islamic period that participated in business, nursing, and even in wars... (Syed and Ali 2005: 35-36).

Zainab’s account suggests that working women in Muslim majority countries face a difficult situation; however, at least some of them do not consider it as an impasse. This example reveals that the idea of a ‘modest’ ‘working woman’ is not an oxymoron, to say the least. The very fact that Zainab refers to female role models from the early Islamic era for her inspiration points to the various resources available to Muslim women to negotiate their rights and identity.
V. Discussion and Conclusion
Through an in depth engagement with the sources and history of Islam, this article has attempted understand Islamic modesty and female employment from within, not through a Western gaze. The article has argued that the Quranic concept of modesty is not specifically aimed at women and is applicable to all Muslims irrespective of their gender. Within the principal sources of Islam, there are certain special provisions, which were meant to provide extra protection to women in a seventh century Arab society. However, the originally egalitarian text was reinterpreted and transformed under patriarchal influences after the Prophet Muhammad’s death. Protective provisions for women were transformed into the misogyny of the following periods, resulting in the institutions of female seclusion and gender segregation. The shift was incorporated into Islam by way of the exegesis of the Quran and the traditions of the Prophet. These secondary sources enabled the textualisation of an extremely restrictive concept of modesty for Muslim women. 
The article has argued that an orthodox or patriarchal perspective on Islamic modesty is currently practiced in various forms and extents in several Muslim majority countries. The perspective is based on a literal and selective reading of the Quran and the hadith, offering limited social equality and legal protection to women. It promotes gender stereotypes which are reinforced through religion; the ideal role models are modest women, such as mothers, wives and sisters. This perspective treats the entire body of a woman as aurah (privity) from head to toe. It serves to disadvantage women by denying their agency to participate in social life including their access to education and employment.

The orthodox perspective treats cultural influences (other than religion) as impure, yet it conveniently co-opts patriarchal structures in other cultural traditions (e.g., of Byzantines and Persians). Ironically, the orthodox perspective itself seems to be based on an integration of the pre-Islamic Arabian cultural traditions into Islamic thought (Roald 2001). 

In its current form, Islamic modesty poses significant social, physical and emotional barriers for working women in Muslim majority countries. The orthodox perspective on modesty does not grant women a role in a nation’s economy; there is an inefficient utilisation of human resources. There are a number of ways in which the orthodox perspective is reflected in the formal employment sector in many parts of the Muslim world. In some countries, e.g., Saudi Arabia, and Afghanistan under the Taliban administration, there are strict restrictions on women's mobility outside their house in the absence of a mehram male. In certain other countries, e.g., Pakistan, Saudi Arabia and Egypt, there is a lack of adequate structures and regulations to implement gender equality in organisations. Because of gender role stereotypes, there is prevalence of gender segregation in professional, vocational and executive jobs. Working women remain disadvantaged in terms of salaries and wages as well as career growth in organisations (UNDP 2008). In essence, women’s roles within the house are undervalued; their roles in the public domain are strictly discouraged.

However, prospects for women’s employment in Muslim majority countries are not altogether bleak. Islamic feminists have argued for the need to unread patriarchy from the Quranic interpretations. Barlas (2002) has endeavoured to recover the scriptural basis of gender equality in Islam through un-reading patriarchy from the Quranic interpretations. She offers a compelling argument about why Islam is not a patriarchy and why Muslim women and men can struggle for equality from within an Islamic framework. Barlas argues that the reason Muslims have failed to read the Quran as an anti-patriarchal text has to do with “who has read it (basically men), the contexts in which they have read it (basically patriarchal), and the method by which they have read it (basically one that ignores the hermeneutic and theological principles that the Quran suggests for its own reading)” (p.1).

Mernissi (1987) has exposed the ideological links between the Islamic normative system and the practices of patriarchy. She argues that historical Islam has deeply ingrained the fear of female sexuality in the male consciousness. Mernissi describes patriarchy in Islam as an organised system which treat gender equality as violation of Islam’s (pre-supposed) premise that women must remain under the authority of a male relative (father or husband) and that they must be spatially or socially confined and excluded from matters other than those pertaining to family (Mernissi 1987: 19).

Hussain (1987: 4-9) argues that the Quranic verses “men are a degree above women" (2: 228) and that “men are in charge of women” (4: 34) only refer to man’s position as head of the family consisting of his wife and children, whom he is duty bound to maintain. The additional charge, however, increases man’s liabilities towards woman, makes woman immune from financial liabilities thus magnifying her importance as a human being. Hussain argues that a woman has like a man “an independent individuality and is economically, socially and politically identifiable as an entity different from her husband, father or son with right to own property, earn money, vote at elections, hold electoral or other public offices, and protect her legal and constitutional rights or interests” (p.1). Hussain concludes that instead of being subject to the rule of segregation imposed on her by social customs, a woman may appear in public in modest dress, with her face unveiled and hands open.
In the light of the foregoing discussion, it may be argued that a critical perspective on history and context is important to differentiate between Islam and social practice. Social norms and practice will indeed vary, for example, for women in Pakistan, Turkey and Saudi Arabia. This view is consistent with Abou-Bakr (1999) who argues that certain gender practices in Muslim majority countries represent a cultural imposition that was never part of the Quranic worldview. The question of what is intrinsically Islamic or un-Islamic remains complicated by several factors confused with Islam, such as the role of local tribal or cultural influences in various discourses and practices of Islam. To find answers to these and other related questions, it will remain important to revisit history, involving a critical examination of Islamic texts and traditions and their context (Yamani 1996).
From a religio-legal perspective, there is a need to draw a distinction between what is customary and thus subject to change, and what is normative or desirable according to the Islamic sharia. The concept of ijtihad (creative interpretation of Islam), and its explanation by Muhammad Iqbal, the renowned Muslim philosopher and poet, may be useful to develop new discourses on women’s position and roles in society. Iqbal (1962) criticises gender discrimination deep-rooted in Islamic texts, terming it as a concept that could not be more distant from the aims of a missionary religion. This view is also supported by Hussain (1987) who argues that the rights of women must be re-evaluated in the light of the Quran and the hadith and the statistical evidence of intellectual achievements of women in Muslim majority countries (p.2). Hussain notes that many women in Muslim majority countries have demonstrated the fallacy and irrationality of the orthodox Islamic perspective by competing successfully with men in education, employment and other fields of life (pp. 3-4).
 This article has adopted a reformist paradigm to construct a feminist discourse on modesty and employment within the ideological bounds of Islam. Future scholars may like to focus on country specific differences to highlight the internal heterogeneity of Islam as well as the interplay of Islamic interpretations and local social practices. To the extent that Muslim women are disadvantaged relative to men, the source of women’s subjugation may be variously identified as, for example, patriarchal social relations that pre-existed Islam and shaped its development and legal regulations, or structural factors and general trends in the world’s political economy (Offenhauer 2005). Moghadam (2003) argues that women’s low labour force participation in the Middle East and North Africa reflects the functioning of oil economies, more than of Islam. Accordingly, scholars may explore the trajectory of actual changes in labour participation rates, forces of the political economy and the local practices of female modesty. Another related direction is to examine social change and development in Muslim majority countries addressing gender strategies that may substantively vary from one context to the other. 

Recent research suggests that women in many parts of the Muslim world, e.g., in the Middle East and South Asia, are to varying extents participating in formal employment (Moghadam 2003; Syed et al. 2009). If emancipated from patriarchal religious and cultural influences, there is no reason that gender equality at work cannot be achieved in Muslim majority countries. Examples such as Zainab and Amina discussed in this article suggest that it is possible to be a modest working woman. Such women might provoke ambivalence and backlash at first for upsetting the patriarchal order, but as more and more women join the workforce and share similar responsibilities with men, they will have better potential to win men’s cooperation in establishing gender equality (Mernissi 1987). With an egalitarian re-interpretation of religious principles and increasing female literacy rates, upgrading women’s traditional occupations may also blur gender stereotypes at home (Minai 1981). Reforms on the domestic front may most probably follow any substantial progress in the fields of education and employment. 
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