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Beyond the Veil: Women’s Agency, Freedom, and Moral
Autonomy in Islamic and Contemporary Thought

Abstract

This article examines hijab through the interconnected questions of women’s agency,
freedom, moral autonomy, religious commitment, gender justice, and cultural power.
It rejects two reductive assumptions: that veiling necessarily signifies female
subordination, and that unveiling necessarily signifies liberation. The study argues that
Islamic moral discourse addresses women as responsible moral agents and situates
modest dress within a wider ethical framework that also regulates male and female
gaze, sexual conduct, speech, dignity, and social interaction. In dialogue with
contemporary feminist discussions of relational autonomy and scholarship on Muslim
women’s religious agency, it distinguishes voluntary religious commitment from
coercion and emphasizes that agency cannot be identified simply with resistance to
inherited norms. The article also considers the opposite form of coercion in which
women are pressured or legally compelled to remove religious dress. It concludes that
a defensible account of freedom must take women’s reasoning, conscience, education,
security, and capacity for meaningful choice seriously. Hijab, therefore, should neither
be romanticized as automatic liberation nor dismissed as automatic oppression; its
ethical significance depends on the agent, the normative framework she accepts, and
the social conditions in which her choice is formed and exercised.

Keywords: Women, freedom, hijab, chastity, authority, moral autonomy, human

dignity, women's education, religious virtue, gender justice
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Relational autonomy analyses agency within social relationships, institutions, and identity-
forming conditions. See Catriona Mackenzie and Natalie Stoljar, eds., Relational Autonomy
(Oxford University Press, 2000), especially the introductory chapters.
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The Qur’an, 49:13, grounds human honour in tagwa. The citation does not by itself erase
every juridical or social distinction.
9:71 AT 3
The Qur’an, 9:71
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The Qur’an, 24:30; see also al-Tusi, Al-Tibyan; al-Tabrisi, Majma‘ al-Bayan; and al-
Tabataba’i, Al-Mizan, commentary on this verse.
24:31 XTS5
The Qur’an, 24:31
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For the Indian educational-institution dispute, see Resham v. State of Karnataka, 2022 SCC
OnLine Kar 315, and the split appellate decision in Aishat Shifa v. State of Karnataka, 2022
SCC OnLine SC 1394. This article does not claim a final judicial settlement of any pending
question.

28-9 (2010)-ct/3¥ (2 S it ruibn L e AGEF felbiS st o, L1 8
Sirma Bilge, ‘Beyond Subordination vs. Resistance,” Journal of Intercultural Studies 31, no. 1
(2010): 9-28, https://doi.org/10.1080/07256860903477662.
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Saba Mahmood, Politics of Piety, rev. ed. (Princeton University Press, 2011), especially
‘Agency, Gender, and Embodiment.’
FONE 2G4 e 3 UF QU AL e i S 6 e G et A Ui 10
0
Lila Abu-Lughod, Do Muslim Women Need Saving? (Harvard University Press, 2013). Her
critique of rescue narratives does not entail denying actual coercion or abuse.
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3 S P e AT
Proportionality among state intervention, religious freedom, and institutional regulation
depends on the governing legal system and the facts of each case. The paragraph offers
ethical-constitutional analysis, not case-specific legal advice.
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distinct social directive concerning outer garments. Their respective scopes should not be
conflated.

40



AL-BAHIS JOURNAL OF .
ISLAMIC SCIENCE RESEARCH Jan-june 2026
Vol.7, Issue. 1

T Qo F U Vs lbe ool akd Qs SIS S 2o Ut e U1
e bl P I st e o & s IO ot SisF S5 F

ug)@ﬂéyﬂ.,,.?.ﬂ

Y A G Y E e VS U Fdb e 5 F o § Gl 2 I Y
2T I ol - Nl o

by b e bl e (E e (a6 P e P § o eeslanp & Lt &G AS)
e ey fild ZUitn b elid §1 et « O L st $ue 3 0y

ot oS T Us1ssd e st .28

Lot SRS n e A e s § st e Tl ei® L fie b e iy
U Ao S E S e re e AT L s 7 EU e S E S re et S

it g (s FUpSITE S st e p (S A ddh: < So 7 Lt U0
bl J‘G/uw’(fx)@m’vib}?wsﬂv

ST ? S L1229

2K s P31 S e s b 8F QU S U7 L al o f e BT SIS
e SNBSS T L ST G e K b K A e s G s

S1f @ U GISF KT Uiib e o s S e e 7 A T QU S e S1 2 159 1
a;r‘@&'?gﬁgﬁladfﬁUU!;/MLIuU!j!/f_‘LCﬁﬁa/fvgJJku’!,ﬂuﬁ}dwm‘.,,L';’!d'.;d/iﬁ
SO T (R

3 6 K 6L 5-30

e st d e Sl e e, " agd Uie e b L LK

£uﬁ;y,g3'.¢/ftao/5&wﬁ!f(f:ef%/b,ﬂ;’aé’f‘gl}cui()‘fuﬁ;ﬂjl’LJU}loW(}UU/‘a:JU,&lﬂf
et 2 Q11 U Y et S e 76 L6 BT 51 it e Qb1 U e it
=

306 6FE 631

A B BN e P L e G S S LS PP Ik TS G
S 5 g e BB e sz 2 e G e e A

0 Nt 4.(‘5 lﬂ:cb-.,,g?“f_wz_ﬁ%wwlﬁ’ v

o A LI 132

AP It e Ll ety i L L'&f:;u!i{‘,lguﬁ;tﬂJ/Low&lrj,g,«g:(ﬁdﬂ/lulm

41



AL-BAHIS JOURNAL OF .
ISLAMIC SCIENCE RESEARCH Jan-june 2026
Vol.7, Issue. 1

eSS i o0t F S G brl T e Pt e B P e
‘ujaﬂlffkd?&r@éguﬁﬁdﬁﬁd&/;fé

ﬁg?+qu5 Ld/géui'uqu?,zg?‘a@;';wufjud,ufg:‘affd'rr_ﬁ&uj,w‘ﬁ)’{dwgg
- PEY e e SO LS v WTF s f L s LS ?‘Ld;ufuyfm‘}j Vo3

Jr Sl .33

Kﬂ!i?%g@;l}l’?‘agﬁ?‘au[vw:u:t;/"*/d!r;‘/,ééu’l‘uf',ﬁ/d/'ﬁiglif‘atwﬂ’ﬁﬁf
(/G/,g‘//m&u;m?z.wg; d“:,,l‘?’lKw_wf?‘almf;ubﬂ.@!gup?‘afubfa:’?/d/%,&?‘agrwéﬂéi
fe

-Jniu,,,g)&’.%J,g;?iun‘j’dw,_,e

Cont TS G T e & NS e st 2

Gei S St V557 5 et y v L i o B o L5 G Toz #
U }Vg’-‘aﬁﬁ LeQrt FUS 7 A S eSSt ST i tee Qe S s fi
e e GOl 5L U o QS G aseblT 20 p 5P rareas K4S

uﬁﬂtu"{e‘?"gA'LLG‘C/U’{qua&C/J’bH‘f‘aﬁ‘:/dﬁ'gacfﬁnﬁuwr‘au%/ga6”(4);‘05
U PP g S P e L&uu;u’:%tgm@ e et U Sl e F QU
‘LL&:"; S Llostz_ LSl S

T ST e S8 N1 o S o 2 LTI QG Lt sl f 2L EE I
S e g ﬂ@uéuuwwwzuwfﬁ‘f lug“au A L?/?u‘l‘ L s SIS b s
“al?,)l‘/.(f/M/rx’afﬁd;ljlﬂc‘a”dkg“uftf’/du&'“iu’!

a1 dn P e 2 QU T e S o iFeie f L1 S AEESF L 1K 2 1
S b e e a S U= 0 S g 1

Tt} K7 e lae Gre IS P e el S LGS o1t TS el P ST
U ot Teaba B s/ Pt 2 L S I e a5 id 7 Lesin a5 4 GETS w2 ST,
_4‘-364;41,/(1)%& LU Naftitd 3 b S I u?;f(L?J Lo/t F L6 T 18T

c;‘jmh”fu;/)é’“ig/b,?%,Jl‘unJLKafd/Wuﬁ“cﬁ;szc;w:?nt‘?ag)ﬁ%ﬁ@)u[a/
o ST et S Ui Kun/ b d o« 7L Jreuntl # e FIGTEAS Ut 2
S S S pumui s £

et 4o Utort QU gt sk & E YT GadW ST L L B Ul el s
J}?d/u,s@M:é//génuu1:£/ch,/‘%1:£mﬁmuL{qf@l)@;:!;/g/,;:mu';:n(w K5 Ul

42



AL-BAHIS JOURNAL OF .
ISLAMIC SCIENCE RESEARCH Jan-june 2026
Vol.7, Issue. 1

WA IS I

s e et G5 LU N Bl Qs P S5 i S SAF AT S TS
-‘auw@;.,,uﬁ;’u/,uf.;oumm_;)uVg;iu—uf qurGJ — A

Sile?os ﬁﬁ;ééégﬂ;c‘aoﬂd&;u J/:jlpfﬁiu’l;[o/f: ‘aw,AWJWLfoK&dngyl‘?é@
13‘.5/;,)’9@/1’d/uuujiﬁlVgal/i/;l—ud-{m)ﬁé;uu.@!:»Hicl_'g/l,ﬁlgd;lﬂ

€ AITELA ST M €t )i ﬁ;p,@:‘a;uﬂfr = S K‘a/uf Jralbes

L‘B‘IMJ:TNS work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-

ShareAlike 4.0 International (CC BY-NC-SA 4.0)

E 85 oz o §J S E i P 6 e S Gl 7 G ok 613
Jfé.lyb@/@/&]l?}d’y:ali"/;laﬂlag)"(ééf
The article offers ethical, exegetical, and social analysis. It is not a fatwa on every detailed

rule of hijab, legal advice under a particular jurisdiction, or a judgment on an individual
case.
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