1. The Niqab, a discussion on Government Policy and implementation in colleges.

The discussion started with Kalsoom giving a spiritual and historic background to the wearing of the Niqab and modern usage. 

Probably less than 1% of Muslim women wear the niqab and Muslims form about 2% of the British population. The attire of a few muslim women is at the centre of a national debate. I think this says more about the hostility to and fear of Islam in this country than it does about any real threat to British culture and cohesion presented by these women.

Islam lays down a code of behaviour and dress which is primarily intended to safeguard the modesty, dignity and honour of women. The purpose of Hijab is not to cut women out from participating in activities in society but rather to maintain dignity and honour as a free person and help them fulfil their obligations smoothly and comfortably.

The basic requirements of Hijab are to cover the whole body except hands and face. Clothes should be loose fitting and not transparent. Covering hair is an Islamic prescription But it is a free choice. It is against Islam to impose it upon women and it is against human rights.

The majority of Imams, including those of the four main schools of thought hold the opinion that a woman is not obliged to cover her face- so niqab is not considered an essential part of Islamic attire. A tiny minority teach that women must cover the face. What is agreed upon in all schools is that to remove the niqab for some genuine reasons such as identification or medical purpose is permissible.

I am aware that the number of niqab wearing women has increased since the comments made by Govt. minister Jack Straw. Because of the latest media frenzy, perceived to be another media assault against Muslims, Muslim communities have closed ranks and emphasised the legal right to wear niqab even though they may have felt it unwise to do so. Many women who wear it come from muslim countries where it is a cultural practice that they do not interact with society around them. On the other hand, there are more British born Muslims who wear it out of choice including a number of converts who are all educated, independent women. Some would say that this expression of faith in wearing it comes from being British. They have been brought up in a society that encourages one to be independent and to express it freely. For others it is their desire to achieve the next level of piety and closeness to God.

The issue was then opened up for discussion. The main issue raised was what to do if the college brings in the policy of photo ID badges, does a Niqab’d person have to wear the ID with the photo showing and how do security cope?

Bharti gave example of her Chaplaincy at Yarls’ Wood where photo identity is needed. The two Niqabed’ visitors have raised no objection to having photo taken nor having their identity established on entering the building by raising the Niqab for the guards. Bharti also pointed out that a person could wear the photo ID badge facing inwards and need only turn it over for the guards to see when checked.

Kalsoom and Munira gave example of Yemen where Niqab cannot be worn in banks, and Egypt where women entering hostels have to have identity checked. The Mufti of Egypt, Shaykh Ali Gomma actually recommends against it in Cairo, a muslim city because of widespread cultural disapproval of the niqab.

It would be helpful to hear from colleges where there are more women wearing the niqab.  
