
                                                                      

 

 

 

The Islamic Guidance on Dress 
By Sheikh Mohammad Trad, 27 May 2021, 15 Shawwal 1442 

 

I’ve been regularly receiving questions around the topic of the Islamic guidance on dress since the 

beginning of my dawah work more than 9 years ago. We see highly varied ideas on what constitutes 

“Hijab” and “modest dress”, and I think it’s important to explore this within a scholarly lens that 

understands the rulings of the faith as well as the culture of the time. 

 

This article suggests a framing for the discussion around appropriate dress and other discussions 

around human conduct. It also offers some guidance on Islamic dress. This is understandably a very 

large topic, and as such I have identified highly relevant questions at the end of the article that in sha 

Allah (Allah-willing) I will be able to address in future articles. 

 

This topic is a matter in which Islam has guided conduct for the human being. This can commonly be 

misconstrued as an attack on personal freedom. What it is, is an accepted foregoing of some 

freedom for a return. Absolute freedom (from human imposed constraints) is not even afforded to 

those who live self-sufficiently and alone, as even in their circumstance they are subjected to their 

own self-imposed constraints.  

 

We learn in sociology that a person necessarily (and willingly) foregoes some freedoms to live 

harmoniously with others, and in exchange is afforded the comforts that come with living in a 

society. Over time humans within a society or community navigate understandings of acceptable 

conduct based on their experiences, desires, concerns, and sense of responsibility to the community. 

This “acceptable conduct” can and does change over time and various elements of the society will 

hold a range of positions towards the acceptable conduct including the positions mentioned in the 

spectrum below1: 

 

 

Enforcement Advocacy Acceptance Indifference Reluctance Resistance Defiance 

 

The ongoing tension between the elements of the society can be directly related to the 

Thesis/antithesis equation mentioned in my previous article. 

 
1 This is a concept I am developing in an attempt to illustrate the range of human responses to expectations on 
conduct. 



                                                                      

 

 

 

Modern secular society applies what I will call considered community pressure in the way it views a 

range of matters. These currently include smoking, littering, obnoxious behaviour, loitering, 

lewdness, and acceptable and unacceptable relationships. This has contributed to government 

decisions at various levels, including local council decisions on city planning. An example is the 

design of newer public seating benches. Many public seating benches are designed in a way to 

prevent people from sleeping on them. Note the spectrum above and consider where you would be 

with respect to these examples. 

 

The spectrum also applies to Muslims, with the addition of the consideration of what Allah has 

ordained. When Allah’s instruction is understood clearly, it takes precedence over personal views 

and inclinations in the life of a Muslim. It will sway someone from indifference, reluctance, 

resistance or defiance, to at the minimum an acceptance of Allah’s instruction. Conversely it will 

sway someone’s desire for something forbidden by Allah in the other direction: 

 

The Definitions: 

In this article I will be discussing three main terms: Hijab, awrah and zeenah. The relationship 

between these 3 terms will be made clear below: 

 

What is Hijab? 

Hijab is the Arabic word for veil or covering. This is much broader than the common use of the word 

to describe the head covering2. Allah states in the Quran: 

 

سورة   – ))َعِلىٌّ َحِكيم   ۥَما َيَشآُء ۚ إِنَهُ  ۦِحَجاٍب أَْو ُيْرِسَل َرسُوًَّل فَُيوِحَى ِبِإْذنِهِ  إََِّل َوْحًيا أَْو ِمن َوَرآئِ  ٱّلَلُ َوَما َكاَن ِلَبَشٍر أَن ُيَكل َِمهُ ((

 51الشورى 

 

“It is not for a human being that Allah would communicate with them, except through inspiration, 

or from behind a hijab (veil or partition), or by sending a messenger-angel to reveal whatever He 

wills by His permission. He is surely Most High, All-Wise.” – Al Quran 42:51 

 

The word hijab is used in the context of Islamically appropriate dress as it has the function of 

covering or veiling what is known as the “awrah”.  

 

 
2 The Arabic word for a woman’s head covering is khimar. 



                                                                      

 

 

 

 

What is the Awrah? 

Awrah is an Arabic word which means something shameful or harmful3. It is used in the Islamic 

context to describe a part of the body we are instructed to cover from those who are strangers (by 

relation)4 to us. The relation to the linguistic meaning is that exposing the awrah carries the 

possibility of causing shame or harm.  

 

Muslims view the shame and the harm as being attributed both to the person who exposes their 

awrah and the person who sees it. This is one of the reasons Muslim men and women are not only 

instructed to cover their awrah, but also to avert their gaze from the awrahs of others. Allah states 

in the Quran: 

 

ْم َويَْحفَظُو۟ا فُ )) هِّ رِّ ـٰ ْن أَْبَص نِّيَن يَغُضُّو۟ا مِّ ْلُمْؤمِّ َ َخبِّير ٌۢ بَِّما يَْصنَعُونَ قُل ل ِّ لَِّك أَْزَكٰى لَُهْم ۗ إِّنَّ ٱَّللَّ
ْن  .  ُروَجُهْم ۚ ذَٰ تِّ يَْغُضْضَن مِّ ـٰ نَ ْلُمْؤمِّ َوقُل ل ِّ

هِّنَّ َويَْحفَْظَن فُُروَجُهنَّ  رِّ ـٰ  31-30سورة النور  –((  ...أَْبَص

 

Say to the believing men that they should lower their gaze and guard their modesty; that will make 

for greater purity for them. Indeed, Allah is well-acquainted with what they do. And say to the 

believing women that they should lower their gaze and guard their modesty…  – Al Quran 24:30-31. 

 

In addition to covering a person’s awrah, hijab serves the function of covering their hidden zeenah. 

 

What is Zeenah? 

The zeenah is a reference to anything that may beautify a person. Allah states in the Quran:  

 

َبِنٓى َءاَدَم ُخذُو۟ا ِزيَنتَكُْم ِعنَد كُل ِ َمْسِجٍد َوكُلُو۟ا وَ  ـٰ أَْخَرَج   ٱلَِتىٓ  ٱّللَِ . قُْل َمْن َحَرَم ِزينَةَ ٱْلُمْسِرفِينَ ََّل يُِحبُّ  ۥ َوََّل تُْسِرفُٓو۟ا ۚ إِنَهُ ٱْشَرُبوا۟ ))َي

تِ وَ   ۦِلِعَباِدهِ  ـٰ ْزقِ ِمَن  ٱلَطي َِب ْنَيا ٱْلَحَيٰوِة  قُْل ِهَى ِللَِذيَن َءاَمُنو۟ا فِى  ۚٱلر ِ َمةِ َخاِلَصةً َيْوَم  ٱلدُّ ـٰ ُل  ۗٱْلِقَي ِلَك ُنفَص ِ
تِ  َكذَٰ ـٰ   –  ِلقَْوٍم َيْعلَُموَن(( ٱْلـَٔاَي

 32-31سورة األعراف 

 

 

 
3 Mu’jam Ama’aany Aljaami’. Another word you will find in the Quran which is translated to mean shame is 
Saw-ah. This word is a reference to the private parts of the individual. It means that the person will be 
concerned if it is exposed to others. 
4 This is a matter that would require elaboration, as there are degrees of Awrah and the spouse is generally the 
only person who can see their spouse unrestricted. I may cover it in a future article. 



                                                                      

 

 

 

“O children of Adam, take on your zeenah (adornment) at every mosque. Eat and drink and do not 

be excessive. Surely, He does not love the excessive. Say, “Who has prohibited the zeenah 

(adornment) Allah has brought forth for His servants, and the wholesome things of sustenance?”  

Say, “They are for the believers during this worldly life (though shared by others), while they are 

purely for them on the day of Resurrection. This is how We elaborate the verses for people who 

understand.” – Al Quran 7:31-32. 

The zeenah (adornment or beauty) has been broken into 3 parts by Muslim scholars5: 

- Beauty of character, such as being patient, light-hearted, considerate, etc. 
- Beauty of External features, such as large eyes, good physique, nice hair, etc 
- Beauty of adornments, such as clothing, jewellery, etc. 
 

Considering the Quranic verses mentioned above, Muslims are encouraged to beautify and adorn 

themselves. There are limits to this in public, as exceeding the limits carries the potential to lead to 

acts of greater sin. This is why a distinction is made between hidden zeenah and apparent zeenah. 

I’ve witnessed many people employing and enforcing their limited understanding of this matter, 

both in strictness and in leniency. This is why I believe there is a need to assess this rationally and in 

a balanced way as mentioned in my opening paragraph. If Allah wills, I will discuss this in more detail 

in a future article. 

 

From the discussion above, we consider the following meanings: 

- Awrah: part of the body that should be covered in public. 
- Hijab: Covering for the Awrah. 
- Zeenah: adornment or beauty. 
 

Men and women cover their awrah and hidden zeenah with a hijab. The apparent zeenah includes 

the hijab, as well as other accepted forms of adornment or beautification worn in public. 

 

The culture of the time 

It is important to note that the Prophet peace and blessings upon him did not invent a new line of 

clothing in the faith. The Muslims wore what was available to everyone at the time. This is also 

evident in the Quranic verse above. What was important was that it covered the awrah of the 

person. To differentiate between culture and religion here it is reasonable to assume the following: 

- The type of clothing is part of the culture. 
- The conditions that need to be met are part of the religion. 
 

 
5 Taken from Mawsu’at Al Fiqh Al Islamy. 



                                                                      

 

 

The conditions for the clothing as mentioned by the scholars: 

- It covers everything that is considered awrah. 
- It is fadfaad. This has been explained in a few ways in the past, such as “not tight”, and 

“loose-fitting”. Unfortunately, these terms can be misinterpreted given the modern 
design of clothing, where they are designed to accentuate a person’s physique whilst 
being loose-fitting and not feeling tight. So, a more accurate description of fadfaad is 
that it does not show the form of the awrah. 

- It does not show the colour of the awrah underneath. 
 

Conclusion 

The goal from what I’ve mentioned in this article is to frame the discussion on the Islamic guidance 

on dress specifically, as well as the Islamic guidance on conduct more broadly in a balanced and 

productive manner which is easy to follow and understand. Due to time constraints, I was unable to 

discuss all the related points to Islamic dress in this article, although I do view them to be of great 

importance to this discussion. Allah-willing, I will have the opportunity to address them in future 

articles. A number of them are listed below. 

The below masaa-il (questions/ matters) have also arisen from my dawah work and I believe they 

are extremely relevant: 

- What other Religions and cultures view as awrah. 
- The two types of awrah: Mughallazah and mukhaffafah. 
- Is the person who uncovers their awrah in constant sin? 
- A discussion around the exceptions to what must be covered. 
- An assessment of modernist interpretations of the verses and hadiths on hijab for 

women. 
- The wisdom behind Allah’s instruction on hijab. 
- What is a dayouth? What is gheerah? Is there an amount of gheerah that is too much or 

too little? How can we avoid being a dayouth in this day and age? 
- What part of the body can be exposed to close relatives? 
- What part of the body can be exposed to those who are not close relatives?  
- Hidden and apparent zeenah: what can be shown in public? 
- Acceptable and unacceptable forms of zeenah: Makeup, wasl, nams, washm, plastic 

surgery, reconstructive surgery. 
 

And Allah knows best 

Sheikh Mohammad Trad 
Da’waa and Iftaa Manager, AFIC 
27 May 2021, 15 Shawwal 1442 
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