Religious dress: An Interfaith Grand River discussion
The topic of religious dress, which Interfaith Grand River addressed at its June 2010 meeting, is of particular interest these days as a result of some very inflammatory situations in France and Quebec. In both cases, the focus of interest has been on the religious dress of Muslim women. The manner in which the government responded to the challenge reveals much about the society in which it is taking place.
What is the role of religious dress? IGR participants determined that it identifies an individual’s association with a particular group, offers the protection of belonging to that group, confines members to the standards of behaviour/ethics of the group, presents the greater society with the fact that there is an alternative (Buddhist monks, nuns in full habit, Hasidic Jews, Old Order Mennonites, to name a few). Presented in this way, donning religious dress sounds rather innocuous. Why, then, is the subject stimulating such heated debate?

Context, both social and historical, is key to the discussion of religious dress. For instance, in Egypt during the 1940s and 1950s, wearing the niqab or hijab was an act of rebellion against colonial rule and therefore an expression of power. In Dubai, at the present time, the wearing of religious dress among Muslim women is an act of power — a way for women to deliberately distinguish themselves from the many immigrant workers from India and the Philippines.
Certainly, the imposition of restrictions upon religious dress is not solely a North American concern: in Abu Dhabi, for instance, one is required to show one’s face in a bank or to write an exam. However, it is a pressing issue in Canada today. Specifically, Bill 94 — a proposal currently before the Quebec National Assembly — animated the IGR discussion. Under Bill 94 no public services could be dispensed or received by someone whose face is concealed.
 Those who support the bill argue that a covered face (in particular, one covered with a niqab) is threatening. Some interpret the wearing of a niqab as a choice, not a religious obligation, and therefore unworthy of special legal concessions. Many Bill 94 supporters view women who wear the niqab as victims of a system that oppresses women, and the move to lift the veil is seen as a move to emancipate its wearers. The message underlying this view is that we North Americans have a healthy take on what it means for a woman to be free and equal and we are going to educate the less advanced to bring them up to the right standard.
Those who oppose Bill 94 argue that it is far too broadly worded and note that it fails to specify conditions under which uncovering one’s face would be required (i.e., that doing so be relevant to the service in question). For many who oppose the bill (including, but not exclusively, many from more “conservative” cultures), the gender analysis is very different:  they believe that North American women are even more oppressed by pressures to dress provocatively and to conform to unattainable ideals of beauty. 
The subject of religious dress will certainly continue to be a subject of interest and concern.
