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Context

MUSLIMS IN AMERICA

HIJAB

Islam is currently the world’s second-largest religion after Christianity, 
and is the fastest-growing major religion. If current demographic 
trends continue, the number of Muslims is expected to exceed the 
number of Christians by the end of this century. 

In the US, Muslims are a fast-growing segment of the population. 
This reflects the breadth of this country’s racial, ethnic, and 
multicultural heritage, and includes American-born Muslims of 
diverse ethnicities, immigrants from many countries and regions, and 
converts from various backgrounds. By the year 2050, Muslims will 
make up 2.1% of the US population, surpassing people who identify 
as Jewish on the basis of religion as the second-largest faith group 
in the country.

Many Muslim women, although by no means all, practice hijab.

Hijab is a head-covering that many Muslim women wear for a 
variety of reasons. Most women wear the hijab because they believe 
that God has instructed them to wear it, as a means of fulfilling 
His commandment for modesty, or to visibly express their Muslim 
identity.

Through our research we learned that today there is a growing 
number of women in the US wearing hijab. Unfortunately, western 
media presents a common theme of negative stereotypes about 
women who wear hijab, including the idea that they are oppressed.

The narrative of hijab is being misrepresented to the American 
mainstream, causing negative perceptions and social attitudes 
towards the women who choose to wear it.

A vital part of our national life Tony 
Gutierrez/AP Photo



RESEARCH
& ANALYSIS



69% of women wearing 
hijab reported discrimination 
compared to 29% of Muslim 
women who don’t

*ACLU Women’s Rights Project



MODESTY POP-UP SHOP

We started our research by interviewing 20 Muslim women from 
diverse backgrounds. Through our interviews, we wanted to gain 
an understanding of why they continue to wear hijab, even though it 
adds more struggle to their lives. What prevents them from taking it 
off? What does hijab really mean to them?

They all believed that the idea of hijab representing the oppression 
of women is from a western perspective not from a Muslim woman’s 
perspective. People who see them as victims are “forcing” them 
to take their hijab off. For many women in the US, wearing hijab is 
actually a statement about how they can make their own choice.

Many of the women we spoke with also felt that their personal 
qualities were being overlooked, because people only see the scarf 
and the stereotype that it symbolizes.

The Modesty pop-up shop was a one-day event held by one of 
our interviewees, Zahra, who owns an online store selling modest 
clothing for women. Based on the insights we gained through our 
interviews, we made a survey to give to customers at the shop.

We shared the survey with hijab-wearing women while having 
conversations with them in the shop. What we learned is:

•	 They all feel the need to specify that it is their own choice to 
wear the hijab to anyone ask them about their hijab

•	 Even though there is strong political symbolism, they women 
don’t let it deter them from wearing their hijab. If anything, it 
motivates them even more.

“By assuming that all veiled women are 
oppressed, we belittle the choice of those 

that want to wear it. Even when women are 
vocal about wanting to wear the hijab, they are 

conveniently unheard or silenced. The truth is that 
for many women, the hijab allows them to reclaim 

their bodies and have full control over them, and 
that makes a lot of people uncomfortable.”

- H.A.

Talking with our audience



Do you wear Hijab?

What are your reasons for choosing to wear the headscarf?

In your opinion, what does wearing a headscarf signify politically?

As someone who wears hijab, how is the political connection tangible to you? Where do you 
see it?

How does the political aspect weigh in on your decision to wear the headscarf?

 

What attracted you to this event?

Which fashion icons do you follow for modesty/hijab tips?

How do they make modesty/hijab more approachable?

Your name:

E-mail:

Please answer these quick questions

“When people try to take away 
my freedom to do something 
that’s not harming anyone, then 
my feet will stand firmer in the 
ground. I will fight for my right.” 
- S.K.



A woman has the right to 
expose her body and be 
liberated

A woman has the right 
to choose who she finds 
worthy of looking at her 
body

Hijab takes away from 
a woman's freedom to 
express herself

Women want to express 
their intellectual ability 
rather than their sexuality

Hijab is a reminder that 
women should be in the 
home

Muslim women use the 
hijab as an instrument 
of agency, to engage 
in pursuits in the public 
sphere

By wearing hijab, women 
accept responsibility 
for their own sexual 
victimization

Hijab provides them with a 
sense of security

DICHOTOMY

“A few years ago a hairdresser shepherded me 
into a back room for a private cut, away from 

public view. ‘You’re in America now, honey,’ she 
confided, trying to help me. ‘You don’t have to 

wear that thing on your head.’ My hairdresser was 
trying to liberate me from hijab. But for me, hijab 

is liberation. It is the freedom to assert my identity 
and live according to my values.”

- H.H.

In further examining the discourse from the Muslim womens 
perspective, and that of the western media, we identified a 
dichotomy.



1350- 612 BC 
Assyria

Introduction of the veil 
and seclusion of 

women in the royal 
harem. Prostitutes 
and slaves are told 

not to veil, and 
slashed if they 

disobey this law.

ca. 2000 BC 
In The Epic of 

Gilgamesh, Siduri,  
who guards the vine 

and makes the sacred 
wine, wears a veil

450 BC
Greece

 The veil is adopted 
by women. The 
headcovering is 

usually the himation 
pulled over the top 

and back of the head

63 BC – 14 AD
Veil is imported from 
Egypt during the time 
of Augustus, and is 
especially popular 

among women, 
featured ceremonies 

in which priests cover 
their heads but 

priestesses did not

137-150 AD
Palmyra

Bas-reliefs depict 
elegant veiled women, 
whose high status is 

evident from their 
jewelry, servants, and 

commemoration in 
limestone.

ca. 2500 BC
Pagan preistess 

statuettes portray 
them veiled.

NON-ISLAMIC

611-750 AD
Umayyid Caliphate

During the Arab 
Empire, the head 
scarf considered 

fashionable.

600 AD
Arabian Penninsula
Islam is established

0-200 AD
Israel

During the Tannaitic 
period in Jewish 

history a woman’s 
uncovered hair is 

considered ‘nudity’, 
and she is heavily 
fined if not veiled.

3-5 AD
Babylonia

 According the 
Talmud, it is no 
permissable for 

married women to 
leave their homes 
without the veil.

618 - 690 AD
China

Tang dynasty women 
start to wearing veil 

under the influence of 
the western regions 
because of the silk 

road

711–732 AD 
Al-Andalus

Mantilla are worn by 
women of the 

Andalusian region of 
Spain, due to 

influences from 
Muslim women from 
nearby North Africa.

1899
Egypt

Qasim Amin writes 
The Emancipation of 
Woman, calling for 

new interpretations of 
the Quran with regard 

to limited divorce, 
polygamy, and 

wearing the veil.
Changing roles of 
women in society 
become a way to 
convince colonial 

rulers that nations are 
ready to govern 

themself.

1930s
Iran

Reza Shah Pahlevi 
issues a proclamation 
banning the veil. For 
many women, this 

decree is not 
liberating but 

frightening. Many 
refuse to leave their 

homes for fear of 
having their veil torn 
from their face by the 

police.

1979
Iran

Iranian Revoluion: 
Grand Ayatollah 

Khomeini over throws 
Pahlavi Dynasty. Hijab 
is now compulsory by 

law. 

1994-2003
France

Around 100 female 
students are 

suspended or 
expelled from middle 
and high schools for 
wearing the scarf in 

class.

2001
USA

September 11 attacks 
on the World Trade 

Center towers

1923
Egypt

Hoda Shaarawi 
makes history when 
she removes her veil 
in a symbolic act of 

liberation.

ca. 700 AD
As Islam reaches 
other lands, the 

covering of women, 
isadopted by early 
Muslims. The veil 
became common 

among the powerful 
and rich as a status 

symbol.

1920s-1960s
Egypt

Unveiling becomes a 
symbol of the desire 
to emulate western 

scientific, political and 
economic success. 
Egyptians begin to 
accept the western 
view of the veil as 

"uncivilized".

1923
Turkey

Mustafa Kemal 
Ataturk, begins to 

build a secular 
nation-state, and 

denounces the veil, 
calling it demeaning 
and a hindrance to a 

civilized nation. 

1127-1279 AD
China

North Song dynasty 
women need to cover 
their head and face.

1882–1914
Great Britain

British colonial period 
notioned that being 
veiled is backward.

ISLAMIC

HIJAB HISTORY

In order to understand how hijab became a political symbol, 
we starting looking into its history. We found two crucial turning 
points. 

At the turn of the 19th century, British Colonial thought 
notioned that hijab is a backwards practice, and people started 
to see veiled women as oppressed.

The second point is the 9/11 attacks in New York. In a  radio 

address by First Lady Laura Bush,  she painted the “war 
on terror” as a fight against the oppression of women. This 
opened up a Pandora’s box for the negative political image, 
and people began targeting Muslim communities. Women 
wearing hijab became an easy target.

Today, hijab is commonly regarded as a symbol representing 
the oppression of women in Islam.



HIJAB IN FASHION
In the fashion industry today, designers are becoming more 
interested in hijab. For example, high fashion brand Dolce & Gabbana 
launched a hijab collection in January 2016. Similarly, Uniqlo 
launched a new modest wear collection that includes head scarves 
and abayas in February 2016. We thought that this could be an entry 
point for us. Hijab fashion bloggers already have a huge audience. 
By teaming up with them, we could launch a campaign that spreads 
the true meaning of hijab. 

However, through further research, we realized that fashion is all 
about marketing, and the western fashion industry doesn’t have 
a market for hijab, since it’s a piece of clothing based on religion. 
Also we realized that by saying the hijab is just piece of fashion we 
would be watering down the real meaning behind the hijab. In trying 
to remove the political symbolism of hijab, we would also be over-
simplifying what hijab means to these women.

Overall, we concluded that using hijab as a fashion statement to 
depoliticize it is not our best option. Fashion needs a market, while 
hijab is too specific to religious belief. It won’t get the attention we 
need to succeed in the western world.

Instead of trying to redefine the hijab, we need a platform for 
women to share the nuanced meaning it holds for them. 



The narrative of hijab is 
being misrepresented to 
the American mainstream, 
causing negative perceptions 
and social attitudes towards 
the women who choose to 
wear it



TRYING OUT HIJAB

After all the articles and statistics we found, we began our journey 
to understanding this issue by trying to experience what it feels like 
to wear hijab. We wanted see first hand what it would be like to walk 
around New York wearing hijab. And while we did notice people 
staring, nobody actually spoke to us.

It was at this point that we realized we can’t learn in just a week or 
two the breadth of the struggle women wearing hijab face in their 
whole lifetime. We were trying to experience something that we 
couldn’t possibly orchestrate.

However, we learned that, going forward, we would have to be 
the ones initiating the conversation.



PROTOTYPING



Prototype 1

If we create a way for our users to make a bold statement about 
how wearing hijab is their own choice, people will change their 
perceptions about hijab. We need to highlight how hijab is in fact 
empowering them.

We designed a series of items our testers could wear or carry saying 
“My Hijab, My Choice”. We also designed a set of cards that our 
testers could hand out to people whenever they feel they are being 
judged negatively for wearing hijab.

We asked our testers to carry them around the city for a week, and 
document other people’s reactions. We were particularly interested 
in what conversations these items could generate.

HYPOTHESIS

OUR APPROACH

For the wearable items (t-shirts, head-scarves), we learned that our 
users didn’t want to be tied to wearing a specific article of clothing 
that might not fit into their personal style, or their outfit for the day. 
They were more receptive of items they could carry with them 
everyday, like a phone case or tote bag. They wanted something 
practical and functional in their daily life. 

With the cards, our testers struggled to identify the idea moments or 
situations in which they should use them. They found it difficult to be 
certainty that people were thinking negative thoughts about them. 
We also learned that even though they really wanted to share their 
perspective, they didn’t feel comfortable confronting people with 
the cards. Specially when there was no prior conversation between 

LEARNINGS



them. Additionally, Once the card was passed to the other person, 
the interaction was over. It didn’t generate further discussion that we 
were hoping for.

Overall, these ideas failed to address the broken connection between 
our users and people around them.

We went into our first prototype thinking about making a bold 
statement.  And left thinking that maybe what we needed was 
more of an invitation.

Prototype 2

We need to design a visible item that invites open conversations, 
while being convenient enough that our users could carry it all the 
time.

For our second prototype, we explored ways to share our users’ 
perspectives--their stories--in a less confrontational way. 

Responding to our testers’ feedback about wanting a functional item, 
we designed a new tote bag with a more inviting prompt: “Ask me 
about my hijab.” We wanted to create a more welcoming environment 
for opening a conversation.

We tested a video idea where our user creates a short video in which 
she shares her reasons for choosing to wear hijab, posts it to her 
social media and calls on a friend to make a video too, creating a 
chain.

HYPOTHESIS

OUR APPROACH



We also designed a website to make a space for women to share 
their stories, and find strength and inspiration through the stories 
of others. We also used the website to introduce our mission and 
vision for the project, and to share more information about hijab. 
Additionally we set up an online store where people can acquire a 
tote bag.

The testers carrying our tote bag gave us positive feedback. 
They found carrying the bag very exciting. They want to have 
conversations, so they can share their perspectives on hijab.

However, even though people noticed the bag, strangers still won’t 
approach them in the street. This got us to thinking that college 
campuses could be a better entry point, since they already have an 
open environment for conversations.

While testing the video, we found that when people make video 
for a general reason about why they wear hijab, they will have less 
focus and their story will be less compelling to other people. After 
testing the website, we felt that a website doesn’t serve the purpose 
of the interaction. They want to share their stories and videos where 
people can see them, and to engage in the conversation.

The website didn’t serve the purpose of adding more interaction. 
Our users still wanted to share their story and video, but want to be 
able to engage more with other people.

LEARNINGS



User Journey
Women with Hijab

Who they interact 
with

The interaction 
The channel

Feeling Judged Want to clarify Hijab Searching Solution Found the tote bag Get the tote bag Carry the tote bag Share her perspective 
about Hijab

Stranger
Wear Hijab

Stranger
Non-muslim

Stranger
Muslim 
Non-hijabi

Stranger
Wear Hijab

Stranger
Non-muslim

Stranger
Muslim 
Non-hijabi

Unsupportive 
Friends

Hijabi
Friends

Hijabi
Acquaintance 

Unsupportive
Acquaintance

Media
(BBC,CNN...)

Social Media

Stranger
Muslim 
Non-hijabi

Unsupportive 
Friends

Unsupportive
Acquaintance

Unsupportive 
Friends

Unsupportive
Acquaintance

Media
(Bbc,cnn...)

Social 
Media

Unsupportive 
Friends

Unsupportive
Acquaintance

Social 
Media

Anti-muslim 
Media

Hijabi
Friends

Hijabi
Acquaintance 

Media
(BBC,CNN...)

Social Media

Hijabi Fashion 
Blogger

Muslium 
Activist 

Muslium 
Organization

Hijabi
Friends

Hijabi
Acquaintance 

Hijabi 
Fashion 
Blogger

Muslium 
Activist 

Muslium 
Organization

Hijabi
Friends

Hijabi
Acquaintance 

Hijab Store

Muslium 
Organization

Direct interaction
-In person
-Text message
-Facebook

Gift
-Events

Selling
-Onlie store
-Hijab store/ pop-up store
-Religious holiday event

Open conversation
-In person
-Social media
-Text

Better understanding, share their opinion
-In person
-Social media

Try to get one
-ask in person
-google online

Getting curious
-Ask in person
-Google online

Feeling empowered,Spreads the words
-In person
-Social media

Better understanding
-TV
-Paper
-Social media

Online interaction
-Social media
-Blog
-Website

Stranger
Wear Hijab

Stranger
Non-muslim

Stranger
Muslim 
Non-hijabi

Unsupportive 
Friends

Hijabi
Friends

Hijabi
Acquaintance 

Unsupportive
Acquain-
tance

Media
(BBC,CNN...)

Social Media

Hijabi 
Fashion 
Blogger

Muslium 
Activist 

Muslium 
Organization

Hijab Store

Relationship with women 
wearing Hijab

How our intervention works

HOW THE TOTE BAG WORKS



“When I’m carrying this tote, 
it feels like wherever I go I’m 
so ready to answer people’s 
questions about my Hijab. 
It’s exciting!”



Prototype 3

Teaming up with Hunter College: Based on our new thinking that 
a college campus would be a more receptive environment for having 
conversations about hijab, we teamed up with the Muslim Student 
Association of Hunter College. Through this connection, we starting 
getting more people interested in our project.

New video ask: We adjusted the topic for the video to sharing a 
story about being asked about hijab. We found that the storytelling 
element added focus to the videos and made them more engaging.

Moving from a website to Facebook: We began to explore 
Facebook--since it is a platform our users already use--in order to 
make interacting with them more fluid. We built a community page 
through which we can share news relating to hijab, and where they 
can share their stories and engage more with other users.

The facebook page also directly links people to our website if they 
want to get a tote bag for themselves.

Teaming up with an existing Muslim student organization will make it 
easier for us to reach college students, and for them to participate.

Sharing a story in the video will make it more focused and deliver a 
stronger message.

HYPOTHESIS

OUR APPROACH



A month after launching 
our Facebook community 
page, we have over 90 
active members.

25 women have reached 
out to us for a tote bag of 
their own.



SHIFA
Shifa is one of the students we were working with at Hunter College. 
One of the times we were meeting with Shifa at her campus, a 
classmate of hers passed by and noticed her bag. He was curious 
and approached to ask what hijab is really about for her.

He shared that he once traveled to the Morocco, and for the first 
time encountered people walking around in hijab, but wasn’t sure if it 
would be ok to approach them and ask what it was. He was happy 
to find this opportunity to ask his classmate, knowing that she would 
be open to answering his questions.

After this incident, Shifa confided that she felt somewhat 
underprepared, and therefore felt less confident about being 
approached by strangers.

We encouraged her to make the video. She thought it was a useful 
exercise that made her feel more prepared to answer if someone 
asked her again.

When we are talking to them, some of our users experienced 
nervousness at the thought of strangers randomly approaching 
them. They don’t feel confident enough that they will be able to 
explain their thoughts clearly. But, ultimately they want to participate 
anyway because the conversation is important to them.

We learned that even though most of our users know what they 
want to say, they still need help preparing for the conversation.

LEARNINGS



Next Steps
Going forward, we plan to collaborate with Muslim Student Organizations to design workshops that better prepare students to have these 
conversation, so we can ease some of the nervousness they experienced. 
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“Carrying around the tote made me realize 
that perhaps I need to grow thicker skin. 
I can’t always be afraid to express myself 
simply because of the possibility of negative 
feedback. I want to become stronger and be 
able to walk through the city with this tote 
slung over my shoulder, unafraid to face any 
challenges head-on.”


