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I wear, therefore I am: Women athletes at Rio

Burqini battles are a pointless skirmish

W
hen Egypt’s 
female team 
played beach 
volleyball 
against a 
German 
team in the 

Rio do Janeiro Olympic games, 
media focus was on a supposed 
“clash of cultures” due to the 
differences in the players’ 
clothing. The Egyptians wore 
headscarves, long sleeves and 
leggings; their German rivals 
wore bikinis.

“The cover-ups versus the 
cover-nots: Egyptian and German 
beach volleyball players high-
light the massive cultural divide 
between Western and Islamic 
women’s teams,” the right-wing 
British newspaper the Daily Mail 
said.

Fewer saw it as, in the words of 
Hend Amry, who tweets @
LibyaLiberty, just “athlete vs 
athlete”. Even fewer bothered to 
point out that not all female 
athletes in Muslim-majority 
countries wear the hijab.

Across the Atlantic, this 
“cultural divide” was not 
between East and West but 
within the United States itself.

Democratic presidential 
candidate Hillary Clinton 
celebrated in a tweet that: “In 
Rio, Olympic fencer Ibtihaj 
Muhammad became the first 
American Muslim athlete to 
compete while wearing a hijab.”

Her tweet was not appreciated 
by right-wing political commen-
tator Rush Limbaugh, who asked 
his widely followed radio show 

audience: “For 
crying out loud, did 
she win?… Why 
celebrate a woman 
wearing something 
that’s been forced on 
her by a religion? A 
religion run by men.”

The irony is that 
Limbaugh does not 
care about what 
Ibtihaj Muhammad 
thinks or believes. 
The African-Ameri-
can woman, whom 
Time magazine 
included in its 2016 
list of the 100 most 

influential people, told the BBC 
that she was “excited to challenge 
the stereotypes and misconcep-
tions people have about Muslim 
women”. Her words seemed to 
have fallen on deaf ears.

Unfortunately, however, 
Muslim women in the Middle East 
and North Africa (MENA) region 
are stuck in a deadlock of local 
stereotypes. Female athletes who 
were not wearing “modest” 
outfits were subjected to harsh 
criticism from conservative 
compatriots.

Instead of cheering Tunisian 
3,000m steeplechase runner 
Habiba Ghribi for representing 
their country at the Olympics, 
Islamist-leaning commentators 
bashed her for showing too much 
skin. Other commentators piled 
abuse on Ghribi for finishing 12th 
in the race, which she won at the 
2012 Olympics in London, 
prompting Tunisian President 
Beji Caid Essebsi to call her and 
express support.

Another controversy erupted 
when Tunisian fencing bronze 

medallist Ines Boubakri, who had 
dedicated her medal to Arab 
women, kissed her French 
husband in public after her 
performance.

Many expressed support for the 
two Tunisian athletes but the 
online debate quickly descended 
into “Islamists versus secular-
ists”, in which both camps were 
more concerned with scoring 
ideological points than about 
women, sports or the nation.

Public opinion was divided 
over Libya’s only female swim-
mer competing at the Rio Olym-
pics, 17-year-old Daniah Hagul. 
Many conservatives were not 
happy with her wearing only a 
swimsuit. Others were proud to 
see a Libyan woman take part in 
the international games.

Controversy over how revealing 
women’s clothing appears to be 
universal. BBC presenter Helen 
Skelton came under fire for 
wearing a “short” skirt while 
reporting on the swimming 
competition at Rio. Commenta-
tors on Twitter speculated 

whether she had forgotten to 
wear her trousers or if she had 
underwear on.

Western media coverage of 
what female athletes wear or on 
their lifestyles often appears to 
take a misogynist direction as 
their male counterparts do not 
face the same scrutiny. These 
prompted activists to launch 
Cover the Athlete, a campaign in 
which male athletes were asked 
titillating personal, non-sports-
related questions. The same type 
of questions that female athletes 
are often subjected to.

There is no doubt that female 
athletes from all over the world 
are subjected to social/legal 
pressures to wear more or wear 
less. Sometimes that pressure 
comes from other women. 
However, what the focus should 
be on is ways to increase and 
improve women’s participation in 
sports.

Mamoon Alabbasi is an Arab 
Weekly contributing editor based 
in London.

W hat does 
banning the 
burqini in 
Cannes and 
Villeneuve-
Loubet, two 
resorts on 

the French Riviera, accomplish? 
It is complicated, in the words of 
one of the Facebook options 
available to signify an individu-
al’s relationship status.

Far easier to identify the 
immediate benefits of France’s 
third localised burqini ban in the 
Corsican village of Sisco. Mayor 
of Sisco Pierre-Ange Vivoni 
banned the wetsuit-like garment 
often described as sharia-com-
pliant swimwear after violent 
altercations between locals and 
people of North African origin.

It is not clear exactly how the 
burqini figured as a threat to the 
public peace but perhaps it is 

seen as disturbing in 
as small a place as 
Sisco. In 2008, Sisco 
had a listed popula-
tion of just less than 
1,000, spread across 
less than 25 sq. km. 
So Sisco’s burqini 
ban may accomplish 
a very real purpose. 
It keeps the peace 
and it promotes 
communal harmony.

How about in 
Villeneuve-Loubet 
and Cannes?

There, the ban has 

ornamental value, embellishing 
France’s proud boast of strict 
secularism or laïcité. But Ville-
neuve-Loubet Mayor Lionnel 
Luca has also explained the 
benefits of the burqini ban as 
follows: It is unhygienic to swim 
“fully dressed”.

That makes sense in the French 
context. Remember, this is a 
country with a very decided 
opinion on what constitutes 
sanitary swimwear, one that 
even enacted a ban on Bermuda 
shorts in public pools as far back 
as 1903. France has long believed 
that male swimmers should wear 
Speedo-style bathing suits rather 
than bigger, more voluminous 
ones that might be unblushingly 
sported elsewhere at some point 
in the day. By that token, the 
even longer burqini is a bigger 
health hazard in a public pool.

But back to the other reason 
offered by the mayors of Cannes 
and Villeneuve-Loubet. They 
have said that burqinis are 
“ostentatious” displays of 
“religious conviction” and such 
beachwear is “unwelcome” at a 
time France faces terrorist 
threats.

The meaning is clear. The 
burqini is exhibitionist religios-
ity, a manifestation of Islamism 
that Tufail Ahmad of Washing-
ton’s Middle East Media Research 
Institute describes as separatist.

A burqini ban is not meant as a 
hardcore security measure. How 
could it be? Instead, it is subtly 

reassuring, signalling that some 
of France’s most popular beaches 
are safe spaces and that the 
culture and tradition of the 
idyllic August holiday is both 
precious and protected.

There are two problems with 
such a clothing ban in the 
aftermath of terrorist attacks.

First, it is pretty pointless in 
real terms because banning the 
burqini does not make France any 
safer and may, in fact, negatively 
affect social cohesion. In 2004, 
France banned “conspicuous” 
religious symbols, including the 
Muslim headscarf, from public 
institutions. In 2010, it became 
one of the first European coun-
tries to pursue a ban on the niqab, 
prohibiting the full-face covering 
in public places, and the body-
enveloping burqa, too, if it veiled 
the face.

Even at the time, France’s 
Interior Ministry admitted that 
the niqab was worn by fewer than 
2,000 women in the country. 
There is nothing to indicate that 
the niqab and burqa ban had any 
positive effect on hard-line 
Muslim opinion. There are no 
estimates for burqini wearers in 
France but the chances are they 
are pretty low.

The burqini is not enjoined as a 
duty upon Muslim women and 
wearing it neither signals chaste 
observance of faith nor an 
allegiance to extremist thinking. 
In that sense, banning the 
burqini means nothing very 

much at all other than to reassert 
the republic’s commitment to its 
secular identity.

But it does provoke another 
problem. Irrespective of the fact 
that France has previously also 
prohibited the skintight full-
body suit called the Zentai, the 
burqini ban opens it to the charge 
of illiberalism, of curbing 
freedom of religious expression 
and of imposing a Western 
interpretation of culture on 
everyone regardless of their 
values.

The French have long insisted 
on keeping religious expression 
private, arguing that the law 
prohibiting the niqab, burqa (and 
Zentai) was based on “a certain 
idea of living together”. In July 
2014, this was upheld by the 
European Court of Human 
Rights.

Now comes the burqini battle. 
The Collective Against Islamo-
phobia in France has legally 
challenged the ban but there is 
something to be said for gracious 
acceptance of it by France’s 5 
million Muslims. If not in full 
agreement, then in prudent 
recognition of the ugly domestic 
and international storm gusting 
around them and their co-reli-
gionists.

Rashmee Roshan Lall is a 
columnist for The Arab Weekly. 
Her blog can be found at www.
rashmee.com and she is on 
Twitter: @rashmeerl.
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Debate  All about the dress code

Egyptian taekwondo practitioner Hedaya Malak Wahba reacts to her Olympic bronze medal win 
during the Rio games, on August 18th.


