
Veiling or wearing the hijab is a practice of Islamic faith. As a Muslim country, the progressive socio-political and 

economic landscape in Malaysia prescribed predominantly Malay women as proponents of the hijab in various 

communication channels. In this study, the identity of Malay-Muslim women is explored through representations 

of the hijab in media that create desire among media consumers to embrace a more modern yet Islamic lifestyle. 

The emergence of these media messages has minimal relation to piety and is sending the wrong ideals to aspiring 

young women. The objectives of the study were to determine: 1) the perceptions of media consumers on the hijab, 

2) factors that influence their acceptance of the hijab, and 3) the relationship between Malay-Muslim women and 

hijab through their media use. The study interviewed media practitioners and analysed discussions on selected 

articles from a Malay online entertainment portal. The study found that the hijab culture is fundamental as a media 

commodity and as an integral element to the identity of Malay-Muslims. The significance of this exploratory study 

is to generate an understanding on mass media as an agent of socialization and consequently establishing that the 

hijab phenomenon in Malaysia has shaped a societal structure through the convergence of Islam and Malay-Muslim 

culture.  
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In Islam, Quranic verses and Hadith established female modesty as a promoter of good character and morals that 

hinder Muslim women from harm (Hoodfar, 1993; Muslim American Society, 2013; Syed & Pio, 2010). At 

present, numerous nation states have embraced veiling or hijab as the identifier of Muslim women despite 

recurrent criticisms on Islamic extremism and religious oppression. American Muslim women proudly define 

themselves to resist patriarchal norms and express stronger, more religious identities that rise above on-going 

media discourse and misconceptions of Islam post-9/11 (Droogsma, 2007). Amid the migrant population of United 

Kingdom, the hijab became a transformative tool of multiculturalism that inspired diversity of opinions. London 

emerged as the `outpost’ of world communities where the garment is embedded within a “trans-cultural city” that 

offers women alternative ways of being; thus Muslim women are oriented with the hijab through their communal 

experiences on media platforms (Tarlo, 2007). The headscarf ban in France under Jacques Chirac’s administration 

in 2004 was a drawback for Muslim women and men who faced religious undermining. Inadvertently, this issue 

illuminated the hijab to the unfamiliar public. With 40 million viewers in Arab countries, Europe, Asia and North 

America, Al-Jazeera news network introduced the term “hijab” in its newscast during this period of controversy 

through extensive coverage of veiling issues in its network programming as well as frequent references to hijab-

related products, while its female news reporters and anchors also veiled in solidarity of this ongoing issue 

(Cherribi, 2006). 

Scholars have since actively sought to understand heightened Islamic modesty in media that consider 

veiling as a cultural and lived experience (Akou, 2010; Beta & Hum, 2011; Kılıçbay & Binark, 2002; Tarlo, 2007). 

In time, commodification of the hijab became prevalent through the capacity of media messages that created its 

symbolic value, particularly for profit (Gokariksel & Secor, 2009; Flew, 2007). Islamic cosmopolitanism had 

created social strata that glorify capitalism, modernity and consumerism. In Muslim-majority countries such as 

Turkey, studies have suggested that the hijab is regarded as a more desirable experience when displays of modesty 

in media is linked with Western fashion and technological gadgets to indicate progressiveness (Kilicbay & Binark 

 



 

2002). Visibility of the hijab is also perpetuated by endorsement from prominent personalities that influenced the 

perceptions of media audiences. Indonesia, the largest Muslim country in the world is a hub of Islamic fashion 

that grew steadfast with support from religious speakers, celebrities and socialites; subsequently initiating the 

transnational flow of hijab trends that even permeated to Arabic states, where veiling had supposedly originated 

from. In short, aggressive reproduction of hijab imageries on print media continued to urbanize hijab with more 

contemporary styles and popular culture as a convergence of religion and modernity (Amrullah, 2008; Beta & 

Hum, 2011). This new Muslim “high society” sought reproduction of content that presented hijab as the epitome 

of a Muslim woman. 

 

This study aimed to explore the issues behind misrepresentations of the hijab in Malaysian media to determine 

reasons behind its commodification and to identify consequences of its pervasiveness upon the attitudes of young 

Malay-Muslims from their media use. In doing so, the study examined three specific questions:  

 

RQ1: How do media consumers perceive the current representations of hijab in Malay media? 

 

RQ2: What are the factors that influence the acceptance of hijab among Malay-Muslim women? 

 

RQ3: What is the relationship between Malay-Muslim women and the hijab and how is this dependent on their 

media use? 
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5 Information as at 18 November 2013 
6 “…O Prophet! Tell thy wives and daughters, and the believing women, that they should cast their outer garments over their persons (when 

abroad): this is most convenient, that they should be known (as such) and not molested. And God is of forgiving, most merciful. (33: 59)” 

(Hoodfar, 1993) 
7
 Hadith, as explained by Burton (1994) is a collection of words of wisdom by the Holy Prophet that are memorised and passed down by his 

followers that are mainly religious scholars, which are also highly referenced by those who practice the Islamic faith. 

 



 

 



 

The affiliation with hijab movements and conversations in media returns the Malay-Muslim woman to the 

commodities of the media, allowing her to partake and become immersed in the social phenomenon. Further to 

this, by embracing the redefined identity of Malay-Muslims in the hijab, the Malay-Muslim woman experiences 

social mobility through heightened status quo and consequently creating new needs when her communal goals are 

achieved. 

 

Figure 1 : Framework on the flow of hijab affiliation among Malay-Muslim women based on the Uses and 

Gratifications Theory (Katz, Blumler, & Gurevitch, 1973) 
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