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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.



Context

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. Many wear it to visibly and proudly 
express their Muslim identity.

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, 
reflecting the breadth of this country’s racial, ethnic, and multicultural 
heritage. They include 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.

Today there is a growing number of women in the US wearing Hijab. 
Unfortunately, the western media presents a common theme of 
negative stereotypes about these women, including the idea that 
they are oppressed.

The narrative of Hijab is being widely misrepresented, 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



“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.



RESEARCH
& ANALYSIS



HIJAB HISTORY

In order to understand how hijab became a political symbol, 
we looked to 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 on 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.



We started by interviewing Muslim women from diverse 
backgrounds. 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?

Many of the women we spoke to shared that they felt their personal 
qualities were being overlooked, because people only see the scarf 
and the stereotypes that it symbolizes. 

As a result of the negative perceptions attached to wearing Hijab, 
many are forced to take their Hijab off. They are seen as victims, yet 
for many women in the US, wearing the Hijab is actually a statement 
about how they can make their own choice.

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

Talking with our audience



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

*ACLU Women’s Rights Project



Prototypes

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.



HOW IT WORKS



The Whole System
We 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 experience.
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Pop-up Events

In collaboration with a campus Muslim student group, we set up 
shop at the student center with a sign that says “Ask Me About My 
Hijab.” We provide snacks to encourage students to stop by and 
have a chat. We share some information leaflets about the program 
that will be going on, explaining that when they see our logo, it 
means they are welcome to come and ask they felow student  
whatever questions they may have about Hijab. 

REASONING

OUR APPROACH

As expected, college students responded well to snacks! They 
gladly came over and spoke with the students sitting below the sign. 
Some newer students even took this opportunity as a way to make 
friends at their school. With this increased awareness on campus, 
we found the number of students signing up for our workshops, as 
well as the number of student being approached with questions, 
increase.

RESULTS

We needed a way to get the girls excited about our project. A small 
on-campus even would serve two purposes: firstly as outreach to 
get Hijab-wearing students on board, and secondly to alert other 
people to this new opportunity to approach participating students if 
they have any questions about Hijab.



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

Through role-play, we explored different ways to share our users’ 
perspectives--their stories--untill they gained the confidence they 
needed to go out into the world armed with their new tote bags. 

REASONING

OUR APPROACH

The testers carrying our tote bag gave us positive feedback. The 
workshops help ease the nervousness they felt innitially about being 
approached. They found carrying the bag very exciting. They wanted 
to talk to as many people as would talk to them, so they can share 
their perspectives on hijab.

RESULTS

Workshops

We learned early on that many of our users experienced nervousness 
at the thought of strangers randomly approaching them. They didn’t 
feel confident enough that they will be able to explain their thoughts 
clearly. But, ultimately they still wanted to participate anyway because 
the conversation is important to them.

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



“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!”



Hijab Ambassadors & Growth

As a take-away from our workshops, we gave the students an “Ask 
Me About My Hijab” tote bag of their own, and the option to be a 
Hijab Ambassador. This means that they’re encouraged to carry the 
tote bag as often as they can, and share their stories about being 
approached with their social networks. Through these connections, 
we starting getting more people interested in our project. 

We incorporated a social media element on 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.

Who better to represent hijab-wearing women than the women 
themselves?! 

REASONING

OUR APPROACH



SHIFA
Shifa is one of the students we were working with. 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.



“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.”


