The Evolution of the Concept of Women's Legal/Customary
Covering (Sitr) in the Views of Quranic Exegetes during the
First Five Centuries of Islam

( Received: 2025-08-22 Acceptance: 2025-10-20 )

Soheyla Pirouzfar '@ | Asiyeh Jamali Shorab 2,
Hasan Naghizadeh *

Abstract

"Women's legal covering" (= < sis) is one of the foundational yet com-
plex concepts in Islamic culture, which has been the subject of exten-
sive debate and interpretation among scholars since the advent of Islam.
Employing a conceptual history approach and utilizing the method of
historical report analysis, this research examines the evolution of the
understanding and interpretation of women's legal covering by Quranic
scholars during the first five centuries of Islam (1st to 5th centuries AH).
The primary objective of the study is to identify key conceptualizations
related to the verses of covering (Surah Al-Nur, verses 31 and 60; Surah
Al-Ahzab, verse 59), trace their semantic and interpretive shifts, and an-
alyze influential factors, including the Quranic text, Prophetic tradition
(Sunnah), the practices of the Companions, and socio-legal contexts. The
findings indicate that during the first and second centuries, the concept of
Sitr primarily emphasized social distinction between free women and fe-
male slaves, as well as the modification of basic covering (khimar). In the
third century, these conceptualizations became consolidated and system-
atized, entering jurisprudential discussions. The fourth and fifth centuries
witnessed the maturation of religious schools, during which the institu-
tionalization of jilbab (outer garment) covering, the expansion of the per-
missibility for displaying conventional adornments such as the face and
hands (wajh wa kaffayn), and interpretive distinctions between Sunni and
Shiite perspectives regarding the scope of concessions became evident.
Additionally, mystical (Sufi) exegeses contributed spiritual dimensions
to the understanding of adornment (zinah). The research concludes that
the concept of women's legal covering was not static but rather the prod-
uct of a dynamic interaction among the text, tradition, historical-social
conditions, and the influence of intellectual schools, which have shaped
the foundations of contemporary Islamic discourse on covering. Under-
standing this evolutionary trajectory is of paramount importance for elu-
cidating the roots of the discourse on covering in Islam.
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