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LONDON — That great French Republic has banned another piece of cloth. The origins of this burkini 

(or burqini) ban are alarming. A Muslim group in Marseille wanted to have an all-burkini day, and the 

mere notion provoked a storm of controversy. Then the all-over bathing suit was banned in the 

Riviera resort of Cannes, where a French official rather absurdly described it as showing “an 

allegiance to terrorist movements that are at war with us.” 

And then we had, this week, the shocking spectacle of a woman being compelled by armed French 

cops on the beach in Nice to strip off her burkini. It seems that we are in the midst of mutual mass-

identity hysteria. 

The burkini is, in fact, a sad symbol of Islam today going backward on gender issues. France’s ban on 

it is a sad symbol of liberalism today going backward in reply. 

Classical liberals of any religion would do well to remember that this does not have to be a zero-sum 

game. It is possible to oppose the French ban on burkinis while also challenging the mindset of those 

who support burkas and burkinis. 

As a reforming secular liberal Muslim, I do not endorse the gender-discriminatory body-shaming and 

moralizing of burkas. I think the idea of a burkini is silly. But I also believe that France’s ban on them 

is ridiculous and illiberal. It is also cynical. 

The burkini ban is nothing but a product of political opportunism. With elections looming, 

shortsighted politicking is the only consideration that matters. Local political chieftains would rather 

provoke national turbulence to win a local council seat than do what is in their country’s national 

interest.  

This is how our most valued asset, source of strength and global envy—liberalism—is being used as 

identity-based communalism, short-term electoral gain, populist appeasement, and a clamor to just 

do something. 

This is exactly what jihadist terrorists were hoping to achieve with their continuous random attacks. 

There is no better way to kickstart dividing people along exclusively religious lines than by 

committing atrocities in the name of Islam. Their hope is that everyone else also begins to identify 

Sunni Muslims primarily by their religious identities, in reaction to the atrocities. In this way, religious 

identity has won and citizenship becomes redundant. 

Many Islamists are in favour of total segregation between the sexes, and in fact they would reject the 

burkini. The full-body swimwear would certainly not be allowed in today’s Saudi Arabia: still too 

revelaing! 

I am a liberal. The headscarf is a choice. Let Muslim women wear bikinis or burkinis. Liberal societies 

have no business in legally interfering with the dress choices women make. I have consistently 

opposed the ban on face veils in France, just as I oppose their enforced use in Iran and Saudi Arabia. 

Meanwhile, the French authorities are busily providing the ideal iconography that can, and will, be 

used by Islamist recruiters the world over. If we seek to debunk the jihadist myth that the West is at 

war with Islam, it would help not to oblige the jihadist propaganda machinery with ready-made 

imagery of armed police forcing conservative Muslim women to strip, under the shadow of a gun on 

a beach. Or maybe that next election is just that worth it. 

Adapted fom: http://www.thedailybeast.com/articles/2016/08/25/both-sides-are-wrong-in-the-burkini-wars.html 


