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10:00 – 11:30 
Karen Bauer, “What is Qur'anic Modesty?” 
  
11:45 – 1:15   
Fatema Amijee, “Is Modesty in Dress an Islamic Moral Virtue?” 
 
1:15 – 2:15 LUNCH BREAK  
 
2:15 – 3:45  
Nicolas Bommarito, “Islamic and Buddhist Modesty in the Khache Phalu” 
 
4:00 – 5:30  
Carrie Jenkins, “Prospero's Drowned Books and the Flaying of Marsyas: the Via 
Negativa of Murdochian Modesty” 
 
 
Abstracts:  
 
What is Qur'anic Modesty? (Karen Bauer, The Institute of Ismaili Studies)  
 
Although the term 'modesty' does not occur in the Qur'an, several Qur'anic verses have 
traditionally been interpreted to restrict women's dress and behaviour. While it is clear that these 
verses refer specifically to women, this paper argues that they fit into a larger context of self-
control, refinement of behaviour, and decorum that applies to both women and men in the 
Qur'an. This refinement of the self is an internal and an external process, involving the mind, the 
emotions, and the body, and it is the key to virtue and to sound thinking. Even the word 
'rationality' ('aql) itself has, at its root, the concept of binding. The Qur'an defines its community 
of believers in terms of this self control, and the verses that pertain specifically to women's 
behaviour serve to differentiate the Qur'anic believers from the pagans, who were characterised 
by their moral ignorance. Given the context of seventh-century Arabia, the verses on women's 
modesty are moderate and are not very different from the standards expected of men, 
particularly when the internal aspect of emotional and mental refinement is taken into account. 
This ultimately raises the question of the extent to which gender matters in the Qur'an, and if it 
is possible to read beyond gendered discourses, even as the text is prescribing gendered 
behaviour.   
 

Is Modesty in Dress an Islamic Moral Virtue? (Fatema Amijee, UBC) 

Philosophical discussions of modesty have traditionally focused on modesty as a virtue of how 
we see ourselves. Yet such accounts often overlook a pervasive and ethically complex form of 
modesty: modesty in dress. Within many religious and cultural traditions, including Islam, 
modesty in dress is seen as not merely a matter of social convention but a moral requirement 
shaping how individuals present themselves in both public and private spaces. My paper 
examines whether the Qur’an provides grounds for a moral virtue of modesty, and ultimately 



argues that it does. I first distinguish a moral modesty norm from a merely prudential or socially 
enforced modesty norm and propose that Qur’anic teachings support a moral modesty norm 
grounded in patterns of attention and inattention, which play a crucial role in the possibility of 
worship. Second, I discuss how the Qur’anic justification for this moral modesty norm might be 
extended to non-theistic moral frameworks.  

Islamic and Buddhist Modesty in the Khache Phalu (Nicolas Bommarito, SFU) 
 
The 18th or 19th century Tibetan text the Khache Phalu includes both Islamic and Buddhist 
concepts. This talk with discuss the historical and cultural background of the text before turning 
to its discussion of modesty and social function.  
 
Prospero's Drowned Books and the Flaying of Marsyas: the Via Negativa of Murdochian 
Modesty (Carrie Jenkins, UBC)  
 
In many Murdoch novels, but especially in her dark masterpieces The Black Prince and The Sea, The 
Sea, Murdoch draws on ideas from Shakespeare, Titian, and other canonically great artists to 
create characters who are massively egotistical (a moral failing) and correspondingly deluded (an 
epistemic failing). In crafting these depictions, Murdoch "walks the walk" regarding five of her 
key commitments: (1) that moral and epistemic failings are deeply interconnected, (2) that the 
reasons for this are significantly Platonic, (3) that we cannot say anything substantial about what 
goodness is, we can only reveal its outlines by showing what it is not, (4) that, partly for this 
reason, art is a more promising medium than philosophy for saving humanity, and (5) that 
Murdochian modesty--the opposite of Murdochian egotism--is a prime moral-cum-epistemic 
virtue. 
 


