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S
ara Hildebrandt Borekçi, 22, is an American self-
proclaimed “Muslim-socialist” - a title that probably 
gives FOX News and their viewers nightmares. She 
converted when she was just 17 and at the age of 
18, she adopted the hijab and has been wearing and 
practising it in various manifestations to this day. In 
her life and travels, she has lived in many different 

localities with various levels of Islamic support, community and 
sisterhood. In Montana, Chicago and North Dakota she has also 
experienced varying degrees of islamophobia, racism, verbal abuse 
and harassment for her clothing choices. 

Before re-adopting her current Islamic garb, she expressed 
trepidation about making visible changes to her appearance that 
would quickly identify her as a Muslim in the small rural community 
where she currently resides. Many of the other female Muslims who 
live in the area don’t outwardly project their faith by wearing typical 
Muslim clothing. Most of them don't wear any sort of hijab - and 
the few who do only wear a headscarf with jeans and short shirts. 

“In my current location, I have never seen another woman wearing 
hijab the way I understand it, or even close to it” adding that, 
while she may not agree with them, she understands their choices 
because “it’s not easy to wear niqab and to look so different from 
other people.” Sara says that she usually doesn't care too much 
if women aren't observing what she thinks hijab is because they 
probably just have a different understanding of it - or perhaps they 
do have a similar understanding but feel they just can't wear it 
for some reason. She has empathy for women who, for example, 
“are the sole breadwinner and putting on the niqab would make 
them lose their income.” She explains, “The only time I’m bothered 
by another woman's hijab is if they are doing something that is 
very obviously wrong. I've seen women wearing leggings with 
a headscarf, or short sleeves with a headscarf. That bothers me 
because there really isn't an excuse for it. There are no ayat or 
hadiths to support tight or short clothing.”

She doesn’t have many opportunities to talk with local women 
though, and past experiences broaching the subject of hijab, both 
internal and external, were not tolerated. Sara related: “I did try to 
approach a friend once about how it's mandatory to wear long 
sleeves, and it was not well received. I do wish I could approach 

women sometimes […] and remind them that hijab is more than 
just covering skin: it should hide the shape as well, and skinny 
jeans or leggings just don't do that.” She also believes that hijab is 
more than many limit it to. She explains, “Technically [hijab is] the 
entire outfit a Muslim wears and also their conduct when around 
non-mahrams, but [it is] more commonly used to refer to the scarf 
a woman wears on her head.”

Recently she decided to start wearing niqab again and has 
encountered increased abuse and suspicion. She firmly believes it 
is due to the growing segment of American society that is being 
brainwashed to fear and hate Muslims. As a woman who stands out 
from the crowd wearing an umbrella ‘abayah and niqab, Sara often 
finds herself feeling tense while facing her community’s hard looks 
and harassment.

Like the day that included a trip to the Department of Motor 
Vehicles (DMV) which she relates was very uncomfortable, “The 
DMV had a TV and it was turned to CNN which was talking about 
terrorists (of course). I don't think I have ever had more people 
staring suspiciously” and later in the day she explained, “I think 
people had an extra helping of Racist Bran for breakfast this 
morning. Today has been terrible!”

Leaving the house has become a source of anxiety and discomfort 
for many days. With few mosques nearby and even fewer Muslims 
who stand out due to their choice of dress, it can seem that she is 
surrounded by a disproportionately high number of misinformed 
racists. The ignorance and misguided notions of Islam and Muslims 
she encounters is staggering. Some days she hates living there due 
to the harassment she endures. Sara yearns for relief and hopes she 
and her family will leave that area soon. She explains, “The day we 
leave will be the best day of my life.” She continues, “[Non-Muslims] 
wonder why we feel ostracised and attacked. It's because we face 
collective punishment for something we didn't do! Something that 
happened in another country.”

Another recent troubling experience included being cat-called 
and whistled at by a man while she was wearing an 'abayah and 
niqab. Whether the man was being ironic or not remains to be 
seen, but the repeated attention and sexual harassment, intended 
perhaps to scare or humiliate her, is hard at times to bear. Sara is 

first to admit, however, that creepers “don't care about what you're 
wearing, they only care that you exist, and your existence is solely 
for their viewing pleasure.” Dripping with irony, she poses another 
possibility, “[…] apparently my niqab was just too sexy.”

Sara is first to point out that our style of dress is no match for 
creepers, nor is it the cause of other abuses. However, it’s hard 
to tiptoe around the fact that many covered Muslims see their 
style of dress as a protection for them because Allah says in Al-
Ahzab:59 “[…] Thus, they will be recognised (as righteous women) 
and avoid being insulted/abused. […]” but when living amongst 
non-Muslims, that “protection” can become a sign of an obvious 
“otherness” that makes Muslims a target. Some claim that it invites 
harassment and abuse, even taking it so far as to blame a woman 
when she, for example, wears a niqab while pregnant, and then 
is subsequently attacked and kicked in the stomach - causing a 
miscarriage. Ironically, this perpetuation of victim blaming is similar 
to what we hear when a woman is attacked or raped while wearing 
a short skirt and heels. Women’s clothing choices never invite 
assault of any kind and when anyone chooses to attack another 
person, it’s never the victim’s fault - on both sides of the covering 
coin.

The targeting of Muslim women in the USA (where Sara resides) 
and other countries has resulted in horrible crimes. The news of 
such events are enough to make Sara contemplate hijrah. After 
bucking up her courage to don the khimar and niqab again she 
wondered “At what point does hijrah become fardh? I mean, we are 

still technically free to practice Islam, but it's getting dangerous to 
do so.”

Regarding the mosque arsons, hate crimes, stalking and execution 
style murders, Sara states, “They say we're terrorists but they're 
wrong - we're the ones being terrorised” and women in hijab or 
niqab become the most easily visible targets of all this simmering 
hate. She says, “Stuff like this makes me want to leave the country. 
So much ignorance.”

As evidenced by her experiences, it seems that her fears of how 
her local community members would react to her more modest 
and covered style of dress were not unfounded. This time around 
though, she’s been able to resist Shaytan’s urgings to take it all off 
or compromise her principles just to fit in. For Sara, it’s impossible 
to feel totally safe and accepted most days but her strength and 
courage, and most importantly faith in Allah I and her mindful 
obedience to His rules, are so far winning out in her daily struggle 
to maintain her Islamic identity in the face of increased prejudice, 
harassment and abuse.

Janet Kozak, owner of JK Consulting, is an award-winning artist, 
designer, author, activist and educator. Her artwork and interviews 
have been included in articles for the Huffington Post, Azizah Magazine 
and Aquila Style. As a professional artist for the last 10 years, she’s been 
featured in over 50 national and international exhibitions. Her original 
artworks are included in private collections in Pakistan, Egypt, Morocco, 
Scotland and the USA.
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Janet Kozak speaks to Sara, a sister determined to stick to her principles and not turn her back on her beliefs.
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