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Muslim Women and the
Rhetoric of Freedom

Alia Al-Saji

HE APPEAL TO the liberation of “other” women, specifically

Muslim women, forms part of the rhetoric that seeks to justify the

United States’ so-called war on terrorism. Whether explicitly evoked
as part of the justification for the continuing war in Afghanistan, or
implicitly used to establish a certain moral superiority with regard to
Muslim cultures, this rhetoric defines Muslim women as passive victims
(or pawns) of their religion or culture from which they require liberation.
Their freedom can only come through the intervention of an external—in
this case United States or “Western”—force that can bring about this
liberation, because as “free” societies these have a genuine understanding
of freedom, an understanding that Muslim societies supposedly lack. The
argument for “exporting” freedom for women, whether to Afghanistan or,
even less convincingly, Iraq,' seems easily questioned when invoked by
the Bush administration.? In particular, this move is criticized for its
opportunism and bad faith in light of the same administration’s disregard
of women’s rights and concerns in general. Yet such criticism does not
address the representation of Muslim women at work in U.S. rhetoric.
The reaction to U.S. policies, even on the part of mainstream feminists, is
often accompanied by a belief that Muslim women are indeed in need of
liberation; it is merely the means of liberation that is at issue.?

What goes unquesttoned is the underlying assumption that Muslim
women should be helped to freedom. On closer consideration, the as-
sumption is twofold: First, Muslim women are oppressed—the oppression
of women being seen as essential to Islam. The symbol of this social,
cuttural, or religious gender oppression is identified with the “veil.” In this
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sense, it is the “veiled” Muslim woman who is the target of attempts at
liberation (unveiled Muslim women are seen as “escapees” of their reli-
gion and implicit “allies” of liberating forces). Second, the “freedom”
promised to Muslim women is universally desirable, both for Muslim
women and for “Western” women who are understood to already possess,
or at least be working toward, such freedom.

These two premises, though posited as separate, in fact rely on and
mirror each other. Although “Western,” liberal freedom is put forward
as the natural remedy to the oppression of Muslim women, 1 would argue
that this freedom is already conceived and valorized through the repre-
sentation of that oppression, and hence cannot pretend to be a neutral re
course. In this regard, the image of the “veiled” Muslim woman is posited
as antithetical to “freedom™ (whether assumed to be actually available to
Western women or progressively attainable by them by means of advances
within Western society). The oppression of Muslim women is naturalized,
specifically with respect to the “veil,” just as the “freedom™ of Western so-
ciety and the ideal of Western womanhood are naturalized. This concept
of “freedom™ confronts Muslim women with an impasse, a choice be
tween their religion or culture, on the one hand, and their supposed lib-
eration or full subjectivity, on the other hand.

This chapter attempts to unravel the logic of representation that de-
fines “Western” and “Muslim” in oppositional terms—a logic that at once
elides the constitutive interdependence of these representations and posi-
tions “woman” as the contested terrain between them.* For women like me
with complicated personal connections to both identities, this poses a false
and sometimes intolerable dilemma. This dilemma is reinforced by the way
feminist discourse, in its colonial and imperialist forms, assumes rather
than deconstructs the dichotomy of Islam and the West, taking the latter
to be the only appropriate and perfectible ground for feminist subjectivity.®
At stake is not only the normalization of a particular Western construction
of gender and selfhood, but the exclusion of other modes of subjectivity,
differently structured desires, and hybridized forms of lived experience that
do not fit neatly into the oppositional grid of religious-modern, oppres-
sive-free, or Islamic-Western.

The obsession with “the veil”—which often works metonymically to
designate Islam and “Islamic fundamentalism”—sustains just such an op-
positional and exclusionary logic. 1 observed this obsession not only in
media coverage but also in personal communications around the events of
9/11 and the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq.® As a Muslim-Canadian
woman of Iraqi origin who has lived most of her life in the West and was
a resident of the United States until 2002, I found myself called on to re-
spond to questions, confirm hypotheses, and give an “insider’s” perspec-
tive on Muslim women and their veiling practices. Why, for instance, is

the veil (abaya) worn by Iragi women always black?” What makes this
seemingly straightforward question about customs of dress problematic is
revealed if I attempt to pose an equivalent question to a U.S. individual:
why do women often wear high-heeled shoes in the United States? Or even,
why do U.S. men wear trousers? Several troubling elements emerge.

The question about the blackness of the veil demands a level of gen-
eralization that makes it difficult to introduce any historical, contextual,
or experiential nuance. A static and homogenizing representation of the
veil is assumed, whose value is not itself open to question; not only is the
veil black, but this material feature must be salient to understanding
women's veiling experiences and Iraqi society as such. Though Middle
Eastern dress is not my field of expertise, the question puts me in the po-
sition of an expert, or what Uma Narayan has called an “authentic in-
sider,” simply because I hail from that region.* That the hermeneutical
frameworks of social conventions are not so transparently accessible, and
that situated knowledge may resist reformulation into essentialist expla-
nations of the sort demanded, do not seem matters of concern. This brings
me to a third worry: the lack of selfreflexivity that permits such ques-
tioning to appear as simple curiosity on the part of the questioner.” When
lasked after the motivation for the aforementioned question, this was ar-
ticulated as a concern for the well-being of Iraqi women: black seems so
stifling in the heat of the Middle East. A paternalistic attitude is thus re-
vealed behind the simplicity of the question. Although I believe that those
who asked me such questions did not self-consciously adhere to a dis-
course of U.S. nationalism, of us versus them, they inadvertently and im-
plicitly inscribed the rhetoric of freedom that sustained such nationalist
identification. The call for a cohesive nation, for a “united America,” re-
quires the representation of an other (here Islam} as fundamentalist and
oppressive, in order to maintain its appeal. These questions, and repre-
sentations of the veil more generally, are part of a rhetoric of freedom that
positions “the Muslim woman™ as victim and foil; such rhetoric, I will
argue, works to hide the gendered and racialized dimensions through
which national and colonial discourses are formed.

It should be noted that the use of representations of Muslim women
in the rhetoric of freedom has roots in colonial and orientalist discourses
and is certainly not limited to the United States post-9/11, though it has be-
come acutely visible in justifications of the continuing war in Afghanistan.
Frantz Fanon’s study of the French colonial project in Algeria, the British
framing of the “woman question” to justify its colonial presence in Egypt,
the forced de-veiling of women in movements of “modernization” in the
1930s in Iran and Turkey, '° but also the more recent law banning the “Is-
lamic head scarf” in French schools and debates surrounding the wearing
of the “veil” in Quebec,'' point to the fact that more is at stake here than
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the attempted justification of one nation’s war. In this chapter, ! will more
broadly follow a line of questioning that asks after the representation of
Muslim women in the “Western” imaginary (an imaginary shared by,
though not limited to, the United States). The term “West™ is an admittedly
inadequate notion that I do not intend to defend here. What 1 wish to in-
dicate is, however, the way in which the representation of Muslim women
(as veiled, oppressed, unfree) plays a role in this geographical and cultural
formation, and hence supports the binary of “us” and “them,” of West
and non-West {or, more narrowly, Muslim). To the degree that I use the
term, this qualification should be kept in mind. “The West™ is invoked in
this chapter as an imaginary construct in formation, rather than an onto-
logical entity with predefined boundaries and identity.'?

In what follows, my focus will be on one dominant representation of
Muslim women in the Western imaginary, a representation that is both
contemporary and colonial: the Muslim woman as “veiled.”!* The use of
the term “veil”—instead of “hijab™ for instance—is itself open to debate,
since this term covers over and reduces to a single representation what
ace culturally heterogeneous and historically dynamic phenomena.' In
using the term “veil,” it is precisely this representation that | aim to study
critically. This chapter does not have within its scope the presentation of
empirical cases, histories or descriptions of “veiling.” [tis neither an apol-
ogy for nor a condemnation of the “veil,” hut an analysis that attempts
to reveal the structures that sustain the Western repcesentation of the
“veiled” Muslim woman. In other words, what is the mechanism that
produces the representation of Muslim women as veiled, and simultane-
ously overdetermines the image of the woman “hidden behind her veil”
as oppressed, unfree, invisible, and anonymous? Indeed, the motivation
for this chapter lies in understanding the hold and force of this represen-
tation on the Western imaginary. Surprisingly immune to counterexam-
ples, able to stretch to incorporate individual, cultural, and historical
exceptions, as well as attempts to redefine it, this largely homogeneous
and reductive representation has a hold that, [ believe, reflects its invest-
ment in Western constructions of femininity, freedom, and self."’

Itake as my starting point the colonial discourse on the veil described
by Frantz Fanon in his essay “Algeria Unveiled”—partly because of the
clarity of his account, but also because of what he leaves unsaid.'® By
reading “Algeria Unveiled™ together with Black Skin, White Masks, 1 crit-
ically extend Fanon’s analysis by asking how dimensions of gender and
race mutually support one another in the representation of the “veil.”!”
Drawing on French and British colonial discourses on the veil as well as
contemporary U.S. discourses around the “war on terrorism,” 1 aim to
go beyond Fanon’s French example to unearth the mechanisms of other-
ing at work in “Western™ representations of the veil—what I will call the
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“racialization” of the veil. My purpose is to reveal the ways in which this
racialization is already at work in Western discourses of subjectivity, gen-
det, and even nationhood {as we shall see in the case of the United States).
#y claim is that images of Muslim women are much more than idle fic-
tions woven around the bodies of other women, who may be located in-
side or outside thac amorphous and imaginary construct called “the
West.” These representations are constituted as the support for that imag-
inary construct itself, in pacticular for Western society’s selrepresentation
as a “free” society, soliciting women’s complicity. That is, representations
of veiled Muslim women are the negative mirror in which Western con-
structions of national identity and gender can be positively reflected.

In “Algeria Unveiled,” Fanon describes the French colonial project to
unveil Algerian women, a project that took on explicit dimensions from the
1930s onward. Fanon's analysis of this colonial project allows us to un-
derstand the degree to which the veil was identified, for the colonizer, not
only with Muslim women but with Algerian culture and Islam as a whole.
The “unveiling” of Algeria was, then, a project to destroy its culture, as
Fanon explains.'* What comes through clearly in Fanon’s account is the
homaogeneity of Western perceptions and reactions to the veil, whether at
the level of colonial governance or individuals.'® Fanon’s explanation of
the unity of reactions to the veil attributes it to the material unity of the veil
itself: “The woman seen in her white veil unifies the perception that one
has of Algerian feminine seciety. Obviously, what we have here is a uni-
form that rolerates no modification, no variant.”?" Yet in the footnote on
the same page, Fanon admits the wide variation in veiling practices in Al-
geria: women in rural areas are often unveiled, as are Kabyle women, ex-
cept, he notes, in large cities.”! The Algerian baik {the white body covering
described by Fanon above), applies then only to women in ucban centers.
What Fanon has said of masculine garb could also be said of Algerian fem-
inine dress: it undergoes regional modifications, allowing “a certain mar-
gin of choice, a modicum of heterogeneity.”?? Why, then, the homogeneity
in colonial perceptions of and reactions to the veil? What remains in ques-
tion throughout Fanon’s essay, despite the explanations that he gives, is
why it is the veiled Muslim woman in particular who becomes the focus
of the colonizer’s cultural attack. Fanon does, however, provide hints,
which [ will use to construct an answer.>3

For this, we must scrutinize the visibility of the veil. Fanon's description
of the colonial perception (or representation) of Muslim women is rendered
in terms of the visibility and invisibility that the veil—as a material and sym-
bolic sign of cultural difference and barrier to possessive vision—operates for
the colonizer. Fanon begins: “The way people clothe themselves, together
with the traditions of dress and finery that custom implies, constitutes the
most disrinctive form of a society’s uniqueness, that is to say the one that is
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most immediately perceptible.”** What is most visible is thus essentialized
as the marker of a society’s difference. But most visible to whom? As Fanon
writes, “In the Arab world, for example, the veil worn by women is at once
noticed by the tourist. . . . For the tourist and foreigner, the veil demarcates
both Algerian society and its feminine component.”** Fanon explicitly in-
scribes the seer—an outsider, tourist, Western subject—in this perception.
Visibility/invisibility are notin themselves properties of objects but are mean-
ingful only relative to the position of the seer, to a desire to see and a way of
looking 2 The perception of the veil is no innocent seeing, buta gaze made
possible by a world order where Western subjects can travel to, reside in,
and “observe” Algeria.?’

In answer to the question of why it is the veil that becomes the “es-
sential” marker of Algerian cultural or Islamic difference, we then have
the response that it is the most visible feature of that society. Why it is so
visible, however, brings us to the already constituted field of vision of the
Western observer. This field of vision has been structured by colonization,
overdetermined by the colonial apparatus of knowledge and representa-
tion. As Fanon says: “It is on the basis of the analyses of sociologists and
ethnologists that the specialists in so-called native affairs and heads of
the Arab Bureaus coordinated their [policy with respect to the veil].”2?
Orientalist knowledge and media, “written accounts and photographic
records or motion pictures,” allow the Western subject to already know
the colonized society before she or he has any direct contact with it.2?
This apparatus of representation, combined with economic and political
hegemony, is the lens through which the Western observer sees Muslim so-
ciety. We must turn to this lens, for, as | will try to show, the lens is in fact
a mirror—a negative and distorting one.

To understand the mechanism of colonial or neocolonial representa-
tion whereby the veil becomes the essential marker of Muslim woman
and of her culture’s otherness, we must turn te Fanon’s account of racial-
ization in Black Skin, White Masks. Reading this together with “Algeria
Unveiled” will allow us to see how the veiled woman is “othered” in the
Western imaginary. Behind the visibility of the veil to the colonial and
neocolonial regard, a process is revealed that makes the veil differentially
visible and overdetermines it with a particular negative sense. This is the
mechanism of othering by which Muslim women are racialized in the
Western gaze. The attack on the veil is then not only the means by which
the colonizer aims to destroy the colonized society; it is also the means by
which colonial or neocolonial society constructs its self-representation,
the counterimage or negative mirror image in which it perceives itself.

In chapter 6 of Biack Skin. White Masks, Fanon describes the way in
which the antiblack racism of white culture constitutes the “black” as other
to the “white” self through a mechanism of projection or abjection. Here,
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the undesirable alterity of the self is projected or transferred onto the
other.’ In this process of othering, both “white* and “black” identities
are constructed, and though they are constituted relative to one another,
these identities are taken to be mutually exclusive. Excluded from the
“white” self are any perceived impurities, undesirable incongruities, and
differences that may trouble its univocity, stability, and sameness. These
qualities are projected onto the “other,” now seen in these terms. Only
through this exclusion, which operates to essentialize both black and white
identities, can whiteness be seen as pure and unified, as a stable identity.
The essentialist logic of racist society thus sees the relative constructs of
“black™ and “white™ in absolute terms; it does this by naturalizing race as
a property of the black, material body, and specifically of skin color. In
this way, race becomes seen as a natural category and not as a historical
consteuct; the mechanism by which “black” and “white” identities are pro-
duced s effaced. The seeming naturalness of these categories works to jus-
tify the very racist logic that produced them. The myth or representation
of the “black” as naturally inferior structures the visual field and overde-
termines “normal” perception in racist society; “black” is seen as inferior
and superiority, including moral superiority, is by default a characteristic
of white identity.?! Itis then, on Fanon’s account, racist society that creates
the “black™ and, we can say, colonial or neocolonial society that creates the
“native.” As “other” in the Western imaginary, the black or native plays
the role of “scapegoat” for the collective guilt of white society.?

In “Algeria Unveiled,” Fanon reveals a comparable racist logic in the
French colonial representation of both Muslim mien and women—though
one that may be more accurately called cultural racism as we shall see later.
The Muslim woman'’s condition is taken to be essentially conveyed by her
veil, the material symbol of her oppression. As Fanon notes, the woman
behind the veil is “pictured as humiliated, sequestered, cloistered . . .
transformed by the Algerian man into an inert, demonetized, indeed dehu-
manized object.”? Thus, in a move that anticipates U S. representations of
Islamic fundamentalism, the Muslim man is “denounced and described as
medieval and barbaric.”3* His resistance to “liberating” colonial policies is
“attributed vo religious, magical, fanatical behavior,” to an “Islam” that is
posited in opposition to Western culture and values.3* The othering of Mus-
lim society extends to the characterization of iss family life, seen as seclud-
ing the woman in the home. Curiously, all these colonial representations can
be seen to relate back to the Muslim woman and her veil. Muslim families,
men, and women are defined celative to the veil—and to its associated con-
notations of seclusion, oppression, invisibility, and lack of subjectivity. The
man is he who imposes the veil to “keep [women] out of sight”;*¢ the fam-
ily and home are the prisons where she hides or abides; and the Muslim
woman is “she who hides behind a veil.”7 In these representations we see
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the identification of Muslim society with woman and of woman with her
veil, itself overdetermined as oppressive.

To turn to the more recent U.S. “war on terrorism™ and the rhetoric
employed to justify the war in Afghanistan in particular, a similar focus
on the veil (here burga) can be discerned. Here, the image of the veil al-
lows the demarcation of Islamic otherness in a visible and immediately
identifiable form. By functioning as a metonym at once for Islam and for
the oppression of women, the representation of the veil produces a slip-
page between these two concepts, making the identification of Islam with
“fundamentalism” possible. It should be noted that “fundamentalism™ is
an amorphous and ill-defined term.*® As Charles Hirschkind and Saba
Mahmood have shown, the trope of “Islamic fundamentalism” collapses
disparate currents of Islam into a “singular socio-religious formation.”*?
This reductive schema crystallizes around certain stereotypical images,
notably the image of the veiled Muslim woman.*® This image, I claim,
works in large part to provide “Islamic fundamentalism” with a particu-
lar {negative) affective and moral sense, despite the difficulty of defining
the term. At the same time, since the representation of the veil is largely
homogeneous—Ilacking in historical, contextual, or lived specificity—the
amalgamation of fundamentalism to Islam more generally is supported
by the image itself. Although arguably the term “fundamentalist” is sup-
posed to designate only regressive or traditional versions of Islam, it is
only in the context of Islam that forms of extremism so clearly oppressive
to women are represented as developing.*! The implication is that such
fundamentalism and oppression are natural developments of this religion
(unless safeguards are put in place and “progressive™ forces encouraged
by the West).

It should be noted that this construction of “Islamic fundamentalism”™—
and the image of the veil that in part constitutes it—plays a more complex
role in U.S. self-representation than is at first visible. @nce this Islamic oth-
erness is rigidly defined, a cohesive sense of U S. nationalism can be posited
as desirable. Repeating the racist logic that Fanon discovered in French
representations of Algeria, U.S. nationalism is here oppositionally defined
in relation to an abjected other. The rigid disidentification with this other
allows the borders of “ Americanness™ to be drawn. A striking example of
this imaginative exclusion can be found in Laura Bush’s radio address
of November 17, 2001: the “blessings of American life,” its desirability, are
evoked largely by means of the contrast with the “brutal oppression
of women” and inhumanity of “the terrorists and the Taliban,” seen as
incapable of loving their “women and children.” It is significant here that
the evocation of “Americanness” is gendered. The way that gender func
tions within the self-presentations of US. nationalism and colonialism re-
quires us to look more closely at the role of the veiled Muslim woman as foil.
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What I want to suggest, going beyond Fanon’s analysis of othering, is that
the Western representation of the Muslim woman is not posited in the same
way as that of the Muslim man, nor is it a symmetrical representation.
Though both are racialized, the othering undergone by the “veiled woman™
is what Mohja Kahf calls a “double othering.”** T his means t hat our analy-
sis must extend to include other subject positions, so far invisible, specifically
that of the “Western” or U.S. woman. For the “veiled woman” is not only
the other to Western man, but also to Western woman.

In this regard, the colonial and neocolonial use of feminist discourse
to justify its project needs to be scrutinized. The British colonial construc-
tion of the “Woman Question™ has been described by Leila Ahmed in the
context of the discourse on the veil in Egypt in thelate nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries.** Ahmed points out that it is in the colonial context
that “the issue of women emerged . . . as thecenterpiece of the Western nar-
rative of Islam.”* The way in which colonial rhetoric combines the dis-
courses of orientalism and, ironically, of feminism leads to a conflation of
other women and their cultures; more specifically, a conflation of the colo
nial representation of other women as oppressed and their cufture. As
Ahmed notes, “The idea that Other men, men in colonized societies or s o
cieties beyond the borders of the civilized West, oppressed women was to
be used, in the rhetoric of colonialism, to render morally justifiable its proj-
ect of undermining or eradicating the cultures of colonized peoples.™*’
This is what Fanon observed in the case of French colonial policies in Al-
geria and what we can see repeated in US. representations of Islamic fun-
damentalism/terrorism/the Taliban.*

" Key to this “colonial-feminist” discourse is the representation of the
colonized society as essentially inferior because it oppresses women—hence
the purported aim of liberating or saving these women, an aim that can
only be achieved by destroying their culture.*” The implied thesis is that
only in a Western or Westernized (read: civilized, liberal, enlightened, open)
culture can women be truly free. That this is the implied thesis tells us that
the “colonial-feminist” discourse-—and its contemporary neocolonial U.S.
counterpart— have another purpose. The moral justification that this dis
course seeks to impart is not limited to the colonial or neocolonial project
abroad but extends to a justification of patriarchal constructions of gen-
der in the home society. This discourse serves simultaneously to normalize
the position of women in the home society, to construct ot her societies as
inferior, and to justify the colonial or neocolonial domination of those so-
cieties in the name of civilization, progress, and the liberation of women—
hence the triple function of this discourse: patriarchal, orientalist, and
colonialist. It is in this way that the identification of Muslim society with
the veil, overdetermined as the symbol of women’s oppression, can be un-
derstood. Given this framework, it should not be surprising that the United
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Stares’ rhetoric of freedom maintains the same apparent contradiction with
respect to gender relations that one finds in the discourses of many former
colonial powers. U.S. nationalist discourse can at once uphold patriarchal
structures at home while invoking the freedom of other women as a rea-
son for intervention abroad. In chis sense, U.S. nationalism is a gendered
project that is constructed through the racialization of other cultures, as we
shall see.

We are now a step closer to understanding why it is the veiled Mus-
lim woman who is the focus of the Western rhetoric of freedom, whether
in the case of French and British colonialism or U.S. neocolonialism. But
what, specifically, ts the role of the image of the “veiled woman” in the
Western imaginary? In her book, Western Representations of the Muslim
Woran, Mohja Kahf argues that the Western representation of the “Mus-
lim woman™ is posited as a counterimage to the ideal of Western woman
(itself also a representation). She is hence able to trace historical changes
in this image chat mirror shifting Western norms of femininity and gen-
der.*® Most importantly, Kahf shows that this image is formed at the in-
tersection of two discourses of Western cultural history, “the discourse on
Islam and the discourse on gender.”* The image of the Muslim woman
is hence constituted both in terms of the West’s relation to Islam, its
self-definition in connection to Islam, and in terms of the Western con-
struction of “woman,” the West’s self-definition in terms of particular
gender norms. Crucial to my reading of Kahf is that these discourses do
not merely intersect—as if each were articulated separately and came into
contact with the other only provisionally—but mutually support and de-
fine one another. As such, the Muslim woman is doubly othered in the
Wiestern imaginary; she is constructed at once as “woman” and “Mus-
lim.” This complex difference means that the veiled woman is the symbol
of an “Islamic [feminine} otherness,” whose roleisto allow a cerrain rep-
resentation of “woman” to be posited in the Western imaginary as desir-
able, normal, and ideal.’°

Reading Kahf in conjunction with Fanon, we can extend our under-
standing of this “double othering™ further. The veiled woman, as | men-
tioned, is “othered” relative to the Wiestern woman. The double othering
of the veiled woman hence presupposes another othering, that of the
“Western woman” constructed as the gendered other within Western pa-
teiarchal society. This “other within™ is, however, posited in opposition to
an “other without”—to the representation of the veiled Muslim woman
(who, though she may in fact be living within Western society, is imagi-
natively projected as external to it, as belonging to a different and alien
Muslim society).*! This other woman is then not only a gendered but also
a racialized other. The process of double othering, in fact, puts both West-
ern and Muslim woman in their peculiar places, as other within and other
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without. The relative subject-positions consticuted in this way involve
complex differentiations that need to be unraveled.

To adopt Fanon’s framework from Black Skin, White Masks, we
could say that it is the undesirable alterity in woman that is projected onto
the “veiled woman.” This projection or abjection thereby constitutes the
identity of “Western woman” as a unified and pure ideal. But since West-
ern woman has already herself been othered, I believe a further process is
at play. Projected onto the “veiled woman™ is not simply what is unde-
sirable in femininity from the patriarchal perspective, that is, what is ex-
cluded from the norm of womanhood, but also, 1 argue, the mechanism
of gender oppression of patriarchy itself. This is significant and helps ex-
plain the positive valence of the norm of “Western weman™ so con-
structed. Here, we have a constitution that takes place on two levels.
There is the constitution of the patriarchal norm of woman with particu-
tar qualities (e.g., a particular consttuction of a “liberated” female sexu-
ality and body), seen in negative form in the image of the Muslim woman
(e.g., seen as suffering from an overly modest, hidden, and imprisoned
sexuality}).>? At the same time, all the weight of the process of gender oth-
ering or domination, the very mechanism that sets up the norm of woman,
is projected onto the shoulders of the Muslim woman, and specifically
onto her veil. This racialization of the veil renders it hypervisible. It is in
this way that it becomes the most visible marker of Muslim society in
Western eyes, for the veil is seen as the symbol of the gender oppression
of that society. Focus on the veil deflects attention away from the patri-
archal structures of Western society itself. But, more than this, it hides the
othering mechanism that chatacterizes the subject-position of Western
woman and it fosters the impression that this subject-position is not itself
problematic or socially controlled, that is, that Western woman is “free.”

A representation of Western womanhood is thus constructed as de-
sirable for women in general, as an ideal that solicits women’s complicity.
Indeed, this representation is presented as desirable for other women as
well (hence the colonizer’s or occupier’s belief that native wormen will wel-
come him).>3 This is because the ideal of Western woman implicitly ex-
cludes her gender oppression at the same time as it repeats features of the
Western norm of femininity that are oppressive. This paradoxical and
complex mixture of features—at once normalizing the patriarchal defini-
tion of woman and idealizing it as what women, including other women,
would want and rectaim-—reflects the subversion of feminism by orien-
talist and neocolwnial discourse. As in the U.S. rhetoric of freedom, com-
bining a feminist discourse of liberation in regard to “other women™ with
an implicit (or even declared) patriarchal attitude to women at home is
possible, since these attitudes mutually support one another.* This is be-
cause the representations of the United States or “Western” woman and
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the “veiled woman™ are implicitly constructed relative to one another; the
veiled woman is criticized and saved in the name of {Western) woman,
while the norm of Western femininity is posited in opposition to the veiled
woman. This ultimately means that the subject-position assigned to West-
ern woman is one where she can see herself as free, or as becoming free,
only to the degree that she sees other women as oppressed—that is, to the
degree that she accepts the “othering” of veiled Muslim women. She must
accept her Western society as the only potential place where freedom can
be actualized.

The subject-positions of Muslim women are marked by an even more
paradoxical construction. As the abjected other to Western woman, her
double othering can be understood in an additional way: it is not only
the colonizer who seeks to save her, but also Western women. From the
colonial-feminist perspective, the veiled woman can only become “free”
by casting off her veil (and her society), that is, by accepting rhe ideal of
Western womanhood, by becoming “Westernized.” But her attempt to
pass as Western will encounter limitations, for the subject-position of the
Muslim woman remains marked by otherness, allowing for continued pa-
ternalism in her regard. Sign:ficantly, the discursive position from which
the unveiled Muslim woman can speak about her culture is scripted in
advance: as “escapee™ of her religion or culture, she is expected to speak
for its victms; if she argues for a more complex position, she is seen as a
“pawn” still in its grips.’® As for the subject-position of the veiled woman,
she is denied individuality and voice in the colonial and neocolonial imag-
inary, even in relative terms. While the veil becomes hypervisible, Muslim
women are posited as invisible, passive, and anonymous, as oppressed al-
most to the pointoflacking subjectivity behind their veils. A marked e x
ample of this is the description in the US. press of burqa-clad Afghan
women as “downtrodden ghosts.” 3

Significantly, this places Western and Muslim women in opposed,
asymmetrical, and nonreciprocal subject-positions-—even though their
identities are constructed relative to one another. This exclusion means
that commonalties between women and between societies are hidden from
view. In particular, it obscures the recognition that what we may have to
deal with are differently structured patriarchies with different complex
specificities.””” The nonreciprocity of Western and veiled women’s subject-
positions within the Western imaginary means that che “Islamic” difference
of the veiled woman takes on an absolute sense and precludes the possi-
bility of her being seen otherwise. Once the attribute of being “veiled” is
attached to woman, her commonality with Western woman is severed.
This exclusion also means that the identity of Western woman can be
posited in an unproblematized and seemingly stable way—that the tension
and othering, which we have seen are part of this identity, can be effaced.
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The racialization of veiled Muslim women hence sustains and stabilizes
gender dichotomies in the West—rendering them seemingly innocuous and
“natural” to the subjects constituted therein.

The U.S. context provides a striking example of how gender, race,and
culture are put in play in service of a neocolonial and nationalist project.
Here, a gendered construction of the nation is made possible through the
racialization of Islam as other. U.S. (read: Western and white) constructions
of gender and family are normalized by eliding the mechanisms of gender
oppression at work within U.S. society. Thissociety is represented either as
having already attained gender equality, or as the perfectible ground for
such equality, the terrain for freedom; in contrast, Muslim cultures are con-
ceived as stagnant and closed, repeating the same fixed patterns of gender
oppression (continually reinvented in the ahistorical image of the veil).%®
Curiously, U.S. gender roles are understood as unoppressive and hence go
unremarked (even though there 5 no question of eliminating gender alto
gether), yet signs of gender difference (e.g., veiling) are seen as oppressive
when they belong to Muslim cultures. This representational contrast allows
moral superiority and emotional content to be ascribed to a U.S. national-
ism that is otherwise only vaguely defined, while at once justifying the neo-
colonial project with respect to certain Muslim countries. In this sense, the
presentation of “Islamic fundamentalism™ as oppressive to women and
hence rigidly other—as a practice with which “free” subjects and women
in particular would disidentif y-——works implicitly to sustain the call for a
cohesive identification with “Americanness” as liberatory.

What is noteworthy in both the United States and the colonial rhetoric
of freedom is that racialization proceeds by way of gender and is not im-
mediately visible as “biological™ or color racism. Rather, it takes the form
of what1argue is “cultural racism.” What is dif ferentially visible is not race
or skin color as such, but culture—-defined largely through the perceived
presence of gender oppression (ostensibly embodied in veiling practices).
Since the hypervisibility of the veil is configured as gender oppression, the
racism that structures this perception is covered over by the manifest anti-
sexist and feminist concern for the freedom of Muslim women. It is this im-
brication of racism with gender that confronts U.S. feminists with an
apparent dilemma in the case of the veil.** 1t has been my aim to show that
the rhetoric of freedom, which poses such a dilemma, not only perpetuates
a paternalistic attitude toward Muslim women but also reinforces blind-
ness to gender oppression in the context of the United States. The politics
it inscribes is hence not only racist, but, | would add, antifeminist.

As with the mechanism of racialization described by Fanon in Black
Skin, White Masks, Islamic otherness is here essentialized. Islam, as we have
seen, is represented as essentially oppressive to women and thus essentially
inferior. This essentialist logic has as its focus the veil. Islamic difference, its
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perceived oppression of women, is projected as a property of the material
piece of clothing, the “veil.” This defines a cultural racism that, it has been
argued, is continuous with color racism.®® Though differences clearly exist
in how “race” is understood or seen in each case—whether as biological
inheritance or as cultural genealogy and belonging—it is important to note
that bodily difference plays a role in both cases. Cultural racism is not
merely intolerance of the “spirit” of another culture; it is directed at bod-
ies, which this racist vision materially inscribes and perceives as culturally
different. This racism naturalizes cultural difference to visible features of
the body, including clothing, hence the backward belief that it is the osten-
sible visibility of bodily difference, in this case veiling, that “causes” racist
reactions in Western societies.®! To imply that the solution to this racism is
to forcibly or voluntarily change one’s clothing, so as to dissipate racist at-
titudes, is both to elide the way in which clothing functionsas an integrated
part of one’s lived sense of bodily space and afso to misconceive the kind of
racism involved.

Clothing is often seen as an artificial envelope that can be removed
to reveal a “natural,” biological body. What is missed in such a picture is
the way in which clothing constitutes a bodily extension that cannot be
removed without transforming one’s lived sense of embodiment. As phe-
nomenologists such as Maurice Merleau-Ponty have shown, clothing,
through habituation, is no longer seen as an object apart from the body,
but comes to form an integrated part of one’s body schema. Bodily ex-
tensions {which include articles of clothing but also tools) become them-
selves dimensions through which the subject perceives and interacts with
the world and others.®? Crucial for my argument, such extensions af fec-
tively and kinaesthetically transform and recast one’s sense of bodily space
(as well as one’s body image). The limits of my body are felt not at the
skin, but at the surface and edges of the clothing [ wear, redefining my
sense of “here.”® In navigating my surroundings, it is in terms of this
“here” that a sense of “there,” an external space, is configured. Though
1 do not mean to reduce veiling to a simple article of clothing—since it
takes part in subject-formation in arguably more complex ways, at once
spiritual, religious, conventional and cultural—both veiling and clothing
more generally must be understood as more than mere superficial “cover.”
None of this is to imply an essentialist or static view of veiling, or to as-
sign a univocal meaning to veiling experiences. What I mean to point out
are the ways in which veiling can be formative of a bodily sense of self, so
that instead of being liberatory, unveiling comes to be experienced as bod-
ily disintegration and immobilization.®*

In addition, the recommendation that Muslim women unveil in order
to eliminate the reactions of intolerance directed against them miscon-
strues the kind of racism involved. In cultural racism, culture becomes
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nature. The veil is seen as both a marker of Muslim culture and an
explanation of its inferiority, just as, in color racism, skin color is seen as
the site of racial difference and biological determinism. Bodies are not
only perceived as belonging to a different culture; they are also seen as
culturally determined and inferior as a result.®® In the sense in which cul-
ture is seen as nature, it is not merely the veil but the veiled body as a
whole that is racialized®*—along with any phenotypical differences that
would otherwise have been seen as indifferent but that are in this way
overdetermined. Phenotypical difference plays a supporting role in the
racialization of veiled women. It is no coincidence that the image of
the veiled Muslim woman is also of a “nonwhite” woman, and that
“white” women who choose to veil pose a problem for the Western imag-
inary.®” Moreover, culture becomes nature, since the determinism that
characterizes cultural racism implies a definition of the other culture or re-
ligion (here Islam) as static, closed, and incapable of progress—in con-
trast to Western societies that are understood to be “open™ and hence
perfectible, to be spaces that enable, rather than determine and limit, in-
dividual expression and clothing choices. It is in terms of such cultural
racism that the United States’ rhetoric with respect to the “liberation” of
Muslim women can be understood as continuous with colonial discourses
on the veil #®

I have argued that the conception of “freedom,” held open to Western
women, is dependent on the counterimage of the veiled Muslim woman as
oppressed. Given this distorting play of mirrors, what can we as feminists
do? It seems simple enough to point out that oppression is not intrinsic to
veiling, that gender cannot be understood univocally, and that relations of
gender and veiling have had multiple historically and culturally differenti-
ated forms. The perception of veiling as synonymous with gender oppres-
sion (and unveiling with freedom) has roots in Western constructions of
freedom and gender that result in a persistent disregard for such correc-
tives. | want to suggest that there are no easy routes for feminist analysis
or solidarity here, but that we should start with a form of bracketing (to
borrow a method from phenomenology). What needsto be bracketed is the
framework of freedom and oppression that prefigures the representation
and knowledge of Muslim women. Such bracketing neither adopts nor re-
jects freedom as a category of analysis, but attempts to reveal the structures
that motivate and sustain its normative force and the “natural” belief in it.
Hence, the bracketing [ propose questions the ways in which concepts of
freedom, woman, Muslim, and Western are constructed. This translates
into an initial hesitation, an impulse to listen rather than act.®® This hesi-
tation forms an antidote to the uncritical application of ready-made bina-
ries (freedom-oppression, but also modernity-religion and West-Islam) to
the lives of other women in feminist analysis.
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A critique of representation of this sort admittedly risks becoming a
narrative thatis only about “the West,” perpetuating the exclusion already
at work in chat construct.”® In contrast, by showing how whar is so often
presented as progressive and liberating for Muslim women in fact partakes
of a colonial and patemalistic logic of representation, it is the aim of this
chapter to open up feminist imagination. In its racialization of other cul-
tures, U.S. rhetoric on freedom is not an isolated phenomenon. Indeed,
colonial and imperialist feminist discourses perpetuate representations of
Muslim women that posit Islam and feminism as mutually exclusive, si-
lencing voices that blur these binaries (whether self-identified as Muslim
and/or Western). Significantly, my hope is that the method of bracketing I
propose can be useful in dispelling certain seemingly paralyzing dilemmas
(in my view false) that confront feminists when it comes to Muslim
women: in condemning the Taliban, should feminists support the United
States’ war on Afghanistan? Dees a commitment to gender equality imply
advocating a law banning the Muslim veil in schools (as in France)?’!
These questions only have a hold when the logic of representation that
naturalizes oppression to the veil is left unquestioned. It allows such dilem-
mas to be posed without the difficult work of concrete communication,
self-critical reflection, and attention to historical and contextual specificity
being carried out. In contrast, the hesitation propose is productive; it aims
to destabilize representational frameworks that close down the imagination
and limit the possibilities for feminist solidarity. The work of this chapter
has been to make possible other ways of seeing ourselves and each other,
Muslim and Western—different modes of understanding subjectivity and
ways of thinking freedom.”” Such radical rethinking can only take place, I
believe, once we understand the exclusions and blind spots upon which
the United States, and more broadly Western, self-tepresentation of free-
dom has been constructed and the misperceptions that it sustains.
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want to imply that cultural racism is already at work in the definition of
“Whiteness” as it is in the understanding of “Western.”

68. In other words, this racism is not new; Balibar, “Is There a
‘Neo-Racism™?,” 23-24; Goldberg, Racist Culture, 70-71.

69. For more on hesitation as an initial strategy, see Linda Alcoff,
“The Problem of Speaking for Others,” Cuitural Critique 20 (Winter
1991-1992): 24,

70. This chapter only begins this bracketing. To the degree chat it re-
mains at the level of Western representarion, it shows how other ways of
being are systematically and steucturally misperceived; it does not describe
how cepresentations may be internalized and lived differently, or what ex-
periences escape them. As such, it necessarily calls for further work. See
Narayan, Dislocating Cultures, 137-138.

71. See Christine Delphy on the paralyzing effects of this dilemma
on French feminists (“Antisexisme ou antiracisme?,” 60-61).

72. Notably, Saba Mahmood’s nuanced anthropological study of the
women's mosque movement in contemporary Egypt, in her book Politics
of Piety: The Islamic Revival and the Feminist Subject (Princeton, N}
Princeton University Press, 2005), attempts just this: to challenge the not-
mative framework of freedom rhat univocally constructs “Muslim
women"” as oppressed and to open up alternative ways for conceiving
subjectformation (by examining the “architectures of the self” that ace
concretely embodied in the lives of particular women, without assuming
“Muslim women” to be a homaogeneous group).





