Ban the Burga?

TheArgument in Favor

by PhyllisCheder

ould other Western statesfollow the Bel gian and French examplesand ban the
ull Ilamic body and face-covering veil—or more specifically, the burga and
he nigab? In other words, should the West ban any and all clothing which

obliteratesone' sidentity? M ost Europeans, according to recent surveys, seemto think
s0.1 Still, sgnificant numbers, especidly inthe United States,? and including quiteafew
feminists® haveviewed such aban asreligioudy intolerant, anti-woman, and anti-West-
ern. They maintain that the state has no placein deciding what awoman can and cannot
wear—it isher body, not public property;* that given the worldwide exploitation of
women as pornographic sex objects, wearing loose, comfortable, modest clothing, or
actually covering up, might be both convenient and moredignified;® that because of the
West’ stolerance toward religions, the state cannot come between awoman and her
consciencefor that would betray Western val ues;® and that women arefreely choosing
to wear the burga.” SomeWesternintellectual soppose banning the burgaa though they
understand the harm it may do and theway inwhich it may “ mutilate personhood.”®

Algerian-American academic Marnia
Lazreg, for example, implores Muslim
womentovoluntarily, fredy refuseto cover
their facesfully—to spurn even the head-
scarf; however, shedoesnot want the state
involved.®

It isarguable that the full body and
face cover isnot areligious requirement
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Thephrase“theldamicvell” refers
to a variety of female clothing that
differs from country to country and
from century to century. The Afghan
burga, for example, coverstheentire
head, face, and body and has
webbing or grillework over theeyes
that allowsthewearer no peripheral
vision. Another version of theburga,
which covers the mouth, part of the
forehead and lower jaw, and the
head, exists (or existed) among
Arabs in southern Irag, the United
Arab Emirates, and Qatar.

in Islam but represents a minority tradition
among asmall Islamist minority; that it isnot a
matter of free choice but ahighly forced choice
and avisual Islamist symbol—onethat is osten-
tatiously anti-secularist and misogynist;1° that

10 Bernard-Henri Levy, “Why | Support a Ban on Burgas,”

the Western state does have an interest in pub-
lic appearances and, therefore, does not permit
public nudity or masked peoplein public build-
ings; and that it is strange that the very femi-
nists (or their descendents) who once objected
to the sexual commoditification of women “can
explain to you with the most exquisitely twisted
logic why miniskirts and lip gloss make women
into sexual objects, but when it comesto acul-
tural practice, enforced by terror, that makes
women into social nonentities, [they] fedl that it
isbeneath [their] liberal dignity to support aban
on the practice.”** To this may be added that
face-veil wearers (“good” girls) endanger all
those who do not wear aface veil (“bad” girls).
But before addressing these argumentsat greater
length, it isinstructive to see what political and
religiousleadersinthe Muslimworld, aswell as
Muslim women, have to say about the issue.

THE HOUSE OF ISLAM

UNVEILS ITS WOMEN

Theforced veiling and unveiling of Muslim
women, both in terms of the headscarf and the
face veil, ebbed and flowed for about a century
as Muslim elites strove to come to terms with
the demise of the Islamic political order that had
dominated the Middle East (and substantial parts
of Asia and Europe) for over a millennium.
Turkey’'s founder, Mustafa Kemal Atatirk, for
example, generated a new and vibrant brand of
nationalism that sought to extricate Turkey from
its imperia past—and its Islamic legacy—and
to reconstitute it asamodern nation state. Iran’s
Reza Shah distanced his country from Islam for
the opposite reason, namely, as a means to link
hisfamily to Persid spre-Idamicimperia legacy,
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Janus: The Arab-Muslim Community in France and the Battle
for Its Future,” in Zeyno Baran, ed., The Other Muslims: Mod-
erate and Secular (New York: Pagrave Macmillan, 2010), pp.
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Thenigab can cover the entirefacewith a small space cut out for the eyes.
It can also cover thelower face, but leave moreroomfor the eyes. In Saudi
Arabia, women wear the burga and the nigab in a variety of forms.

which is vividly illustrated by his adoption of
the surname Pahlavi, of ancient Persian ori-
gins,*? and the name Iran, or “[the land] of the
Aryans,” asthe country’s officia titlein al for-
mal correspondence.’®

During the 1920sand 1930s, in thisnew in-
ternational environment, kings, shahs, and presi-
dentsunveiled their femal e citizens, and Muslim
feminists campaigned hard for open faces in
public. They were successful in Egypt, Leba-
non, Tunisia, Algeria, Morocco, Turkey, Paki-
stan, and Iran, to name but afew countries.

As early as 1899, the Egyptian intellectual
Qasim Amin published his landmark book The
Liberation of Women, which argued that the face
veil was not commensurate with the tenets of
Islam and called for its removal.1* According to
photographs taken by Annie Lady Brassey in
Egyptinthe 1870s, Egyptian women wore heavy,
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dark coveringswith full nigab (face covering) or
partial nicab when possible.'® In 1923, thefemi-
nist HodaHanim Shaarawi, who established the
first feminist association that called for uncov-
ering the face and hair, became the first Egyp-
tian woman to remove her faceveil or nigab.’¢ In
the following decades, the veil gradually disap-
peared in Egypt, so much so that in 1958, afor-
eign journalist wrote that “the veil is unknown
here.” 17

In Afghanistan, Shah Amanullah Khan (r.
1919-29) “scandalized the Persians by permit-
ting hiswifeto go unveiled.” In 1928, he urged
Afghan women to uncover their faces and ad-
vocated the shooting of interfering husbands.
Hesaid that he“would himself supply theweap-
ons’ for this and that “no inquiries would be
instituted against the women.” Once, when he

15 Reina Lewis and Nancy Micklenwright, eds., Gender, Mo-
dernity and Liberty: Middle Eastern and Western Women’s
Wtitings: A Critical Sourcebook (New York: |.B. Tauris and
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17 Sarasota Herald Tribune, Jan. 26, 1958.
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The hijab (left), or headscarf, does not cover the face and is not the
subject of this article. The abaya (right) in Saudi Arabia is also not
synonymous with a face-covering although add-ons to the garment

may cover theface.

ing blow on June
15, 2008, when the
country’s Constitu-
tional Court an-
nulled agovernment
reform dlowing tu-
dents to wear Mus-
lim headscarves at
university on the
grounds that it con-
travened Turkey's
secular system.® In
recent years, women
wearing both hijabs
and burgas have
been seen on the
Sreets of Istanbul.
As early as
1926 in Iran, Reza
Shah provided po-
lice protection for
[ranian women who

saw a woman wearing a burga in a Kabul gar-
den, he tore it off and burned it.*® However,
Amanullah was exiled, and the country plunged
back into the past.’® Turkey banned the Islamic
face veil and the turban in 1934, and this prohi-
bition has been maintained ever since by along
succession of governments that adhered to
Atatirk’s secularist and modernist revolution.
Moreover, from the 1980s onward, Turkish
women have been prohibited from wearing
headscarves in parliament and in public build-
ings, and this law was even more strictly en-
forced after a1997 coup by the secular military.
In recent years, the Islamist Justice and Devel-
opment Party (Adalet ve KalkinmaPartisi, AKP),
which hasruled Turkey since 2002, hastried to
relax thisrestriction, only to be dealt ahumiliat-

18 RheaTalley Stewart, Firein Afghanistan 1914-1929: Faith,
Hope, and the British Empire (New York: Doubleday, 1973),
pp. 127, 376-8.

19 Rosanne Klass, Afghanistan: The Great Game Revisited
(New York: Freedom House, 1987), p. 39; idem, Land of the
High Flags (New York: Odyssey Books, 1964), pp. 202-3.

chose to dispense

with the traditional
scarf.?! Ten years|ater, on January 7, 1936, the
shah ordered all femal e teachers and the wives
of ministers, high military officers, and gov-
ernment officials “to appear in European
clothes and hats, rather than chadors’; and
by way of “serving as an example for other
Persian women,” the shah asked his wife and
daughters to appear without face veilsin pub-
lic. Ranking male officialswere dismissed from
their jobsif their wives appeared with face veils
in public, and the police began breaking into
private homes to arrest women wearing
chadorsthere. A report from the city of Tabriz
stated that only unveiled girls could receive
diplomas.?? These and other secularizing re-
formswere sustained by Shah Muhammad Reza
Pahlavi, who in September 1941 succeeded his

20 The Muslim Observer (Farmington, Mich.), Jan. 31, June
19, 2008.

21 Hamideh Sedghi, Women and Politics in Iran: Veiling,
Unveiling, and Revelling (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2007), p. 85.
22 Ibid., pp. 85-7.
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father on the throne and instituted a ban on
veiledwomenin public.

Lebanon has always been the most West-
ernized Arab society, owing to its substantial
Christian population withitsclose affinity to Eu-
rope, France in particular. A Palestinian-Leba-
nese-Syrian woman visiting the United States
said, “Inthe 1920s, my mother, auniversity pro-
fessor, wasthefirst woman to take off her veil in
Beirut. She had to remain at home under house
arrest for one year due to the violence threat-
ened by street mobs. Then, things changed for
the better.”23

Since 1981, women in Tunisia have been
prohibited from wearing Islamic dress, includ-
ing headscarves, in schools or government of-
fices. In 2006, since this ban was increasingly
ignored, the Tunisian government launched a
sustained campaign against the hijab. The po-
lice stopped women in the streetsand asked them
to remove their headscarves; the president de-
scribed the headscarf as a “ sectarian form of
dress which had come into Tunisia uninvited.”
Other officials explained that Islamic dress was
being promoted by extremistswho exploited re-
ligion for political aims.?*

In 2006, in neighboring Morocco, a picture
of amother and daughter wearing headscarves
was removed from a textbook. The education
minister explained, “ Thisissueisn’t really about
religion, it's about palitics ... the headscarf for
women isapolitical symbol in the same way as
the beard is for men.”? However, the govern-
ment could only go so far initsability to restrict
the face veil or headscarf. In 1975, Moroccan
feminist Fatima Mernissi described the lives of
Moroccan women ascircumscribed by Ghazali’'s
view of women, including women'seyes, aseroti-
cally irresistible, and as such, dangerous to
men.?® In 1987, Mernissi analyzed the Islamic

23 Author interview with the wife of an Arab ambassador to the
United Nations, New York, 1980.

24 BBC News, Sept. 26, 2006.
25 1bid., Oct. 6, 2006.

26 Fatima Mernissi, Beyond the \eil: Male-Female Dynamics
in a Modern Muslim Society (Cambridge, Mass.: Schenkman
Publishing Company, Inc., 1975).

veil in both theological and historical terms.?’
Clearly, asfundamentalism or political ISlam re-
turned to the historical stage, “roots’ or Islamic
identity, both in Morocco and elsewhere, was
increasingly equated with seventh century cus-
toms that were specific to women and to the
Prophet Muhammad’sown life.

Public servants in Malaysia are prohibited
from wearing the nigab. In 1994, the Supreme

Court ruled that the m———

nigab “has nothing to do
with [awoman'’s] consti-
tutional rightsto profess
and practice her Muslim
religion” because it is
not required by Islamic
law.?® On July 18, 2010,
Syria became the latest
Muslim state to ban full

“Thenigabisa
tradition; it has
no connection
withreligion.”
—Grand Shekh,

al-Azhar Univergty

face veils in some pub-
lic places, barring femal e students from wear-
ing thefull face cover on Syrian university cam-
puses. The Syrian minister of higher educa-
tion indicated that the face veil ran counter to
Syrian academic values and traditions.?°

In October 2009, Sheikh Muhammad Sayyid
Tantawi, perhaps the foremost, formal spiritual
authority in Sunni Islam and grand sheikh of al-
Azhar University, Sunni Islam’s highest institu-
tion of religious learning, was reportedly “an-
gered” when he toured a school in Cairo and
saw ateenagegirl wearing nigab. Asking thegirl
to remove her face veil, hesaid, “Thenigabisa
tradition; it has no connection with religion.”
He then instructed the girl never to wear the
nigab again and issued a fatwa (religious edict)
againgt its use in schools.*

In 2010, at atimewhen Britain’s department
of health relaxed the strict National Health Ser-
vice dress code by allowing Muslim nurses and

27 1bid.

28 Nurjaanah Abdullah and Chew Li Hua, “Legislating Faith
in Malaysia,” Singapore Journal of Legal Studies, 2007, pp.
264-89.

29 BBC News, July 19, 2010.
30 The Daily Telegraph (London), Oct. 5, 2009.
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doctors to wear long sleeves for religious rea-
sons—despite the high risk of spreading deadly
superbugs—the Egyptian ministry of health
outlawed the nigab (which oftenincluded glove-
wearing) for hospital nurses, threatening those
whofailed to comply with dismissal or legal pros-
ecution. The Iragi religious authority, Sheikh
Ahmad al-Qubaisi, supported this Egyptian de-
cision and issued a fatwa which stated, “ People
have the right to know theidentity of the person
they areinfront of in order not to feel deceived.
The obligation of nigab was only for the
Prophet’s wives as they were the mothers of all
believers.” 3!

FREE CHOICE OR

FORCED CHOICE?

These examples challenge the increasing
number of Muslim women in the West, includ-
ing converts and educated women, who claimto
be freely choosing to wear the burga and the
nigab. They are doing so in stark contrast to the

ethos and values of their

that “the clothing of righteousness is the
best”—a point lost on Islamists and their un-
witting sympathizers in the West.

Thefact isthat Muslim women areincreas-
ingly not given afree choice about wearing the
veil, and those who resist are beaten, threatened
with death, arrested, flogged, jailed, or murdered
for honor by their own families, by vigilante
groups, or by the state.®? Being fully covered
does not save a Muslim woman from being ha-
rassed, stalked, raped, and battered in public
places, or raped or beaten at home by her hus-
band. Nor does it stop her husband from taking
multiplewivesand girlfriends, frequenting broth-
€s, divorcing her against her will, and legally seiz-
ing custody of their children.® A fully covered
female child, asyoung asten, may till beforced
into an arranged marriage, perhaps to a man old
enough to be her grandfather, and is not alowed
to leave him, not even if he beats her every day.®*

Moreover, after decades of attempted mod-
ernization in Muslim countries, the battleto im-
pose the veil was launched again by resurgent
Islamists. The establishment of the IsSlamic Re-
public of Iran sent shock waves throughout the

adopted societies at a regionand setinmotion astring of violent erup-

Thebattleto time when governments  tions. These included the 1979-80 riots in the
i ; in the part of the world Shiite towns of the oil-rich Saudi province of
Impose the veil where ![Ohi scustom origi-  Hasa theMuslim Brotherhood'sattempt totopple
waslaunched nated have been pro- the secularist Syrian Baath regime in the early
again by gressively unveilingtheir ~ 1980s, the Algerian civil war of the 1990s, the
resur gent women. ascendance of Hezbollah in Lebanon and Hamas
| damists. These supposed in Gazaand the West Bank, and the rise of the
' defenders of women's Taliban in Afghanistan. All these developments

rights appear oblivious
to what is implied by the phrase “to cover,”
namely, that women are born shamed—they are
nothing beyond their genitalia, which can shame
or dishonor an entirefamily—and it isthisshame
which they must cover or for which they must
atone. Qur’anic verse (7:26) states, “We have
sent down clothing to cover your shame.” Cer-
tainly, this applies to both men and women, but
patriarchal customshaveamost exclusively tar-
geted women. Ironically, this verse also says

31 Colombo, “Europe: Behind the Burga Debate.”

placed substantial areas under Islamist control
and influencewith dire consequencesfor women.
As one Egyptian man lamented, “My grand-
mother would not recognize the streets of Cairo
and Port Said. Thewomen are covered from head
to toe; the mosques blare hatred all day long.” %

32 Phyllis Chedler, “Worldwide Trends in Honor Killings,”
Middle East Quarterly Spring 2010, pp. 3-11.

33 Phyllis Chedler, The Death of Feminism: What's Next in the
Srugglefor Women's Freedom (New York: Palgrave Macmillan,
2005), chap. 6, 7.

34 David Ghanim, Gender and Violence in the Middle East
(Wesport: Praeger, 2009), chap. 2, 4.

35 Author interview, New York, 2008.
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And this in a country where the authorities go
to great lengths to fight Islamist influences.

The Taliban, for example, flogged women
on the street if their burgas showed too much
ankle while Islamist vigilantes poured acid on
the faces of Afghan and Pakistani schoolgirls
who were not sufficiency covered.® As an Af-
ghan woman noted, “For nearly two decades,
we wore no chadors and dressed in modern
ways. As the war against the Soviet occupa-
tion intensified, women were again forced to
wear chadors. Now, even under an American
occupation, they are again fully covered.”3’

In Algeria, aleading Islamist group pro-
claimedthat dl unveiled women aremilitary tar-
gets and, in 1994, gunned down a 17-year-old
unveiled girl 3 1n 2010in Chechnya, roving vigi-
lante bands of men harassed and threatened
women for not wearing headscarves. They
punched women and taunted them with auto-
matic riflesand paintballs. Thevigilante groups
have the backing of Chechnyan president
Ramzan Kadyrov’'sgovernment, which also en-
courages polygamy.%®

In 1983, four yearsafter thelranian revolu-
tion and the establishment of the Ilamic Re-
public, Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini instituted
a ban on women showing their hair and the
shape of their bodies. The chador, which does
not cover the face, is, nevertheless, a severe,
dark, heavy, and shapel ess garment that has de-
moralized and enraged what was an essentially
Westernized and modern upper and middle
class.® Thereafter, the Iranian government beat,
arrested, and jailed women if they wereimprop-
erly garbed and has recently warned that sun-
tanned women and girlswho looked like “walk-
ing mannequins’ will be arrested as part of a

36 “Women's Lives under the Taliban: A Background Report,”
National Organization of Women, Washington, D.C., accessed
Aug. 25, 2010; The Daily Telegraph, Nov. 12, 2008.

37 Author interview, New York, 2005.

38 “Equality Now Submission to the UN Human Rights
Committee: Algeria,” United Nations, New York, July 1998.
39 Reuters, Aug. 21, 2010.

40 See, for example, Roya Hakakian, Journey fromthe Land of
No (New York: Crown Publishers, 2004); Azar Nafisi, Reading
Lolita in Tehran (New York: Random House, 2003).

In Iran, women do go in public with their
faces unvelled in chadors which are similar
to a cloak held closed with the hands. Here,
too, add-ons may cover the face.

new drive to enforce the Islamic dress code.*
Saudi Arabia does not have to resort to such
violence. No Saudi woman dares appear open-
faced in public. In 2002, when teenage Saudi
schoolgirlstried to escape from aburning school
without their headscarves and abayas (black
robes), the Mutawa, or religious palice, beat them
back. Fifteen girls were burned alive.*? Accord-
ing to Tunisian-French feminist Samia Labidi,
anincreasing number of 1slamist husbandsforce
or pressure their wives—whose own mothers
went about with uncovered faces—to cover.®®
Then, they pressure their new sisters-in-law to

41 Associated Press, Apr. 23, 2007; The Daily Telegraph, Apr.
27, 2010.

42 BBC News, Mar. 15, 2002.
43 Labidi, “Faces of Janus,” pp. 117-8.
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do likewise. In the West, some families have
honor-killed their daughtersfor refusing to wear
hijab.*

A man from Istanbul remembered that his
grandmother had fully veiled but not his mother.
But, he explained, “It is mainly peer pressure
that makes things happen in Turkey. Neighbors
tell you to go to mosque; they watch how young
girls and women look and behave very closely.
The pressure to conform is tremendous.” 4

Westerners do not understand how perva-
sive such pressure can be. On July 17, 2010, for
example, the newspaper
Roz Al-Yousuf addressed

facilitate acts
of violencefrom
petty crimeto
terrorism.

Faceand body the coercive nature of
coverinacan hijab in Egypt. Wael
g L utfi, assistant chief edi-

tor writesin thefirst per-
sonfeminine;

Society persecutes
women who do not

wear ahijab. Of course,
| wear ahijab. If | want
to be practical and interact with this society
while [sustaining] minimal damage, | must
wear a hijab. A woman who does not wear a
hijab is guilty until proven [innocent]. Why
should | waste my time proving that | am a
respectable and educated girl?

Lutfi tells“Suha's’ story. She comesfrom a
prominent Egyptian family and does not wear a
hijab. At work, she is cgjoled and harassed by
hijab-wearing women who bombard her in per-
son and viae-mail; they give her pro-hijab audio
cassettesandinvite her to hear apopular preacher
whom hijab-wearersfollow. Suhaloses one mar-
riage proposa after another when she refuses to
promisethat shewill wear the hijab and stop work-
ing after marriage. Finaly, Suha's married male
boss questions her closely, agrees with her anti-
hijab position—and then asks her to secretly be-
come his common law wife. He views her as a
prostitute because she is not wearing the hijab.

44 Chedler, “Worldwide Trends in Honor Killings.”
45 Author interview, New York, 2010.

Likewise, Walaa was verbally insulted and
her brothers were assaulted by neighborhood
boys because she was not wearing ahijab. Now,
she dons one when she leaves home, removesit
elsewhere, returns home wearing it again. An-
other young girl wears the hijab because her
father has asked her to do so and because her
beloved younger brother said that his friends
were judging him harshly because she did not
do so. She says.

| wear ahijab becausewelivein asociety that
allows the preacher Safwat Hijazi to call
women who do not wear ahijab “prostitutes,”
and | do not want to be caled a prostitute.s

Thus, one can hardly view the covering of
one'sface asafree choice but rather asaforced
choice. One must also redlize that non-veiled
women, including non-Muslims, who do not veil
arethen seen by Islamistsas“fair game” or “un-
covered meat that draws predators,” to use the
words of a prominent Australian sheikh.4’

To be sure, some religious women dress
modestly, not “provocatively,” because they
view thisasareligiousvirtue. Yet only Muslims
engage in full face covering to satisfy the de-
mand for modesty, and there is a crucial differ-
ence between afree choice and aforced choice.
A forced choiceisnot really achoiceat al. One
either submits or is punished, shunned, exiled,
jailed, even killed. A free choice meansthat one
has many options and freely chooses one of
two or one of ten such options.

Many children who are brought up within
fundamentalist religions or in cults are trained,
by a system of reward and punishment, to obey
their parents, teachers, and religious leaders. As
adults, if they wish to remain within the commu-
nity (and the opportunity for leaving did not
and still doesnot exist for most Muslimwomen),
they must continue to conform to its norms.
Most are aready socialized to do so and thus,

46 “Egyptian Newspaper Roz Al-Yousuf Criticizes Phenom-
enon of Compelling Egyptian Women to Wear a Hijab,” The
Middle East Media Research Institute, Washington, D.C., Sept.
6, 2010.

47 The Times (London), Oct. 28, 2006.
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some Muslim women will say that they do
not feel that anyoneisforcing them to wear
the headscarf; they will, inaprivate conver-
sation, denounce the face veil, the burga,
the chador, and the Saudi abaya.

Inthe West, young Muslim women may
feel they are responding to perceived racist
“Islamophobia’ by donning the headscarf
or theface veil asarevolutionary act,*® one
in solidarity with I slamists whom they may
fear, wish to please, or marry.

EUROPE DEBATES

THE VEIL

The Islamist resurgence throughout
the Middle East and the Muslim world has
triggered a mass migration to the West;
Muslim and ex-Muslim dissidentsand femi-
nistsaswell as Christianshave exited Mus-
lim lands.*® Still, it has taken Westerners
decades to understand that the battle for
Muslim women's freedom as well as for
Western Enlightenment values also has to
be fought in the West.

Thus, in 2004, France became the first

House Speaker Nancy Pelos covers hersalf with
a scarf before attending a dinner with Afghan
president Hamid Karzai at the official residence
of Mice President Joe Biden on the grounds of
the U.S Naval Observatory, Washington, D.C.

European country to legally restrict Islamic
dress by passing an ethnicity-neutral law
that forbade the wearing of religious clothing in
public schools. Vells, visible Christian crosses,
Jewish skullcaps, and the hijab were all forbid-
den. Also in 2004, eight of Germany’s sixteen
states enacted restrictions on wearing hair-cov-
ering veils, particularly in public schools.3° Since
then, many European governments have debated
whether or not to ban the face vell.

In February 2010, the French government
refused to grant citizenship to a Moroccan man

48 Los Angeles Times, Jan. 12, 2005; Al-Jezeera TV (Doha),
Sept. 17, 2008.

49 See, for example, CBN News, Oct. 15, 2009; David Raab,
“The Beleaguered Christians of the Palestinian-Controlled Ar-
eas,” Jerusalem Letter/Viewpoints, Jerusalem Center for Public
Affairs, Jan. 1-15, 2003.

50 “Discrimination in the Name of Neutrality,” Human Rights
Watch, New York, Feb. 26, 2009.

who forced hiswifeto wear aburga;* later that
year, three women actually engaged in a physi-
cal fight after a burga-clad woman supposedly
overheard another woman making snideremarks
about her choice of dress.5? In Norway, adult
neighborsand their children cameto blows over
the question of whether Muslim women should
wear the headscarf, 52 and in March 2010, aban
on the burga in public places was proposed al-
though defeated in the Norwegian parliament.>
On April, 29, 2010, the lower house of the Bel-
gian parliament approved abill banning the burga
and imposing a fine or jail time on violators;®

51 The Guardian (London), Feb. 2, 2010.

52 The Daily Telegraph, May 18, 2010.

53 Islam in Europe Blog, Aug. 4, 2010.

54 The Foreigner (Raege, Norway), Sept. 7, 2010.
55 BBC News, Apr. 30, 2010.
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three months later, Spanish lawmakers debated
banning the burga in public although they ulti-
mately decided against it.® In August 2010,
Sweden'’s education minister announced hisin-
tention to make it easier for Swedish schoolsto
ban the burga.®” In July 2010, by a mgjority of
336 to 1, the lower house of the French parlia-
ment approved agovernment bill that bansface-
coveringin public, and the bill was approved by
the French senate on September 14. (For France's
roadtothehill, seeBenjamin|smail’sarticle, “Ban
the Burga? France Votes Yes,” page 47.)

While these bills await ratification, local
European officials have aready taken concrete
steps against the burga. Since January 2010, the
Netherlands has limited the wearing of burgas
in public spaces.>® In May 2010, alocal council
in north Switzerland voted to introduce an ini-
tiativeto ban the burgain public placeswhile, in
2005, the Belgian town of Maaseik passed alaw
mandating afinefor anyonewearing afaceveil >
In April 2010, a French woman was fined for
wearing aburgawhiledriving,®° and inthe same

month, a girl wearing

hijab was sent homefrom

Theburga her sch_oql in Madrid.6!
. . Britain, by contrast,
visually signals has conspicuously re-
thesubordination fused to consider ban-
of women. ning the burga. There
has, of course, been the

odd case when aradical
Islamist has been taken to task for unlawful in-
sistence on the Muslim dress code, such as the
Manchester dentist who refused to treat Mus-
lim patients unlessthey woretraditional Islamic
dress,®? but efforts at a ban have gone nowhere
inparliament.

56 Associated Press July 20, 2010.
57 The Swedish Wire, Aug. 5, 2010.

58 Benjamin Ismail, “Ban the Burga? France Votes Yes,”
Middle East Quarterly, Fall 2010, pp. 47-55.

59 Associated Press, May 6, 2010; “Brussels Burga Ban
Backfires When City Ends up Paying Fines for Muslim Women
on Welfare,” Militant Islam Monitor, Aug. 26, 2005.

60 The Daily Telegraph, June 3, 2010.
61 Ibid., Apr. 16, 2010.
62 The Daily Mail (London), July 2, 2009.

In response to the French parliamentary
voteof July 2010, Britain’simmigration minister,
Damian Green, stated that “forbidding women
intheU.K. fromwearing certain clothing would
be ‘rather un-British’” and would run contrary
to the conventions of a “tolerant and mutually
respectful society.” % Thefollowing month, Bar-
oness Sayeeda Warsi, the first Muslim cabinet
minister inthe U.K., defended theright of women
to choose whether or not to wear the burga,
claiming, “Just because a woman wears the
burga, it doesn’t mean she can’t engage in ev-
eryday life.”®*

Many non-Mudim, Western, female politi-
cians have been cowed by doctrines of political
correctness, cultura relativism, misguided beliefs
about religious tolerance, and by the fear that if
they oppose the burga, they will be condemned as
“Idamophobes’ or racists. Ignorance about Mus-
limjurists’ rulingsthat thefull-face coveringisnot
religiousy mandated and about the history of the
Idamic veil in Mudim lands has led to a curious
Western and feminist abandonment of universal
human values as they bear on the Idamic veil.

Ironically, powerful Western women, while
claiming to represent an anti-colonialist or post-
colonialist point of view, are reminiscent of Vic-
torian-eraand early twentieth century British co-
lonial administratorswho believed that the needs
of empire would not be well served by interfer-
ing with local customs. ThisBritish position was
very different from the position of American,
Christian missionary women who tried to help,
teach, and sometimes save Muslim women from
their plight.®

Thus, both U.S. Speaker of the House Nancy
Pelosi and Secretary of State Hillary Clinton have
donned the hijab when visiting Arab and Mus-
lim countries whereas Arab and Mudlim female
dignitaries and spouses do not remove the hijab
or the nigab whilevisiting the West. On July 18,

63 ABC News, Australian Broadcasting Corporation, July 19,
2010.

64 The Guardian, Aug. 1, 2010.

65 Penelope Tuson, Playing the Game: The Sory of Western
Women in Arabia (London and New York: |.B. Tauris, 2003),
pp. 149-50.
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2010, British Minister Caroline Spelman, theen-
vironment secretary and second most powerful
woman in the cabinet, described the burga as
“empowering.” Shesaid, “1 don't, living in this
country as awoman, want to be told what | can
and can’t wear. One of the things we pride our-
selves on ... is being free to choose what you
wear ... so banning the burkais absolutely con-
trary to what this country is about.” %

OnJuly 2, 2009, as Muslims demonstrated
in Antwerp to oppose the banning of head-
scarves in two school s5—then-Swedish head
of the European Union, Justice Minister
Beatrice Ask, stated that the “twenty-seven-
member European Union must not dictate an
Islamic dress code ... the European Unionisa
union of freedom.” 8

THE GROUNDS

FOR A BURQA BAN

There are a multitude of specific problems
associated with the burga and nigab. To begin,
full-body and face-covering attire hides the
wearer's gender. In October 1937, Hajj Amin
Husseini, mufti of Jerusalem and Adolf Hitler’'s
futureally, fled Palestine donning anigab as did
one of the July 2005 L ondon bombers.®® From a
security point of view, face and body covering
can facilitate various acts of violence and law-
lessness from petty crime and cheating to ter-
rorism. Thisdanger, which has been highlighted
by anumber of experts, notably Daniel Pipes,™
has been taken very seriously by Muslim au-
thorities, who have banned the burga on pre-
cisely these grounds.

In Bangladesh, the largest state-run hospi-
tal banned staff from wearing full-face burgas
after an increase in thefts of mobile phones and

66 The Daily Telegraph, July 18, 2010.
67 Islam in Europe Blog, July 2, 2010.
68 The Jerusalem Post, June 20, 2009.
69 BBC News, Feb. 20, 2007.

70 Daniel Pipes, “Nigabs and Burgas as Security Threats,”
Lion's Den: Daniel Pipes Blog, Nov. 4, 2006.

wallets from hospital wards.”* In a number of
Egyptian universities, women were barred from
covering their faces during midterm exams and
were prohibited from wearing nigabsin female
dormitories after it transpired that men had
snuck in disguised as
women.”? Abu Dhabi,
meanwhile, has banned
thenigabin al public of-
ficestofight “unrestricted
absenteeism.” 3

There are aso nu-
merous cases of bansfor
security. In Kuwait, for
example, female drivers

Aburga

wear er isbeing
conditioned to
endureisolation
and sensory
deprivation.

are barred from wearing
the nigab for “security reasons.” The regula-
tion came into effect about ten years ago when
the authorities were pursuing sleeper terrorist
cells and feared that individua cell members
could use the nigab to dlip through checkpoints
unnoticed.” Saudi Arabia's antiterrorism forces
have begun a battle against the nigab after dis-
covering that many “Islamic terrorists have used
it to hide in order to commit terror attacks.””
These concerns are not difficult to understand
given thewidespread use of the burga and nigab
for weapons smuggling and terror attacks, in-
cluding suicide bombingsin Irag, Afghanistan,
and the Palestinian territories, among other
places.”®

Beyond these abiding security consider-
ationsare equally compelling humanitarian con-
siderations. André Gerin, aFrench parliamentar-
ian, has described the burga as a “moving
prison.” " This is an apt definition: In a burga,
the wearer has no peripheral and only limited
forward vision; hearing and speech are muffled;
facial expressions remain hidden; movement is
severely constrained. Often, no eye contact is

71 The Daily Times (Lahore), Mar. 22, 2010.

72 The Daily News Egypt (Giza), June 7, July 27, 2010.
73 Colombo, “Europe: Behind the Burga Debate.”

74 Kuwait Times (Kuwait City), Oct. 9, 2009.

75 Colombo, “Europe: Behind the Burga Debate.”

76 Pipes, “Nigabs and Burgas as Security Threats.”

77 The Daily Telegraph, June 22, 2009.
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possible; nigab wearers sometimes wear dark
glasses, so that their eyes cannot be seen.

A burga wearer may fedl that she cannot
breathe, that she might slowly be suffocating.
Shemay feel buried alive and may become anx-

Theburqgais
not areligious
requirement but
rather apolitical
statement.

ious or claustrophobic.”®
Just imagine the conse-
guences of getting used
to this as a way of life.
But perhaps one never
gets used to it. Many
Saudi and Afghan

women toss their cover-
ings the moment they

leave the country or en-
ter their own courtyards.” For example, an un-
named Saudi princess describes her experience
of the Saudi abaya asfollows:

When we walked out of the cool souq area
into the blazing hot sun, | gasped for breath
and sucked furiously through the sheer black
fabric. The air tasted stale and dry asiit fil-
tered through the thin gauzy cloth. | had pur-
chased the sheerest veil available, yet | felt |
was seeing life through a thick screen. How
could women see through veils made of a
thicker fabric? The sky was no longer blue,
the glow of the sun had dimmed; my heart
plunged to my stomach when | realized that
from that moment, outside my own home |
would not experiencelifeasit redly isin al
its color. The world suddenly seemed a dull
place. And dangerous, too! | groped and
stumbled along the pitted, cracked sidewalk,
fearful of breaking an ankle or leg.®

Theburgaisharmful not only to the wearer
but to others as well. The sight of women in
burgas can be demoralizing and frightening to
Westerners of al faiths, including Muslims, not
to mention secularists. Their presence visually
signals the subordination of women. Addition-

78 See, for example, Reuters, July 7, 2009.

79 Edward Hunter, The Past Present: A Year in Afghanistan
(London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1959), chap. 4, 5.

80 Jean Sasson, Princess: A True Sory of Life behind the \eil

in Saudi Arabia (Georgia: Windsor-Brooke Books, 2010), pp.
94-5.

ally, thesocial isolationintrinsically imposed by
the burga may also be further magnified by the
awkward responses of Westerners. Severa vy
League college students mentioned that class-
matesin burgasand dark, thick glovesmakethem
feel “very sad,” “pushed away,” “uneasy about
talking to them.” “When onewoman is asked to
read aloud, she does so but her heavy gloves
make turning the pages slow and difficult.” The
studentsfeel sorry for her and do not know how
to relate to her.8!

A burgawearer, who can be as young asten
years old, is being conditioned to endure isola-
tion and sensory deprivation. Her five senses are
blocked, muted. Sensory deprivation and isola
tion are considered forms of torture and are used
to break prisoners. Such abuse can lead to low
self-esteem, generdized fearfulness, dependence,
suggestibility, depression, anxiety, rage, aggres-
sion toward other women and female children, or
to a complete psychologica breakdown.

Wearing the burgais also hazardous to the
healthin other ways. Lifetime burgawearersmay
suffer eye damage and may be proneto ahost of
diseases that are also related to vitamin D defi-
ciency from sunlight deprivation, including os-
teoporosis, heart disease, hypertension, autoim-
mune diseases, certain cancers, depression,
chronicfatigue, and chronic pain. Itisironic that
women in the Middle East, one of the world's
sunniest regions, have been found in need of
high levelsof vitamin D supplementation owing
to their total covering.8

CONCLUSION

The sameldamistswho subordinate women
also publicly whip, cross-amputate, hang, stone,
and behead human beings. Iran continues to
execute women and men by stoning for adul-
tery.8 The burga reminds us of such practices.
Many Westerners, including Muslims, ex-Mus-

81 Author interview, New York, 2009.
82 Reuters, June 25, 2007.

83 The Christian Science Monitor, Aug. 13, 2010; “Iran: End
Executions by Stoning,” Amnesty International, Jan. 15, 2008.
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lims, and Christians, Jews, and Hinduswho have
fled Muslim lands, may feel haunted or followed
when they see burgas on Western streets. Does
their presence herald the arrival of Islamist
supremacism?

Many Muslim governments know some-
thing that their Western counterparts are just
learning. Covered women signify Islamist de-
signs on state power and control of political,
military, social, personal, and family life. Were
these designs to be extended to the West, it will
spell out the end of modernity, human rights,
and the separation of state and church, among
other things; in short, the end of liberal democ-
racy and freedoms as now practiced.

Apart from being an Islamist act of asser-
tionthat involves clear security dangersand cre-
ating mental and physical health hazards, the
burga is a flagrant violation of women’s most
basic human rights. However, were the govern-
ment to attempt to ban the burga in the United
States, a team of constitutional legal scholars
would have to decide whether to follow the
French ethnicity- and religion-neutral approach

of no “face coverings,” “face masks,” etc., or
whether to ban outright the public disappear-
ance of women'’s faces and their subordination
in the name of Idam asaviolation of their civil
rights.

It is impossible for Western governments
and international organizations to prevent the
acid attacks or honor killings of women in Mus-
lim countries who refuse to cover their faces,
but why tie society’s hands on Western soil ?
Why would Western countries prize the subor-
dination of women and protect it as areligious
right at atime when many Muslim states refuse
to do so? When it is understood that the burga
isnot areligious requirement but rather apoliti-
cal statement—at best merely an ethnic and mi-
sogynistic custom—there is no reason whatso-
ever for Western traditions of religioustolerance
to misconstrue the covering of women as areli-
gious duty at a time when the vast mgjority of
Muslims do not see it as such.

Gazan Healer Murdered for Witchcraft

GAZA CITY—AI Mezan Centre for Human Rights condemned the murder of a 62-year-
old woman, accused by locals of witchcraft, in Gaza City, Tuesday.

An investigation by the rights group confirmed earlier reports that unidentified men
fired at Jabriyeh Abu Kanas as she sat in front of her house with her 75-year-old hushand.
She was pronounced dead on arrival at Ash-Shifa hospital.

In asworn statement to Al Mezan, one of Abu Kanas' relatives said he witnessed the
shooting. Hetold the rights group he was returning from buying Jabriyeh groceries and saw
a silver Hyundai car, with blacked-out windows and no number plates, stop outside
Jabriyeh’s house. He heard what he believed to be muted gunfire, and then the car sped
away, leaving his aunt bleeding from her chest.

Abu Kanas' relatives added that a fortnight ago two cars, a Mercedes and a Skoda,
tried to approach Jabriyeh but fled when her family appeared.

Locals had accused the woman of practicing witchcraft and voodoo, officials said
Tuesday. Her relatives told Al Mezan that she cured people using traditional methods.

Al Mezan called for a prompt, serious investigation into the murder.

Ma an News Agency, Aug. 8, 2010
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