
politics of the veil

politics of the veil refers to the complex and often contentious debates surrounding the wearing of
veils, particularly by Muslim women, in public spaces. This topic intersects with issues of religious
freedom, gender rights, cultural identity, and state secularism. Across various countries, the politics
of the veil has sparked legislative reforms, political discourse, and social movements that reflect
broader tensions between multiculturalism and national identity. The veil, as a symbol, becomes a
focal point for discussions about integration, autonomy, and the role of religion in public life.
Understanding the politics of the veil requires examining legal frameworks, societal attitudes, and
the lived experiences of women who wear or reject the veil. This article provides a comprehensive
overview of the politics of the veil, exploring its historical context, key debates, and the implications
for contemporary society. The following sections will guide the exploration in detail.

Historical Context of the Politics of the Veil

Legal and Political Frameworks

Social and Cultural Dimensions

Gender and Feminist Perspectives

Global Case Studies

Contemporary Debates and Future Directions

Historical Context of the Politics of the Veil
The politics of the veil cannot be fully understood without considering its historical roots. The veil
has ancient origins, predating Islam, and has been worn for various reasons including modesty,
social status, and religious expression. Over time, the veil became strongly associated with Islamic
traditions, particularly the hijab, niqab, and burqa. Historically, veiling practices have varied widely
across regions and cultures, reflecting diverse interpretations of religious texts and local customs.
The politicization of the veil intensified in the 20th century as nation-states grappled with
modernization, secularism, and identity politics.

Origins and Evolution of Veiling Practices
Veiling traditions have evolved from pre-Islamic societies through Islamic history to the modern era.
In many Muslim-majority countries, the veil has been a symbol of piety and cultural identity.
However, the interpretation and enforcement of veiling have differed, influenced by political regimes
and social movements.



Veil in Colonial and Postcolonial Contexts
During colonial periods, the veil often became a symbol of resistance or oppression, depending on
the perspective. Postcolonial states faced challenges balancing traditional practices and modern
governance, leading to new debates on the veil's place in society. These historical dynamics set the
stage for contemporary conflicts over religious expression and secularism.

Legal and Political Frameworks
The politics of the veil prominently features legal and political debates about the regulation of
religious attire in public spaces. Governments worldwide have adopted varying policies ranging from
protection of religious freedom to outright bans. These legal frameworks reflect broader political
ideologies and societal values, often sparking controversy over human rights and state authority.

Secularism and State Policies
Secularism, or laïcité as practiced in France, is central to many legal approaches to the veil.
Countries with strong secular traditions often argue that banning the veil preserves public neutrality
and gender equality. Conversely, critics contend that such laws infringe on individual rights and
disproportionately affect Muslim women.

International Human Rights Perspectives
International human rights bodies grapple with balancing freedom of religion against other rights,
such as gender equality and public safety. The politics of the veil is frequently at the center of these
discussions, with debates about whether veiling is a voluntary expression or a form of coercion.

Notable Legislation and Court Rulings
Several prominent laws and court decisions illustrate the legal battles surrounding the veil:

France’s 2004 ban on conspicuous religious symbols in public schools

France’s 2010 law banning full-face coverings in public spaces

Germany’s restrictions on veils in certain professions and schools

Canada’s debates over religious attire in public services

Social and Cultural Dimensions
The politics of the veil extends beyond legal discourse into social and cultural realms. The veil



symbolizes various meanings to different communities, influencing identity, belonging, and social
cohesion. Public perceptions often reflect broader societal attitudes toward multiculturalism and
diversity.

Veil as a Cultural and Religious Symbol
For many Muslim women, the veil is a personal and spiritual choice embodying modesty and faith.
However, in multicultural societies, the veil can be interpreted as a marker of difference or
alienation, sometimes fueling social tensions or discrimination.

Media Representations and Public Opinion
Media coverage plays a significant role in shaping public attitudes toward the veil. Often, portrayals
emphasize conflict, security concerns, or gender oppression, which can reinforce stereotypes and
misunderstandings. Public opinion polls reveal divided views, often influenced by national contexts
and political climates.

Community Responses and Social Movements
Communities affected by veil politics engage in various forms of activism and dialogue. Muslim
women’s organizations advocate for religious freedom and challenge discrimination, while some
feminist groups critique veiling as patriarchal. These social movements reflect the multifaceted
nature of the politics of the veil.

Gender and Feminist Perspectives
The politics of the veil is deeply intertwined with gender debates and feminist theory. The veil raises
questions about women’s autonomy, empowerment, and the intersection of religion and gender
norms. Feminist perspectives on the veil are diverse and often contested.

Veil as Empowerment
Some feminists and Muslim women argue that wearing the veil is an act of agency and resistance
against Western-centric beauty standards and secular norms. It can represent self-definition and
empowerment within cultural and religious frameworks.

Veil as Oppression
Conversely, other feminist voices view the veil as a symbol of patriarchal control and gender
inequality. They argue that veiling practices are imposed on women, restricting their freedom and
participation in public life.



Negotiating Identity and Feminism
The politics of the veil highlights the need for nuanced feminist approaches that respect cultural
diversity while advocating for women’s rights. It challenges binary thinking and calls for dialogue
that centers the experiences and choices of Muslim women themselves.

Global Case Studies
The politics of the veil manifests differently across global contexts, shaped by historical, political,
and cultural factors. Examining specific cases illuminates the varied approaches and challenges
faced worldwide.

France
France’s strict secularism has led to some of the most comprehensive restrictions on veiling,
including bans in schools and public spaces. The French case exemplifies tensions between
secularism, religious freedom, and gender equality.

Turkey
Turkey’s politics of the veil reflects its unique position between secularism and Islamism. The veil
was banned in public institutions for decades but has seen gradual acceptance under recent
governments, sparking debates about democracy and secularism.

Middle East and North Africa
In many countries in this region, veiling is widespread and often culturally normative. However,
there are also movements advocating for women’s choice to unveil, reflecting diverse attitudes
toward tradition and modernity.

Western Democracies
Countries like Germany, Canada, and the United Kingdom have adopted more varied policies, often
balancing individual rights with integration concerns. These cases illustrate the complexity of the
politics of the veil in multicultural societies.

Contemporary Debates and Future Directions
The politics of the veil continues to evolve in response to shifting social dynamics, migration, and
political developments. New debates focus on inclusion, identity politics, and the role of religion in
public life.



Intersectionality and Inclusion
Contemporary discussions emphasize intersectional approaches that consider race, religion, gender,
and class in understanding the veil’s politics. Inclusion efforts seek to create societies where diverse
identities coexist without discrimination.

Technology and Social Media
Social media platforms have become spaces where the politics of the veil is contested and
negotiated. They allow Muslim women to share their narratives, challenge stereotypes, and organize
advocacy campaigns.

Policy Challenges and Opportunities
Policymakers face the challenge of balancing secular values with religious freedoms in increasingly
diverse societies. Future approaches may focus on dialogue, education, and human rights
frameworks to address the complexities of the politics of the veil.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is meant by the 'politics of the veil'?
The 'politics of the veil' refers to the debates and controversies surrounding the wearing of veils,
such as the hijab, niqab, or burqa, particularly in public spaces. It encompasses issues of religious
freedom, women's rights, identity, secularism, and state policies.

Which countries have implemented laws regulating the
wearing of veils in public?
Several countries, including France, Belgium, Denmark, and Austria, have enacted laws that ban or
restrict the wearing of full-face veils in public spaces, citing reasons related to security, secularism,
and social cohesion.

How does the politics of the veil intersect with debates on
secularism?
The politics of the veil is closely tied to secularism debates, especially in countries like France,
where the state's commitment to laïcité (secularism) leads to policies restricting religious symbols in
public institutions to maintain religious neutrality.

What are the main arguments of advocates supporting the



right to wear the veil?
Supporters argue that wearing the veil is a matter of personal and religious freedom, cultural
identity, and women's autonomy. They contend that banning veils infringes on human rights and can
lead to discrimination and social exclusion.

How has the politics of the veil affected Muslim women's
participation in public life?
Restrictions on veils have often limited Muslim women's access to education, employment, and
public services, leading to debates about integration, discrimination, and the balance between
individual rights and societal norms.

Additional Resources
1. Politics of the Veil by Joan Wallach Scott
This seminal work explores the controversy surrounding the wearing of the Islamic veil in France,
analyzing it through the lenses of feminism, secularism, and national identity. Scott delves into how
the veil became a symbol of political and cultural conflict, raising questions about women's rights,
religious freedom, and state power. The book provides a nuanced critique of the debates on
multiculturalism and laïcité.

2. Veil: Modesty, Privacy and Resistance by Fadwa El Guindi
El Guindi examines the veil as a complex cultural and political symbol that goes beyond religious
practice. Drawing on ethnographic research, the author highlights how women use the veil to assert
identity, resist oppression, and negotiate power within Islamic and Western contexts. The book
challenges simplistic interpretations and encourages deeper understanding of the veil's meanings.

3. The Politics of Religious Freedom by Elizabeth Shakman Hurd
This book investigates how states regulate religious practices, including the wearing of the veil, in
the name of religious freedom. Hurd analyzes global case studies to reveal how political agendas
shape the discourse around religious expression. It sheds light on the tensions between universal
human rights and cultural particularism in contemporary politics.

4. Islamic Veiling in Legal Discourse by Eleni Polymenopoulou
Focusing on legal debates in Europe, this book traces how courts and legislatures have addressed
the issue of Islamic veiling. Polymenopoulou explores the intersection of law, religion, and gender,
illustrating how legal frameworks impact Muslim women's lives. The work contributes to discussions
on secularism, equality, and minority rights.

5. Unveiling Identity: The Politics of Muslim Dress by Leila Ahmed
Ahmed offers a historical and political perspective on Muslim women's dress, particularly the veil,
situating it within broader struggles over identity and power. The book examines colonial and
postcolonial contexts, highlighting how the veil has been both a site of oppression and
empowerment. Ahmed's analysis is critical for understanding contemporary debates about Muslim
women's sartorial choices.

6. Veiled Sentiments: Honor and Poetry in a Bedouin Society by Lila Abu-Lughod
Though not exclusively about the political veil, this ethnographic work provides insight into how



veiling practices are intertwined with notions of honor, gender, and social norms. Abu-Lughod's
nuanced portrayal of Bedouin life challenges Western stereotypes and enriches the conversation on
veiling as a cultural and political act.

7. Secularism and the Veil: Voices from the Frontlines by Jocelyne Cesari
Cesari explores the complex relationship between secularism and Islamic veiling in Western
societies. Through interviews and case studies, the book presents diverse Muslim perspectives and
critiques dominant secularist policies. It emphasizes the importance of dialogue and understanding
in managing cultural and religious diversity.

8. Covering Islam: How the Media and the Experts Determine How We See the Rest of the World by
Edward W. Said
Said’s classic work discusses how Western media representations shape perceptions of Islam,
including the imagery of the veil. The book critiques orientalist discourse and the political
implications of simplified narratives about Muslim women. It is essential for understanding the
broader context in which the politics of the veil operate.

9. Gender and the Politics of Dress in Contemporary Islam by Emma Tarlo
Tarlo investigates how Muslim women negotiate dress codes, including veiling, in various political
and social contexts. The book highlights the diversity of practices and meanings attached to veiling,
challenging monolithic views. It offers an insightful look at the intersections of gender, religion, and
politics in the modern Muslim world.
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  politics of the veil: The Politics of the Veil Joan Wallach Scott, 2010-08-22 In 2004, the French
government instituted a ban on the wearing of conspicuous signs of religious affiliation in public
schools. Though the ban applies to everyone, it is aimed at Muslim girls wearing headscarves.
Proponents of the law insist it upholds France's values of secular liberalism and regard the
headscarf as symbolic of Islam's resistance to modernity. The Politics of the Veil is an explosive
refutation of this view, one that bears important implications for us all. Joan Wallach Scott, the
renowned pioneer of gender studies, argues that the law is symptomatic of France's failure to
integrate its former colonial subjects as full citizens. She examines the long history of racism behind
the law as well as the ideological barriers thrown up against Muslim assimilation. She emphasizes
the conflicting approaches to sexuality that lie at the heart of the debate--how French supporters of
the ban view sexual openness as the standard for normalcy, emancipation, and individuality, and the
sexual modesty implicit in the headscarf as proof that Muslims can never become fully French. Scott
maintains that the law, far from reconciling religious and ethnic differences, only exacerbates them.
She shows how the insistence on homogeneity is no longer feasible for France--or the West in
general--and how it creates the very clash of civilizations said to be at the root of these tensions. The
Politics of the Veil calls for a new vision of community where common ground is found amid our
differences, and where the embracing of diversity--not its suppression--is recognized as the best path
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to social harmony.
  politics of the veil: Politics of the Veil Cyra Akila Choudhury, 2014 A review of Joan Wallach
Scott's Politics of the Veil is presented.
  politics of the veil: Veil Politics in Liberal Democratic States Ajume H. Wingo, 2003-08-18
In this exciting and challenging account of the development and sustainability of the liberal
democratic state, Ajume H. Wingo offers a completely new perspective from that provided by
political theorists. Such theorists will typically argue for the basic values of liberal democracies by
rationally justifying them. This book argues that it is non-rational factors - rhetoric, symbols,
traditions - that more often than not provide the real source of motivation. Drawing from both
historical and philosophical sources Ajume H. Wingo demonstrates that these 'veils', as he calls
them, can play an essential role in a thriving, stable liberal democratic state. This theory of veil
politics furnishes a conceptual framework within which we can reassess the role of aesthetics in
politics, the nature and function of political myths in liberal democracies, and the value of civic
education.
  politics of the veil: Religion, the Secular, and the Politics of Sexual Difference Linell E.
Cady, Tracy Fessenden, 2013-11-05 Global struggles over women's roles, rights, and dress
increasingly cast the secular and the religious in tense if not violent opposition. When advocates for
equality speak in terms of rights and modern progress, or reactionaries ground their authority in
religious and scriptural appeals, both tend to presume women's emancipation is ineluctably tied to
secularization. Religion, the Secular, and the Politics of Sexual Difference upsets this certainty by
drawing on diverse voices and traditions in studies that historicize, question, and test the implicit
links between secularism and expanded freedoms for women. Rather than position secularism as the
answer to conflicts over gender and sexuality, this volume shows both religion and the secular
collaborate in creating the conditions that generate them.
  politics of the veil: The Politics of the Headscarf in the United States Bozena C. Welborne,
Aubrey L. Westfall, Özge Çelik Russell, Sarah A. Tobin, 2018-05-15 Investigates the social and
political effects of the practice of Muslim women wearing a headscarf or hijab--
  politics of the veil: The Politics of the Veil Katherine Helen Bullock, 1999
  politics of the veil: Art and the Politics of Visibility Zeena Feldman, 2017-10-05 How does
cultural context affect the interpretation of art? What makes artists' work transnational or national
in character, and how will their visibility be impacted by either label? Art and the Politics of Visibility
questions these dynamics, asking how the dissemination of visual culture on a global scale affects
art and its institutions. Taking Shanghai-based artist Yang Fudong's practice as a point of departure,
this volume focuses on how politically charged images produced in contemporary art, cinema,
literature, news media and fashion become widely consumed or marginalised. Through case studies
of artists including Titus Kaphar, Sara Maple, Shirin Neshat, J.M. Coetzee, Barbara Walker and
Apichatpong Weerasethakul, the book illuminates the relationship between visibility, politics and
identity in contemporary visual culture.
  politics of the veil: The Politics of Culture in the Shadow of Capital Lisa Lowe, David
Lloyd, 1997-11-17 Coming from a broad cross-section of academic disciplines and theoretical
positions, this collection of essays questions and reworks Marxist critiques of capitalism that center
on the West and which posit a uniform model of development. More specifically
  politics of the veil: The International Politics of Fashion Andreas Behnke, 2016-07-07 This
book seeks to address and fill a puzzling omission in contemporary critical IR scholarship. Following
on from the aesthetic turn in IR, critical and ‘postmodern’ IR has produced an impressive array of
studies into movies, literature, music and art and the way these media produce, mediate, and
represent international politics. By contrast, the proponents of the aesthetic turn have overlooked
fashion as a source of knowledge about global politics. Yet stories about the political role of fashion
abound in the news media. Margaret Thatcher used dress to define her political image, and more
recently the fascination with Michelle Obama, Carla Bruni and other women in similar positions, and
the discussions about the appropriateness of their wardrobes, regularly makes the news. In Sudan, a



female writer and activist successfully challenged the government over her right to wear trousers in
public and in Europe, the debate on women’s headscarves has politicised a garment item and turned
it into a symbol of fundamentalism and oppression. In response, the contributors to this book
investigate the politics of fashion from a variety of perspectives, addressing theoretical as well as
empirical issues, establishing the critical study of fashion and its protagonists as a central
contribution to the aesthetic turn in international politics. The politics of fashion go beyond these
examples of the uses and abuses of textiles and fabrics for political purposes, extending into its very
‘grammar’ and vocabulary. This book will be a unique contribution to the field and will be of interest
to students and scholars of international relations, critical IR theory and popular culture and world
politics.
  politics of the veil: African Women Writers and the Politics of Gender Sadia Zulfiqar,
2016-09-23 This work examines the work of a group of African women writers who have emerged
over the last forty years. While figures such as Chinua Achebe, Ben Okri and Wole Soyinka are likely
to be the chief focus of discussions of African writing, female authors have been at the forefront of
fictional interrogations of identity formation and history. In the work of authors such as Mariama Bâ
(Senegal), Buchi Emecheta (Nigeria), Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie (Nigeria), Tsitsi Dangarembga
(Zimbabwe), and Leila Aboulela (Sudan), there is a clear attempt to subvert the tradition of male
writing where the female characters are often relegated to the margins of the culture, and confined
to the domestic, private sphere. This body of work has already generated a significant number of
critical responses, including readings that draw on gender politics and colonialism, but it is still very
much a minor literature, and most mainstream western feminism has not sufficiently processed it.
The purpose of this book is three-fold. First, it draws together some of the most important and
influential African women writers of the post-war period and looks at their work, separately and
together, in terms of a series of themes and issues, including marriage, family, polygamy, religion,
childhood, and education. Second, it demonstrates how African literature produced by women
writers is explicitly and polemically engaged with urgent political issues that have both local and
global resonance: the veil, Islamophobia and a distinctively African brand of feminist critique. Third,
it revisits Fredric Jameson’s claim that all third-world texts are “national allegories” and considers
these novels by African women in relation to Jameson’s claim, arguing that their work has
complicated Jameson’s assumptions.
  politics of the veil: The Transnational and the Local in the Politics of Islam Delmus
Puneri Salim, 2015-02-26 This book explores the relationship between transnational and local Islam
as expressed in public discourse and policy-making, as represented in the local press. It does so
against the background of local governments in majority Muslim regions across Indonesia promoting
and passing regulations that mandate forms of social or economic behaviour seen to be compatible
with Islam. The book situates the political construction of Islamic behaviour in West Sumatra, and in
Indonesia more generally, within an historical context in which rulers have in some way engaged
with aspects of Islamic practice since the Islamic kingdom era. The book shows that while formal
local Islamic regulations of this kind constitute a new development, their introduction has been a
product of the same kinds of interactions between international, national and local elements that
have characterised the relationship between Islam and politics through the course of Indonesian
history. The book challenges the scholarly tendency to over-emphasise local political concerns when
explaining this phenomenon, arguing that it is necessary to forefront the complex relationship
between local politics and developments in the wider Islamic world. To illustrate the relationship
between transnational and local Islam, the book uses detailed case studies of four domains of
regulation: Islamic finance, zakat, education and behaviour and dress, in a number of local
government areas within the province.
  politics of the veil: The Politics of the Veil Katherine Helen Bullock, 1999
  politics of the veil: The Politics of (M)Othering Obioma Nnaemeka, 2005-08-04 This collection
is a study of African literature framed by the central, and multi-faceted, idea of 'mother' -
motherland, mothertongue, motherwit, motherhood, mothering - looking at the paradoxical location



of (m)other as both central and marginal. Whilst the volume stands as a sustained feminist analysis,
it engages feminist theory itself by showing how issues in feminism are, in African literature, recast
in different and complex ways.
  politics of the veil: The Politics of the Book Filipe Carreira da Silva, Mónica Brito Vieira,
2019-04-29 It is impossible to separate the content of a book from its form. In this study, Filipe
Carreira da Silva and Mónica Brito Vieira expand our understanding of the history of social and
political scholarship by examining how the entirety of a book mediates and constitutes meaning in
ways that affect its substance, appropriation, and reception over time. Examining the evolving form
of classic works of social and political thought, including W. E. B. Du Bois’s The Souls of Black Folk,
G. H. Mead’s Mind, Self, and Society, and Karl Marx’s 1844 Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts,
Carreira da Silva and Brito Vieira show that making these books involved many hands. They explore
what publishers, editors, translators, and commentators accomplish by offering the reading public
new versions of the works under consideration, examine debates about the intended meaning of the
works and discussions over their present relevance, and elucidate the various ways in which content
and material form are interwoven. In doing so, Carreira da Silva and Brito Vieira characterize the
editorial process as a meaning-producing action involving both collaboration and an ongoing battle
for the importance of the book form to a work’s disciplinary belonging, ideological positioning, and
political significance. Theoretically sophisticated and thoroughly researched, The Politics of the
Book radically changes our understanding of what doing social and political theory—and its
history—implies. It will be welcomed by scholars of book history, the history of social and political
thought, and social and political theory.
  politics of the veil: The New Politics Of Race Howard Winant, 2004-08-13 'The New Politics
of Race' brings together Winant's new and previously published essays to form a comprehensive
picture of the origins and nature of the complex racial politics that engulf us today.
  politics of the veil: Politics of Mothering Obioma Nnaemeka, 1997-01 This collection is a study
of African literature framed by the central, and multi-faceted, idea of 'mother' - motherland,
mothertongue, motherwit, motherhood, mothering - looking at the paradoxical location of (m)other
as both central and marginal. Whilst the volume stands as a sustained feminist analysis, it engages
feminist theory itself by showing how issues in feminism are, in African literature, recast in different
and complex ways.
  politics of the veil: Schooling and the Politics of Disaster Kenneth J. Saltman, 2010-06-10
Schooling and the Politics of Disaster is the first volume to address how disaster is being used for a
radical social and economic reengineering of education. From the natural disasters of the Asian
tsunami and the hurricanes in the Gulf Coast, to the human-made disasters in Iraq, Afghanistan,
Haiti, Sudan, Indonesia, the United States and around the globe, disaster is increasingly shaping
policy and politics. This groundbreaking collection explores how education policy is being reshaped
by disaster politics. Noted scholars in education and sociology tackle issues as far-ranging as No
Child Left Behind, the War on Terror, Hurricane Katrina, the making of educational funding crises in
the US, and the Iraq War to bring to light a disturbing new phenonmemon in educational policy.
  politics of the veil: Politics of Piety Saba Mahmood, 2004-10-25 Politics of Piety is a
groundbreaking analysis of Islamist cultural politics through the ethnography of a thriving,
grassroots women's piety movement in the mosques of Cairo, Egypt. Unlike those organized Islamist
activities that seek to seize or transform the state, this is a moral reform movement whose orthodox
practices are commonly viewed as inconsequential to Egypt's political landscape. Saba Mahmood's
compelling exposition of these practices challenges this assumption by showing how the ethical and
the political are indelibly linked within the context of such movements. Not only is this book a
sensitive ethnography of a critical but largely ignored dimension of the Islamic revival, it is also an
unflinching critique of the secular-liberal principles by which some people hold such movements to
account. The book addresses three central questions: How do movements of moral reform help us
rethink the normative liberal account of politics? How does the adherence of women to the
patriarchal norms at the core of such movements parochialize key assumptions within feminist



theory about freedom, agency, authority, and the human subject? How does a consideration of
debates about embodied religious rituals among Islamists and their secular critics help us
understand the conceptual relationship between bodily form and political imaginaries? Politics of
Piety is essential reading for anyone interested in issues at the nexus of ethics and politics,
embodiment and gender, and liberalism and postcolonialism.
  politics of the veil: Veil Politics in Liberal Democratic States Ajume Hassan Wingo, 1997
  politics of the veil: The Politics of Gender and the Culture of Sexuality Ali A. Mazrui,
2014-07-08 The Politics of Gender and the Culture of Sexuality outlines theories of gender within the
intellectual paradigm of the triple heritage: Islam, Africanity, and the West. This book describes the
impact of individual contexts and politics on meanings attributed to the human body. The Politics of
Gender and the Culture of Sexuality explores how men and women relate to each other in
monogamous and polygamous marriage, race rivalries, slavery, miscegenation, cultures of
procreation, family planning, and the Islamic view of women’s dignity vis-à-vis the Western view of
women’s liberty. In doing so, the author and editor present a multifaceted and dynamic theoretical
discourse of gender.
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