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A Look Behind the Veil
ELIZABETH W. FERNEA AND ROBERT A. FERNEA

In many societies where people practice the religion of Islam, the social structure
both dictates and is reflected in the wearing of the veil. Gender relations, especially,
are expressed in the veiling of women. To people who live in other societies—where
women seem to be able to wear whatever they want—the veil seems confining. But
not all women who wear the veil feel this way. That is why, despite changes going on
in their societies, it is an open question whether or not the veil will be lifted.

hat objects do we notice in societies other than our own? Ishi, the last
of a “lost” tribe of North American Indians who stumbled into 20th
Century California in 1911, is reported to have said that the truly interesting
objects in the white man’s culture were pockets and matches. Rifa’ah Tahtawi,
one of the first young Egyptians to be sent to Europe to study in 1826, wrote an
account of French society in which he noted that Parisians used many unusual
articles of dress, among them something called a belt. Women wore belts, he
said, apparently to keep their bosoms erect, and to show off the slimness of
their waists and the fullness of their hips. Europeans are still fascinated by the
Stetson hats worn by American cowboys; an elderly Dutch lady of our
acquaintance recently carried six enormous Stetsons back to The Hague as
presents for the male members of her family,
Many objects signify values in society and become charged with meaning,
a meaning that may be different for members of the society and for observers
of that society. The veil is one object used in Middle Eastern societies that stirs
strong emotions in the West. “The feminine veil has become a symbol: that of
the slavery of one portion of humanity,” wrote French ethnologist Germaine
Tillion in 1966. A hundred years earlier, Sir Richard Burton, British traveler,
explorer, and translator of the Arabian Nights, recorded a different view,
“Europeans inveigh against this article [the face veil]. .. for its hideousness
and jealous concealment of charms made to be admired,” he wrote in 1855.
“It is, on the contrary, the most coquettish article of woman’s attire . . . it con-
ceals coarse skins, fleshy noses, wide mouths and vanishing chins, whilst it
sets off to best advantage what in these lands is most lustrous and liguid—
the eye. Who has not remarked this at a masquerade ball?”
In the present generation, the veil and purdah, or seclusion, have become a
focus of attention for Western writers, both popular and academic, who take a
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measure of Burton’s irony and Tillion’s anger to equate modernization <?f ‘the
Middle East with the discarding of the veil. “Iranian women retur‘r} to v“ell m’a
resurgence of spirituality,” headlines one newspaper; another writes, I.r'an ]
16 million women have come a long way since their t‘loor-lengtb cotton veil offi-
cially was abolished in 1935.” The thousands of words wrlt.ten about the
appearance and disappearance of the veil and of purdah do little to help us
understand the Middle East or the cultures that grew out of the same Judeo-
Christian roots as our own. The veil and the all-envelop.ing garments that
inevitably accompany it (the milayah in Egypt, the abbayah in Iraq, Fhe chadoor
in Iran, the yashmak in Turkey, the burga’in Afghanistan, and th.e djeliabah and
the haik in North Africa) are only the outward manifestations of a cultural pat-
tern and idea that is rooted deep in Mediterranean society. .

«Purdah” is a Persian word meaning curtain or barrier. The Arabic word
for veiling and secluding comes from the root hgjaba. A hijab is an amulet worn
to keep away the evil eye; it also means a diaphragm used to prevent concep-
tion. The gatekeeper or doorkeeper who guards the entrance to a govern-
ment minister’s office is a hejib, and in casual conversation a person might say,
«] want to be more informal with my friend so-and-so, but she always puts a
hijab (barrier) between us.” .

In Islam, the Koranic verse that sanctions the barrier between men.and
women is called the Sura of the Ajjab (curtain): “Prophet, .enjo.in your wives,
your daughters and the wives of true believers to draw their veils close round
them. That is more proper, so that they may be recognized and not molested.
Allah is forgiving and merciful.” .

Certainly seclusion and some forms of veiling had been practlceq before the
time of Muhammad, at least among the upper classes, but it was .hlS followers
who apparently felt that his women should be placed in a special categf)ry.
According to history, the hjjab was established after a number of occasions
on which Muhammad’s wives were insulted by people who welje coming Fo
the mosque in search of the prophet. When chided for thei.r" behavior, the‘y said
they had mistaken Muhammad’s wives for slaves. The hijab was established,
and in the words of the historian Nabia Abbott, “Muhammad’s women found
themselves, on the one hand, deprived of personal liberty, and on the other
hand, raised to a position of honor and dignity.”

The veil bears many messages and tells us many things abm‘lt 'm?n and
women in Middle Eastern society, but as an object in and of itself it is far less
important to members of the society than the values it represe?ts. Nm'xha ali
Hejailan, wife of the Saudi Arabian ambassador to London, told Sally Quinn of
The Washington Post, “If 1 wanted to take it all off (her abbayah and Vel‘l), I wogld
have long ago. It wouldn’t mean as much to me as it does to you.” ‘Early Mld
dle Eastern feminists felt differently. Huda Sh’arawi, an early Egyptian actl\{lst
who formed the first Women'’s Union, made a dramatic gesture of removing
her veil in public to demonstrate her dislike of society’s attitudes toward
women and her defiance of the system. But Basima Bezirgan, a contemporary



IUU W CLIZADLCTIT VvV, T CIXINEA difd RUDCRT A TERINEA

Iraqi feminist, says, “Compared to the real issues that are involved between
men and women in the Middle East today, the veil is unimportant.” A Moroccan
linguist who buys her clothes in Paris laughs when asked about the veil, “My
mother wears a djellabah and a veil. I have never worn them. But so what? I still
cannot get divorced as easily as a man, and I am still a member of my family
group and responsible to them for everything I do. What is the veil? A piece
of cloth.”

“The seclusion of women has many purposes,” states Egyptian anthropolo-
gist Nadia Abu Zahra. “It expresses men’s status, power, wealth, and manli-
ness. It also helps preserve men’s image of virility and masculinity, but men
do not admit this; on the contrary they claim that one of the purposes of the veil
is to guard women’s honor.” The veil and purdah are symbols of restriction, to
men as well as to women. A respectable woman wearing a veil on a public street
is signaling, “Hands off. Don'’t touch me or you'll be sorry.” Cowboy Jim Sayre
of Deadwood, South Dakota, says, “If you deform a cowboy’s hat, he'll likely
deform you.” In the same way, a man who approaches a veiled woman is ask-
ing for trouble; not only the woman but also her family is shamed, and serious
problems may result. “It is clear,” says Egyptian anthropologist Ahmed Abou
Zeid, “that honor and shame which are usually attributed to a certain individ-
ual or a certain kinship group have in fact a bearing on the total social struc-
ture, since most acts involving honor or shame are likely to affect the existing
social equilibrium.”

Veiling and seclusion almost always can be related to the maintenance of
social status. Historically, only the very rich could afford to seclude their
women, and the extreme example of this practice was found among the sultans
of prerevolutionary Turkey. Stories of these secluded women, kept in harems
and guarded by eunuchs, formed the basis for much of the Western folklore
concerning the nature of male-female relationships in Middle Eastern soci-
ety. The stereotype is of course contradictory; Western writers have never
found it necessary to reconcile the erotic fantasies of the seraglio with the sex-
ual puritanism attributed to the same society.

Poor men could not always afford to seclude or veil their women, because
the women were needed as productive members of the family economie unit,
to work in the fields and in cottage industries. Delta village women in Egypt
have never been veiled, nor have the Berber women of North Africa. But this
lack of veiling placed poor women in ambiguous situations in relation to
strange men.

“In the village, no one veils, because everyone is considered a member of
the same large family,” explained Aisha bint Mohammed, a working-class
wife of Marrakech. “But in the city, veiling is sunnah, required by our religion.”
Veiling is generally found in towns and cities, among all classes, where fami-
lies feel that it is necessary to distinguish themselves from other strangers
in the city.

A LooOK Behind the veill ¥ loi

Veiling and purdah not only indicate status and wealth, they also have some
religious sanction and protect women from the world outside the home. Pur-
dah delineates private space, distinguishes between the public and private sec-
tors of society, as does the traditional architecture of the area. Older Middle
Eastern houses do not have picture windows facing on the street, nor walks
leading invitingly to front doors. Family life is hidden from strangers; behind
blank walls may lie courtyards and gardens, refuges from the heat, the cold,
the bustle of the outside world, the world of non-kin that is not to be trusted.
Outsiders are pointedly excluded.

Even within the household, among her close relatives, a traditional Muslim
woman veils before those kinsmen whom she could legally marry. If her mater-
nal or paternal male cousins, her brothers-in-law, or sons-in-law come to call,
she covers her head, or perhaps her whole face. To do otherwise would be
shameless.

The veil does more than protect its wearers from known and unknown
intruders; it can also be used to conceal identity. Behind the anonymity of the
veil, women can go about a city unrecognized and uncriticized. Nadia Abu Zahra
reports anecdotes of men donning women’s veils in order to visit their lovers
undetected; women may do the same. The veil is such an effective disguise that
Nouri Al-Said, the late prime minister of Iraq, attempted to escape death by
wearing the abbayah and veil of a woman; only his shoes gave him away.

Political dissidents in many countries have used the veil for their own ends.
The women who marched, veiled, through Cairo during the Nationalist
demonstrations against the British after World War I were counting on the
strength of Western respect for the veil to protect them against British gun-
fire. At first they were right. Algerian women also used the protection of the
veil to carry bombs through French army checkpoints during the Algerian
revolution. But when the French discovered the ruse, Algerian women dis-
carded the veil and dressed like Europeans to move about freely.

The multiple meanings and uses of purdah and the veil do not explain how
the pattern came to be so deeply embedded in Mediterranean society. Its ori-
gins lie somewhere in the basic Muslim attitudes about men’s roles and
women'’s roles. Women, according to Fatima Mernissi, a Moroccan sociologist,
are seen by men in Islamic societies as in need of protection because they are
unable to control their sexuality, are tempting to men, and hence are a dan-
ger to the social order. In other words, they need to be restrained and con-
trolled so that society may function in an orderly way.

The notion that women present a danger to the social order is scarcely lim-
ited to Muslim society. Anthropologist Julian Pitt-Rivers has pointed out that
the supervision and seclusion of women is also to be found in Christian Europe,
even though veiling was not usually practiced there. “The idea that women not

subjected to male authority are a danger is a fundamental one in the writings
of the moralists from the Archpriest of Talavera to Padre Haro, and it is echoed
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in the modern Andalusian pueblo. It is bound up with the fear of ungoverned
female sexuality which had been an integral clement of European folklore ever
since prudent Odysseus lashed himself to the mast to escape the sirens.”

Pitt-Rivers is writing about Mediterranean society, which, like all Middle
Eastern societies, is greatly concerned with honor and shame rather than
with individual guilt. The honor of the Middle Eastern extended family, its
ancestors and its descendants, is the highest social value. The misdeeds of the
grandparents are indeed visited on the children. Men and women always
remain members of their natal families. Marriage is a legal contract but a
fragile one that is often broken; the ties between brother and sister, mother
and child, father and child are lifelong and enduring. The larger family is the
group to which the individual belongs and to which the individual owes
responsibility in exchange for the social and economic security that the fam-
ily group provides. It is the group, not the individual, that is socially shamed
or socially honored.

Male honor and female honor are both involved in the honor of the family
but each is expressed differently. The honor of a man, sharaf, is a public mat—’
ter, involving bravery, hospitality, piety. It may be lost, but it may also be
regained. The honor of a woman, ‘ard, is a private matter involving only one
thing, her sexual chastity. Once lost, it cannot be regained. If the loss of female
honor remains only privately known, a rebuke—and perhaps a reveiling—may
be all that takes place. But if the loss of female honor becomes public knowl-
edge, the other members of the family may feel bound to cleanse the family
name. In extreme cases, the cleansing may require the death of the offending
female member. Although such killings are now criminal offenses in the Middle
East, suspended sentences are often given, and the newspapers in Cairo and
Baghdad frequently carry sad stories of runaway sisters “gone bad” in the city
and re\ienge taken upon them in the name of family honor by their brothers
or cousins.

This emphasis on female chastity, many say, originated in the patrilineal
society’s concern with the paternity of the child and the inheritance that fol-
lo.ws the male line. How does a man know that the child in his wife’s womb is
hl‘s oyvn, and not that of another man? Obviously he cannot know unless his
wife is a virgin at marriage. From this consideration may have developed the
protective institutions called variously purdah, seclusion, or veiling.

Middle Eastern women also look upon seclusion as practical protection. In
the Iraqi village where we lived from 1956 to 1958, one of us (Elizabeth) wore
the abbayah and found that it provided a great sense of protection from prying
eye?s, dust, heat, flies. Parisian ladies visiting Istanbul in the 16th Century were
so impressed by the ability of the all-enveloping garment to keep dresses clean
of mud and manure and to keep women from being attacked by importuning
men that they tried to introduce it into French fashion.

Perhaps of greater importance for many women reared in traditional cul-
tures is the degree to which their sense of personal identity is tied to the use of

the veil. Many women have told us that they felt self-conscious, vulnerable, and
even naked when they first walked on a public street without the veil and
abbayah—as if they were making a display of themselves.

The resurgence of the veil in countries like Morocco, Libya, and Algeria,
which have recently established their independence from colonial dominance,
is seen by some Middle Eastern and Western scholars as an attempt by men to
reassert their Muslim identity and to reestablish their roles as heads of fami-
lies. The presence of the veil is a sign that the males of the household are once
more able to assume the responsibilities that were disturbed or usurped by
foreign colonial powers.

But a veiled woman is seldom seen in Egypt or in many parts of Lebanon,
Syria, Iran, Tunisia, Turkey, or the Sudan. And as respectable housewives
have abandoned the veil, in some of these Middle Eastern countries prosti-
tutes have put it on. They indicate their availability by manipulating the veil
in flirtatious ways, but as Burton pointed out more than a century ago, pros-
titutes are not the first to discover the veil’s seductiveness. Like women’s gar-
ments in the West, the veil can be sturdy, utilitarian, and forbidding—or it can
be filmy and decorative, hinting at the charms beneath it.

The veil is the outward sign of a complex reality. Observers are often
deceived by the absence of that sign, and fail to see that in most Middle Fast-
ern societies (and in many parts of Europe) basic attitudes are unchanged.
Women who have taken off the veil continue to play the old roles within the
family, and their chastity remains erucial. A woman’s behavior is still the key
to the honor and the reputation of her family.

In Middle Eastern societies, feminine and masculine continue to be strong
polarities of identification, This is in marked contrast to Western society, where
for more than a generation social eritics have been striving to blur distinctions
in dress, in status, and in type of labor. Almost all Middle Eastern reformers
(most of whom are middle and upper class) are still arguing from the assump-
tion of a fundamental difference between men and women. They do not demand
an end to the veil (which is passing out of use anyway) but an end to the old prin-
ciples, which the veil symbolizes, that govern patrilineal society. Middle Eastern
reformers are calling for equal access to divorce, child custody, and inheritance;
equal opportunities for education and employment; abolition of female circum-
cision and “crimes of honor”; and a law regulating the age of marriage.

An English woman film director, after several months in Morocco, said in
an interview, “This business about the veil is nonsense. We all have our veils,
between ourselves and other people. That’s not what the Middle Kast is about.
The question is what veils are used for, and by whom.” The veil triggers West-
ern reactions simply because it is the dramatic, visible sign of vexing ques-
tions, questions that are still being debated, problems that have still not been
solved, in the Middle East or in Western societies.

Given the biological differences between men and women, how are the
sexes to be treated equitably? Men and women are supposed to share the labor



of society and yet provide for the reproduction and nurture of the next gener-
ation. If male fear and awe of woman’s sexuality provokes them to control
and seclude women, can they be assuaged? Rebecca West said long ago that
“the difference between men and women is the rock on which civilization will
split before it can reach any goal that could justify its expenditure of effort.”
Until human beings come to terms with this basic issue, purdah and the veil, in
some form, will continue to exist in both the East and the West.



