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Professor Scanlan
A few ideas on the veil from Robert C. Young’s book Postcolonialism (Oxford UP 2003), see especially the chapter titled “The Ambivalence of the Veil,” 80-92.
“Few items of clothing throughout history can have been given more meanings and political significances [than the veil]. For Europeans, the veil used to symbolize the erotic mysteries of the east. For Muslims, it signified social status. Today, the meaning of the veil has changed dramatically. For many westerners, the veil is a symbol of patriarchal Islamic societies in which women are assumed to be oppressed, subordinated, and made invisible. On the other hand, in Islamic societies, the veil (hijab) has come to symbolize a cultural and religious identity, and women have increasingly chosen to cover themselves as a matter of choice. As a result, the veil is more widely worn today than ever before. Today, depending who you are, the veil symbolizes control or defiance, oppression or autonomy, patriarchy or non-western communal values” (80).
“As part of his attempt to westernize Iran, the western-imposed Shah of Iran banned the chador, the black head-to-toe body wrap worn by rural and traditional urban women. In direct response, after the Islamic Revolution of 1978/79, women were required to wear it. If some women can be considered to be persecuted by being forced to wear the veil, as westerners generally assume, then other women are equally persecuted by secular laws that obliged the not to wear it” (84).

“Is it veiling or unveiling that constitutes the radical assertive move against institutionalized forms of power?” (86).
“The veil, in other words, can only be read in terms of its local meanings, which are generated within its own social space. A reading from outside will always tend to impose meanings from the social space of the viewer” (89).
