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Third world feminism may intervene in dominant debates on the veil, but crucially, it may 
also offer the ground from which to call into question the very terms of that debate.  This discussion 
itself is pulled in different directions by this tension.  Thus even when the issues discussed here may 
strain up from the ground of the veil, the discussion branches out from the dominant debate to 
explore veiled preoccupations with issues ranging from economic distribution to disciplinarity and 
the production of knowledge.  

Focused on interrogating the terms of the debate in relation to a polyphonic range of 
preoccupations that have mobilized third world feminism�s critical impulses2, this paper does not 
linger with a reading of Rushdie.  However, I find his evocation of the ground caving under one�s 
feet powerfully resonates with both the impetus and impact of many third world feminist 
interventions.  In fact, in my (inevitably partial) account, the making and unmaking of the ground 
beneath one�s political positions emerges as a recurrent condition of third world feminist debates.  
Thus, parts of my paper will engage in the nostalgic replay of familiar riffs - yesterday�s debates that 
shaped the ground of current debates.  Other parts of the paper will engage with the constitutive 
habitus of current debates to interrogate the implications for tomorrow�s repertoires.  
 
Agency:  Contested Ground 

Waving the banner of modernity, in 1958 a hundred Algerian women were publicly unveiled 
under the aegis of the French army in the redemptive language of progress and civilization.  Some 
thirty years later, the French high court argued that a French school principle�s suspension of three 
French school girls for wearing head scarves to school was a violation of French constitutional 
norms for religious freedom in a modern, multi-cultural nation.  The unveiling�s symbolism in 
relation to the emancipatory mission of imperial power, is paralleled by how �tolerance� of the veil 
has emerged as a signal test for the emancipatory potential of legal liberalism. 

With the veil itself narrated in terms of a certain exoticized impenetrability of the colonized, 
the colonial officers� unveiling of Algerian women becomes a symbolic effort to open up Algeria, to 
make it available as an object of European categories of knowledge and power3.  Ironically, in the 
dominant articulation of this project, it is claims about the enabling of Algerian women�s 
subjectivity that becomes the ground for this effort.  In the public unveiling of Algerian women, 
colonialism sought to constitute Algerian womanhood symbolically and materially as available for 
colonization precisely because colonialism enabled true independence. 
 
The unveiling becomes an avenue through which France works out its own aspirations to modernity 
defined through and against its colonial relationships.  The apparently paradoxical claim that 
colonialism creates the conditions for independence is a civilizational discourse legitimating French 
rule as unveiling conditions for an enlightened modernity - not just balancing tensions between 
France�s modernist aspirations and its colonial entanglements, but actually making colonialism the 
very ground beneath the tracks of French �progress�. 

In this context many third world feminists have argued that the category of �veiled 
femininity� sediments in the colonial lens in ways that mobilize a discourse of victimization and 
passive victims4.  Thus interestingly, while the French army may have sought to render the veiling of 

 
2 I should clarify that my paper doesn�t seek to offer a survey of third world feminisms; it is, however, an 
intervention that locates itself in the debates and pre-occupations of that political ground. 
3 The most powerful intervention here remains Frantz Fanon�s �Algeria Unveiled� in A Dying Colonialism,  Grove 
Press: New York 1965. 
4 Speaking not directly of the veil debates, but of how the subaltern female is figured in debates regarding Indian 
historiography, Gayatri Spivak urges that �If, in the context of colonial production, the subaltern has no history and 
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women as a symbol of an antiquated and retrograde culture, many Algerian nationalists sought to 
instead assert the veil as an accent to a forward looking claim for self-determination, and an active 
rejection of colonial authority.   As the struggle against colonialism gathered increased momentum, 
veiling practices were augmented in number and significance.  The veil emerges as a symbol of the 
rejection of colonial rule, the articulation, even, of an alternative modernity. 

Veiling practices become a fraught site where women�s bodies hover in (dis)location 
between being flattened as the terrain on which we act, and being animated as agents actively 
engaging the terrain of colonial and anti-colonial struggle.  On the one hand, women�s bodies are 
mythologized as the passive terrain of cultural tradition and narratives of progress.  Simultaneously, 
however women�s bodies are mobilized as agents, with veiling practices read as expressive of 
agency, acting for and against these same terrains, be it to defend colonialism, or contest it. 

Most interesting however is the fact that many women also resisted invocations of the veil as 
the ground on which to choose between contesting/defending colonialism. Thus many third world 
feminists have focused on complicating our analysis of choice by asserting a plurality of meanings 
for the veil beyond the colonial-anti-colonial axes.  Moreover, colonialism and nationalism were 
themselves internally varied and heterogeneous in their approach to women and therefore the content 
of the �womanhood� they defined remained contested and unstable5.  This heterogeneity is partially 
alluded to by the way the colonialism-nationalism axes intersected with other social tensions.  For 
instance, the veiling of women also mobilized a particular settling of class privileges on attire 
symbolically and materially.  In many social contexts, being veiled denoted a certain luxury (i.e., 
women of the �leisured classes� could don veils freed from the practical demands of work), and a 
related status (i.e., women of the �leisured classes� called for a particular protection).  Unveiling may 
have particular consequence for such women because they may be the ones who are primarily veiled. 
 Ironically, the class privilege denoted by the veil has also given profound political reach to the 
public unveiling of privileged women.  A quarter century before the French army�s public unveiling 
of women in Algeria, the prominent and privileged Egyptian activist Huda Shaarawi removed her 
veil at the Cairo railway station in a spectacular punctuation of her broader campaign pressing the 
claims of feminism and nationalism6. 
 

Yet as many feminists have also pointed out, the meanings of the veil are hardly 
transcendental.  Thus if veiling had denoted class privilege in parts of colonial Egypt, intervening 
against a different class map of the veil, public veiling was famously taken up in a very different 
way by middle class Iranian women as a measure of cross class solidarity in the late 1970s.  In 
creating alliances with veiled working class women�s protest of the Shah�s rule, veiling was for a 
sliver of time occupying a liminal space contesting the Shah, yet not overtaken by the segment of the 
Iranian clergy that would later legislate the veil as mandatory. 

 
cannot speak, the subaltern as female is even more deeply in the shadow…�; See �Can the Subaltern Speak?� in 
Nelson, Cary and Lawrence Grossberg, ed.s, Marxism and the Interpretation of Culture, Macmillan: London 1988 
5 Kumari Jaywardane�s work on feminism and nationalism speak to many of these tensions; See The White Woman's 
Other Burden -- Western Women and South Asia During British Rule, New York: Routledge, 1995; and Feminism 
and Nationalism in the Third World,  London: Zed Books, 1986 
6 See Shaarawi, Huda and Margot Badran (translator and editor), Harem Years: The Memoirs of an Egyptian 
Feminist, Feminist Press, 1986 
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Debating our conceptual vocabularies 
 
Religion as fetish 

If the school of Iranian clergy that gained increased prominence in Teheran in the 1980s 
sought to pull the veil into the domain of religious conservatism, a parallel effort prevailed in the 
social science disciplines in the Anglo-American academy in this same period7.  The dominant 
strands of both these traditions produced Islam as a singular and uncontested doctrine and 
institution.  In fact, religion was often invoked as a category of tremendous analytical reach in 
elucidating the ideological and institutional basis for the veil�s signification all over the world, from 
Afghanistan to France.  In understanding veiling practices, Islam was, and is, theorized outside of 
history � carrying a primordial charge, capable, as it were, of over-determining all social relations.  
For the Iranian clerics and Anglo-American area studies experts operating within this analytical and 
normative map, protest against the veil is also protest against Islam; as we will elaborate below, this 
compass is echoed in the dominant strands of human rights discourse. 

In the history of Anglo-American political thought, dissidence, and particularly dissidence in 
the name of human rights, has long been tied to the regulation of the relationship between religion, 
the public sphere and the state.  While concern about persecution against other religions, particularly 
minority religions and religious sects, was formative in the historical development of liberal 
discourse of rights, today, human rights theorists have been equally, if not increasingly preoccupied 
with the way religions treat their own. 

For feminist human rights scholarship this has often meant a particular focus on how women 
fare in different religious communities.  In this context, third world feminists have mobilized human 
rights discourse to speak of the internal heterogeneity, hierarchy and oppression within religious 
community.  Many have sought to complicate our understandings of religious traditions, as 
themselves constituted by other social relations, internally differentiated, dynamic and contested.  
Thus some third world feminist interventions have been preoccupied with arguing for a more 
nuanced understanding of the �habitus� (including theologically mandated practices, religious 
affiliation and legal environments) into which women have been scripted. 

Simultaneously, others have interrogated the production of knowledge about religion, 
particularly the very analytical categories through which Islam is made intelligible as a product of 
disciplinary knowledge.  They have argued that the attention to difference and complexity, the very 
effort to produce a nuanced and accurate picture of Islam that was referred to in the preceding 
section, could all be in service of �saving� the disciplinary project � making it more accurate, more 
comprehensive � an altogether more effective methodological toolbox to �locate� Islam.  Yet this 
project�s naturalized knowledge claims may unravel if we interrogate how knowledge categories 
such as �Islamic legal culture� are produced in the first place8, if we unpack the distinction between 
the categories of analysis and the categories of the analyzed.  How we inhabit that distinction would 
tell us how we distinguish between a project aiming towards comprehensiveness, and a project 
aiming towards a critical engagement.  For instance, the former may seek a richer and more accurate 
account of Islamic community/doctrine/legal culture and such; the latter may focus its attention on 

 
7 Marnia Lazreg�s analysis of social sciences paradigms of knowledge regarding Middle Eastern and North African 
women raised my own antennas in this regard; See Lazreg, �Feminism and Difference: The Perils of Writing as a 
Woman on Women in Algeria� in Marianne Hirsch and Evelyn Fox Keller, eds., Conflicts in Feminism,  Routledge: 
New York, 1990. 
8 There is now an extensive body of critical work that has taken to task Weberian sociology on this point; More 
broadly, the classical interrogation of colonial knowledge systems remains, Edward Said�s Orientalism,  Routledge: 
London 1978. 
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unpacking the genealogies of community/doctrinal language/legal culture etc. that constitute Islam, 
and its imaginative and material production in debates over the veil. 

Working against this ground of the veil debates, some strands of third world feminism have 
worried that the opposition between secularism and religion has itself worked to constrict and 
channel the vocabulary of women�s human rights onto ever-narrower domains.  The historically 
contingent relationship between religion, secularism and rights discourse in the development of the 
liberal rights tradition in Western Europe, has slipped into the naturalization of the nexus between 
secularism and human rights as the dominant conceptual road map that informs much discussion 
about women�s human rights and religious fundamentalism9.  Thus some feminists (in fact my own 
preoccupations have moved in this direction) have sought to rethink and reconfigure the putative 
centrality of secularism in exploring alternative configurations of the relationship between human 
rights and religion in understanding veiling practices. 

Rather than seeing secularism and religion as fixed signposts, structuring the terrain on 
which we engage with veiling/unveiling practices, I would argue that in many ways it is human 
rights discourse that shapes the terrain on which it then acts.  Human rights discourse itself has a 
constitutive role in the discursive production of secularism and religion as an overarching roadmap 
to locate the significance and reach of veiling practices.  Moreover, I argue that this framing of 
veiling practices in terms of the secularism and religion dichotomy has worked to blunt the 
heterogeneous, dynamic and contested meanings that could shape the political valance of veiling 
practices.  In this context, rather then invoking the conceptual cartography of religion and secularism 
to situate the veil, veiling practices may be a productive route to situate and unpack genealogies of 
religion and secularism within human rights discourse. 

As I hope to elaborate further in the pages that follow, this effort will help us move from 
thinking of the work of human rights discourse primarily in terms of whether it empowers or 
disempowers women�s claims, to critically examining how human rights discourse interpolates the 
very articulation of claims.  Or to put it another way, this is to shift our focus from taking sides in a 
debate, to question the very terms through which the debate shapes our political imagination. 

This effort is not unrelated to the project of rethinking the opposition between universalism 
and cultural relativism.  While both sides of the universalism-cultural relativism dichotomy have 
haunted third world feminism, third world feminism has also pushed against both sides of the 
dichotomy.  On one side, universalism has been unmoored from its claims to stand �above� 
heterogeneity and not be fundamentally shaped by the particular, on the other side, cultural 
relativism has been unmoored from its claims to represent particular traditions by either escaping 
�internal� heterogeneity or by positing uncontested boundaries of inside and outside. 
 

Thus if we return to the debate about veiling and school girls in France, the principal who 
enforced the suspension of the girls in scarves in the name of secular-universalism, was enforcing a 
conception of the public-private dichotomy in religious life that can itself be grounded in a particular 
tradition - in fact, a range of distinct and interrelated traditions that are both powerful and deeply 

 
9 Although engaged in a slightly different debate, I am persuaded by William Connelly�s argument that 
notwithstanding its effort to further pluralism, secularism itself is often informed by too narrow and intolerant a 
vision of political life; see Why I am Not a Secularist,  Minnesota 1999; My thanks to Jennifer Nedelsky for drawing 
my attention to this text.  Also relevant here is Ashish Nandy�s argument in the context of the Indian nation-state, 
that it was Nehruvian liberal secularism that produced religion as ideology, unable to come to terms with the notion 
of religion as faith; see �The Politics of Secularism and the Recovery of Religious Tolerance� in Veena Das, Ed.s, 
Mirrors of Violence: Communities, Riots and Survivors in South Asia, New Delhi: Oxford University Press 1990.  
While Nandi powerfully unravel�s liberal secularism�s claims to pluralism, he may also advance a more problematic 
quiescence about claims to religious �tradition�. 
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