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Leaving aside the academic discourse, 
the “theoretical and methodological shields 
that usually ensure a semblance of detach-
ment,” (p.ix) Marnia Lazreg, a professor of 
sociology at Hunter College and the City 
University of New York Graduate Center, 
adds her voice to the ever-expanding bibli-
ography on the veil. Committed to writing 
this book, as she declaredly has reached a 
point where she could no longer keep quiet 
about the issue, (p.2) the author addresses 
Muslim women who either have taken up 
the veil or are considering wearing it. In do-
ing this, she finds incumbent to reveal her-
self personally while recounting her experi-
ence as a Muslim woman growing up in co-
lonial Algeria and that of several women she 
has interviewed over the past fifteen years in 
the Middle East, North Africa, France, and 
the United States. In each of her five open 
letters, Lazreg presents different veiling or 
reveiling experiences, interprets them and 
takes issue with their justification, pointing 
out that the custom of “covering” should be 
always regarded in its historical, political, 
and socio-cultural context, as long as “the 
veil is never innocent,” (p.125) it is both a 
discourse and a practice. Based on these 
grounds, in the Introduction, when clari-
fying certain terms used in the book, Laz-
reg states that by the expression “Muslim 
women” she refers to the “the women who 
have taken up the veil as a way for them to 
display their religious affiliation” (p.12) and 
she adds: “The best but cumbersome way 
to refer to these women would be ‘women-
who-wear-the-veil-because-they-think-it-
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is-a religious-obligation-in-Islam.’ There is 
no generic ‘Muslim woman,’ just as there is 
no generic ‘Christian woman’ – only con-
crete women engaged in concrete actions.” 
(p.12-13) 

Chapter one debates the issue if wear-
ing the veil is indeed a sign of modesty and 
starts with the observation that what the 
Quran mandates is rather ambiguous. Laz-
reg’s discussion relies on the idea that wear-
ing a veil is not a mere individual act, but 
rather a social convention and therefore it 
never comes as a voluntary act. Even if it 
involves willful compliance, it always takes 
place in a social context and responds to 
specific social norms. The author of the 
book under review implies that the social 
pressure to conform to these norms ob-
scures the stated purpose of the veil, mod-
esty. “Were modesty truly the issue, there 
would be different ways of expressing it.” 
(p.36) She concludes that the singling out 
of women for veiling undermines the mod-
esty argument by making them more, not 
less, visible and that the ideological use 
of the veil deflects the attention from a 
number of serious issues which confront 
women in their daily lives, it homogenizes 
individuals, social classes, and ethnic differ-
ences between women by emphasizing one 
common denominator: covering. 

Chapter two counterpoints the argu-
ment that veiling has a protective function, 
meaning that it is the best way to ward off 
men’s advances. As Lazreg shows, a veiled 
woman is not immune from sexual harass-
ment and “the fiction that the veil is an 
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antidote to sexual harassment is crucial to 
understanding the psychology of veiling:” 
(p.48) for a man, the veil is the marker of 
his masculine identity (masculinity is per-
ceived in difference to feminity, a man is a 
person who does not have to wear a veil). 

Chapter three discusses the argument 
that veiling is the assertion of cultural iden-
tity, of the right and of the pride to be dif-
ferent within the globalized cultures of the 
“West.” “In the post–9/11 era, experiment-
ing with the hijab (because for many it is 
an experiment) has emerged as an increas-
ingly attractive method for women from 
Muslim communities in Europe and North 
America to display pride in their culture.” 
(p.54) Although she recognizes that there 
are several obvious reasons for this and 
that it may be a response to the excesses of 
fear and prejudice against Islam, the author 
doubts that the reduction of Muslim culture 
to a garment is the only way to force respect 
from Western nations (p.63) and the best 
response to anti-Muslim prejudice. On the 
other hand, she equates banning, as a po-
litical act of “veil-obsessed governments,” 
(p.62) with mandating: “Turkey (like 
France or Germany) is thus on a par with 
Saudi Arabia and Iran. Each sees the veil as 
standing for religious identity. Women are 
held hostage equally by radical secularists 
and Wahabists, Islamists and Shi‘i Muslims. 
None of them trusts women with the capac-
ity to decide for themselves how to manage 
their bodies and whether to wear a veil.” (p. 
60-61) 

Chapter four, the most intricate part 
of the book, tackles the issue of conviction 
and piety and highlights it from different 
angles: Conviction as Strategy, Agency and 
Fear, Conviction as Visibility. On account 
of the organized character of the hijab re-
vival Lazreg is questioning some of the 

justifications offered by women for veiling 
considering that rather “it is emerging as a 
tool for engaging women in a conception 
of religiosity that serves the political aims 
of various groups scattered throughout the 
Muslim world, who are eager to demon-
strate the success and reach of their views” 
(p.85) by increasing “the material visibility 
of Islam through the hijab.” (p.95)

The final chapter of the book aims to 
advise women not to wear the hijab and 
tries to justify this position. It is, Lazreg 
asserts, physically uncomfortable and 
psychologically detrimental since a hijab 
makes a woman feel removed from her 
environment. It is also the symbol of in-
equality, of gender difference and the ex-
pression of a relation of power: “The state 
supervision and control of women’s dress 
and bodies is not only humiliating but also 
inhumane. No man has the right to dictate 
to a woman what color or length of dress 
she should wear. This is the most blatant 
abuse of power.” (p.100) While critically ap-
proaching non-Muslim women who, in the 
name of social science research and cultural 
relativism, “provide more mystifications of 
veiling” (p.126) reinforcing its rehabilita-
tion, Lazreg calls Muslim women to stand 
for their obligation to history as agents of 
social change and “and put an end to the 
politics of the veil by simply not wearing it.” 
(p.100)

Read as the author declares it to be, not 
a scholarly treatise, but a very personal in-
quiry, Marnia Lazreg’s book is a rich and 
committed contribution to the current de-
bate on the veil. Its inconsistencies in using 
anecdotal facts for psychological specula-
tions and for inferring general conclusions 
will no doubt positively result in encour-
aging further the pro and con discussions 
of a topic standing in the limelight. In go-
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ing through it, I have found the text most 
readable and powerful, despite that, as a 
researcher in cultural stereotyping, without 
distrusting the anecdotes meant as exam-
ples and support for the conclusions, I felt 

uneasy discerning in many of them some 
much-peddled Orientalistic storylines. 

Irina Vainovski-Mihai, “Dimitrie 
Cantemir” Christian University, Bucharest 

The book under review regroups se-
lected contributions from an international 
conference held in Turkey in September 
2006 that was jointly organized by the As-
sociation of Muslim Social Scientists (UK) 
and the Foundation for Political, Economic 
and Social Research (Turkey). Reflecting 
the mission of this conference, the book is 
concerned with the challenges of security 
and democracy in relation to Islamic dis-
courses and Muslim communities. In the 
Introduction, the editor, Wenda Krause, 
convincingly highlights the importance of 
these issues, especially after 9/11 and 7/7. 
She states that “both security and democ-
racy are becoming ever less attainable in 
today’s climate of increased division and 
cleavages along ideological lines and Islam-
ophobia – an acute problem for citizenship 
in humanity” and calls for the need of vari-
ously angled analyses and critical solutions. 
(p. xv) The twelve contributions of this vol-
ume, which are classified in five sections, 
therefore offer multiple points of entry to 
this main problem through case studies, 
historical accounts, policy analyses, as well 
as reflections drawing upon Islamic juris-
prudence and intellectual history. 

Without a doubt, the great value of 

this collection is to place at the centre of 
the discussion on issues of security and 
democracy concerning Muslims and Islam 
Muslim voices from within Islamic intel-
lectual traditions that tend to be neglected 
by mainstream Western literature. This 
book contributes to the goal of reframing 
the terms of a debate, which often implicit-
ly defines Islam and Western views as fun-
damentally opposed. To this end, Jeremy 
Henzell-Thomas’s paper offers a reinter-
pretation of the story of the Tower of Babel 
from a Qur’anic perspective. His thoughts 
on the Qur’anic understanding of plural-
ism go against the “pernicious doctrine of 
the Clash of Civilizations” and “religious 
exclusivists.” (p.35) and underscore the im-
portance of “inter-cultural and inter-faith 
education.” (p.37) Two other contributors 
highlight the intrinsic links between Is-
lamic and Western intellectual histories. 
In his account of the Muslim tradition of 
nonviolence, Imad Ad-Dean Ahmad mo-
bilizes illustrative moments from Muslim 
history such as the first Intifadah, as well as 
extracts from the Qur’an and the Hadiths, 
and compares them to American ideolo-
gies of nonviolence such as the civil rights 
movement’s strategies and Henry David 
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