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No matter how many attempts there 
have been to clarify the significance of the 
Islamic veil it remains a hotly contested is-
sue. In Western civilizational discourse it 
is taken to be a symbol of women’s oppres-
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sion and, beyond that, of Islam’s inability 
to grant gender equality and so of its fol-
lowers’ unsuitability for membership in the 
countries of secular/Christian Europe. In 
an ironic transformation of its literal mean-

local economies both in terms of growing 
numbers and potential contribution. The 
author, successfully in a considerably short 
book, makes an overview of the impact of 
ethnicity on the (re)distribution of wealth 
across borders of territorial, mental, ethnic 
and cultural in nature. 

The study illustrates that far from the 
nationalistic and xenophobic jargons of 
“immigrants/minorities take our jobs!”, 
the actual situation evidenced by several 
academic and institutional research is the 
contrary: the enterprises of ethnic groups, 
minority or immigrant, create job oppor-
tunities and benefit the local economies. 
What’s more, the study shows that en-
trepreneurship has become a form of life 
strategy for among ethnic groups in glo-
balized economies. Employment in infor-
mal economies via enterprises are side ef-
fects or, with a different formulation, the 
economics of multiculturalism. Another 
major contribution that the study makes 
to the literature on migration, minorities 
and citizenship is its focus from ‘below’. 
Examining the local circumstances, such 
as relating different minority and migrant 
groups to each other rather than exclu-
sively focusing on their vulnerable rela-
tionship to the majority, is a substantial 

divergence from the conventional studies 
on migration and minorities. 

The author brings further light on the 
relationship between class and ethnic-
ity which are the two major sociological 
determinants of social mobility and their 
integration under the influence of interna-
tional migration and minority issues. The 
citizenship debate encompasses the enter-
prises founded by migrant and minority 
groups. Yet, one cannot keep him/herself 
from thinking about the relationship be-
tween gender, ethnicity and class in the 
situations of international migration and 
minority. In other words, the functioning 
of the asset gap between different ethnic 
groups and economic classes, as shown by 
the author, might be indicative of a parallel 
gap between the genders of the same eth-
nicity. The discrepancies between women 
and men, both among the same ethnic 
group and between various ethnic groups, 
might contribute to our understanding of 
the relationship between ethnicity, migra-
tion and enterprise. In addition, the valu-
able data that the author provides on the 
experiences of ‘new immigrants’ and ‘old 
immigrants’ is useful. 
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ing as a curtain or screen to preserve mod-
esty by segregating the sexes, the hijab 
has become, for its critics, the flag of an 
Islamist insurgency. There is no denying 
that in some contexts the decision by some 
women to wear the veil has political impli-
cations, but these seem less about imposing 
theocracy in France or Germany or Britain 
or Switzerland than about demanding rec-
ognition for the religious beliefs and prac-
tices of members of minority populations 
who often experience social and economic 
discrimination because of their religion.

This book, a collection of articles 
from the University of Gloucestershire’s 
annual Islam conference, is another effort 
at clarification. In this case, the presumed 
audience is British; most of the authors 
are based in the United Kingdom and the 
material they draw on comes from there. 
In addition, there are several papers that 
examine the sources (theological and 
historical) for the belief that modesty re-
quires women to cover their heads (and 
sometimes their faces).  

The goal of the book is to challenge the 
notion of a singular, unchanging Islam and 
to replace it by demonstrating the diver-
sity of interpretation and practice among 
Muslims, past and present. The authors of 
the articles differ in their readings of the 
Qur’an and of the hadiths that have imple-
mented its teachings over the centuries. 
They differ, too, about whether or not, 
and how much, Muslims should adapt to 
the habits of the countries to which they 
have immigrated. Some argue that veil-
ing is not necessary for the achievement 
of decency, modesty and propriety, insist-
ing that “conforming to local custom in 
terms of dress is an ancient characteristic 
of Muslim communities” (p. 77). Others 
emphasize the importance of maintaining 

Muslim identity (and so the need to cover 
and wear loose clothing) in hostile environ-
ments. Some wonder why it is women, but 
not men, who must maintain gender sepa-
ration: “Does the social anthropology of a 
desert climate impact so much on Islamic 
practice that it dictates the dress of half of 
its adherents, even after a millenium?” (p. 
101) Some suggest that veiling enables the 
desexualizing of public space and so cre-
ates a safe and comfortable environment 
for women. One of the authors regrets 
the narrowing of the original egalitarian 
vision of the Qur’an: “there is no doubt 
the Qur’an sees women as equal members 
of the human race, with an equal spiritual 
presence, equal accountability before their 
Lord… equal free will and freedom of con-
science… equal liability for their dealings 
with other human beings, and an equal 
responsibility to obey divine command-
ments” (pp. 115-16). Another attributes 
this most recent narrowing to the writings 
of Sheikh Sayyid Abu’l-A-‘la Mawdudi 
(1903-1979), the founder of Jamaat-i-
Islami in 1941 (pp. 36-47). This kind of 
historicizing gesture dominates the essays 
in the book; even the textual exegesis of 
Qur’anic passages relating to the hijab by 
a part-time imam insists on the importance 
of “culture and context” (p. 80).

For all the diversity of views, there is 
a common theme. The headscarf or veil is 
most often the choice of the women wear-
ing it. They do so as a matter of dignity 
and respectability and they are not (in most 
cases) forced to do so. The veil is a “met-
aphor for an interior state of modesty” 
(p. 56) and it commands respect in public 
places. It offers protection from unwanted 
sexual advances (in this it recalls the class 
origins of the custom in the time of the 
Prophet when free women distinguished 
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Georg Schmid’s The Narrative of the 
Occident was published by Peter Lang in 
2009. The book consists of nine chapters; in 
the first four chapters the author discusses 
theories and methods with which a civiliza-
tion, essentially the Occident, narrates and 
represents itself. The following chapters 

The Narrative of the Occident
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deal with the ways through which social 
perceptions are made and remade with the 
aid of rival or friendly paradigms. There 
are two insertions among the chapters: 
“Excursus A” (pp. 235–264) discusses the 
visual mechanisms and films which aided 
and extended the narrative of the Western 

themselves from slaves by covering their 
heads and bodies). The veil signifies its 
wearers’ aspiration to piety and it signals 
an identity that is at odds with what are 
taken to be Western standards that are in-
decent and promiscuous. The authors em-
phasize that wearing the veil is a personal 
right, a human right of conscience and 
freedom of religion. One of the essays is 
sharply critical of the European Court of 
Human Rights’ decisions supporting vari-
ous states’ (including Turkey’s) outlaw-
ing of headscarves in schools and other 
public places (pp. 156-60). The conten-
tion of its author, as of many of the other 
authors in the volume, is that no threat 
is posed to the security or democracy of 
European nations by their pious Muslim 
populations. The articles based on inter-
views with hijab wearers show that their 
religious practice is consistent with their 
patriotism. They are at once French or 
British (or Canadian) and Muslim; the 
only conflict with these identities is the 
one imposed externally by state interfer-
ence with their religious practice.

Since it is their aim to counter the po-
litical hysteria that often surrounds discus-

sions of headscarves and the other public 
aspects of Islamic religious practice, the 
book neglects some problems that need 
also to be discussed. These include the 
instrumentalization of Islam by political 
leaders whose aims differ from the ma-
jority described in these pages (I think of 
Islamist: Why I Joined Radical Islam in 
Britain, and What I Saw Inside and Why 
I left by Ed Husain (2007)); questions 
about whether there ought to be limits to 
religious accommodation by secular states 
and what these might be; and finally, 
questions about the sources of Islamo-
phobia and how to address it. This book 
assumes that “objective” information (p. 
3) can help lay to rest the virulent attacks 
on Muslims that have focused on women 
wearing veils. But can it? I’m not sure it is 
enough. What books like this one can do 
is provide those of us hoping to counter 
Islamophobia with more and better infor-
mation. Islam and the Veil, despite lots 
of repetition and the unevenness of its es-
says, is a welcome addition to that effort.
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