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Veil: Mirror of Identity

By Christian Joppke
Cambridge: Polity Press, 2009, 162 pages, ISBN9780745643526.

Christian Joppke’s study is an ambitious 
project that tries to examine the different 
ways in which European countries respond 
to the increased visibility of veiled women 
in the public sphere. The book paints a pic-
ture of a scene in which Muslim women 
become more and more assertive about 
their rights as citizens in a Europe that is 
increasingly unsure about its own iden-

tity. Joppke’s book is testimony to the fact 
that discussions about the veil provide a 
framework within which one can ask fun-
damental questions concerning the nature, 
responsibilities and limits of modern Euro-
pean states. Joppke’s account of the recent 
history of “veil controversies” poses, at var-
ious points, very pertinent questions about 
what constitutes the divide between the 

etal discontent, as was seen in the case of 
labor opposition to privatization. The state 
in Egypt has had to maintain patronage to-
ward the workers and other social groups. 
The Egyptian state rulers have thus been 
concerned that without the constant alloca-
tion of public funding, jobs, and services to 
the citizens, the state would have failed to 
legitimize the political system and to pre-
vent social unrest. In Mexico, in contrast, 
the existence of independent parties and 
labor unions have helped the state control 
the masses, including the workers, within 
the legitimate boundaries of the political 
system.

Some political scientists may criticize 
this insightful book for lacking a generaliz-
able theoretical result, and providing only 
case-specific explanations. Although the 
book does not provide us with a generally 
applicable theory of causal relations, it in-
cludes several comparative insights with 
relevance beyond the two cases, insights 
about the political economies of authoritar-

ian versus democratizing states, and their 
complex relations with social forces.

My main reservation is that Redeploying 
the State lacks a sufficient longitudinal anal-
ysis of the variations within the two cases. It 
portrays the two countries as if their state-
society relations had remained unchanged 
for decades. That can be justified, however, 
by the book’s theoretical framework based 
on path-dependence and its emphasis on 
the historical continuity of two types of 
corporatism. Aidi argues that the state’s 
incorporation of labor movements into its 
bureaucracy during the state-building pe-
riod made the Egyptian state less successful 
at political and economic reforms, whereas 
the attachment of labor movements to the 
ruling party in the founding of Mexico 
led to a more effective state. Redeploying 
the State is an important cross-continental 
analysis that is recommended to scholars of 
both the Middle East and Latin America.

Ahmet T. Kuru, San Diego State University
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public and the private, the political and the 
theological. In his introduction he defines 
Britain’s and France’s attitudes towards the 
veil and the “integration” of Muslim citi-
zens as being at the two opposite ends of 
the liberal spectrum and brands Germany’s 
stance a “Christian-Occidental” one — a 
stance which, on the very last page, he con-
demns as the “worst practice” of liberalism 
one can observe in Europe.

The reader will find Joppke’s history 
and comparison of legal cases concerning 
various forms of veiling in Europe very re-
warding indeed if he/she can digest the first 
chapter which is full of misreadings of the-
orists who have already written extensively 
about the headscarf and what it means to 
the wearer. Joppke consistently misquotes 
Fadwa el Guindi, Lila Abu-Lughod and 
Saba Mahmood, who have all done anthro-
pological work in the Middle East, to sug-
gest that veiled women have no agency what 
so ever. Criticizing the Stasi report — the 
book is full of serendipitous nomenclature 
like this — Joppke says that the report that 
investigated the impact of the headscarf in 
France interviewed only one woman who 
was actually wearing the headscarf. This is 
almost a meta-moment, leaving the reader 
wishing that Joppke himself had now and 
then resorted to the views of women who 
choose to wear the headscarf — a choice 
which he refers to a number of times as 
the “autonomous veil”, followed with com-
ments to the effect that such a thing can be 
nothing other than false consciousness.

Once the initial hurdle of reading a cat-
alogue of received truths concerning how 
the headscarf is an affront to liberal values, 
how Islam is an unchanging practice, and 
the gross generalizations that he repeats 

from Ayan Hirsi Ali, Bernard Lewis and 
Samuel Huntington is over, Joppke enters 
the field of experience he is more familiar 
with, and the book becomes instantly more 
readable. He starts with the veil controversy 
in France, defining it as a republican liberal 
policy — another one of these quaint mo-
ments of nomenclature — that seeks to 
instate secularism not as a method but as 
a system, an overarching value that unites 
French citizens. Joppke points out that 
France considers the success of its “citizen 
constituting project” dependent on making 
French Muslims say that they are French 
first, Muslim second. Equally, for women, 
giving up the headscarf in public places is 
considered an indicator of their patriotic 
alliances. Joppke’s research uncovers very 
interesting moments from the debates con-
cerning the Foulard Fffair, such as people 
comparing the symbolic potency of the veil 
with that of the swastika. Also, various in-
teresting statistical data emerges: the reader 
learns that the French government has been 
tagging female students with headscarves. 
Joppke says that as a result of the anti-head-
scarf rhetoric and the bans put in place “the 
counted cases of headscarved students” 
dropped from 1,256 to 12 in the space of 
two years, which, as Joppke points out, was 
considered by the French to indicate “the 
depth of integration” of Muslims in France. 
Joppke’s book is full of such gems of infor-
mation that brings a whole new perspective 
on the efforts of liberal European countries 
to respond to the headscarf and on what 
kind of policing methods could work. 

Joppke then tackles the bete noire of his 
narrative, Germany, a country that allows 
no space for the assimilation of Muslims, 
a country where the Turks — the majority 
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of the Muslims — happily state that they 
are “auslaender”, without the claim of be-
ing of the same “nationality” of the “host 
society” they live in. Joppke states that the 
German way of defining the state in Chris-
tian-Occidental terms is a mistake for the 
ideal liberal space that Europe wants to ad-
vertise itself as. However, what comes out 
of the discussions concerning the veil cases 
that Germany has had to deal with is that 
because Germany has no immediate desire 
to make fully fledged “German citizens” (in 
Joppke’s definition “Christian-Occidental”) 
out of these self-proclaimed auslaender, 
the state has fewer expectations from Mus-
lim women, and it does not expect them 
to show their allegiance by throwing away 
their veils á la Française. This, in turn, in-
deed gets reflected in the number and na-
ture of “veil controversies” that come about 
in Germany and the incidents stay limited 
to teachers who are thought to be in a posi-
tion to influence younger people. 

Lastly the British case is described by 
the adjective “extreme”, no doubt with ref-
erence to the incidents of violence in Brit-
ain that Joppke speaks about in passing to 
remind the reader what “toleration liberal-
ism” may lead to. Britain’s way of treating the 

different communities is described as some 
kind of liberation without a cause, with an 
emphasis on the private over the public. In-
deed when pressed to define Britain’s values 
Gordon Brown is quoted to have included 
“putting civil society before the state” as a 
principle, rather than the correctionist and 
the emancipatory mission that France, at 
the other end of the liberal spectrum as 
defined by Joppke, assumes. Various Brit-
ish cases of the “veil problem” are recorded, 
in which the courts almost always favor the 
hijabi’s right to wear the veil, the problem 
raising its expected head only in the case of 
the niqab which, as the courts argue, makes 
the identification of the wearer impossible. 

Joppke’s conclusion is a little more of the 
same as the introduction, with a call to fur-
ther examine the ways in which each state 
may be getting it wrong or right. He suggest 
that time will tell which position will remain 
tenable in the future, and in homage to the 
possibly misguided French attempts to cre-
ate a uniform republican subject, refers to 
the French ban as the “swan song” of French 
republicanism, that very institution which 
gave Europe its form of the nation state.

Nagihan Haliloğlu

Secular Cycles

By Peter Turchin and A. Nevedov
Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2009, 349 pp., ISBN 9780691136967.

Peter Turchin and Sergey Nefedov’s 
book focusing on recent theoretical analy-
sis of economic and sociological history, is 
a text of limitless ambition. In its scope and 

certitude, this ambition itself is anachronis-
tic, more characteristic of an earlier era of 
social science in which grand-unified, uni-
versal models of history, economy, society 


