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Picture silhouettes covered up in long garments running away from riot police in full gear. It is no 

cinematic invention. On April 11th 2011, the French government enacted a law that specifically 

bans Muslim women from wearing, anywhere in public,  a full covering: a niqab - a face veil, 

usually worn with a hijab or headscarf - or a burqa - which  covers the entire body and the face. 

The law was enacted partly in the name of national security, since anyone can hide beneath a 

burqa.  

 

And the running silhouettes were women in burqah. 

 

The law came on the heels of an earlier and broader one, enacted in 2004, that forbids the wearing 

of any religious symbols in state schools, whether these are a discreet Muslim hijab, a Jewish 

headdress such as a yarmulke , or large Christian crosses.  

 

Both bans have given rise to heated debate, inside and outside this proudly secular country. Those 

who defend the bans argue that in a secular, liberal democracy, it is vital to preserve public spaces 

from the expression of religious piety. In the case of the latest ban, they say that in a country 

where the principle of equality is an enshrined right, one cannot let women wear the signs of 

subservience to men,.Those who attack these bans decry the ban as discriminating against 

Muslims. They are uneasy about the state taking issue with those who wear their religion on their 

heads; they argue that liberty is as important as equality, that one must remain free to choose 

one’s dress, and that the freedom to choose to be hidden from view, enclosed  by a piece of 

fabric, is an enshrined right as well.  

 

This right seems to clash not only with the values of the French state, but also with those of sports 

regulators. When FIFA, the football federation, forbade the Iranian women’s team from playing 

an Olympics qualifying match in June 2011, the stated reason was that the players’ headscarves, 

which extended below the hairline and covered the ears,  went against FIFA safety regulations. 

FIFA allows Muslim women to play in long pants instead of shorts, so clearly it is willing to 

accommodate prescriptions of religious dress to its own dress code. But the idea that a few 



centimeters of cloth worn on the head should disqualify an athlete from performing is just as 

puzzling as the French ban. 

 

Garments have always been the locus of prescription or proscription. Dress codes are an integral 

part of religious and social rules everywhere, at all layers of society, within all professions and 

classes. Once upon a time, ladies wore dresses that would have been inappropriate on maids, 

gentlemen could judge their respective status by their breeches, bakers would not dress like 

shoemakers, and cardinals had to look the part – as indeed they still must. Straying beyond the 

expected sartorial code is not much easier today. Fashion rules differ little from the social rules 

that have always underlain fashions.  

A teenager who wears the wrong cut of jeans might feel out of place at school.  

It would be unthinkable to go to Ascot without a hat.  

A businessman needs his tie.  

 

These rules could seem oppressive if their arbitrariness weren’t also somewhat ridiculous. More 

oppressive, in fact, are the diktats of rulers or elites over parts of the population : Jews in the 16th-

century Venice ghetto were forced to wear distinctive clothing; and woe betide the untouchable in 

India who dared wear shoes. 

 

In many societies, however, rules of dress are a kind of etiquette, a social norm obeyed not 

because of the powers that be, but because that is how things are done – and this sort of dress 

differs both from arbitrary social rules and from the fashion that shines off London streets or 

magazine pages.  

 

Among both Hindus and Muslims in the poorest parts of Uttar Pradesh and Bihar, in northern 

India, the norm of Purdah persists, whereby women must hide behind a veil – a purdah or curtain 

– when in public. Women must only be partially visible, especially those of upper castes, who do 

not need to work in the fields, and can rule within the domestic realm: lower caste women alone 

may bare their arms and legs. 

 

The restrictions upon upper caste women apart, one might argue that there are seductive ways of 

setting a dupatta of exquisitely coloured chiffon or silk over the head, in such a way as to 

partially conceal the face. Suggestive concealment is sexy and affirming of femininity; baring all 

is vulgar, common, and dulling. Hence the upper class privilege of displaying precious garments 



in lieu of skin. In the case of the Muslim hijab, one might argue that it too can enhance beauty. 

With more complete coverings, it is possible that the very fact of being covered from view 

enhances intimacy between spouses. In fact, those Muslim women who choose to or legally must 

wear the veil do not stint on underwear, perfume and make-up. The truly rich can afford to hide 

their bounty. The hijab and the burqa differ: The hijab may de facto be worn as a flattering, 

individualized accessory, while the burqa effectively annihilates  the woman’s individuality 

altogether.  

 

But even the prettiest designer hijab is on a continuum with the niqab and the burqa – and not 

with other designer clothes. According to Muslim clerics, the proper way to wear the hijab is with 

extreme modesty, without make-up, without any attempt at seduction. Female covering - of any 

kind - has always gone hand in hand with men’s acknowledgment of female sexual power, and 

the associated need on their part to curb and possess that power, to deprive women of their 

capacity to rule. Its implication is that a woman’s attractions need to be covered up, as otherwise 

male assault could be entirely justified, as if women are reducible to their bodies, and men to their 

sexuality. As if men were in fact too weak to resist, as if it was the duty of women to control male 

arousal, not of men to learn how to control themselves. In this sense, as opponents to the veil 

argue, the practice is insulting to men as well as to women. 

 

What this sort of garment historically denotes is the power that psychically weak men have 

exerted over women to render them politically powerless. 

 

Female oppression finds its way into most religions. Hindu sati is an extreme instance of this. 

Very orthodox Jewish women shave off their hair in deference to the same modesty rule that 

entreats all Jews, men and women, to cover their heads and dress modestly (and so everyone, not 

just women, suffers when the summer comes). Observant Muslim women cover their heads in 

deference to the same modesty rule. What is not always clear is whether the observant are really 

deferring to the God on high, or to the social norms that govern the group to which they belong. 

In countries such as Saudi Arabia or Iran, as under Taliban rule in Afghanistan, women must be 

covered up – respectively with a jilbab, a chador, or a burqa. The prescription reflects a political 

order that the women have to obey. In France, observant Muslim women can choose what to 

wear, and opponents of the ban want to preserve the individual’s right to choose, regardless of the 

fact that elsewhere, the veil may represent coercion, and that women who freely decide to wear it 



in a secular country are making a potentially subversive political statement: they have even 

subverted the veil, which may now denote political power. 

 

A number of Muslims are in fact opposed to female covering, and have defended the French ban 

on burqa and niqab. According to some scholars of Islam, the veil was meant originally only for 

Muhammad’s wives. There are verses in the Koran that entreat women to draw their cloak, or 

jilbab, around their bodies, and to cover their heads with their scarf, or khimar. Other scholars 

argue that the veil predates Islam: it was adopted from Persia and Byzantium, where women wore 

veils, as did early Christian women. Because of this, they say, the veil should not be considered a 

Muslim practice.  

 

At the turn of the 20th century, the Egyptian reformer Qasim Amin argued that the status of 

women in society was an indication of a nation’s moral standards, and that Egypt could only 

stand as a powerful country if women were allowed to flourish on a par with men. The veil, on 

this view, was out of the question, as it was for Mustafa Kemal Atatürk, who in 1934 banned its 

wearing in his secularized, modernized, westernized Turkish Republic; he enforced instead the 

wearing of hats. 

 

Today, countless modern Muslim women wear the veil with pride. It has become a symbol, in the 

way that the yarmulke is a symbol for an observant Jew who wants to show that he is confident 

enough about the truths of religion - or about what religious observance represents within a 

secular environment - that he wants to exhibit his piety. Women who affirm their right to wear a 

veil think of it not as a symbol of oppression but as its opposite, as a means of liberation both 

from the male gaze and from their femalehood - as an affirmation of their autonomy. They value 

the possibility of choosing to wear it. They may ask: Isn’t it as oppressive to prescribe a dress as 

to proscribe one? Is attacking a woman for wearing a veil not equivalent to attacking a woman for 

not wearing it? By what right should anyone be told how to dress? 

 

That dress ordinances – including the obligation for men under Atatürk to wear hats - should be 

so common points to the universally powerful nature of the clothes we wear. Appearances in fact 

do not hide reality but reveal it; clothes are transparent. Veils are the most visual, visible aspect of 

any clash one might want to perceive between two ways of seeing the world, one from within 

Islam, the other from without: from within, women may say they feel empowered by it, and men 

may feel reassured by not having to contend with female beauty. From without, from the other 



side of the protective cloth, women and men may see the veil as an instance of female subjugation 

and male humiliation.  

 

This is a clash of views and visions - not necessarily of Muslim versus non-Muslim, because not 

all Muslims feel the veil is necessary to affirm their identity, and not all non-Muslims see it as a 

cultural threat. Rather, it is about the role of clothes in our lives, and in some way it touches on 

fashion itself. 

 

The wheel of fashion spins on the shifting proportions between skin and garment. The possible 

combinations are infinite, multiplied by the individual variations on themes. That is the beauty of 

fashion. It is about the affirmation of individual choice within a given aesthetic norm. Fashion 

can also be about the negation of individual choice: one may argue that it imposes rules that are 

arbitrary and merely at the service of an industry, that our jeans, sneakers, suits and ties are 

uniforms, that branding is a form of manipulation. But whether at the service of individual liberty 

or of capitalist gain, fashion as we know it, in its multiple, high and low guises, is very much a 

secular enterprise, and an icon of free societies. Those who would impose one dress code on all 

negate this freedom of choice. It is perhaps not so surprising that the ban on the burqa should 

have been enacted in France, the old home of haute couture: it is also a ban on those who use 

clothes to hide themselves.  


