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The increasingly pervasive practice of veiling among Muslim women has stimulated a great deal of
scholarly investigation and debate. This study brings empirical evidence to bear on current debates
about the meaning of the veil in Islam. This article first examines the conflicting meanings of the veil
among Muslim religious elites and Islamic feminists. Although the dominant gender discourse among
Muslim elites strongly favors this cultural practice, an antiveiling discourse promulgated by Islamic
feminists has gained ground within recent years. This study then examines how these discursive disputes
affect gender identity negotiation among veiled and unveiled Muslim women living in Austin, Texas.
Interviews with these women highlight how their gender identities reproduce and reformulate existing
Muslim gender discourses. Special attention is paid to the subjective disparities and points of congru-
ence between both groups of respondents. This study concludes by suggesting avenues for future
research on the intersection of gender, religion, and cultural difference.

I n light of expanded social opportunities for women in Western industrialized
countries, scholars have turned their attention to the status of women in other parts
of the world. This burgeoning research literature has given rise to a debate concern-
ing the social standing of Muslim women in the Middle East. On one hand, some
scholars contend that Muslim women occupy a subordinate status within many
Middle Eastern countries. Some empirical evidence lends support to this view, as
many researchers have highlighted the traditional and gendered customs prescribed
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by Islam—most notably, the veiling and shrouding of Muslim women (Afshar
1985; Fox 1977; Odeh 1993; Papanek 1973; see Dragadze 1994 for review).

On the other hand, a growing number of scholars now argue that claims about the
oppression and subjugation of veiled Muslim women may, in many regards, be
overstated (Brenner 1996; El-Guindi 1981, 1983; El-Solh and Mabro 1994; Fernea
1993, 1998; Gocek and Balaghi 1994; Hessini 1994; Kadioglu 1994; Kandiyoti
1991, 1992; Webster 1984). Scholars who have generated insider portraits1 of
Islamic gender relations have revealed that Muslim women’s motivations for veil-
ing can vary dramatically. Some Muslim women veil to express their strongly held
convictions about gender difference, others are motivated to do so more as a means
of critiquing Western colonialism in the Middle East. It is this complexity surround-
ing the veil that leads Elizabeth Fernea (1993, 122) to conclude that the veil (or
hijab2) “means different things to different people within [Muslim] society, and it
means different things to Westerners than it does to Middle Easterners” (see also
Abu-Lughod 1986; Walbridge 1997).

Our study takes as its point of departure the conflicting meanings of the veil
among both Muslim religious elites and rank-and-file Islamic women currently liv-
ing in the United States. In undertaking this investigation, we supplement the lone
study (published in Arabic) that compares the gender attitudes of veiled and
unveiled women (see L. Ahmed 1992 for review). That study, based largely on sur-
vey data collected from university women living in the Middle East, demonstrates
that while veiled women evince somewhat conservative gender attitudes, the vast
majority of them support women’s rights in public life and a substantial proportion
subscribe to marital equality. We seek to extend these suggestive findings by using
in-depth, personal interviews, because data from such interviews are more able to
capture the negotiation of cultural meanings by veiled and unveiled respondents, as
well as the nuances of these women’s gender identities (Mishler 1986).

The importance of our study is further underscored by the influx of Muslims into
the United States during recent decades and the increasing prominence of Muslim
Americans and Islamic women on the domestic scene (G. Ahmed 1991; Ghanea
Bassiri 1997; Haddad 1991a, 1991b; Hermansen 1991). Although population esti-
mates of Muslim Americans vary (ranging from 5 to 8 million), many observers
consider Islam to be one of the fastest growing religions in the United States (Johnson
1991; Stone 1991). Moreover, recent research indicates that a majority of Muslims
in the United States are university graduates firmly situated within the American
middle class (Haddad 1991b). Yet, even as this religious subculture has enjoyed
such rapid growth and economic privilege throughout much of the West, Muslims
in the United States and abroad have become the target of pejorative stereotypes
(Bozorgmehr, Der-Martirosian, and Sabagh 1996; Haddad 1991a, 1991b). Carica-
tures that portray Islamic women as submissive and backward have become more



in light of dominant U.S. social norms and modernist discourses that often define
these women as “other.”

Our investigation therefore aims to enrich this growing research literature, while
critically evaluating negative stereotypes about Muslim women. After outlining
our theoretical perspective, we review the debates that currently characterize Mus-
lim elite discourse concerning the veil. Then, to discern the impact of these broad
cultural disputes on the gender identities of women of Islam located in the United
States, we analyze interview data collected from a sample of religiously active
Muslim women—both veiled and unveiled—currently living in Austin, Texas. Our
analysis highlights salient points of ideological divergence, as well as unantici-
pated points of congruence, between these veiled and unveiled Muslim women
concerning this controversial cultural practice.

THEORY AND CONTEXT: DISCOURSE,
IDENTITY, AND THE LANDSCAPE OF ISLAM

How can scholars effectively explore the interconnections between broad-based
cultural constructions of gender on one hand and the more circumscribed
(inter)subjective negotiation of gender relations on the other? In an effort to address
these issues, a large number of contemporary feminist theorists and gender scholars
have begun to examine discourse as one important medium through which gender is
constructed (e.g., Bartkowski 1997a, 1997b, 1998, 2000; Currie 1997; Todd and
Fisher 1988; Wodak 1997). Our study is informed by these theoretical insights and
by feminist standpoint theories and notions of subjectivity that take seriously
women’s agency, as well as their bodily practices and everyday experiences, in the
negotiation of their gender identities (e.g., Currie 1997; Davis 1997; Hollway 1995;
Mahoney and Yngvesson 1992; Smith 1987; West and Fenstermaker 1995; see
Mann and Kelley 1997 for review).

Theories of discourse suggest that cultural forms (e.g., gender, religion, ethnic-
ity) are best understood asconstructed, contested, andintersectingsocial phenom-
ena. First, the meanings attributed to the Muslim veil are not endemic to the veil
itself; rather, they are produced through cultural discourse and vast networks of
social relationships. Social practices that imbue the veil with cultural significance
include the rhetoric of religious elites who equate veiling with religious devotion,
as well as the actual ostracism of unveiled Muslim women from some Islamic insti-
tutions. Second, theories of discourse call attention to the contested character of
cultural forms. Cultural symbols are capable of being interpreted in a variety of dif-
ferent ways and often become a site of struggle and contestation. Divergent inter-
pretations of the same cultural practice may be advanced by groups who share a
common religious heritage. As evidenced in our analysis below, various factions of
Muslim elites offer strikingly different interpretations of the veil and the Qur’anic
passages pertaining to this cultural practice. Finally, theories of discourse attune
researchers to the multidimensional and overlapping character of cultural forms.
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Discourses are not discrete ideologies; rather, they are culturally specific modes of
understanding the world that intersect with competing viewpoints. As we reveal
below, religiously active Muslim women living in the United States are exposed not
only to the internecine gender debates waged within Islamic circles mentioned
above. These women also construct their gender identities in light of non-Muslim
discourses of gender and ethnicity prevalent in late-twentieth-century America.

As noted, we complement these insights with feminist notions of standpoint,
subjectivity, and bodily practice. Taken together, these theoretical perspectives sug-
gest that discursive regimes provide social actors with important symbolic
resources for identity negotiation and for the legitimation of everyday social and
bodily practices (see, e.g., Dellinger and Williams 1997; Stombler and Padavic
1997 for recent empirical treatments). Current gender scholarship construes iden-
tity negotiation as aprocessand everydaypracticethat is fraught with ambiguity,
contradiction, and struggle. These perspectives stand in bold contrast to more static
psychological conceptualizations ofpersonalityas divorced from lived experience
and bodily practice. Therefore, we are careful to recognize how competing dis-
courses of the veil enable veiled Muslim women to legitimate their decision to veil
on a variety of grounds—from explicitly antifeminist rationales to feminist justifi-
cations for veiling. Yet, at the same time, we reveal how the respondents use their
everyday experiences to lend a practical edge to their understanding of the veil and
their perceptions of themselves as Muslim women.

The most germane aspects of Muslim theology for this study concern two sets of
Islamic sacred texts, the Qur’an and the hadiths (e.g., Munson 1988). The Qur’an is
held in high esteem by virtually all Muslims. Not unlike the “high view” of the
Bible embraced by various conservative Christian groups, many contemporary
Muslims believe that the Qur’an is the actual Word of God that was ably recorded
by Muhammed during the early portion of the seventh century. In addition to the
Qur’an, many Muslims also look to the hadiths for moral and spiritual guidance in
their daily lives. The hadiths, second-hand reports of Muhammed’s personal tradi-
tions and lifestyle, began to be collected shortly after his death because of the diffi-
culty associated with applying the dictates of the Qur’an to changing historical cir-
cumstances. The full collection of these hadiths has come to be known as thesunna.
Along with the Qur’an, the hadiths constitute the source of law that has shaped the
ethics and values of many Muslims.

Within Islam, the all-male Islamic clergy (variously calledfaghihs, imams, muf-
tis, mullahs, or ulumas) often act as interpretive authorities who are formally
charged with distilling insights from the Qur’an or hadiths and with disseminating
these scriptural interpretations to the Muslim laity (Munson 1988). Given that such
positions of structural privilege are set aside for Muslim men, Islam is a patriarchal
religious institution. Yet, patriarchal institutions do not necessarily produce homo-
geneous gender ideologies, a fact underscored by the discursive fissures that divide
Muslim religious authorities and elite commentators concerning the veil.
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COMPETING DISCOURSES OF THE VEIL
IN CONTEMPORARY ISLAM

Many Muslim clergy and Islamic elites currently prescribe veiling as a custom in
which “good” Muslim women should engage (Afshar 1985; Al-Swailem 1995;
Philips and Jones 1985; Siddiqi 1983). Proponents of veiling often begin their
defense of this cultural practice by arguing that men are particularly vulnerable to
corruption through unregulated sexual contact with women (Al-Swailem 1995,
27-29; Philips and Jones 1985, 39-46; Siddiqi 1983). These experts contend that the
purpose of the hijab or veil is the regulation of such contact:

The society that Islam wants to establish is not a sensate, sex-ridden society. . . . The
Islamic system ofHijab is a wide-ranging system which protects the family and closes
those avenues that lead toward illicit sex relations or even indiscriminate contact
between the sexes in society. . . . Toprotect her virtue and to safeguard her chastity
from lustful eyes and covetous hands, Islam has provided for purdah which sets norms
of dress, social get-together. . . and going out of the four walls of one’s house in hours
of need. (Siddiqi 1983, vii-viii)

Many expositors of the pro-veiling discourse call attention to the uniquely
masculine penchant for untamed sexual activity and construe the veil as a God-
ordained solution to the apparent disparities in men’s and women’s sexual appe-
tites. Women are therefore deemed responsible for the management of men’s sexu-
ality (Al-Swailem 1995, 29). Some contend that the Muslim woman who veils
should be sure that the hijab covers her whole body (including the palms of her
hands), should be monotone in color (“so as not to be attractive to draw the atten-
tions to”), and should be opaque and loose so as not to reveal “the woman’s shape or
what she is wearing underneath” (Al-Swailem 1995, 24-25).

Pro-veiling Muslim luminaries also defend veiling on a number of nonsexual
grounds. The veil, according to these commentators, serves as (1) a demonstration
of the Muslim woman’s unwavering obedience to the tenets of Islam; (2) a clear
indication of the essential differences distinguishing men from women; (3) a
reminder to women that their proper place is in the home rather than in pursuing
public-sphere activities; and (4) a sign of the devout Muslim woman’s disdain for
the profane, immodest, and consumerist cultural customs of the West (e.g., Al-
Swailem 1995, 27-29; Siddiqi 1983, 140, 156). In this last regard, veiling is legiti-
mated as an anti-imperialist statement of ethnic and cultural distinctiveness.

Nevertheless, the most prominent justifications for veiling entail, quite simply,
the idea that veiling is prescribed in the Qur’an (see Arat 1994; Dragadze 1994;
Hessini 1994; Sherif 1987; Shirazi-Mahajan 1995 for reviews). Several Muslim
clergy place a strong interpretive emphasis on a Qur’anic passage (S. 24:31) that
urges women “not [to] display their beauty and adornments” but rather to “draw
their head cover over their bosoms and not display their ornament.” Many of these
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same defenders of the veil marshal other Qur’anic passages that bolster their pro-
veiling stance: “And when you ask them [the Prophet’s wives] for anything you
want ask them from before a screen (hijab); that makes for greater purity for your
hearts and for them” (S. 33:53); “O Prophet! Tell your wives and daughters and the
believing women that they should cast their outer garments over themselves, that is
more convenient that they should be known and not molested” (S. 33:59).

In addition to these Qur’anic references, pro-veiling Muslim clergy highlight
hadiths intended to support the practice of veiling (see Sherif 1987 for review).
Many pro-veiling Muslim clergy maintain that the veil verse was revealed to
Muhammad at a wedding five years before the Prophet’s death. As the story goes,
three tactless guests overstayed their welcome after the wedding and continued to
chat despite the Prophet’s desire to be alone with his new wife. To encourage their
departure, Muhammad drew a curtain between the nuptial chamber and one of his
inconsiderate companions while ostensibly uttering “the verse of the hijab” (S.
33:53, cited above). A second set of hadiths claim that the verse of hijab was
prompted when one of the Prophet’s companions accidentally touched the hand of
one of Muhammad’s wives while eating dinner. Yet a third set of hadiths suggests
that the verse’s objective was to stop the visits of an unidentified man who tarried
with the wives of the Prophet, promising them marriage after Muhammad’s death.

In stark contrast to the pro-veiling apologias discussed above, an oppositional
discourse against veiling has emerged within Islamic circles in recent years. Most
prominent among these opponents of veiling are Islamic feminists (Al-Marayati
1995; Mernissi 1991; Shaheed 1994, 1995; see contributions in Al-Hibri 1982;
Gocek and Balaghi 1994; see AbuKhalil 1993; An-Na’im 1987; Anees 1989; Arat
1994; Badran 1991; Fernea 1998 for treatments of Islamic feminism and related
issues). Although Islamic feminists are marginalized from many of the institutional
apparatuses available to the all-male Muslim clergy, they nevertheless exercise
considerable influence via the dissemination of dissident publications targeted at
Islamic women and through grassroots social movements (Fernea 1998; Shaheed
1994). Fatima Mernissi (1987, 1991), arguably the most prominent Muslim femi-
nist, is highly critical of dominant gender conceptualizations that construe veiling
as the ultimate standard by which the spiritual welfare and religious devoutness of
Muslim women should be judged. InThe Veil and the Male Elite: A Feminist Inter-
pretation of Women’s Rights in Islam, Mernissi (1991, 194) queries her readers:

What a strange fate for Muslim memory, to be called upon in order to censure and pun-
ish [Islamic women]! What a strange memory, where even dead men and women do
not escape attempts at assassination, if by chance they threaten to raise thehijab [veil]
that covers the mediocrity and servility that is presented to us [Muslim women] as tra-
dition. How did the tradition succeed in transforming the Muslim woman into that
submissive, marginal creature who buries herself and only goes out into the world tim-
idly and huddled in her veils? Why does the Muslim man need such a mutilated
companion?
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Mernissi and other Muslim commentators who oppose veiling do so on a
number of grounds. First, Mernissi seeks to reverse the sacralization of the veil by
linking the hijab with oppressive social hierarchies and male domination. She
argues that the veil represents a tradition of “mediocrity and servility” rather than a
sacred standard against which to judge Muslim women’s devotion to Allah. Sec-
ond, antiveiling Muslim commentators are quick to highlight the historical fact that
veiling is a cultural practice that originated from outside of Islamic circles (see
Schmidt 1989). Although commonly assumed to be of Muslim origin, historical
evidence reveals that veiling was actually practiced in the ancient Near East and
Arabia long before the rise of Islam (Esposito 1995; Sherif 1987; Webster 1984).
Using this historical evidence to bolster their antiveiling stance, some Muslim
feminists conclude that because the veil is not a Muslim invention, it cannot be held
up as the standard against which Muslim women’s religiosity is to be gauged.

Finally, Islamic feminists such as Mernissi (1991, chap. 5) point to the highly
questionable scriptural interpretations on which Muslim clergy often base their
pro-veiling edicts (see Hessini 1994; Shirazi-Mahajan 1995). Dissident Islamic
commentators call attention to the fact that the Qur’an refers cryptically to a “cur-
tain” and never directly instructs women to wear a veil. Although proponents of
veiling interpret Qur’anic edicts as Allah’s directive to all Muslim women for all
time, Islamic critics of veiling counter this interpretive strategy by placing rela-
tively greater weight on the “occasions of revelation” (asbab nuzul al-
Qur’an)—that is, the specific social circumstances under which key Qur’anic pas-
sages were revealed (Mernissi 1991, 87-88, 92-93; see Sherif 1987). It is with this
interpretive posture that many Islamic feminists believe the veil verse (S. 33:53) to
be intended solely for the wives of Muhammad (Mernissi 1991, 92; see Sherif
1987). Muslim critics of veiling further counter many of the pro-veiling hadith cita-
tions by arguing that they are interpretations of extrascriptural texts whose authen-
ticity is highly questionable (Mernissi 1991, 42-48; see Sherif 1987; Shirazi-
Mahajan 1995). Finally, critics of hijab point to select verses in the Qur’an that
invoke images of gender egalitarianism, including one passage that refers to the
“vast reward” Allah has prepared for both “men who guard their modesty and
women who guard their modesty” (S. 33:35).

THE VEIL AND GENDER IDENTITY NEGOTIATION
AMONG MUSLIM WOMEN IN AUSTIN

To this point, we have drawn comparisons between pro-veiling edicts that link
devout, desexualized Muslim womanhood to the practice of veiling and antiveiling
discourses that reject this conflation of hijab and women’s religious devotion. We
now attempt to gauge the impact of these debates on the gender identities of a sam-
ple of 24 Muslim women—12 of whom veil, 12 of whom do not. All women in our
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sample define themselves as devout Muslims (i.e., devoted followers of Muham-
mad who actively practice their faith). These women were recruited through a com-
bination of snowball and purposive sampling. Taken together, the respondents
identify with a range of different nationalities (e.g., Iranian, Pakistani, Kuwaiti) and
Muslim sects (e.g., Sunni, Shi’i, Ahmadia). Nineteen women have lived 10 or more
years in the United States, while five women in our sample have immigrated in the
past 5 years. Their ages range from 21 to 55 years old, and they occupy a range of
social roles (e.g., college students, professional women, homemakers). Consistent
with the demographic characteristics of U.S. Muslim immigrants at large (Haddad
1991b), our sample is composed of middle-class women with some postsecondary
education (either a college degree or currently attending college). Class homogene-
ity among the respondents is also partly a product of the locale from which the sam-
ple was drawn, namely, a university town. Consequently, this study extends cross-
cultural scholarship on the intersection of veiling, ethnicity, and nationality for
middle-class Muslim women living in Western and largely modernized societies
(e.g., Bloul 1997; Brenner 1996; Hatem 1994).

In-depth interviews with these Muslim women were conducted by the first
author during 1996 and 1997. The interview questionnaire covered a range of top-
ics, including the women’s practical experiences with veiling, the meaning of the
veil to them, their reasons for wearing or not wearing the veil and the impact of this
decision on their social relationships, their perceptions about the significance of the
veil in their country of origin, and the importance of Islamic beliefs and devotional
activities (e.g., prayer, scriptural study) to these women. In light of our topic’s sen-
sitivity, as well as cultural differences between our respondents and the first author
(a non-Muslim unveiled woman), the interviews were not audiotaped. Because
many of the women were forthright about their opposition to participating in a
study based on tape-recorded interviews, the tenor, depth, and candor of these inter-
views would have been seriously inhibited if conversations were tape-recorded.
Consequently, with the women’s consent, handwritten notes were recorded during
the course of each interview. Immediately after the interview, these notes were then
elaborated into a more detailed set of transcripts. Each transcript was initially
evaluated as an independent conversation concerning the significance of the veil
and its relationship to the respondent’s religious and gender identity. Emergent
themes from each interview were flagged and coded during this stage of the analy-
sis. Then, during a second stage of analysis, we compared the themes that emerged
from interviews conducted with each of the two different subgroups of Muslim
women (veiled and unveiled).

Interview data collected from these women, identified below by pseudonyms,
are designed to address several interrelated issues: What does the veil itself and the
practice of veiling mean to these women? Among the women who veil, why do they
do so? Among the women who do not veil, how have they arrived at the decision to
remain unveiled? Finally, how does each group of our respondents feel about
women who engage in the “opposite” cultural practice?
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VEILED CONTRADICTIONS: PERCEPTIONS OF HIJAB AND
GENDER PRACTICES AMONG VEILED MUSLIM WOMEN

Religious Edicts and Social Bonds

In several respects, the veiled respondents’accounts of wearing hijab conform to
the pro-veiling gender discourse explicated above. Many of the veiled women
invoke various sorts of religious imagery and theological edicts when asked about
their motivations for veiling. One respondent in her early twenties, Huneeya, states
flatly: “I wear the hijab because the Qur’an says it’s better [for women to be
veiled].” Yet another veiled woman, Najette, indicates that hijab “makes [her] more
special” because it symbolizes her commitment to Islam. Mona says outright: “The
veil represents submission to God,” and Masouda construes the veil as a “symbol of
worship” on the part of devout Muslim women to Allah and the teachings of the
Prophet Muhammad. Not surprisingly, many veiled women contend that veiling is
commanded in the Qur’an.

Of course, this abundance of theological rationales is not the only set of motiva-
tions that the veiled women use to justify this cultural practice. For many of the
veiled respondents, the scriptural edicts and the religious symbolism surrounding
the veil are given palpable force through their everyday gender practices and the
close-knit social networks that grow out of this distinctive cultural practice. Indeed,
narratives about some women’s deliberate choice to begin veiling at a particular
point in their lives underscore how religious edicts stand in tension with the
women’s strategic motivations. Several women recount that they began to veil
because they had friends who did so or because they felt more closely connected to
significant others through this cultural practice. Aisha, for example, longed to wear
the veil while she attended high school in the Middle East approximately three dec-
ades ago. Reminiscent of issues faced by her teen counterparts in the United States,
Aisha’s account suggests that high school was a crucial time for identity formation
and the cultivation of peer group relationships. The veil served Aisha as a valuable
resource in resolving many of the dilemmas she faced 30 years ago as a maturing
high school student. She decided to begin veiling at that time after hearing several
prominent Muslim speakers at her school “talk[ing] about how good veiling is.”
The veil helped Aisha not only to form meaningful peer relationships at that pivotal
time in her life (i.e., adolescence) but also continues to facilitate for her a feeling of
connectedness with a broader religious community of other veiled Muslim women.
During her recent trip to Egypt during the summer, Aisha says that the veil helped
her “to fit in” there in a way that she would not have if she were unveiled.

Several other respondents also underscore the significance of Islamic women’s
friendship networks that form around the veil, which are particularly indispensable
because they live in a non-Muslim country (i.e., the United States). In recounting
these friendship circles that are cultivated around hijab in a “foreign” land, our
veiled respondents point to an important overlay between their gender identities
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(i.e., good Muslim women veil) and their ethnic identities (i.e., as Middle Eastern-
ers). The common foundation on which these twin identities are negotiated is dis-
tinctively religious in nature. Hannan touts the personal benefits of veiling both as a
woman—“the veil serves as an identity for [Islamic] women”—and as aMuslim:
“[Because I veil,] Muslim people know I am Muslim, and they greet me in Arabic.”
This interface between gender and ethnicity is also given voice by Aisha, whose ini-
tial experiences with the veil were noted above. Aisha maintains, “The veil differ-
entiates Muslim women from other women. When you see a woman in hijab, you
know she’s a Muslim.” Much like the leading Muslim commentators who encour-
age Islamic women to “wear” their religious convictions (literally, via the veil) for
all to see, these veiled respondents find comfort in the cultural and ethnic distinct-
iveness that the veil affords them. In this way, hijab is closely connected with their
overlapping religious-gender-ethnic identities and links them to the broader com-
munity (ummah) of Islamic believers and Muslim women.

Gender Difference and Women’s “Emancipation”

In addition to providing religious rationales for wearing the veil, many of the
women who wear hijab also invoke the discourse of masculine-feminine difference
to defend the merits of veiling. For several women, the idea of masculine hyper-
sexuality and feminine vulnerability to the male sex drive is crucial to this essential-
ist rationale for veiling. Despite the fact that veiled women were rather guarded in
their references to sex, their nods in that direction are difficult to interpret in any
other fashion. In describing the veil’s role in Islam and in the lives of Muslim men
and women (such as herself), Sharadda states, “Islam is natural and men need some
things naturally. If we abide by these needs [and veil accordingly], we will all be
happy.” She continues, “If the veil did not exist, many evil things would happen.
Boys would mix with girls, which will result in evil things.”

Similarly, Hannan describes what she perceives to be women’s distinctive attrib-
utes and their connection to the veil: “Women are like diamonds; they are so pre-
cious. They should not be revealed to everyone—just to their husbands and close
kin.” Like Qur’anic references to women’s “ornaments,” Hannan is contrasting the
“precious” diamond-like feminine character to the ostensibly less refined, less dis-
tinctive masculine persona. Interestingly, it is by likening women to diamonds that
Hannan rhetorically inverts traditional gender hierarchies that privilege “mascu-
line” traits over their “feminine” counterparts. In the face of those who would deni-
grate feminine qualities, Hannan reinterprets the distinctiveness of womanhood as
more “precious” (i.e., more rare and valuable) than masculine qualities. Women’s
inherent difference from men, then, is perceived to be a source of esteem rather than
denigration.

It is important to recognize, however, that the respondents who invoke this rheto-
ric of gender difference are not simply reproducing the pro-veiling discourse
advanced by Muslim elites. Despite their essentialist convictions, many of the
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veiled respondents argue that the practice of wearing hijab actually liberates them
from men’s untamed, potentially explosive sexuality and makes possible for them
various sorts of public-sphere pursuits. So, whereas pro-veiling Islamic elites often
reason that women’s sexual vulnerability (and, literally, their fragile bodily “orna-
ments”) should restrict them to the domestic sphere, many of the veiled women in
this study simply do not support this view of domesticized femininity. To the con-
trary, these women—many of whom are themselves involved in occupational or
educational pursuits—argue that the veil is a great equalizer that enables women to
work alongside of men. In the eyes of Hannan, women’s “preciousness” should not
be used to cajole them to remain in the home: “Women who wear the hijab are not
excluded from society. They are freer to move around in society because of it.”

Rabbab, who attends to various public-sphere pursuits, offers a similar
appraisal. She argues that the face veil (hijab) is an invaluable aid for Muslim
women who engage in extradomestic pursuits. In advancing this claim, Rabbab
uses women who veil their whole bodies (such body garments are calledabaya) as a
counterpoint of excessive traditionalism. When asked what the veil means to her
personally, as well as to Muslim women and Islamic culture at large, she says,

It depends on the extent of the hijab [that is worn]. . . . Women who wear face veils and
cover their whole bodies [with abaya] are limited to the home. They are too dependent
on their husbands. How can they interact when they are so secluded? . . . [However,]
taking away the hijab [i.e., face veil] would make women have to fight to be taken seri-
ously [in public settings]. . . . Withhijab, men take us more seriously.

This hijab-as-liberator rationale for veiling was repeated by many of the veiled
women who pursued educational degrees in schools and on college campuses
where young predatorial men ostensibly rove in abundance. Aisha, a 41-year-old
former student, recounts how the veil emancipated her from the male gaze during
her school years:

There was a boy who attended my university. He was very rude to all of the girls,
always whistling and staring at them. One day, I found myself alone in the hallway
with him. I was very nervous because I had to walk by him. But because I was wearing
the hijab, he looked down when I walked past. He did not show that respect to the
unveiled girls.

Drawing on experiences such as these, Aisha concludes succinctly: “The veil
gives women advantages. . . . They can go tocoeducational schools and feel safe.” A
current student, Najette, says that the veil helps her to “feel secure” in going about
her daily activities. Finally, the account of a young female student who is 22 years
of age sheds further light on the hijab’s perceived benefits in the face of men’s
apparent propensity to objectify women: “If you’re in hijab, then someone sees you
and treats you accordingly. I feel more free. Especially men, they don’t look at your
appearance—they appreciate your intellectual abilities. They respect you.” For
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many of the veiled women in this study, the respect and protection afforded them by
the hijab enables them to engage in extradomestic pursuits that would ironically
generate sharp criticism from many pro-veiling Muslim elites.

The Discontents of Hijab and Tolerance for the Unveiled

While the foregoing statements provide clear evidence of these women’s favor-
able feelings about hijab, many of the veiled women also express mixed feelings
about this controversial cultural symbol. It was not uncommon for the veiled
respondents to recount personal difficulties that they have faced because of their
decision to wear hijab. Some dilemmas associated with the veil emanate from the
fact that these women live in a secular society inhabited predominantly by Chris-
tians rather than Muslims. Najette, the same respondent who argued that veiling
makes her feel “special,” was quick to recognize that this esteem is purchased at the
price of being considered “weird” by some Americans who do not understand her
motivations for veiling. For women like her, engaging in a dissident cultural prac-
tice underscores Najette’s cultural distinctiveness in a way that some people find
refreshing and others find threatening.

Such points of tension surrounding the veil are evident not only in cross-cultural
encounters such as that mentioned above. Even within Muslim circles, the practice
of veiling has generated enough controversy to produce rifts among relatives and
friends when some of the veiled respondents appear publicly in hijab. Huneeya, a
student who veils because she wishes to follow Qur’anic edicts and enjoys being
treated as an intellectual equal by her male peers, highlighted just this point of fric-
tion with her family members, all of whom except her are “against hijab. [My fam-
ily members] think it is against modernity.”

For some women, the tensions produced within intimate relationships by the veil
move beyond the realm of intermittent family squabbles. One veiled respondent,
Asma, revealed that extended family difficulties surrounding the veil have caused
her to alter the practice of veiling itself, if only temporarily. Her recent experiences
underscore the complex machinations of power involved in the contested arenas of
family relations and friendships where veiling is concerned. Asma moved to the
United States with her husband only two years ago. Asma was quite conscientious
about veiling. She relished the sense of uniqueness and cultural distinctiveness
afforded to her by the hijab while living in a non-Muslim country. Yet, recent
summer-long visits from her mother-in-law presented her with a dilemma. Asma’s
mother-in-law had arranged the marriage between her son and daughter-in-law. At
the time, the mother-in-law greatly appreciated the conservative religious values
embraced by her future daughter-in-law, evidenced in Asma’s attentiveness to
wearing the veil. Yet, since that time, Asma’s mother-in-law had undergone a con-
version of sorts concerning the practice of veiling. Quite recently, Asma’s mother-
in-law stopped wearing the veil and wanted her daughter-in-law to follow suit by
discarding the veil as well. Indeed, this mother-in-law felt that Asma was trying to
upstage her by using the veil to appear more religiously devout than her elder.
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Asma’s short-term solution to this dilemma is to submit to the wishes of her
mother-in-law during her summer visits to the United States. Consequently, for two
months each summer, Asma discards her veil. Yet, this solution is hardly satisfac-
tory to her and does not placate Asma’s veiled friends who think less of her for
unveiling:

I feel very uncomfortable without the veil. The veil keeps us [Muslim women] from
getting mixed up in American culture. But I don’t want to make my mother-in-law feel
inferior, so I take it off while she is here. I know my friends think I am a hypocrite.

Although Asma is sanctioned by her friends for unveiling temporarily during her
mother-in-law’s visit, our interview data suggest that the preponderance of veiled
women in this study harbor no ill will toward their Muslim sisters who choose not to
veil. Despite these veiled women’s enthusiastic defenses of hijab, they are willing
to define what it means to be a good Muslim broadly enough to include Islamic
women who do not veil. When asked, for instance, what she thought being a good
Muslim entails, one of our veiled respondents (Najette) states simply: “You must be
a good person and always be honest.” Echoing these sentiments, Masouda suggests,
“Your attitude towards God is most important for being a good Muslim—your per-
sonality. You must be patient, honest, giving.” Even when asked point-blank if veil-
ing makes a woman a good Muslim, another veiled respondent answers, “Hijab is
not so important for being a good Muslim. Other things are more important, like
having a good character and being honest.” One respondent even took on a decid-
edly ecumenical tone in detaching veiling from Islamic devotion: “Being a good
Muslim is the same as being a good Christian or a good Jew—treat others with
respect and dignity. Be considerate and open-minded.” In the end, then, these
women in hijab are able to distinguish between what veiling means to them at a per-
sonal level (i.e., a sign of religious devotion) versus what the veil says about Muslim
women in general (i.e., a voluntary cultural practice bereft of devotional signifi-
cance). These veiled women’s heterogeneous lived experiences with the
hijab—both comforting and uncomfortable, affirming and tension producing, posi-
tive and negative—seem to provide them with a sensitivity to cultural differences
that often seems lacking in the vitriolic debates about veiling currently waged by
leading Muslims.

ISLAMIC FEMINISM MODIFIED: PERCEPTIONS OF
HIJAB AND GENDER PRACTICES AMONG THE UNVEILED

Patriarchal Oppression and Religious Fanaticism

Just as veiled women draw on the pro-veiling discourse to defend the wearing of
hijab, the unveiled women in this study often justify their abstention from this cul-
tural practice by invoking themes from the antiveiling discourse. Several of these
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unveiled women argue quite straightforwardly that the veil reinforces gender dis-
tinctions that work to Muslim women’s collective disadvantage. According to
many of the unveiled women, the veil was imposed on Muslim women because of
Middle Eastern men’s unwillingness to tame their sexual caprice and because of
their desire to dominate women. Rabeeya, for example, contends that Muslim
women are expected to veil because “Middle Eastern men get caught up in beauty.
The veil helps men control themselves.” Offering a strikingly similar response,
Najwa argues that “men can’t control themselves, so they make women veil.” Using
the same critical terminology—that is,control—to make her point, Fozia has an
even less sanguine view of the veil’s role in Islam. When asked about the signifi-
cance of the veil in Muslim societies, she states flatly: “The veil is used to control
women.” In short, many of the unveiled respondents view hijab in much the same
way as elite Islamic feminists; that is, as a mechanism of patriarchal control.

Comments such as these suggest points of congruence between the veiled and
unveiled respondents’ understandings of hijab. Both groups of women seem to
agree that hijab is closely related to men’s sexuality. Recall that some of the veiled
women contrast masculine hypersexuality to a desexualized view of femininity.
Such women conclude that the veil is the God-ordained corrective for men’s inabil-
ity to control their own sexual impulses. Likewise, as evidenced in several state-
ments from unveiled women, they link the veil to men’s apparent inability (or, bet-
ter, unwillingness) to contain their sexual desires. However, whereas several of the
veiled women see masculine hypersexuality as natural and view the veil as a divine
remedy for such sexual differences, many of the unveiled women reject these
views. The unveiled respondents seem less willing to accept the notion that cate-
gorical gender differences should translate into a cultural practice that (literally and
figuratively) falls on the shoulders of women. In a key point of departure from their
sisters who wear hijab, the unveiled women in this study trace the origin of the veil
not to God but rather to men’s difficulties in managing their sexuality (again, “men
can’t control themselves, so they make women veil”). In men’s attempt to manage
their sexual impulses, so the account goes, they have foisted the veil on women.
Very much in keeping with feminist discourses that take issue with such gendered
double standards, the unveiled women conclude that it is unfair to charge women
with taming men’s sexuality.

Apart from these issues of social control and sexuality, several of the unveiled
respondents also invoke themes of religious devotion and ethnic identity when dis-
cussing the significance of the veil for Muslims in general and for themselves (as
unveiled Islamic women) in particular. Recall that leading Muslims who support
veiling often highlight the religious and ethnic distinctiveness of hijab; however,
prominent Muslim feminists counter that veiling did not originate with Islam and
should not be understood as central to women’s religious devoutness or ethnic iden-
tities (as non-Westerners). Echoing these Muslim feminist themes, several of the
unveiled respondents seek to sever the veil from its religious and ethnic moorings.
Fozia says that Muslim “women are made to believe that the veil is religious. In
reality, it’s all political,” while Fatima asserts, “The veil is definitely political. It is
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used by men as a weapon to differentiate us from Westerners.” Yet another respon-
dent, Mah’ha, argues that it is only “fanatical” and “strict” Muslims who use the
veil to draw sharp distinctions between Middle Easterners and Westerners. These
remarks and others like them are designed to problematize the conflation of relig-
ious devotion, ethnic distinctiveness, and hijab evidenced in the pro-veiling dis-
course. Whereas the dominant discourse of veiling measures women’s devotion to
Islamic culture against hijab, many of the unveiled respondents imply—again, via
strategic terms such aspolitical, fanatical, andstrict—that religious devotion and
ethnic identification are good only in proper measure.

This rhetorical strategy allows these unveiled women to claim more moderate
(and modern) convictions over and against those whose devotion to Allah has in
their view been transmogrified into political dogmatism, religious extremism, and
racial separatism. The unveiled women in our study do not eschew religious com-
mitment altogether, nor are they in any way ashamed of their ethnic heritage. To the
contrary, the unveiled respondents champion religious commitment (again, in good
measure) and are proud to count themselves among the followers of Muhammad.
Yet, they are quick to illustrate that their devotion to Allah and their appreciation of
their cultural heritage are manifested through means that do not include the practice
of veiling. Amna, for example, says, “Religious education makes me feel like a
more pious Muslim. I read the Qur’an weekly and attend Friday prayer sermons,”
while Rabeeya states, “Being a good Muslim means believing in one God; no idola-
try; following the five pillars of Islam; and believing in Muhammad.” Concerning
the issue of ethnoreligious identity, the basic message articulated by many of the
unveiled women can be stated quite succinctly: A Muslim women can be true to her
cultural and religious heritage without the veil. Samiya, a 38-year-old unveiled
woman, says as much: “Muslim society doesn’t exist on the veil. Without the veil,
you would still be Muslim.” Therefore, many of the unveiled women believe that
the veil is of human (actually, male) origin rather than of divine making. And it is
this very belief about the veil’s this-worldly origins that enables many of the
unveiled women to characterize themselves as devout followers of Muhammad
who honor their cultural heritage even though they have opted not to veil.

Standing on Common Ground:
Tolerance for the Other among Unveiled Women

Finally, we turn our attention to the subjective contradictions that belie the prima
facie critical reactions of our unveiled respondents toward the veil. Interestingly,
just as the veiled women are reluctant to judge harshly their unveiled counterparts,
these unveiled women who eschew hijab at a personal level nevertheless express
understanding and empathy toward their Middle Eastern sisters who veil. At sev-
eral points during interview encounters, the unveiled respondents escape the
polemical hold of the antiveiling discourse by building bridges to their sisters who
engage in a cultural practice that they themselves eschew.
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First, several respondents imply that it would be wrong to criticize veiled women
for wearing hijab when it is men—specifically, male Muslim elites—who are to
blame for the existence and pervasiveness of the veil in Islamic culture. Amna, who
does not veil, takes on a conciliatory tone toward women who do so by conceding
that “the veil helps women in societies where they want to be judged solely on their
character and not on their appearances.” How is it that such statements, which
sound so similar to the justifications for wearing hijab invoked by veiled women,
emanate from the unveiled respondents? The strongly antipatriarchal sentiments of
the unveiled women (described in the preceding section) seem to exonerate veiled
women from charges of gender traitorism. Recall that many of the unveiled respon-
dents, in fact, locate the origin of the veil inmen’s sexual indiscretion and inmen’s
desire to control women: “Middle Easternmenget caught up in beauty. The veil
helpsmencontrolthemselves” (Rabeeya); “Mencan’t controlthemselves, sothey
make women veil” (Najwa); “The veil isused to control women. The women are
made to believethat the veil is religious” (Fozia) (emphasis added). Ironically, it is
the very antipatriarchal character of these statements that simultaneously enables
the unveiled women to express their stinging criticism of the veil itself while pro-
claiming tolerance and respect for Islamic women who wear the veil. Indeed, since
many of the unveiled respondents construe hijab to be a product ofpatriarchal
oppression and assortedmasculinehang-ups (e.g., struggles with sexuality, a pre-
occupation with domination and control), veiled women cannot legitimately be
impugned for wearing hijab.

Second, many of the unveiled respondents are willing to concede that despite
their own critical views of the veil, hijab serves an important cultural marker for
Islamic women other than themselves. When asked about the role of the veil among
Muslim women she knows in the United States, Rabeeya recognizes that many of
her veiled Islamic sisters who currently live in America remain “very, very tied to
their culture. Or they are trying to be. They [veil because they] want to feel tied to
their culture even when they are far away from home.” Because she herself is a
devout Islamic woman living in a religiously pluralistic and publicly secularized
society, Rabeeya is able to empathize with other Muslim women residing in the
United States who veil in order to shore up their cultural identity. Similarly, Sonya
draws noteworthy distinctions between her personal antipathy toward veiling and
veiled women’s attraction to hijab: “Some Muslim women need the veil to identify
themselves with the Muslim culture. I don’t feel that way.”

Finally, several of the unveiled women in our study seem to express tolerance
and empathy for their sisters in hijab because, at one time or another in the past, they
themselves have donned the veil. Two of the unveiled respondents, for example, are
native Iranians who are currently living in the United States. When these women
return to Iran, they temporarily don the veil. Najwa, one of these women, explains,
“As soon as we cross the Iranian border, I go to the bathroom on the airplane and put
on the hijab.” The experiences of our other native-born Iranian woman, Fatima,
speak even more directly to the practical nuances that undergird unveiled women’s
tolerance for their veiled counterparts. On one hand, Fatima is highly critical of the
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veil, which has been the legally required dress for women in Iran during the past two
decades. Referring to this fact, she impugns the veil as a “political . . .weapon” used
by religious elites to reinforce invidious distinctions between Westerners and Mid-
dle Easterners. Yet, on the other hand, her personal experiences with hijab lead her
to reject the stereotype that women who veil are “backward”: “Progress has nothing
to do with veiling. Countries without veiling can be very backwards . . . I havenoth-
ing against veiling. I feel very modern [in not veiling], but I respect those who veil.”
Like so many of her unveiled sisters, then, Rabeeya is critical of the veil as a relig-
ious icon but is unwilling to look down on Islamic women who wear hijab.

CONCLUSION AND DISCUSSION

This study has examined how a sample of Muslim women living in Austin,
Texas, negotiate their gender identities in light of ongoing Islamic disputes about
the propriety of veiling. Interview data with 12 veiled and 12 unveiled women
reveal that many of them draw upon the pro-veiling and antiveiling discourses of
Muslim elites, respectively, to justify their decisions about the veil. At the same
time, the women highlight various subjective contradictions manifested in many of
their accounts of veiling. Women who veil are not typically disdainful toward their
unveiled Muslim sisters, and unveiled women in our sample seem similarly reluc-
tant to impugn their veiled counterparts. Such findings were unanticipated in light
of elite Muslim debates about the propriety of veiling.

What are we to make of the fact that the acrimony manifested between elite Mus-
lim proponents and opponents of veiling is largely absent from these women’s
accounts of the veil? Several possible answers to this question emerge from our
investigation. First, both the veiled and unveiled women in our study clearly exer-
cise agency in crafting their gender identities. Drawing on themes of individualism
and tolerance for diversity, the women are able to counterpose their own “choice” to
veil or to remain unveiled on one hand with the personal inclinations of their sisters
who might choose a path that diverges from their own. In this way, the respondents
fashion gender identities that are malleable and inclusive enough to navigate
through the controversy surrounding the veil. Second, the social context within
which the women are situated seems to provide them with resources that facilitate
these gender innovations. As noted above, our sample is composed of middle-class,
well-educated Muslim women. We suspect that the progressive, multicultural cli-
mate of Austin and the human capital enjoyed by the women foster greater empathy
between the veiled respondents and their unveiled counterparts. This degree of tol-
erance between veiled and unveiled Muslim women evinced in our study may be
decidedly different for Islamic women living in other parts of the United States,
other Western nations, or particular countries in the Middle East where the veil is a
more publicly contested symbol.

Consequently, this study lends further credence to the insight that culture is not
simply produced from “above” through the rhetoric of elites to be consumed
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untransformed by social actors who are little more than judgmental dopes. While
the pro-veiling and antiveiling discourses have carved out distinctive positions for
veiled Muslim women and their unveiled counterparts within the late twentieth cen-
tury, the respondents in our study are unique and indispensable contributors to con-
temporary Islamic culture. It is these women, rather than the often combative elite
voices within Islamic circles, who creatively build bridges across the contested cul-
tural terrain of veiling; who forge ties of tolerance with their sisters, veiled and
unveiled; and who help foster the sense of community (ummah) that is so esteemed
by Muslims around the world. Convictions about Islamic culture and community
take on new meaning as they are tested in the crucible of Muslim women’s everyday
experiences. These findings parallel those that have emerged from other studies of
politicized issues in the contemporary United States, including debates about abor-
tion, family decision making, and women’s paid labor force participation (Bart-
kowski 1997b, 1999; Gallagher and Smith 1999; Hunter 1994). These studies have
revealed that the contemporary “culture wars” over gender are often waged by a
select few—namely, elite ideologists and vanguard activists—whose views do not
wholly correspond with the local standpoints of actual women at whom such rheto-
ric is targeted.

Several avenues for future research emerge from this study. First, observational
research exploring the actual interactions between veiled and unveiled Muslim
women in the United States is warranted. While our study suggests a level of ideo-
logical tolerance among veiled and unveiled Muslim women for “sisters who
choose otherwise,” the question remains: Does this ideological tolerance lead to
practical collaboration among veiled and unveiled Muslim women, particularly if
they are frequenting the same mosque? Because our study focuses onperceptions
of veiling andcognitive meaningsattributed to the veil, we are unable to answer
such vexing questions about the actualpracticeof gender. One recent ethnographic
study highlights how Muslim women with divergent views of the veil can, under
some circumstances, forge meaningful community ties with one another (Walbridge
1997). Nevertheless, additional research is needed to clarify the specific circum-
stances under which such collaboration between veiled and unveiled women may
be facilitated and those contexts under which such connections might be inhibited.

Second, our study pays short shrift to the patriarchal institutional structure that
remains prevalent within so many mosques and Muslim communities located in the
United States. By drawing on interview data with Muslim women rather than eth-
nographic observations from Austin mosques, our study is unable to assess the
prospects for structural changes in gender relations within these religious institu-
tions. We have emphasized the agency of Muslim women in recrafting Islamic cul-
ture and suggest that power is not monopolized by the all-male Muslim religious
leaders charged with leading the Islamic laity. Nevertheless, we would be remiss if
we failed to acknowledge the structural advantage enjoyed by all-male Muslim
clerics for potential agenda setting within mosques and other Muslim religious
institutions (cf. Kandiyoti 1988). Will the critiques of leading Islamic feminists—
and the egalitarian sensibilities of some Muslim American women—present an
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effective challenge to the long-standing institutionalization of male authority
within these religious organizations? In light of the growing literature on gendered
organizations (e.g., Acker 1990; Britton 1997), this question undoubtedly deserves
attention from gender scholars and researchers of Muslim communities.

Finally, there are some telling points of convergence between gender relations in
contemporary Islam, Orthodox Judaism, and conservative Protestantism. Given the
spate of recent studies which suggest that gender is negotiated by conservative Prot-
estants and Orthodox Jews (e.g., Bartkowski 1997b, 1999, 2000; Brasher 1998;
Davidman 1993; Gallagher and Smith 1999; Griffith 1997; Manning 1999; Stacey
1990), what parallels might exist between the gendered experiences of Muslim
women and their conservative Protestant or Orthodox Jewish counterparts? And, in
what ways might the gender practices and the enactment of specific definitions of
the religiously “devout woman” (whether Muslim, evangelical, or Orthodox Jew)
diverge? No research of which we are aware has compared the processes of identity
negotiation among Muslim women with those manifested in other conservative
religious contexts.3 When interpreted in light of the emerging literature on gender
negotiation within conservative Protestantism and Orthodox Judaism, our findings
suggest that there is much to be gained by drawing more detailed cross-cultural
comparisons between the gendered experiences of such women, as well as the cul-
turally specific “patriarchal bargains” (Kandiyoti 1988) with which these groups of
women are confronted. In the end, arriving at a richer understanding of gender
negotiation in those contexts where we might least expect to find it can shed new
light on the transformation of gender relations as we begin the millennium.

NOTES

1. The merits of this insider or “emic” perspective are also clearly evidenced by a growing body of
research that highlights the heterogeneous and contested character of gender relations among conserva-
tive Protestants (e.g., Bartkowski 1997a, 1997b, 1998, 1999, 2000; Gallagher and Smith 1999; Griffith
1997; Stacey 1990) and Orthodox Jews (Davidman 1993), an issue to which we return in the final section
of this article.

2. For stylistic convenience, we often refer to the veil ashijab.
3. Gerami (1996) provides one exception to this general neglect of interreligious comparisons,

although her analyses are largely survey based. Comparisons between Orthodox Jewish American
women and their Muslim counterparts might be particularly telling in light of these women’s similar
experiences as devout, largely middle-class non-Christians living in the United States.
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