president (never named, but a clear — and almost comical —
reference to Husni Mubarak) to the campus.

Some of the dialogue becomes didactic at times, for example
when Nagi tells his Jewish girlfriend, “Read the history. Jews
lived under Arab rule for many centuries without problems or
persecution. They even enjoyed the trust of the Arabs, as
evidenced by the fact that, for a period of a thousand years, an
Arab sultan’s personal physician was most likely to be a Jew.”
Yet the range of characters, both Egyptian and American, created
by al-Aswany is breathtaking in its scope — the drug-addicted
daughter of a professor, the despairing wife of another — and
aims to portray Chicago as a city teeming with diverse and
conflicting ideals and desires. The structure of the novel, offering
the perspectives of almost all characters, and the unapologetic
exploration of sexual and political themes ensure a satisfying
and engaging read. Ad

Covering East and West Veil Debate

The Veil
Edited by Jennifer Heath
University of California Press, 2008

BY SIMONE STEVENS

Whether worn as a headscarf or a negab that covers the
whole body, the Islamic veil has sparked controversy and interest
among Westerners both prior to and since the terrorist attacks
on September 11. It was also debated among Arab and Muslim
reformists and intellectuals as far back as the beginning of the

“It is like a second skin to me. It is supple as a living membrane
and moves and flows with me. There is beauty and dignity in its
fall and sweep. It is my crown and my mantle, my vestments of
grace. Its pleasures are known to me, if not to you.” The book
also draws attention to the wide range of veils in existence, lest
one think that the much-photographed abaya and burga were
the only alternatives. The authors remind us that Orthodox Jews
wear head scarves, Catholic nuns use habits, and that there are
even veils worn by men. The compilation additionally explores
the complexities of integrating the veil into the Western world.

There is a strong current of defiance running through the
book toward what it terms “Western imperialism” and its
political use of the veil. Writing of post-9/11 Afghanistan, Dinah
Zeiger asserts, “The removal of the veil from the women in
Afghanistan constitutes a necessary step in the American
nationalist agenda to remake the Middle East in the Western
capitalist mold.”

Another contributor, Aisha Lee Fox, points out that women
in Muslim countries have historically been locked in vicious
cycles of mandatory veiling and unveiling, depending on the
political climate of the time. In “Concealing and Revealing
Female Hair,” Ashraf Zahedi writes, “In July 1980, the Islamic
regime began implementing ‘compulsory’ veiling as part of the
regime’s agenda to institutionalize and exploit the female
identity espoused by the authenticity movement. It promoted
wearing the veil as ‘moral cleansing.”” Zahedi reminds us that
over 40 years earlier, in 1936, “The Shah legally abolished the
veil... He employed physical force, ordering soldiers to remove
women’s veils, sometimes tearing them off in public.”

The book appears to cater to a Western audience that has
genuine interest in studying and understanding the veil. But
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