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Tracing ‘the Anorexic’ and ‘the Veiled Woman’

Towards a Relational Approach

Carolyn Pedwell



The solution is to refuse...to be dragged into timatyi opposition between East and
West in which so many arguments are mired. Howealiermost powerful way to do this
is to fearlessly examine the process of entanglemen

Lila Abu-Lughod, 1998a:16

The ‘new’ Muslim veiling phenomenon represents atemporary ‘equivalent’ to the
growing epidemic of anorexia in the industrialid&dst, Mervat Nasser has argued
(1999). Like anorexia she contends, the new veilfngepresented by the growing
number of young Muslim women wearing Islamic dnegihin universities, workplaces,
urban centres and political organisations arouedatbrld, responds to ‘conflicting
cultural messages and contradictory cultural exgtexcts’ experienced by women
globally (407). Both embodied practi¢danction as forms of problem solving which, in
the absence of real power or control, help womere eaith the competing demands of
ambitious professional goals and pressure to maiatgaditional female identity. And
both, she suggests, ultimately lead to the repiimluof tradition and the reinforcement

of gender inequality.

The establishment of ‘the anorexic subject’ asunterpart to ‘the veiled woman’ within
cross-cultural comparisons such as Nasser’s dravessignificant strand of feminist
literature now pervasive in mainstream culturatdigse. Against constructions of ‘the

West’ as the land of gender equality, liberatiod &@edom, feminist cultural critics have

! Anorexia is today the object of various competiigrourses. It is constructed simultaneously imgeof
physiological dysfunction, genetic predispositiom @ognitive deficits or biases, as a consequefice o
familial dysfunction, social ideals of thinness arigatriarchal oppression (Malson, 1998: 98).

2 'veiling’ is an English word used to refer to aryavide array of women’s Islamic dress around the
world, including the turban in Turkey, the chadotrian, the hijab in Britain, the burga in Afghaais (and
the many internal variations of Islamic coveringhiese and other locations). As such, while tha te
‘veiling’ has wide currency in Western industriaigsnations, it problematically homogenises a divers
collection of practices. There is no one Arabiatequivalent to the English ‘veil’ (El Guindi, 199xi:
7). Furthermore, veiling is not exclusively a Muaslpractice, but is also associated with Jewishis@an
and Hindu traditions.

% While all cultural, religious and political practis are ‘embodied’ in the broadest sense of thd warse
the term ‘embodied practices’ to refer to thoseitsaktuals or performances that are oriented ifigatly
towards intervening in and/or altering ‘the body'.



inaugurated the figure of the anorexic as a metafunall that is wrong with gendered
power relations in Western industrialised natiddeb@ch,1993/1986, 2006/1978; Wolf,
1990; Bordo, 1993). Within these texts, and comspas between veiling and anorexia
which employ their terms, ‘the anorexic’ serveaageneralised figure representing the
widespread oppression of the female body withinwrest’s patriarchal, capitalist beauty
system — a system that impels women and girlsscigline their bodies in pursuit of an
unachievable ideal. As Nasser comments, ‘weighbja fear of fatness and pursuit of
thinness are modern terms that are now used irstiegaably to refer to anorexia
nervosa’ (1997:1). She adds, ‘If eating disor@eesindeed metaphors... it is likely that
what they symbolize now encompasses this socialgtion and cultural confusion’ (97).
A general message these cross-cultural comparisguest is that when it comes to
gender and the body, ‘the West’ is no less patnaror oppressive, and may in fact be

more so, than ‘the Muslim East'.

Several other theorists have drawn links betweeslilweiling and embodied practices
linked to the ‘Western beauty systemHoma Hoodfar (2003) argues that the veil ‘may
be worn to beautify the wearer...much in the same Wagtern women wear makeup’
(11). Nancy Hirschmann (1998) suggests that Wed&minists need to ask themselves
whether the veil is more oppressive than Westeshida trends such as Wonderbras,
miniskirts and blue jeans (361). In a similar yéimda Duits and Liesbet van Zoonen
(2006) suggest that both girls wearing headscamdghose dressed in ‘porno-chic’ are
‘submitted to the meta-narratives of dominant disse’ which characterise their

everyday practices as inappropriate and deny thempawer to define their own action

* See also Randi Gressgéard (2006) who argues thatstructural level, the figures of ‘the veiledman’,
‘the anorexic’ and ‘the transsexual’ reveal a Igtrg similarity’ (325). Through using their ‘freeth of
choice to choose submission’, all three figurepldig an ambivalence between ‘transcendence’ and
‘immanence’ attached ‘to the notion of woman, withihierarchical order’ (336).

® | employ terms such as ‘Western’ and ‘non-WesteBgastern’ and ‘Muslim’ to indicate the types of
distinctions made in the literature | am analysifdne generalisations they imply, however, arerofte
problematic. For example, labelling Muslim veilitmpn-Western’ obscures the wide practice of veilin
Western industrialised countries by women who nmans@er themselves both ‘Muslim’ and ‘Western'. In
turn, labelling ‘anorexia’ as ‘Western’ similarl§faces the growing number of women who experience
eating disorders in locations outside the induisted West. It is also clear that so called ‘Westbeauty
procedures are practiced all over the world. Titredd this paper is to illustrate the ways in which
practices such as veiling and anorexia are soa@aitydiscursively produced through relational enters
which criss-cross boundaries of East and West domehtally imbricating the two poles.



(103). Sheila Jeffreys (2005) argues, furthermitrat, beauty practices prevalent in the
West such as makeup, dieting and cosmetic sur@penyld be understood as ‘harmful
cultural practices’ comparable to procedures typyichought of as non-Western, such as
female genital mutilation and veiling. She suggeisat makeup and the veil represent
‘two sides of the same coin of women’s oppressidoth have been seen as voluntary
practices through which women can express them@geyet both arise from pressures
linked to male dominance (37). These types of ampns are now increasingly echoed
within mainstream media and cultural discourser éxample, an article exploring
veiling practices in the UK iifThe Observeargues that ‘the veil and the bra top are really
two sides of the same coin’ (Anthony, 2005:17).e Phemature recognition of female
sexuality implicated by the veiling of girls as ymuas seven or eight, the author
contends, ‘is every bit as significant, and disitaghas dressing a child in a high-street

approximation of Britney Spears, all bare midrifidaattitude’ (17).

Theorists who establish commonalities betweenng@ind anorexia and/or ‘Western’
beauty regimes differ in their social locations;gpectives and political agendis.
Crucially, however, modtametheir comparisons with a concern to interrogate
ethnocentrism, racism and cultural essentialisimeyTseek to deconstruct the ubiquitous
self/other binary of the ‘liberated, uncovered Véestwoman’ and the ‘oppressed, veiled
Muslim woman’. This dualism can be traced backulgh the centuries to
representations within early Western travellerstai@es, proto-feminist colonial
discourse, nationalist and anti-Western idiom anaist recently, the rhetoric of the
American-led post-9/11 ‘War on Terror’. In the slief a second Western-initiated war
in Iraq, such culturally essentialist portrayalsfa#e, skin-showing, Western women’
and ‘downtrodden, covered Muslim women’ once ag@iminate the mainstream

Western socio-political consciousness. In différeays, those theorists who link veiling

® The diverse groups of feminist theorists | hageeli above are located differently in relation ation,
ethnicity, religion, and political perspective, amyoother axes of differentiation. Their varyingisb
locations of enunciation raise interesting questjavhich | do not have space to address adequatttis
paper, regarding how the potential social and igalieffects of the comparisons they make may diffe
How, for example, might a comparison between vgiind make-up made by the white, Australian radical
feminist Sheila Jeffreys be interpreted or receidiéf@rently by various audiences than a similar
comparison made by Homa Hoodfar, a feminist ofimarrigin currently working in Canada? How might
we examine and trace the complex relations of patvecturing such political and cultural enunciat@



with anorexia and/or Western beauty practices aisontest enduring Orientalist images

of Muslim and Arab women as ‘other’ against a peiged ‘Western self’.

It is my contention in this paper, however, that@re in depth inquiry into the possible
effects of constructing these gendered culturadtpras as ‘similar’ or ‘equivalent’ is
necessary. In the first part, | argue that whiteilarity-based cross-cultural comparisons
can productively trouble culturally essentialishstyuctions of ‘Western’ and ‘non-
Western’ practices as fundamentally different aistirttt, they are also frequently
problematic. On the one hand, through their emplasestablishingverarching
commonalitiesthese approaches often collapse into an econbésgneeness that risks
effacing crucial historical, social and culturaljpaularities. On the other hand,
superficial claims to commonality frequently sliga essentialist constructions of
cultural ‘difference’. Furthermore, through consting ‘the veiled woman’ and ‘the
anorexic’ as metaphors for their respective cuiutieese approaches extract these
figures from the historical processes through whingy have been (re)produced and
fetishise them as objects (Ahmed, 2000he contours of anorexia and veiling can
consequently become fixed in troubling ways. Ashsihese similarity-based cross-
cultural approaches do not, on the whole, sucaeeadically disrupting the essentialist
Western/Muslim, self/other binaries they set ounterrogate and indeed may function

to reify the hierarchical relations of power on aihsuch binaries depend.

In the second part of the paper, | develop a weiatiapproach that genealogically traces
the ways in which practices such as anorexia aithgeand their imagined subjects,

have been constructed historically, in partand throughone another. This approach
focuses on teasing out thenstitutive connection@ather than commonalities) that link
‘the anorexic’ and ‘the veiled woman’ historicallydnlike commonality, the concept of
connection does not imply the ‘sameness’ or ‘edaivee’ of these imagined subjects.
Instead, it points to the ways in which such esditare entangled and interdependent, and

as such, preserves social, historical and embguigttularities without disavowing the



possibility of common ground. Through the prooefssacing the discursive-materal
links that bind ‘the anorexic’ and ‘the veiled wom\aa relational methodology illustrates
how it is possible neither to hold the ‘the anocéand ‘the veiled woman’ apart as
fundamentally separate nor to collapse them togettikin a single linear plane because
they remain constitutively intertwined. | aim toosv that a relational approach provides
the opportunity to develop more intersectional tegtually-specific and historically-
grounded analyses of these two practices (andrdlaiionships to one another) than
those offered by similarity-based, cross-cultupgra@aches. It also offers a more
effective means of interrogating the culturallyergsalist binaries through which such
practices are articulated — a task that remaimas ivita socio-political context in which

essentialist constructions of ‘cultural differena®ound.

A reader might argue that my emphasis on examitnagroduction of essentialised
figuressuch as ‘the anorexic’ and ‘the veiled woman’ mayction to reify or re-fetishise
such stereotypical constructions. Tgrecesof this relational approach, however, is
geared precisely towards illuminating and the his&b and political processes of their
relational constitution. Indeed, its persistertiui® on contextual relationality produces a
shift awayfrom thinking of set ‘figures’ and ‘practices’ atmwards contemplating the
relationships produced in and through particulaoenters within specific contexts. A
relational approach acknowledges that embodieditgerategories are not pre-given or
fixed, but are the product of particular socio-pcéil histories of construction and, as

such, retain the potential to be radically recargéed

Veiling, Anorexia and Beauty Practices: Comparisonsnd Critiques

Sheila Jeffreys, Nancy Hirschmann and Mervant Naatestablish commonalities
between Muslim veiling and anorexia and/or ‘Westé@shion and beauty practices.

’| use the term ‘discursive-material’ to convey deenplex imbrication of ‘discursive’ and ‘material’
processes and structures of power as well as e todemporarily separate these strands at tiorebé
sake of analytical clarity.



In this section, | examine the various cross-caltaomparisons they make and consider
some of the problematic effects associated withr #teempts to counter Western cultural

essentialism and disrupt self/other binaries.

Sheila Jeffreys (2005) argues that the United Matiooncept of ‘harmful cultural
practices® is helpful for analysing ‘Western’ embodied praes, as well as those in
other parts of the world, because it situates fti@ehl’ gendered practices within the
culture of male domination, rather than simply lidkthem to notions of individual
choice. From her perspective, ‘a continuum of \&esbeauty practices from lipstick on
the one end to invasive cosmetic surgery on therpfit the criteria set out for harmful
cultural practices...although they may differ in thefifects’ (28). Couching her analysis
in the language of anti-cultural essentialism, ekgains that her book was motivated by
a ‘growing impatience’ with the ‘Western bias’ bt United Nations’ conceptual
categories. These categories currently interpagttiges in the West as ‘emanating from
consumer “choice” from “science” and “medicine™tashion™, rather than culture,
which ‘may be seen as something reactionary thatsi the non-west’ (34). While
veiling and makeup are often seen as oppositegrgioes, they are in fact analogous in
that both mark women as subordinate, revealing tlaek of entitlement’ in patriarchal
cultures (38). If Western beauty practices are esognised as harmful cultural
practices, she maintains, ‘governments will, asiiregl by the UN Convention on the
Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Again$¥omen, need to alter the social

attitudes which underlie them’ (45).

Nancy Hirschmann (1998) seeks to move beyond ealsnand ethnocentric Western
feminist portrayals of Muslim veiling. She frantesr article as a critique of Western
privilege and cultural essentialism, emphasisirag tmany Westerners tend to associate
veiling with extreme gender oppression, even setiayeil as the ultimate symbol of a
unified, monolithic Islam’ (357). As a means temipt portrayals of patriarchy as a

problem unique to Muslim cultures, she asserts‘tt@ah fashion shows to domestic

8 Jeffreys is referring to the UN'’s ‘Fact Sheet 28).Harmful Traditional Practices Affecting
the Health of Women and Children’ published in 1995
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violence, Western women participate in a myriagraictices that can be seen as deeply
patriarchal’ (360). Rather than condemn veilingg argues, ‘the need to attend to
contexts within which choices are made should mékstern feminists ask whether the
veil is any more oppressive than Western clothiagds such as Wonderbras, miniskirts,
or even blue jeans’ (361). While Jeffreys dismsseeninist analyses of the ways in
which veiling and other embodied practices may Enalomen to express their agency in
particular contexts, Hirschmann is more interegtédnderstanding veiling as a complex
practice within which women’s agency functions imitarly complex ways’ (348). She
suggests that ‘veiling can be used as a vehict9)&r developing ‘a cross-cultural

feminist understanding on agency’ (360).

Linking ‘the Western anorexic position and the nailing’, Mervat Nasser (1999),
suggests that rise of veiling among young Muslinrmea globally may be interpreted as
‘an anorexic equivalent’ (407). She suggests\ialke the new veiling may appear
‘completely different, if not alien to the anorexiosition’ it is necessary to examine their
commonalities as a means ‘to go beyond the traditi®rientalist definition and
perception of the veil and to depart from the Wesgtatic vision of women of the

Orient’ (408). Drawing on Arlene McLeod’s (1991rcept of ‘accommodating

protest’, she argues that both anorexia and vediegypes of ‘veiled resistance’
undertaken by women who are torn between traddgmhmodernity (411). She also
points to the ‘social contractibility’ of both prazes, represented by the phenomenon of
‘me-too-anorexics’ and the wide spread of veilingopag young women (409). As both
practices are ‘are derived from tradition and afitive of it’, Nasser argues, anorexics
and veiled women both ‘obstruct the potential falrchange’ in regards to gender roles

and relations of power (411).

There are several potential benefits to these coatipa cross-cultural approaches. They
can disrupt ethnocentric and essentialist assumgptimat ‘Western’ and ‘non-Western’
practices are fundamentally and hierarchicallyimist generate greater awareness and
critical thinking about the relationships betweemder and culture and promote

productive cross-cultural dialogue. Moreover, pdowy a counter discourse to post-
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feminist perspectives which ‘assume female sexgahey and desire to be inscribed in
the visibility and openness to view of the body'a@ddionald, 2006:12), these comparative
constructions highlight the ways in which womemsl @irls’ bodies regularly function
across cultural contextas carriers for wider political, cultural, econerand

nationalistic imperatives and the surfaces ontatvipiolitical positions are etched
(McClintock, 1995; Narayan, 1998). Analysis of tlendered oppression involved in
beauty practices prevalent in the West also inteaties simplistic notions of personal
choice and individual agency and emphasises thatgérsonal is political’. Nasser’s
and (particularly) Hirschmann’s analyses are usiefuthinking critically about
conceptions of agency and subordination withinipaldr social and historical contexts
and relations of power. Furthermore, Jeffreysuangnt can be seen as linked to a well-
established trajectory of radical feminist critiqu& key argument of the widely held
sexist ideology to which radical feminist modelghe 1970s and 1980s protested, and
which Jeffreys seeks to interrogate further, wasatbsumption that women alone — and
not men’s desires or patriarchal culture - bor@oesibility for their suffering in regards
to matters of beauty and the ‘bodily tyranniesasffion’ (Bordo, 1993: 21). Yet, despite
these advantages, cross cultural approaches whapdnd on establishing fundamental
commonalities among various embodied cultural prastare problematic in several
ways. In the remainder of this section, | dism®e of their limitations in further

detail.

Flattening intersections

Within many of these cross-cultural comparisonsprmnalities between veiling and
anorexia and/or ‘Western’ beauty practices arebisteed predominantly on the basis of
gender (and to some extent sexuality). Gendesardality are clearly crucial to the
operation all of these embodied practices, whickeademinist analysis particularly
important in this context. Yet when gender is peiyed ontologically in such
comparisons, the role of other axes of differeidrgtsuch as race and nation, may be
problematically occluded. Jeffreys’ analysis, articular, relies predominantly on a

model of universal patriarchy to link ‘Western’ amdn-Western’ practices. While she
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makes brief reference to feminist analyses of tagswn which veiling may enable
Muslim women to ‘alleviate the harms suffered bynwem as a result of male dominance’
(39), she (unlike Nasser) does not address the imaykich veiling and anorexia may
serve as adaptive strategies which respond to offgessive systems such as racism
and poverty. In her study of Muslim women livimg@anada, Homa Hoodfar (2003)
found that veiling has played a crucial role inghe) some Muslim women adapt to the
Canadian society in the face of cultural differereelusion and racisth.Moreover,
Becky Thompson (1992) has argued that, ratherrglating exclusively to the gendered
‘culture of thinness’ in the West, eating disordeush as anorexia represent ways in
which women cope with a broader host of traumalsitiicg sexual abuse, racism,
classism, heterosexism and poverty. Jeffreys doeaddress these complexities. She
also does not consider the connections betweeimge#nti-colonialism and a rejection
of ‘Western’ values, which are of course linkeddoalised gendered relations of power,
but cannot be simply incorporated into a reductnaelel of gender oppression (Ahmed,
1992; Gole, 1996; El Guindi, 2003).

Jeffreys’ theoretical framework has implicationghe level of intervention. In the
context of her comparison of veiling and makeupsdems to suggest that simply
deciding to not be concerned with wearing makeuygeding can provide liberation for

Western and non-Western women, insisting:

Women can invent themselves anew outside the $ye0of Western and non-Western
patriarchal culture. Women can have access tortlidege possessed by men of not
having to be concerned for appearance and beirgalgjo out in public barefaced and
bareheaded (38)

Jeffreys’ language here veers dangerously closigetbrand of ‘unveiling for freedom’
rhetoric employed by the Bush/Blair alliance tgitemise’ the Western military
campaigns in Afghanistan and Iraq (as if simplyngdbarefaced and bareheaded could

produce gender liberation). Her apparent desirdftigslim women to unveil themselves

° Hoodfar discusses how Somali refugees who had ¢tor@anada to escape civil war and upheaval turned
to Islam, the Muslim community and veiling for sappupon their arrival, as ‘for many Somalis
emphasizing their membership and participatindgy@aMuslim community is a means of coping with a new
culture and social system’ (2003:13).
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also suggests a problematic assumption of whatitates a ‘natural’ body. In
constructing the ‘bare-headed’ Muslim female boslyassociated with freedom from
harm or oppression, she universalises one particaleception of embodiment as the
feminist ideal. Yet this implied equation of bdreadedness (and bare-facedness) and
liberation risks reifying post-feminist assumptidghat associate the visible display of the
body with female sexual agency. It also ignorasdnical lessons from countries such as
Turkey, Iran and Afghanistan, which have shown thmateiling can be felt as just as
oppressive to women as veiling, especially if cedroy government pressure (Ahmed,
1992; Gole, 1996, Macdonald, 2006). These examihlistrate the inadequacy of a
linear cross-cultural model of gender oppressioth@orising the relationship between
‘Western’ and ‘non-Western’ embodied cultural prees and point to the need for a
relational, intersectional analysis. Indeed, & tbject is to address the cultural
essentialism and racism inherent in representatid(@ frameworks set up to deal with)
these embodied practices, a model that proceedsopping race, nation and cultural

differenceout of the picture is problematic.

Superficial sameness

Through the establishment of superficial similastbased on uncritical assumptions, the
comparative approaches used to link veiling andextia and/or Western beauty
practices can also paradoxically reify essentialigions of cultural difference. For
example, in including ‘Western’ beauty proceduresmgside ‘non-Western’ practices
within the category of ‘harmful cultural practicesgeffreys unambiguously assumes that
a variety of ‘non-Western’ practices, such as fenganital cutting and veiling, are
fundamentally patriarchal and harmful to women ¢theifying ethnocentric notions of
non-Western cultural backwardness and barbaritg)samply seeks to have ‘Western’
practices measured by the same yardstick. Furtirernt seems significant that Jeffreys,
like Hirschmann, only employs the notion of a ‘dooum’ to articulate the need to
theorise distinctions between ‘Western’ practicgyfiesting that some of such
procedures may be more extreme or ‘harmful’ théneis). The implication of this

theoretical move is that similar distinctions need be theorised with respect to ‘non-
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Western' practices, which can be less problemagidanped together as ‘oppressivé’.
She also reinforces a divide between ‘Western’‘anod-Western’ procedures that
downplays the ways in which these practices cleadgs-over national and cultural
contexts. Thus, while Jeffreys’ analysis is fraragne motivated by anti-cultural
essentialist imperatives, one might ague that reetarisks reifying ethnocentrism and
cultural essentialism by taking the oppressive neatdi non-Western practices for
granted. My argument here is not that generatisator assertions of similarity can
never be made but that, in texts like Jeffrey’syaaritical insistence on ‘sameness’ or
‘equivalence’ easily slips into assumptions of éisgentialist cultural differences that the
authors claimed initially to want to overcome. Fhppears to be a problem in cross-

cultural approaches which emphasise commonalieégden embodied practices.
Fetishising figures

In order to establish similarities between ‘Westamd ‘(non-Western) Muslim’ women,
several of these authors construct ‘the veiled woraad ‘the anorexic’ as metaphors for

their respective cultures. As Nasser explains,

In anorexia, the cultural ideal of thinness wasiseea metaphor of woman'’s struggle
against conflicting social definitions of feminefisic), combining desirable qualities of
the new woman namely control with the qualitiesuresd from the traditional woman,
i.e. attractiveness, weaknesses and helplessnebs.saime metaphor is used here as a
framework towards understanding this ‘new veiliryguing that it could in fact be a
contemporarynorexic equivalenitalics in original) (1999:408).
The figure of ‘the veiled woman’ has long been reaithin the West as a synecdoche for
Muslim culture as a whole. As mentioned in theadtiction, the construction of ‘the
anorexic’ as a symbol for Western culture can aedd in part to the work of feminist
cultural theorists, such as Susie Orbach and SBsedo, who have understood anorexia

as a ‘metaphor for our time’ (Orbach, 1993/1986)The work of these theorists has

19 As | argue elsewhere, however, continuums oftestfan merely to stretch out culturally essenttalis
binaries, leaving their hierarchical poles in tactd thus should not be seen as an easy ‘way batiltral
essentialism (Pedwell, 2007).

™ Orbach argues that ‘Anorexia nervosa — self-stamwa- is both a serious mental condition affecting
thousands upon thousands of women, and a metaphouif age’ (1993/1986:4). Similarly, Bordo
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been crucial in calling attention to the genderpgression associated with ideals of
feminine slenderness and beauty in western indlised contexts. However, the effects
of producing ‘the veiled woman’ and ‘the anorexas’ cultural symbols can be highly
problematic. Through such processes of fetislisathese figures are extracted from the
historical processes their discursive and sociadipction and framed as objects (Ahmed,
2000). The contours of anorexia and veiling and theirgmad subjects can

consequently become fixed in troubling ways.

When anorexia is employed as synecdoche for Westdture’s patriarchal, consumer-
driven oppression of women it is often constru@ed condition ‘caused’ exclusively by
media ideals of feminine thinness and beauty. @hisinant narrative not only functions
to constitute anorexics as passive victims anditual dupes; it also effaces the many
other complex factors which may combine to prodamerexia in particular contexts,
such as experiences of trauma and abuse (Braif) 20®imilar problems with
theorising women’s agency occur when ‘the veilednan’ is fetishised through such
cultural comparisons. In Nasser’s text, ‘both @@ and the veil demonstrat®men’s
confusionabout the seriousness of society’s intention tdw#neir progress’ (1999:411)
and, through both practices, ‘womenwittingly obstruct the potential for real change’
(italics mine) (411). She goes on to describe laoibrexia and veiling as signs of

‘cultural lag’ which must be overcome to producerenappropriate gender relations:

It is hoped, however, that thisiltural confusion/cultural lagsymbolized in gestures like
anorexia and the veil) would finally leadagroper formulation of gender rolemd a
better development of a new identity for women thahore reconciled with itself and
society (italics mine) (411).

comments that ‘the anorectic thus appears, ndteasittim of a unique and “bizarre” pathology, lastthe
bearer of very distressing tidings about our ceft({t993:60).

12 |n fetishising anorexia and ‘the’ problem facingmen and girls in the West, such constructions also
elide the diversity of other forms of disorderetiraand body image distress which women (and men)
face, not to mention the wide array of other areaghich women in Western industrialised nations
continue to be disadvantaged, devalued, discriméthagainst and/or oppressed, from income inequtality
domestic and sexual violence.
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The connotations of the term ‘cultural lag’ areaclg problematic, suggesting that as the
primitive vestiges of particular cultures who hdaged to assume proper gender roles,

both ‘anorexic’ and ‘veiled women’ remain fixedan atavistic stat&®

Hirschmann offers a sophisticated analysis of hganay is constructed differently
across cultural contexts in ways that disrupt aeexl any ‘universal’ Western model.
Yet she does not interrogate how representingngeds a mirror for Western
consciousness and subjectivity may serve not torgguct Orientalist representations

but rather to reify Western privilege. For examjteher analysis:

Westerners mutisten, if for no other reason than that more compretvensi
understandings afur own experiences including the way we dress and its significance
for Western women'’s freedom — can occur with sutdgméon (second italics mine)

(364).

Indeed, precisely because veiling is “other” to i\Wgsterners, it may be ablereveal
aspects of the West to which Westerners are ofitath lsuch as assumptions about
individuality, agency, and difference, as well asdtérn feminists’ lack of self-
consciousness about our own practices, includimdosms of dress (italics mine)
(1998:349).

The primary role of ‘the veiled woman’ in these exdes is to help Westerners become
more developed, aware and multifaceted subjecidedd, while Reina Lewis and Sara
Mills comment that the veil ‘is invested with thetpncy to hide or reveal the “truth”
about the Orient which the West ultimately seeR§03:14), we might add that it is also
apparently invested with the power to reveal théhtebouthe Westo the West. The
risk of such constructions is that veiled womemtkelves can, by contrast, remain fixed
and voiceless. Employing veiling as a ‘vehicle’ fleeorising agency in these examples
may thus function not to produce a more ‘generwiesv of ‘the other’, but rather to
reflect the privileged ‘Western’ gaze back to kg&lhmed, 2004b:2).

13 While Nasser draws on MacLeod’s (1991) analysihefnew veiling in Egypt and her concept of
‘accommodating protest’ to frame her argument, Maozl_herself criticises the concept of ‘cultural Jag
arguing that terms such as break, gap and laguidisg lack of understanding of the actual dynarmfcs
the moment of social and political change’ andtiaijrasp ‘the concrete actions and concerns of
subordinate groups in relations of power, the cetecstruggles and negotiations which end at timélse
reproduction of power relations and occasionallyeial change in the terms of inequality.” (15)
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Through emphasising cross-cultural commonalityséheomparative approaches all
avoid theorising the ways in which the imaginedifes of ‘the anorexic’ and the ‘veiled
woman’ are, and have been, constructed relationdétlyollapsing ‘the anorexic’ and
‘the veiled woman’ into an economy of sameness ¢tvioiften slips back into
problematic difference) these cross-cultural modals cut these figures off from their
historical and contemporary trajectories of proguct They may thus fail to interrogate
the ways in which these figures have been congtat partjin and through one
another. Yet, from my standpoint, it is only through atbigcal tracing of the relational
power dynamics through which these figures have lpegproduced, that the discursive
fibres of contemporary dualisms may be examinethvelled and radically re-woven.

In this sense, | share Lila Abu-Lughod’s perspecthat the most powerful way to refuse
to be ‘dragged into the binary opposition betweastEand West' is to ‘fearlessly
examine the processes of entanglement’ (1998a:ld@he next section, | explore how
such ‘entanglements’ might be mapped and theovisétdrespect to anorexia and veiling

by employing a relational approach.

Towards a Relational Approach

| aim to show that a relational approach that fesusn tracing constitutive connections
(rather than commonalities) provides the opporjuttitdevelop more intersectional,
contextually-specific and historically-grounded gpEctives on the relationships between
veiling and anorexia than those offered by sintyalbiased cross-cultural approaches.
Relationality offers a framework for theorising tineks and disjunctures between veiling
and anorexia that avoids both collapsing into ‘sa@se’ and fetishisng ‘difference’.
Through illustrating the broader web of discursimaterial interdependencies connecting
‘the veiled woman’, ‘the anorexic’ and other retatailtural figures, a relational
framework also offers a means of radically resiging culturally and racially essentialist

binaries.

Anorexia and veiling are clearly different embodpdctices with divergent and
localised histories of construction and meanine $ocial trajectories of production of
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these practices do, however, cross-over and floavane another historically through
particular moments of relational representationhedned encounter and performative
enactment. In this section | map some of the wayghich ‘the anorexic’ and ‘the veiled
woman’ have been (re)produced relationally angua, can be neither homogenously
collapsed together through the register of ‘sam@r@sequivalence’ nor discretely and
hierarchically separated through the discoursauttfial essentialism. My perspective
pivots on Sara Ahmed’s (2000) notion of inter-embueht which acknowledges that
embodied identities are produced asymmetricallgubh acts of ‘saming’ and ‘othering’
that differentiate between bodies on the basisudfipte intersecting axes of power such
as gender, race, sexuality, class, nation, religih culture. Within this framework,
difference cannot simply be read off the body bé‘anorexic’ or ‘the veiled woman’,

but rather must be understood as created througlattonbetweerbodies.

In tracing the relational constitution of these tiigures, | draw on material from both
‘Eastern’ contexts (primarily Egypt, but also Irand Turkey) and ‘Western’ milieus
(primarily Britain and the United States), datimgrh the eighteenth century through to
the present. | do this, in part, because ‘theedeitfoman’ and ‘the anorexic’ have been
produced historically precisely through the (oftediscriminate) yoking together of
customs and values rooted in divergent ethnic aitdral contexts. My objective is not,
however, to reproduce such homogenising discolmgssiggesting that the histories of
construction associated with either veiling or &x@a are ‘the same’ across these diverse
geo-political contexts. It is important in thispect to underscore that the Middle East,
like the industrialised West, is and was a vastethdically diverse region ‘where local
differences seemed more vivid than those betweshdfal West’' (Hoodfar, 2003:18).
Nor do | seek to underscore a fundamental contirngtween past and present. My aim
is to show thatas discursive-material constructignsarticular cultural binaries, concepts
and figures linked to anorexia and veiling havenbe®duced relationally via movement
both withinand acrossgyeo-political borders and boundarfésAs these constructions

1 \While 1 aim to trace the ways in which discoursegarding femininity and womanhood emanating from
‘the Muslim East’ and ‘the West’ have been (re)douted relationally across this border, my objeate

is not to suggest that the relationship between &as West is the only, nor necessarily always the
prominent, axis of relationality relevant to thenstruction of ‘the anorexic’ and ‘the veiled womem’
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have ‘travelled’ across time and space they hatagned some commensurable features,

but have also been radically rearticulated andodyored, and as such, cannot be fixed.
Colonialism, (proto)feminism, hysteria and ‘the veli

The Muslim veil was first transformed into a sulpsitze object of social, political and
religious contention in the context of Europearooalism in the Muslim East in the late
nineteenth century (Ahmed, 1992; Hoodfar, 2003)rify this period, discourses among
Western colonialists, native modernisers, religiooisservatives, nationalists and
feminists (and other groups) produced competingipskd images of ‘the veil'. Each
group sought to construct veiling in ways that supgd their own social and political
interests. Around this same time, anorexia nerveessaconstituted as a feminine nervous
disorder in an Anglo-North American context in wingocial and medical links between
‘women’ and pathology were particularly salieng thysterical woman’ was a
prominent cultural figure, and feminists were chiafling women'’s social and economic
subordination (Malson, 1998: 57, 67). It is withims socio-historical nexus, | suggest,
that a relational construction of the ‘weak, frivos and appearance-obsessed Western
woman’ and the ‘strong, pious and modest Muslim wohmaterialised as a precursor to
the contemporary anorexia/veiling comparisons.s Hmary was (re)produced as part of
discourses around the ‘new veiling’ which emergedarious Muslim countries during
the late 1960s and early 1970s, and is linkeddaite of the ‘anorexia epidemic’ in the
West. It is, of course, alongside and against othearyicultural constructions, namely
the ‘free and liberated Western woman’ and ‘therepged and downtrodden Muslim

woman’, that this dualistic construction is repeat€re)constituted.

The topic of women and the veil as a political peoiwas first discussed publicly by
Muslim intellectuals in countries such as Egyptation which experienced a process of
‘Westernization’ through British colonial occupatibeginning in the late facentury.

In these discourses, ‘the woman question’ was thiréoked with imperatives of

other related imagined figures. It is clear thatés from other cultural locations, such as tlemsanating
from Africa and ‘the South’, have also played aril forming both ‘Western’ and ‘Eastern’ notiorfs o
womanhood.
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national advancement and political, social anducaltreform (Ahmed, 1992:128). In
The Liberation of Wome1899), for example, Qasim Amin, the elite reforme
considered by many as the ‘father’ of Egyptian fe@sm - although his ‘feminist’
credentials have been criticised in recent yeargimynist historians (Ahmed, 1992;
Abu-Lughod, 1998b) - argued that ‘the inferior giosi of Muslim women’ is the
‘greatest obstacle’ preventing Egypt’s advancemsrd nation (Amin, 1992/1899:60).
He maintained that ‘if Egyptians have an interesind a sincere desire for happiness, if
they wish to preserve their existence and to stoweard security and survival, they
should discard all unacceptable habits and eliraieaery undesirable trait that hinders
their progress’ (64). Advocating women’s partiahekiling, he insisted that ‘the veil as
we know it is a great hindrance to women'’s prograsd indeed to a country’s progress’
(47).

Modernisers such as Amin wrote in a colonial conbexvhich the occupying British
powers sought to legitimise their colonising missiy illustrating the essential
‘backwardness’ of Middle Eastern cultures visillieough ‘oppressive’ practices such as
veiling and polygamy. The British colonial offitia Egypt, Lord Cromer, argued that
Islam’s oppression of women, expressed throughvéik represented a ‘fatal obstacle’
to the Egyptian’s ‘attainment of that elevationtteddught and character which should
accompany the introduction of Western civilisatighinin, 1992/1899: 153).
Colonialists like Cromer relied on social evolution theories of race and culture, and
models such as the ‘Great Chain of Being’, whigvated middle-class Victorian
English society (and mores surrounding Victoriarmanhood) as the pinnacle of
evolutionary progress and civilization (Ahmed, 19&4man, 1992; Young, 1990).
Through such hierarchical frameworks, Muslim vejlcould be portrayed as
‘patriarchal’ and ‘backwards’ against a white, Biitideal of femininity - despite the fact
that Queen Victoria often wore a veil herself (Gggad, 2006: 330).

It is clear that Egyptian reformists drew on anifled these hierarchical cultural
distinctions. Amin insists that in arguing foress$ rigid practice of veiling for women,

he ‘is not in any way requesting this change bezaweswish to imitate for the sake of
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imitation Western nations and traditions and coodg’ (46). Yet he proceeds to
produce a cross-cultural comparison in which Wastelture is ‘strong’, ‘happy’ and
‘advanced’ and Egyptian culture is ‘weak’, ‘misdedland has ‘fallen back’ (46).
Praising the ‘benefits gained by Westerners indging up their daughters properly and
accepting their place in the world of men’ (59),dngues that a less extreme approach to
veiling would ‘greatly improve our way of life’ (46 What is evident from these brief
examples is that the arguments of British colosialand Egyptian reformers regarding
women and veiling were intimately linked and depehth part on comparative cultural
constructions of femininity. Within this contextjs through relational colonial and
modernising discourses that the veil is constitatead sign of Muslim backwardness and
gender oppression and the binary of liberated Westemen/oppressed Muslim women

is (re)produced?

While these ‘proto-feminist’ voices portrayed Wenstsocieties as ‘advanced’, ‘strong’
and ‘happy’ and constructed ‘the Victorian middlass woman’ as an ideal to be
emulated by Muslim women, an examination of Viaarnotions of femininity points to
a rather different story. Within nineteenth ceptBritain and North America, the link
between ‘women’ and pathology was particularly ewid® A figure of the ‘hysterical
woman’ had gradually begun to emerge in nineteeeatitury medical literature, signified
by characteristics such as suggestibility, naremsidleness, self-indulgence, moral
weakness, lack of will power and ‘craving for syrtipa (Smith-Rosenberg, 1972: 659,
667). While hysteria was generally seen as lintkagdomen’s inherently ‘diseased’
reproductive system, namely the womb, a wide asfagymptoms, ranging from
seizures, to headaches, to general fatigue an@sipn, were seen as indicative of the
condition. Such medical discourses were reinfolmedcientific ideas relating to

women’s evolutionary weakness (such as those aviDaand cultural notions of ‘the

15 Of course, actors other than colonial officials;ts as missionaries and European feminists, also
participated in the construction of this Westernglita binary through their engagements veiling peast
(Ahmed, 1992: 154).

5 Women, especially middle class married women wiititdren, frequently complained of ‘isolation,
loneliness, and depression’ (Smith-Rosenberg, 1852). Books written in the last half of the nigeth
century consistently ‘assert that a large numbamehe majority of middle class American womenteve
in some sense ill' (Douglas Wood, 1973: 26).
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perfect Victorian lady’ who combined ‘total sexihocence, conspicuous consumption
and the workship of the family hearth’ (Vicinus,7I9 ix).

Specific to middle class white women, these megdsméntific and cultural ideas about
feminine fragility and pathology did not generadiytend to working class and slave
women who, consistent with Victorian economic andtigal imperatives, were thought
to be healthy and robust and fit to work in thédseand wash-houses (Erenreich and
English, 2005:125-6). When working class or blacknen were diagnosed with
hysteria, it was seen as originating in their sahgy indecency, and sexual excess
(Smith-Rosenberg, 1972: 670). Characterised aefdmlly asexual and not
uncommonly frigid’ (663), the figure of the whitejddle class ‘hysterical woman’ was
thus produced directly against representationdamkiand working class women’s
unrestrained sexuality. In this sense, we migt ake the de-sexualised Victorian
‘hysterical woman’ as constructed through the MedBkstern ‘harem woman’,
represented within ubiquitous eroticised Orientakpresentations at the time as overly

sexualised and libidinous (Melman, 1992; Lewis, 4200

Interestingly, assumptions regarding Muslim womeaXsessive (and yet hidden)
sexuality at this time were often linked with naoisoof their abundant appetites. As Billie
Melman argues, within Victorian culture and tralrature, food and eating as symbols
had ‘become inseparable from the image of the @aslocus sensualiand that of
orientals as generally lascivious’ (italics in anigl) (1992: 122-3). Muslim women were
continually described during this period as consigriood with others and ‘references to
excessive, irregular eating are scattered in héitemature, particularly in descriptions at
the harems of the elite’ (123). Particular refeeswere made to women in harems
consuming ‘rich and heavy’ foods and digesting med&ich was ‘universally believed to
arouse sexual feelings, aggravate lust and cawmsatsodisorders’ (126). From a
relational perspective, descriptions of Muslim worsecommunal and unrestrained
eating were particularly significant because thregyresented a marked contrast to
pervasive gendered social norms in the Anglo-Anaeri¢ictorian context which

constructed eating as ‘unfeminine’. In the nieeté century, the figure of the
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‘hysterical woman’ emerged in a context in whiavalidism and scanty eating
commonly accompanied each other’ and ‘wasting wasyile’ (Brumberg, 1988: 171).
For Victorian white, middle and upper class womehd were most likely to be
diagnosed as hysterics), food was linked to glytterhich was in turn linked to
lasciviousness. Denial of food thus ‘became a fofmmoral certitude’ and a means of

‘advancing in the moral hierarchy’ (182).

By the late nineteenth century, hysteria was arghrand ‘socially accepted sick role’ for
white, middle class Victorian women (Smith-Roseghd®72: 671). lll health had
become ‘positively fashionable’ (Douglas Wood, 197@) and a ‘morbid aesthetic
developed in which sickness was seen as a soufeenafe beauty’ (Erenreich and
English, 2005:119). As Erenreich and English aygtgas acceptable, even stylish, to
retire to bed with “sick headaches”, “nerves”, amadious unmentionable “female
troubles” (2005: 118-9). These prominent linksaen womanhood, pathology,
nervousness and hysteria (as well as discoursaadfonfeminine eating’) formed the
social and political context for the emergencerairaxia nervosa as an object of medical
discourse in the last decades of the nineteentiuige(Malson, 1998). As Helen Malson
suggests, intimately linked to gendered notionsysteria, ‘anorexia figured as a

political forum, as much as a medical one, in whahklebate and therefore constitute and
reconstitute feminine nervousness’ (1998: 49wads not until the late twentieth century,
however, that ‘the anorexic’ would come to figusepmtent metaphor for Western

femininity.

As feminist theorists have emphasised, the figaféthe hysteric’, and later ‘the
anorexic’, emerged as pathological gendered subpretisely within social contexts in
which feminists and other women sought to contasigrchal oppression (Douglas,
1972; Bordo, 1993; Malson, 1998). Indeed, just@senialists such as Lord Cromer
were espousing proto-feminist arguments about ¢eel to liberate Muslim women in
Egypt, British women were rising up to protest tlevn subjugation under patriarchy.
As Leila Ahmed (1992) has discussed, however,fdraihist’ views of British

colonialists abroad certainly did not extend to veonm their own countries. In England
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Lord Cromer served as founding member and presmfehe Men’s League for
Opposing Women’s Suffrage (153). Thus, while tleratly refined and socially capable
‘Victorian woman’ was installed by colonialists andtive modernisers as the ultimate
ideal of femininity in Middle Eastern countries buas Egypt, the figure of the fragile,
depressed and sickly ‘hysterical woman’ had cometmany senses, define femininity

in the Victorian Euro-American context.

Historical evidence suggests that these prevateages of Victorian women’s debility,
nervousness and ‘inappropriate’ fixation on fashmade the cultural crossing from
Western nations to the Middle East. For exampl&js travel memoir recounting his
journey to a scholarly congress of OrientalistStackholm and his subsequent travels
throughout Europe in 1889 (the same year that Astiihe Liberation of Womemnas
published), the Ottoman author Ahmed Midhat desctihis travelling companion,
Madame Gilnar, a Russian noblewoman, as oftemfgélj needing excessive amounts
of sleep and spending some days without leavingptie! (Findley, 1998: 32). After
Madame Gulnar's mother and son arrive to join thie pn their travels, Midhat is
startled at her ‘childlike submission to the willleer mother and her absent husband’
(32). Such descriptions of fragile and subordinggstern femininity came at a time
when Muslim conservatives and nationalists wereeored not only by European
economic encroachment in the Middle East, but bysthe infiltration of Western social
and cultures mores (Ahmed, 1992: 142). It wasis ¢ontext, | want to argue, that those
who objected to the modernising projects of Britistonial powers and Egyptian
reformers drew strategically on such images of&fiah womanhood to reappropriate a
figure of the Muslim ‘veiled woman’ as strong, psoand modesigainsta construction

of ‘Western woman’ as weak, frivolous and appeagastzsessed.

Those who opposed the Western modernising prajeegypt constituted not only
nationalists and religious conservatives, who sotmpreserve Islamic and national
heritage and did not want to be unseated from fasitions of power and control, but

also some Muslim feminists who were critical ofamohl and reformist rhetoric
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regarding the liberation of women (Ahmed, 1992:,1448, 179-181)’ The dominant
voices of Egyptian feminism in late nineteenth aady twentieth century, like their
European feminist counterparts, supported the oalsmin and others for unveiling and
‘promoted a feminism that assumed the desirallitgrogress toward Western type
societies’ (174). Upon returning from a meetingha International Alliance of Women
in Rome in 1923, the prominent feminist Huda Shaagad her colleagues in the
Egyptian Feminist Union removed their veils to @kers on the train platform in Cairo
as a sign of protest against enforced veiling &echarem system (Shaarawi, 1986: 1).
Other Egyptian feminists, such as Malak Hifni NdsBewever, were wary of reformist
arguments for unveiling and pointed to the problevith abrupt demands on the part of
male elites for women to unveil when women wereaiatamed to veiling (Ahmed, 1992:
180). Arguing that women should ‘bring a critiead discriminating eye to the issue of
adopting Western customs’ (181), Nassef commemeti® phenomena of women on
the streets of Cairo in European dress, ‘congratig/dhemselves on being modern’. She
describes these Westernized ‘upper class woméptr@asccupied with fashion” and ‘not
motivated by a desire for liberty or persuaded thatveil hampered them in the pursuit
of knowledge’ (180). Such discourses draw on gemtamages of Victorian women
within the era of ‘the hysterical woman’ as idlegking in agency and obsessed with
frivolous fashions (even to the point of makingrttselves appear ill in order to be ‘in
style’), setting them against Muslim veiled womegisater political awareness, strength

and sensibility.
Veiling, anorexia and ‘Westoxification’

Similar relational constructions of ‘Western womeand ‘Muslim women’ resurfaced in
the context of nationalist conflict throughout tiaentieth century in different Middle

Eastern contexts. A pertinent example is provioked strand of political discourse and
debate pervasive in Iran in the years leading uped 979 Iranian revolution, an event

which profoundly reinforced existing identificat®between radical Islamism and veiled

7 This group also included lower and lower middkess people who were negatively affected or derived
no benefits from Western occupation (Ahmed, 1992).
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women. It is important to point out the social gaditical history of women’s wearing

of the chador in Iran differs from that of veilimgEgypt. In Iran the Shah banned the
chador as a means to Westernize the nation andlémeic revolution in turn enforced
wearing of the chador in order to indigenize triagit Whereas in Egypt, Islamic dress
worn after the mid 1970s by women was part of aggraots activist movement (El
Guindi, 2003: 587). However, the similar relatibrepresentations of ‘Western’ and
‘Muslim’ femininity that emerged as part of natidisdiscourses in both nations provide
a salient link between these two historical and-gelttical contexts. Within both

milieus, political representations of veiled Mushmomen as ‘strong, pious and modest’
were producedgainstand throughimages of Western women as ‘weak, frivolous and

appearance-obsessed’.

In the early 1960s, the Iranian writer Jalal al'mddud published his famous critique of
Iran’s ‘mindless’ push towards Western modernizgtentitledWestoxification

(Sullivan, 1998: 215). Ahmad employs the term ‘Wgg&#gication’ to symbolise all that is
negative about the Western economic, political @ardtural influence in the Middle East.
He refers to ‘being afflicted with “westisis™ agia to ‘being afflicted with cholera’

(215). In the wake of the 2,500 year celebratibRersian monarchy in Persepolis
staged by the Shah of Iran, the radical thinkerSNariati employed this controversial
text to denounce the Western cultural influencéranian women who symbolised the
moral crises produced through westoxification: ftle, made-up, consumerist
Westernized “painted dolls™” (Ahmed, 1992: 14-1B)espite their ‘power to effect social
change’ Shariati argued, Western women, and thasteEh women who seek to emulate
their model, ‘allow their desires to be so manipediethat they become vulnerable pawns
in capitalist consumption and leisure’ (Sulliva@98: 218). Against these images of
‘westoxified’ femininity, Shariati (through his mhcelebrated teXtatima is Fatima
(re)constructs the figure of Fatima, the daughtéhe prophet Mohammed, as a symbol
of how Iranian women could ‘enter modernity and agmthemselves as neither Western
nor traditional’ (217). Once again, the strengtd &onour of ‘the Muslim woman’ is

constructed relationally against the weakness awnoldusness of ‘the Western woman.’
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It is interesting to note that Iranian represeontatiof ‘westoxification’ and Western(ized)
women as inactive, appearance-conscious and conistyrsach as Shariati’s, emerged
precisely at a time when the notion of an ‘anorepalemic’ had infiltrated public
consciousness within the West. While the causesdftreatments for anorexia nervosa
had been discussed and debated within medicalhpkgical and cultural journals since
the late nineteenth century, knowledge of the dosrddid not cross the public radar
until the early 1970s with the publication of de®in more popular mediums such as
psychiatrist Hilde Brunch’$he Golden Cage: The Enigma of Anorexrid 978
(Brumberg, 1988). By 1981 thieternational Journal of Eating Disordefsad been
founded and the (reported) incidence of anorextheénUnited States increased more than
50 percent in the 1970s and 1980s (Gremillion, 2Q)3 As Joan Brumberg argues, ‘In
effect, anorexia was the disease of the 1970sétedlipsed only by AIDS in the 1980s’
(1988:10). Within this context of a rising anomese@pidemic’ in the West, al’ Ahmad’s
concept of ‘westoxification’, and Shariati’s apptimn of the term to Iranian ‘painted
dolls’, provide powerful metaphors linking Westeulture, gender and disease.
Western culture is imagined as a powerful contagi@msoning women with its toxic

bodily ideals and values.

These representations of diseased Western(izedewarare also employed at a moment
when feminist critiques of Western culture’s patfal, competitive and consumerist
values as a breeding ground for the developmeeaiifg disorders and body image
distress, such as Susie OrbadFes is a Feminist Issugl978) and Kim Chernin’s
Obsessiorf1981), were just beginning to come to the foreonia relational perspective,
Shariati’'s image of ‘the idle, made-up, consumensisternized “painted dolls™

(Ahmed, 1992: 14-15) can be seen to combine imafjesth the nineteenth century idle,
fatigued, middle class ‘hysterical woman’ and tho&the late twentieth century
‘anorexic’ who grapples with the competing cultysadssures of capitalist consumption,
individual competitiveness and the feminine impgeato remain always slim and
‘beautiful’. Against toxic Westernized ‘paintedltd it is the image of the strong,
‘fundamentalist’ Muslim women marching en massblatk chadors that the Iranian

revolution installed as a model of Muslim womanhodhages of feminine hysteria
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were in turn deployed by Western media to desdhbdranian Revolution as the
‘collective hysteria of frantic masses’ (Gole, 1988). In this moment, Western
‘hysterical femininity’ is again re-appropriatedfeminise and hence Other ‘irrational’

and ‘pathological’ Muslim fundamentalism.

In the contemporary context, relational construetiof ‘the anorexic’ and ‘the veiled
woman’ have become more explicit. In a post 9Mdiad and political context in which
depictions of ‘downtrodden’ veiled Muslim women aviele-spread, contrasting images
of the ‘anorexic, body-image conscious Western wdraad the ‘confident, secure,
veiled Muslim woman’ are (re)produced, in partaaseans to disrupt the resurgent
‘liberated Western woman’ and ‘oppressed Muslim \aafrbinary. One significant
stand of such comparative cultural discourse isamby young Muslim women (many
of whom live in Western industrialised countrias)slamic websites and magazines.
Makeda Knight claims, for example, that ‘Muslim wemdon’t suffer from insecurities
about their bodies, because the philosophy andinlgpf their culture discourages it’
(Dixon, 1999: 2). Similarly, Sehmina Jaffer Choprgues that “The Muslim woman
does not feel the pressure to be beautiful oraite which is so apparent in the
Western and Eastern Cultures... It is very diffefeorn the cruel methods that other
societies subject women, in that their worth isajsvjudged by their physical
appearance’ (2002: 1§. The main argument expressed by such comparisahat
veiling, and the embrace of Islamic values thatdteetice represents, serves to empower
Muslim women and increase their self-esteem byramgthat they are not affected by
the body-related ‘cultural pressures’ and expeesraf disordered eating that distress

non-Muslim Western womely.

While providing a powerful counter-discourse to diaamt representations of ‘Muslim
women’ as oppressed and downtrodden, these redatiepresentations also function
problematically, as other dualistic discourses hHawae past, to fix ‘Muslim’ and

18 See also Franks, 2000; Ali, 2000; Chopra, 200ufali, 2002; Hoodfar, 2003 and Rahman, 2004.

19 Although, interestingly, other Muslim and Islamiiscourses acknowledge that increasing numbers of
Muslim womenare suffering from anorexia and other eating disor@erd blame this on the influence of
Western culture. See, for example, Leila Ali (20@norexia: A Product of Western Ideals?’
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‘Western’ femininities in essentialised ways, tihesving self/other binaries in tact. In
homogenising ‘Muslim’ and ‘Western’ femininity, thelide social, political, historical
and embodied particularities and reify an essestigackaged picture’ of cultural
groups in similar ways to some of the historic@resentations discussed above
(Narayan,1998).

Representations of Islamic culture as ‘anti-congisti@gainst Western culture’s
rampant ‘consumerism’ (which is in turn associatéth the ‘anorexia epidemic’), for
example, disavow the various ways in which Islammabilised for and intertwined with
consumerist discourses. In their analysis of conion patterns in contemporary
Turkish society, Ozlem Sandickci and Gulnez Gargf@mmple, argue that ‘Islam, at
least in the context of Turkey, does not seem fmep consumption or offer an
alternative to consumerism’ (2001:148). They dsschiow, since the 1990s, as wealth
among particular sections of the religious popatatias grown, a bourgeoisie class,
‘conservative in values but avant-garde in consiongtractices’ (148) has emerged,
heightening consumer demand for the ‘200 Islansbifan companies now competing in
an ever-expanding market to serve women who walobtofashionable yet fulfil the
requirements of Islam’ (146). As consumers offtsaproducts such as luxury Islamic
hotel resorts, middle and upper class ‘turbaned &oare seen...doing aerobics or heard
talking about dieting’ (Ger and Sandickci, 2001:14%imilarly, Barg Kilicbay and

Mutlu Binark (2002) note the rise of a ‘fashion failing’ in Turkey which ‘is
inseparable from consumption, commodity, even piesapatterns, and is stimulated by
global and local trends in the market economy’ {4%uch analyses interrogate the
notion of an essentialist divide between Islam emasumerism. They also disrupt rigid
distinctions between ‘Muslim femininity’ and conoerregarding fashion, appearance

and body image.

Moreover, it is clear that ‘the veil’ and otherring of Islamic dress (presented in young
Muslim women'’s discourses as symbols of their engrovent and essential ‘difference’
from mainstream Western culture) may easily be pee by Western consumer
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industry. An article from the fashion section theernational Herald Tribung2006)

flagging up the contemporary ‘Muslim-iz-ation’ afghion points to this possibility:

Various influences are pushing fashion away fromediaall vulgarity... thoughtful
designers are putting the change of mood intofaréifit context, as they talk about the
“Muslim-iz-ation” of fashion. They are referringth to drawing, deliberately or
unconsciously, on a culture of female sobrietya imorld clearly in turmoil, cocooning
clothes are a response (Menkes, 2006:11).

This example illustrates how susceptible identilities which depend on binary
reversals are to recuperation back into the veliyial and socio-economic relations of
power they seek to counter or distance themsefoes. f The article also points again to
the relational links between ‘the anorexic’ (thime symbolised through the ubiquitous
‘anorexic’ image of the runway model) and ‘the gdilwoman’. With the ‘Muslim-iz-
ation’ of fashion, the figures of ‘the veiled womamd ‘the anorexic’ flow into one
another in a capitalist figure of cultural fusionhybridity > As much as the figures of
the ‘Western woman’ and the ‘Muslim woman’, ‘theoaexic’ and ‘the veiled woman’
are contrasted, differentiated, and held apary, #ne never stable or fundamentally fixed

but rather always open to reversal or redeployrmeatdifferent guise.

In teasing out the ways in which the figures oé‘#Western woman’ and ‘the Muslim
woman’ and ‘the anorexic’ and ‘the veiled womanvédeen constructed in and through
one another — and yet have always been subjeefdowation and reinvention — a
relational approach points to the problems witthifoting these figures within binary
categories and positioning them along a singlaalipdane. It shows that it is possible
neither to separate the two figures through theositmn of rigid boundaries nor to

collapse one into the other because they remaistitotively intermeshed.

In the first part of this paper, | argued that $amiy-based cross-cultural approaches to
countering cultural essentialism, such as thoseredf by Jeffreys, Nasser and
Hirschmann, are problematic because they oftdailijo theorise the intersection of
multiple axes of social differentiation, ii) asseuperficial similarities between embodied

20| would also note the interesting phenomenon oé$iérn’ fashion designers such as Calvin Klein
developing ‘haute couture’ hijabs.
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practices that slip back into essentialist notiohsultural ‘difference’ and iii) fetishise
the imagined subjects of particular embodied pcastas objects. The relational
approach developed in the second part of the gaks to avoid each of these problems.
Rather than cutting ‘the anorexic’ and ‘the veileoman’ off from their historical, social
and discursive trajectories of production, it tsaget these processes, situating them
within specific contexts and relations of powerlsas colonialism, nationalism, racism,
patriarchy and capitalism. Its shows that therkgwof ‘the anorexic’ and ‘the veiled
women’ have been (re)produceat through indigenous, culturally-bound discursive
systems, but precisely through discursive-matamtakactions and encounters that
reverberate across East/West borders. As suetgtonal approach disrupts culturally
essentialist attempts to separate these two figntesliscrete, hierarchical categories of
Western/non-Western, liberated/oppressed and #u fitrillustrates that anorexia and
veiled arenot (as similarity-based cross-cultural approacheguieatly suggest)
constructed exclusively along a linear plane ofdgenbut rather through the intersecting

axes of gender, race, ethnicity, sexuality, clegggion, nation, and culture.

Furthermore, the ongoing reversal, reconstructr@hrasignification of ‘Western’ and
‘Muslim’ femininities highlighted through the relahal tracing indicate the ways in
which ‘difference’ is produced as a relatioetweerbodies, rather than existing as an
essential property which can be read off particht@ies (Ahmed, 2000). This is not, of
course, to say that embodied particularities doemedt, but rather to highlight the ways
in which embodied ‘differences’ are socially andalirsively (re)produced through
particular relations of power, and as such, arammite or natural, as cultural
essentialism implies. Finally, as a way of trytogesist fetishising women from
‘Muslim’ (or ‘Western’) cultures as passive, a-bistal objects and vehicles for Western
knowledge, it emphasises the ways in which womaediffarent geo-political locations
actively participate in the processes of discurswastruction and relational
representation through which particular embodidgjesttivities are (re)constituted.
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Conclusions

What does a relational approach offer to a critieadinist project of theorising cultural
formations and binaries? Providing an alternattoveimilarity-based cross-cultural
approaches, a relational methodology enables saan of particularity as well as
connection with respect to embodied cultural pcasti As such, it moves us away from
the reification of essentialist cultural differes@adthe flattening or effacing of
important specificities. It provides a theoretifraimework through which the production
of salient gendered cultural figures and practaasbe genealogically traced with an

emphasis on intersectional, historical and contdxelations of power.

The concept of particularity is useful in this cexttbecause it departs from a colonialist
‘difference from’ register which posits hegemonkea such as ‘the West’ and
‘whiteness’ as norms against which subordinateieatand embodiments reveal their
‘difference’. In this sense, particularity doed fielong’ to the minoritized ‘other’, but
rather represents the specific intersection of iplelsocial and embodied axes through
which each particular subject, practice or figweonstituted. Mapping the complex
discursive-material processes through which varaulisiral practices and figures have
been produced enables the development of moresadgonal, contextually-specific and
historically-grounded views of embodied culturahgtices than most similarity-based
cross-cultural offer. Being attuned to the patadties of various practices is critical in
preventing essentialist, ethnocentric and homogenonstructions. It may also aid
comprehension of the complex reasons why partidatans of specific practices
perpetuate in certain contexts (and not othersici@lly, in conjunction with theorising
particularity, a relational methodology also mapes ¢onstitutive connections between
various practices or figures. As a theoretical,toonnection underscores the ways in
which processes of social and cultural differerdraand the production of embodied
particularities are always relational, rather tbannded or discrete. A relational
approach acknowledges that the discursive-materka between various practices or
figures araelationships of powewhich may function as modes of ‘othering’ and

exclusion. Yet, it also suggests that such caristé links represent relationships of
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mutuality which hold the potential for the develagmhof transformative social

interactions and solidarities among differentlydted subjects.

Through the process of genealogically tracing paldrities and connections, a relational
approach also offers the possibility of disruptargl resignifying essentialist binaries and
identity categories. By illustrating how ‘the aaric’ and ‘the veiled woman’ have been
constructed in and through one another, it trouthlesessentialist binary which attempts
to hold these figures apart. Exposing the binamgshanics and historical trajectories of
production, a relational methodolodisruptsthe power it commands. However, as a
means of both concluding this paper and suggeatiegues for future analysis, | want to
argue that in order tadically resignifythis and other binaries, a relational approach
needs to go one step further. Moving through diea disruption to radical
resignification necessitates that we theoriseimiatity beyondthe self-other dialectic.
Clearly, ‘the anorexic’ and ‘the veiled woman’ cahbe seen as insulated from all other
embodied constructions and historical and culttreedes. They are not relatedly to

each other and constructexiclusivelythrough each other, but rather, are historically,
subjectively and materially linked to a host ofatlembodied ‘selves’ and ‘others’. As
such, we need a model for representing and thagrrsiationality in such contexts as
complexandmultiple If we widen our field of analysis and imagine thinary in

guestion as existing withinralational webof other binary relations we can think about
resignification from an ontological starting poaftmultiplicity. Within such a web, ‘the
anorexic’ and ‘the veiled woman’ would be situassdsimultaneously linked to
numerous other imagined subjects or figures. Tigagsome of the multiple links
structuring such a relational web may thereforevallis to begin developing a relational
approach to resignification that enables theorisihigelationalitybeyondthe binary
self/other dialectic, yet without effacing the tedas of power that particular binaries

produce or disavowing the power of such binariesndure.
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