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“The Islamic headscarf functions as a mirror of identity which forces the Europeans to see who they are and to rethink the kinds of public institutions and
societies they wish to have.” ( Joppke 2009, 2)

Joppke provides a vigorous investigation of the issues and challenges surrounding the Islamic headscarf controversy in Europe. His focus is on the
(apparently) paradoxical co-existence of two belief systems: liberalism and
Islam.
The author assesses the intersection of Islamic practices in Western
society; primarily, the headscarf with liberalism (broadly speaking) in the
three major countries: France, Germany and Britain. The focus of his work
is on the experience, approach, reception and response to the wearing of
the Islamic veil in public, within the framework of French Republicanism,
“Christian-Occidental” Germany, and multicultural Britain. In this essay he
examines the apparent meanings, symbols and idioms of the Muslim veil, in
all its various forms; which according to many is seen as a symbol of female
subjugation and submission to patriarchy, and rejection of Western liberal
values, making the feasibility of its use in liberal societies questionable.
The book is divided into chapters to assess the compatibility of Islam
with liberalism, using the three countries as case studies: the French ban
on school pupils wearing headscarves, the German ban on teachers wearing veils, and a “home-grown” disapproval in multicultural Britain.
The issuing of the French legislation in 2004, banning Muslim teachers from wearing the headscarf in schools, was promoted as an attempt
by the state to “integrate” Muslim women into the wider society of the
French republic. Joppke suggests that the rhetoric concerning the headscarf (according to the liberal value system) says it is a threat to both social
homogeneity and individual autonomy and in conflict with the core values
of the modern liberal state.
The German stance towards the veil is one of assimilation rather than
integration. The justification for banning the headscarf among school
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teachers, but not students, was an attempt to discourage the rise of a socalled politicized Islam, one that would be a “rejection of liberal democratic precepts” ( Joppke 2009, 53). Teachers in Germany are considered to
be civil servants and therefore “representatives of the state”; so they must
adhere to neutrality in matters of religious and ideological expression. This
neutrality, however, does not apply to Christian symbols and practices,
since the German state considers its “neutrality” to be Christian by nature.
Joppke concludes that the veil controversy in Germany will continue
to grow unless the Federal Constitutional Court adopts an equal stance
towards all religious symbols and practices. Its current toleration of some
religious expressions but not others, is a contradiction of the very liberal
values that it claims to uphold.
Finally, Britain’s multicultural model, Joppke argues, can promote the
more extreme manifestation of Islamic veiling practises. In the context of
the headscarf, this can be observed in the adoption of such “extreme” dress
codes as the niqab or the face veil. In a much broader context, the accommodation of such practices, Joppke claims, promotes social segregation
and the exclusion of some Muslim communities from the wider society.
Research suggests that many Britons have no concern with Muslim
women wearing the headscarf: the main controversy is over the more
“extreme” forms of the Islamic veil.
Veil: Mirror of Identity describes the challenges arising from the practise
of Islamic veiling within the discourses and belief systems of liberalism.
It provides a thorough introduction to issues associated with immigration, integration and/or assimilation, and legislation within liberal states.
Joppke’s analysis addresses the relationship of the headscarf, in its many
forms, and the impact it has on the state’s identity, social sovereignty, cultural homogeneity and national allegiance. The debate over the Islamic
veil in Europe and the West generally is on-going, being the most visible
symbol of Islam, and especially with the rise of Islamophobic sentiments
and gestures.
Joppke’s book provides the reader with thought-provoking accounts of
the experiences of three major European countries, both dissecting the
multiple meanings associated with wearing the Islamic headscarf; and
whether Islam as a religious theology, can co-exist in societies which identify with liberal values.
Having said that, the book has its limitations. To begin with, its primary
focus is on the liberal response towards the veil (and Islam) in Europe,
exposing the issues and challenges confronting it, however, without accom© Equinox Publishing Ltd. 2013
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modating ways in which the co-existence of both Islamic and liberal values
may be promoted: which would help and encourage European Muslims
to identify, integrate and develop a sense of belonging and allegiance in
Europe.
The book also challenges the autonomy of the Muslim women who
choose to wear the veil out of their own choice and who themselves believe
in its value, rather than in submission to men or the practice of an “orthodox” and “dogmatic” version of Islam. Joppke defies this attitude to veiling;
referring to this state of spiritual sovereignty as a “new form of submission”
( Joppke 2009,110). Thus, he suggests that in all cases the veil suppresses
women, deeming it as a symbol of oppression and a threat to social identity and national allegiance. He does however acknowledge that, in order
to abide by truly “liberal” values, society should accommodate diversity in
belief.
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