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'VEILED FANTASIES: CULTURAL AND 
SEXUAL DIFFERENCE IN THE DISCOURSE 

OF ORIENTALISM' 

Meyda Yegenoglu 

If one \Vants to understand the racial situation psychoanalytically ... con-
siderable i1nportance 1nust be given to sexual pheno1nena. · 

Frantz Fanon, Black Skin, \Vhite Masks 

The phantasy is the support of desire; it is not the object that is the support 
of desire. The subject sustains hi1nself as desiring in relation to an ever 
1nore con1plex signifying ensen1ble. · 

Jacques Lacan, The Four Fu11da111e11tal Concepts of Psycho-Analysis 

UNVEILING AS POLITICAL DOCTRINE 

Erecting a barrier bet\veen the body of the Oriental \Voman and the Western 
gaze, the opaque, all-encompassing veil seen1s to place her body out of the reach 
of the Western gaze and desire. Frustrated \Vith the inyisibility and inaccessibil
ity of this mysterious, fantas1natic figure, disappointed 'vith the veiled figure's 
refusal to be gazed at, Western desire subjects this enig1natic, in Copjec's ter1ns, 
'sartorial matter', to a relentless investigation. The practice of veiling and the 
veiled wo1nan thus go beyond their siinple reference and become tropes of 
the European text in Hayden White's sense: 1 the data resisting the coherency of 
the iinage ,vhich 've are trying to fashion of them.'1 It is no_ surprise that there 
are countless accounts and representations of the veil and veiled \V01nen in 
\Vestern discourses, alJ made in an effort to reveal the hidden secrets of the 

Fron1: lvleyda Yegenoglu (1998), 'Veiled Fantasies: Cultural and S:xual Difference.in t!i: Discou~se 
of Orientalism, pp. 39-67, in Meyda Yegenoglu, Co/011ial Fantasies: To1vards a Fe1111111st Readmg 
of Orie11talis111 (Ca1nbridge: Cambridge University Press) 

542 

'\tEILEO FANTASIES: CULTURAL ANO SEXUAL DIFFERENCE JN THE DISCOURSE OF 0RIENTALISM' 

Orient. The very depiction of the Orient and its \Vomen, 'like the unveiling of 
. an enigma, makes visible 'vhat is hidden'.2 The veil is one of those tropes 
through 'vhich Western fantasies of penetration into the mysteries of the Orient 
and access to the interiority of the other are fantasmatically achieved. The most 
blatant exan1ple of the fear of the other and the associated fantasy of penetra
tion is French colonialism's obsession \vith the \V01nan's veil in Algeria. As we 
learn fro1n Fanon, 'the Algerian woman, in the eyes of the observer, is unmis
takably "she \vho hides behind a veil",'3 Fanon continues: 'this enabled the 
colonial adntinistration to define a precise political doctrine: "If \Ve \Vant to 
destroy the structure of Algerian society, its capacity for resistance, \Ve must 
first of all conquer the \VOtnen: \Ve must go and find them behind the veil \vhere 
they hide themselves and in the houses \vhere the men keep them out of sight" .'4 

I propose to take this 'precise political doctrine' seriously, because it provides 
us with several possibilities at once: first, a critique of the critiques of the ethico
political program of European Enlightenment from the point of vie\v of the 
double articulation of global-cultural and sexual differences, hence a ne\v \Vay 
of dealing \vith the entanglement of questiqns of imperialism and gender; 
second, a critique of the critiques of colonial discourse fron1 a feminist point of 
vie,v, hence the development of a ne\v fe1ninist perspective in the analysis of 
colonial discourse. I n1ust \Varn my reader that I claim no privilege for the veil 
as ari object of study. The grand narrative of the imperial, sovereign subject is 
cotnplex· and constantly changing, and the veil is privileged only to the extent 
that it enables us to see so1ne of the complexity of this narrative. 

The question of \vhy the veiled \Voman has such a high profile in the French 
colonization of Algeria seems obvious at a first glance: in the colonizer's eye 
Algerian resistance is condensed in the veil \Vhich is seen as an obstacle to his 
visual control. Conquering the Algerian women is thus equal to conquering 
Algeria, the land and people the1nselves. This is surely not a si1nple 1nilitary 
question in a narro\v sense, but it is rooted in a proble1natic of po,ver, \vhich 
not only takes Algeria as a land to be conquered, but 'vhich establishes such 
conquest in terms of an episten1ological superiority.5 One of the axioms of the 
European Enlightenment is 'the disenchantment of the \Vorld' in \Vhich 'kno\vl
edge, ,vltich is po\ver, kno\VS no obstacles'. 6 In his study on modern forms of 
discipline, Michel Foucault demonstrated that this problematic of kno,vledge 
as po\ver is tied to a social program and strategy according to \Vhich space is 
organized in a particular \vay \Vhich makes its iI1dividual occupants and their 
behavior visible and transparent. With modernity comes a ne\V form of institu
tional po,ver ,vhich is based on visibility and transparency and \vhich refuses 
to tolerate areas of darkness. The epito1ne of tltis 1nodern form of po\ver, 
Bentha1n's model prison, the panopticon, embodies the concept of an, eye \vhich 
can see \Vithout being seen. 7 For Foucault, the social practice of transparency 
completes the philosophical ideas of the Enlightenment, for instance Rousseau's 
\Vell-kno\vn dream of a perfectly transparent society (\ve might also say that it 
reveals the other side of these ideas).8 Foucault's vie\v is supported by Jean 
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Starobinski's interesting study on the the1ne of transparency and obstacle in 
Rousseau. Starobinski sho\vs that Rousseau attached a negative value to any
thing hidden or nlysterious and elaborated a \vhole theory of unveiling the 
truth.9 Indeed, in the political doctrine of French colonialisn1, the veiled \Votnan 
is made 'a case \vhich, at one and the sa1ne time, constitutes an object for a 
branch of kno\vledge and a hold for a branch of po\ver', and Musli1n women 
are classified as a group of people '\vho have to be trained or corrected, clas
sified, norn1alized, excluded, etc' .10 As Foucault has succinctly argued, these 
objects of discourse are not a pure creation of discotuse, they are rather objects 
(and subjects) identified by discourse as problems to be dealt with, and objects 
to be kt10\vn and controlled {only once they are identified, they enter into a 
process of construction in and by discourse). Surely, the veiled \VOman is 
already other-ed in her O\VU culture, gendcr-ed in and by a particular_ form of 
dressing, but she is other to the Western subject in a \Vay that differs fro1n her 
position relative to the dominant male subjects of her culture. I \vould like to 
argue here that the case or tropology of the 'veil' is not siinply a signifier of a 
cultural habit or identity that can be liked or disliked, be good or bad, but 'in 
a \VOrld be\vitched by the invisible po\vers of the other' for a subject, i.e., for 
the European subject in our case, it signifies the production of an 'exteriority', 
a 'target or threat', \vhich makes possible for that subject to 'postulate a place 
that can be delimited as its O\Vll and serve as the base' .11 This enables him to 
produce hi1nself, vis-3-vis an other \vhile sitnultaneously erasing the very 
process of this production. 

The veil can be seen as the resisting data or tropology of this 1nodern po\ver 
\vhose progra1n aims to construct the \Vorld in ter1ns of a transpar~ncy provided 
by kno,vledge as po\ver. Ho,vever, limiting itself to Europe as the sovereign 
subject of history, Foucault's analysis of such po\ver has re1nained bJind to the 
role played by these technologies and their episte1nological and subjective 
import in the European colonization of the \Vorld. Gayatri Spivak suggests that 
\Ve \Vrite against the 'possibility that the intellectual is co1nplicit in the persis
tent constitution of other as the self's shado,v'. I take her \Vords as a \Varning: 
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The clearest available example of such episten1ic violence is the ren1otely 
orchestrated, far-flung and heterogenous project to constitute the colonial 
subject as Other.- This project is also the symmetrical obliteration of the 
trace of that Other in its precarious Subject-ivity. It is \Veil kno\vn that 
Foucault locates epistemic violence, a complete overhaul of the episteme~ 
in the redefinition of sanity at the end of the European eighteenth centmy. 
But \vhat if that particular definition \Vas only a part of the narrative of 
history in Europe as \vell as in the colonies? What if the t\vo projects of 
epistemic overhaul \Vorked as dislocated and unackno\vledged parts of a 
vast t\vo-handed engine? Perhaps it is no more than to ask that the subtext 
of the palin1psestic narrative of i1nperialism be recognized as 'subjugated 
kno\vledge' ... 12 
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The subtext of the palin1psestic narrative of iinperialis1n is demonstrated in 
the fact that, \Vhether he likes it or not, for the European subject, there is ahvays 
niore to the veil than the veil. A very interesting exa1nple is Gaetan Gatian de 
Clerambault, the nineteenth-century French psychiatrist \vho \Vas fascinated 
with the foldings of North African dressing and took hundreds of photographs 
of veiled people. Cleran1bault see1ns to constitute the unique instance of a sub
jective approach to North African Islamic culture \vhich needs to be explored 
f1uther. According to Gilles Deleuze, if Clera1nbault's interest in Islan1ic folds 
1

1na1Iifests a deliriun1, it is because he discovers the tiny hallucinatory percep
tions of ether addicts in the folds of clothing' .13 The Isla1nic veil is considered 
by Clera1nbault and Deleuze as providing a unique form of perception of a 
world of 'figtues \Vithout objects' .'4 I see this as a legitin1ate area of research 
into the Isla1nic veil/fold, but I a1n interested here in a dialectics of seeing and 
gazing. Although Deleuze considers this a more restricted area of the 'optical 
fold', 15 I argue that its ethico-political iinplications exceed its epistemological 
limits. A general study of the fold and of its varieties re1nains li1nited in a dif
ferent \Vay, if \Ve reme1nber that, \Vriting again.st the ahvays-already existing 
possibility of the constitution of the other as the self's shado\v, Spivak's 't\VO
handed engine' \Vould ask for a re-inscription of the Isla1nic fold/veil as subju
gat~d knotuledge of the Western imperial palimpsest in Clerambault's 
psychological 'discoveries'. And Malek Alloula's well-known The Colonial 
Hare111 undeniably den1onstrates the place of sexual difference in the significa
tion of the Isla1nic fold/veil. Alloula's semiological classification and reading of 
erotic postcard pictures of half-veiled Algerian \Vomen opens up the problc-
111atic of cultural difference into a proble1natic of sexual difference. Although 
his approach is a semiological!Barthesian one \Vhich does not employ a themat
ics of fold, I suggest that \Ve take tliis \York as a \Yarning for the Deleuzian over
looking of sexual (and cultural) difference in the fold/veil." 

THE RHETORIC OF THE VEIL: ORIENTALIST TRAVEL \'VRITING IN 1HE NINETEENTI-I 

CENTURY 

In a sentence \Vhich predicts Alloula's \York, 'in the Arab \VOrld' \Vrites Fanon, 
'the veil \Vorn by \V01nen is at once noticed by the tourist ... [it] generally suf

.fices to characterize Arab society'. 17 Can this immediate attention be consid
ered as an instance of the celebrated Lacanian 1triumph of the gaze over the 
eye'?18 If I a1n \Vary of Foucault's co1nplicity \Vith the very form of power he 
analyzes because he overlooks its \Vorking outside Europe, or of Deleuzian 
analysis of the fold, I am also wary of a kind of psychoanalysis which is blind 
to the historical inscription of its conceptual apparatus. The question posed by 
Frani;ois Wahl to Jacques Lacau in his seminar on the gaze is instructive in this· 
sense. Against Lacan's insistence that alJ eye is evil eye, Wahl brings up the 
exa1nple of the 'prophylactic eye' (an eye that protects One from disease} in the 
Mediterranean cultures. Lacan's ans\ver is that the prophylactic eye is allo
pathic, i.e., it cures the disease by exciting a dissitnilar affection, and that the 
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prophylactic objects are clearly sy1nbols of the phallus. In the sa1ne place, he 
refers to the North African-Islamic 'baraka' and, despite a fe\v places \Vhere he 
admits that he hesitated, concludes that the eye is ahvays 1naleficent rather than 
beneficent. 19 I take the hesitation rather than the conclusion as 1ny guide, but I 
a1n interested in a deconstruction of the sovereign subject rather than an eth
nography of Isla1nic culture. In other \Vords, I a1n 1nore interested here in dem
onstrating the historical deter111i11atio11 of the Lacanian gaze, of 'the form of a 
strange contingency, symbolic of \Vhat \Ve (they) find on the horizon, as the 
thrust of our (their) experience, namely the lack that constitutes castration 
anxiety•.20 \Vithin such an approach, I consider the European's in1n1ediate 
object of attention in the horizon of Muslitn culture as his construct: the veiled 
\von1an is not simply an obstacle in the field of visibility and control, but her 
veiled presence also see1ns to provide the \Vestern subject \Vith a condition 
\vhich is the inverse of Bentham's 01nnipotent gaze. The loss of control does not 
in1ply a 1nere loss of sight, but a co1nplete reversal of positions: her body co1n
pletcly invisible to the European observer except for her eyes, the veiled 1vo111a11 
can see tvithout being seen. The apparently calm rationalist discipline of the 
European subject goes a\vry in the fantasies of penetration as \veil as in the 
tropological excess of the veil. This is \vhy the precise political doctrine is not 
siinply a 1nilitary matter, but, as I \vill de1nonstrate belo\v, the strategic desire 
\Vhich defines it is structured through fantasy. Dra\ving upon his experience as 
a psychiatrist, Fanon en1phasizes the violent play of this reversal: 

Thus the rape of the Algerian \Voman in the dream of a European is 
ahvays preceded by a rending of the veil ... Whenever, in drea1ns having 
an erotic content, a European 1neets an.Algerian \VOinan, the specific fea
tures of his relations \Vith the colonized society manifest themselves ... 
With an Algerian \VOman, there is no progressive conquest, no n1utual 
revelation. Straight off, \Vith the 1naximu1n of violence there is possession, 
rape, near-1nurder ... This brutality and this sadism are in fact empha
sized by the frightened attitude of the Algerian \voman. In the drea1n, the 
\voman-victim screams, struggles like .a doc, and as she \veakens and 
faints, is penetrated, 1nartyrized, ripped apart.21 

The veil is then part of or an element of a highly charged fantas111atic scene. 
Nevertheless, the fantasy of penetration is only one aspect of a 1nore complex 
ideological-subjective formation \vhich oscillates bet\veen fascination and 
anger and frustration. In the nineteenth-century European travellers' obsession 
\Vith the veil, the 'precise political doctrine' dissolves into a textual inscription 
\vhich is \Vitness to an underlying enunciative (and subjective) fonnation tra
versing different fields of \Vriting. These texts clearly display the veil's specific 
polyse1ny. As is \vell kno,vn, in Lacan's approach the gaze is not seen, but is 
in1agined by the subject in the field of the other.22 Orientalist \Vritit1g is the 
Ernopean itnagination at \VOrk in the field of the other. The veil attracts the eye, 
and forces one to think, to speculate about \vhat is behind it. It is often repre-
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sented as so1ne kind of a nlask, hiding the \Votnan. With the help of this opaqut 
veil, the Oriental \VOtnan is considered as not yielding herself to the Westerr 
gaze and therefore imagined as hiding son1ething behind the veil. It is througl: 
the inscription of the veil as a mask that the Oriental \Von1an is turned into ar. 
enig1na. Such a discursive construction incites the presun1ption that the real 
nature of these \VOJnen is concealed, their truth is disguised and they appear iu 
a false, deceptive manner. They are therefore other than \vhat they appear to 
be. Ed1nondo de Amie.is' statements reveal this figure of deception: 'it is hnpos
sible to say \vhat they contrive to do with those t\vo veils ... making the1n serve 
at once to display, to conceal, to pro111ise, to propose a problen1, or to betray 
some little marvel unexpectedly"' (emphasis added). 

The figure of the masquerade is frequently employed. Theaphile Gautier, in 
his description of the \vo1nen of Istanbul, expresses both his denunciation of 
.the veil and his identification of the true nature of the city through this same 
figure: 1an itnn1ense female population - anonymous and unlaio\vn - circulates 
through this 1nysterious city, \vhich is thus transforn1ed into a sort of vast mas
querade - \vith the peculiarity, that the donllnoes are never permitted to 
unmask. '24 Ed1uondo de Amicis describes the \~omen on the streets of Istanbul 
in a sinlllar manner: 

The first impression is 1nost curious. The stranger \vonders \Vhether all 
those white veiled figures in bright colored \vrappers are masquerades, or 
nnns, or mad \V01nen; and as not one is ever seen accompa1lled by a man, 
they see1n to belong to no one, and to be all girls and \vido,vs, or members 
of so1ne great association of the 'ill-married' ... One is constrained to 
stop and meditate upon these strange figures and stranger customs. 25 

The veil gives rise to a meditation: if they \Vear a 1nask, or masquerade or 
conceal themselves, then there must be a behind-the-mask, a kno\vledge that is 
kept secret from us. The 1nystery that is assumed to be concealed by the veil is 
t111co11cealed by giving a figural representation to tills mask and to the act of 
masquerading as an e1llg1natic figure. 1-Io\vever, \Vhat is thus cot1cealed, i.e., the 
'masquerade,, the 'veil', is the act of co11ceal111e11t itself. The veiled existence is 
the very truth of Oriental \vomen; they seem to exist ahvays in this deceptive 
manner. 

This metaphysical speculation or mediation, this desire to reveal and unveil 
is at the sa1ne ti1ne the scene of seduction. The metaphysical \Vill to kno\V gains 
a sexual overtone. Troubled \Vith tills mask, the Western subject is threatened 
and seduced at the same thne: 

These then, you think, these are really those 'conquerors of the heart', 
those 'founts of pleasure', those 'little rose leaves', those 'early ripening 
grapes', those 'de\VS of the morning', 'auroras', 'vivifiers', and 'full 
1noons'. These are the ha1111111s and the mysterious odalisques that \Ve 
drea1ned of \vhen \Ve \Vere t\venty years old ... It is a costu1ne at once 
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austere and S\veet, that has son1ething virginal and holy about it; ~ind~~ 
\Vhich none but gentle thoughts and innocent fancies should have birth. 

Since he is devoid of any true perspective on the Oriental \VOtnan, ~micis c.an 
never be sure. The Oriental \von1an/Orient is so deceptive and theatncal. With 
her, everything is an enigma. An1icis continues: 'that jealous veil. t~1at, accord
ing to the Koran, \vas to be "a sign of her virtue and a guard against the talk 
of the \vorld" is no\V only a semblance.'27 

This fear of being deceived by the masquerading Oriental \Vo1nan is also what 
characterizes Loti's representation of the Oriental \voman in Disenc~anted. In 
this novel, nvo "furkish \Votnen and a French \vriter, Marc ~elys, \vr1te a let~er 
to Loti, simply because they \Vant so1ne divergence from th~1r mon?t?nous life 
and \vould like to teach him a lesson by making hitn an ob1ect of ridicule. The 
\vomen approach Loti under their veils, thus re1naining co1npletely incognito.~8 

Unconifortable \Vith their invisible presence, Loti asks them to re1nove then 
veils but they refuse to do so. During their conversations, \vhen the \VOlnen 
speak a fe\v Turkish \vords \Vith each other, Loti inunediately \V~rns th~1n t?~t 
he kno\vs the language sufficiently \vell and \VOttld be a\vare if any unc1v1l 
remark' \Vas being uttered about hiin. . 

This short scene sums up the whole then1e of the novel: it is about ho\v Lott 
is seduced but at the same time n1ocked by these veiled \vo1nen. As they ~he1n
selves express through their attitude, it is precisely \Vith their veils that 0.rtental 
\vomen can seduce, 1nock, and threaten hi1n. The veil places them at a distance 
Loti cannot reach. In warning them that he kno\VS Turkish, that he can unde~
stand them he in fact expresses his o\vn anxiety. This anxiety is caused by lus 
lack of a tr~ie, fixed perspective; he cannot position hitnself vis-a-vis them. He 
reminds them of his kiio\vledge of their language precisely because this kno,vl
edge does not scein sufficient to hi.in to gain ~ontrol. ove~ t_heir ve~ed presence, 
for they masquerade and their dress is deceptive. It ts tlu~ incapacity to fix and 
control that is unsettling and terrifying and yet so seducing. . . 

A variety of reasons are offered by the European subject to expla1n1t~11s ob~es~ 
sion \\'ith the Oriental veil: 'civilizing', '1nodernizing', aud thereby hberaung 
the 'back:,vard' Orient and its \von1en, 1naking then1 speaking su~jccts. These 
are the manifest tenns of the political doctrine. But then ,vhat do \Ve tna~e of 
the above texts obsessed \Vith the veil? Joan Copjec suggests that no ra~1onal 
explanation can account for the West's prcoccupati?n \Vith liftit1g the veil, for 
this is a preoccupation sustained by fantasy and hence belongs to the realm of 

desire. According to Copjec: 
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What \Vas capital in this fantasy \Vas the surplus pleasure, t!1e useless 
jouissance \vhich the voluminous cloth \Vas suppo.sed to veil and the 
colonial subject, thus hidden, \Vas supposed to enJoy. Ev~ry effort to 
strip a\vay the veil was clearly an aggression agait1st. the bloate~ pres
ence of this pleasure that \vould not release itself into the. u1uversal 
pooI.29 
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Si1nultaneously attracting and repelling the subject, the veil occupies the 
place of the objet petit a, the object causing desire in Lacanian psycho analysis. 
Lacau \vrites that 'the object a in the field of the visible is the gaze'.30 Ho,vever, 
such an object does not exist objectively, in itself, but is constructed retroac
tively by the subject. Although any object might potentially be an object of 
desire, \Vhat transfor1ns an object into objet petit a is, in Slavoj Zizck's \vords, 
'an interested look, a look supported, per1neated and distorted by desire'.31 

Such a look is possible \Vi.thin fantasy. Fantasy is basically a scenario filling out 
the fundamental lack in the subject caused by a §plitting in the language. In 
Heath's \Vords, 'no object can satisfy desire - \vhat is \Vanting is ahvays 
\Vanting, division is the condition of subjectivity'.32 The concept of fantasy is 
crucial in Lacan's account of sexual relationship: Jacqueline Rose shO\VS that it 
is at the level of fantasy that man achieves his identity and \vholeness: 'the idea 
of a complete and assured sexual identity belongs in the real.in of fantasy', and 
'the man places the wo1nan at the basis of his fantasy, or constitutes fantasy 
.tluough \voman by transposing objet a onto the in1agc of \Voman \vho then acts 
as its guarantee. 'The absolute Otherness of ~he \vo1nan, therefore, serves to 
secure for the 1nan his O\Vn self-kno\vledge and truth.'33 We have seen above 
ho,v the veiled Oriental \Votnan is given precisely such a status in Orientalist 
discourse1 In Ofientalist \Vriting, discourses of c11lt11ra/ and sexual difference 
are potverfully 111apped onto each other. What is crucial in this process is that 
the very act of representing the veil is never represented; the desire that repre
sents the veil can not be represented. The subject can not represent (see) hiinself 
representing (seeing) himself.34 The metaphorical excess of the veil is thus an 

·effacement of the process of production of the subject. Placing desire on the side 
of the being rather than on that of the thing, Jacques Lacan writes: 'This lack 
is beyond anything \vhich can represent it. It is only ever represented as a reflec
tion on a veil. '35 

WOlvlAN AS VEIL: NIETZSCHE AND DERRIDA, OR Lll'.1TI"S OF IBE DECONSTRUCrION 

OF METAPHYSICS 

We have then a very precise relationship established benveen the veil, masque
rading, truth and \Voman. These themes are familiar in post-structuralist, 
psychoanalytic and feminist theories. By a detour through these theories, I am 
going to argue that, since the veil is a figure essential in the construction of fem
ininity in a patriarchal order, the European's strange obsession \Vith the veiled 
\Vornan also has implications for a ntore general analysis of patriarchy. 

The representation of '\vomanliness as 1nasquerade' finds one of its most 
po,verfu.l expressions in Nietzsche's \vork, \Vhere he associates femininity \Vith 
the tropes of truth and veil.36 For him, \voman, like the truth, is enigmatic and 
has a deceptive appearance. She adorns herself and by adornirig herself she 
seduces and fascinates man: '\von1an, conscious of man's feelings concerning 
herself, \val.king beautifully, dancing, expressing delicate thoughts: in the same 
\Vay, she practices modesty, reserve, distance - realizing instinctively that in this 
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\vay the idealizing capacity of rnan \Vill gro\v.'37 She has no truth nor she docs 
or can \Vant enlightenment about herself;38 Her truth is her adonunent and her 
style is appearance and disguise. She is nothing but a pure spectacle. 39 Here is 
Nietzsche's description of the fe1ninine: 

Unless a \VOrnan seeks a new adornment for herself that \Vay - I do think 
adorning herself is part of the Eternal-Ferninine? - surely she \vants to 
inspire fear of herself - perhaps she seeks mastery. But she does not iuant 
truth: \vhat is truth to woman? From the beginning nothing has been 
more alien, repugnant and hostile to \V01nan than truth - her great art is 
the lie, her highest concern is mere appearance and beauty.40 

Faced \Vith this destabilizing, fearful and enig1natic figure, \Ve find a per
plexed man \vho tries to grasp the essential femininity that lies behind her tnask. 
Nietzsche's 'nothing but pure spectacle' is only apparently opposite to the veil 
as a dark figure or as an obstacle to vision. The underlying question is the sarne 
as de Amicis' or Loti's: ho\v can he attain the kno\vledge of this enig1na, ho\v 
can he reveal \vhat lies behind her veiled appearance (i.e., the lie as her great 
art)? These are the questions de Arnicis, Gautier and Loti ask in their search for 
the truth of the Oriental \Von1an as an appearance of fenlininity. In their rhe
torical and epistc1nological move \Vhich I describe as the double articulation of 
cultural and sexual difference, culture and gender are other-ed through each 
other. These European men bring their insight and kno\vledge, their intuition 
and contemplation to the task of uncovering her hidden truth, yet they are not 
successful. Their solution is to posit the truth of a particular culture frotn \Vithin 
a certain patriarchal metaphorics: deception and dissimulation are essential 
characteristics of Oriental cultures. According to Nietzsche, ho\vever, \voman's 
deceptive style does not rnean that she conceals an esse~ce behind her appear
ance and adorntnent. She is deceptive because she has no essence to conceal. It 
is her 1nasquerading style \vhich 1nakes one think that she hides an essential 
truth. 

Nietzsche's aim in establishing an association bet\veen the tropes of \VOman, 
truth, and veil is to develop a critique of the philosophy of truth, \vhich is the 
problematic conunanding European Orientalist \Vriting. An analysis of the veil 
occupies an i1nportant role in his attack on 1netaphysical discourse and the 
various set of oppositions established \Vithin it. The parallelis1nJ1e establishes 
bet\veen the 1novement of truth and the deceptive fe1ninine gesture enables 
Nietzsche to criticize, but at the same tiine to reinscribe the tropological syste1n 
of 1netaphysics. The veil functions to make 'truth profound, to ensure that there 
is a depth that lurks behind the surface of things'.41 It is precisely by attacking 
this figuring of the veil that Nietzsche is able to take a critical distance fro1n the 
1netaphysics of truth and the essentialis1n inunanent in such di~courses as Loti's 
or de Amicis', He refutes the idea that there is an essence or 'real' behind the 
veil and increases the value attached to appearance over truth or real: \ve no 
longer believe that truth ren1ains truth \Vhen the veils are \Vithdra\vn; \Ve have 
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lived too much to believe this. Today \Ve consider it a matter of decency not to 
\Vish to see everything naked, or to be present at everytlling, or to understand 
and "kno\v everything'' .'42 

Metaphysical discourse is able to secure the various sets of oppositions it con
structs bet\veen appearance and reality, surface and depth, precisely through 
the figuring of the veil as that opaque curtain \Vhich conceals, covers, llides or 
disguises an essential nature. Nietzsche, by distancing himself from the idea of 
a 'real' rcsidiI1g beneath appearance and by valorizing the- appearance over this 
'real', attempts to under1nine the oppositional structure that characterizes 
metaphysical discourse. I-lo\vever, as Doane rightly points out, while taking up 
a critical distance from the metaphysics of truth, Nietzsche reinforces the asso
ciation between wotnan and dissiinulation or deception, for 'the pronoun she 
plays a 1najor role in delineating the operation of this n1ode of deception'.43 

Despite his atten1pt to devalorize the association of truth \Vith \Vhat is behind 
the veil, Nietzsche's \York still retains the categories of deception and feminin
ity as deception. Although, in Nietzsche's philosophy, there are no negative con
notations attached to deception and appearance (on the contrary he values 
them), Doane argues that these categories nevertheless 'place the \voman as the 
privileged exe1nplar of instability'.44 In other \vords, despite his attempt to 
dissociate the value attached to truth, Nietzsche still rernains locked \Vithin 
the binary logic \vhich construes truth and appeaCance as opposites. What 
Nietzsche fails to address is posed by Irigaray, as her criticism targets the very 
opposition bet\veen real and appearance _itself and the interest that resides 
underneath such an opposition: 'tuhat that \Ve should question has been forgot
ten, not about a truer truth, a realer real, but about the profit that underlies the 
truth/fantasy pair?'45 

The profit that underlies the truth/fantasy pair is what I have described as the 
European's fictional unity and co1mnand of experience, i.e., the production of 
their subjectivity, \Vllich de A1nicis, Gautier and Loti had 1nanaged by a textual 
proliferation of discourses through the tropology of the veil. 

Joan Rivicre's important \Vork 'Womanliness as Masquarade' also brings out 
an implicit criticis1n of the Nietzschean critique of metaphysics by providing us 
\Vi.th a po\verful discussion of ho\v the figures of \V01nan or femininity and 
veil/mask are closely associated in a masculine order. 46 Unlike Nietzsche's 
approach, Riviere's exposes tnan as the one \vho formulates the question: for 
Riviere, the ternt 'masquerade' refers to the 111a/e's representation of \voman on 
the one hand and hO\V this re"presentation constitutes her identity on the other. 
These t\VO aspects are closely related, for the question of representation is at the 
sa1ne time a question of constitution. 

The concept of 1\vo1nanliness as masquerade' refers to a male's representa
tion, to 1nasculine construction: 'The masquerade is a representation of fen1i
ninity, but then fe1nininity is representation, the representation of \voman. '47 
This trouble \Vith masquerade is 1nan's trouble: 'the conception of \VOmanliness 
as a ntask, behind \vhich man suspects some hidden danger, thro,vs a little light 
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on the enignia.148 It is 1nan's assu111ption of fen1ininity \vhich turns i~ into an 
enigma: As Stephen Heath observes: 'Man's suspicion is the old question, W~s 
toil/ das \Veib?, Das etuig Weiblicbe (What does \Voman \Vant? Eternal fenu
nine) all the others, ahvays the sa1ne ... the nlasqueradc is the \VOinan's thing, 

1 . '49 Tl . hers but it is a1so exactly for the n1an, a 1na e representation. ie question 
'Wh~t docs she \vant?' is paradigmatic here: de An1icis articulates this question 
\vhen he ',vondcrs \vhether all those \Vhitc veiled figures in bright colored \vrap
pers arc masquerades, or nuns, or mad \von1en' or \Vhen he cries, in fervor, 
before the cold mute masks: 'come, n1ore like other 1nen for once! tell us \vho 
you arc. 'so We learn frotn Riviere's psychoanalytic-feminist cri_ticism that. tl~e 
question of \vhat \Votnan \vants is the man's question. Accordu~g to her, .1t ts 
precisely this characterization of femininity that incites contradictory d~sues; 
the desire to kno\v and uncover her truth on the one hand, and the desue to 
distance her and thus avoid .the threat her unpredictability and inaccessibility 
pose, on the other. Consequently, the n1an is seduced an~ 1nocked ~nd threat
ened all at the same ti1ne. Such a contradictory and ambivalent desrre, caused 
by the continual displacement of his perspective 011 or lack of k1101~ledge of the 
tuo111a11, lends itself to an over-representation (the excess of the veil) and to an 
endless investigation of the feminine in an effort to evade such a lack and con
stitute his subjectivity. As such, the instability he experiences is dissipated by 
projecting it onto the fen1inine and characterizing her as the sex ,vhich is unpre
dictable and deceptive. At this point \Ve also need to re1nember Freud's endless 
atten1pts to evade his inability to kno\V and conquer the 'darkness' ~hat hovers 
around the fe111inine sexuality - at the sa111e ti111e a darkness be h11nself co11-
str11es throug/J his 01011 represe11tatio11. For example, he is as confident ~o study 
and kito\v 1nen's sexuality as he is totally puzzled by the other sex: 'That of 
\Vomen - partly o\ving to the stunning effect of civilized conditions and partly 
O\ving to their conventional secretiveness and insincerity - is still veiled in an 
impenetrable obscurity' (emphasis added).51 As Doane suggests, 'the horror or 
threat of that precariousness {of both sexuality and the visible) is ~~tenuat~d by 
attributing it to the \VOman, over and against the purported stab1hty and 1den-

·1 · 1 k I h . '52 tity of the 1nale. The ve1 ts t 1e mar o t at precar1ousn~ss. 
Derrida is another critic of Nietzsche and the last figure in our detotrr through 

post-structuralist theory. Although affirming Nietzsche's attack on the 1neta
physics of truth through the metaphor of \Von1an as the ?an1e of ll1_1-tru~h, 
Derrida nevertheless gives it another t\vist in his Spurs. Hts concern is, hke 
Nietzsche to undo the 1netaphysical discourse that sets truth and untruth as 
opposit~s~ While Nietzsche compares woman's de~e~tive veiled gestur~ ~o the 
moveinent of untruth, Derrida compares the femuune gesture to tor1t111g or 
style. The concept iuriti11g is one of the central instru1nents in Derrida's decon
struction of n1etaphysical binaries. Refuting the idea that \V01nan has an 
essence, Derrida argues that 'there is no such thing as the truth of \Voman, b~t 
it is because of the abyssal divergence of the truth, because that untruth is 
"truth", Woman is but one name for that untruth of truth.'53 The metaphors 
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Nietzsche uses for femininity such as instability and dissimulation are also 
deployed by Derrida. In his case, she appears as the figure for undecidability 
(associated \Vith but repressed by metaphysics), but as a figure nevertheless: 

It is i1npossible to dissociate the questions of art, style and truth fron1 the 
question of \Voman. Nevertheless, the question \vhat is \VOman?' is itself 
suspended by the sitnple formulation of their com1non problematic. One 
can no longer seek her, no more than one could search for \Voman's fem
ininity or fe1nale sexuality. And she is certainly not to be found in any of 
the familiar tnodes of concepts or kito\vledge. Yet it is impossible to resist 
looking for her.54_ 

Derrida represents a step further than Nietzsche in deconstructing the n1eta
physics of truth. But his deconstruction of metaphysics by \Vay of associating 
\voman \Vith undecidability and unpredictability implies turning \VOn1an into a 
ground or instrument of deconstruction. Ho\vever radical this aitn is she 
becomes a vehicle of deconstruction rather than a subject of it. In Spi~ak's 
\vords, 'as the radically other she does not re9//y exist, yet her na1ne remains 
one of the in1portant na1nes for displacement; the special n1ark of deconstruc
tion' .55 As Spivak rightly suggests, to av~id this 'double displacement of 
\Von1an', what is needed is the deconstruction of the 'opposition beti.veen dis
placement and logocentricism itself'. Spivak further argues that the task of 
deconstructing the sovereign subject cannot be accomplished if we 1i1nit our 
investigation to the question of \vhat \VOn1an is, for this is only another \vay of 
a~king the question '\vhat does \Voman \Vant?' With this question, \Von1an is 
still posed as the object of investigation. Rather, the fentinist gesture requires 
asking the question that \Viii allo\v the \voman the subject status and the posi
tioning of a questioning subject: \Vhat is man? what does he \Vant? It \Vill then 
be possible to 'bring back the absolutely convincing deconstructivc critiques of 
the sovereign subject'. 56 

I take Spivak's suggestion that a deconstruction of the opposition bet\veen 
displace1nent and logocentris1n is necessary in order to pose the question of the 
itinerary of man's desire in an attempt to deconstruct the imperial European 
subjectivity.57 The question of \Vhat 1nan \Vants, of 'the itinerary of his de.Sire', 
does not only make \V01nen subjects of inquiry but it also opens the inquiry to 
a global socio-eco110111ic and cultural inscription, for \vhich nineteenth-century 
Orientalist \Vriting is but one re1narkable instance, We are no\v in a better posi
tion to ask what 'interest' is involved here and \Vhat is 'the profit that underlies 
the truth/fantasy pair'. 

THE CONSTITUTION OF THE EUROPEAN SUBJECT AS SOVEREIGN 

T\vo modes of differentiation, the sexual and the cultural, are thus not siinply 
ti.vo distinct, singular n1oments in the representation of difference, but rather, as 
Ho1ni Bhabha phrases it: '\vi thin the apparatus of colonial po,ver, the discourses 
of sexuality and race relate in a process of f1111ctio11a/ over-deter111i11atio11. 158 The 

553 



MEYDA YEGENOGLU 

structural affinity bet\veen the t\vo \Vith respect to the dis~lay of diff~ren~e 
establishes a chain of equivalence in \Vhich woman is the Orient, th~ Orient ~s 
\Voinan; \VOtnan like the Orient, the Orient like the \voma~1, exi~ts vctl.e~; she is 
nothing but the nan1e of untruth and deception. If the Onental 1~ ~e1~un1ne and 
if the feminine is Oriental, \Ve can claim that the natur~ of. fe1llll11n1ty and the 
nature of the Orient are figured as one and the sa1ne tlung in the~e rcpr~senta
tions. This equivalence positions the Orientalist/Western ~~lon~al. subject_ as 
inasculine: the other culture is ahvays like the other sex. Tlus ts \vhy_ the 
Western subject, tuhether nzale or fe111ale, is alway_s fascinated by the veil or 
harem the truth of culture in the space o_f \Voman, in the body of \Voman. But 
th.en ,~hat does he see ,vhen the mask is lifted? Is it ever lifted? Ho'v can the 
subject of kno\vledge kno\v and be certain abo~t \vhat li~s b~l~ind tl~e rn~sk? 
Nietzsche refutes the vie\V there is an essence belund th~ veil. R1v1~r~ r~1nscn~es 
the question as man's, but then reads it also as c~nstit~tlon o~ fe~1n1n1ty (\vluch 
is representation of \voman).60 Irigaray also resists differenttattn.g bet\~een the 
veil 3nd \vhat exists underneath it, by \Vriting that 'beneath the v~tl s~bs1sts o.nly 
veil•.61 But for her - and especially \Ve might say, if representation IS con~ttt~
tion - there is an interest in the question and a profit in the discourse \Vluch It 

produces. . · · I · I 
\Vh·tt do \Ve 1nake of these Orientalist and masculine representations \V 11c l 

presu~pose and pose a place and a cultural/sexual secret b~hind th~ Orient~l 
feminine veil? We have seen that European \Vriters first posit the Orient~l v~il 
as an object of investigation and presuppose that there is something behtn~ It, 

but then this very presupposition is both denied and accepted by the concl.us.1on 
that the very natlue or being of the Orient is vei~ed. On .the s~rface, tlus IS a 
process in \vhich the veil is incorporated as an ob1ect of discursive and textual 
play. These t\VO processes ho\vever, political .and cultu~a.I, as se~arate they are, 
are not simply chronologically ordered. Wlule the pohucal proiect has been a 
precise strategy of unveiling, i.e., an imple1nentatton of.t~1e. ~uropean pr1nc1ple 
of government based on an ideal of transparency and v1s1bihty, the te~tu~l and 
conceptual di1nension, the inscription of the veil in the European text is \Vttne~s 
to a constitution of subjectivity, an llnaginary unity and ~onuna~1d ~f ex~en
ence in the encounter \Vi th the other. A careful reading of tlus constltu~to.n rmght 
enable us to see that the profit that underlies the truth/fantasy pau IS not a 
simple plus on the side of Ernopean subjectivity. Since suc_h ~r~fit, st~ch surplus 
of subjectivity is in ~he excess of the tropology of the veil, .It IS s.ub1ected to a 
mechanisiu \vhich remains beyond its control. What the Orientalist te~ts ma~
ifest in their paradoxical attempt to other the veil is that the reference IS always 
veiled and rc1nains other to \vhat it signifies. This is the point \Vhere 'real' pol
itics (the \vorld of conflict) and textual 'sublation' (belles /ettres) ~re ne_cessar
ily conflated \Vith each other. \Vhat appears through thi.s confl~tton might be 
called an ethos. The ethos in question, that of the sovereign s~bJ~Ct of Europe, 
is described by Marx in his critical reading of Hegel. Gayatri Spiva~ o?serves 
that, according to Marx, 'Hegel's picture of the subject appropnat1ng the 
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object' \Vas really charged by 'a deep hostility'. In Marx's O\Vn \Vords 1the . . ' 
appropriation ... 1nust proceed from ll1different alienness to real hostile 
engage1nent'. 62 

If Europe's outside is n1adc an integral part of its identity and po\ver in dis
cour.ses ~uch as Orientalism, this is, paradoxically, only by the creation of such 
outside 111 ter1ns of an absolute and essential difference. If the veiled \Voman/ 
cu_lt~re remains ahvays different or infinitely dissiinulating in Orientalist logic, 
tlus IS not because of the complexity of her/their being-in-the-\vorld in \vhich one 
1~i?ht find continuities as \veil as discontinuities \Vith one's o\vn c~lture/subjec
ttv1ty, but because they are al\vays and absolutely different. They should remain 
~if~~rent,, b~cause I should remall1 the sa111e: they are not/should not be a pos
s.1~il10ty \V~th1? n1y.o,vn \Vorld, \vhich \vilJ thus be different. This is the 'deep hos
tility wluch ts pointed out by Spivak and Marx, in resonance \Vith essentialism 
conceived as a philosophy of the 'proper'. That is to say, such hostility does not 
refer to a n1ere prejudice or uncultivated aggressive behavior \Vhich can be cor
rected or repaired by sin1ply taking a n1ore peaceful, good-natured tolerant or 
sympathetic attitude. Deep hostHity is not merely a subjective or pe~sonal char
acterist~c, changin.g from one person or group ,to'another, and thus adaptable or 
nonnahzable. Wlule personal or even group characteristics might \vell be affected 
_by education, to think that such an education \viii thus erase the subject position 
Is rather disingenuous. It is not a question of liking or disliking the Orientals 
t?eir \v~men, an~ their cultur~. The hostility expressed here is the force of nega~ 
tton \Vluch constitutes the subject as sovereign, that stern force \Vhich drives the 
1nac?ine of his self-production in the dialectical, restricted economy of the pro
duction of the self as s3.n1e. It is therefore a necessary mo1nent in his encounter 
with the culturally/sexually different. 

MIMICRY AND THE QUESTION OF TI-IE VEIL 

I have argued above that if the concept-figure of veil provides the Orientalist 
\Vith an imaginary control of his colonial displacement, its textual inscription 
nevertheless remains beyond his control. I have thus located an incessant 
1novement of desire at the center of orientalist discourse. This is part of an 
attempt to transfonn apd refor1nulate the very 1neans by \Vhich \ve identify 
the nature of colonial oppression and hence rethink the proble1natic dichoto
n1ies between self and other, structure and agency, do1nination and resis
tance.63 To ret~llnk Orientalism's discursive field through the psychoanalytic 
concept of d~sue enables us to conceive colonial domination as being based 
on an ambivalent and conflictual economy. To give an account of otherness 
~hrot~gh tl~e concept of desire in1plies a fornH1lation of the process of colonial 
ide~1ttfication not as an affir1nation of a pregivcn identity, but as a process in 
\Vluch. both the 'Western subject' and the 'Oriental other' are mutually impli
cated m each other and thus neither exists as a fully constituted entity. As 
Bh~bha s~ggests, '~he desire for the Other is doubled by the desire in language, 
\vh1ch spltts the difference bet\veen Self and Other so that both positions are 
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partial; neither is sufficient unto itself'. 64 My purpose, in pointing to the co1n
plexity and contradiction of desire in the representations of cultural and 
sexual difference, is hvofold: to understand the process of exclusion and dif
ferentiation through \vhich the Western self is constituted and achieves the 
appearance of an autono1nous identity precisely by veiling its dependency and 
indebtedness from its excluded and marginalized other; second, to Capture the 
unavoidable trace of the other in the subject and the consequent resistance it 
exerts upon him. 

The notion of ambivalence and the contradictory economy as developed by 
Bhabha enables us to understand the excesses or slippages \Vithin colonial dis
course. 65 Such excesses or slippages i1nply the iinpossibility of formulating the 
relatioi1ship bet\veen the Western subject and its colonial other in dualistic 
tenns \vhich implies setting up oppression and agency as t\VO different poles of 
a binary opposition. My reiteration of the concept of desire should thus be con
ceived of as an effort to displace the notion of colonial discourse as an affirma
tion of a pregiven Western identity. The crux of my argu1nent is that not only 
the very identity of the \Vestern subject is constituted in the 111ove111e11t of desire, 
but also the potential resistance to this co11stit11tio11 is also inscribed in this very 
process. Fanon's observation is pertinent for understanding this dyna1nic: 
\vhen it encounters resistance fro1n the other, self-consciousness undergoes the 
experience of desire . .. As soon as I desire I am asking to be considered.'66 

Before I proceed to the discussion of the \vays in \vhich the veil 111ight acquire 
a subversive quality, I \Vould like to recapitulate \Vhat I have been suggesting 
regarding the mo1nent of colonial resistance. To inquire into the '1nechanisn1' 
of the Western subject's constitution through the psychoanalytic concept of 
desire is not to suggest that its identity is fully deter111ined.67 On the contr_ary, 
it should be seen as an attempt to explain the constituted character of the 
subject and thereby to argue that both the closure of the subject's identity and 
the resistance of the other is never final, but ahvays partial and relative. As 
Judith Butler \Varns us, it is erroneous to assrune the subject in advance so as 
to protect its agency, because to argue the constituted character of the subject 
is not to suggest that it is deter1nined. In other \Yards, the po\ver that consti
tutes the subject does not cease to exist 'after' constituting its subject, for the 
subject 'is never fully constituted, but is subjected and produced ti1ne and 
again'.68 Therefore, if \Ve are not in search of an a priori guarantee for the 
agency of the subject, then \Ve cannot afford not to scrutinize the process of the 
constitution of the subject. The inquiry into the agency of the subject can be 
n1ade only \vhen it is not presumed and such an inquiry is contingent upon 
understanding its constituted character. 

Ho\v does the desiring subject's ceaseless pursuit of its absent object and the 
disruption of the stability of this desire refigure itself in the context of colonial 
discourse? If \Ve clai1n that the subject can never achieve a full closure in con
stituting his identity, \Vhat role does the unique text-ile of the veil, a text-ile 
\vhich 'conceals' and 'hides' the other from the colonial gaze, play in this 
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process? :io\v can \Ve seek out the residues, the re1nains or traces of the veiled 
other \vluch exceed the phallocentric and Orientalist representations? Where 
can \Ve l~ca.te the moments of recalcitrance? What, if any, role do the unique 
charactenst1cs of the veil play in this? 

We have seen above that the colonial subject's desire to control and dominate 
the foreign land is not independent fron1 his scopic desire, fro1n his desire to 
penet~ate, through his surveillant eye, what is behind the veil. The invisibility 
~he v~1/ secures for the co/onial other is sb1111/ta11eo11sly the point at tuhich desire 
IS art1c11/ated and the ground upo11 1vhich the scopic drive of the subject is dis
placed, for there_ is ahvays the threat of the return of the look of the other. In 
Fano1~'s \Vords, 'tt \Va.s t~e colonialist's frenzy to unveil the Algerian \voman, it 
\vas his ga1nble on. ~vuuung t~1e battle of the veil'.69 In this battle 'the occupier 
\Vas bent ?11.t111v~1/111g Algeria',70 because 'there is in it the \vill to bring this 
\V01nan \Vtt_lun lus reach, to 1nake her a possible object of possession'.71 But 
what t::x?la1n_s the_ obs~ssion \Vith lifting the veil is so1nething that is ahvays
already 1nscnbed in tlus unique sartorial n1atter. The veil is seen as a border 
\vhicl~ distin~uishes inside from outside, as a screen or _cover, and \Vomen are 
associated \VI th the inside, ho1ne and territory in the .1lative Algerian culture. 11 

Of co_urse at the same time the veil demarcates a boundary and deliinits the 
colonial PO\Ver. As Malek Alloula's analysis of the-French colonial picture post
cards demonstrates, the veil that covers the Algerian \voman indicates a refusal 
to th~ French. soldie.r. The photographer, \vhose scopic desire is discouraged, 
experiences d1sappomtn1ent and rejection. 73 Sinlilarly for Fanon, since the veil 
allo\VS \V01nen t~ see \V~tho_ut being seen, it. disallo\vs reciprocity, and implies 
that the \voman ts not y1eldmg herself, making herself available for vision 74 

It is thi~ disapp?intment and frustration \Vhich disturbs the voyeuristic iook 
of the subiect Unlike looking at a photograph or a screen, by looking at a veiled 
other, the sub1ect cannot have the seciuity of 'I look at it, but it does not look 
at 1ue looking at it', 75 because there is ahvays the threat of the return of the look 
of the oth~r. This in1plies that the pleasure of seeing is not entirely on the side 
of the sub1ect, but he himself is subject to a look and hence is not inscribed to 
~orro\v from ~etz. again, as an 'invisible' subject. 76 The structure of voyeu~is
~tc pleasure ~vluch ts based upon the 'invisibility of the subject' and the 'visibil
ity of the ob1ect' is being reversed here into its opposite. Instead of being looked 
at, the object no\v looks at. 11 

Tl~e.subject cannot ignore that he is being looked at as he tries to imveiJ the 
o~her 10 order to satisfy his voyeuristic pleasure and thus fails to fantasize 
h1m~elf as a f1tll subject. 78 The look that filters through the tiny orifice of the 
vei11s the statement of the absent and invisible other and this statentent can be 
_translated, to borro\v a formulation from Bhabha, into: 'as even no\v you 
look/but never see n1e'. 79 In other \Vords, the invisible other speaks from its 
absent location. The countergaze of the other should be located in this abseiit
presence, in this space of the in-bet\veen. It is the veil which enables the Oriental. 
other to look \Vithout being seen. This not only disturbs the desire of the 
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Western/colonial subject to fix cultural and sexual difference, but also enables 
the colonial other to turn itself into a s1uveillant gaze. It is in this space of 
absent-presence that there emerges the challenge of the. 'invisible', 'hi~den' 
other. 'fo recapitulate, it is through the veil that the co!o111al \Vester11 des1r~ to 
see e111erges and is erased si11111lta11eously, and this is \vhat enables the veiled 
other to destabilize the identificatory process of the subject. It is this n101nent 
of seeing or these eyes that filter through the veil \Vhich frustrate the voyeuris
tic desire of the colonialist and displaces his surveillant eye. 

If it is through this uncanny look, \Vhich her absence/invisibility provides to 
her that the other constin1tcs its 'I' and thereby unsettles the colonial gaze, then 
on~ nlight ask ,vhat the difference is between 1ny account ~f the other's r~si~
tance through its enigrnatic absence and the representation of the veil u1 

Orientalist discotuse? Are these t\VO discursive syste1ns not based on the recog
nition of the other as absent, invisible, hidden, and do not both register this 

absence as enig1natic? . . 
Jn his discussion of the Algerian liberation struggle, Fanon clauns that dunng 

the anti*colonial resistance movement, the veil 'has been manipulated, trans
forn1ed into a technique of camouflage, into a 1neans of struggle'.80 What trans
formed the veil from being an element of tradition into an ele1nent of strategy of 
subversion? Fanon at tiines clahns that the veil \Vas used by \vomen as a protec
tive mask in order to carry bo1nbs and \Vea pons for the revolutionary 1novement 

. b ' 81 B 1·. - 'every veiled wo1nan, every Algenan \von1an, ec~me suspect . . ut t us is not 
a sufficient explanation because n1any \von1en during the revoluuonary process 
reveiled the1nselves in order to affirm 'that it \Vas not true that \Voman liberated 
herself at the invitation of France and of General de Gaulle'. 82 Apparently \vhat 
used to be an 'oppressive' iten1 \vhich confined \von1en to the private domain of 
the hon1e no\v enabled then1 to assert their subjectivity and agency.83 The affir-
1nation of the veil in the anti-colonial struggle \Vas a direct response to the. colo
nial desire to unveil, reveal, and control the colonized country. It is not s~prising 
after all that \von1en's agency en1erged out of the texture of their O\Vn culn1re. Or, 
given the inunense significance of the veil for both sides, should \Ve not ~ay that 
the anti-colonial resistance e1nerged under the banner of a 1netaphor - veil - that 
belongs to, that is \V0111an? Ho\vever, this culture \vas no l~nger ·~he ~a.1ne. In 
taking up the veil as a constituent sy111bolic element of their subjectivity, th~ 
Algerian \VOtnen did not sin1ply continue their traditional roles, because the veil 
had no\V beco1ne ·the e111boditne11t of their toil/ to act, their agency. It \Vas thus 
re.inscribed and re-charged in the colonial situation and acquired a sy1nbolic sig
nificance that directly affected the struggle. I talk about the consequences of this 
situation for the relationship bet\veen nationalism and \vo1nen in 'decolonized' 
societies - the question of the n1anipulation or control of \VOtnen by 'post-cola: 
nial' n;ttion-states - in chapter 5 of Colonial Fantasies, the publication in \vhich 
this article originally appeared. No\v I should like to explain ho\V the veil turned 
out to be a subversive element. In order to do this, I \Vant to use the concept of 
mimicry as explained by Luce Irigaray. 
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In her critique of phallocentrism, Irigaray insists that a mere reversal of this 
systen1 cannot constitute a subversive politics, for it remains locked \Vithin the 
sa~e econoiny that it aims to shatter. \Vhat could displace and hence shake the 
ground of the phallocentric representations is a purPoseful but distorted imita
tion of the characteristics attributed to the feminine: 

There is, in an initial phase, perhaps only one 'path', the one historically 
assigned to the fen1inine: that of 111itnicry. One 1nust assu1ne the feminine 
role deliberately. \X'hich means already to convert a form of subordina
tion into an affu1nation, and thus to begin to th\vart it , .. To play with 
1nimesis is thus, for a \Voman, to try to recover the place of her exploita
tion by discourse;,vithout allo\ving herself to be simply reduced to it. It 
tneans to resubn1it herself - inasmuch as she is on the side of the 'percep
tible\ of 'matter' - to 'ideas', in particular to ideas about herself, that are 
elaborated iniby 1nasculine logic, but so as to make 'visible', by an effect 
of playful repetition, \vhat \vas supposed to rernain invisible: the cover-up 
of a possible operation of the feminine in language. It also means 'to 
unveil' the fact that, if \VOmen are such good mimics, it is because they 
are not simply resorbed in this function. They also re111ai11 elsetuhere. 84 

Follo,ving Irigaray's fonnulation, I suggest that by claiming and playfully 
repeating the very attributes of conceahnent and dissimulation, the AJgerian 
\VOJnen 1uanaged to stay else\vhere, indeed to create an 'else\vhere', an 'outside' 
that displaced the French colonial po\ver. But ho\v does one distinguish beti.veen 
a subversive repetition and a loyal one? For Irigaray, parodic repetition differs 
from 1nere loyal repetition, for it consists of simultaneous recognition and denial 
of the dominant codes of fe1nininity. Ho\vcver, repetition of the dominant norms 
in and of itself may not be enough to displace the1n, for there is a risk involved 
in it. The trap here is becoming co1nplicit by receding back into the old defini
tions that one seeks to co1nbat. 1-Ience 1nilnicry does not automatically produce 
a subversive outcome; it can achieve such an effect to the extent that it is, as 
Braidotti notes, 'being sustained by a critical consciousness' .85 That is, it can be 
subversive on the condition that the naturalized gender codes are critically 
reflected upon. The re-articulation, re\vorking and re-signification of the discur
sive characteristics of phallocentrism can open the possibility of an in-beti.veen 
a1nbivalent zone \Vhere the agency of the female subject can b_e construed. In our 
case, the colonization of land and culture in Algeria was strategically entangled 
on tl1e body of \VOmen - such is the articulation of the historical and fantasy. 
This created a unique situation for native wo1uen and produced a historically 
specific kind of critical consciousness. Ahvays-already articulated as the most 
inner core of culttue, of the very nativity and territoriality of culture, Algerian 
'votnen had beco1ne able to embody their difference vis-<1.-vis the hostile foreign 
power. It is in this very particular kind of historical conjuncture that the veil 
shifted fro1n a traditional to a subversive role. This is no doubt a historically spe
cific situation or conjuncture of our n1odern tirnes, that is repeated in so many 
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anti-colonial and national resistance struggles, a strange and unique historical 
n1oment or process in \Vhich tradition does not shnply disappear in loyalty to 
the for\vard march of progress but instead ceases to be traditional an~ loyal and 
becomes the signifier of an active, resistant and transfor1native subjectivity, a 
moment of e1npo\verment and agency. Surely this is not an unproblen1atical 
1no1nent, given the nationalist elite's patriarchal fra1ne\vork. But blindness to 
\VOmen's irreducible power and seeing their difference as sin1ply contained 
\Vithin nationalist leadership is indeed to reinscribe the po\ver of fe1nale agency 
into the grand illusion of the for\vard 1narch of history. 

The Algerian \Von1en thus ttuned the Orientalist representation into an affir
mation and thereby instilled a ne\V definition of the act of conce_ahnent by, in 
Mary Ann Doane's \VOrds, 'enacting a defamiliarized version' of the Orientalist 
representations of the veiL \Vhat the colonial gaze Sa\v in the Algerian \Vomen's 
disturbing nll1nicry \Vas a displacement of its O\VIl representation of the veil. 
Hence \Vhat \Vas once familiar and recognizable as conceahnent, mask, n1asque
rading, has no\v become unfamiliar, disturbing and uncanny. The·refore, \vhat 
\Vas i1np1ied in this n1anipulative use of the veil \vas uot a strategy of reversal of 
the Orientalist discourse, for such a strategy \vould have itnplied an effort to 
de1nonstrate that they \Vere hiding 11otbi11g behind colonialis1n's so-long-held 
object of suspicion. Minllcry revealed that there \Vas nothing but the veil behind 
the veil. In resu1ning and reclaiming the veil, Algerian \VOn1en parodied the 
Orientalist discourse \Vhich construed the veil as a mask. Their strategic use of 
the veil thus doubled the Orientalist representation of cultural and sexual dif
ference and this doubling brought a ne\V 1node of representation of the veil as a 
positive, self-affirn1ing political force. The calling into question of Orientalism's 
claim on the naturalness of the veil through a mitnetic repetition enabled \VOmen 
to constitute a space \Vhere they engendered their own subjectivity. The subver
sive quality the veil achieved in this decolonizing gesture \vas enabled l,>y the very 
conditions that construed it. There is an affinity bet\veen Algerian's \Vo1nen's 
struggle and deconstruction \vhich, in Derrida's \Vords, 'operate(s) necessarily 
fron1 the inside, borro\ving all the strategic and economic resources of subver
sion fron1 the old structure, borro\ving the1n structurally'. 86 

. Naomi Schor, in reading the meaning(s) of the concept of 1ni1nicry in Irigaray, 
suggests that, in n1Unicry, difference is signified as a positivity; it refers to the 
reclaitning of the characteristics attributed to the feminine. The difference that 
is brought about in this joyful reappropriation is not only beyond 1nasquerade 
and mimicry, but signifies 'an emergence of the feminine and the feminine can 
only emerge front \Vithin or beneath ... femininity \Vithin \Vhich it lies buried. 
The difference \Vithin. niimesis is the difference ,vi.thin difference'.87 Follo\ving 
Schor, I \Vould suggest that \Ve see the difference \Vithin the Algerian \VOmen.'s 
ntlmicry as the difference \Vithin difference - a difference that c~me out of their 
doubling of the Orientalist/Jnasculinist representations of difference. In other 
\vords \vhat is revealed in this doubling is the sub-sistence of the 'quite Other' ' . 
behind its mere difference. The difference represented in the subversive mimicry 
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of the AJgerjan \V01nen is the 1111recuperable or undo111esticated difference that 
the colonial Subject has ferociously tried to deny. In Irigaray's \vords: 

Beneath all those/her appearances, beneath all those/her borrowed finery, 
that female other still sub-sists. Beyond all those/her forms of life and 
death, still she is living. And as she is dis-rant - and in 'herself' - she 
threatens the stability of all values. In her there is ahvays the possibility 
that truth, appearances, \Vill, po\ver, eternal recurrence ... \Vill collapse. 
By mimicking the1n all 1nore or less adequately,. that female other never 
holds firm to any of then1 univocally ... Truth and appearances, and 
reality, po\ver ... she is - through her inexhaustible aptitude for niimicry 
- the living foundation for the whole staging of the world. Wearing dif
ferent veils according to the historic periods. ss 

In exploring the articulation of sexual and cultural difference in the discourse 
of Orientalisn1, I have pointed to the inextricable link bet\veen the n1asculii1ist 
and colonialist position the Western subject occupies in relatiOn to its Oriental 
others. A Western reader, 1nore specifically a fe1ninist reader, might feel uneasy 
about this suggestion, \Vondering \Vhether the representations of the Orient, 
veil and \Voman 1night be different if the gender identity of the representing 
agency \Vere \V01nan. 
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5.5 

'UNVEILING ALGERIA' 

Winifred Woodhull 

THE NATIONAL GUISE 

In 1964, Gennaine Tillion, a French ethnographer kt10\vn for her extensive 
\Vork on 1nale-fen1ale relations in AJgeria, 'vrites that 'on the Musliin side of the 
Mediterranean, the veil ... constitutes not jllst a picturesque detail of costun1e, 
but a veritable border. on one side of this border, fe1nale societies stagnate; on 
the other side there lives and progresses a national society \vhich, by virtue of 
this fact, is but half a society.'1 To her credit, Tillion painstakingly emphasizes, 
in the essay in 'vhich this sentence appears, the lines of continuity bet\veen 
social practices in the Northern and Southern parts of the Mediterranean in 
order to counter the vie\v, 'videspread a1nong her compatriots, that \Vomen's 
oppression in 1viuslin1 societies stems uniquely from the supposed barbarity of 
Islam. As a· SlUvivor of the concentration camps, Tillion is keenly a\vare of 
Ernope's capacity for savagery to\vard its o\vn people; and as a critical observer 
of her country's relation to Algeria, she repeatedly calls her readers' attention 
to the abuses of colonialism, particularly as they have affected \VOinen.2 Yet in 
the sentence quoted above, Tiflion poses the question of \vomen and national
ism in contc1nporary Muslim societies in terms \vhich, today, obstruct, as much 
as they enable, feminist analysis of the problem. 

In setting the tradition-bound fen1ale sphere in opposition to the modern 
nation and in underscoring \VOn1en's exclusion from national life in Muslim 
societies, Till.ion's forn1ulation is typical of n1uch Western scholarship on \Von1en 

From: Winifred Woodhull (1991), 'Unveiling Algeria', pp. 112-31, in Ge11ders no. 10. 
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