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Abstract: 

Veiling or the setting of a screen or curtain to separate men and women here is more 

about a code of ethics and less about segregating the sexes. Moreover, again, a particular context 

necessitated the disclosure, and yet some religious leaders pay no heed to the context and the 

scrupulous intended audiences of the revelations on this kind of veiling mostly known as hijab. 

As a result, many women fall victim into patriarchal institutions of seclusion and segregation.  In 

the same fashion Salman Rushdie in his Midnight’s Children, Shame, and The Satanic Verses 

reveal how the veil is used as a self cognizant literary contrivance and a means of social and 

political comment. 

Departing from the point of view of Third Space Feminism, I contend that Rushdie’s 

novels, Midnight’s Children, Shame, and The Satanic Verses, show how the female characters 

bestow their veiling and unveiling to gain agency and resist patriarchal dominance. Rushdie’s 

novels, to some extent, persuade the goal of Third Space Feminism in providing a medium in 

which women’s voices and narratives can be heard. 

Muslim women as generally oppressed and conquered to patriarchy, without recognizing 

their different experiences and cultural backgrounds. Having said this, critics and scholars who 

are engrossed in the study of veiling should always bear in mind that veiling has remained and 

will always be a composite phenomenon that cannot be reduced into a single interpretation, 

particularly if the elucidation neglects the many aspects veiling is entrenched in, such as 

religious, political, social, and cultural aspects. 
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Veiling or the setting of a screen or curtain to separate men and women here is more 

about a code of ethics and less about segregating the sexes. Moreover, again, a particular context 

necessitated the disclosure, and yet some religious leaders pay no heed to the context and the 

scrupulous intended audiences of the revelations on this kind of veiling mostly known as hijab. 

As a result, many women fall victim into patriarchal institutions of seclusion and segregation.  

In the same fashion Salman Rushdie in his Midnight’s Children, Shame, and The 

Satanic Verses reveal how the veil is used as a self cognizant literary contrivance and a means of 

social and political comment. For example, Rushdie opens up Midnight’s Children with a 

chapter entitled “the perforated sheet” that alludes to the failure of veiling in keeping the female 

character, Naseem, modest and virtuous—an identity that veiling is supposed to unveil. In The 

Satanic Verses, Rushdie also dedicates a chapter about veiling under the title of “The Curtain,” 

a brothel that concurrently mirrors and contradicts all the practices of the housewives of the 

Prophet. Correspondingly, in Shame Rushdie names one of the chapters “The Woman in the 

Veil.” The important message from the three novels is that veiling or unveiling should be a free 

choice for women. 

In contrast, in some Muslim countries where veiling or unveiling is enforced by laws, 

veiling is no longer a personal decision; it is always loaded with political interests. While it is 

true that veiling and unveiling can be a means of resistance and provide agency for women, most 

of the female characters in the novels are not totally free in deciding what they actually want. 

They are caught in the rigid option of whether to veil or unveil; their veiling and unveiling are 

given, not decided. Veiling and unveiling in the three novels are less about personal preferences 

and more about political manipulation that will eventually benefit the patriarchal institutions.  

Nonetheless, veiling and unveiling in the novels are a substance of religious, political, 

economic, and social endurance of these female characters in the society where they live in and a 

matter of voicing women’s desires and confrontation against the patriarchal supremacy, even 

though they are not totally free from the male political prejudice. 

In most of the novels of Salman Rushdie, “veil” is defined in four ways: a head covering 

that covers the hair and the neck but not the face, merely called “veil” in the novels; a head-to-

toe covering that hides all parts of the body and leaves the eyes only revealed, mentioned in the 

novels by the word “burqa”; a curtain that segregates men from women that is called “hijab” in  
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The Satanic Verses and is called simply “curtain” or “purdah” elsewhere; and the seclusion for 

women in a special place called “zenana.” Rushdie’s hostility with burqas and other forms of 

veiling that are vastly restraining are evident in the novels under study.  

Rarely does Rushdie describe the more sensible and common form of “hijab,” which is a 

headscarf or head cover. I nevertheless, the prominence Rushdie gives on the portrayal of 

burqas, segregation, and seclusion proves that he is strongly against these forms of veiling that 

he believes, as he reveals in his interview, “[are] a way of taking power away from women” 

(AM).  

While it is true that Rushdie portrays the veil as a way of taking power away from 

women, through the diverse forms of veiling he explores, Rushdie also reveals the diverse 

premeditated uses of veiling as a means of resistance against patriarchy. These critics express 

deviating opinions about veiling: one belief is that veiling is intrinsically oppressive, but another 

conviction is that the patriarchal system that renders veiling is oppressive, not the veil itself. 

Likewise, one belief is that the veiling need not be equated with oppression at all but rather with 

religious freedom and devotion, but another belief is that veiling as religious devotion is still 

patriarchal given that it has no actual support in the Quran.  

“The veil for Rushdie signifies modesty (Bilquis’s ‘dupatta of modesty’ and ‘womanly 

honor’ in Shame (1989: 85)); erotic enticement (the ‘perforated sheet’ in Midnight’s Children 

(1995: 9-23); and male sexual fantasy (the ‘Hijab’ brothel in Satanic Verses)” (1998: 186). 

Whereas it is true that Rushdie recurrently eroticizes veiling in the three novels, it should be 

well-known that his eroticization is conscious and self-conscious, functioning as a catalyst for his 

female characters who unveil and veil in order to accomplish agency and resistance in a 

patriarchal society. Moreover, even though concluding that the veil frequently represents a site of 

women’s oppression, both veiling and unveiling can be liberating or oppressive, depending on 

the context and on where and how women see themselves subjugated by their fathers and 

husbands.  

However, veiling can also be liberating when they take it as a way of resisting and 

fighting against the patriarchal values exerted upon them. In Midnight’s Children, for 

illustration, Naseem’s voice drowns under the veil that is imposed upon by her father, Ghani. 

However, when she is forced to discard the practice of purdah by her western-educated husband, 
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Doctor Aziz, Naseem raises her voice to resist the intimidation that she views as a colonial 

incursion towards her body and her religious beliefs.  

Thus, as postcolonial works, Rushdie’s novels become considerable in the study of 

veiling not only because they depict the practice of veiling among women, but also because they 

portray the phenomenon during colonization and its aftermath, where veiling and women have 

been made a site of contestation for meanings, resistance, and agency. Ahmed, in meticulous, 

explains the historical background of veiling, either referring to head covering or physical 

segregation, as not originating from Islam; rather, its origin can be traced back to the early 

Mediterranean and Mesopotamian civilizations. 

Veiling was not introduced into Arabia by Muhammad but already existed among some 

classes, particularly in the towns, though it was probably more prevalent in the countries that the 

Arabs had contact with, such as Syria and Palestine [. . .] It is nowhere explicitly prescribed in 

the Quran; the only verses dealing with women’s clothing, aside from those already quoted, 

instruct women to guard their private parts and throw a scarf over their bosoms (Sura 24:31-2).  

Interestingly, in his novels, Rushdie acknowledges the multiplicity of perspectives 

offered by the critics cited here, in due course of how veiling is oppressive when it is imposed 

upon Muslim women by their patriarchs, and how veiling is invigorating when it is used as a 

strategic means of resisting the patriarchal oppression. For example, in Midnight’s Children, 

Doctor Aziz’s mother has to unveil in order to endure the financial difficulties that she faces after 

her husband’s illness fails him as a main source of income. In the same fashion, Naseem has to 

unveil or come out of purdah if she wants to survive in her marriage.  

On the other hand, Jamila has to veil if she wants to pursue a career in singing. When she 

is faced with the death menace of war, she has to veil herself in a church. In Shame, Sufiya 

Zenobia has to veil in order to live on the inflicted shame that has rendered her hideous, while in 

The Satanic Verses, Mishal agrees with her husband’s verdict to seclude her because she wants 

to keep her marriage intact. Rushdie’s novels abound with religious allusions and satires, 

particularly ones regarding Islam.  

Even though Rushdie includes other religions in his stories, the topic of Islam is 

predominant. Even though veiling does not originally root from Islam, it is the religion that 

institutionalizes veiling, making it an obligation for all eligible women. Rushdie’s novels exhibit 
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that when veiling is used as a religious patriarchal tool, it disempowers women and robs them of 

their agency not only in their religious life, but also in their political, economic, and social life. 

Rushdie’s representations of veiling, I consider, suggest that veiling should not be 

manipulated by the patriarchs to do away with women’s power in their lives; as a substitute, it 

should be conservative to its basic religious function as a sign of piety, not a submission to 

patriarchy. Indeed, the patriarchal manipulation of veiling runs counter to the basic principle of 

Islam that believes in equality between men and women. Islam basically holds an egalitarian 

principle whereby men and women have equal status in front of Allah regardless of their wealth 

and social status.  

The appeal of Islam as a religion that promises equality for men and women is the reason 

so many Muslim women, regardless of the attacks by non-Muslims towards Islam as a religion 

that oppresses women, defend Islam whole heartedly. Historically, veiling does not originate 

from Islam; consequently, the manipulation of veiling as a patriarchal tool does not come from 

Islamic teachings. Rather, veiling has been used from generation to generation to establish and 

sustain male ascendancy by restricting women’s mobility and power. Hence, the patriarchal 

institutions of Islam simply continue the tradition and justify it by relying upon the masochist 

interpretation of the Quran and hadith.  

Rushdie questions the immutability of Islamic rules based on “literal” interpretation of 

the Quran that were situated in a certain time and context and may no longer be pertinent for the 

present situation. He explicitly protests the religious leaders who are politically predisposed and 

unwilling to listen to dissimilar voices, practices, and beliefs in the Islamic rules, and thus violate 

basic human rights.  

In most Muslim societies in which veiling is not imposed by the state’s laws, burqas, 

segregation, and seclusion are no longer accomplished, while head covering remains the norm. 

However, even though not enforced by the state laws, quiet and segregation and the adherence of 

burqa are still practiced by some Muslim communities or families, as exemplified by the three 

novels under discussion. India and Pakistan, the settings of the novels, do not enforce veiling on 

their citizens.  

History records how women’s veiling has been one of the most deliberate tools in war. 

During the leadership of the Prophet Muhammad, veiled women have been said to be involved 
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openly in war. In Midnight’s Children, Jamila’s singing from behind the veil helps raise a sense 

of patriotism among soldiers who go to war in defending Pakistan: “Jamila Singer was called 

north, to serenade our worth-ten jawans [. . .] Some certainties: that the voice of Jamila Singer 

sang Pakistani troops to their deaths; and that muezzins from their minarets—yes, even on 

Clayton Road—promised us that anyone who died in battle went straight to the camphor garden” 

(1985: 388). 

The three novels demonstrate that veiled women have to struggle against the patriarchal 

silencing of their voices. To get their voices heard, the female characters organize any possible 

means of agency in hand. In Midnight’s Children, Jamila who at first uses her voice to endorse 

war retreats from singing to flee from violence and finds her sanctuary in a church, while Sufiya 

in Shame finally speaks through violence. On the other hand, Rani Harappa and Bilquis Hyder 

relapse to silence as a way of getting their voices heard. Their silence and invisibility behind the 

veil is more conspicuous than their unheard voices and visibility. 

Assuming that women are powerless just because they are restricted in their household is 

to deny the fact that power can be generated in any complex strategic situation. Women’s body 

as well as women’s sphere—in this case, a household—can be a source of empowerment. By 

subverting the patriarchal manipulations of veiling, the female characters in the three novels are 

able to defy the patriarchal subjugation and make their voices heard. The various considered 

methods of resisting the oppression reveal the diverse complexities of the female characters’ 

situations. 

Departing from the point of view of Third Space Feminism, I contend that Rushdie’s 

novels, Midnight’s Children, Shame, and The Satanic Verses, show how the female characters 

bestow their veiling and unveiling to gain agency and resist patriarchal dominance. Rushdie’s 

novels, to some extent, persuade the goal of Third Space Feminism in providing a medium in 

which women’s voices and narratives can be heard. 

The range of narratives in veiling and unveiling that Rushdie represents in the three 

novels recognizes the real and diverse narratives of Muslim women. The female characters in 

Rushdie’s novels, through their different experiences with veiling and unveiling, show that 
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veiling is not a stagnant phenomenon; it is subject to change in accordance with the perpetual 

transformations of political, social, cultural, and economic situations. 

Muslim women as generally oppressed and conquered to patriarchy, without recognizing 

their different experiences and cultural backgrounds. Having said this, critics and scholars who 

are engrossed in the study of veiling should always bear in mind that veiling has remained and 

will always be a composite phenomenon that cannot be reduced into a single interpretation, 

particularly if the elucidation neglects the many aspects veiling is entrenched in, such as 

religious, political, social, and cultural aspects. 
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