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COMMENTARY AND CRITICISM

administration took a cue from its predecessors by emphasizing how the US invasion
would relieve Afghan women of their plight. Just as colonial men were fascinated and
repelled by veils, so did Americans fixate on the Afghani burqa as a symbol of
women’s oppression.' Not surprisingly, this logic has been transferred to Iraq. It is
realized through photographs of women in veils. Images of women voting far
exceeded those of men. Images of women in head-to-toe black chadors far
outnumbered those in colorful headscarves or with no covering” The mere
proliferation of these pictures, combined with the dominant US discourse that the
election evidenced the success of the war on terror, communicates the message that
the war was a good deed undertaken for women, and that they will be the main ones
to reap its benefits. The election—rather than being the culmination of months of
murder and destruction, behind-the-scenes negotiating and manipulation, and the rise
to power of religious elites—was really about Iragi women. In their anonymous
repetition, images of unnamed women in veils become signifiers of the beneficence of
the Americans and the necessity and validity of military intervention.

The specific composition of the media images works to cement the logic of liberation,
in its particularly individualistic American vision: the elections are constructed as a pivotal
liminal period through which women pass on their way to freedom. The images of women
waiting to vote showed them in large groups, often from behind, creating the
overwhelming sense of an anonymous mass of black. No close-ups of wamen, no focus on
facial expressions, no small groups of women in black chadors or other clothing.

In contrast, the images of women after they voted emphasized them as individuals
(though still unnamed). Not only that, they are all showing their purple fingers to the
camera. No images of women chatting about the experience, in groups leaving the polling
stations, walking home with their families (including men), or trying to get the ink off to
decrease their risk of personal danger. Once experiencing the election, women become
individuated, well on their way to "freedom.”

These images empbhasize the act of voting to the exclusion of all other aspects of
women'’s lives. What were the decisions, concerns, and coercions that went into their

selection of candi
affected women's
exacerbated by tt
and suggest that
couldn’t vote in “f
Accompanyi
image {Roland Ba
towards one inter
newspaper photo
to this equation. N
her stained finger
caption reads, “Ira
polling station in
with many image:s
pictures “proud,” g
the photographer
“sticking it" to the
failures, and who |
The narrativ
excision of Iragi me
belonging to a ma
of fingers. Itis unn
the winter month:
may have been
interpretations.
The accomp
opens with the foll
the young and w
century.” The lang!
the future of all vo
Three days a
first State of the |
proof of the succe
Safia Taleb Al-Suhe
camera panned to
Suheil’s thank you
continued, “Three
country ...” Al-Sut
she was called by
Iragi women will
subjectivity.
Joining the
congressmen triun
at comparatively |
website along wi
images circulated
administration exg




£6t

uolsipep ayl Buipneidde Aq siuswwieaoh dely Jayie panbiud Apdndxa uoiessiuwpe
ayl auym Buipuncase st Auon syl Cjem se eipaw uud ul pawenoue sebeu
yrog pue ‘ubls Kioyia aygl Buiysey [Byns-iy jo ydesboloyd e yum Buoje susgem
asnoH UM a1 ue paybBiybiy st auads syl jo cloud v 1500 ou ApAneiedwod e
saaPswayl Ag a|dind pauiels e ayy ul s1abuy niayl Buiaem Aueydwnil uawssaiBuod
uedgndsy sjew ‘auym jJo dnoib e alam [layns-iy o) asnejdde suyy Bululor
‘Auanosigns
[EnpIAIpUL LIRB pue ‘siopeys J13Yl JO I3E) ‘pIleIaCl, AWO0I3G ‘BOA |[IM udwom ibey
‘UOIUSAISIUL AJRTILU S JO 3SNEJD] el)> sem dBBSSaW 3y | Sweu kay Ag paj|ed sem aus
‘ABun|aL ;ubis A1031A U1 9ARD pue ‘ssnejdde snopusWaIl 03 3501 [IBYNS-IY " Aunod
12y JO siapes| 8y} 104 2104 0} 3|qe A||euy sem eyes ‘pepybeg u) obe shep sa1y], ‘panuyuod
9H ‘[weppes] ,uonedndo jpas 3y, Jo pu Bumab oy sueduBwY 31 01 NOA JUeyl s IByng
-I¥ Pa1onb ysng -uns paJaypayd Hews pue Jiey pagiod i3y Buimoys ‘iay o1 pauued elawes
3y "ssa4Buon Jo Auodjeq ayl uc ApeT 15114 Y1 01 IX3U Paleas sem oym IUNS-y g3|e] eyes
0] UoIIUaIe s,uoneu ayj pajjes ysng ‘sapjjod suoneiasiuiupe siy Jo $$33ons ayl jo jooud
SY "UOISIAS|D] |BUOIIEU UC 1SEDPROLY ‘WIS PUCIIS SIY JO SS2UPPe Uolun 243 Jo 31E1S 1siy
SIY PAISAIIRP Ysng JUSpISald ‘BI0A 01 S3AI| JI9Y1 PSS Uatiom jbel) Joye sep aaiy]
19A 3yl Jo Bunses Ag ;o16oj syl Ul payiew Ajjensia—uauiom 1bel) BUROA [|e 0 21NNy 2y}
—wiopaal) a1eunn st moy ing ‘tueydwni jo Uoys Buylou si siay abenbue| ay) , Ainiuad
Jey B Ul UoIDAD 23uy 151y S,beIp Ul S33t0YD J19y] SpBW $1IaA Ul uswom pue Bunod ayi
"AIISP|2 3UT Hjea 1,Up|No3 A3yl I SLED JO SIIBYDI33YM Ul paysnd, ‘Buimol|o) syl yum suado
1 Se Jayuny uaal Bujueaw JO UORRIWI 3Y] saUnsul 1x31 9)o1ue butkuedwodde syl
suofyelaldiaul
25341 J0j WOOI Ou S| adWl Ing ayiebol 210A 01 Buob Anwey e ulaqg aney Aew
S1U) {lom se uaw jo asoy) ale ydesboloyd syl ul spuey 1ayio sdeylad syiuow Jsium auyl
Ul USW UJalses I|PpIW AuBw AQ LIoMm %26l J3y1ea| Jo puny ayl A|geelsiuun )3 'siabuly jo
ssew 2y} c1ul Buiydeas 1axdel Jaylea) e ur wie ue s| 3Jay) ‘Wbl ayl ug 'uew e 01 Buibuojaq
se paziubod21un s30b yderboloyd /ob6paT.pis 2y W SpueRy 343 JO BUQ UL IDEI| JO UOISIXS
pue uolsnpxa yBnoiyl paufeluiews s1 uoiielsdl| ul apud suswom jo aaleueu 3yl
UM 335 0} JUeM A3Yl oym pue ‘saun|ie)
Anoas s1a1dn320 Y1 audsap aloa Jum Aayl Hulfes pue ‘sueduawly syl o1 L1 Buppns,
ale A3y) aghep ¢, 18buy ajdind 1nok aul moys, ‘ples sdeyrad oym “taydesboloyd ayy
10y Buisod Aaya a1y j5u0119319 Joud ul paloa Ajjlenice aaey Auewd jeyl usAalb  ‘pnoud, saanyxd
9531 Ul UBLLIOM AI9AS S| “uedyubis s1 uonelouUoY AI0JRIGa|aD SU pue ‘sabeuwl AUBW LM
sieadde  Ajpnoid, piom ay| ,-Aepioisek pepybeg jo 1ou1sip eAlYleS auy1 ul uonels buljjod
e 12 Bunoa Jaye s1abuy pauieisyul syl Yo mous Apnosd uswonm 1bes), ‘speals uonded
2] dwely 2indid 3y} APISINO UL SIBUMO 3soYM 'siaBul Jayio yum isbuy paulels 13y
Buisie) uBlIOM pajaa e jo abewl| ue painiesy Jobpat ipls ayy s Assiar maN ‘uonenbs syl oy
Buipiodoe sabew aas 01 slamaia ysnd suoindes moy pajesaad A||e1dadsa oloyd Jadedsmau
JaA0D auQ “uswom tbes| 104 uoneiaq)| 01 S91eNDS UCNIDD Bl UOleIaIdIBIUL SUC SPIBMO)
SIDUIIPNE 1224P J3YUNY saPILe pue suopded ‘ased siyl Ul {//61 sayueg pueloy) sbewl
ue 01 3|geINgue sbuiueaw enuatod o abuel syl 1wi| 01 Yiom 51x31 BulAuedworny
‘SUOIIDB3 8814, Ul D10A 1,Up|INCD
£33 104} sem ‘PaIpaliaL, sey uoiseaul ayl yaiym ‘walqord Auo syl jeys 15366ns pue
‘fiob31ed auc ojul uswom tbey| (e asdejod sabew| ay] juoilednido 3yl Aq paleqiadexs
wiayy jo Auew ‘adey A3yl suolssaiddo |einionis syl Inoge 1BYAA jS910A S UsOM palisye
aARY AW 1BY) SUCIDUNSH 13430 1o ‘Teuoibal 'ssep Inoge 1eyp (591EPIPURY JO U011

WSIDILIED ANV AJVINIWWOD

212y} 01Ul JUsM 1
Jo s12adse Jayio |

AWIOIDC UBLUOM '
0} Jo yul sy} 136
Bujjjod ay3 Bulaes
3y} 03 ssabuy |c
S|ENPIAIPUL 5B WS

‘Bupyiopd
U0 SN0 OU ‘U3
ayy bBuieass ‘pu
uawom Jo sabew
[e10A1d € Se paln.
‘uonelaqy Jo 21bo|

JO IDUIDYIUIQ B
SNoOWAUOUE 113y}
351 31 pue 'uon
4O SyjuoW Jo uo
SaUo ulew ayl aq
1841 abessaw ays
3yl 1Byl 354N0I5|
alBwWw 3yl Buu
iB) siopey> yae
1) buizoa usWC
s1 1 ‘besy oy pas
J0 |oquiks e se
pue pajeuIdSe) 3
UoISBAUL SN 3YL A




394

COMMENTARY AND CRITICISM

that 25 percent of the provisional Iragi legislature would be female,” the US Congress
remains overwhelming male.

Just as Iragi women bear the burden of gender oppression and war, so do American
women. While a sustained critique of war’s impact on American women has yet to be
written, commentators have noted that the war has not brought an end to women’s
problems in Irag, and that, as in all cases of extreme instability, it may have actually
exacerbated them. Certainly, the way the election was handled ensures the power of
religious leaders whose interpretation of Islamic law is not the most enlightened towards
women.® Eliminating Saddam’s rape squads and encouraging women’s political
participation are good things, but will the election really change women's lives?

After Bush’s speech, commentators gushed over what they declared was the most
moving moment of the evening—when Janet Norwood, mother of a killed US soldier, and
the only other person to be singled cut by Bush that night, stood up to be recognized and
engaged in a tearfui embrace with Al-Suheil. Photos of this moment appeared the next day
on websites and in newspapers across the country. The Washington Post did a special story
on it, rhapsodizing that it was “magic,” and an “indelible moment that sums up so much in
so little.”

It most certainly did sum up so much, but not for the reasons that every outlet from
The Washington Post to Fox News assumed. Norwood was holding her son’s dog tags
during the hug, and they became caught on Al-Suheil’s jacket. In an awkward moment
before the television cameras, the women tried to disentangle themselves from this
material evidence of what war really means. It was poignantly symbolic of their
connection—both through constructed images of women's liberation, and through their
shared burden of patriarchy and the costs of war. Whether or not these women cover their
heads is, in the end, totally irrelevant.
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NOTES

1. Foran excellent discussion of colonialism, the US war in Afghanistan, and the burqa, see Lila
Abu-Lughod (2002).

2. Western fascination with the chador aligned with the fact that women who wear such
covering are in the majority in districts where there was significant voter turnout—in Shiite
areas and in the south. Nonetheless, images of Christian and Kurdish women (who generally
do not wear the chador} were notably absent.

3. It is likely that this language draws on the common misunderstanding that women in all
majority-Muslim countries do not have the right to vote. The implication is that women
never voted in Saddam’s traq, and that they can thank the invasion for securing them this
right.

4, Safia Taleb Al-Suheil was not chosen just because she is unveiled. The Progressive Review reported
that she had left Iraq in 1968, that the circumstances of her father's death are not clearly linked to
Saddam Hussein, that two years prior the Coalition Authority flew her into Baghdad to hold a
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