Under that burqa, lipstick and high heels
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By Kiko Itasaka, NBC News Producer 
KABUL, Afghanistan – After a hard day at work, my neighbor usually changes out of her uniform, applies her lipstick, a dab of mascara, and a dusting of eye shadow. Then she puts on her powder blue burqa and commutes home. When asked why she bothers primping when she is about to completely cover up, she giggled. "I wear the makeup for myself. It makes me feel good." 

Fatima (who asked that her real name not be used due to security concerns) said she wears the burqa outside because it makes her feel more secure. "No one will notice me if I’m covered up." She is very distressed by recent European legislative moves to ban the burqa – a catchall term used to describe the Islamic headdress that wholly or mainly conceals the face.

The idea of banning the burqa because of concerns about gender equality, as well as security, has become a hot-button issue in many Western European countries.  Just this week, France’s parliament unanimously adopted a formal resolution to ban the burqa, calling it "an affront to French values." The measure is expected to become law in July. Meanwhile, Belgium’s lower-house legislators voted to outlaw the burqa last month and similar bans have been proposed in Switzerland, Italy and the United Kingdom.   

Fatima is befuddled by the ban. "But why?" she asked. "It is a part of our culture, part of our tradition." She is one of many Afghans who think that Muslims in Europe should be allowed to observe their traditions and customs, and choose what they want to wear. 

Of course, the idea of choosing whether or not to wear the veil was an option Afghan women were denied during the reign of the Taliban. Afghan women were forced to wear burqas because, as a Taliban spokesman said, "The face of a woman is a source of corruption." 

"That was a great time for business," says Abdullah Aziz, who runs a burqa stall in central Kabul. His best sales were during the Taliban years; since their fall from power in 2001, sales have dropped by as much as 50 percent. But with the resurgence of Islamic fundamentalism and Taliban influence, business is picking up, according to Aziz, who cannot comprehend European attempts to ban the burqa. "Every country has Muslims, and they should not be penalized for this. It should be up to the individual to choose," he said. While he accepts that some women might choose to wear just a head scarf, he believes the burqa is the most appropriate form of dress for Afghan women. 

Not so, says Shukria Barakzai, a prominent and influential member of parliament. She hated every moment of the five years she was forced to wear a burqa during the Taliban rule. But, though she does not like what the burqa represents, she also finds recent European legislation efforts reprehensible. "Leave women to wear burqa if they want, just as they can wear blue jeans if they want," said Barakzai. She says she is shocked that democratic nations would pass laws that restrict personal choices. "What is the difference between radical Islamic groups and people who make these anti-democratic laws," she asked. "Democracy means freedom of choice!"  

Some women's groups fear that European anti-burqa laws could even create a backlash in Afghanistan, and play into the hands of the Taliban. They fear that more Afghan women could be coerced into wearing burqas as a form of defiant expression against the Western ban. Meanwhile, women here rebel in their own small ways. When the Taliban ruled in Afghanistan, women were not allowed to wear high-heeled shoes since "the sound of women’s footsteps could excite men," according to the Taliban. 

These days, especially in Kabul, peeking out from under the billowing hems of the burqa, you often see heels. Very high heels, defiantly making their mark. 



Maybe when the terrorists stop wearing the Burqa to hide bombs the west should consider allowing them again? 

Greg, Lansing Mich (Sent Friday, May 14, 2010 2:46 PM)

This is what I do not understand about Muslims, If say me and my wife were to travel to say Saudi Arabia, now we could be arrested if i was to hold her hand or kiss her in public. Now that is the way we live our lives, but if we were to go to a Muslim country we have no choice but to obey Islamic law, so why is it so bad that now there being told if there in say France they cannot wear the burqa????  Such a double standard. 

Jason, Philly, PA (Sent Friday, May 14, 2010 2:59 PM)

"What is the difference between radical Islamic groups and people who make these anti-democratic laws?" Seriously, you don't know?  The French didn't fly planes into buildings in Manhattan and kill 3,000 Americans.  That's the difference ... and members of radical Islamic groups will do ANYTHING, including wearing a woman's garment to cover their faces so that they can kill.  That's another difference.   

Becky Jackson, Farmington, CT (Sent Friday, May 14, 2010 3:08 PM)

The real purpose of the burqa is to prevent embarrassment of and for the ugly women when a good looking sexy girl passes them by.... 

jimmycrackscornhole (Sent Friday, May 14, 2010 3:12 PM)

Excuse me. No one is telling the people in Afghanistan they can't wear this burqa. Has anyone ever heard the saying when in Rome do as the Romans? If these people in European or American countries for that matter love their culture so much let them stay in their own country. Burqas are not part of European or American culture, so leave them home. 

Mary, Pensacola, FL (Sent Friday, May 14, 2010 3:14 PM)

When a person chooses to live in a first world country then he/she must also be prepared to change.  When in Rome do as the Romans...is true.  if the burqa-clad female wants to live in the western world then she should be able accept their trends, and the vice versa, if a western wear female wants to live in a country where the burqa is customary, then so be it.... 

anon, austin, texas (Sent Friday, May 14, 2010 3:15 PM)

"Muslims should be allowed to keep their traditions".  When you emigrate to a country, you are making a statement that you are leaving your country and its traditions behind, and are willing to accept new traditions and values.  You do not come to impose your values - this is the defining difference between an immigrant and an invader.   

Or, to put it clearly: suppose I am a cannibal/headhunter, and decide to immigrate to America or Europe.  Should I be allowed to bring my traditions and values?   

othmar brunner (Sent Friday, May 14, 2010 3:19 PM)

"Every country has Muslims, and they should not be penalized for this" AND every country has Christians and they should not be penalized for this. 

Moe Ham Mudd (Sent Friday, May 14, 2010 3:19 PM)

It's not even an issue of culture: it has to do with security. Law enforcement needs to be able to identify people on surveillance video and personnel on the ground need to see everyone's face when going through checkpoints and other secure areas. Furthermore, several terrorists have worn burqas to hide their explosive vests. 

Steve Rascon, Long Beach, CA (Sent Friday, May 14, 2010 3:19 PM)

So, help me here.  '"But why?" she asked. "It is a part of our culture, part of our tradition." '  Really?  So when a British couple goes to a Middle East country and kisses in the public, they get imprisoned!  Why can't they practice their culture in a Muslim country? 

TS, Pittsburgh (Sent Friday, May 14, 2010 3:21 PM)

It's difficult to muster any sympathy for Muslims who've CHOSEN to live in Europe or the U.S.  If you want to keep your misogynist tradtions, then don't leave your homeland. Otherwise, shut-up and adapt to the culture, customs and laws of the Christian nations in which you chose to reside. I'm pretty sick of hearing them whine and complain about this! 

Nobody You Know (Sent Friday, May 14, 2010 3:35 PM)

It's simple. We want to see what you are up to under that clothing. It looks so ancient and weird to cover the whole body like that. Looks like dead people coming back to life. Move forward Muslims or you'll get left behind. That's the problem. They're in the past. I believe that if the Muslims in this country would drop the clothing and go to their religious functions on Sunday like the main stream, they would be excepted. Just slow down on the religious stuff, I believe you'll still go to heaven. 

D-Dub,, springfield Va (Sent Friday, May 14, 2010 3:51 PM)

Seems like Muslim men have some serious problems dealing with women, so...cover them up and you don't have to be worried about being attracted to them?  and, the women wear makeup and heels hidden under the burqa... making fun of the men that can't see them! Strange society the Muslims are... !!! 

Marguerite Acosta (Sent Friday, May 14, 2010 3:51 PM)

Sounds like the Taliban are just upset because they can't get any women to like them.  "the sound of women’s footsteps could excite men"?   Well, maybe to 40-year old virgins...like the leadership of the Taliban.  Seems like all the Taliban want to do is make young men miserable, so that blowing themselves up is a step up in the world.  No pork, no alcohol, no looking at women, no movies, no TV... 

Mike C. (Sent Friday, May 14, 2010 4:05 PM)

It as been a local law in most states that one cannot cover ones face with anything including a mask or burqa or anything else because it prevents one from being indetified. This law was around long before anyone though about conflicting with Muslim laws and customs. However, this is a law and a justifiable one, and must be observed by all citizens. I am sure that France, England, Switzerland, Belgium and other countries have national security in mind why they have chosen to prohibit concealing ones face for whatever reason. 

joseph P. McClendon (Sent Friday, May 14, 2010 4:09 PM)

...a Taliban spokesman said, "The face of a woman is a source of corruption" and "the sound of women’s footsteps could excite men," according to the Taliban. 

Sounds like men in the Taliban have a problem with self-control. 

No name, no state (Sent Friday, May 14, 2010 4:12 PM)

The use of the burqa and other body hiding garments in the Middle Eastern world is to hide a woman from prying eyes. Even now they are thought of as little more than property. 

Taliban spokesman said, "The face of a woman is a source of corruption." Little or no self control by the male population and could be a threat to their power. 

"the sound of women’s footsteps could excite men," according to the Taliban." This mainly speaks to the inability of the men who make these rules to control themselves around women, especially the very attractive ones. 

 

Ridiculous, San Jose, CA (Sent Friday, May 14, 2010 4:14 PM)

These are traditions that were created thousands of years ago by"MEN". Why did they create these traditions? Because they have always been the rulers of their society's and it was a way to control those under them. Remember women were not allowed to vote in the U.S. in the past, was that right? It was a way for the men to stay in power just like the Muslims with that Burga CRAP. It could excite the men... what CRAP. Now wonder that part of the world is in turmoil with those ancient traditions that always are geared to suppressing women’s rights to be treated as equals. And the sad part is they have been indoctrinated to believe it is okay. 

bill (Sent Friday, May 14, 2010 5:20 PM)

It's unfortunate we have to lump the entire Muslim community into one pile but we do because of the horrific acts many of the Muslim and Islamic community have done. You can't expect to go to another country and not follow the rules. I'm a Mom and I'm teaching my child to accept and respect other cultures but it's hard when the only news we here is negative. 

Trying to understand (Sent Friday, May 14, 2010 5:24 PM)

I can't help but wonder, what is the mental state of the woman who said, "wearing my burka makes me feel more secure; no one will notice me if I'm all covered up."  In our country, if someone wanted to be completely covered up from head to toe to feel secure, their family members would take them to a good mental health clinic for treatment.  It makes me realize that these poor women not only ARE second class citizens(or worse)in their Middle Eastern cultures but they are so brainwashed they only feel secure when they are treated like someone who doesn't really exist.  Just a ghostly figure walking by in a piece of fabric.  How terribly sad to be a female in an Islamic country.  And the poor men - it's not much better for them, obviously, since they consider blowing themselves up and taking other people with them to the next life an improvement on their way of life in this world.  No wonder they are joining jihad in such numbers - it's a way out of here. 

Reflections on the absurd, Tacoma, WA (Sent Friday, May 14, 2010 5:28 PM)

I am a US Sailor and have been to the heart of deeply muslim countries, and women are not forced to wear burqa's in every country, and beyond that, many CHOOSE to wear them. 

How can I say that I fight for Democracy, and for personal rights, when we as a part of NATO, and a part of the western world, are denying a basic right of personal freedom, and choice of religion to women? 

Arielle D. Money. Norfolk VA (Sent Friday, May 14, 2010 6:24 PM)

This is a security issue. This has been brought up on my Saturday morning WDBZ radio show (thebuzzcincy.com). 

Ken Anderson WDBZ (Sent Friday, May 14, 2010 6:54 PM)

As we have seen numerous times, the fact that someone is NOT wearing a Burqa is no guarantee they're not a terrorist. Timothy McVeigh didn't wear one.  The men who crashed their planes into buildings on 9/11 were not wearing burqas. Interesting, eh? 

liveandletlive , Asheville NC (Sent Friday, May 14, 2010 6:55 PM)

