
        Behold, 
     my fantastic 
     invention:  
      the Mirror 
      of Reality!  
      Step right 
      up and see 
     the world as 
     it really is!  
   Uncover your  
  inner personality,   
understand your 
 neighbors, see what         your friends 
are truly made of…    But it was not gone; 
a splinter of glass from the inventor’s 
mirror had landed in Kai’s eye, and its power 
traveled straight to his heart... The fabric 
   of her robe looked like millions of starry 
   snow-flakes linked together. She was delicate 
     and beautiful, but made of ice—shining, 
      dazzling, glittering ice... Wait, I haven’t seen 
        him yet, but I’m sure he will come soon.  The 
          river seemed to think so.  He carried you 
             here.   Oh, don’t be so sad.  Come, eat some 
               ripe red cherries and then I will take 

  you to visit my garden... Once upon 
  a Time , in this very CAWdom where you 
 and I are sitting, there lived a princess 
   so wonderfully CA--clever that she had 
   read all the books and the newspapers—
   and forgotten them too... But I’m your 
  daughter and you must give me everything I 
  

      I was afraid you’d 
     never find me...I have to announce 
        you are here. I love Twitter. Ok, 
     there! You are now officially in Cairo. 
                       Marhaba! Sabah il kheyr. Good morning. 
         This is the traditional Egyptian 
        greeting... Religious studies. I want to 
       study Islam. Here, at the heart of it. To 
        hear the call to          prayer every day. 
                        So beautiful.                    The famous 
                        mosques.                          The teachers. My 
                                                      Imam at home gave me 
                                                    the names of some 
                                            teachers at        Al Azhar 
                                Mosque to look up...       We’ve had a 
                                civilization here      for five 
                                thousand years.      They should call 
                                                     us “First World” 
                                   instead of “Third World.” What is 
                                  this “third world?” Like we are not 
                                even on the same planet... Hey! Maybe 
                           we can do an interview together About 
                          veils. For the blog! One Egyptian woman, one 
                       American. The stereotypes, the misconceptions... 
                     Ok, you say it’s just a piece of cloth? Show us! 
                  Take away the mystery. Show us you are not a 
                 terrorist... Yes! Muslimas unite!.. I dont think so. If 
              too much        Jersey Shore was the cause then guys 
             in America      would be a lot worse and right now I’ve 
           got a                whole new appreciation for their 
          gender                sensitivity... Come on, you want to see 
                                the real Egypt, right? My god, a 
                                   protest at the American University? 
                                Everyone will be here. The students, 
                                  Muslim Brotherhood, your friend the 
                                Sheihk, CNN, and us!.. I didn’t come here 
                                    thinking it was gonna be my little 
                                      Muslima paradise. But I did think, 
                                           for the first time in my life, 
                                            I might be accepted. Living 

                                               in a place where being a
                                                      

                                           for the first time in my life,
                                            I might be accepted. Living 
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Letter from the Editors
Dear PlayNotes Readers:

Welcome to the fifth issue of PlayNotes for the 2013-2014 season, 
with interviews, background, and commentary on Tom Coash’s 
world premiere drama, Veils. Set in Egypt during the months leading 
up to the Arab Spring revolutions, Veils is a fictional piece that deals 
intimately with issues and events that are headline news today. And 
not just in Egypt either—the debate on veiling in Islam and what 
it means to women around the world has deep resonances here 
in Southern Maine, which you can read more about in this issue’s 
“Community Connections” article (pp. 19-20), looking at the play’s 
ideas through the lens of our local community.

Although the Arab Spring was touched off in Tunisia more than 
three years ago, its impact is still being felt across the Middle East 
and the world, and its implications are still up for debate. Despite 
the ongoing changes in this story, we’ve tried to get a handle on 
the world Samar lives in with articles on the events that began in 
December 2010 (pp. 10-12) and also the role of social media in this 
new generation of civil unrest (pp. 26-27). Not to leave out Intisar’s 
side of the story, this PlayNotes also includes information on the 
history of Islam in America (pp. 16-17). And as you get ready to 
watch the play, check out the guide to different types of veiling 
(p. 18) and listing of Arabic terms used in Veils (p. 31) for some 
initial insights into the Egyptian setting and culture that the play 
is steeped in. 

As both warmer days and the finish of Portland Stage’s season 
get a little closer (more daylight every week!), the annual process 
of selecting next year’s season is warming up as well. Those of you 
attending Words By: Ira Gershwin and the Great American Songbook
have the opportunity to complete a survey on play selection either 
in person or via e-mail, but for Educators—or any of you who 
haven’t yet shared your views—we’re always interested in hearing 
what our audiences would like to see on our Mainstage. To give 
your feedback on shows you’d like to see on our stages, or on any of 
our regular Education programming, you can always contact us at 
774-1043 ext. 104 or dburson@portlandstage.org. 

Sincerely yours,  
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In his introduction to Veils, Tom Coash cautions his 
audience, “This is a fictional story and the characters 
are fictional.” With the uprisings in the Arab world—
the “Arab Spring”— so 
much a part of our daily 
news cycle for the last 
three years, at first it may 
indeed be difficult for an 
audience to separate the 
events of the play from 
recent events in the Arab 
world. This distinction, 
though, is at the crux of 
this play.

Visiting African-American 
student Intisar and 
her native Egyptian 
roommate, Samar, are 
both Muslims, but they 
have different feelings 
about the Islamic practice 
of veiling. Intisar sees this 
practice as a beautiful and necessary expression of her 
faith. For Samar, living in an often oppressive nation, 
it is essential that she 
have the freedom not to 
wear the veil. While the 
story in Veils is fictional, 
the struggles faced by 
Intisar and Samar are 
those faced every day by 
women in Egypt—and 
in Inti’s case, right here 
in the United States. 
The truth we derive 
from the story of these 
women is crucial to our 
role as informed citizens 
and compassionate 
human beings. 

For many in our society it 
would be difficult to grasp the concept of having no 
control over what you wear, or indeed, of being forced 
to wear something despite your beliefs.  Perhaps 
you wear a veil or religious garment daily—perhaps 
you vehemently do not. Whatever your beliefs it 
is thankfully quite unlikely that you will be forced 
to relinquish your choice by your government.  As 
Intisar explains when she speaks of her experience 
on 9/11, in America it is an affront to be questioned 

for your clothing. As Samar discovers, in Egypt it 
is an inevitability.

Intisar, the play’s American 
envoy, declares that Samar 
has a very narrow view of 
the problem at hand. She 
confronts Samar, saying, 
“It’s just as bad to say you 
can’t wear something as 
it is to say you must wear 
something.” Thus, Intisar 
comes down on the side 
of many Islamic-Egyptian 
women; in many ways she 
represents a mild form 
of the hate Samar faces 
by not veiling.  Despite 
this adversity, in a quiet 
moment Samar articulates 
the core of her beliefs: 
“Without the niquab you 
must rely on yourself 

to be modest, you must draw the holiness from 
within your soul.” 

At its heart, this is a 
story about the nature 
of friendship and its 
power to transcend all 
obstacles. Intisar and 
Samar disagree on a very 
basic level. They both 
raise relevant questions 
and challenge one 
another’s beliefs. Their 
beliefs are contradictory, 
yet they choose to 
work together. Intisar 
claims that the crux of 
the veiling debate is 
about “choice,” while 
Samar declares that it’s 

about “voice.” Through their journey together, they 
discover that both of these things—“both sides”—are 
important in their fight for equality and acceptance. 
This is not a cautionary tale, but a raw example of 
our human capacity to compromise. It is a story of 
survival with dignity—a basic human aspiration.•

About the Play

Women demonstrate during the Arab Spring.

Tristan Cunningham (left) as Intisar and Yara Badday as Samar 
in the East Bay Center for the Performing Arts reading of Veils.
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Focus Questions

•    Why is art, an important medium for communication? Is  art  a better or  
  worse medium than pure information for raising awareness about unfamiliar  
   issues, religions, or cultures? 

• How do our cultural backgrounds shape our perception of the world, for  
    better and for worse?

• What creates our expectations for how other people should behave around  
    us? Is it reasonable to be disappointed when another person’s expectations  
    for us do not match our own?

• Can clothing be used to make a personal statement? In what ways does a  
    person’s clothing reflect who they are and what they believe? 

• How has the increasing use of social media changed our awareness and   
    understanding of world events and politics? 

• Discussion of gender roles is a central concern in Samar and Intisar’s        
    debates in Veils. How do perceived gender roles affect our beliefs about  
    what people are and are not able or not allowed to do in a society?

• How does our use of language reflect the society we’re from? Does the way  
    we speak and communicate impact our understanding of new ideas and  
    other cultures? 

• How does public activism inform and influence change in a society? Does  
    change brought about by protest or public outcry differ in substance from  
    change created through more traditional political channels?

• What factors influence a society’s view of the differences between the  
    sexes? Should there be one standard for gender equality throughout 
    the world? 

• In Veils, Samar and Intisar’s debate over the practice of veiling develops  
    into  a larger discussion about the power of choice. Is having “free choice”  
    necessarily a positive state? Can outside influences affect our choices in  
    positive as well as negative ways? 

• How do stereotypes influence how we perceive people from different      
    ethnic groups? Is it possible to have no stereotypes of any kind? 
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Playwright Tom Coash has made a dramatic career 
dealing with topics concerning the Middle East and 
the collision of cultures. Striving to explore how we 
communicate in an ever-expanding world, Coash’s 
plays search for the connection between characters 
from differing cultural backgrounds. 

Growing up in southern California, 
Coash found his interest in writing 
plays late in his undergraduate 
studies at California State College 
in Bakersfield. After taking one 
playwriting class his senior year, 
he ventured away from writing to 
work on an oil rig. While working 
in the Arctic Ocean, he applied and 
was hired for an internship at the 
Actors Theatre of Louisville in the 
literary development, honing his 
craft by reading new plays. Actors 
Theatre, known for its focus on new 
work, encouraged Coash to write his 
plays and the playwright competed 
in several internal playwriting competitions while 
working for the company. Coash then attended the 
University of California, Davis, earning a master’s 
degree in playwriting in 1985. 

As a playwright and director, Coash’s career has always 
been targeted towards new 
work. Coash’s interest in 
new plays led him to co-
found the site-specific 
theater company Offstage 
Theatre in the late ’80s  in 
Charlottesville, Virginia, 
the focus of which is new 
work. The company didn’t 
have a permanent space 
for performance, and 
thus sought out unusual 
locations to perform their 
work. From this company, 
the playwright developed his interest in plays born out 
of specific locations and the qualities that arise from 
unique settings. 

Traveling from one coast to another, Coash’s work 
began to be produced by other theaters. Theatre 40 
in Los Angeles produced Coash’s one-act, Inside/Out,

in 1993. Inside/Out discusses the stigma of interracial 
relationships in the confines of the criminal justice 
system. Interested in other cultures, Coash began 
to forge an international career, stopping first in 
Bermuda in the mid-1990s to develop a one-act festival 

that is still running today. Next 
the playwright traveled to Egypt, 
the country that would become 
his artistic focus for much of his 
career. Coash taught at the American 
University in Cairo from 1996 to 
2000, and began to center his writing 
on the interactions among cultures, 
prejudice, and the Arab world. It 
was in Egypt that he completed 
his play Khamaseen (1996), named 
for the Egyptian Arabic word for 
the cyclonic winds that create 
sandstorms in the Saharan region of 
Africa. The production premiered at 
the American University in Cairo and 
centers on a young American woman 
living in Egypt as she wrestles with 

her preconceptions about the country. Khamaseen 
has since had numerous international productions, 
including a run at the Edinburgh Fringe Festival in 
Scotland. The Fringe production was praised for its 
seamless use of Arabic and English, a trait that would 
become a hallmark of Coash’s work. 

Coash left Egypt in 2000 
and returned to the United 
States. His interests, 
however, remained in his 
former home of the Middle 
East. When the international 
climate changed drastically 
following the tragedy of 
the September 11, 2001, 
terrorist attacks, Coash’s 
work became more focused 
on exploring themes of 
racism, fear, and prejudice in 

the Arab region. Coash’s play, Cry Havoc (2002), came 
out of this tempestuous climate. Cry Havoc was first 
performed by InterAct in Philadelphia and was a critical 
success, and Coash was nominated for the prestigious 
Barrymore Award. Other productions received honors 
as well; the play won the West Coast Ensemble National 
New Play Competition in Los Angeles, and the National 

About Tom Coash

Playwright Tom Coash.

Tom Coash with students in the United Arab Emirates.
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Tom Coash has been recognized for 
his work with numerous awards, 
including the Ensemble Studio 
Theatre Next Step Playwriting 
Fellowship for Cry Havoc, the 
Hammerstein Emerging Playwright 
and Pittsburgh New Works Festival 
Awards for Ukimwi, and the Lorraine 
Hansberry Playwriting Award for the 
Kennedy Center’s national program 
for cultural diversity. Now based 
in New Haven, Connecticut, Coash 
continues to explore the intersection 
of international communities. 
Veils was recently a finalist for the 
Eugene O’Neill National Playwriting 
Conference and is the winner of the 
2012 Clauder Competition for New 
England Playwrights at Portland Stage. 

With the world premiere production of Veils this spring, 
Coash’s aim to reveal and understand a country and
its people continues.•

New Play Award from Humboldt State 
University. Written just after 9/11, 
the play continues to resonate with 
audiences internationally. Cry Havoc
addresses a relationship between an 
English writer and his male Egyptian 
lover. Though praised as a script, the 
play had an off-Broadway run at the 
Abington Theatre in New York that 
received tepid reviews. Journalist 
Gayle Edmunds summarized a recent 
South African production, “[Cry 
Havoc] is an attempt to understand 
fundamentalism and humanise it, 
which is far more interesting and 
difficult than simply demonising it.” 
As Coash’s most widely produced play, 
it is also one of his most controversial. 
The Egyptian character Mohammed’s 
increasing radicalization, explored so closely after the 
September 11 attacks, framed a debate on militancy, 
terrorism, and colonialism. As the play is a provocative 
political discussion in a personal story, critics often 
have missed the tenderness in the relationship between 
the two men. 

Coash has also had an active career in education, 
teaching playwriting and dramatic literature at several 
universities. In addition to his stint at the American 
University in Cairo, Coash has taught at Bradford 
College in Massachusetts and Western Kentucky 
University. With his artistic interests still focusing on 
the Middle East, the playwright was commissioned 
by Western Kentucky University to create a collection 
of three one-act plays. The collection included two 
previously written works, Ukimwi, and Khalass, and 
rounded out with the world-premiere of a third short 
piece. This new title was a section of what would later 
become the full-length play, Veils. The WKU student 
production was a success and led to Coash entering 
the work under the title Cairo Stories for the Middle 
East Playwriting Competition in the United Arab 
Emirates in 2012. Cairo Stories was selected and 
Coash once again found himself watching his work on 
international stages.  From the UAE, Coash received 
a grant from InterAct in Philadelphia to develop Veils 
into a full-length work. InterAct is a company with 
which the playwright has worked closely in the past, 
and the company staged a reading of an early version 
of Veils in 2012. Veils continues Coash’s exploration of 
cultural interactions and the prejudices societies have 
of one another. 

Plays by Tom Coash
One-Act Plays

Inside/Out (1993)

Thin Air (1999) 

Ukimwi (1999)

Khalass (2000)

Be the Hunter (2006)

Veils (2007)

Full-Length Plays

Khamaseen (1996)

Line of Descent (2000)

Cry Havoc (2002)

Cairo Stories (2007):                                                                    
Includes Ukimwi, Khalass, and Veils

Kamasutra (2007)

Veils (2012)

Sameer Sheikh and Keith Merrill in 
Cry Havoc at the 
Abingdon � eatre.
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“The only glue between ruler 
and ruled was suspicion and 
fear.” So wrote political scholar 
Ghada Hashem Talhami in 
her summary of the Arab 
Spring, a string of revolutions 
that spread across the Arab 
world in 2011. The nations of 
the Arab world comprise 22 
countries; all of the Middle 
East and North Africa. For 
decades the Arab world had 
been plagued by autocratic 
rulers, and remained in the 
grip of autocracy, monarchy, 
and despotic governments, even as many other 
third-world nations transitioned to democracy.  It 
seemed the oppressive situation would continue 
indefinitely until the sudden, one-man protest of 
Mohammed Bouazizi. 

Bouazizi of Sidi Bouzid, Tunisia, was a young 
street vendor whose vegetable cart was repeatedly 
confiscated by local law enforcement for not being 
properly licensed. On December 17, 2010, when 
his cart was confiscated, he paid the fine to reclaim 
it, but was denied restitution and harassed by the 
police. When Bouazizi tried to complain at provincial 
headquarters, he was refused an audience. At 11:30 
AM, Bouazizi, having been denied his civil rights on 
many counts, positioned himself on the lawn of the 
provincial headquarters, doused himself in gasoline 
and set himself on fire.  Bouazizi survived in hospital 
until January 4, 2011. He is widely credited with being 
the catalyst to the Arab Spring.

The term “Arab Spring” refers to the series of 
uprisings across the Middle East, protesting the 
flaws of various Arab governments, specifically 
following Bouazizi’s radical act. These uprisings were 
generally characterized as being initiated primarily 
by young and working-class citizens working toward 
an overhaul of the political system, in order to 
enable more dignified quality of life. The movement 
generally pushed against autocratic governments and 
presidential dictators in favor of government elected 
by the general population. It is important to note 
that the democracy sought by most protesters is not 
democracy as we Americans know it, but nevertheless 
more liberal than autocracy and secular, for the most 
part. Despite the sweep of democracy in surrounding 
nations imposed by the United States, Egypt and other 

Arab nations had remained 
politically draconian.

While Egypt and Tunisia 
initially garnered the most 
media attention for their 
uprisings, Bouazizi’s outcry was 
heard around the Arab nations, 
and no country in the Arab 
world was completely immune 
to the effects of his protest. 
Protests ranged from violent 
uprisings, to peaceful protests, 
to muted and often stifled 
rebellion. In the monarchial 

state of Jordan, activists called for constitutional 
amendments that would restrict the power of their 
king, Abdullah II. While Abdullah made a televised 
promise to support and establish laws that would 
give more power to elected officials, “no timeline has 
been set” to accomplish these goals. Similarly, in Saudi 
Arabia protest on a large scale has been scant by virtue 
of the tight grip of the monarchy on the country. 
To protest in Saudi Arabia is illegal—activists who 
defy this law have been jailed without trial and even 
murdered. Such violence, however, is not uncommon. 
The uprising against the government of Muammar 
Gaddafi in Libya was particularly violent. Gaddafi 
vowed to wipe out anti-government activists, but was 
subsequently murdered by revolutionary fighters—
killed by a civilian with his own gilded gun. Protesters 
of a similar ilk have been referred to by the Syrian 
government as “terrorists,” according to the BBC. In 
February 2011, shortly after the Arab Spring began, 
Syrian President Assad modified the constitution, 
granting ultimate power to his leading political party. 
Assad is believed responsible for a chemical weapons 
attack in the ensuing civil war that killed hundreds, 
clashes between Assad’s government and rebels since 
2011 have left more than 100,000 Syrians dead. These 
are just a few examples of the Arab Spring in action.

 Like all of the Arab uprisings, the revolution in Tunisia 
in response to Bouazizi’s death was a movement of 
“the common people.” Essentially, Bouazizi called 
attention to the economic and civic disparity between 
the small Tunisian upper-class and the young, working-
class population that forms the country’s backbone. 
Additionally, Paul McCaffrey notes “Demography has 
an undeniable influence [on the spread of unrest in 
Arab countries].” What McCaffrey means when he says 
“demography” is a phenomenon currently underway 

The Arab Spring

Demonstrators celebrating the capture of 
Sharif al-Islam in Lybia, 2011.
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in Tunisia, Egypt and many other Arab countries 
known as “youth bulge,” in which young citizens make 
up a significantly large percentage of the population.  
In Egypt, more than a quarter of 
the population is comprised of 
citizens ages 18-29.  McCaffrey 
goes on to explain: “compounding 
the problem is a largely stagnant 
economic climate. Vast numbers 
of unemployed young people 
constitute a destabilizing 
element in any society.” Indeed, 
young Bouazizi was a university 
graduate, but despite his 
education and youth, his only 
option to make even a scant 
living was to sell vegetables in 
the street. Tunisia’s response 
provided the model for an uprising, with Egypt quickly 
following suit.  

On January 25, 2011, Egyptian protesters took to the 
streets of Cairo, inspired by the uprising in Tunisia. 
Their aim was to overthrow President of 30 years, 
Hosni Mubarak.  Mubarak, a socialist, had opposed 
the growing Islamist influence in Egypt. Despite 
taking violent military action against the civilian 
protesters, Mubarak was finally forced to relinquish 
the presidency. In February of 2011, after Mubarak’s 
descent, the military took temporary control of the 
country. The citizens of Egypt voted on constitutional 
reforms and subsequently on a new leader. In June of 
2011 the Muslim Brotherhood candidate Mohammed 
Morsi narrowly won the election and was sworn 
into office. The Egyptian government, however, 

continued to grapple over changes in the constitution 
as members of the Muslim Brotherhood pushed for 
conservative law. 

Founded in 1928 by Sheikh 
Hassan al-Banna, the Muslim 
Brotherhood is an Islamist 
organization inspired by the 
principles of Islam, and seeks to 
create a religious state governed 
by the rules of Islam known 
as “Sharia Law.” The Muslim 
Brotherhood has generally 
been at odds with the Egyptian 
government since 1954, when 
President Gamal Abdel Nasser 
suppressed the organization via 
imprisonment and exile. Nasser’s 

successor, the aforementioned Mubarak, inherited 
this socio-political feud.

Political regimes in the Arab world today generally fall 
into three categories: monarchy, pan-Arab socialism, 
and Islamism. Monarchy is the form of government 
in Saudi Arabia. As we have seen, in countries with 
such absolute monarchial power, uprisings have been 
suppressed or even non-existent, as the small elite class 
rules supreme. Additionally, these countries tend to be 
more conservative via the wishes of their monarchs, 
enabling a tighter grasp on their populations. Pan-
Arab Socialism refers to a type of socialism specific to 
the Arab world, blending the values of socialism with 
fierce nationalistic values. Egypt could be considered 
a pan-Arab Socialist government until the death of 

Former Egyptian President, Hosni Mubarak.

Th roughout the 18th and 19th centuries, Egyptian society was dominated by the infl uence of the 
Western world, specifi cally the cultures of their colonizers, England and France. After gaining 
independence, a culture of nationalism and the infl uence of Islam grew 
in Egypt, spurred by the Muslim Brotherhood, among others. Since then, 
there have been strict censorship laws in Egypt. So, although Egypt 
continues to be infl uenced by the West in the realms of popular culture, 
these infl uences are not always readily observable. Art has been used 
as a medium of rebellion against the oppressive Egyptian government, 
especially in the recent years following the Egyptian Revolution in 2011. 
Drum beats known as “freedom beats” were played in Tahrir Square 
during the demonstrations that ousted both Hosni Mubarak and, later, 
Mohammed Morsi.  Recently, Egyptian theater artists have been known to 
perform in the streets in low-income and refugee-occupied areas of Egypt. 
While criticizing Egypt’s government—musically or theatrically—is 
punishable by confi scation of musical equipment, fi nes, and even 
imprisonment, the underground arts scene continues to fl ourish. 

Egypt’s Underground Pop-culture

People dance to “freedom beats” in 
Tahrir Square.

Continued on the next page.
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President Nasser in 1970. Finally, Islamism refers to 
a government that operates under Sharia law. While 
Sharia law is controversial for several reasons, it is 
important to understand that its implication hits 
right at the heart of the biggest conflict in the Arab 
world: the Sunni-Shia religious divide.

The Sunni-Shia religious divide in Arab countries 
plays a large part in current politics and indeed in 
the anatomy of the Arab Spring, being the longest 
running conflict in the Arab world. The basic 
disagreement between Sunni and Shia, a divergence 
in beliefs, is over the successor to the original prophet 
Muhammad. Over the years these beliefs have caused 
the sects to diverge further. What is problematic about 
this is both sects’ general desire for their religion to be 
reflected in their government.

Following Mubarak’s fall from power, the Muslim 
Brotherhood, strong proponents of Sharia law, have 
taken power in Egypt, which could mean a back-fire 
in the revolution as the young demographic intended 
it.The Brotherhood’s election has resulted in  fewer 
rights for minorities, and a closer knitting of religion 
and government. After the election of Morsi, the 
Associated Press reported, “members of liberal parties 
and representatives of Egypt’s churches withdrew 
from the 100-member assembly . . . protesting 
attempts by Islamists to impose their will.” At this 
protest, Morsi took drastic political action, granting 
himself unprecedented governmental power, such as 
“immunity from judicial review.” The citizens of Egypt 
took to the streets again to demand the resignation 
of Morsi. After months of large-scale demonstrations 
as well as violent clashes between military forces and 
protesters, the military ousted Morsi and took over 
temporary command of Egypt again.

The political parties that initially gained power in 
the two nations that overthrew their leaders—Egypt 
and Tunisia—were Islamist parties. The conservative 
nature of these parties may be of concern for those 
hoping for a more democratic government, and 

may even foreshadow further sanctions on personal 
freedom, rather than civic gains. 

Despite a history of suppression of liberal uprisings 
in the Arab world since the end of the colonial era, 
the death of Bouazizi triggered a chain reaction in 
Arab nations, as his plight was distributed through 
the tools of social media. Writes Talhami, “this tragic 
[event] unleashed an uprising of the common people 
against Tunisia’s economic, political, and social elite. 
. . .” Indeed, given the youthful and middle class 
demographic of these movements, a key component 
of the Arab Spring and subsequent uprisings has been 
the use of social media. Websites such as Twitter, 
Facebook, and even YouTube have been instrumental 
in both the organization of protesters and the 
dissemination of information. The death of Bouazizi 
was captured on film and uploaded to Facebook. 
Reporter Yasmine Ryan writes: “Throughout the 
uprising, Tunisian protesters relied on Facebook to 
communicate with each other. Facebook, unlike most 
video sharing sites, was not included in Tunisia’s 
online censorship.” However, British journalist 
Peter Feuilherade observes that as the authorities 
in Arab countries grows more social media-savvy, 
they gain the tools to more effectively suppress the 
dissemination of information from protesters of any 
given regime. In Egypt, even before the uprisings, 
the government heavily censored media. Since the 
revolution, journalists and civilian pioneers of social 
media have been jailed, leading to ongoing censorship.

Even after those momentus events, the “Arab Spring” 
as we know it is ongoing—not a singular event—and 
its true effects will not be known for many years. 
Author Rami G. Khouri postulates that perhaps we 
should consider this a birth, rather than a reform, 
for the Arab world, especially Egypt. There is a long 
way to go yet to achieve government stability and 
civic harmony in Egypt. With its various religious 
groups, enthusiastic youth population, and a rich 
cultural history of over 6,000 years, we can be sure 
that this is not the last cultural reshaping of the Arab 
political landscape.•

A protestor confronts Egyptian police during the 
2011 Egyptian Revolution. 

Former Tunisian President, 
Zine El Abidine Ben Ali. 
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In the Valley of Abraham there lies an ancient city 
known as Mecca. Over 1,400 years ago, there lived 
in this city an unusual merchant. Blessed with good 
family connections, the merchant had become 
wealthy early in life. The merchant used this wealth 
with great intelligence, building a flourishing caravan 
trade. What made this merchant unusual was not 
the merchant’s intelligence, nor wealth, nor even 
charity. In an age where women were forbidden from 
inheriting property and were themselves considered 
little more than the possessions of men, what made 
this merchant unusual was that the merchant was, 
in fact, a woman. Moreover, she 
was a twice-widowed, 40-year-
old mother. Her name was 
Khadija, and to the world she was 
soon to become known as the 
first convert to Islam, the first 
“Mother of the Believers,” and 
the first woman who married the 
Prophet Muhammad. Today, their 
marriage is seen as a romantic 
love story, a 25-year-long union 
built upon mutual respect 
and devotion. 

In Veils, Samar comments on her deep respect for 
Khadija, noting with longing that her heroine was an 
affluent businesswoman who wore no veil. Khadija 
sets a shockingly proto-feminist precedent for 
Samar, who has grown up in a predominantly Islamic 
nation where women are regularly degraded, sexually 
harassed, and kept from educational opportunities. 
Samar thus sees Islam, the religion she practices with 
both love and devotion, as intricately tied with her own 
subjugation. Conversely, Intisar—a devout Muslim 
wishing to expand her knowledge of the Quran— is 
surprised when she joins Samar’s world in Egypt and 
experiences gender discrimination for the first time 
in her life. Today, the controversial practices that 
Samar and Intisar encounter during the course of Veils 
—including gender inequality, the abuse of women, 
forcible seclusion and veiling, and girls’ education—
are attributed by many Islamic scholars to religious 
misappropriations used to benefit existing cultural 
and societal power structures. 

Pre-Islamic Arabia was an unforgiving, harsh desert, 
populated by nomadic tribes and sparse settlements. 
Within these tribes, the horrifying, commonplace 
practice of female infanticide—the murder of 
newborn girls—was custom. In Women of Islam, 

Wiebke Walther explains that female infanticide in 
pre-Islamic Arabian was born out of “fear as result 
of poverty, or more precisely, dire need.” Women—
prohibited from warfare, forbidden from entering 
most occupations, and banned from inheriting 
property—were seen as unequal contributors to the 
survival of the tribe and family. A female child was 
consequently a blight upon the family honor, and a 
hindrance more than a blessing. 

It is no wonder then that the men of Medina were 
furious when Muhammad declared, in accordance 

with his revelations, that women 
were of spiritual and worldly 
equality with men. However, in 
the Quran each sex was assigned 
specific gender roles and duties, 
separate yet “complementary.” 
Muhammad set unprecedented 
measures for female rights. 
He banned female infanticide, 
enabled women to keep their 
dowries for their personal use, 
forbade marriage by force, and 
legalized the inheritance of 
property by women. While women 

were still at an unequal economic disadvantage, this 
was seen in the pre-Islamic Arabian era as balanced 
out by the gender responsibility of men to provide for 
women. At its founding Islam was unlike its fellow 
Abrahamic religions, at the forefront of progressive 
gender equality. We are thus confronted with this 
conundrum: for many, Islam as a religion has come 
to be intrinsically connected with the degradation 
of women. However, as Wiebke Walther finds, the 
precepts and tenets of Islam honor women and stress 
their equality with men. 

One of the most prevalent problems in the Middle 
East and Africa today is the domestic and sexual 
abuse of women, problems that both Intisar and 
Samar confront during the course of Veils. While 
sexual harassment and rape are prevalent in Egypt, a 
less discussed form of sexual abuse is female genital 
mutilation (FGM). The UNICEF 2013 study “Female 
Genital Mutilation” defines FGM as “all procedures 
involving partial or total removal of the female 
external genital organs for non-medical reasons.” 
This study reported that 81 percent of Egyptian girls 
between 15 and 19 and 96 percent of Egyptian women 
between 45 and 49 had undergone some form of FGM. 

The role of Women in Islam

Continued on the next page.

Muslim women train for the police 
force in Jordan.
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Additionally, the study carefully 
noted, “While the majority of 
cut girls and women are Muslim, 
other groups also practice FGM.” 
When surveyed, 49 percent of 
Egyptian women and 52 percent 
of Egyptian men aged 15–49 
reported that they believed FGM 
to be a religious requirement. 
In another part of the study, 
the information indicated that 
among both men and women, 
“the most commonly reported 
benefit of FGM is gaining 
social acceptance.” This supports the argument that 
culture and society, rather than religion, continues 
to propagate traditional practices that many modern 
Islamic feminists oppose. Protesters of FGM in 
Egypt include Dr. Nawal al Saadawi, a prominent 
women’s rights activist, who has continued her 
fight against FGM despite numerous lawsuits and 
past imprisonment. While her efforts led to Egypt’s 
internationally applauded 2008 ban against FGM, the 
custom is still widely practiced in secret. In 2011, Dr. 
Saadawi told The Independent, “You cannot eradicate 
such historical, rooted habits by law only. We need 
education of mothers and fathers.” 

Physical abuse is also widely accepted in many 
predominantly Islamic countries by law and by 
culture. It was only in August 2013, for example, 
that Saudi Arabia passed its first draft law against 
domestic violence. Scholar of religions Reza Aslan, 
author of No God but God, addresses precedents for 
physical abuse by drawing 
his readers’ attention to 
verse 4:34 of the Quran, a 
verse that Aslan believes 
has long been exploited to 
uphold a man’s right to beat 
his wife. Aslan asserts that 
4:34 has been misinterpreted 
“because of the variability of 
the Arabic language,” which, 
he argues, allows for various 
different interpretations of 
4:34 to all be “grammatically, 
syntactically, and definitionally correct.” Preconceived 
notions, Aslan stresses, can influence a reader’s 
conception of the text. In defense of his own 
interpretation, Aslan argues that Muhammad 
continuously presents himself as a man who finds 
the mistreatment of women repugnant. He allowed 
his wives to argue with him in public, and he often 
followed their advice. Under Muhammad’s leadership 
in Medina, women were famously appointed to 

positions of religious authority, 
and were allowed to pray side by 
side with men, rights that Intisar 
desperately craves in Veils. 

After Muhammad’s death, 
religious leaders, legal scholars, 
and political figures began 
to interpret the hadiths (the 
recorded sayings of Muhammad) 
and the Quran to disenfranchise 
women. This was partly the 
result of Islam’s encounters 
with Mediterranean and Persian 

societies where the seclusion and veiling of women 
were normalized. Many Muslim women were suddenly 
forced to veil and were often barred from public streets, 
traditions that continue to this day in many parts of the 
Middle East. During Muhammad’s lifetime, however, 
no Muslim woman donned a veil, except for the wives 
whom Muhammad married following Khadija’s death. 
While controversy surrounds these later marriages due 
to their polygamous nature, many scholars agree that 
these marriages were vital to cultivating the political 
ties that allowed Islam to blossom and expand. The 
verse of hijab in the Quran (33:53) unambiguously 
singles out Muhammad’s wives, and is preceded in the 
same Surah (section) with the reminder that the wives 
of Muhammad were “not like anyone among women” 
(33:32). As Samar and Intisar debate in Veils, these 
details fuel the heated discussion on veiling among 
Muslim feminists. Activists such as Dr. Saadawi are 
vehemently pushing for the veil to be banned. Dr. 
Saadawi argues that, despite protests to the contrary, 

women are unable to make 
a truly free decision in 
the matter as the fear of 
social stigma and other 
repercussions are always 
present. Those who oppose 
Dr. Saadawi point out that 
taking away the right to veil 
is just as terrible as enforcing 
it. Former Saudi Arabian 
Jeddah bureau chief for the 
Saudi Gazette, Sabria Jawhar, 
contends that banning 

veiling is detrimental, not only out of principle, but 
also because it discourages Muslim women—who 
veil as a form of protection and cultural connection 
—from seeking other societal rights. In an interview 
with Isobel Coleman for her book, Paradise Beneath 
Her Feet, Jawhar said that when she’s traveling outside 
of her country, she chooses to wear the hijab because 
“her interpretation of religion just requires her to 
cover her hair and dress modestly.” However, when in 

Egyptian women’s rights activist
Dr. Nawal al Saadawi.

Panel members discuss the niqab at a conference on 
Islamic Feminism in Madrid in 2010.
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nations. Women are severely under educated when 
compared to their male counterparts. Activists argue 
this keeps women ignorant and at a severe economic 

disadvantage. On October 9, 2012, 
while on her way home from school, 
one 15-year-old girl was shot in the 
head by the Taliban. The girl became 
famous overnight, as a media storm 
blew up around the Pakistani girl 
from Swat Valley who had dared 
to defy the Taliban’s bans against 
women’s education. When the girl, 
Malala Yousafzai, boldly took to the 
podium on her sixteenth birthday 
months later on July 12, 2013, she 
called upon the specially convened 
United Nations Youth Assembly: 

“So let us wage a global struggle against illiteracy, 
poverty and terrorism and let us pick up our books 
and pens. They are our most powerful weapons. One 
child, one teacher, one pen and one book can change 
the world.” Malala Yousafzai has since started the 
Malala Foundation Fund for schools, and has been 
honored as the youngest ever nominee for the Nobel 
Peace Prize in 2013. 

As we’ve seen, there are many religious scholars 
and activists who claim that the discrimination and 
subjugation of Muslim women that has persisted in 
many parts of the Middle East and Islamic countries 
in Africa is a result not of Islam as a religion, but of 
clashes with other cultures and the desire to maintain 
patriarchal power structures. In their arguments, 
they’ve singled out strong women and men throughout 
Islamic tradition and history who have struggled in 
and continue the battle for their equality and human 
rights. It is in this complex world that we find Samar 
and Intisar in Veils, fighting for their own freedom as 
women, at the beginning of one of the greatest Arab 
uprisings of the century. •

Saudi Arabia, Jawhar wears the niqab out of choice, to 
show her fellow women that the niqab “shouldn’t be a 
hindrance. It shouldn’t prevent them from following 
their dreams. It shouldn’t veil their 
minds.”

In  the Middle East and 
predominantly Islamic countries 
in Africa, there are many activists 
such as these pushing for women’s 
education and equal rights. Islamic 
feminists often point to Aisha—the 
sharp-tongued yet much-adored 
later wife of Muhammad—as 
their example of a female Muslim 
educator. One of the most famous 
accounts of Aisha is her famous, 
furious denial of adultery, a charge levied against 
her by the community of Medina. When Muhammad 
questioned her, Aisha—angered by her husband’s 
doubt—left their home. Divorce was called for by the 
community and seemed imminent. Aisha returned 
home only after Muhammad received a revelation 
affirming her innocence. Following Muhammad’s 
death, Aisha led the infamous Battle of the Camel. 
When she lost, Aisha still proudly returned to teach 
Islam to the men and women of Medina. It is from Aisha 
that many of the verifiable hadiths came to be recorded. 
There are many hadiths purporting Muhammad’s 
support for women’s education, including the often 
repeated “Seeking knowledge is mandatory for every 
Muslim,” as recorded by Al-Bayhaqi and Ibn-Majah. 
In the early Islamic era, women routinely received a 
religious and secular education. However, as Coleman 
explains, beginning in the 16th century, “states began 
to formalize their religious education programs and 
women were largely excluded . . . Women became 
marginalized from centers of Islamic learning. . . .” 

Since that time, education for women has been on 
a heavy decline in many predominantly Islamic 

Th e adhan (literally, “proclamation”) is the traditional Muslim call to prayer, and has inspired 
both Muslims and visitors to Muslim countries for hundreds of years. Given before each 
of the prescribed fi ve daily prayers, it is usually sung from the top of a minaret, or tower, 
on a mosque, with the reciter facing Mecca. Th e text of the adhan varies among Muslim 
sects, but always includes a variation on the shahada, the affi  rmation central to all Islamic 
belief: “Th ere is no God but God, and Muhammad is his Prophet.” Th e man (it is always a 
man) who proclaims the adhan is called the muezzin or mu’adhdhin, and receives intensive 
training, as well as a great deal of respect within the Islamic community. Lately, many 
mosques around the world have begun to use recorded voices played over loudspeakers, 
rather than a live muezzin, in order to compete with the noises of industrialized city life.

The Adhan: Call to Prayer

Malala Yousafzai.
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Islam occupies a unique position in the American 
religious landscape: although it has a long history in 
the country and shares many beliefs with Judaism 
and Christianity, it is still frequently considered a 
“foreign” religion, beyond the pale of the nation’s 
“Judeo-Christian” foundation. Despite this, the 
contributions of American Muslims to history are 
significant. Some have been recognized—Muhammad 
Ali, Amiri Baraka (formerly LeRoi Jones), and Malcolm 
X are just some examples—while others have played 
their parts without credit. Today, American Muslims 
find themselves negotiating complex roles that bridge 
the ummah—the worldwide Muslim community—and 
Western culture.  Although 
they continue to face 
challenges in mainstream 
American culture, American 
Muslims are beginning 
to be recognized for their 
contributions both to 
interfaith dialogue and to the 
culture at large.

The first wave of Muslim 
immigrants arrived in 
America as slaves, as early as 
the 18th or 17th centuries. 
Although it is impossible to 
determine their true numbers, 
the highest estimates suggest 
that as many as 20 percent of the Africans sold into 
bondage in America were Muslims. After enslavement, 
most were forced to convert to Christianity, but 
there is evidence that Islam may have survived as an 
underground religion. The most significant support 
for this theory may well be a book called the Bilali 
Document, written by a slave named Bilali Mahomet 
in Georgia. This thirteen-page document, discovered 
after Mahomet’s death in 1857, gives a handwritten 
Arabic treatise on West African Muslim law and the 
basics of Islamic beliefs and practice. While only the 
record of one man’s beliefs, the book suggests that not 
all “converts” allowed their mother religion to die after 
their capture. 

Beginning in the late 19th century, the first waves 
of free immigrants arrived in the United States from 
what was then the Ottoman Empire. Following a 
pattern typical of immigrants from many nations, 
young men were among the first to arrive—hoping 

to make some money and then return home—only 
to be followed by the rest of their family. There were 
several waves of Muslim immigration to the United 
States, many following tumultuous events around the 
globe; for example, the partition of India in 1947 saw 
many displaced Muslims make their way to the United 
States, while the Iranian Revolution in 1979 prompted 
another wave. Despite the challenges that face any 
immigrant population, Muslims were frequently 
successful in establishing roots, and created religious 
centers around the country. The oldest continuing 
Muslim congregation in America was established in 
Cedar Rapids, Iowa, in 1920, and a mosque was built 

there in 1934. This mosque is 
sometimes referred to as the 
“Mother Mosque of America.”

Immigrant communities are, 
of course, not the only Islamic 
groups in the United States. 
Americans of all races, classes, 
and belief systems have 
felt the pull of Islam, often 
because it is so different from 
the (sometimes prejudicial) 
norms of American culture. 
Marriage is a common reason 
for conversion; the principles 
and practices of Islam, 
too, have a broad appeal to 

Americans of all stripes. By far the most significant 
group of American converts to Islam, however, are 
African Americans. For many, the appeal of the 
religion is the same as for other converts, but more 
heightened: after being robbed of their identities by 
slavery, African Americans as early as 1913 began 
to embrace Islam as a return to their roots and as a 
formulation of selfhood without and against the 
identities that had been imposed on them by white 
culture. Islam in the African-American community 
rapidly became a religious, social, and political 
identity. One of the earliest and most famous black 
nationalist Islamic groups was the Nation of Islam, 
an organization founded by Wallace D. Fard and his 
disciple, Elijah Muhammad, in the 1930s. Although 
it borrowed practices from Islam, the original Nation 
of Islam’s doctrine included many items that Jane I. 
Smith, in Islam in America, calls “irreconcilable” with 
orthodox Islam; among them were the elevation of 
Fard and Elijah Muhammad to status close to that of 

Islam in America

� e “Mother Mosque of America,” home to the oldest 
continuing Muslim congregation in the country, in 

Cedar Rapids, IA.
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the Prophet Muhammad, and the claim that African 
peoples were racially superior to the rest of humanity, 
particularly whites. 

Despite the controversial dogma of the Nation of 
Islam, the group gave rise to a number of more 
moderate, and frequently more influential, thinkers 
and organizations. Malcolm X was a long-time 
member of the Nation before leaving in 1964, and his 
close friend Wallace Muhammad (Elijah Muhammad’s 
son) became the organization’s head in 1975. Under 
his adopted name, Warith Deen Mohammed, this 
second-generation leader took the group in a more 
moderate direction, renaming it the American 
Society of Muslims (though the more conservative 
Nation of Islam continues as a splinter group under 
their leader, Louis Farrakhan). In 1985, Mohammed 
definitively identified the American Society of 
Muslims with the Sunni Muslim ummah (community), 
ending the split between the radical organization and 
mainstream Muslims. 

Whether immigrant or native, the lives of American 
Muslims were irrevocably altered after the attacks of 
September 11, 2001. Around the country, Muslims 
found themselves under renewed scrutiny and 
sometimes hostility from their non-Muslim neighbors. 
The extremes of the prejudice may have resulted in 
as many as seven murders—including one Sikh and 
one Arab Christian victim—as retribution for 9/11. 
Less violent forms of prejudice, such as verbal abuse, 
were more common, and under the USA Patriot Act of 
2001, the Attorney General incarcerated around 1,200 
Arab, South Asian, and Muslim men for suspected ties 
to terrorism, frequently flouting their Constitutional 
rights by holding them without notifying them of 
charges or giving them access to a lawyer. 

In the face of this abuse, Muslim Americans have 
frequently come together over the past decade to 
educate their fellow citizens about the basics of Islam, 
creating and promoting interfaith and outreach 
programs at Islamic centers around the nation. 
Tensions eased as years passed, and as American 
Muslims participated fully and often vocally in the 
democratic process. The first Muslim member of the 
House of Representatives, Keith Ellison, was elected 
in 2006, and sparked both controversy and praise 
when he insisted on taking his oath of office on a 
copy of the Quran rather than the Bible. Ellison and 
the members of the Muslim community in general 
have found themselves a people poised between the 
two “sides” of the war on terror: Western culture 
and deeply conservative Islam. Edward E. Curtis IV 
explains, “Muslim Americans possessed a symbolic 
importance that far outweighed their actual numbers. 
They became central figures in longstanding debates 
over what it meant to be an American.”

Today, Muslim Americans are, more than ever, a vital 
part of American culture. They remain engaged in 
interfaith and educational activities at many levels, and 
include some of our most celebrated athletes (NBA star 
Shaquille O’Neal), artists (comedian Aasif Mandvi), 
and businessmen (YouTube co-founder Jawed Karim). 
Perhaps the strongest statement of Muslim American 
unity and identity since September 11 was the fatwa 
(a strong theological condemnation), issued by 
the prominent Muslim scholarship group the Fiqh 
Council of North America in July 2005 and endorsed 
by over three hundred mosques and congregations, 
that condemned terrorism, violence, and religious 
extremism in the name of peace, compassion, and 
Islam. As the United States grows increasingly diverse, 
American Muslims have established themselves as one 
of many thriving faiths in our pluralistic society. •

Imam Warith Deen Mohammed (1933-2008), leader of 
the American Society of Muslims and son of 

Elijah Muhammad.

Representative Keith Ellison (Democrat of Minnesota) testi� es 
in Congress in 2011.
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Many religions feature specific clothing items as a signifier of membership or modesty. The most well-known 
of religious clothing is the use of veils in Islam. For many women, it is culture or tradition that prompts them 
to veil. Veils in Islam are typically donned beginning in early adolescence, and the type of veil that a woman 
wears is often characterized by cultural as well as religious variances.  The garments involved in veiling are as 
diverse as the reasons women choose to veil. 

Guide to Different Kinds of Veils

The Hijab or Hejab: The 
head scarf, the hijab, covers 
the head, hairline, and neck. 
The hijab is worn in many 
countries and sects of Islam, 
and is the most common 
form of veiling in western 
countries. The hijab can 
be seen in many colors and 
styles and is often regarded 
as an expression of fashion.

Al-Amira: A two-piece veil 
consisting of a close-fitting cap 
and circular scarf worn around 
the neck and head. This style is 
popular around the world.

The Shayla: The shayla is 
a rectangular scarf that is 
wrapped around the head 
and hair, leaving the face 
exposed. Generally it is 
made out of silk and can 
be worn in many colors. 
This item is worn for 
cultural reasons in the Gulf 
region, not simply religious 
observance. 

The Chador: This form of veiling, 
which is traditionally black, is 
common in Iran. Covering the hair but 
not the face, the top piece generally 
reaches to the ground. It is common 
for women wearing the chador to 
hold a section up to cover their face in 
mixed company. The chador is often 
paired with a floor-length loose robe 
over the body.

Niqab: A square piece of 
cloth that covers the face, 
leaving the eyes visible. 
Generally it is worn in 
addition to the hijab. In 
Saudi Arabia, it is popular 
to cover the hair with a 
black cloth flipped twice 
over the head with a long 
black cloak with a zipper 
or button closure called 
the abaya.

Burqa: The burqa is 
a loose garment that 
covers the entire body 
and face. The eyes of 
the wearer are concealed 
with cloth netting. It 
can reach as far down 
as mid-body or to the 
ground. Often burqas 
are black, but other 
colors of this veil are 
seen. Light blue burqas, 
for example, are popular 
in Afghanistan.

Khimar: A long cape-like 
head covering of varying 
length. It can reach to the 
shoulders, mid-body or the 
floor. This is a popular style 
in Egypt.
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In Veils, Samar and Intisar have 
differing views on the practice of 
veiling in Islamic culture, but their 
beliefs keep them both equally 
grounded. PlayNotes recently spoke 
with several young Muslim women 
studying at the University of 
Southern Maine (USM), and also with 
Reza Jalali, who is the head of USM’s 
multicultural center and helped 
organize these interviews. Our 
conversation included discussion on 
their lives as Muslims in America, the 
intersections of feminism and Islam, 
what the hijab (a form of veiling) 
means to them, and breaking down 
walls to engage with people who 
have misconceptions or questions 
about Islam.

Though not everyone we spoke with 
chose to wear the hijab, each of them 
viewed the veil as an important representation of 
Islam. Hawo Mohamed, a health science major and 
vice president of USM’s Muslim Student Association, 
said that the veil’s significance to her was “not losing 
who I am and keeping a sense of my identity. Even 
though it’s a small aspect of my faith, it’s a tangible 
representation of who I am and what I stand for. 
Religion is a very big part of 
what makes up my identity 
and I like to think that because 
I wear hijab I’m really close 
to my identity as a Muslim 
woman… wearing it is a 
constant reminder that you’re 
a Muslim and that you should 
follow a certain path of Islam. 
It keeps you closer to God, for 
me personally.”

Hane Hassan, a political 
science/international studies 
major, agreed, stating how 
proud she is of her hijab. “It is 
a symbol of my religion that I wear, an obligation as a 
Muslim woman to show my modesty and therefore I wear 
it. I love it.” Hane strives to be even stronger in her faith 
so she won’t be tempted to take her veil off at times. 

Raghda Salman, who plans to 
study pharmacy, pointed out the 
resonance of the hijab and why to her 
it is neither oppressive nor a fashion 
choice. “If you don’t love it from your 
real heart, you can’t put it on your 
head. It’s something that is valuable 
and you have to respect it. [If] you 
wear hijab, or veil, you have to [not] 
talk about other people, or lie, or 
show any part of your body; you 
have to really respect it, and keep on 
your prayers. If you can do all these 
things, then you can wear it because 
it’s not a style, it’s something that is 
valuable. That’s what I feel about it. 
But I don’t feel like it’s obligatory. It’s 
your choice, it’s up to you.” Raghda 
has chosen to forgo veiling for now; 
she doesn’t feel she is yet ready to 
wear it.  “I’m sure I will someday in 
the future, but not yet.” 

In addition, Reza Jalali addressed the common 
misconception that only women in Islam have 
guidelines on how to dress. Men are also encouraged 
to dress respectfully and modestly by not wearing gold 
jewelry, shorts, or short sleeves, and many Muslim 

men also grow beards in order 
to respect and emulate the 
Prophet. Reza pointed out that 
while people are often quick 
to jump to conclusions and 
ask questions about women 
who wear hijab, they don’t ask 
questions about men in short 
sleeves because they see that 
as normal. “I find it so funny 
that non-Muslims find it so 
convenient to walk [up] to a 
Muslim woman and question 
the hijab in such a harsh 
way. It becomes maddening, 
as a Muslim man, when 
people tell me things that 

are absolutely inaccurate about my faith but they say 
it with such confidence. Basically they’re questioning 
my faith.”

Community Connections

Continued on the next page.

Reza Jalali, head of USM’s 
multicultural center.

Dawn-Lyen Gardner and Sarah Nina Hayon in a reading 
of Veils at id � eater’s 2009 Seven Devils 

Playwrights conference.
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In fact, many of the students we talked to said some 
of the biggest misconceptions they hear about their 
religion is equating the hijab with oppression and 
the idea that women are subordinate to men in Islam 
(while others added the stereotypes that all Muslims 
are terrorists and that all Muslims are Arab). Hawo 
told us about a friend of hers who was told by a female 
faculty member that “there’s no reason that she has to 
feel like she’s forced to wear [hijab]. They try to give 
her cues to let her know she’s not oppressed. But if it 
was her choice in the first place, she has no right to 
say that. . . . I see myself as a feminist in Islam, they’re 
not mutually exclusive. I can be a feminist, I can 
be Muslim.” 

One of the big lessons in Islam that is broadly 
relatable, Hawo says, is that “we have no right to judge 
others; we don’t put a woman on a pedestal because 
she’s wearing a hijab. I’m 
not better than someone 
who’s not wearing a hijab 
. . . whatever anyone does 
in Islam is up to them and 
God. So we have no right 
to judge. It’s all about 
equality.” Reza agrees, and 
sees this judgment as one 
reason many people look 
down on religion: “That’s 
why religion has such a 
terrible name in the West. 
Here you say ‘I’m religious’ 
and people run away from 
you as if you have a disease! 
Part of it is because people are very harsh in judging 
one another. It should be between you and your God. “ 

When faced with misconceptions about their religion 
and identity in everyday situations, the Muslim 
students PlayNotes spoke with were very invested 
in erasing those assumptions. When Hane notices 
someone who seems uncomfortable around her, she 
lets them feel that sense of discomfort for a bit before 
engaging them in conversation. “I try to make that 
connection...because I just want to break the stereotype 
out there. I come across people who say ‘you’re the 
very first hijabi or Somalian person that I’ve actually 
had a decent conversation with’ and ‘I can relate to you 
as a person’ and that just empowers me even more...
surprisingly I haven’t come across any person who is 
resistant because there is always this connection you 
can get with someone. I am a citizen of this country, 
I work here, I go to school here, I have a family here, I 

file taxes just like everybody else, I drive a car, I pay my 
insurance. We watch the same TV, have the same role 
model, we both like Beyonce’s songs . . . there’s always 
this connection you can make with someone to show 
there’s something beyond [the hijab].” 

Likewise, Hawo once spent half-an-hour at her 
workplace talking to a curious family about the hijab
and being a Muslim woman in America. She welcomes 
chances such as this and her recent appearance on a 
panel in York, ME as an opportunity to educate, but 
admits that being asked the same questions over and 
over again can be tiring. Ultimately, Hawo says, “I want 
people to know, and I keep stressing this, that we’re 
more than just our religion...I’m not just a Muslim 
girl. I’m an active citizen in this society, I go to school, 
I have family, I have friends, I have values . . . I’m a 
normal, regular everyday person, and I shouldn’t feel 

or be considered different 
because of my religion 
and what I believe in.” 
Hawo and her friend 
Hani Ali, a psychology 
major and treasurer of 
the Muslim Student 
Association, have both 
found local organizations 
that allow them to thrive 
in their religious beliefs. 
“The multicultural center 
[at USM], and USM in 
general has been amazing 
with that. I feel so at 
home at USM. I go to the 

Islamic Society of Portland, they help me too with a 
lot...so I feel very accepted as a Muslim woman here 
in Portland.” 

At the end of the day, it all comes back to faith. Islam, 
Hane says, “encourages the concept of ummah, which 
is community.” Within ummah, Islam encourages 
strong relationships with your parents, being 
generous, looking out for your neighbor, “knowing 
that you’re here for a temporary time and using your 
time wisely, and doing something for yourself and for 
your community and for your family, for your relatives 
and your whole world in general...Islam grounds you 
as a Muslim. You think beyond yourself and beyond 
the world and try to better yourself and better 
your surroundings.” •

Sarah Nina Hayon and Dawn-Lyen Gardner in a reading of 
Veils at id � eater’s 2009 Seven Devils Playwrights conference.
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Sally Wood has worked at various theaters regionally and abroad as 
an actor, fight choreographer, teaching artist, and director.  In Maine, 
Sally has directed with AIRE Theater, The University of New England, 
The Theater at Monmouth, and the Fenix Theatre Company, as well 
directing Doubt, The Gin Game, Hidden Tennessee, The Drawer 
Boy, Last Gas and LOVE/SICK at Portland Stage.

PlayNotes: Why is this an important play for audiences to 
see today?

Sally Wood: It’s important because it’s about allowing room for 
people to have different opinions. The characters in the play have 
really different opinions about both what it is to veil and should 
you veil in the first place. But the play allows room for differences. 
I think right now, our society isn’t as good at that: letting people be 
who they are and respecting and making room for that. I also think 
because it’s important it’s a play about two young women—something we don’t see often—who are smart. Most 
of the plays I see about women are actually about men, women talking about men. This is a play about women, 
and only a small piece is about men. I think that’s pretty remarkable. 

PN: What do you hope will be the impact of this play on Portland Stage audiences?

SW: I hope people go to the bar afterward and talk about this. I hope the next day they’re still thinking about 
these characters. I think that is the mark of a really good play. It bring up issues about veiling, and as a community 
I think it’s important for us to talk about it. Portland is a community where we have a lot of veiled women. Before 
this process, I was embarrassed to ask the question, “Why do you veil?” It felt rude. I’ve self-censored myself, and 
this play cast light on a lot of things that I didn’t know about veiling. 

PN: You are an American theater artist, and the play is set in Egypt. Does that make it daunting or difficult to go 
about directing this play?

SW: I want to be culturally sensitive. The last thing I want to do is offend anyone. Oftentimes, however, good 
theater does that. I think when you come to something like this and are not a part of the culture, you’re even 
more aware of how much you don’t know. It’s important as a director to educate yourself, but still ask the hard 
questions. That balance has been interesting to navigate. It’s also important to trust the playwright. Tom is a 
remarkable guy. You keep expecting the veiled woman to walk in who has written this play, but it’s Tom. I don’t 
worry about the same things with an American play; I can ask any question. I feel a sense of freedom because I 
come from the culture. I just don’t want to do anything out of ignorance—that’s the most important thing to me. 

PN: What is something working on this play has revealed to you?

SW: I have assumed things about veiling that I didn’t even know I was assuming. It’s like someone opened a 
window. I feel like I know myself really well, and you know your limitations. Then you find out that the room is 25 
feet across, rather than the 15 feet it was when you started. 

PN: What is it like to work on a new play, as opposed to an established play?

SW: A new play is fun because the playwright is alive. Tom has been remarkable in the room. The play has changed 
a lot. The fact that the piece can live and breathe and Tom is reacting to what is happening in the room with the 
actors is amazing. Everybody’s voice is now a part of the play, the actors, stage managers, and everyone. We’re 
allowed to ask: is this what you meant by this line? He might say, “yes,” or “no, that’s not at all what I meant.” Then 
a dialogue starts and that is magic. •

Interview with the Director
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Tom Coash is a New Haven, Connecticut-based playwright and director. He has 
won numerous playwriting awards, and his plays have been produced worldwide. 
Most recently, he was named the Winner of the Middle Eastern Playwriting 
Competition at the American University of Sharjah, UAE. Veils was the winner 
of the 2012 Clauder Competition for New England Playwrights and recipient of 
an Edgerton Foundation New American Plays Award.

PlayNotes: Why did you become a playwright?

Tom Coash: I didn’t do any theater at all when I was young. I was a jock. 
In my last quarter in college, the only creative writing class left that I 
hadn’t taken was playwriting. I took it and wrote a play and got hooked. 
It appeals to me in terms of my strengths: I love dialogue and characters. 
I’m not so fond of writing lots of description. Plus, I love to hang out 
with theater people.

PN: What inspired you to write Veils?

TC: My wife and I lived in Egypt for four years and taught at the American University of Cairo. That’s one reason 
that I’ve written several plays about Egypt—it’s become more interesting to the world at large in the last several 
years. Every year it seemed like there were a number of students that would come to the university that were 
African-American Muslims coming to do a year abroad. They would come thinking they were “coming home” 
or coming to someplace they’d be accepted. Pretty much universally they all hated it. I thought, “That’s really 
interesting.” Most of them had never lived or traveled out of the country before and Egypt has some culture 
shock involved. I befriended one woman in particular and while I didn’t really base the character of Intisar 
on her, she was the one who gave me the idea for this character; I thought it was interesting to have a veiled 
American woman coming to Cairo and having a non-veiled roommate. That’s what started me off.

PN: You often write about Middle Eastern subjects. What is it like being a white American writing 
about other cultures?

TC: Right from the very start of my writing career, I’ve always written in other ethnicities. Mainly, because 
when I was in grad school, there was this phenomenal black actor and I wanted him to be in my play, Inside/Out. 
I wrote a character for him and it won the Lorraine Hansberry Award. I’ve had it happen a couple of times, when 
I’ve showed up somewhere and you get the sense they were expecting somebody different. I love writing about 
different cultures. When we first arrived in Cairo, the University commissioned me to write a play. I wanted to 
write something that would appeal to the people that were going to see it so I wanted to write something that 
was set in modern Cairo. I didn’t know anything about modern Cairo, so I wrote Khamaseen about someone who 
had just arrived in Cairo and all that they went through. It freaked me out to write in different languages that I 
don’t speak. If you don’t speak Arabic, you start to feel like the character in the play that doesn’t speak Arabic. It 
gives the audience more of a feel of what is going on with the character. 

PN: Veils focuses on two college students, one of whom is studying abroad in Egypt. What makes the study 
abroad experience a dynamic seed for a play?

TC: One of America’s biggest problems is it’s so isolated and a lot of people want to stay isolated. With things 
like the Internet and with travel made so much easier, our consciousness is expanding around the world. We 
have to know things about different cultures. When you travel abroad, which I think everyone should do, you see 
that America is not the center of the world like we would like to think we are. It’s important to see what other 
people think and how other cultures live and to interact with them. We lived in Egypt just before 9/11. The idea 
of terrorism in the Middle East was just starting to be an issue. When I moved to Egypt, people kept asking, 
“Are you taking a gun? Isn’t it dangerous? Aren’t you afraid?” Our experience there was completely the opposite. 

Interview with the Playwright

Playwright Tom Coash.
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Egypt and the whole Middle East get a really bad rap. 
You look in the media and see stereotypes. That’s what 
most Americans think the Middle East is. It’s so very 
different from that.  One thing I wanted to do was take 
the audience abroad to Egypt so they would come away 
thinking differently about the Middle East.

PN: The play takes place during the Arab Spring 
protests in Egypt. What drew you to set the play 
in that context?

TC: The protests hadn’t happened when I completed 
the first draft of the play. When they happened, I had to 
make a big decision. Do I put the revolution in the play? 
Do I ignore it? What are the benefits or drawbacks of 
including the revolution? I felt like you can’t talk about 
the Middle East anymore without including that, so 
it became an opportunity to focus the play. It was an 
event that everyone was aware of in America, so they 
understood what was going on. 

PN: This play has had readings for audiences in the Middle East. How did those experiences impact the play?

TC: This play began as a one-act piece: Western Kentucky University commissioned me to write the play. I’d been 
thinking about the character of an African-American veiled woman for a long time, and it was a great opportunity 
to explore the topic of veiling. I found veils very interesting. It’s always in a headline. The whole issue of veiling 
is something that many people have a very strong reaction to, and might not know much about it. The one-act 
is one scene out of what turned into the full play. I entered it into a Middle East playwriting competition in 
the United Arab Emirates and they did the play. It was very intimidating to sit in an audience of veiled Middle 
Eastern women watching a play I had written about veiling. Most of them had never seen a play before. There 
were students from all over the world and women in the audience had every shape and form of veiling and non-
veiling. It was one of the best theater experiences I’ve ever had. We jumped into great conversations about why 
these women wear their veils. Is it tradition, religion, or fashion? I had a draft of the full-length play as well, 
which I gave to some of my former students from Cairo to help me with the language.  Originally, I tried to make 
Samar seem, language-wise, more Egyptian and more of what we think of as a “foreigner.” My students said, 
“Tom, we don’t talk like that. We speak perfect English. We speak better English than you speak.” They helped 
me fix that. 

PN: You’re going to be in residence during the rehearsal process. How do you find that affects the development 
of the play?

TC: Usually I sit at home at my desk. So I love to be there 
when the production team and actors are actually working 
on the play. As a writer, I find it invaluable to be in rehearsal 
working on the first production. You learn all kinds of things 
in rehearsal. The actors, director, designers, and dramaturg 
are giving you input. You’re getting all this great feedback and 
hearing it out loud. That process improves the play. It always 
changes; it gets polished and honed. I like to come for a week 
at the beginning to answer questions and fix things, then get 
out of the way. When the playwright is in the room, there is 
a feeling that you can’t cut loose. I think it’s good to be there 
for a while and then go away to give the actors and director 
a chance to work. •

Prodcution of Coash’s play Khamaseen at Western Kentucky 
University, 2011.

Camille Saviola, Shyko Amos, and Tom Coash in rehaersal 
at iStar � eatre Lab’s reading of Veils.
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In Veils, Intisar and Samar debate what it means to have 
rights in a world where wearing a veil is not always seen 
as being an equal. Questions of gender equity exist not 
only in the world of Coash’s Veils, but are present in 
contemporary society around the world. Debates rage 
in every country as to what constitutes equal rights 
for women, what the government’s place is and what 
factor religious beliefs should play. 
What the definition of gender 
equity is, however, is specific to 
every culture.

The United Nations is one of the 
major international forums that 
regularly sets standards on what 
gender equity and equality mean, 
and how countries are faring in 
terms of human rights. In 1979, 
the United Nations adopted the 
Convention on the Elimination 
of All Forms of Discrimination 
Against Women, stating: “[The United Nations] 
condemn discrimination against women in all its 
forms, agree to pursue by all appropriate means and 
without delay a policy of eliminating discrimination 
against women.” The United Nations entity for 
monitoring gender equality, UN Women, was created 
to achieve the goals of the Convention and works to 
aid women around the globe and monitor the status 
of gender equality. UN Women also promotes the end 
of violence against women and the issue of sexism 
around the world. Many countries, though, struggle to 
meet the UN’s standards, and oftentimes a protest by 
the UN is ignored due to a lack of funds or ignorance 
by governments. For the UN, there is an importance of 
maintaining cultural tradition, but just as essential is 
the protection and equality of women in a world that 
does not always agree. Understanding how the many 
different cultures of the world coexist is essential 
to creating any type of international standard of 
gender equity.

The term “cultural relativity” comes from anthropology, 
and is the concept that an individual’s beliefs have be 
contextualized in the culture that they came from. 
This idea is important when examining gender equity 
around the world, as the United States has somewhat 
clear ideas of gender equity that don’t always match up 
with where the rest of the world is in terms of gender. 

Cultural relativity helps to show insight into cultures 
that seem distant from the Western mindset.

In the United States, the fight for gender equity extends 
into the government and onto the streets, dealing with 
issues of workplace discrimination and reproductive 
rights. The “glass ceiling” in the workplace is fought 
against by women, while best selling books like Lean 

In (2013) make it clear that 
workplace standards for women 
still have a ways to go. In terms of 
reproductive rights, there are still 
debates raging over who should 
have a say over a woman’s body 40 
years after the Supreme Court’s 
1973 decision of Roe v. Wade. 
In the broader sense, however, 
women in the United States are 
on a more level playing field with 

men than in most other countries 
around the world.

Egypt, for example, is still struggling on where it stands 
in the fight for gender equality. Both the old government 
under Hosni Mubarak, and the recently collapsed 
government operated by the Muslim Brotherhood 
have used the concept of sharia law—the Islamic set 
of laws from the Quran that heavily influence the code 
of laws in countries such as Iran and Saudi Arabia—to 
allow men to stay in power, and personal status laws 
make a woman’s testimony in court worth only half 
of what a man’s testimony would be. There are also 
instances of “virginity testing” in Egypt, terror tactics 
used by the police forcibly examining women to see if 
they are virgins, sometimes followed by rape. Of these, 
Samira Ibrahim is the most famous example, but in her 
trial the doctor who performed the “virginity test” was 
acquitted of all charges. Changes are occurring, but to 
Western standards, gender equity still has progress 
to make as the Egyptian government is still forming, 
with many, particularly conservative Muslims, still in 
power who want women to stay at home, rather than 
legislate in Egypt’s parliament.

The issue of women in government is also present in 
Tunisia, where the Arab Spring began on December 
17, 2011. An article in the new constitution of 
Tunisia, ratified on January 27, 2014, guarantees 
equal representation of men and women in legislative 
assemblies, and creates a process that would protect 

Gender Equity Around the World

Young women attend a new school 
in Southern Ethiopia.
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violence against women. This clause has received 
backlash from some Tunisian groups, who disliked 
the belief that women are not already equal, and some 
who believe that men are not protected as explicitly 
by the new constitution. Naveena 
Kottoor, a Tunisian journalist, says 
the article on women is “bound to 
make history” if it is actually put 
into practice, “but large parts of the 
Tunisian public remain unconvinced 
that this constitution will actually 
make a difference to their lives.” This, 
however, is a major step for women’s 
rights in Africa, where practices such 
as rape and gender mutilationare still 
ongoing concerns.

Throughout Africa, the fight to end female genital 
mutilation is hindered by societies that see it as a 
means of establishing control and as a time-honored 
tradition, as well as a practice created by poverty and 
a lack of education, according to a study in 2013 by 
the United Nations Children’s Fund, UNICEF. The 
study states that genital mutilation occurs throughout 
Africa and the Middle East, with Egypt and Ethiopia 
ranking the highest in genital cutting. The Deputy 
Executive Director of UNICEF, Geeta Rao Gupta, 
states: “Eliminating female genital mutilation and 
cutting is essential. It’s a form of controlling girls’ 
and women’s sexuality. It’s a form of violence against 
girls.” UNICEF’s statistics show that genital mutilation 
is on the decline, but the practice is a deeply embedded 
tradition that many cultures feel is integral to 
their identity.

Around the world, different standards for gender 
equity apply from those in the West, which may 
color Western perceptions of action against women. 
In India, women are susceptible to rape by gangs of 
men because of a culture that accepts a hierarchy that 
is unheard of in the West, but is standard practice in 
Indian culture. Views are changing due to outrage 
from other countries after cases like the gang rape of a 
woman on a bus in New Delhi on December 16, 2012, 
and her death in a Singapore hospital two weeks later, 
but cultures that are heavily rooted in tradition do not 
always agree with a Western view of gender equity. 

Elsewhere, in Saudi Arabia,  letting men lead is a 
tradition driven by their strict interpretation of 
the Quran, and one that Saudi Arabia is most likely 
unwilling to give up. Bandar bin Mohammed Al-Aiban, 
the president of the Saudi Human Rights Commission, 

told the UN Human Rights Council in October 2013 
that changes had been made in Saudi Arabia, saying 
that “sharia guarantees fair gender equality and Saudi 
legislation does not distinguish between men and 

women[.]” However, the UN reports 
that women in Saudi Arabia are still 
denied basic rights of equality, and 
urged the end of the guardianship 
system. Saudi Arabia is just one of 
many countries that does not hold 
to a Western standard of gender 
equity, and clearly demonstrates 
how religion can heavily influence 
standards for women. 

Awareness of cultural relativity 
and different standards of gender 

equity is important when examining the status of 
women in the world. While in the West the concept 
of men solely leading a country seems unreasonable, 
that was not always the Western point of view. 
Attitudes and perceptions change over time, and the 
rising Western high standard for women could be 
a future international standard. The debate in Veils 
centers around what it means to be a Muslim woman 
in the world today, and what place women have in a 
changing society. These questions are still waiting for 
an answer in today’s society, both in the West and the 
Middle East. •

Samira Ibrahim, an woman who suffered 
virginity testing by Egyptian police. 

Halawa
Many followers of Islam 
believe that shaving and 
waxing certain parts of 
the body is way to enhance 
one’s � trah, or natural 
belief in God. Halawa is 
a traditional and very 
tasty sugar wax used by 
women across the Middle East to remove body 
hair. Halawa is comprised of sugar, water, a 
tablespoon of salt, and lemon. Th e mixture is 
heated and stirred over an open fl ame. Once 
cooled, the mixture must then be plied with 
hands and small amounts of water. Th e halawa 
is then spread over small surfaces of the body 
and then stripped off , taking body hair with it. 
While traditional halawa can be fun to make 
and applied by anyone, improper waxing can 
cause damage to one’s skin, including burns. 

PORTLAND STAGE
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There were 4.1 billion mobile phones in the world in 
January 2009, according to the NATO review. Today 
there are more than 5 billion, with 75 percent of the 
growth centered in the developing world. As technology 
continues to spread all across the world, social media 
spreads with it. Unsurprisingly, then, in discussions 
of technological advancement, globalization, 
and political unrest, social media is taking on a 
starring role.

Social media’s effect on social 
change exploded onto the global 
stage with the events of the Arab 
Spring in 2010. Mohamed Bouazizi’s 
self-sacrificing protest in Tunisia on 
December 17, 2010, was not the first 
act of its ilk in that country. Several 
other people had set themselves 
on fire as a form of protest, with 
the same grievances about police 
mistreatment and corruption. 
Why was it that Bouazizi’s protest 
spawned revolutions across the Arab 
region? Many argue that it was the 
increased presence of technology 
that made Bouazizi’s case different. Someone caught 
his act on video and uploaded it to a social media 
website. Cable network Al Jazeera then discovered the 
footage and distributed it to their audience. Posting a 
video of such a protest was radical in itself; Tunisia has 
a history of “phishing” accounts to eliminate online 
dissent. But as a result of one man’s actions and their  
documentation, unrest spread rapidly across the Arab 
world. Social networks were filled with furious people 
crying for change. Social media became a unifying 
force for many demonstrations, and was threatening 
enough for the Egyptian government to shut down the 
Internet and cellular networks in 2011 in an attempt 
to stymie dissident political organization. 

The discussion of social media’s role in the Egyptian 
Revolution, the Arab Spring, and other modern 
political protests is multifaceted. A number of 
questions arise; what role does social media play 
in political change? Was social media instrumental 
in the recent organization of political protests, the 
dissemination of information, and global awareness? 
Or is it nothing more than another tool that people 
use to address more important social justice and 
humanitarian concerns? 

In the case of Bouazizi, getting the word out about 
protests caught the attention of a massive media 
organization. Bouazizi’s protest was discovered by Al 
Jazeera’s “New Media Team,” a group whose mission, 
as journalist Yasmine Ryan asserts, is to “trawl the 
web looking for video from across the Arab world.” 
With Al Jazeera’s help, the news quickly reached 
a broader international audience. Without large 

organizations searching for “new 
media,” Bouazizi’s protest might 
not have been captured and shared 
to inspire other politically radical 
groups opposing other totalitarian 
regimes across the region. In 
Egypt, young, underemployed 
people learned from the events 
in Tunisia. They protested in 
the streets, using social media 
to organize rallies and promote 
awareness under the Internet-
supplied counsel of Tunisian 
bloggers and cyber-activists. 
Protestors also used social media 
to alert mass media organizations 
in real time, broadcasting their 

actions of protest to the world. A journalist, Mohamed 
Adbelfattah, even used Twitter to broadcast “SOS 
tweets,” crying out for rescue when he was trapped 
in a building. 

The definition of “new media” and “social media” 
can be foggy, as anthropologist Zeynep Devrim 
Gursel notes. In her article “#potsandpans,” Gursel 
recounts the experience of the 2013 Taksim protest 
over the destruction of Gezi Park, in Turkey, and the 
intersection of numerous kinds of more traditional 
media. Protesters participating in a peaceful sit-in in 
the green space were violently removed by police. As 
a result of the Turkish government’s hostile actions 
during the sit-in, thousands flooded to Taksim to 
demonstrate. Gursel argues that other “offline” 
forms of media such as newspapers and radio can 
be considered “social” too, as long as there is active 
participation from more than one party. However, she 
acknowledges that “Istanbul security forces highlighted 
social media as a main culprit in igniting the protests.” 
If police forces consider social media dangerous, then it 
acquires power. 

Social Media in Revolution

An Egyptian protestor 
champions Facebook.



Perspectives

 © PORTLAND STAGE 27PlayNotes

PORTLAND STAGE
With the global presence of the Internet, power can 
also lie in sheer numbers. Hundreds of thousands 
raised their voices via sites like Facebook and Twitter in 
support of activists on the ground for causes like Save 
Darfur and the Iranian protests in 
2009. Time magazine noted Twitter’s 
role in political organization: 
“Promiscuous by nature: tweets . . . 
can be received and read on practically 
anything with a screen and a network 
connection. This makes Twitter . 
. . both very easy for the average 
citizen to use and very hard for any 
central authority to control.” The 
scope of Twitter, as Time Magazine 
notes, makes it a valuable tool for 
dissatisfied citizens to express their 
concerns and to organize for political 
change. Journalist Raymond 
Schillinger underscores this idea: 
“The movements throughout the 
Arab world appeared to have imbued 
social media with an irrevocable sense of legitimacy as 
a tool for fomenting change.”

Some critics, however, disagree with Schillinger’s 
analysis. Essayist Malcom Gladwell weighed in on 
the value of social media’s role in the Arab Spring. 
Gladwell argues that sites like Twitter and Facebook 
are “simply a form of organizing which favors the 
weak-tie connections . . . It shifts our energies from 
organizations that promote strategic and disciplined 
activity . . . It makes it easier for 
activists to express themselves, 
and harder for that expression 
to have any impact.” Others have 
further argued that it is unsafe 
to participate in social media 
if you live under a totalitarian 
regime, arguing that it’s easy 
for governments to track down 
individuals who are critical of 
authoritarian administrations 
through their online communities. 

Activist and author Wael Ghonim 
further points to the limits of 
social media sites’ influence 
due to socio-economic factors. 
“Reaching working-class Egyptians was not going to 
happen through the Internet and Facebook,” he notes. 
Ghonim’s efforts in protesting the death of Khaled Said, 
a victim of a beating by Egyptian police, opted instead 

for the use of mass text messages and flyers to spread 
awareness for the cause. However, Ghonim, a resident 
of Dubai, started his campaign on a Facebook page, 
as he was not a native Egyptian. The page, called “We 

Are All Khaled Said,” was immensely 
popular, growing to over 200,000 
members in a matter of months. 
It was the success of this page that 
initiated Ghonim’s activism. Due to 
his international activism using the 
Internet, and thus social media, it 
is difficult to argue that Facebook 
played no role in Ghonim’s so-called 
“accidental activism.”

Many young activists champion 
the democratic quality available in 
political organization with social 
media. Alec Ross, the United States 
Secretary of State’s Senior Adviser 
for Innovation, hypothesized at a 
technology conference that social 

media websites “distribute power in a decentralized 
way.” Chris Taylor, content contributor for CNN, 
furthers this viewpoint, saying, “Consider what else 
that makes Facebook: Democracy in action, or at least 
the closest thing we see in our daily lives. A cacophony 
of viewpoints explode out of the briefest statements.” 
Cyber-activism encourages non-hierarchical 
campaigns; the Internet’s scope doesn’t lend itself to 
top-down power structures.

One thing all these discussions have 
in common is that they emphasize 
the importance of activism in action, 
not just online support. The goal 
is always to organize outside of a 
web browser on a computer or a 
cell phone. Opinions differ on how 
important the tool of social media 
is, but none can deny its presence 
in events such as the Egyptian 
Revolution and other 21st-century 
political protests. Can we quantify 
the Egyptian Revolution as primarily 
a Facebook Revolution? Or is that 
a reductive moniker that shifts the 
discussion away from the concerns of 
people who are struggling for human 

rights? Taylor, while acknowledging the Egyptian 
revolution is complex, sees a meaningful future for 
social media: “The real Facebook revolution is global, 
and it’s only just getting geared up.” •

Riot police use a water cannon on a 
protestor at the Gezi protests.

Activist Wael Ghonim addresses 
a crowd in Egypt. 
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Instant Lessons

Ideas for the classroom to apply the Common Core Standards and Maine Learning
Results in creative expression, cultural heritage, and criticism and aesthetics.

Getting Started: Pre-Show Activities
1.  How do we think about and speak about people from different groups than the one we belong to? As a class, 
discuss how misunderstandings and misinformation influence our opinions, interactions, and ability to form 
friendships with people from other religions and cultures. Do you think it’s important to educate ourselves 
about religions and cultures we are not familiar with? Why or why not?

2.  Read the article “Gender Equity Around the World” on pp. 24-25 and consider the cultural, religious, and 
societal practices that inform how different countries approach gender equity. Research the standards of 
gender equity in another country (not mentioned in the article), then write a short essay detailing your chosen 
country’s policies toward gender equity, making note of any specific legal or cultural factors in place. Keeping in 
mind cultural relativity, what suggestions would you make, if any, to enhance the visibility of women there? 

3.  Read the article “The Arab Spring” on pp. 10-12. Find images reflective of the Arab Spring, including 
images of protesters, key events, political figures, social media postings, etc. on the Internet or in newspapers, 
magazines, and books. Use the images to create a collage about the ongoing impact of the Arab Spring in 
today’s world.

4.  Read the article “Social Media and Revolution” on pp 26-27. Then, dividing into small groups, choose and 
research a major historical event from before the advent of the internet. How was information relayed between 
people during this event? What were the difficulties and advantages of their forms of communication? Share 
your findings with the class and discuss whether you think contemporary technology, such as the Internet, cell 
phones, and satellites, would have influenced the outcome if the event had taken place today.

5. Based on the articles in PlayNotes, write a scene in which a journalist for a major news organization is 
interviewing an Arab Spring protestor in Egypt. Be sure to incorporate dramatic techniques such as dialogue, 
stage directions, characterization, and plot development. Perform your finished scenes for your class. 

Making Connections: Post-Show Activities
1.  Throughout Veils, playwright Tom Coash gives soliloquies (speeches delivered directly to the audience, or 
camera) to both Samar and Intisar. How does the use of this dramatic technique influence your understanding 
of these characters as individuals? Would you see them differently without the soliloquies? Write your own 
soliloquy from the perspective of either Intisar or Samar speaking about what may have happened after Veils ends. 

2.  How did the set design and projection choices made in Veils influence your understanding of the 
characters and their relationship to the world? How did these visual elements reflect the lead-up to the onset 
of the Arab Spring? If you were designing the set for a production of Veils, what would you do differently? 

3.  In Veils, we see and hear about a variety of political activism methods employed, some using online media, others 
more traditional. As a class, brainstorm a list of the forms of political activism in the play – what are other forms 
of activism that were not brought-up in Veils? Using your knowledge of the Arab Spring and from other historical 
events you’ve studied, create a pros and cons list to come and contrast the effectiveness of these different techniques. 

4.  The main point of contention between Intisar and Samar in the play is their differing opinions on the practice 
of veiling. As a class, divide into two teams and stage a debate on veiling, with one side arguing for Samar’s 
perspective and the other side supporting Intisar’s view. Read the article “Community Connections” on pp.19-20 
and do additional research for further background to support your points. 
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Al Azhar: The most important mosque and Muslim university in Egypt. 
Founded in 970 by Shiite Muslims, students at Al-Azhar still study the same 
subjects as the students of 970: Islamic Law, Theology, and Linguistics.

Al-Qaeda: An Islamist organization founded by radical extremist Osama 
bin Laden in the late 1980s.

Angela Davis: (b. 1944) A radical African-American political and social 
activist, a key figure in the American Civil Rights Movement. Most active in 
the 1960s, Davis was a member of the communist party and linked to the 
Black Panther Party, although not an official 
member. 

Fatwa: A legal opinion or ruling issued by 
an Islamic scholar. In recent years, the term 
“fatwa” has been widely used to indicate that 

a death sentence has been dealt to someone or some group of people, although this 
is not always an accurate representation of the term.

Foll (foal): Also known as Arabian Jasmine, this small, white flower has a sweet 
smell and is often used as the chief ingredient in perfumes and teas. In some 
Middle Eastern countries, the flower is sprinkled on a child’s head on his or her 

first birthday.

Freedom Riders: The Freedom Riders of 1961 
were a group of civil rights activists from the 
Northern United States who rode busses into the South to protest oppressive 
and inhumane Jim Crow laws. 

Galabeya: A traditional, loose-fitting, Egyptian garment that is native to the 
Nile River region, worn by both men and women.

Haj: A pillar of the Islamic religion that dictates a pilgrimage of faith 
to Mecca.

Imam: A spiritual, and sometimes political, leader in the Muslim community. 
The Imam leads Muslim congregations in prayer, and often gives moral 
judgment in difficult situations that occur in the community.

Nile River: A major river in northeastern Africa, generally regarded as the 
longest river in the world. 

Minaret: From the Arabic word manara which means “lighthouse,” a minaret 
is a tower that protrudes from every mosque. From this tower, the muezzin
recites the call to prayer five times a day. 

Glossary

Pligrims worship at the Kaba 
during Haj.

� e Al Azhar Mosque in Egypt.

Activist Angela Davis in 1969.

Man wearing a galabeya.

Continued on the next page.
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Mosque: The building in which Muslims worship God.  The mosque 
is the center of Muslim culture. In Muslim countries, such as Egypt, 
mosques may be found on almost every street corner, making it easy 
for Muslims to observe the five daily prayer rituals. In the Western 
world there are fewer mosques, in which case they become not only 
places of worship, but of Islamic education and  community centers.

Muezzin: A Muslim member of the mosque 
who is responsible for reciting the call to prayer 
five times per day.

Mohammed Bouazizi: (1984-2011) A young 
Tunisian street vendor whose vegetable cart was repeatedly confiscated by local law 
enforcement. On December 17, 2010, when his cart was confiscated, he paid the fine 
to reclaim it, but was denied restitution and harassed by police. When Bouazizi tried to 
complain at provincial headquarters, he was refused an audience. At 11:30 AM, Bouazizi 

set himself on fire, initiateing popular street 
protests in  Tunisia.

Public Enemy: One of the most influential rap and hip-hop 
groups from the 1980s. The music of Public Enemy tended to 
be political and spoke to the urban black experience, addressing 
social problems and advocating social activism. 

Sheikh: A teacher in a mosque, an Islamic teacher often literally 
translated as “elder.” The title is considered honorable by devout 
Muslims. Traditionally, the Sheikh has received training specific to  
 Islam at a  university or mosque.

Sufi: A member of the mystical sect of Islam known as Sufiism. Practicing a form of meditation known as “dhikr,” 
sufis chant divine names in order to heighten their faith.  

Virginity tests in Egypt: Used as a terror tactic and a deterrent to female protesters, “virginity testing” has 
become a common tool of the Egyptian military. The case of Egyptian Samira Ibrahim is currently the most well-
known example of virginity testing in the media. After being arrested in 2011 for publicly protesting, Ibrahim 
was submitted to a virginity test and even photographed with cell phones by soldiers watching. Ibrahim sued the 

military and the “doctor” who performed her test, but he was acquitted. 

Umm Kulthum: (1898-1975) One of the most beloved Egyptian pop-culture 
figures, Umm Kulthum was a singer whose career began in the 1930s and spanned 
over thirty years. As a female Egyptian singer, Umm Kuthum’s music became a 
symbol of Arab nationalism and pride. 

Zabiba/“Mark of God”: A zebiba, also often referred to as the “third eye of Islam” 
is a mark on the forehead of some Muslims, due to the repeated contact with the 
prayer mat during the five daily prayers.

Egyptian Performer, 
Umm Kulthum.

� e Grand Mosque in Dhabi, United 
Arab Emirates.

Members of the hip-hop group, Public Enemy.

Mohammed Bouazizi.
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Afwan (AF-wan): You’re welcome.

Al hub al mustaheel (amoo-stah-HEEL): Impossible love.

Ana asfa (A-na AS-fah): I’m sorry.

Bazzapt (baz-ZAPT): Exactly. 

Felaqa (fe-LA-caa): A long rod or stick used by police to beat 
prisoners or protesters.

Gameela (ga-MEE-la): A traditional Nile sailboat.

Habipty (ha-BIP-tee): “Darling,” to a woman.

Homeer (ho-MAR): Donkeys. 

Il hamdu lilah (ill HAM-du li-LAH): Thanks to God.

Imshee (IM-shee): “Get away” or “go away” (very insulting).

Ishta (ISH-tah): “Cream,” used as slang to describe something 
chic or lovely; something that is the absolute best.

Jihad (gee-HAAD): A way of spreading Islam through war or 
peaceful means.

Khalass (kha-LAAS): Enough. 

Khawaga (KHA-wa-GAH): Slang for “foreigner” or “non-
Egyptian.”

La’ (la with a glottal stop at the end): No!

Ma-a-lisch (all short vowels): Common slang meaning “it 
doesn’t matter” or “no big deal.”

Mish kidda (mish KID-dah): Isn’t it this way?

Mumtez (mum-TEZ): Excellent!

Muslima (mus-LEE-ma): An Islamic woman.

Shukran (SHUK-ran): Thank you.

Yanni (YAHN-nee): A common slang word that is used in the 
way we use “like” in English: “like,” “like, you know,” “Yanni, 
you know.”

Zaghrouta (za- GROOT- tah): A joyful ululation sound.

Arabic Terms in Veils

[Translations by Tom Coash.]
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Portland Stage Company
Education and Outreach

Life Discovered. Portland Stage’s interactive education programs help young people 
explore all the elements of theater from the inside out—writing, production, 
performance, and more.  With a focus on literacy, cultural awareness, and creative 
thinking, we provide students in grades K-12 with the tools to discover the valuable 
lessons that exist at the intersection of theater and life.

Play Me A Story 
Brings literature to life at interactive Saturday morning performance/workshops that engage 
kids while inspiring teamwork and promoting creativity and self esteem. 

PLAY - Schools Outreach   
Stimulates imaginations at elementary school performances and workshops: a “gym class with 
words” that combines kinesthetic, visual, verbal, and cooperative approaches to build literacy.  

Student Matinees  
Connects middle and high school students from an 80-mile radius with professional theater 
performances and post-show talk-backs that engage them as thinkers, listeners, and analyzers. 

PlayNotes
Opening the world of the play to audiences, PlayNotes guides present a broad spectrum of 
information for teachers, students, and patrons who want deeper context on our productions. 

Classroom Workshops
Engages middle and high school students in the creative process with pre- and post-show 
enhancement, building deeper understanding and personal connections to plays.

Young Writers Project
Gives high school playwrights the opportunity to be read, seen, and heard at our new plays 
festival, inspiring local students to write for theater. 

Vacation & Summer Camps
Turning learning into “play” at week long, theme-based, day camps that give young people 
essential tools in fi nding meaning, creativity, and collaboration.

£ e Intern Company
Nurturing and developing 9-10 young theater artists each season: fostering the individuals 
that will become the next wave of exceptional theater makers. 

For more detailed information on all of our Education Programs, including when and where you can 
take part, visit the EDUCATION pages of our website, www.portlandstage.org.
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Discussion Programs

For The General Public

Dialogue between artists and audience is an integral part of Portland Stage’s creative process—talking in the 
theater is encouraged at public discussions held in conjunction with each of our Mainstage productions.

£ e Artistic Perspective brings audience members together with special guests who off er unique viewpoints 
on the productions in our season.  Each discussion illuminates a diff erent aspect of the world of the play or of 

the creative process.   (Held after the fi rst 2:00 p.m. Sunday matinee performance) 

Page to Stage connects the audience more fully to the background ideas that go into creating a production.  
Presented in partnership with the Portland Public Library, discussions provide context on the literary, social, 

and rehearsal aspects of the play.  (Held at the Portland Public Library at 12:00 noon the Tuesday after a 
show opens.)

Curtain Call builds off  the collaborative energy between audience and actors following a performance.  
Discussing process, performance, and emotion, artists and audience develop a deeper understanding of their 

shared experience. (Held after the second 2:00 p.m.  Sunday matinee performance).

Discussion Dates 
for Veils

All discussions are free and open to 
the public.

£ e Artistic Perspective: Sunday, March 2, 
following the 2 pm matinee.

Page to Stage:  Tuesday, March 4, at noon 
at the Portland Public Library.

Curtain Call: Sunday, March 9, following 
the 2 pm matinee.

To subscribe to a discussion series 
performance, please call the Box O¦  ce at 

774.0465.
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