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“The Object Lessons series achieves something very close to magic: the books take ordinary—even banal—objects and animate them with a rich history of invention, political struggle, science, and popular mythology. Filled with fascinating details and conveyed in sharp, accessible prose, the books make the everyday world come to life. Be warned: once you’ve read a few of these, you’ll start walking around your house, picking up random objects, and musing aloud: ‘I wonder what the story is behind this thing?’ ”

Steven Johnson, author of Where Good Ideas Come From and How We Got to Now

“‘Object Lessons’ describes themselves as ‘short, beautiful books,’ and to that, I’ll say, amen. . . . If you read enough Object Lessons books, you’ll fill your head with plenty of trivia to amaze and annoy your friends and loved ones—caution recommended on pontificating on the objects surrounding you. More importantly, though . . . they inspire us to take a second look at parts of the everyday that we’ve taken for granted. These are not so much lessons about the objects themselves, but opportunities for self-reflection and storytelling. They remind us that we are surrounded by a wondrous world, as long as we care to look.”

John Warner, Chicago Tribune

“In 1957 the French critic and semiotician Roland Barthes published Mythologies, a groundbreaking series of essays in which he analysed the popular culture of his day, from laundry detergent to the face of Greta Garbo, professional wrestling to the Citroën DS. This series of short books, Object Lessons, continues the tradition.”

Melissa Harrison, Financial Times

“Though short, at roughly 25,000 words apiece, these books are anything but slight.”

Marina Benjamin, New Statesman

“The Object Lessons project, edited by game theory legend Ian Bogost and cultural studies academic Christopher Schaberg, commissions short essays and small, beautiful books about everyday objects from shipping containers to toast. The Atlantic hosts a collection of ‘mini object-lessons’. . . . More substantive is Bloomsbury’s collection of small, gorgeously designed books that delve into their subjects in much more depth.”

Cory Doctorow, Boing Boing

“The joy of the series . . . lies in encountering the various turns through which each of the authors has been put by his or her object. The object predominates, sits squarely center stage, directs the action. The object decides the genre, the chronology, and the limits of the study. Accordingly, the author has to take her cue from the thing she chose or that chose her. The result is a wonderfully uneven series of books, each one a thing unto itself.”

Julian Yates, Los Angeles Review of Books

“. . . edifying and entertaining . . . perfect for slipping in a pocket and pulling out when life is on hold.”

Sarah Murdoch, Toronto Star

“. . . a sensibility somewhere between Roland Barthes and Wes Anderson.”

Simon Reynolds, author of Retromania: Pop Culture’s Addiction to Its Own Past
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Introduction

A book, I have learned, begins in the heart, germinating and sprouting long before its author—the incidental host body—even knows of its existence. So it was with this one; it began in the summer of 2011, a part of which I spent in a hospital waiting room in Karachi. My mother was sick, sliding in and out of consciousness, sometimes sedated, sometimes wracked by seizures and sometimes slipping away. Time, per the rules of institution, was spliced into ten-minute portions that I was permitted to spend with her in the Special Care Unit. The rest of it, a recurring forty-eight minutes (sans the one each it took to walk to and from the sanctuary of the especially ailing), was waiting.

Hospital waiting rooms and their inhabitants are special cases because of what brings them together. The utilitarian frugality of their design, the worn furniture that bears witness to surreal pairings of hope and horror, walls that will support the deliverance of deadly news to changing but predictable recipients, combine to form a wary and literal cusp between life and death. The room I was in stayed true to these general parameters: a windowless rectangle, its longer walls were taken up by two long couches flush against them; the cushions were navy blue and could not be removed. People do strange things when waiting for news—perhaps removing couch cushions is one of them. The short wall held a shorter couch of similar type, a cushion-less spot in the middle functioning as a sort of table, piled with well-thumbed magazines people may remember from another era before they were occupied with questions of life and death. As it is in much of the world, caregiving and concern, even when it is for the ailing and the almost dying, falls mostly to women. It was for this reason that the numbers of men and women in the waiting room that summer were about equal.

Equality in numbers, however, does not mean equality in power, the avowed entitlement over public space that is continually exerted by men all over the world. This could be seen in the de facto gender arrangement of the room. The women, alone or in pairs, huddled with other women along one side of the room, trying to insure via their proximity to each other that a man would not deign to sit next to them. If empty space was unavoidable, temporary fortifications of plastic bags, purses, duffel bags, newspapers, bags of fruit or fried samosas, could be erected. If a man did sit down next to you, your existing line of defense could be further augmented, but the defeat was visible. Men feel entitled to sit, their dominion a threat even amid the already heavy emotional burdens borne by everyone in the room.

It was in these tense, stressful moments that I encountered a woman whose mien and manner would instigate this inquiry. She was fully veiled, her entire body encased in a long brown polyester overcoat. Her face, neck, and shoulders were covered with a brown veil that matched her coat, the only visible segment of her body a generous slit revealing a portion of forehead and eyes. The eyes were notable, scanning and absorbing and looking—not simply at the other women who sat meekly praying or shooting darting, hesitant glances at each other, but also at the men in the room. When a man entered, or simply sat staring, legs akimbo on the opposite side of the room, the woman silently, or sometimes even while speaking loudly on a cell phone, stared back.

Staring back at a man, or at groups of men, is a significant act in Pakistan. If a woman who is unveiled (her face visible) stares back it suggests romantic interest. Entire love affairs are built on a man believing a woman is romantically interested simply because she returns his glance instead of staring away. The consequence for most women is a deliberate and constant turning away, of being but not looking, simply to avoid the cost of looking, the suggestion of whetting the sexual and romantic appetites of the men nearby. This woman, however, was not looking away. Her face shielded and her identity not amenable to the general public of the waiting room, she stared back, long and hard, until one man, then another and many more were forced to look away.

She didn’t practice any of the other tricks of subterfuge for survival that are used by women trying to survive and thrive in a male-dominated public space. With her billowing coat settling down around her every time she sat down, she did not bother to erect fortifications or seem to worry about what sort of possibly lecherous, potentially harassing man sat next to her. While other women busied themselves reading or talking among themselves in low voices, this woman refused to abridge her presence. When she entered the room she did not shrink and skulk into a shadow. When she spoke on her cellphone (and she did this quite often), it was at a male-like volume—a volume used by women only in private settings where they are untrammeled by the challenge of constituting the existing but invisible.

My mother’s sojourn in Special Care lasted for nearly a week. For five of these days, my presence in the waiting room coincided with that of the fully veiled woman. In the initial days, perhaps made because of the shock and sudden nature of my mother’s hospitalization, I arrived at the waiting room dressed as I ordinarily did. I wore a shalwar kamiz, the loose tunic and bottoms that are customary in Pakistan. I also wore a scarf or dupatta that duly wrapped around my chest. Nearly all of my body save my hair, face, and neck was covered. I considered this adequate.

It was not. I learned after the first day that the direction of my gaze was constantly and duly followed. If I touched my hair, it was noticed; if I talked to a cousin or to anyone else who came to visit and inquire, the conversations were listened to without attempt at concealment. My conversations, the book I tried to read, my body when I got up and my choice of place when I sat down, all were subject to the ever-present, ever-staring men. By the second day I wound my scarf around myself a bit tighter. On the third day onward, I was covering my hair with the scarf and on the final day I was wishing I had a full veil just like the one the woman wore.

As a writer and an activist, I am acutely aware of the prismatic symbolism of the veil, reflecting in turn the political and social beliefs of a society, its dimensions connected to where a culture or a woman situates herself on the spectrum of religious faith and secular belief. These are contentious debates, not least ones in which Muslim women, those that wear the veil and those that do not, are pinned and pushed into the necessity of choice, of ratifying their own decisions about one or the other thesis concerning its rightness or wrongness. The hefty burdens of these debates, many of which have been articulated, pushed and pandered by men (who duly reward the women who pick their sides with gracious pats on the back, paeans to courage or moral purity) have obscured novel considerations of the veil as object
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