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INTRODUCTION

Christopher Flood, Stephen Hutchings, Galina Miazhevich 
and Henri Nickels

Since the events of 11 September 2001, there has been an incremental 
growth of concern in many predominantly non-Muslim countries about 
the nature of Islam and its relationship with non-Islamic societies. In the 
states which public discourse conflates under the ideologically loaded 
label of ‘the West’ (hereafter the inverted commas are taken for granted) 
and in some non-Western states with Muslim minorities, the stances 
adopted by politicians and public commentators have often echoed 
Samuel Huntington’s notorious ‘clash of civilisations’ thesis. Other voices, 
by contrast, have pleaded for an end to the Islamophobia widely regarded 
by Muslims, and by many non-Muslim observers, as endemic in Western 
or Westernised political and media cultures. At the same time, lively 
debates within Islamic theological circles have generated, on the one 
hand, claims that in modernised form the religion can and should accom-
modate itself to Western values without compromising its own funda-
mental principles. On the other hand, defĳiant Islamist critics of Western 
decadence have preached a return to the literal truths of the Quran and 
sometimes invoked them as warrants for violent action against enemies of 
the faith. Paradoxically, the transnational resonance of such anti-Western 
critiques is largely attributable to the tools of the very processes of globali-
sation against which they are directed.

What is certain is that changing attitudes to Islam and Muslims have 
had a profound influence on political cultures and national identities, 
as well as on policies regarding immigration, security and multicultural-
ism. Indeed, the complexity of the very notion of Islam and the multiple 
responses that it elicits are such that there is no uniform approach to its 
representation or social construction. Nevertheless, one of the paradoxi-
cal benefĳits of the national and international tensions crystallised by 9/11 
has been the growth of academic and intellectual interest in Islam, Muslim 
societies and the situations of Muslim diasporas as immigrant communi-
ties. The lists of academic publishers in these areas have swollen, special-
ist journals have proliferated and university courses have multiplied. The 
more thoughtful media, whether conventional or internet-based, have 
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organised searching debates on the implications of the new intensity of 
interaction between Islamic culture(s) and non-Islamic ones.

These developments are all to the good, insofar as they foster deeper 
understanding among academic and wider publics, with the possibility of 
reducing the pervasiveness of negative, exclusionary, homogenising ste-
reotypes held by non-Muslims and Muslims about each other. Precisely 
because both Islam itself, and responses to it, are becoming increasingly 
internationalised, it is important that analyses of these phenomena should 
be nuanced, non-reductive, sensitive to the particular cultures in which 
they are encountered and conscious of the heterogeneity characterising 
Muslim societies. This must include gaining a sense of key parallels, difffer-
ences and interactions within and between the various nations or other 
communities afffected.

The overarching aim of this book is to make a contribution to this pro-
cess of fĳilling perceptual gaps, thereby giving real meaning to the notion of 
studying Islam in its international context. The book offfers a set of eleven 
essays dealing with perceptions and public representations of Islam and 
Muslims at a time when international and national contexts make those 
identifĳications inescapably political. The geographical coverage of the col-
lection is broad: chapters are based on case studies of events and processes 
in a wide range of countries, either considered individually or in compara-
tive perspective. They include analyses relating to Britain, France, the 
Netherlands, Denmark, Germany, Switzerland, India, the United States, 
and Australia, as well as a more generic comparison of Western and Islamic 
concepts of international relations.

The essays are not directly concerned with government policy, but with 
the broader spheres of public opinion and debate, grass-roots politics, 
ideological beliefs, the media and public culture. The collection is there-
fore multidisciplinary and, correspondingly, multimethodological. It 
draws on a broad range of fĳields in the social sciences, humanities and 
arts, using qualitative or quantitative methodologies according to the 
nature of the respective topics under investigation. The methodological 
approaches are not mutually exclusive but complementary. Insights and 
methods deriving from theory of international relations combine with 
intellectual history to shed light on aspects of contemporary Muslim polit-
ical thought, but intellectual history equally feeds into political analysis of 
debates within and between contemporary social movement organisa-
tions in a predominantly non-Muslim, European society. Political anthro-
pology and ethnographic study are based on fĳieldwork involving individual 
interviews but also on qualitative analysis of written or visual texts. The 
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perspectives offfered by literary and fĳilm criticism are combined with 
attention to ideological and political contexts of cultural production, 
while theoretical as well as practical aspects of museum curation are used 
to shed light on the dilemmas of representation of Islam within Western, 
non-Muslim cultural environments. The methodology of critical discourse 
analysis offfers a valuable approach to investigation of political debate in 
the press but so too does quantitative content analysis. Experimental 
methods in political psychology, using quantitative measures applied to 
relatively small sets of participants, generate results which offfer highly 
productive insights into the interplay of values, emotions and social con-
texts underlying non-Muslim public attitudes towards groups represent-
ing Muslims and Islam. On the wider canvas of mass public opinion a 
classical quantitative approach is equally fruitful in shaping the analysis. 
However, while the diversity of disciplinary approaches and their related 
methods gives richness and variety to the collection as a whole, all of the 
chapters have been written to make the arguments interesting and intel-
ligible to non-specialist readers from diffferent disciplinary backgrounds 
to those of the authors.

The book is organised on the principle that the chapters cover issues 
which overlap and interlock with each other in a variety of ways. The fĳirst 
four chapters focus primarily on self-perceptions and self-representations 
of Muslims in relation to Western or other predominantly non-Muslim 
societies. The emphasis in subsequent chapters is more heavily on percep-
tions and representations of Muslims by mass publics or by particular 
groups within multicultural, predominantly non-Muslim societies. Among 
the questions running through the collection are the following:

• How do Muslim thinkers conceptualise the relationship between the 
‘land of Islam’ and non-Islamic societies in a world of nation-states 
dominated by Western powers?

• How do self-representations of Muslim men and women engage with 
majority representations of Islam within predominantly non-Islamic 
societies?

• How do radical Muslims defĳine themselves in relation to the defĳini-
tions given of them within the mainstream media in predominantly 
non-Muslim societies?

• How do Muslims, and especially Muslim women, participate in the 
politics of non-Muslim societies without renouncing their distinctive 
cultural identities?

• How does Islam fĳit with public perceptions of multiculturalism and 
integration?
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• How do public attitudes towards Muslims intersect with democratic 
values in a climate of anxiety over actual or potential security threats 
from Muslim sources?

• To what extent do reductive assumptions equating Islam with 
Islamism, and Islamism with terrorism conflate with anti-immigrant 
attitudes?

• What challenges does Islam pose for European anti-racist move-
ments, when ethnically-linked Islamophobia coincides with, and cuts 
across, other forms of racism?

• How are these tensions reflected and refracted in literary, fĳilmic, pho-
tographic and other cultural representations within non-Muslim 
societies, between those which deliberately or inadvertently promote 
negative stereotypes of Muslims and those which seek to challenge 
reductive characterisations?

The opening chapter of the collection is the one with the broadest fĳield of 
view. John Turner sets out to uncover an Islamic paradigm of interna-
tional relations which has hitherto remained largely unacknowledged 
outside Muslim cultures. Turner recognises that there is a wealth of litera-
ture devoted to the study of Islam within the academic fĳield of International 
Relations, a sub-discipline that has grown exponentially in recent decades, 
and especially since the crisis precipitated by 9/11. However, the majority 
of commentators have viewed Islam as a factor to be understood in rela-
tion to existing, Western paradigms of International Relations and have 
thereby neglected its specifĳicity.

In Turner’s view, this may be explained by the fact that Islam has tended 
to be perceived at once as a non-Westphalian discourse and as a theoreti-
cal concept grounded in neither positivist nor post-positivist inquiry. 
While international relations have historically been conceptualised 
through the Western experience, the Islamic standpoint assumes that the 
sources for inquiry have been revealed through the Quran and Sunnah. 
Perhaps because of its Western-centric focus, the importance of religion 
in international afffairs has largely been marginalised by International 
Relations scholars, who have tended to reduce religion to simply playing a 
monolithic role that is at best merely a part of power politics or simply a 
tool of persuasion. Following the recommendation that religion must be 
taken into account in International Relations theorising without reject-
ing previous theories or disregarding research methods developed in the 
20th and 21st Centuries, Turner’s chapter supports the argument that it is 
possible for alternative, non-Western-centric concepts of international 
relations to exist and to deserve being explored by Western theorists.
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Not all schools of thought in Islamic theory of International Relations 
view the relationship with the non-Muslim world in terms of violent, inev-
itable struggle for dominance. Non-traditionalist reformists believe it is 
necessary to engage with modernity, but to develop a specifĳically Islamic 
modernity by learning from the West without allowing the Islamic world 
to be absorbed or dominated by the West. Conversely, the strand of 
thought which Turner labels Salafĳist/Jihadist does see the world in terms 
of a zero-sum, winner-takes-all game in which militant Islam must be the 
winner in pursuit of the sacred duty to unite the world under Islam.

Although it vigorously rejects the charge of advocating violence, the 
utopian goal of global unity within a single Islamic Caliphate is shared by 
the radical Islamist party, Hizb ut-Tahrir. The British branch of the party is 
examined in detail by Danila Genovese in Chapter Two, focusing particu-
larly on the interrelationship between external representation of the 
group and its own representation of itself. The research for the chapter 
was conducted on the basis of Genovese’s own interviews and personal 
conversations with the leaders and members of the party, on the one 
hand, and analysis of news reports or other articles produced by leading 
media institutions and scholars on the phenomenon of radical Islamism 
in the UK, on the other.

The argument put forward by Genovese is that there is a mirroring 
efffect between the essentialised representation of Islam and Islamism in 
the Culturalist and Orientalist approaches of external commentators and 
the self-representation voiced by the Islamist radicals themselves, espe-
cially in the context of a veritable fetishisation of politics and power on 
their part. Thus, there is a perverse and paradoxical dynamic whereby cat-
egories imposed from outside become unconsciously internalised within 
the group, but in inverted form, as in a mirror, which in practice deprives 
the party of political relevance or efffectiveness. Genovese argues that the 
current neglect of this element in the analysis of Islamism could mask a 
refusal to address the West’s own failure to make a serious political exami-
nation of the phenomenon itself.

The same failure to engage seriously with Muslim self-understandings 
and aspirations, even with those of ethnic minorities established within 
Western societies, contributes to the problem of coming to terms with 
Muslim practices in relation to dress and public behaviour. Against the 
backdrop of wider controversy over the building of mosques and other 
aspects of the complex accommodation with Muslim minorities, the will-
ingness of many politicians and public intellectuals to justify legal dis-
crimination against Muslim women, or other forms of normative pressure 
on them, in the name of freedom and equality exhibits clashes between 
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diffferent civil and human rights considered essential to liberal democra-
cies. The controversies in several European countries concerning the 
wearing of the hijab (Islamic headscarf or veil) by many Muslim women 
are particularly notorious instances of the paradoxes involved.

Basing herself on a discourse analysis of articles in a number of major 
Danish newspapers, Signe Kjær Jørgensen, in Chapter Three, examines 
the criticisms levelled at Asmaa Abdol-Hamid, a prominent, headscarf-
wearing, Muslim female candidate for a left-wing party during the cam-
paign for the 2007 parliamentary election in Denmark. The chapter shows 
how the legitimacy of her candidature was challenged in the light of a 
feminist critique, while Asmaa Abdol-Hamid herself invoked a multicul-
turalist, feminist discourse of her own in order to defend her aim of being 
elected as a member of parliament. At the same time Abdol-Hamid 
attempted to counter other secularist and nationalist positions that were 
used to criticise her. The chapter demonstrates the multiplicity of sym-
bolic meanings which can be attached to the Muslim headscarf, with the 
result that it can always be open to contestation in Western social 
environments.

Abdol-Hamid’s claim to have a right to wear the Muslim headscarf as a 
positive, personal choice in relation to her identity, and not as an emblem 
of cultural acceptance of the oppressive subordination of Muslim women 
by Muslim men, chimes with the subjective accounts given to Chloe 
Patton in the course of a visual ethnographic study involving members of 
a Melbourne Islamic youth organisation to examine how young Australian 
Muslim women, when presented with the opportunity to create photo-
graphic self-portraits, used their headscarves to challenge dominant rep-
resentations of their identity as ‘dark’.

Using innovative social research methods to facilitate empirical insights 
beyond the scope of conventional text-based approaches, the chapter 
focuses in particular on the ways in which metaphoric journeys from 
darkness to light signify positive changes of state in a wide range of discur-
sive settings. Further, Patton shows that the young Muslim women 
who participated in her study experienced metaphoric darkening of their 
identity, not only through hostile media representations of Islam in gen-
eral but also through the well-intentioned but demeaning expressions of 
paternalistic concern for their well-being, which they frequently met in 
their day-to-day social dealings with non-Muslim Australians.

The fĳirst of the chapters dealing predominantly with the other side of 
the picture, by examining non-Muslim attitudes towards Muslims, opens 
with an application of theory developed in the fĳield of political psychol-
ogy to a case study of public opinion. In Chapter Five Tereza Capelos and 
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Dunya van Troost explore political attitudes towards groups represent-
ing Muslims and Islam at a time when perceived threats to Western soci-
eties challenge the political tolerance of non-Muslim populations towards 
Muslim minorities and call established policies of integration into ques-
tion. The Netherlands, with its long-established reputation for accep-
tance  of diversity, is one such society, where tensions surrounding its 
substantial Muslim population have intensifĳied national debates over 
multiculturalism and integration. From the standpoint of political psy-
chology interesting questions arise as to the interaction between toler-
ance, on the one hand, and Islamophobia, as a form of intolerance, on the 
other, since both involve cognitive and emotional dimensions. In an 
experimental setting with Dutch participants, Capelos and Van Troost 
manipulate the emotional appraisal of an interaction with a fĳictitious 
Islamic group, and use a range of measures to examine how emotions of 
anger or fear intersect with ideological values and political attitudes. The 
chapter shows that while individuals’ support for democratic values 
reverses the otherwise negative impact of fear on political tolerance, it has 
no efffect under conditions of anger. This research is timely in a period of 
widespread threat perceptions, where support for tolerance and civil lib-
erties is eroding.

Negative European perceptions of Islam and of Muslims are investi-
gated further in Chapter Six by Ebru Canan-Sokullu, who examines the 
political debate surrounding Turkey’s potential accession to the EU from 
the viewpoint of mass public opinion, focusing particularly on the inter-
play between Islamophobia and fear of immigration into Europe. Because 
the opinions and preferences of mass publics play an indispensable role in 
this debate, the chapter investigates (i) whether publics consider Islam to 
be compatible with democratic values; (ii) whether Turcoscepticism is 
entrenched in the fear of an influx of immigrants into Europe; and (iii) 
how these factors afffect public positions on Turkey’s EU membership in 
Germany, France, Britain and the Netherlands. Taking a comprehensive 
view of the existing polling data, Canan-Sokullu provides a rigorous inves-
tigation into comparative public attitudes towards Turkey over the period 
from 2004 to 2007. The analysis reveals a common misinterpretation of 
public opinion in these EU countries: Islamophobia is not the central 
issue at stake, but the climate of opinion is anti-immigrationist and this 
fear contributes to popular anxiety towards Turkey.

Returning in Chapter Seven to the vexed question of how the status of 
Muslim women is perceived by non-Muslim publics, Matteo Gianni and 
Gaetan Clavien examine the case of Switzerland, another of the European 
societies currently undergoing transformations of their multicultural, 
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social and political dynamics. The increasing demographic, social and 
political visibility of the Muslim population in Switzerland has been play-
ing a crucial role in the trend and Muslims have been the main target of 
public debate over the meaning of multiculturalism and integration. To 
contribute to understanding the implications of this broad trend, the 
chapter investigates the Swiss French-speaking media’s representation of 
Muslims and Islam as a category in identity/diffference constructions. In 
particular, a content analysis of stories selected from media coverage over 
the period from 2004 to 2006 shows how gender issues contribute to the 
specifĳic constructions and representations of Muslims and Islam in Swiss 
public space.

The nature and the extent of Islamophobia are hotly debated issues in 
France, particularly since the law banning religious symbols in schools in 
2004, then the more recent ban in 2011 on the wearing of the burqa (full 
head and body covering) or niqab (full-face veil) in public places. In 
Chapter Eight Timothy Peace addresses a hitherto neglected aspect of this 
debate—the way in which it has divided many on the Left in France, espe-
cially amongst anti-racist groups. The chapter traces the roots of these 
divisions, which have been exacerbated by the rise in acts of anti-
semitism in parallel with increasing Islamophobia. Peace sheds light on 
the reasons for the splits and internal tensions within organisations such 
as the MRAP, France’s principal anti-racist association. The chapter sets 
out to explain the logic behind the various conflicting positions held by 
antiracist campaigners, including the refusal of many to engage actively in 
the fĳight against Islamophobia. Peace argues that the divisions within 
these groups are a consequence of deeply embedded norms and dis-
courses within the anti-racist movement which have been thrown into 
practical disarray by the emergence of ‘the Muslim question’.

The question of Western stereotyping of Muslims, which runs through 
many of the chapters in the collection, is central to Ahmed al-Rawi’s dis-
cussion of one of the forms of Anglophone, predominantly American, 
popular culture in Chapter Nine. The author traces the increasingly 
negative image of the Arab in English-language popular fĳiction after the 
1948 Arab-Israeli War and successive conflicts in the Middle East, with the 
climax of this process following 9/11. Reeva Simon, Janice J. Terry and 
many other scholars researching into the stereotyping of Arabs have 
emphasised the efffect of biased Middle East news coverage on the percep-
tions held by popular fĳiction writers. Al-Rawi endorses this idea, but fur-
ther argues that there is a connection between the distorted Arab image 
and US and British foreign policy in the Middle East. With reference to 
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novels by Harold Robbins, Paul Erdman, Maggie Davis, Michael Thomas 
and Laurie Devine in particular, he discusses how popular fĳiction writers 
express the anxieties and aspirations of their cultures and subsequently 
their governments, suggesting a pattern of thought that views the Middle 
East as part of an Anglo-American Empire. Any destabilising factors like 
militant Islamic groups or Arab national movements in the region are pre-
sented as threats, so the characters involved in these movements are vili-
fĳied, and such views correspond with offfĳicial government stances. In this 
respect writers of popular fĳiction play an important role in enhancing the 
moral and national value of foreign policy issues.

While the sub-genre of popular fĳiction examined by al-Rawi tends to 
perpetuate negative stereotypes, Priyasha Kaul focuses in Chapter Ten on 
the interesting and unusual case of a product of popular culture in a pre-
dominantly non-Muslim society that focuses on the climate of suspicion 
and exclusion in which Muslims have to live. The chapter explores the 
identity politics of ‘being Muslim’ in contemporary India through an anal-
ysis of the critically acclaimed but commercially unsuccessful 2007 
Bollywood fĳilm, Anwar. Although the marginalisation of Muslims as a reli-
gious minority in India has been touched upon in other recent fĳilms, 
Anwar emphatically places the issue fĳirmly within the larger dynamics of 
the contemporary geo-political environment. It is the story of an idealistic 
Muslim young man named Anwar, who fĳinds himself ‘caught’ in a Hindu 
temple, branded as a terrorist and ultimately killed in the midst of a media 
and political frenzy. Kaul uses the fĳilm as the basis for exploring the articu-
lations of voluntary and involuntary identities and the ways in which the 
global and local spheres interact to produce complex everyday lived reali-
ties of exclusion.

Finally, in a fĳirst-hand account of her own experience, Mirjam 
Shatanawi presents an insider’s look at the role of the museum in the pub-
lic debate on Islam. In today’s heavily politicised climate, museums aim to 
act responsibly and aspire to build bridges between a diversity of cultures 
but they cannot escape the force of existing representations. Consequently, 
museums position themselves as mediators for cultures in confrontation. 
Yet although the intentions of museums might be to challenge the current 
debate on Islam, the author suggests that their chosen strategy of produc-
ing alternative images of Islamic cultures actually weakens their under-
taking, and might even turn out to be counterproductive. Examples are 
drawn from two exhibitions shown at the Tropenmuseum in Amsterdam; 
the permanent Islam Gallery (1954–1970), and the more recent exhibi-
tion Urban Islam, co-curated by Mirjam Shatanawi in 2004. The chapter 
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discusses the negotiation processes that took place during the making of 
both exhibitions as well as their reception by the press and visitor groups.

Taken as a whole, the collection provides a range of important, overlap-
ping, mutually supporting insights into a set of problems, (mis)percep-
tions and representations, which characterise the present period of 
uncertainty in the long historical dialectic between monoculturalism and 
multiculturalism, where Muslims form signifĳicant minorities in many 
non-Muslim societies. The tendency of politicians and the media to com-
municate homogenising, often patronising and implicitly or explicitly 
exclusionary stereotypes of Muslims as the obverse of more or less chau-
vinistic stereotypes of the nation has been noted throughout the collec-
tion, but so too several chapters have drawn attention to the difffĳiculty for 
Muslims to resist internalising negative stereotypes or the danger of 
inverting them within frameworks of hostile Islamist counter-ideology. 
The empirical fĳindings in many of the chapters are not encouraging for 
those who wish to see multicultural societies transcend the present anxi-
eties of adaptation. Too often, religion and other markers of ethnicity 
combine with economic and political factors to engender zero-sum 
demands for the Muslim Other to renounce or repress beliefs, traditions 
and behaviours which do not fĳit with the norms of the dominant group, or 
to remove themselves physically, rather than fĳind patterns of mutual 
accommodation for reciprocal benefĳit. However, the less prominent but 
more hopeful story is that slow adaptation is taking place nevertheless.



CHAPTER ONE

UNCOVERING AN ISLAMIC PARADIGM OF 
INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS

John Turner

According to J. Harris Proctor in Islam and International Relations (1965), 
the notion that Islam could be influential upon international afffairs and 
should therefore be an independent subject of study was clearly invalid. 
Like many International Relations (IR) scholars, Proctor was working 
exclusively within the confĳines of Western-centric thought, which gives 
limited space to religion as a signifĳicant factor in international afffairs and 
has tended to reduce religion either to playing a monolithic role that is at 
best merely a part of power politics or to simply being a tool of persuasion. 
From within the traditional boundaries of IR theory, it is difffĳicult 
to consider Islam as a concept that can stand alone, much less as a theory 
of international relations in its own right. Thus, while there is a wealth 
of literature devoted to the study of Islam within IR—a fĳield that has 
grown exponentially in the wake of the events of 11 September 2001—
the bulk of these resources view Islam as a factor to be understood in 
relation to existing paradigms of International Relations, thereby neglect-
ing its specifĳicity.

Yet Muslim scholars speak of an al-siyasi al-Islami (Islamic politi-
cal order). This is the notion that the world exists in a state of natural dis-
order that must be managed by means of a culture of order (al-Azmeh 
1993). In fact, Islam through the Quran and Sunnah contains concepts of 
international afffairs and Islamic scholars have constructed a theory 
of international relations outside of orthodox IR. Bearing in mind that 
questions surrounding Islam, terrorism and the politics of the Middle East 
are affforded signifĳicant space in contemporary discussions on interna-
tional afffairs, observing Islam as a theoretical paradigm in its own right 
will aid in conceptualising these perplexing issues. Following Fawcett’s 
(2005) recommendation that religion must be taken into account in 
Interna tional Relations theorising without rejecting previous theories or 
disregarding research methods developed in the 20th Century, the pres-
ent chapter argues that it is possible for alternative, non-Western-centric 
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concepts of international relations to exist, as has been discussed most 
prominently in collaborative work by Buzan and Acharya (2009).

1. Towards an Islamic Paradigm of International Relations

Abdul Hamid Abu Sulayman opened the door for an exclusively Islamic 
concept of the international in his book, Towards an Islamic Theory of 
International Relations (1987). Conceding that even among contempo-
rary Islamic scholars signifĳicant work on international relations has been 
limited, Sulayman convincingly lays down the framework for an Islamic 
theory of International Relations. This chapter will move the argument 
one step further by identifying various schools within Islamic interna-
tional thinking, demonstrating their parallels with orthodox International 
Relations thought and discussing the evolution of Islamic theories through 
the Great Islamic Debates. It is not possible here to account for the entire 
arena of Islamic international political thought. However, it is possible to 
advance the discussion regarding non-Western international theory by 
exploring the Islamic paradigm.

Islamic International Relations is not a concept of how states interact 
with each other but, rather, a concept of world order that focuses on the 
relations between the Muslim and the non-Muslim spheres. The idea that 
Islam possesses a theory of International Relations may be intellectually 
uncomfortable for some, as it speaks to abstract concepts such as the 
Ummah (the Muslim community as a whole irrespective of national bor-
ders, ethnic identity or linguistic diffferences) or assabiya (the concept of 
the feeling of kinship held by the inhabitants of the Middle East) relying 
upon a conviction of belief in extra-rational agency. However, these are 
the primary components that constitute Islamic notions of world order 
and they give it a unique perspective. Muslim states, it is argued, behave 
much like non-Muslim states in the international system on the basis of 
self-help and self-interest. It is in many ways just another case of realpoli-
tik (Hassan 2007). The diffference is that Islam can potentially be a univer-
sal system of values and thereby form the basis for a common identity. 
Diffferences that exist between states and governments therefore become 
secondary for Islamic theorists (Hourani 1983). The diminished value of 
the concept of the nation-state allows for an alternative Islamic concept 
of order and for an alternative model of what represents the boundaries of 
the inside (Dar al-Islam) and the outside (Dar al-Harb). This dichotomy 
represents the division of the world into two opposing halves, which, 
according to traditionalist Islamic thinkers, are in perpetual conflict.
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From this perspective, laws governing society are primarily normative 
as opposed to prescriptive. Where a Western understanding of law gov-
erning nations consists of a body of rules, Islamic law is designed for moral 
education as well as legal enforcement (Sulayman 1987). Thus far Islam 
has, however, been inefffective in building a unifĳied political bloc, particu-
larly since the disbanding of the Ottoman Empire in 1924 (Hourani 1983). 
This is evidenced by the persistent inter- and intra-state conflicts that 
have occurred in the Middle East, such as the Iran/Iraq war of the 1980s 
that lasted eight years and resulted in more than one million deaths. 
Nevertheless, there is still an underlying concept of Islamic unity that 
emerges in the foreign relations of Islamic states, something that can 
clearly be observed through the discourse of community, imagery and 
appeals to a shared historical experience. The utility of arguing for Islamic 
International Relations theories is that what is needed is to understand 
the Islamic world in its own terms and not always in relation to the West. 
Indeed, a secular, Westphalian reading of International Relations in 
the Islamic world is impoverished. An Islamic theory of International 
Relations is needed alongside orthodox concepts if one is to understand 
the role Islam plays in international afffairs.

2. Three Approaches: Classical (Traditional), Reformist 
(Non-Traditional) and Revolutionary (Salafĳi/Jihadi)

While the various existing schools of Islamic International Relations 
share an agreed ontology in the belief in one God, they difffer in regard 
to  issues of methodology. Interestingly, Islamic theories in many ways 
resemble their Western theoretical cousins, realism and liberalism, but 
also include a third school of thought that is revolutionary in character. 
Indeed, Islamic thought regarding the international has been forged 
in reaction to particular historical periods, which Rajaee (1999) called 
phases or debates. Islamic political thought, and by extension interna-
tional theorising, is not a fluid developmental process. For its part, ortho-
dox International Relations theory has produced debates where the 
ontological and epistemological foundations held by one camp are 
brought into serious question through inter-theoretical dialogue, forcing 
a conscious re-examination of an approach to reassert or create an entirely 
new position. Islamic debates, however, have produced a consistent 
rehashing of the ideas of the two opposing traditional and reformist points 
of view, with the third position developing from elements of the tradition-
alists and early reformists. This has resulted in the building of theories 
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that, although new, remain close to their original form, due primarily to 
their shared ontology, the most basic principle of which is tawhid, the 
oneness of God (Sulayman 1987).

Thus, three distinct theoretical approaches to international politics can 
be identifĳied when investigating Islamic thought. A traditional or classical 
school, which in many ways mirrors classical realist concepts regarding 
power, anarchy, war and the state of nature (Abo-Kazleh 2006). A reform-
ist, or non-traditional school, that contains less rigid concepts of coopera-
tion and security, engages with modernity, accepts the temporal existence 
of nation states in Islamic lands, and provides a discourse for a durable 
peace with non-Muslims. Finally, a revolutionary school termed Salafĳi/
Jihadi, which serves as the ideological backbone for international organ-
isations prone to terrorism and is a product of both the classical and 
reformist schools, taking on the classical school’s Hobbesian concept of 
the state of nature and the reformist school’s Salafĳist approach.

Nevertheless, three key concepts are present in all Islamic international 
theory and warrant discussion. First is the concept of the state and sover-
eignty. In the Islamic concept, the state does not appear as a system of 
sovereigns but rather one indivisible Muslim Ummah bound by assabiya. 
Second, the Islamic theoretical world view contains a conception of 
inside/outside. Inside is the domain of Islam (Dar al-Islam), outside is the 
realm of the other (Dar al-Harb). Finally, all Islamic approaches have a 
shared ontology in the belief in Allah and the starting point for knowledge 
is the Quran and Sunnah.

While these competing theoretical approaches may disagree as to 
where the boundaries of the inside and outside are, how they are to be 
engaged and whether they are in perpetual conflict, all agree that there is 
a concept of the Islamic and non-Islamic space that defĳines the boundary 
between what is the domestic and where the international begins (Abo-
Kazleh 2006). The Quran and Sunnah are the only sources from which any 
foundational knowledge can be obtained. Here again the approaches dif-
fer on method in regard to the practice of ijtihad (i.e. the concept of mak-
ing a personal judgement on a particular issue not specifĳically covered by 
the Quran and Sunnah after careful study of the texts), but all agree that 
the ontological foundation of all Islamic International Relations theory is 
derived from these sources (Rajaee 1999). These three concepts are there-
fore defĳining components of Islamic International Relations theories. 
Though they are in some ways similar to present International Relations 
theory, they cannot be comfortably pigeonholed into existing spaces, as 
their ontological foundations in the Quran and Sunnah allow for neither a 
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positivist nor a post-positivist inquiry, and the concepts of sovereignty are 
alien to the Westphalian model. As this is the case, Islam must be regarded 
not just as a subject to be studied within existing International Relations 
but as a paradigm of international theory in its own right.

2.1. The Classical Approach

The three theoretical concepts noted above as being prevalent in all 
Islamic International Relations thought—the non-Westphalian approach 
to sovereignty, the inside/outside conception of the Dar al-Islam and Dar 
al-Harb in defĳining the domestic and international respectively, and the 
reliance on the Quran and Sunnah for foundational knowledge—may 
seem to be in stark opposition to accepted International Relations theory. 
However, traditionalism in Islamic thought contains elements analo-
gous  to classical Hobbesian realism. Classical realism perceives a world 
defĳined by insecurity, a condition that results in a persistent existential 
struggle. Peace can only be temporary as each actor is consistently seeking 
to maximise its power over the other. Islamic traditionalists arrive at 
rather similar conclusions. Classical theories of Islamic International 
Relations were formed during what Rajaee (1999) terms the First Debate. 
The First Debate emerged during Islam’s formative years. A period of con-
quest and defence, where Muslims perceived themselves as threatened at 
fĳirst by fellow-Arabs and then by the powers of Persia and Rome and later 
Byzantium and Ethiopia. This time of regular conflict with neighbouring 
actors gave a particular Hobbesian essence to the thinking of Islamic 
scholars. According to their view, the world exists in a state of Jahiliya, 
ignorance of God’s law. Security arrives when the world is subjugated by 
the rule of God.

Jihad is a defĳining concept of the Classical school. Note that the con-
cept of jihad is complex and cannot be covered in its entirety within this 
piece. Jihad can take on a variety of meanings and interpretations. It is 
defĳined as a struggle, which can either be the greater jihad to better one’s 
community and self or the lesser jihad of holy war (for discussion of clas-
sical jihad, see Cook 2009). As noted, the world is divided into two con-
trasting realms, the external Dar al-Harb (the realm of war) and the 
internal Dar al-Islam (the realm of Islam). Here a very distinct concept of 
foreign relations as being defĳined by constant struggle for survival is evi-
dent. The Dar al-Islam is those areas under Islamic control where the 
rights of Muslims are observed, and which are ruled by a ‘true’ Muslim. 
The world beyond this domain is the Dar al-Harb, the space under the 
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hegemony of infĳidels. That domain is not just considered dangerous and 
threatening—just as in traditional International Relations a classical real-
ist theorist might conceptualise anarchy—but it is also considered a space 
which can be justifĳiably conquered in the name of spreading the religion 
under the appropriate conditions (Abo-Kazleh 2006). For a considerable 
period, this concept of the outside and inside defĳined Islamic foreign rela-
tions and in some cases still does today (Rajaee 1999).

Classical thinking is based on the Quran and Sunnah, and as with all 
Islamic political thought this is the starting point of inquiry. The Quran is 
the word of God as revealed to the Prophet Mohammed and the Sunnah 
are the words and deeds of the Prophet. Time is irrelevant and interpreta-
tion of these texts to adapt to conditions of modernity is perceived as 
heretical. As Islam claims to be a complete guide to economic, social, 
political and, as is argued here, international matters, then the Quran and 
Sunnah are perfect guides to the proper understanding of all realms of 
social life without the need for human interference in what has been 
divinely given. Islamic International Relations is a non-Western discourse 
containing a concept of sovereignty not necessarily amenable to orthodox 
International Relations theory and Western concepts of the nation state. 
This is not to say that there is no concept of sovereignty or ‘state’ in  Isla-
mic thinking but the Ummah or the community of believers is indivisibly 
bound by the all-encompassing assabiya. Muslims must not be ruled by 
non-Muslims, nor can there be more than one sovereign. Sovereignty is 
God’s, and manifests itself in earthly form in one who is divinely chosen. 
The concept of the Ummah, of course, did not eliminate tribal authority, 
but overruled it with the belief in God and sovereignty on Earth in the 
form of a new Leviathan, Mohammed and the Caliphs that followed as the 
amir al muminin, i.e. the Commander of the Faithful (Vatikiotis 1997). 
Order began with the Caliph and difffused into smaller parochial units. The 
state may be a focal point of concern in Western political thought, but in 
the Islamic world it has never attained the absolute claims of the Western 
Westphalian-style state (Cox 1996).

The Western concept of sovereignty in the form of the nation state 
requires identifĳication of people as a national cultural group in a defĳined 
territory. Islam emphasises a dynastic concept of what power and sover-
eignty are, as the Islamic world was never united under one absolute sov-
ereign. Islamic civilisation had always been fragmented into minor states 
or managed by mercenary armies loyal to patrimonial dynasties (Turner 
1978). This allows for a somewhat more fluid, hierarchical and ambiguous 
concept of sovereignty than is possible in a Westphalian order of equally 
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sovereign states. Claims of world order however and the image of the 
Caliphate have yet to be removed from the inter-subjectivity of Islam. 
The state, though the focus of power, is in fact an intermediary between 
the telos of Islamic peoples and a unifĳied Islamic community (Cox 1996). 
Traditionalists have been criticised for clinging to static, outdated con-
cepts of foreign afffairs, yet they remain influential in modern Islamic 
thought (Abo-Kazleh 2006). Classical thought is often caught in a particu-
lar time period, thus binding it to a particular position that is difffĳicult to 
alter (Sulayman 1987). This makes the cornerstone of the traditional 
Islamic international theory the concept of jihad as the starting point for 
all foreign relations in a Hobbesian world of aggressive forces that present 
a persistent existential threat to the Ummah (Abo-Kazleh 2006).

2.2. The Reformist (non-Traditional) Approach

Reformist theories of Islamic International Relations are a relatively new 
addition to Islamic political thought, being products of the Second Great 
Islamic Debate beginning in the late 19th Century. The Reformists are 
influenced by the concept of Salafĳism. The term Salaf refers to righteous 
predecessors, specifĳically the four immediate successors to the Prophet 
Mohammed. Salafĳism advocates looking to the early period of Islam for 
guidance on how to approach modernity and re-establish the dominance 
of Islam. It is the product of pioneering thinkers such as Jamal-ad-din al-
Afghani (1838–1897) who in the Second Debate asserted an intermediate 
position between the zealot wing of the rejectionist position that sought 
to shun modernity and the West and the modernists who sought to fully 
incorporate Western ideals (Henzel 2005).

Traditional and non-traditional Islamic International Relations can 
be perceived as concepts of world order, the former taking a Hobbesian 
account of the state of nature and the latter conceiving of a Lockean 
order which, although still conscious of threats, allows for potential co-
operation and peaceful coexistence between the Islamic and non-Islamic 
spheres. The Islamic world, as the Reformists understand it, is no longer 
capable of supporting both universalism and transnationalism (Rajaee 
1999). This concession means there must be an acute revision of the tradi-
tionalist concepts of Dar al-Harb and Dar al-Islam. The Reformists envi-
sion the possibility of alternate inter-subjective worlds coexisting without 
one asserting its hegemony upon the other through a superior assabiya 
(Cox 1996). Reformists argue that the classical concept of the divided 
world and the perpetual jihad is a product of a particular time in history 



18 john turner

(Hassan 2007). They assert that this concept is incompatible with the con-
temporary and insist that there can no longer be an absolute division of 
the world. They argue for a third way, the concept of the Dar al-Ahd (realm 
of treaties), a principle regarding the possibility of peace with the non-
Muslim world (Abo-Kazleh 2006).

Reformists are more accommodating in their acceptance of the exis-
tence of nation states. The Ummah for them is not just a physical entity 
but also a metaphysical concept. They claim, however, that this does not 
mean surrendering Muslim principles. They believe it is not a betrayal of 
the faith to be both modern and Muslim. What emerges is a dual-faceted 
concept of sovereignty. They concede that they must accept the raison 
d’État but also insist that the state must adhere to Islamic principles and 
hold to an eternal consciousness of assabiya. The condition of the Islamic 
world divided into nation states is for them at least temporarily accept-
able and does not require a scuttling of the system by means of jihad but 
rather the willingness of peoples to work within the system to unify 
Muslims over time by non-violent means (Abo-Kazleh 2006).

Non-traditionalists difffer most distinctly from traditionalists in their 
methodological approach. Where both agree that the Quran and Sunnah 
are the basis for all societal structure, and regard these as divinely inspired, 
they difffer on issues regarding interpretation. Traditionalists argue that, 
as this is given directly by God through the Prophet, personal judgement 
on matters without the consent of the Ulema (Classical religious elite) is 
heretical. Conversely, for Reformists itjihad is an idea of legitimate reli-
gious endeavour in employing personal judgement to deal with matters 
not specifĳically detailed in the Quran and Sunnah, while using these 
sources as guidance (Benjamin and Simon 2003, Abo-Kazleh 2006). In the 
11th Century the so called ‘gates of ijtihad’ were closed by the Ulema sup-
posedly ending the practice. However, it was revived fĳirst by ibn Taymiyya 
in the 14th Century and later by the Salafĳist reformers. It represents the 
cornerstone of non-traditionalist theory. Traditionalists reject this but 
the reformists assert it is necessary to contend with the conditions of the 
modern world.

Non-traditionalists who make these arguments are careful not to be 
seen as marginalising Islam. They believe that engagement with moder-
nity is necessary and yet the Islamic world is not suited for the Western 
style of modernity. What they suggest is needed is an Islamic modernity 
that is capable of taking from the West without permitting the Islamic 
world to mirror or to be subjugated by the West in such a manner as to 
weaken or eliminate Islamic identity.
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2.3. The Third and Fourth Debates and the Emergence of the Salafĳist/
Jihadist School

Just as orthodox International Relations theory has emerged through 
challenges presented through debates that have resulted in reconstructed 
or novel theoretical perspectives as new ontological and epistemological 
challenges emerge that are often dependent upon the changing nature of 
world politics, so too has Islamic International Relations theory evolved 
in response to the changing conditions of international politics. The evo-
lution of orthodox International Relations was subject to international 
political determinants beginning with the First World War and continu-
ing through the Second World War, the Cold War and fĳinally the contem-
porary period characterised by US hegemony, globalisation and post-9/11 
international politics. Islamic theorising with regard to the international 
has developed in a somewhat similar manner. As was discussed in previ-
ous sections, the Islamic First Debate had been a product of Islam’s forma-
tive years, characterised by persistent conflict, fĳirst defensive and later 
offfensive. As the followers of the new religion faced an existential struggle 
for survival that later became a period of expansion, particular attitudes 
were entrenched in the minds of Islamic scholars. Religion was intimately 
connected to war and survival. Much like Hobbes, who observed an inse-
cure world laden with violence and an eternal existential struggle which 
defĳines the human experience, so too did the classical thinkers who influ-
enced the traditionalist school of Islamic International Relations.

The Second Debate had begun in the middle of the 19th Century as 
European power, culture and ideas increasingly encroached upon the 
Islamic world. Scholars challenged the long sustained traditionalist 
approach by asserting that the Islamic world was no longer capable of 
maintaining a position of transnationalism and universalism. That is 
engaging fully with European influence while still arguing that Islam was 
an absolute guide to life. They advocated the re-opening of the ‘gates of 
ijtihad’ to fĳind a method for preserving and advancing Islam during a 
period of rapid change. The experience of colonialism and the increasing 
influence of Western thought and culture, however, spurred a split 
amongst the Reformists. Armed with the tool of ijtihad and free from the 
limitation imposed upon Islam by the Ulema, 20th century thinkers—
most notably Sayid Qutb, Hassan al-Banna and Maulana Maududi—
engaged in Islam’s Third Great Debate. This manifested itself as the 
theoretical foundation for revolutionary organisations such as the Muslim 
Brotherhood in the 1920s. As was previously asserted, concepts of the 
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international developed by Islamic theorists are products of the world in 
which they live. The fĳirst Traditionalist theories were forged in Islam’s 
Hobbesian origins, the Second Debate and the rise of non-traditional 
thinking was the product of a crisis of identity resulting from encounters 
with Europe and a feeling of stagnation in the Islamic world. The Third 
Debate represented a split in the Reformist school with contrasting 
notions of the manner in which to employ ijtihad to deal with the com-
plexities of humiliation through the colonial experience and erosion of 
identity in the post-Ottoman state order. How then is the contemporary 
period of the early 21st century to be understood? The late 20th century 
marked the beginnings of the Fourth Debate that may speak more to a 
struggle for the Muslim world to defĳine itself than for the Islamic world to 
verify its role in the international system.

Salafĳists envision an idealised Islamic world and seek to model the con-
temporary world by looking to the time of the Prophet and seeking out an 
authentic Islam (Livesey 2005). Salafĳists contend that Islam was perfect in 
its origins, but that it has been corrupted over the centuries by foreign 
influences. They therefore seek to rediscover the original Islam through 
the Quran, Sunnah and by looking to the time of the Rightly Guided 
Caliphs. Whereas the two major strands within the Islamic International 
Relations paradigm of Classicism and Reformism can be compared to 
orthodox International Relations theory—to realism and liberalism 
respectively—Salafĳism/Jihadism is a revolutionary political theory. It is a 
utopian conception infused with an Islamic hyper-realism and universal-
ism that is in stark opposition to the neo-liberal Western order. It is a 
product of Salafĳist Reformists mixed with Classical concepts of world 
order and jihad. At its core are the tenets of traditionalism with millennial 
and confrontational beliefs regarding international relations. A key tenet 
of Salafĳist Jihadism is ijtihad. However it is the method of its use that 
divides the non-traditionalists between the Reformist and Salafĳist Jihadist 
camps during the course of the Third Debate. Ijtihad for the Salafĳist 
Jihadists is a tool for bypassing the authority of the Ulema of the Classical 
school, while for the Reformists it is a method of engaging with modernity 
and the West without being consumed by them. For the Salafĳist Jihadists 
it is a means by which to take Islam back to a blank slate and start anew 
to build an idealised Islamic state using jihad as a tool, free from the for-
eign influence or internal corruption that occurred over the previous 
14 centuries.

Salafĳist Jihadists draw on the arguments of Sayid Qutb to assert that 
Muslims have lost their way and Islam has been altered to the point of 
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only existing in the minds of the revolutionaries (Cooper 2004). As there 
are no perfect Sharia-governed states, there are no true Muslims (Habeck 
2006). When Kemal Ataturk made the decision to dissolve the Caliphate 
and tend to the business of building a nation state in Turkey in 1924, the 
question of how to live as proper Muslims in the absence of the Caliph 
for leadership was thrust upon the Ulema. Meeting at al-Azhar in 1926, 
the Ulema came to the conclusion that re-establishing the Caliphate was 
not possible under current conditions. Thus, it was no longer possible 
for a Muslim to live correctly. For the Salafĳist Jihadists sovereignty is abso-
lute and universal. Conflict, then, is not just a matter of survival but the 
only tool for achieving peace, as there can be no peace without a global 
Islamic political order (al-siyasi al-islami) as brought about through the 
re-establishment of the Caliphate governed through monarchy in the 
form of a Caliph (Livesey 2005).

The Classical assertion of the world as a dichotomy, engaged in a 
constant struggle, is a vital component of the Salafĳist Jihadist doctrine. 
Reformists argue that the notion of the divided world was constructed by 
the Hannafĳi School of Islamic jurisprudence (Abo-Kazleh 2006). They 
assert that there is no textual support in the Quran or Hadith to justify this 
position of a world divided. Rather, the world is one and this concept is 
only descriptive of the condition of the world in times of war (al-Zuhili 
2005). From the Reformists the Salafĳist Jihadist take the practice of ijtihad 
but their world view is more in line with the Classical perception of the 
divided world, where jihad is a necessity.

Salafĳist Jihadists seek to underscore Islamic universalism free from 
external influences (Roy 2004). Dialogue and compromise are not tools 
they employ. Neither can they accept the division of the Islamic world. 
Islamic states and nationalist movements are incompatible with their uni-
versalistic philosophy. When the fĳirst Salafĳist Jihadist organisations began 
to form in the 1920s it was with these principles in mind. Hassan al-Banna, 
founder of the Muslim brotherhood, rejected any notion of a Muslim 
nation state like Turkey (Cooper 2004). The movement was to be total and 
uncompromising. In the contemporary world this kind of thinking is dem-
onstrated through the works of the al-Qaeda ideologue Ayman al-Zawahiri 
chastising the Palestinian leadership for engaging in a nationalist struggle 
as opposed to the global jihad (al-Zawahiri 2001).

The changes that occurred in the years following the assassination of 
Anwar Sadat in 1981 mark the beginnings of the Fourth Debate that once 
again split the Salafĳist non-traditional wing of Islamic International 
Relations. The crackdown by Sadat’s successor Hosni Mubarak forced the 
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most radical Islamists to flee, leaving their comrades the choice to flee too, 
be destroyed or join the fold of the political status quo. Some have been 
willing to work within the existing system to bring about change. In this 
they are a political entity: they speak of social justice or economics and 
thereby engage in a dialogue with the people and the existing powers to 
bring about the kind of change they advocate. For the Salafĳist Jihadist 
School these are Western activities that have no place in the Islamic politi-
cal order and will in no way be successful in re-establishing the Caliphate. 
Organisations like the Muslim Brotherhood are seen in essence to be 
insufffĳiciently radical and to have compromised the traditional fundamen-
talist position. For the Salafĳist Jihadists there is no dialogue or compro-
mise. Additionally there is no need to speak of social justice or economic 
concerns as these are matters that are unrelated to the primary duty of 
Muslims in a world not ruled by true Muslims. From this perspective, 
man’s rule over man and the employment of Western concepts of order 
are at the source of all Islamic ills (Habeck 2006).

The Salafĳist Jihadists are engaged in a zero-sum game tied to percep-
tions of competing universalisms: Islam and Western liberalism. Perhaps 
what we have instead of a clash of civilisations is a clash of universalisms, 
as perceived through the lens of the Salafĳist Jihadist ideologues. Here is a 
clear departure from the discourse of the Islamic inter-paradigm debate in 
which the traditionalists and the non-traditionalists had engaged. The 
objective is absolute and non-negotiable even at the expense of the ideol-
ogy or Islam itself. It is then quite basic in its assertions, a utopian vision 
set against a Hobbesian state of nature which allows for no compromise 
with those who would challenge its divine universalism, even at a cost to 
its own survival (Cornell 2006).

3. Conclusion

Proctor’s (1965) assertion that Islam is irrelevant as a subject of inquiry 
within the study of International Relations has clearly been demon-
strated to be incorrect in light of events over the course of the last half 
century. Islam as a relevant political concept may be novel for the rela-
tively young discipline of International Relations but it has long been 
influential as a catalyst of political thought within and more recently out-
side of the Islamic sphere. In fact, Islam can be understood as more than 
just a subject of study for scholars of International Relations: it is a theory 
in its own right.
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Westphalian discourses on the study of International Relations are 
only one type of tool of analysis: positivist and post-positivist modes of 
inquiry do not necessarily represent absolute epistemological boundaries. 
While an ontological position believed to be divinely inspired may be out 
of place in the traditional understandings of orthodox political theory, it 
does not render such an approach invalid. To grapple fully with many of 
the most perplexing questions regarding global terrorism, theorists need 
an Islamic theory of International Relations alongside orthodox thinking 
if we are to move beyond our theoretical confĳines.





CHAPTER TWO

REPRESENTATION AND SELF-REPRESENTATION OF RADICAL 
ISLAMISM IN THE UK: 

THROUGH THE MIRRORING LENS OF THE POLITICAL SELF

Danila Genovese

This chapter examines how the practices of representation and self-
representation of a ‘radical Islamist’ party in the UK (Hizb ut-Tahrir) 
mirror one another. The mirroring process engenders a form of political 
fetishism that disempowers the party, which continues to lack 
political relevance and is persistently portrayed by government and the 
mainstream media as a security threat. The chapter analyses the self-
representation of Hizb ut-Tahrir on the basis of interviews and personal 
discussions that I conducted with leaders and members of the party, while 
the analysis of its representation to the outside world draws upon the 
party’s public discourse, including articles, papers and news stories pro-
duced by leading media institutions, eminent scholars and policymakers 
dealing with the phenomenon of radical Islamism in the UK. The chapter 
posits that essentialist representations of Islam and Islamism deriving 
from the dominant Culturalist/Orientalist paradigm (Said 1978, 202–5) are 
mirrored in how radical Islamist parties represent themselves. This mir-
roring efffect consists of interpretative categories imposed from above 
being unconsciously internalised from below, with both Culturalists/
Orientalists and radical Islamists proposing an inverted image of what 
occurs in reality.

After two years of fĳieldwork, it became evident to me that the lead-
ers and members of Hizb ut-Tahrir had become infatuated with power and 
with having the upper hand, whether over their ‘enemies’ and 
political antagonists or over their acolytes. This fĳinding debunks the myth 
of a future Islamist government where the ‘spiritual’ would prevail over 
the ‘political’. This somewhat schizophrenic attitude can be explained 
through the dynamic of political fetishism, which is also found in the 
dominant Culturalist/Orientalist paradigm’s interpretative categories of 
‘religious fundamentalism’ and ‘terrorism’. This fetishism ultimately 
obscures the political motives that may underlie religious beliefs and ter-
rorism, thereby stripping Islamist parties of political legitimacy while at 
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the same time perpetuating the perceived security threat. In this way, 
the UK government’s unwillingness to engage in dialogue with radical 
Islamists is itself a paradoxical threat to national security. Analysing 
the practices of (self-)representation within a framework of political 
fetishism entails examining the construction of a dominant regime of rep-
resentation (i.e. policy-makers, the media, academics) and possible coun-
ter-strategies adopted by the dominated (i.e. radical Islamists). Dissecting 
this process is not only important for gaining a better understanding of 
the discourses and practices of radical Islamist groups in the UK. It is 
also offfers valuable insights into these groups’ power relations with 
government.

1. An Ethnography of Radical Islamism

Throughout two years of fĳieldwork (2005–2007) spent among radical 
Islamist parties, mostly in London, I interviewed leaders and party mem-
bers of Hizb ut-Tahrir at a time when they were publicly accused of sup-
porting terrorism and of being ‘fundamentalists’. My main concern when I 
embarked upon this fĳieldwork was that experience is not the linchpin or 
axiom of explanation. Instead, it is what we want and what we need to 
explain that comes fĳirst. This kind of approach does not undermine poli-
tics by denying the existence of the subjects under analysis. It does, how-
ever, interrogate the processes whereby subjects are created and it 
attempts to chart power relations, taking account of the struggles that 
imbue and mobilise them. Such an approach powerfully refĳigures history, 
the experience of carrying out the research itself, and the researcher’s 
role within it. In other words, the researcher also becomes the subject and 
the object of the inquiry.

I began conducting my fĳieldwork with Islamists by questioning the 
extent to which it mattered whether the researcher was a man, a woman, 
white, black, straight, gay, a believer, atheist or agnostic. I found that the 
question of where the researcher is situated, who she is, how she is defĳined 
in relation to others, what the political efffects of her history may be, 
seemed never really to enter the discussion. Nevertheless, in conducting 
my research I considered it essential to raise important questions about 
discourse, about diffference and subjectivity, about what counts as experi-
ence, and about who gets to determine this. For this reason, it became 
essential to reflect upon the fact that I was a non-Muslim woman inter-
viewing Muslim men who saw their political future in Islam; Islamists. 
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This led me to reflect critically on the history I was writing, rather than to 
premise my history upon the fact that I was a woman. I could not deny or 
be blind to the fact that knowledge and experience are always bound 
within power relationships and that they are indeed political. That meant 
that I had to acknowledge my responsibility in writing within the inescap-
able limits of “critical ethnocentrism” (De Martino 1972, 89). The strength 
of this approach was that it allowed me to view and treat all the analytical 
categories as contextual, contested and contingent. It allowed me to ques-
tion how categories of representation and analysis (e.g. class, gender, race, 
identity, subjectivity, experience, culture) acquired their foundational 
status. In other words, it allowed me to question what it meant for a 
researcher to analyse reality in terms of those categories and for individu-
als to think of themselves in these terms.

This also implies that for a researcher such as myself to conduct fĳield-
work in this context, I needed to take into consideration that experience is 
already an interpretation, which is itself in constant need of interpreta-
tion. What counts as experience is never self-evident nor is it ever straight-
forward. It is always contested and therefore also political. Adopting such 
an approach has helped me to consider that experience was what I needed 
to explain, which I did by interrogating the processes whereby subjects are 
created and suppressed. I therefore had an important stake in the produc-
tion of knowledge, which raised my awareness of the fact that categories 
(and specifĳically categories of identity) are never merely descriptive but 
always normative and, as such, exclusionary. This did not mean that I had 
to stop using such categories altogether or even reject them out of hand. 
Instead, I had to deconstruct and interrogate them, use them subversively, 
and remove them from a context where they had previously been taken 
for granted and unquestioned.

The fruit of these reflections was particularly helpful when I partici-
pated in meetings and informal gatherings with the Islamists I engaged 
with during my fĳieldwork. Being aware that my own identity and self-
representation would entail entering into a power relationship with my 
interviewees and with how they would perceive me (a non-Muslim female 
researcher interested in their political views) gave me a better basis for 
analysing their practices and their own discourses of self-representation 
in relation to another interlocutor than myself—the UK government, 
which constructed its own representation of Islamist parties. Being aware 
of the circularity of representations, so to speak, was extremely important 
as a practice. It allowed me to interrogate and understand the formative 
and exclusionary power of discourse in constructing diffference and 



28 danila genovese

identity. It allowed me to understand how making a binary distinction 
between Us and Them can never be synonymous with peaceful 
coexistence.

2. Fetishism and Power

In this chapter, I use power to mean the power of representing and of mak-
ing someone or something intelligible within a certain regime of represen-
tation. In this sense, power relates to the production and difffusion of 
knowledge. This conceptualisation of power cannot simply be thought of 
in terms of one group having a relationship of domination over a subordi-
nate group. Attention must also be paid to the positions of both the domi-
nant and the dominated, and to relationships between their respective 
practices and discourses of (self-)representation, including their fantasies 
of (self-)representation and their ‘fetishising’ devices. From the perspec-
tive of anthropology, fetishism refers to the way the powerful spirit of a 
god can be transferred onto an object, which then becomes charged with 
the spiritual power of that for which it is a substitute. In psychoanalysis, 
fetishism is analysed as the substitute for the absent phallus, meaning that 
the sexual drive is displaced elsewhere (Mercer 1994). The notion of fetish-
ism in representation used here borrows from both these meanings, as it 
involves both displacement and a transferential relationship (La Capra 
1987). As Bhabha (1986, 168) puts it,

it is a sort of non-repressive form of knowledge that allows for the possibility 
of simultaneously embracing two contradictory beliefs, one offfĳicial and one 
archaic… one that allows the myth of origins and the other that articulates 
diffference and division.

Fetishism also comprises a sort of reverse denial, which means that the 
strongly felt, powerful fascination is both indulged and rejected. Fetishism 
can therefore be seen as a type of disguising strategy used for representing 
and for not representing, for alluding to something that cannot be shown, 
as it is forbidden and taboo. What is declared and commonly regarded as 
diffferent, hideous, primitive or deformed is at the same time being obses-
sively enjoyed and lingered over because it is ‘exotic’ (Gilman 1985). 
Throughout the chapter, it will become clear that the concepts and prac-
tices of representation and self-representation, with their inherent fanta-
sies and fetishism, are essential keys to understanding the deflected 
interaction between Islamist parties and government, and to compre-
hending the deadlock between the persistent security threat and the 
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improbable actualisation of Hizb ut-Tahrir’s Islamist political programme 
in the UK.

3. Hizb ut-Tahrir: A Historical Overview

Hizb ut-Tahrir (the Party of Liberation) was founded in Palestine in 1953 by 
Sheikh Taqiuddin al-Nabhani. It belongs to a strand of British Islamist par-
ties that I call ‘rejectionist’, as they refuse to take part in British political 
and public life. The core of the party’s political discourse is that the 
depressed political condition of Muslims in the contemporary era results 
from the abolition of the Caliphate in 1924. The essential idea of Hizb ut-
Tahrir can be found in al-Nabhani’s book, the Islamic State, which was 
published in 1998. In it, the Ottoman regime is blamed for its intellectual 
stagnation, which involved closing the doors of ijtihad (i.e. “The exercising 
of discretionary judgment … in order to deduce a law or rule of conduct 
which is not self-evident in the scriptural sources,” Oxford English 
Dictionary 2010), and neglecting the Arabic language. The book also 
blames the Ottoman regime for its failure to understand “the intellectual 
and legislative side of Islam” (p. 168), something that led to perplexity 
when the Industrial Revolution and democratic ideas transformed Europe. 
al-Nabhani also rejects and is fĳiercely opposed to all forms of secular ideol-
ogy, including democracy. He insists on the Caliphate not just as a possible 
expedient, but as a sort of “scriptural injunction” (p. 222) confĳirmed by the 
Quran. The qualities required for someone to be a Caliph are that he must 
be male, sane and Muslim, which immediately excludes women. He also 
specifĳies in detail how the Islamic state should be structured, which does 
not resemble any actual, contemporary political entity, not even Iran, 
which is a “mockery of an Islamic state, devoured by greediness for power,” 
as Taji Mustafa, Hizb ut-Tahrir’s media representative described Iran to me 
during a personal talk on 11 July 2006 at the party’s headquarters in London. 
The perfect Islamic state is thus envisaged as a structure based on seven 
pillars: the Caliph, his assistants, the commander of Jihad, the judiciary, 
the wulaa, the administrative system, and the majlis al ummah. The ruling 
system of this perfect Islamic state is based on four principles: sovereignty 
resides with sharia; authority belongs to the Ummah; a single Caliph is 
appointed; only the Caliph has the right to adopt sharia rules (al-Nabhani 
1998: 221).

What emerges quite powerfully is the emphasis on a single Caliph to 
support the idea of a pan-Islamic state “without divisions among the 
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Muslim brothers, which are a source of confusion and weakness,” as Taji 
Mustafa described it during that same talk. Another relevant aspect of 
Hizb ut-Tahrir’s political and discursive innovation is that both Shia and 
Sunni Muslims are accepted, which points towards its intellectual ijtihad 
and the effforts it makes towards intelligent dialogue in the (re-)constitu-
tion of the Caliphate. The fundamental idea here is that the Caliphate 
will be established after a “dedicated work of preparation” through dawah 
(i.e. preaching), and “Muslims will be happy and willing to work in order 
to achieve this, to implement Islam where it is not implemented, to change 
the Dar al-kafĳir into Dar al-Islam,” according to Taji Mustafa. From its ori-
gins in Palestine, Hizb ut-Tahrir has spread to other countries, particularly 
in Central Asia, where there have been several claims that it was involved 
in the protests that shook Uzbekistan in 2005. It appears that there are 
more Hizb ut-Tahrir prisoners in Central Asia’s prisons than those of any 
other movement (Rashid 2002, 115). However, it is banned in Germany 
and, according to Majid Nawaz, a former member of Hizb ut-Tahrir UK,
 in “most of the Middle East countries, [such] as Egypt, Jordan, Syria, Saudi 
Arabia, Lebanon, Turkey, Yemen, as a terrorist and extremist party” (per-
sonal conversation with the author, 9 July 2007).

The British branch of Hizb ut-Tahrir was established by a Palestinian, 
Fouad Hussein. It was later headed by Omar Bakri Mohamed, “despite his 
claims that he was the actual founder and initiator of the movement,” as 
Majid Nawaz pointed out. Hizb ut-Tahrir fĳirst came to public attention 
during the Gulf War when some of its members visited the Iraqi embassy 
to urge Saddam Hussein to “announce his acceptance of the offfĳice of 
the Caliphate” (Taji-Farouki 1996, 178). Zaki Badawi of the Muslim College 
stated that “Hizb ut-Tahrir appeared after the Gulf War, after the de-
legitimisation of the regimes in the Gulf, which all appeared to be paper 
regimes, unable to defend themselves” (quoted in LeBor 1997, 140). Thus, 
the Gulf War and its many complications seemed to provide a springboard 
for the emergence of Hizb ut-Tahrir. Taji-Farouki observes that the main 
attraction of Hizb ut-Tahrir consisted in the fact that it was spreading a 
very simple message: the solution to all problems lies in the resurrection 
of the Caliphate. This message was crafted with intellectual sophistica-
tion, “which appealed in particular to young Asian Muslims” (Taji-Farouki 
1996, 177). One of the party’s biggest triumphs was undoubtedly the 
Caliphate Conference in August 1994, held at Wembley Arena, where, 
according to Majid Nawaz, “thousands of Muslims gathered for the fĳirst 
time to start discussing, planning and thinking about their future as 
Muslims,” and according to whom the conference called for “the 
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overthrow of the existing order in the Muslim world and the establish-
ment of a single Islamic Caliphate, which would come to the defence of 
Muslims whenever they faced danger.”

It has also been argued that the Wembley conference brought together 
diverse groups who were against the Muslim Brotherhood and shared a 
revolutionary ideology with a willingness to adopt an anti-Saudi stance. In 
fact Zaki Badawi has remarked that the Wembley conference “marked the 
fĳinal blow to all Saudi effforts to control Muslims in Britain” (Sunday 
Telegraph, 23 May 1994). Hizb ut-Tahrir achieved great popularity among 
students, managing to recruit a large number of young members very 
quickly. Its strong stance on Palestine and homosexuality and its inflam-
matory rhetoric certainly attracted many young people, especially second 
and third generation Muslims who, according to Majid Nawaz,

were looking for some strong catalyst to channel their frustrations; who 
were rejecting the Islam brought over from their fathers, as ritual and 
backward, but interested in hearing its revolutionary message, as a way of 
feeding new hopes for their future.

Hizb ut-Tahrir’s inflammatory rhetoric and allegations that it made violent 
threats have brought condemnation from the National Union of Students 
(NUS). For example, a Sikh welfare offfĳicer speaking at the 1995 NUS con-
ference claimed to have received death threats from Hizb ut-Tahrir 
(Muslim News, 11 October 1995).

In the aftermath of the 9/11 terrorist attacks and after the departure of 
Omar Bakri Mohamed, Hizb ut-Tahrir became less public for a while. In 
2003, it organised a conference in Birmingham, which attracted 8,000 peo-
ple under the provocative title: British or Muslim? Once again, it came to 
public attention through rallies, protesting at the prospect of the Iraq War, 
setting up tables in Hyde Park and at local rallies to push its literature. 
However, it came in for some derision when, during the anti-war cam-
paign, it distributed stickers and leaflets that urged “Do not stop the war—
except through Islamic politics.” This was meant to emphasise the 
importance of avoiding kafĳir (unbeliever) politics, i.e. “politics as a man-
made, western discourse” and practice (Majid Nawaz). Instead, Hizb ut-
Tahrir appeared to be advising Muslims in the UK to demand that Qatar 
and other Muslim countries prevent the Americans launching war from 
their soil.

A further episode of note occurred in 2006, when 16 year-old Shabina 
Begum won her High Court case granting her the right to wear the hijab. 
Her victory speech was a very political declaration, referring to “a world 
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where Muslim women, from Uzbekistan to Turkey, feel the brunt of poli-
cies guided by western governments”, and declaring that her triumph was

a victory for all Muslims, who wish to preserve their identity and values in 
face of an atmosphere that has been created in western societies post-9/11, 
an atmosphere in which Islam has been made a target for vilifĳication in the 
name of the war on terror (quoted in The Guardian, 3 March 2005).

It would not be too risky to suggest that this declaration was orchestrated, 
and the reference to Uzbekistan was certainly peculiar. A simple explana-
tion for such rhetoric is that Shabina’s brother was a Hizb ut-Tahrir sup-
porter, and the party was proud to confĳirm that it had helped Shabina and 
had advised on her case. This was surely an unusual move for an Islamist 
party rejecting involvement with the British public, its political system 
and what it regarded as illegitimate and man-made law. However, this con-
tradictory stance was paradoxical only in appearance. Indeed, my argu-
ment here is that such events, practices and discourses have to be analysed 
and ultimately understood within a regime and practices of representa-
tion of political fetishism nurtured by political actors themselves.

There is little doubt that the main event in the UK that triggered heated 
debate around Hizb ut-Tahrir and “its extremist and dangerous Islamist 
ideology” (The Independent, 8 August 2005), was the UK’s involvement in 
the so-called War on Terror. This anxiety escalated in the aftermath of the 
July 2005 bombings in London, after which there was great political and 
parliamentary momentum behind banning the party on the charge of glo-
rifying terrorism. Hizb ut-Tahrir responded very promptly to this proposed 
ban, writing to then Home Secretary, Charles Clarke, describing the gov-
ernment’s proposal as nothing more than an expression of its “own form 
of fanaticism and extremism to curtail legitimate political debate in 
Britain for their own political ends.” Likewise, Hizb ut-Tahrir’s chief media 
advisor, Dr Imran Waheed, asserted that the proposal was proof of the 
government’s failure to face the political opinions of the party through 
rational debate and discussion, describing it as a desperate attempt to 
prevent the British public from hearing the opinions of the Muslim 
community.

4. Hizb ut-Tahrir and the Diverging Lenses of the Political Self

In the letter to Charles Clarke it was made clear that Hizb ut-Tahrir’s objec-
tive was to establish the Caliphate in the Muslim world through peaceful 
means, without advocating the violent overthrow of any state, but rather 
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through dawah. As specifĳied in other documents, Hizb ut-Tahrir was not 
planning to take over power in the UK or to establish a Caliphate there. 
Rather, it hoped to convert the UK as a whole to Islam. Within this frame-
work, the role of Muslims in the UK and other Western countries was to 
support the work of Muslims in Muslim lands. Yet, in other documents, 
declarations can be found to the efffect that it would not exclude establish-
ing the Caliphate in Britain a priori, but this would require dawah to suc-
ceed in turning Britain into a Muslim majority country.

A simple act of conversion and submission to Islam would have 
prompted the supposed interaction. However, it is highly probable that 
turning Britain into a majority Muslim country could only occur through 
an act of force, as Hizb ut-Tahrir’s interaction with wider society is blocked 
by the fact that it considers UK society to be kafĳir. It then becomes obvious 
that the missing element in Hizb ut-Tahrir representational practice is the 
dynamic of an actual interaction: the power relationship and struggle 
between the actors. The specifĳicity of the power relationship consists of 
two elements: that the other (the one over whom power is exercised) is 
recognised and maintained to the very end as a subject who acts; that 
faced with a relationship of power, a whole fĳield of responses, reactions 
and possible inventions may open up (Foucault 1980). In Hizb ut-Tahrir’s 
discourse, the other actor is paralysed, in the sense of being totally deprived 
of agency, which is also (ultimately) the way the Culturalist/Orientalist 
approach frames and represents the power relationship involving Muslim/
Islamist actors, thereby giving a clear example of a mirroring dynamic 
between representation and self-representation.

Related to this, there is a document by Hizb ut-Tahrir (1999, 32) that 
outlines the process by which the Caliphate would be established. This 
process consists of three stages:

1. culturing, which involves fĳinding and cultivating individuals who will 
be convinced by the thoughts and methods of the party;

2. interaction, which implies interacting with the Ummah to encourage it 
to work for Islam and to carry out dawah to establish Islam in life, the 
state and society;

3. taking on the government, which means implementing Islam com-
pletely and totally, and carrying its message to the world.

This plan also involves seeking nusrah (help, in the sense of protection) 
and interacting with the wider (kafĳir) community, which would “allow us 
to present our values as well as trying to engage with various public bodies 
in society without compromising our ideals” (Jessica Aldred, The Guardian, 
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30 November 2004). According to Taji Mustafa, this is exemplifĳied “in the 
same structure and organisation of Hizb ut-Tahrir UK, as led by an execu-
tive committee.” Hizb ut-Tahrir holds elections every two years to deter-
mine the composition of the committee, and the entire membership takes 
part. Here again, it may be paradoxical for a party that rejects man-made 
decisions and laws to use an electoral system to appoint its leadership. The 
interaction stage outlined above also envisages encouraging the Ummah 
to work for Islam. This is a slightly peculiar way of presenting and framing 
a political plan: the Ummah itself should be the main benefĳiciary of the 
establishment of an Islamic state and not the means to achieve it. Within 
this framework, the Caliphate seems a rather vague, ideological construct 
more than a pragmatic, achievable political entity whose establishment 
should primarily benefĳit Muslims.

Likewise, it is interesting to notice how Hizb ut-Tahrir’s defĳinition of 
Islam is very similar to that propounded in the Culturalist/Orientalist 
paradigm. More specifĳically, it echoes the clash of civilisations theory 
advanced by Huntington, where Islam is represented as a monolithic, 
totalising entity; a sort of living being, with its own life, whose needs 
have to be fulfĳilled by the Muslim community. What is overlooked (in both 
cases) is that Islam can exist only through the lived experiences, inter-
actions, discursive operations and signifying practices of its agents, 
i.e. Muslims. That is to say, the dominant representation and self-
representation of Islam and Islamism are constructed through the same 
reifying practice, which reduces a variegated, contested, historical, contex-
tual, political, social reality to a uniform entity. It becomes artifĳicial, 
manufactured in its attributes and is thereby deprived of agency.

Within the Culturalist/Orientalist paradigm and Huntington’s theory, 
the purposes were to identify a new enemy and to defĳine a new front to 
rally and fĳight against after the end of the Cold War. Similarly, in Hizb ut-
Tahrir’s case, it might be argued that the objective was to unify and gather 
supporters for a political plan, which is more easily divulged and pro-
moted if personifĳied and reduced to a monolithic entity: a nearly utopian 
reality where everything is legitimised, sacred and then secured by the 
vessel of Islam. Furthermore, I would argue that the operation of reifĳica-
tion in relation to self-representation helps in gathering supporters and in 
making them acolytes. By depriving the Ummah of agency (by represent-
ing it as a uniform entity) more leverage is given to those within it who 
hold a leading role: the party leaders. The mirroring dynamic of represen-
tation and self-representation, in relation to Islamism, and specifĳically to 
Hizb ut-Tahrir, interacts with three other relevant elements residing within 
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representational practices: fetishism for politics as the suppression of what 
is ultimately sought and desired but cannot be disclosed as a taboo; infatu-
ation with power; and the desire to take power.

5. Hizb ut-Tahrir and Its Fetishism for Politics

Despite Hizb ut-Tahrir’s intention of engaging with the wider community 
in the UK and of supporting a rational and open debate, its members have 
always utterly rejected any form of participation in UK elections, on the 
basis of refusing to join a kafĳir political system, while also defĳining voting 
as a sinful diversion (Kassem 1997). During the 2005 general election, for 
example, Hizb ut-Tahrir ran a campaign against voting in that election. 
The alternative put forward was to strengthen the community’s Islamic 
identity and dawah to non-Muslims. It also rejected the Respect party, 
despite its opposition to the occupation of Iraq and Palestine, because of 
its policies on homosexuality and abortion, which Hizb ut-Tahrir strongly 
opposed, calling them un-Islamic practices. It also rejected Respect 
because it did not support establishing Islamic states in Iraq and Palestine.

Seen from the perspective of wanting to promote a rational and con-
structive debate with non-Muslims, Hizb ut-Tahrir seems rather intransi-
gent towards democracy, which it describes as an infĳidel system. Only 
sharia would be worthy of being implemented, and even here it afffĳirms 
that the Ummah does not have the right to legislate, because “Allah is the 
legislator … However Allah has given the authority of rule and the imple-
mentation to the Ummah and therefore given it the right to elect or 
appoint a ruler” (Hizb ut-Tahrir 2005: 52). Efffectively, Hizb ut-Tahrir’s posi-
tion towards democracy is ambivalent. In a similar vein, it allows for a plu-
rality of parties, with the proviso that they must all be established by 
Muslims and committed to Islam. Holding such positions is very much in 
contradiction with its often stated intention of opening a debate and start-
ing a dialogue with non-Muslim political actors and with parties holding 
diffferent beliefs and adhering to other ideologies. In an ironic twist, Hizb 
ut-Tahrir’s positions on democracy can be described as “attempts to curtail 
the legitimate political debate for its own political ends,” as Waheed him-
self wrote in the letter addressed to the then Home Secretary, Charles 
Clarke, whom he accused of “extremist and fanaticist behaviour” for pro-
posing to proscribe Hizb ut-Tahrir. This constitutes another clear example 
of a mirroring dynamic between representation and self-representation.

However, these contradictions and mirroring efffects are perhaps best 
illustrated with reference to some of the interviews and informal talks 
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which I conducted with members of Hizb ut-Tahrir. I was always struck by 
their professional attitude in presenting their political programme, by 
their indisputable ability to talk and to intervene in the debate, by show-
ing a clear endeavour to conduct an open and rational debate with non-
Muslims and with their detractors. I was both a participant and a 
non-participant observer when interviewing and talking with members of 
Hizb ut-Tahrir at meetings and workshops it organised. This gave me privi-
leged access to its signifying practices and its fetishism for politics and 
power, key elements for understanding its political discourses, its prac-
tices of self-representation and its relationship with the dominant group.

The core idea of Hizb ut-Tahrir’s political agenda is that the institution 
of the Caliphate will constitute a stabilising force for the Muslim world. 
In relation to the concept of authority, it declares that the Caliphate is a 
political system whose head is only legitimised through popular consent, 
and the Caliph engages with dissenting voices through the political sys-
tem. While there is strong emphasis on the political here, other offfĳicial 
declarations by Hizb ut-Tahrir also state that, as Taji Mustafa pointed out,

the Islamic system is a totalising and complete way of life, where the politi-
cal is at the service of the spiritual and it is therefore a part of it that does not 
even need to be separated or extracted from the whole.

During our talk, Taji Mustafa also stressed that, once elected, the head of 
state is bound to an agreement with the people through the baya contract. 
This contract, he explained, stipulates a number of conditions for the 
leadership of the state, including the condition that the leader manages 
the afffairs of the people on their behalf. Until that point, I had been greatly 
impressed by his use of political concepts and mostly of the notion of the 
political. His discourse seemed to be tailored to a Western audience.

I ventured to point out the human and mundane aspects of this system, 
expressing some surprise at the apparent lack of divine involvement. The 
careful response I received was that the laws that regulate the Caliphate 
originate exclusively in sharia, whose implementation is prescribed by the 
most eminent and qualifĳied judge in the state, who is himself granted 
extensive powers by sharia. He is responsible for forming the Court of 
Unjust Acts, which has the authority to monitor and repeal laws instated 
by the Caliph. That said, my argument was that despite the (divinely 
inspired) written text, a further stage was needed that implied an act of 
interpretation and decision-making, which was still dependent on the 
human factor and defĳinitely consisted of a political discourse and 
practice. Instead of addressing this point, Taji Mustafa informed me that, 
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in addition to the Court of Unjust Acts, there was another important insti-
tution that forms part of the Caliphate’s architecture of accountability: a 
representative assembly whose members are elected directly by citizens 
from any ethnicity, gender or creed.

This still did not dissipate my doubts. In fact, it made me more curious 
about the terminology itself and about the schools of fĳiqh (Islamic juris-
prudence) adopted by the Caliphate system. My interest was not purely 
semantic: it was mostly directed toward understanding the genealogy of 
Hizb ut-Tahrir’s Islamist discourses and thereby the processes whereby it 
represents and practises its politics. The response was laconic, simply 
stressing that Hizb ut-Tahrir encourages open debate, meaning that the 
Caliphate will variously adopt the four schools of fĳiqh. At this point, after 
highlighting that this was a further proof of the intervention of man-made 
decision in selecting interpretations, Taji Mustafa stressed that the judges 
who are in charge receive their authority from sharia and that “they are 
the best men at doing this job.” This sounded to me like an assumption 
rather than an explanation. The interview ended here, and my curiosity 
about these unclear aspects of the Caliphate grew.

My next opportunity to pursue the discussion arrived when I was 
invited to a meeting organised by Hizb ut-Tahrir in East London on 13 July 
2007, on “Radicalisation, Extremism and Islamism”. I had the good fortune 
to be sitting close to the chairman of the UK executive of Hizb ut-Tahrir, 
Dr. Abdul Wahid, with whom I exchanged views on the Caliphate during 
our interview. My interest was still focused on the variable use of the 
schools of fĳiqh, of which he counted fĳive, although he could not remember 
their names. Note that the fĳive schools of fĳiqh to which he was referring are 
the four schools of the Sunni sect (Hanafĳi, Shafĳi, Hanbali, Maliki) plus 
a school that is only recognised by Shias, the Jafari. What came out most 
strongly from this interview, however, was again that, despite Hizb ut-
Tahrir’s intention of instituting an Islamic state where the political 
dimension could not be dissociated from the spiritual one, the political 
dimension was dominant, whether in terms of discourses, signifying prac-
tices, or power relationships.

During the course of the interview, I was surprised to fĳind out that 
Dr. Wahid was not fluent in Arabic, the language in which all the sacred 
texts were originally written. This led me to question the extent to which 
other members of Hizb ut-Tahrir who attended the meeting were fluent in 
Arabic, and therefore also what language they used when studying sacred 
texts. The answer confĳirmed my doubts: the most commonly used lan-
guage was English, as most of them were Urdu speakers and second- or 



38 danila genovese

third-generation Bengalis and Pakistanis. English is also the language used 
by Hizb ut-Tahrir on the European level, whether to study sacred texts or 
to write pamphlets, documents and letters, which are then translated into 
other European languages used in countries where it is based, such as 
France, Italy or Spain. Translations from Arabic into English are made very 
carefully and, to a certain extent, adopt a catchy tone, in order to appeal to, 
I would argue, its Western supporters, sceptical listeners, and detractors. 
To someone who knows Arabic and has read and studied the main texts of 
the Islamic schools of fĳiqh, some concepts expressed and promoted by 
Hizb ut-Tahrir seem to have been manipulated or at least tailored towards 
encouraging the implementation of the Caliphate.

Despite Hizb ut-Tahrir’s and my interviewees’ assertions to the contrary, 
the political dimension was overwhelming and overpowering; it resur-
faced constantly and there was a real fetishism for it. This fetishism for the 
political dimension was also accompanied by much importance being 
given to power and relations of power, which overshadowed the “spiritual 
dimension and basis to Islamic polity” (Hizb ut-Tahrir 2005, 38). Writings 
on the Caliphate and on the Islamic state system produced by Hizb ut-
Tahrir UK constantly stress the openness and great level of tolerance of 
Islamism. For instance: “what distinguishes Islam… is the existence of a 
detailed system of governance… for the good of mixed communities com-
prising both Muslims and non-Muslims” (Hizb ut-Tahrir 2005, 29).

Declarations such as these become questionable when put against Dr. 
Wahid’s answer to my question about how apostates should be dealt with 
in the Caliphate. After a short hesitation, he answered that “the Quran is 
clear about the apostate: the capital penalty.” This reply left me perplexed 
and wondering what people in the Middle East (the supposed base for the 
Caliphate) would think about such a stance. I then remembered Hizb ut-
Tahrir’s media representative (Taji Mustafa) quoting, during our interview, 
a poll conducted “among the population of the Middle East by Hizb ut-
Tahrir party branches, where it emerged that 87% of the population want 
the institution of the Caliphate.” It occurred to me that Hizb ut-Tahrir 
branches are banned in most Middle Eastern countries, and people 
suspected of being Hizb ut-Tahrir supporters could be jailed for years 
(e.g. Majid Nawaz, Ian Nisbet and Reza Pankhurst, who were jailed in 
Egypt for four years under the accusation of trying to implant Hizb ut-
Tahrir in Egypt where it is banned), sometimes “after fake trials,” Majiid 
Nawaz told me during our fĳirst personal talk, after he was released 
from prison on 21 July 2007. I therefore clearly doubted the validity of this 
opinion poll.
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I was back at square one and began questioning how a general upheaval 
in support of the Caliphate could actually take place across the Middle 
East. Because it is banned in many places on the basis of it being seen as 
an Islamist party and because its actual popularity may not be as wide-
spread as its members claim it to be, Hizb ut-Tahrir’s political plan could 
only really be achieved through a violent and abrupt takeover of power. 
The twin dimensions of power (in terms of both the struggle and desire for 
it) and politics were therefore prevalent again, even though my interview-
ees tended to try to repress these dimensions from their processes of self-
representation. This repression is also evidenced in my interviewees’ 
claims that all of Hizb ut-Tahrir’s members would move to the Caliphate, 
and, according to Taji Mustafa, they would “encourage all the other 
Islamists across the world to move there as they could fĳinally live in a state 
freed from imported political structures, alien to the values of the Muslim 
world.”

It is striking that such remarks echo the Culturalist/Orientalist 
approach, where Islam is presented as a unifying and totalising entity that 
homogenises histories and stories of dynamic interactions, exchanges, 
transformations within richly diverse social, political and ‘cultural’ con-
texts. Paradoxically this is the approach adopted by authors such as 
Bernard Lewis and Samuel Huntington, whose scholarship is considered 
as fundamental to American foreign policy interests and who are accused 
of “drawing false battle lines between the West and Islam” (Hizb ut-Tahrir 
2005, 31). The mere concept of Western Islamists promoting and pushing 
for the institution of the Caliphate—without ever having lived where it is 
meant to be instituted and who do not even speak Arabic—ironically 
evokes the political agenda of Zionists, who have been labelled by Hizb 
ut-Tahrir as “invaders, colonisers of the Palestinian lands” (Hizb ut-Tahrir 
2005, 13). This highlights another aspect of the mirroring efffect: the uncon-
scious emulation of the ‘enemy’ strategy, as Zionists are always character-
ised in Hizb ut-Tahrir’s Islamist discourse.

The idea of the Caliphate stretching across the Middle East, North 
Africa and Central Asia is in itself a forward-thinking and, to a certain 
extent, revolutionary plan. It goes beyond merely being “an indigenous 
political system consistent with the values of the Muslim world,” as Taji 
Mustafa describes it. It is difffĳicult to imagine the possibility of re-
establishing a historical formation that ended formally in 1924 with the 
collapse of the Ottoman Empire by simply erasing centuries of political, 
historical, social and economic events, transformations and interactions. 
The plan of recreating such a historical formation (which ultimately never 
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took the shape proposed by Hizb ut-Tahrir’s leadership) is defĳinitely a rev-
olution that could take place only by uprooting existing institutions and 
by abruptly taking over power. In fact, it would blatantly constitute a new 
foundational act that would require the complete erasure of previous 
‘strata’ of social, political and cultural life. This leads me to conclude that 
the widespread characterisation of Hizb ut-Tahrir as a political movement 
that aims to bring back medieval political structures (The Times, 21 July 
2004) is clearly flawed. In fact, I would argue that the exact opposite is 
true: its plan would be a drastic innovation, in that Hizb ut-Tahrir’s politi-
cal discourse, its semantics and its practices of self-representation have 
never been seen before.

Paradoxically, I found out through Dr Wahid that Hizb ut-Tahrir’s mem-
bers themselves reject the label of innovators, with their declared inten-
tion instead being to restore an indigenous political system that had been 
contaminated by centuries of foreign intervention and occupation in the 
Muslim world. According to them, the Caliphate is the only political struc-
ture that permits one to “respect, protect and promote the moral and spiri-
tual values of Islam, by forming an integral whole with its political 
viewpoint.” As my interviews showed, the defĳining dimensions of the 
Caliphate (or of an Islamic state) are ultimately politics and the struggle 
for power, whether within Hizb ut-Tahrir itself or within the longed-for 
Caliphate. Such an efffort at politicisation would ironically promote the 
‘secularisation’ of Islam, a process the political actors themselves deny 
ferociously. Not only that, but the political dimension is also lost in the 
dominant representation of Hizb ut-Tahrir under the label of ‘religious 
fundamentalism’. In this way, the representation and self-representation 
of Hizb ut-Tahrir are afffected by a mirroring efffect, although they both 
paradoxically voice the opposite of what they perceive is the Other’s rep-
resentation. This process happens under a specifĳic set of constraints and 
repression: the fetishism for politics, which deflects the interaction 
between the two parties (dominant and subordinate). This ultimately 
leads to a political stalemate and to (the perception of a) persisting 
security threat.

6. Conclusion

The ethnography of a prominent Islamist party in the UK presented 
in this chapter has shown how the practices of representation and 
self-representation of Hizb ut-Tahrir are afffected by a mirroring dynamic 
and by a paradoxical fetishism for politics and power. My argument has 
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been that its project of establishing the Caliphate by truly implementing 
sharia law—thereby establishing an Islamic way of life where politics is 
inherently embodied in religion—would prompt the secularisation of 
Islam, which would come to be dominated by the political dimension and 
the struggle for power. What emerged strongly from my fĳieldwork is that 
Islamist political actors have a powerful fascination, a fetishism, for poli-
tics and for taking over power. To justify this position, they claim that their 
struggle is aimed at instituting an Islamic system where the ‘political’ 
would be at the service of the ‘spiritual’, in the same way as it had been at 
the time of the Prophet. This is the reason why they describe themselves 
as Salafĳi, i.e. as followers of the purest form of Islam. As a result, Islamist 
parties like Hizb ut-Tahrir come to be seen and constructed as ‘fundamen-
talists’ within dominant Culturalist/Orientalist discourses: the focus 
lies on fanatics and ‘mad mullahs’ who plot terrorist attacks against the 
West and the Western way of life. Islamist parties are thereby stripped 
of any political relevance and legitimacy. Instead, they are constructed as 
terrorists/fundamentalists that willingly represent themselves as outsid-
ers within the Western political system. This broken dialogue and deflected 
interaction reinforce perceptions of a persistent security threat, which 
ultimately weakens the political legitimacy of the dominant group, 
e.g. government.

Nevertheless, terrorism remains a “real security threat” (Borradori 2004, 
92), but it could be dealt with more efffectively by using better intelligence, 
more accurate (and less Islamophobic) policy tools, and without waging 
war. There cannot be a real “geo-strategy of Islam” (Samaddar 2001, 43), 
because Islam is not, and has never been, a territory or a state. Instead of a 
‘land of Islam’, there are Muslims who are negotiating new identities in a 
de-territorialised Islam; they create new discourses and experience new 
practices. When they think about their political future they do so as 
Islamists. The so-called politicisation of Islam is a phenomenon that 
should be recognised, addressed and dealt with within the political arena, 
while remembering that terrorism is a marginal, yet revealing phenome-
non. Mostly, it compels everyone to go beyond misinterpretations and 
misgivings, and beyond Culturalist and Orientalist categories of thought.

I may have spent too much time dealing with the diffferences between 
Islamism and terrorism; but political violence can always occur within the 
interactions, provocations and clashes among diffferent political dis-
courses and practices, no matter what genealogy of discourse is adopted. 
Instead, the hope is for the present chapter to contribute to an ‘awakening’ 
that would encourage dialogue with the Other. This would push us to 
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reinvigorate a process of critiquing, questioning and understanding the 
difffĳiculties and demands of “cultural translation and dissent”, to create a 
public space where “oppositional voices are not feared” (Butler 2004, 151), 
neglected, degraded or ostracised, but valued for the instigation of a 
functioning, meaningful democracy, that they occasionally—even by 
default—perform.



CHAPTER THREE

WHY WEAR A HEADSCARF IN PARLIAMENT? DANISH SECULARIST, 
NATIONALIST AND FEMINIST IDEAS ABOUT MUSLIMS

Signe Kjær Jørgensen

Muslim candidates have had a hard time gaining positions in the 
Folketinget, the Danish parliament. Several of them became centres of 
heated debates between 2001 and 2007, due to their membership of spe-
cial immigrant associations, or the way they practised their faith. These 
debates caused some of the candidates to withdraw, and made people 
reluctant to vote for Asmaa Abdol-Hamid, an immigrant Muslim candi-
date who chose to stay in the race (Hervik 2002, Jørgensen 2011). In this 
chapter, I analyse the critique levelled at Abdol-Hamid, who ran for 
the Socialist Red-Green Alliance (Enhedslisten), in the period preceding 
the 2007 general election. I also analyse her responses to the critique of 
her identity as a headscarf-wearing candidate. The aim of this chapter is 
therefore to illuminate the various positions held by the Danish public 
with regard to her political identity. It begins by providing a short intro-
duction to Danish integration politics in order to clarify the cultural, ideo-
logical and political context of the debate about her identity.

1. Danish Integration Politics

In relation to integration, a range of restrictive policies were adopted by 
the Liberal-Conservative minority government that gained power on 20 
November 2001 and remained in offfĳice until 2011. The most important of 
these policies were the tightening-up of requirements for family reunifĳica-
tion, the introduction of socio-cultural and economic requirements to 
obtain citizenship rights, and the so-called ‘24-year rule’ prohibiting young 
Danes from living with their foreign spouses in Denmark (Jensen 2010, 
189–91). The introduction of these policies was accompanied by negative 
rhetoric directed at Muslims (Gad 2010, Jacobsen 2008). Conse quently, 
many people perceived these measures as discriminatory towards Mus-
lims, specifĳically. Anders Fogh Rasmussen, who served as Prime Minister 
from 2001 to 2009, was himself a fĳirm critic of any claims by Muslims for 
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special rights. He advanced what may be termed a Protestant secular dis-
course (Berg-Sørensen 2006, 37), hinting at the Lutheran basis of Danish 
(political) culture in a broad sense (Gundelach, Iversen and Warburg 
2008). Over time, a broad parliamentary consensus on ‘integration’ as 
implying assimilation was reached by changes in the chairmanship of the 
three major opposition parties, the Social Democrats, the Social-Liberal 
Party (Radikale Venstre), and the Socialist People’s Party, between 2005 and 
2007. Thus, it chimed with the negative attitude towards Muslims shown 
by the government. An exception to this was represented by the Red-
Green Alliance (an alliance of three Socialist and Marxist parties, but 
which also includes Communists in a broader sense). This was probably 
one of the reasons why Abdol-Hamid chose to run for election as a repre-
sentative of this party. Having introduced the context of the debate about 
Abdol-Hamid, I move to clarify my conceptual framework, basic assump-
tions and reflections on method.

2. Identity, Discursive Interchanges and Public Debate

My theoretical approach relies on a critical discourse analytical percep-
tion of reality that emphasises its discursively constituted character. 
Hence, I take discourses to be constitutive of identity. However, I also, to 
some extent, acknowledge material factors as well as relatively fĳixed ideas 
and perceptions as entities that form identity (Fairclough 1992, 43, 91). 
Basically, I perceive a discourse as “diffferent perspectives on the world … 
associated with the diffferent relations people have to the world, which in 
turn depends on their positions in the world, their social and personal 
identities, and the[ir] social relationships” (Fairclough 2003, 124). 
Consequently, discourses are, on the one hand, perceived as determina-
tive for individual identity—they may be said to identify individuals—
but, on the other hand, individuals also possess some latitude to choose 
the discourses with which they wish to identify.

Returning to the defĳinition of discourse, diffference and equivalence are 
perceived as basic to it (Fairclough 2003, 88). By diffference, I mean distinc-
tions that separate discourses from one another. One way to see that two 
discourses are distinctive is that it is possible to substitute words from one 
to another. This might be expressed as an argument of analogy where the 
basic structure of an argument is maintained, but where one or more 
words are substituted between them. However, this kind of substitutabil-
ity may simultaneously work to underscore similarities between diffferent 
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discourses. Thereby it may make the reader’s mind open to the replace-
ment of one discourse with another one (Chilton 2005, 40).

As an example, we may take the right-wing discourse that represented 
the headscarf as a symbol of a totalitarian ideology, drawing comparisons 
with the swastika and thereby invoking memories of the indoctrinated 
Germans of the 1930s (Mikkelsen 2007). The analogy may make readers 
think of headscarf-wearing Muslims as indoctrinated because of the sym-
bol they carry. Thus, by means of a familiar sentence structure, similarity 
of arguments may help to introduce a new discourse. When someone 
attempts to change the perception of somebody’s identity by means of 
associating words in alternative ways, I generally apply the metaphor 
of emptying or detaching content. Conversely, I use the concept of equiva-
lence to refer to associative linkages among words that temporarily consti-
tute a discourse (Fairclough 2003, 101). In the debate about Abdol-Hamid 
and her headscarf, what may be classifĳied as a neo-feminist linkage 
between feminism, headscarf, and self-determination was important 
(Andreassen 2007). It aimed at fĳixing the identity of Abdol-Hamid as an 
independent, modern, and strong-willed Muslim woman. As we see, the 
processes of diffferentiating and associating are closely intertwined. Since 
they take place successively by articulations in public debate, I have 
underscored the temporality of any discourse.

As regards public debate, I take it to be composed of discursive inter-
changes aiming to maintain or change perceptions of Abdol-Hamid’s 
identity. I apply the term hegemony as far as one specifĳic perception of 
her identity is viewed as stronger than competing ones (Laclau and Moufffe 
1985, Fairclough 2003). I assume that the relative influence of one dis-
course vis-à-vis other ones afffects public opinion in a broad sense, since 
most opinion-makers and citizens with an interest in politics regularly 
read the major newspapers.

As concerns method, I have delimited my material to interviews and 
opinion material that included Abdol-Hamid’s fĳirst name, Asmaa, com-
monly used when speaking about her, and which dealt with her heads-
carf. The sources are the fĳive major Danish daily newspapers: Berlingske 
Tidende, Information, Jyllands-posten, Kristeligt Dagblad and Politiken. 
The period is from the time of the formation of an anti-religious network 
in the Red-Green Alliance during the fĳirst weeks of September 2007 
until the date of the election, 13 November 2007. This is due to the fact 
that the internal debate about Abdol-Hamid’s candidacy was closely 
intertwined with broader public debate, so any causality is hard to discern 
precisely. The debate material of the fĳive newspapers is assumed to be 



46 signe kjær jørgensen

representative, since the newspapers, due to their large circulation, 
receive a signifĳicant amount of debate material from the public. A total 
sample of 47 articles has been surveyed. To identify discourses, I have 
applied a relatively narrow operationalisation of a discourse as an argu-
ment consisting of, at a minimum, a claim and some kind of premise. 
In my analysis, I have quoted selected, typical discourses to illustrate the 
diverse positions on whether Abdol-Hamid ought to become an MP 
or not.

3. Discursive Challenges to Abdol-Hamid and Her Headscarf

The fĳirst argument against Abdol-Hamid selected for analysis was articu-
lated by Kjeld Kjeldgaard Ghozati on 19 September 2007 in the Kristeligt 
Dagblad, where he wrote:

1 Asmaa Abdol-Hamid’s problem is not that she wears Muslim headgear.
2 The problem is those countries in which you risk imprisonment for not
3 wearing it. As long as there are countries where women do not have the
4 option of choosing not to wear headgear, Muslims must accept that
5 some people will have great difffĳiculties in accepting their headgear.
6 Similarly, some people would perceive a cross in a necklace as a symbol
7 of oppression, if there were any countries in which you could risk
8 imprisonment for not wearing one.

First, we see how Ghozati makes punishment the basis for his claim that 
Abdol-Hamid and other Muslims must accept that some people will have 
great difffĳiculty in accepting their headgear (lines 1–5). His argument may 
be perceived as an expression of a general empathy that some people may 
feel on behalf of Muslims upon whom a headscarf or veil has been 
imposed, as in Iran, for example. However, this discourse relies on the 
assumption that people who react to Abdol-Hamid’s headscarf, a hijab, do 
not know how to distinguish between an imposed headscarf and one 
which is self-chosen as Abdol-Hamid repeatedly says her headscarf is. 
Thus, Ghozati deprives headscarf-wearing Muslims of individuality by pre-
senting them as subsumed by one specifĳic reason for wearing it. Finally 
(lines 6–8), Ghozati applies an analogy with a hypothetical situation in 
which someone would be punished for not wearing a Christian cross. He 
thereby aims at legitimising the antipathy that some people feel towards 
Abdol-Hamid’s headscarf by universalising the scope of such feelings to 
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cover all upon whom a symbol has been imposed. However, since the 
analogy refers to a hypothetical state, it instead reinforces the perception 
of his argument as a critique of Muslim practices in particular.

The following day, 20 September 2007, two long-standing supporters of 
the Red-Green Alliance, Eva Jørgensen and Franck Johnsen, wrote in 
Politiken:

1 It is because religious values form the basis of her political identity [that
2 we do not support the decision to let Abdol-Hamid run for offfĳice].
3 Her religious beliefs oblige her, among other things, to accept
4 that women should wear headscarves; i.e. to accept some degree
5 of inhibition—and a hierarchical, unequal relationship between the
6 sexes.

In the fĳirst line, Jørgensen and Johnsen disapprove of the decision to 
appoint Abdol-Hamid as a candidate because they perceive religion to be 
the basis of her political identity. They sustain their claim by arguing that 
by wearing a headscarf, she accepts a practice that imposes headscarves 
on women (lines 3–4). The reason why a woman would accept a headscarf 
is presented as subjugation to the demands of Islam, and, consequently, 
Abdol-Hamid is presented as someone who is forced by her faith to do so. 
In lines 4–6, we see how they further associate the headscarf with con-
strains and inequality. It is clear from Jørgensen and Johnsen’s initial argu-
ment (line 1) that they want a strict separation of religion and politics, 
which they do not think Abdol-Hamid is able to represent. Their discourse 
can be classifĳied as secularist. However, their subordinate argument (lines 
3–6) also touches on features of a feminist discourse.

After a long holiday abroad, Abdol-Hamid herself then entered the 
debate. A relatively long interview published in Politiken on 23 September 
2007 included the following interchange:

1 Politiken: You have said that a woman in a burqa ought to be allowed
2 to speak from the Folketinget’s rostrum. Could you elaborate on that?
3 Asmaa: Our democracy works, and if the voters say they want a burqa-
4 wearing woman, it must be up to them to decide. I would never wear a
5 burqa myself. But if the voters think they can be represented by a woman
6 in a burqa, they should be free to choose that.

The reporter’s question regarding the burqa is based on an assumption 
that veiled women—here broadly perceived as wearing either a hijab 
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(covering a woman’s hair and part of her shoulders), a niqab or a chador 
(covering parts of the lower face and the body as well as the hair), or a 
burqa (like the niqab and chador, but covering the woman’s face so that 
she has to look through a loosely-woven cloth in order to see)—are not 
allowed to become MPs in the Folketinget. In lines 3–4, Abdol-Hamid con-
fĳirms the reporter’s assumption, and she takes the electoral mandate of a 
burqa-wearing woman as the basis for asserting that there should be a 
legal right for veiled women to speak. Abdol-Hamid’s view of the right of 
burqa-wearing women may be perceived as analogous to her perception of 
her own right if she was elected. Thus, by defending the right of a hypo-
thetical burqa-wearing candidate, she at the same time defends her own 
right in case she becomes an MP.

To summarise, we see that Abdol-Hamid aims to legitimise her reli-
gious appearance, through the democratic legitimacy she may receive 
from the Red-Green Alliance’s voters. Hence, she counters critique of the 
type advanced by Jørgensen and Johnson.

Keld Albrechtsen, a former MP for the Red-Green Alliance and a mem-
ber of the party’s anti-religious network was quoted in Politiken on 24 
September 2007. He added the following perspective to the debate:

1 People are welcome to have a religion but not to signal it in politics.
2 The right to religious freedom must apply all the way up to the rostrum of
3 the Folketinget. But the right to speak about it ends at its fĳirst step.

In this quote, we learn that Albrechtsen perceives religious faith as accept-
able among MPs (lines 1–3). However, in line 1, he says that he disapproves 
of signalling religious  identity, and this is a direct reference to Abdol-
Hamid’s headscarf. Further, in line 3, his stated disapproval of MPs who 
speak about their faith expresses a typical secularist standpoint. The shift 
from “signal” (line  1) to “speak about” (line 3) is a narrowing-down of 
meaning. This may be due to the primacy of speech as a way of communi-
cating in politics compared to, for instance, body language, individual 
identity markers, or symbols. However, it may also be an expression of a 
prejudice saying that signalling easily leads to speaking about religion. At 
any rate, the quote sustains a claim that Abdol-Hamid ought not to run for 
a seat in the Folketinget.

On 25 September 2007, in Politiken, two MPs from the Red-Green 
Alliance, Line Barfod and Rune Lund, wrote a reply to Jørgensen and 
Johnsen, and those whom they termed “sceptics” in general:
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1 We are the only party aiming for total separation of state and religion;
2 however, we have always emphasised the right to practise one’s
3 faith, and it has never been an obstacle to anyone acquiring a position of
4 trust in the Red-Green Alliance. Nor do we regard it as a problem if
5 religious members of the party fĳind coincidences between the political
6 programme of the Red-Green Alliance and their own personal beliefs.

At the beginning of the quote, Barfod and Lund clarify their stance on free-
dom of conscience among active members (lines 1–4). However, in lines 
4–6, they delimit the room for religious arguments and practices by writ-
ing that they are legitimate only insofar as they coincide with the aims of 
the Red-Green Alliance. The liberal stance makes their discourse share 
features with, what I will later defĳine as a neo-feminist discourse that 
makes room for religious and cultural diversity.

The exchange between Jørgensen and Johnsen, and Barfod and Lund, 
respectively, reflects some of the internal debate in the Red-Green Alliance 
earlier in September 2007, when between 20 and 30 members created 
an anti-religious network. Keld Albrechtsen’s secular discourse (quoted 
above) is an expression of the secularist, anti-religious position in this 
debate.

Departing from the debate about secularism and religion, we fĳind 
another critic of Abdol-Hamid’s candidature. Ruben Olrik, then member 
of the Liberal Party (Venstre) and a participant in local politics in 
Copenhagen, wrote in Jyllands-Posten on 27 September 2007:

1 In view of the recent stay by disguised Palestinian Asmaa Abdol-
2 Hamid (Red-Green Alliance), at a madrasah in the dictatorship of
3 Yemen, Danes ought to be smart enough to see that it would be a slippery
4 slope if she was allowed to speak from the rostrum of Folketinget
5 wearing a headscarf, if elected as an MP ….
6 It is prohibited to adorn oneself with a cross in Saudi Arabia, and it is
7 forbidden to bring a Bible into the country. Asmaa Abdol-Hamid
8 ought to consider this because after all it is legal for Muslim women
9 in Denmark to wear headscarf, veil and burqa on the street.

At the beginning of his letter to the editor (lines 1–5), we see how Olrik 
associates the fact that Abdol-Hamid has visited a Quran school in Yemen 
with extremist aims. Labelling Abdol-Hamid as a “disguised Palestinian” 
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connotes furtiveness both visually and politically, as well as a perception 
of her as a stranger, from Palestine, and not as a Dane, able to represent the 
interests of Danes. Further, he argues that allowing her to go on the ros-
trum of the Folketinget would have far-reaching consequences. Finally, 
Olrik presents the current Danish practice of allowing headscarves as 
something Abdol-Hamid ought to be satisfĳied with by counterposing 
Saudi Arabia, which rejects Christian symbols such as the cross and the 
Bible, to Denmark. Thus, by invoking an analogy, he makes her aim to gain 
access to the rostrum of the Folketinget appear excessive.

From the quote, we see that Olrik, like Ghozati, presents Danish prac-
tices as liberal compared to practices of selected Muslim states. Moreover, 
we see how they both fuse the distinction between an individual Muslim, 
Asmaa Abdol-Hamid, and other Muslims, e.g. those living in Yemen, Saudi 
Arabia, or other countries where a veil is imposed on women. This type of 
fusion is basic to stereotyping (Pickering 2001, 10), and therefore it is often 
articulated in populist discourse critical of Islam. In view of the cherishing 
of Danish practice and the counter-positioning of this to a stereotypical 
perception of Muslim practice, I consider the quoted passages as articula-
tions of a nationalist discourse.

On 26 September, in Information, the well-known, left-wing opinion-
maker, author and feminist Bente Hansen wrote:

1 Yes, everyone should be allowed to express their opinions, and that is
2 why we have diffferent parties. But then she should afffĳiliate
3 herself with a party that promotes hierarchy between the sexes as her
4 headgear shows that she does …
5 Sometimes people ask me how I can be a Socialist and a practising
6 Christian. This is only possible for me because the National Church,
7 unlike most other Christian churches, allows women to preach. If it did
8 not allow them to do so, then I would not be a member, and I would, so
9 to speak, “practise it in private”. I will use the same argument towards

10 the Red-Green Alliance: If they do not support equal opportunities,
11 I will leave. It is that simple.

First, Hansen implicitly argues against the discourse of neo-feminists 
who, since the spring of 2007, had argued that the Red-Green Alliance 
ought to give a voice to individuals of diffferent cultures, despite the fact 
that their views on some issues might depart from the party’s general posi-
tion (lines 1–2). Then, Hansen concludes that Abdol-Hamid ought to join 
a party that promotes inequality between the sexes, since she sees her 
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headscarf as implying that (lines 2–4). Hansen then moves on to defend 
her own identity as a Christian Socialist by pointing out that women are 
allowed to preach in the National Church (lines 5–9). Since she does not 
think this is permitted by Muslims, she makes equal opportunities the 
demarcation line of beliefs acceptable within a Socialist party. In lines 
8–11, Hansen argues by analogy from the particular concern with equal 
opportunities within the Church to the general concern of the Red-Green 
Alliance, and she makes her membership of both organisations depen-
dent on their support for equality of opportunity to preach.

From Hansen’s defence of her own identity as a Christian and a Socialist, 
we see that in theory she sympathises with the principle articulated by 
Barfod and Lund. However, since the Red-Green Alliance aims to promote 
equality between the sexes, and she views this as incompatible with 
including a headscarf-wearer as a member. Hansen’s association of heads-
carf hierarchy and permission to preach confĳirms that she occupies a 
headscarf-critical position. However, her concern for equality means that 
her discourse can be considered a feminist one.

A few days after this critical letter to the editor, Abdol-Hamid replied. 
In an open letter, published on 29 September 2007 in Information, she 
wrote:

1 You perceive the headscarf as a symbol of repression and a symbol of
2 male domination. That is not what it means to me. For me, wearing the
3 headscarf is a personal choice that only expresses my afffĳiliation to
4 Islam, and religious symbols change over time and have diffferent
5 meanings due to changing circumstances. In comparison, wearing the
6 Christian cross does not mean that you are afffĳiliated with the Ku Klux
7 Klan.
8 I am aware that in some countries, such as Iran, the headscarf is a
9 univocal symbol of the subordination of women, and I have clearly

10 dissociated myself from that. But right now, I am experiencing the
11 opposite: some try to force me not to wear a hijab at any rate, if I am to

12 be ‘allowed’ to call myself someone of leftist observance.
13 But as I have said before, I will fĳight for women’s right to decide for
14 themselves how they want to live their lives and what to do with their
15 bodies.

In her letter, Abdol-Hamid begins by taking exception to Hansen’s dis-
course by stating that for her, wearing a headscarf is a personal choice 
(lines 2–3). Then, she detaches a particular meaning of the headscarf as 
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well as the Christian cross from the possible symbolic meanings they may 
have (lines 4–7). In the case of the headscarf, this is the subordination of 
women, and in the case of the cross, it is the racist discourse articulated by 
members of the Ku Klux Klan. Further, by pointing to the fact that the 
cross may be associated with racism, she implies that the headscarf is only 
perceived as a symbol of subordination by a minority of Muslims, occupy-
ing a position similar to the marginalised situation of the Ku Klux Klan 
among Christians. In this way Abdol-Hamid aims to dissolve Hansen’s dis-
course linking the headscarf with subordination.

Abdol-Hamid also takes exception to the meaning of the headscarf in, 
for example, Iran (lines 8–10), and she thereby shows the limits to her own 
acceptance of headscarves. Simultaneously, she acknowledges the cri-
tique, like Ghozati’s, that points to imposed wearing of such garments. 
In lines 10–12, she associates the criticism expressed by many Danes of 
what they perceive to be a contradictory identity—on the one hand, a 
Muslim who wears a hijab and, on the other hand, a left-winger—with the 
type of censure applied in totalitarian, theocratic Iran. In this way, Abdol-
Hamid suggests a linkage between respect for a practice that she considers 
fundamental to her as a person, and adherence to tolerance and liberal 
ideas in a more general sense. This suggestion is underscored by lines 
13–15, where she assures the public that she is committed to fĳighting for 
women’s rights. In her fĳinal remark, “and what to do with their bodies” 
(lines 14–15), she acknowledges that choosing what to do with one’s body 
is not necessarily included in choosing how to live one’s life. The equiva-
lence between the two notions is often upheld by associating from choos-
ing for oneself how to live to making use of equal opportunities in the 
labour market, typical of Danish feminists of the 1970s (Dahlerup 1998), 
who, due to the need for unrestricted movement in many kinds of work, 
often perceived a headscarf as inhibiting. However, Abdol-Hamid shows 
that she sees the question of what to do with one’s body (to wear a hijab) 
as a part of choosing for oneself how to live one’s life.

Thus, by her discourse, Asmaa Abdol-Hamid seeks to empty the con-
cept of feminism of the content with which Hansen and other feminists 
have fĳilled it and to refĳill it with a neo-feminist aspiration towards equal 
opportunities, despite diffferent ways of dressing. This is a typical aim; 
since neo-feminists have often emphasised that what may have been per-
ceived as liberating to women in the West not necessarily is perceived as 
such by other women (Andreassen 2007). Abdol-Hamid ended her reply, 
writing:
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1 Just as you and other feminists proved that women were able and
2 willing to participate in society on an equal footing with men,
3 I hope to be able to prove that one can at the same time be a Muslim,
4 a woman, a Socialist, and a part of this society.
5 And Bente, there actually already are several female preachers of Islam
6 and I think we should have many more of them.

First, Abdol-Hamid attempts to dissolve the tension between Hansen’s 
position and her own (lines 1–2). By pointing to Hansen’s own feminist 
aim to participate on an equal footing, Abdol-Hamid tries to enclose 
Hansen’s argument in her own. In lines 2–4, she links her Muslim identity, 
her female identity, and her Socialist identity, implicitly assumed to show 
concern for equal opportunities, with her ambition to take part in society 
by becoming an MP. Finally, in lines 5–6, Abdol-Hamid addresses Hansen 
directly and points out that female Muslims are already allowed to preach, 
though without specifying that this is only accepted within some branches 
of Islam. By pointing to the shared respect for the rights of women among 
many Christian and Muslim believers, she underscores her and Hansen’s 
shared concern with equal opportunities. Further, Abdol-Hamid dissolves 
Hansen’s distinction between Islam and Christianity, making both of 
them acceptable within a Socialist party.

A few days later, on 5 October 2007, Abdol-Hamid once again articu-
lated a neo-feminist discourse. During an interview with journalist Karen 
Syberg, published in Information, the following exchange occurred:

1 The right to self-determination
2 Asmaa Abdol-Hamid emphasises women’s right to self-determination.
3 “Fundamentally, I believe it is my right. Women must have the right to
4 self-determination. No one should tell them what to wear.”
5 However, it is not just individual headgear that you wear but a
6 collective symbol?
7 “But whether you choose to wear it or not may be a personal choice.”
8 Is it just an outward symbol, or does it reflect a spiritual practice, too?
9 “My personal relationship with my religion is reflected in the way I

10 dress. It has actually come as a surprise to me that there is now a new
11 struggle to be fought for the right to self-determination. I thought that it
12 had been fought, and that there was a broad consensus that women had
13 the right to self-determination. However, if you talk about women who
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14 wear headscarves from the perspective that they are repressed, you
15 deprive them of their individuality and ignore their own reflections on
16 their choices.”

In the quoted passage, we fĳirst see three statements that are basic to 
Abdol-Hamid’s perception of self-determination. First, she states her own 
right to wear a headscarf. She then broadens this claim to give it a univer-
sal aim, and, fĳinally, she encloses her vision by rejecting the right of any 
authority to determine how women should dress (lines 3–4). In line 6, the 
reporter’s choice of the term “collective symbol” establishes a distinction 
between an individual choice and wearing something that constitutes a 
symbol for a community, the latter is presumed to be a fĳixed structure of 
identifĳication. In her reply (line 7), Abdol-Hamid does not directly chal-
lenge this distinction but upholds her own position by equating the right 
to self-determination with considerations of whether to wear a headscarf 
or not. Abdol-Hamid explains that what may be perceived as a collective 
symbol ought to be perceived as an individual marker of identity if that is 
the meaning that the individual ascribes to it. Thus, “self-determination” 
becomes the process of making up one’s mind on how to appear. She 
thereby transcends the reporter’s distinction between ‘the collective’ and 
‘the individual’. In line 8, when the reporter asks whether the headscarf is 
only an outward symbol of identity, or whether it is also linked to spiritual 
practice, s/he is presumably hinting at the types of spiritual practices asso-
ciated with Sufĳism. In her answer, Abdol-Hamid once again emphasises 
her individual choice (line 9). Since she thinks the present political con-
sensus fails to take women’s individual reflections on their reasons for 
wearing the headscarf into account, she also expresses the need to engage 
in a new struggle for self-determination (lines 10–16). This may be read as 
a critique of the Danish feminists of the 1970s for having had too narrow a 
perception of self-determination. This may then be perceived as yet 
another attempt to denationalise feminist discourse to make her own 
Muslim identity become accepted as a feminist one by critics such as 
Hansen.

Later in the same article, Abdol-Hamid is quoted again. Asked about 
her own reflections prior to choosing to wear a headscarf, she replied:

1 “When I was 14 years old, I was concerned about the huge focus on
2 women’s bodies in advertising. It was something I discussed with
3 my friends: how people were so focused on how one looked, not on
4 how one was as a being. I do not think it is so important how one looks,”
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5 says Asmaa Abdol-Hamid, and emphasises that women
6 who choose to act in advertisements of course must remain free to do so,
7 but that she thinks there is an increasing abuse of the female body in
8 public.
9 Does the headscarf imply that you reject the idea of presenting yourself

10 as a sexual object?
11 “I am not saying that other women turn themselves into sexual objects.”

First, Abdol-Hamid points to what in Denmark is a typical teenage girl’s 
concerns over the public exposure of the female body in advertisements 
(lines 1–2), and says that she aimed to counter the tendency to focus on 
appearance (line 4). These reflections supported her choice to wear a 
hijab, since it covers the hair and bust, which, as everyone knows, is often 
a concern for vain teenage girls. However, in the latter part of the quote 
(lines 5–6), Abdol-Hamid emphasises that, in her view, other women may 
choose for themselves whether to act in advertisements. In lines 9–10, the 
reporter asks whether wearing the headscarf means that Abdol-Hamid 
rejects presenting herself as an object for sexual fantasies, a question that 
directs our attention to the tacit implication that women who do not wear 
a headscarf are perceived as presenting themselves as such. Abdol-Hamid 
rejects this (line 11), underscoring her neo-feminist discourse by saying 
that similar ideas, such as critique of exposure, may underlie diffferent 
choices of appearance.

The last quote that I will present here is from Karen Jespersen, a mem-
ber of the Liberal Party, who was appointed Secretary for Social Afffairs 
and Secretary for Equality in the early autumn of 2007. On 10 October 
2007, she wrote in Politiken:

1 Asmaa is a committee member of the association Muslims in Dialogue.
2 When this association holds meetings, men and women sit apart. That is
3 the way orthodox Islam prescribes it to avoid women provoking men.
4 This perception often also implies that women’s conduct should be
5 controlled by the men in their family. At the same time women should
6 be veiled, and they should avoid shaking hands with men—rules that
7 Asmaa Abdol-Hamid herself follows.

The quoted passage is part of the argument for a statement made earlier in 
the letter to the editor, saying: “Asmaa represents a perception of the role 
of women that needs to be scrutinised” (Jespersen 2007). Analysing the 
quote, we see that Jespersen identifĳies Abdol-Hamid with an association 
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of which she is a committee member, and that organises its meetings 
according to especially strict Islamic guidelines (lines 1–3). Further, 
Jespersen explains that men and women sit apart because women are per-
ceived as being sexually provocative (line 3). One ought to note that 
Jespersen presents to “sit apart” as something the members are required 
to do by the prescriptions of Islam as implemented by the committee 
(line 3). Jespersen thereby neglects the possibility that the decision to sit 
apart has been agreed upon by the members to make it attractive for a 
minority to participate in the meetings, as commonly happens in Danish 
associational life.

Jespersen proceeds by referring to constraints on Muslim women 
(lines  4–5). Since the reasons for the practices—that women are per-
ceived as being sexually provocative by nature—are articulated as the 
same (line 4), they appear as closely intertwined. Finally, when Jespersen 
says that women are required to wear veils and to avoid touching male 
strangers by shaking hands, she links these ideas of what she terms 
“orthodox Islam” to Abdol-Hamid by pointing to the fact that she 
follows these practices (lines 5–7). Thus, Jespersen makes it appear as 
though Abdol-Hamid thinks that women by nature are sexually provoca-
tive and therefore should be surveyed by male family members, should 
wear some kind of headgear, and abstain from approaching men in 
general.

As regards the debate about Abdol-Hamid’s identity, Jespersen counters 
Abdol-Hamid’s own discourse explaining why she wears a headscarf. 
Abdol-Hamid had argued that her hijab prevented other people from 
perceiving her as sexually attractive, and she thereby emphasised that 
sexuality was something ascribed to her body by those influenced by 
advertisements when she did not wear a headscarf, but it had not been 
something essential as Jespersen assumed she thought. To Abdol-Hamid, 
her headscarf was a defence and not a symbol of adherence to a percep-
tion of women as unacceptable and temptresses by nature. Due to 
Jespersen’s concern for women’s equality, I classify her discourse as a femi-
nist one, which in its critique of the headscarf resembles that articulated 
by Hansen. However, the two discourses are not similar in their arguments: 
Jespersen’s emphasis is on the sexually provocative nature that she thinks 
the headscarf expresses, whereas Hansen’s emphasis is on equality of 
opportunity. Moreover, we should note that Jespersen’s discourse shares 
features with the nationalist discourse, since it erases the  distinction 
between Abdol-Hamid and other Muslims through reference to what 
she perceives as orthodox Islam. Summarising, the quote from Jespersen 
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illustrates the basis on which feminists and nationalists sometimes suc-
ceeded in forming a forceful alliance in their critique of Islam during 2007 
(Syberg 2007).

4. Conclusion

My analysis has showed that the debate about Abdol-Hamid’s headscarf, 
and the headscarf in a more general sense, was closely linked with the 
debate about the appropriateness of her nomination as a candidate for 
parliamentary election. In the section below I briefly summarise the 
debate and provide some explanations as to why it evolved as it did. 
The debate in September 2007 was primarily a debate about the compat-
ibility of politics and religion within a Socialist party. It reflected a general 
scepticism towards religion among Socialists but also a concern for the 
inclusion of minorities. The reason why the secularist discourse of 
Jørgensen, Johnsen and Albrechtsen was not re-articulated later may be 
that Hansen, for instance, promoted a feminist and Socialist perspective 
in the debate. Due to Hansen’s arguments concerning the chauvinist 
nature of Islam, the concern for Muslim women’s rights may have appeared 
to be more important than secularism. Moreover, feminism was important 
to the broader Danish public, and this may have been the reason why it 
became so prominent in the debate.

I also showed how Hansen and Jespersen formed a feminist, headscarf-
critical opposition to Abdol-Hamid. One of the causes of their critique is 
the historical linkage between the women’s movement of the 1970s, on the 
one hand, and special ways of (un-)dressing, on the other (Andreassen 
2007, 205–7). By choosing their manner of appearance feminists showed 
their ability to compete unrestrictedly for positions in the labour market 
and to control their sexuality.

However, we have also learned that the young Abdol-Hamid articu-
lated a discourse saying that she rejected the imposition of such 1970s 
expressions of womanhood. She emphasised that she exerted control of 
others’ sexualised perceptions of her by hiding part of her head and shoul-
ders. She also emphasised that the right to liberation (self-determination), 
in her view, ought to be perceived as including a right to dress as one 
pleased. She thereby countered both the claim that the headscarf was 
inhibiting in a way that could not be overcome, and that her headscarf 
was an expression of a sexually provocative nature. To her, wearing a 
headscarf as an MP would only reflect a personal choice as how to dress 
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and not any special ideas about women’s opportunities. The nationalist 
discourse occupied a relatively weak position in the debate during the 
autumn of 2007. This may be due to some very harsh statements uttered by 
Danish right-wing politicians during the spring of 2007. The public 
criticism of these MPs may have caused them to withdraw from the 
debate, and their position was adopted by debaters such as Ghozati and 
Jespersen, who fused nationalism and liberal concerns in their critique 
of the headscarf. Hence, we have learned how Abdol-Hamid attempted 
to dissolve the discourses levelled against her. This may have had impor-
tant implications for the recognition of headscarf-wearing women in 
the public sphere. Furthermore, it may be perceived as indicative of a 
Danish neo-feminist movement (Andreassen 2007, 121–8). Finally, it coun-
tered critique, making sure that Abdol-Hamid achieved a position as a 
substitute MP.

A central aim of this chapter has been to show how some Danes per-
ceived Abdol-Hamid as a potential headscarf-wearing MP. However, hav-
ing answered this question, I have also reflected on why Abdol-Hamid 
became a centre of debate. One reason may be that her headscarf was a 
visible marker of her religious identity. This made it easy for opponents to 
categorise her ideas as deriving directly from her faith and not, as is 
considered typical of Danish MPs, as being expressions of well-considered, 
personal standpoints concerning how to appear, and how to behave. 
Another associated reason may be that the headscarf has an ambivalent 
symbolic meaning. It may be perceived as a marker of cultural identity in 
a world of migration and ‘cultural flows’; or as a marker of individuality, as 
in the case of Abdol-Hamid; or it may be imposed on women due to their 
sexuality, as in Iran or Saudi Arabia, or by Muslim parents for various rea-
sons. These latter perceptions touch upon expansionary aims associated 
with the headscarf, viewed as a symbol, which aroused fear in some critics 
(see, for instance, the quotes from Olrik and Jespersen). Further, feminists 
of the 1970s also perceived the headscarf as restricting women’s opportu-
nities to compete in the labour market and thereby gain equal recognition 
and economic independence. Since all these diffferent meanings may be 
reflected in the same garment, the meaning of the headscarf is unstable 
and is always likely to be contested by someone.

In general, I suggest that identities characterised by identity markers 
that may also function as symbols are likely to be contested by those who 
point to a symbolic value of the identity marker. However, the high degree 
of exposure of Asmaa Abdol-Hamid to discursive attacks may also be a 
consequence of her weak position as a member of a minority group that is 
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marginalised in many ways, and as a fĳirst-time candidate for a small oppo-
sition party. Her distinctive self-presentation has made her vulnerable to 
attacks both by those critical of Islam and by those hostile to Socialism of 
the far left.
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CHAPTER FOUR

“PEOPLE THINK OUR LIVES ARE DARK.” DIASPORIC RESISTANCE TO 
THE METAPHORIC DARKENING OF FEMALE MUSLIM IDENTITY

Chloe Patton

As soon as they see this [points to headscarf], well it’s in the human being, 
they quickly judge, they don’t even want to know where I’m coming from. It’s 
like, “I already know”, coz they’ve heard something in the media. [Zhila]
Especially on women. They would think, “oh my god, the poor Islamic 
woman, she’s gonna get an arranged marriage”, or “her husband’s gonna beat 
her fĳive times a week…” [Haifa]
They just judge us by our appearance, they don’t care exactly what’s happen-
ing inside our lives. They don’t know…we’re happy. [Amira]
The media is spreading bad, diffferent, you know, wrong images of Muslims, 
especially ladies. I get surprised ‘coz at school like, teachers, I don’t know, 
they’ll ask me questions like “are you going to fĳinish school?”, “are you 
allowed to drive?” or stufff like that…That’s why it’s like this thing I have to 
show out, inside me… people don’t know that Muslim women are allowed to 
reach the high levels, they are allowed to become educated and stufff, so it’s 
our duty to express that, you know, that we are allowed and… you’re getting 
this bad image of us… [Haifa]

Contemporary Western misrepresentation of Islamic identities is often 
termed ‘Islamophobia’, a form of racism conflating ethnic and religious 
identities, which is played out within public discourses on Islam and 
within everyday social encounters. Islamophobic representations follow 
familiar Orientalist constructions of Islam as irrational, barbaric, back-
ward, violent and incompatible with Western democratic values (Said 
1978, 1997). The ethnic, linguistic, and religious diversity existing within 
diasporic Muslim communities becomes blurred as Muslim citizens are 
seen as belonging to singular, homogeneous communities. Mistakenly 
assumed to be united by common interest, the members of these fĳicti-
tious collectives do, nevertheless, share an important characteristic—an 
externally-defĳined identity as Other.

However, despite the cultural homogenisation of Muslims as Other, an 
important distinction relating to gender is often made within Islam-
ophobic discourses that circulate in the public sphere, where Muslim men 
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tend to be constructed as a dangerous threat and Muslim women as per-
petual victims. This diffferentiation coheres around two conceptions of 
masculine violence, according to which Muslim men are both a source of 
spectacular displays of irrational violence directed against the state, and 
the perpetrators of sustained violence against Muslim women. In this way, 
the female Muslim subject becomes the corporeal symbol of the oppres-
sive nature of Islamic patriarchy.

Against this backdrop, it is striking that actions taken by Western 
states in response to fears over spectacular displays of irrational masculine 
violence are often justifĳied in relation to freeing Muslim women from the 
sustained violence they sufffer at the hands of Muslim men. For instance, 
US media discourses on the invasion of Afghanistan often fetishised the 
‘unveiling’ of Muslim women as a form of liberation (Ayotte and Husain 
2005). Similarly, prominent French philosophers rallied behind proposed 
legislation banning the wearing of so-called Islamic headscarves in public 
schools, in a stated efffort to free Muslim girls from “the harshest patriarchy 
in the world” (L’Express, 2 February 2004). Although set in diffferent 
political contexts, both discourses bear remarkable similarity to 19th 
century justifĳications of imperialist conquest articulated around the 
desire to liberate Muslim women (Ahmed 1992). In both, as is often the 
case, headscarves were the focal point of the narrative of liberation. Such 
representations of (veiled) Muslim women as subservient to Muslim men 
do not only serve political purposes; they also weigh on young Muslim 
women themselves, who feel their identities are misrepresented in domi-
nant discourses.

Islamophobic representations of Muslims in Australia are in fact simi-
lar to those in other Western contexts. For example, in a comparative 
study of the othering of Muslims in Australia and the UK, Poynting and 
Mason (2006) found that Muslims in both countries have been demonised 
in media and political discourses through cycles of moral panic relating to 
issues of national security, immigration control and crime. A report by the 
Anti-Discrimination Board of New South Wales (2003) examining 
Australian media coverage of such issues also showed that Muslims were 
consistently defĳined in relation to the so-called global War on Terror. 
At the same time that local problematisations of Muslim identity are 
increasingly framed in international terms, this chapter shows that 
Muslims themselves see issues afffecting Muslims abroad as heralding 
potential problems in local settings. For example, participants in the study 
detailed below were aware of the French legislation proposing to ban the 
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wearing of headscarves in public schools and were concerned that a simi-
lar policy could be introduced into Australian schools.

In this chapter, I explore the role metaphoric enlightenment plays in 
representations of the identity of young Australian Muslim women that 
circulate in the public sphere. I examine how metaphors of enlighten-
ment—understood here as the transformation from a negative, ‘dark’ 
female subjective state to a positive way of being associated with ‘light’ —
are scripted into the representation of female Muslim identity. I achieved 
this through focusing on how Muslim women chose to represent them-
selves, asking them to create and comment upon photographic self-
portraits that expressed their own sense of self. This method difffers signifĳi-
cantly from the linguistic or textual analysis that is commonly adopted in 
the study of metaphor as discourse practice, in that it prioritises a concep-
tion of metaphors as socially situated phenomena.

This is not to say that scholars writing from other perspectives do not 
recognise the importance of metaphor in social practice; the powerful 
role metaphor plays in shaping social reality was an underlying theme 
throughout Lakofff and Johnson’s (1980) seminal cognitive linguistic work 
on metaphor, just as it is a central tenet of critical discourse analysis 
(Van Dijk 2001, Fairclough 1992). I argue, however, that the ways in which 
people engage with metaphor cannot be adequately addressed solely 
through language-based research methods. According to Fairclough 
(1992), questions of subjectivity receive little attention in textually 
oriented discourse analysis, and language scholars too often assume that 
people enter social situations with pre-formed identities. Text-based 
studies—particularly those influenced by the early work of Foucault—
also tend to view individuals as the products of discourse, paying little 
attention to their capacity for agency.

While such studies often present excellent analyses of external repre-
sentations of identity, the scope for understanding how individuals 
actually relate to such representations is often limited. This chapter 
responds to this lacuna by using symbolic interactionism—one of the 
main sociological approaches to understanding subjective identity—as its 
theoretical basis. Inspired by the ethnographic work of Cooley, Mead and 
Gofffman, symbolic interactionists see the relationship between external 
representations of identity and self-representation as dialectical (for 
detailed accounts of symbolic interactionism see Blumer 1969 or Jenkins 
1996). According to this perspective, self-identity is socially constructed, 
in the sense that our narratives of selfhood are formed through a process 
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of continual dialogue with the world around us. As Jenkins (1996, 50) 
argues,

Self-identifĳication involves the ongoing to-and-fro of the internal-external 
dialectic. The individual presents herself to others in a particular way. 
That presentation is accepted (or not), becoming part of her identity in the 
eyes of others (or not). The responses of others to her presentation feed 
back to her. Reflexively, they become incorporated into her self-identity (or 
not). Which may modify the way she presents herself to others. And so on. 
As presented here, it appears simple, sequential and linear; it is multiplex, 
simultaneous and tortuous in practice.

Gaining a holistic understanding of subjective identity requires an exami-
nation of the interplay between how individual identity is represented 
externally through discourse, and the way in which individuals represent 
themselves back to society. As cultural theorists such as Stuart Hall (1994) 
argue, identity is constructed within a politics of representation; symbolic 
interactionist ethnography is a means through which this can be empiri-
cally explored.

1. Self-Portraits of Australian Muslim Women—An Ethnographic Study

As part of an ethnographic study of Muslim identity in Australia, I taught 
weekly photography workshops to members of a Melbourne based Shi’a 
Islamic Youth Association over a six-month period, between late 2005 and 
mid-2006. The object of these workshops was to help participants produce 
photographic self-portraits for a public art exhibition titled I am a Muslim 
Australian. Forty people (25 women and 15 men, ranging in age from 13 to 
22) took part in the study. While several of them were born in Australia to 
Lebanese and Afghani parents, the majority were born in Afghanistan or 
in Iraq. Most had arrived in Australia as asylum seekers within six years 
prior to the workshops taking place, often via circuitous routes involving 
lengthy stays in Iran, Pakistan or Syria.

During the fĳirst workshop I explained what my project consisted of 
and showed participants some examples of self-portraits, including non-
corporeal images, which had been created by young people as part of 
Britain’s Channel Four Self Portrait UK initiative. While some workshop 
time was devoted to learning basic photographic techniques, most of the 
workshops were spent discussing portrait ideas in a group setting. In the 
fourth workshop, session participants were provided with disposable 
cameras and offfered the opportunity to create a more formal portrait in 
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a portable mini studio we constructed. Later workshops were devoted to 
creating the portraits of participants who chose to use the studio format. 
Each of these photographs was a group accomplishment, as participants 
helped each other use equipment and offfered advice about composition 
and how to overcome any problems they encountered.

While the main objective of the Shi’a Islamic Youth Association is to 
provide religious instruction, youth leaders had identifĳied problems of 
low self-esteem among local Muslim teenagers and group work was con-
sidered a good way of addressing this. The art exhibition that was held in 
a prominent Melbourne photographic gallery at the completion of the 
fĳieldwork component of this study was designed to increase the confĳi-
dence of participants by encouraging them to speak publicly about their 
images, both with people attending the exhibition opening and media 
outlets covering the event. Asking participants to create photographic 
representations of their self-identity was not simply a means of collecting 
data for this study; it also became instrumental to achieving the youth 
association’s objectives.

At the end of the project I recorded in-depth interviews with 10 partici-
pants. The quotes at the beginning of the chapter emerged from these 
interviews, which used the portraits as a starting point to explore the par-
ticipants’ sense of belonging to the Australian national community. Here, 
I focus on self-portraits of Muslim women, and draw upon ethnographic 
observations I made during the weekly workshops. The interpretations of 
the images I present have been pieced together from fĳield notes detailing 
what participants shared with the group during the collaborative process 
of image design and construction. 

The methodology employed can be situated within the fĳield of visual eth-
nography (Knowles and Sweetman 2004, Banks 2001, Pink 2001). Visual 
methods are particularly relevant here given that self-expression through 
non-verbal means relies heavily on the use of metaphor in order to estab-
lish shared meaning with an audience. The benefĳits of incorporating 
metaphor into the design of innovative qualitative research has been 
recently demonstrated by Gauntlett (2007), who asked participants 
involved in a study on self-identity to create Lego models representing 
their sense of self. Drawing on Lakofff, Gauntlett argues that metaphor can 
be a powerful social research tool, particularly when exploring abstract 
concepts such as identity, because it allows individuals the means to 
“express ideas or thoughts which they might not otherwise be able to put 
into words” (p. 151). The Lego models produced by the participants 
expressed a wide range of ideas about self-identity through metaphor, 
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from a headless  animal representing lack of ambition, to more complex 
metaphors such as a tiger lurking beneath the main model representing 
underlying pride and defensiveness. Gauntlett also argues that activity-
based social research methods may help tap into unconscious thought 
processes because participants’ metaphors are often selected fĳirst, with 
their meaning only becoming apparent later. My study supports this, for 
participants often chose to photograph certain things they considered 
important to their sense of self, and it was only late in the image creation 
process that they were able to articulate why they did so.

Piety was a common theme in participants’ self-representations. One 
way in which they articulated their commitment to Islam was through the 
use of light as a metaphor for religious enlightenment. Sonya, for example, 
photographed herself with one of her younger sisters against the back-
ground of a setting sun. The girls’ faces are brightly illuminated by a flash, 
with the accompanying caption reading: “Oh Allah shine your light upon 
us.” One particularly striking image depicts another participant, Alia, 
praying alone in a darkened room. Seated on the floor with an open Quran 
in her lap, the sole source of light in the photograph comes from a narrow 
strip of intense light falling across Alia and the Quran. Two of the three 
portraits created by Asra also rely on an enlightenment metaphor. While 
the fĳirst of her exhibited self-portraits depicts a silver decorative disc, 
which she says expresses a sense of her Afghani identity, the remaining 
two images focus on her Muslim identity. In the second photograph a 
Quran is held up in front of a window. The light streaming in through the 
window burns out the background so that only a hint of foliage of the 
garden outside is discernible through the whiteness. The intensity of this 
light creates a dramatic halo efffect around the Quran in the foreground. 
The third photograph depicts the same window. This time a hand draws 
back a curtain to reveal a burnt-out triangle of light. Again the intensity of 
the light renders what lies outside indiscernible; the subject of the photo-
graph is clearly the light itself.

Not only did ‘enlightenment’ serve as a means for participants to 
articulate their religiosity, it also played a central role in their conscious 
effforts  to redress what they perceived to be negative representations 
of their identity. They identifĳied these representations as ‘dark’ and 
sought to counter their efffects through strategic use of light in their self-
representations. In seeking to represent her religious identity, Aisha, for 
example, decided to restrict the use of colour in her portrait to white, in 
order to convey the message that Islam is a religion of peace, despite what 
she said many non-Muslims are led to believe by politicians and the media. 
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The resulting image depicts an open Quran framed by a white rose on one 
side and a white porcelain dove, an obvious metaphor for peace.

Effforts to represent visually female Muslim identity as enlightened fre-
quently relied on the most prominent visual signifĳier of that identity: the 
headscarf. One participant’s initial portrait idea involving the scarf 
prompted a lengthy class discussion on colour and the representation of 
female Muslim identity. Marwah said that her religion was the most 
important element of her self-identity; she decided to express this 
visually by photographing her headscarf. This became a point of conten-
tion for others in the class, as she happened to be wearing a dark coloured 
scarf that day. Another participant was concerned that a dark scarf might 
be construed as conveying a negative image of her Muslim identity, and a 
discussion of how the use of certain colours in the photographs could 
have a positive or negative efffect on the way viewers interpret them fol-
lowed. The group agreed that it was best to use light colours in the 
representation of Islam wherever possible, because as one participant 
succinctly put it, “people think our lives are dark”. Marwah therefore 
announced to the group that she would remember to wear a light-coloured 
scarf when creating her portrait.

Another Iraqi participant, Najwa, used a coloured headscarf in a 
similar  way. Najwa explained during the workshop that she wanted to 

Figure 1. Alia studying the Quran.
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photograph herself running against a background of merged images rep-
resenting important events in her past. She said that she wanted her por-
trait to communicate a positive message about female Islamic identity, in 
contrast to what she perceives to be problematic representations of 
Muslim women in the Australian media. Najwa therefore decided that her 
corporeal representation must associate female Islamic identity with 
energy and light. Interestingly, this led to a decision to photograph another 
participant in her place because she did not feel that her appearance 
matched the message she wanted to convey about her identity. The colour 
of the headscarf to be worn by her stand-in was deemed vitally important 
and explained the rationale behind Najwa’s decision to use a substitute 
body in the photograph. Najwa found it necessary that her stand-in wear 
a white or brightly coloured scarf and outfĳit. Najwa herself, however, 
wears mostly charcoal or black headscarves and raincoat style jackets, like 
most of the other participants of Iraqi background. Like Marwah, Najwa’s 
coloured scarf symbolises her resistance to a dominant belief that Muslim 
women are oppressed.

Leila’s principal self-portrait was the most visually flamboyant example 
of participant resistance to the metaphoric darkening of female Muslim 
identity. Using a conventional portrait format, Leila photographed herself 
wearing a traditional Afghani dress. The red fabric of the dress is richly 
embroidered in purple and green thread and encrusted with circular 
pieces of mirror; the bodice is heavily embroidered in silver. She wears a 
bright green headscarf, which contrasts dramatically with the dress and 
the similarly coloured piece of fabric used as a backdrop. The resulting 
image radiates colour. Her other self-portraits concentrate on the head-
scarf. Leila has a keen interest in art and design, and several of her photo-
graphs depict pages from her sketchbook. Several of these images are of 
rainbow coloured scarves drawn in pencil or created through collage. 
Another is comprised of two facing pages of the sketchbook. The drawing 
on the left depicts a visually uniform crowd of female fĳigures wearing blue 
burqa while the drawing on the opposite page shows one of these fĳigures 
in isolation. By means of the x-ray vision through which Leila renders the 
body beneath the burqa visible, the viewer gains some sense of the indi-
vidual identity obscured by the visual conformity of the burqa wearers in 
the fĳirst image. Once again, the notion that female Muslim identity is 
‘dark’ is challenged through the use of colour, for the fĳigure in the second 
image wears brightly coloured clothing and flowers bloom around her.

This second illustration holds particular signifĳicance for Leila, for it 
appears again in another portrait. This time the illustration is depicted in 
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close-up with a silver necklace placed over it. The necklace, which bears 
an Arabic script pendant, is similar to those that other participants also 
wear as a mark of their faith. By placing such a personal symbol of her 
Islamic identity over the image, Leila seems to be indicating that this is her 
experience of female Islamic identity. While this image may seem at odds 
with her corporeality in an immediate sense (Leila is older than the girl 
she depicts and does not wear the burqa), it constitutes a chosen corpo-
real representation that best expresses the diffference between her lived 
experience and dominant representations of female Islamic subjectivity. 
This chosen representation is a conscious demonstration of subjective 
agency in reaction to the negative images projected onto the bodies of 
young Muslim women.

Leila’s use of coloured scarves is not restricted to the articulation of her 
sense of self through her artwork; it is also part of her everyday corporeal 
practice. When I initially asked her how she might realise her stated desire 
to express a sense of her Afghani/Australian identity visually, she told me 
that she had a large collection of headscarves in diffferent colours and fab-
rics that she wanted to use. Through our discussions, it became apparent 
that these scarves represent an integral part of her self-identity, not only 

Figure 2. Leila’s depiction of a colourful life beneath the burqa.
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because they convey her religious identity, but also because they are sym-
bolic of the process of constructing her identity within an Australian con-
text. Leila began wearing the headscarf in Iran, where she was restricted 
to wearing sombre colours. Upon moving to Australia, she sought out 
brightly coloured fabric from which to sew scarves in reaction to this drab-
ness. Wearing them, she remarked, helps her “show the true beauty of 
the Islamic woman.” Her coloured scarves therefore operate as a visual 
metaphor of the transformation that, according to her, both her appear-
ance and personality have undergone in the three years she has lived in 
Australia.

2. Contextualising the Enlightenment Metaphor

In Islam, light is often equated with a metaphoric journey towards spiri-
tual enlightenment. In the surah entitled An-Noor (light), the Quran 
(24:35) states that “God is the Light of the Heavens and of the Earth,” 
whereas the Unbelievers’ situation

is like the depths of darkness in a vast deep ocean, overwhelmed with billow 
topped by billow, topped by dark clouds: depths of darkness, one above 
another: if a man stretches out his hands, he can hardly see it! For any to 
whom Allah giveth not light, there is no light! (Quran 24:40)

To believe, therefore, is to move closer to the light of God. In a secular 
equivalent, the move from darkness to light serves as a metaphor for the 
transformative efffect of intellectual education upon the soul.

In Plato’s cave allegory, darkness represents the soul’s pre-existing 
imitative state, while light signifĳies the end result: knowledge of the Good. 
The same metaphor of transformation is evoked in Kant’s conception of 
Enlightenment as the rational thinking that frees us from the immature 
intellectual state that blindly submits to authority. Enlightenment, in this 
sense, is commonly represented as the triumph of the light of Modernity 
over the darkness of Tradition, just as for early Christian scholars the light 
of Christianity was charged with vanquishing the dark forces of paganism. 
The very word enlightenment, whether conceptualised as a mode of think-
ing or an historical epoch, is itself a metaphor for a positive change of 
state. Following the Lakofffĳian theorisation of metaphor, this metaphor 
of positive transformation—whether religious or secular—relies on two 
universally understood and basic concepts: light is good, darkness is bad; 
and states are destinations, which accounts for the conceptual vocabulary 
of movement associated with it. Because the enlightenment metaphor is 
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universally understood, it proved an ideal means for participants to simul-
taneously express their religiosity in a way that is recognisable in an 
Islamic context, and voice their resistance to the use of metaphoric 
enlightenment to ‘darken’ their identity.

Metaphoric enlightenment has a long history as a rhetorical device 
used to darken ‘Other’ identities and to justify Western hegemony. For 
example, in a famous John Gast painting of Manifest Destiny—American 
Progress (1872)—a luminous white female apparition sweeps across the 
19th century American frontier, bringing the light of modernity to the 
American West. This can be read as an attempt to justify the extension of 
governmental control from the Eastern seaboard, and to justify the ‘civilis-
ing’ of indigenous populations still living in metaphoric darkness. The per-
sistent metaphor of Africa as the ‘dark continent’ further illustrates the 
ideological power and scope of the enlightenment metaphor. For instance, 
Jarosz (1992) analysed the use of the metaphor over time, from early mis-
sionary and colonialist missions to contemporary media coverage of HIV/
AIDS. She argues that the metaphoric darkening of African landscapes 
and of the continent’s indigenous societies (whether in discourses relating 
to bringing the light of Christ or that of civilisation to Africa) positions the 
West as morally superior in the dichotomies of civilisation/barbarity and 
tradition/modernity.

Contemporary use of metaphoric enlightenment to darken female 
Islamic identity follows the same logic. The French law banning the hijab 
in schools was frequently portrayed as a necessary measure to rescue 
oppressed Muslim women. The transcripts of the parliamentary sessions 
in which the proposed law was debated are replete with passionate 
speeches denouncing the hijab and calling for it to be banned in order to 
uphold the Enlightenment principles upon which the French Republic is 
based. Support for the ban was particularly strong amongst politicians of 
the Left. Here Communist Jean-Pierre Brard uses metaphoric enlighten-
ment to portray France as a light of hope for veiled women trapped in the 
darkness of obscurantism throughout the world:

What are the motivations and signifĳicance of wearing the veil? Is it really the 
voluntary act of emancipation that certain women claim? We know from 
experience that this unfortunately isn’t the case… In voting for this law we 
follow in the footsteps of our distant predecessors who put into practice, 
without hesitation, their Republican convictions. We continue a tradition 
that has its origins in the Revolution… And we make France shine through-
out the world for those who are thirsty for light and who courageously battle 
obscurantism every day (Assemblée Nationale 2004, 61–2).



72 chloe patton

This rhetoric is almost identical to French colonial administrator General 
Daumas’ stated desire to “tear offf the veil that still covers the morals, cus-
toms and beliefs” of Muslim society by outlawing the veil in French-
occupied Algeria (Clancy-Smith 1998, 164).

Early imperialist representations of veiled corporeality were also 
reflected in the discourse on veiling following the US-led invasion of 
Afghanistan. In their analysis of media coverage of Taliban oppression of 
Afghani women following the invasion, Ayotte and Husain (2005) argue 
that the practice of Islamic veiling itself was often vilifĳied, rather than its 
forceful imposition by the Taliban. According to Ayotte and Husain, the 
key discursive components of this coverage—the reductionist interpreta-
tion of veiling as synonymous with women’s oppression, the homogenisa-
tion of Islam and the fetishisation of ‘unveiling’—were also central to 
the 19th century rhetoric on veiling used to justify military conquest of the 
Orient (see Ahmed 1992). Cloud (2004) presents a similar analysis of 
the photographic images of veiled Afghani women that appeared in the 
Western media at the time. Many of these images, according to her inter-
pretation, “seem to argue for intervention toward nation building, an 
allegedly humanitarian kind of control that is somehow worth the vio-
lence visited upon those being rescued” (p. 292). She describes the visual 
metaphor of positive transformation evident in a Time Magazine photo-
essay entitled “From Shadow to Light” (p. 293):

In “From Shadow To Light,” there is a photograph of a lone woman, dressed 
head to toe in a burqa, wandering through crumbling desert ruins early in 
the morning with the sun rising in front of her. As in other examples from 
the “From Shadow To Light” compilation, she moves visually from darkness 
into the light of liberation promised by U.S. intervention.

This move from the darkness of oppression towards the light of moder-
nity envisaged as Western liberalism is based on a teleological concept of 
social progress that is mapped onto both societies and individuals. At the 
same time that it rallies support for distant military forays it also shapes 
perceptions of female Muslim subjectivity within Western diasporic con-
texts. As was evident throughout discussions within the photography 
workshops and in the interviews I recorded, participants experienced 
the metaphoric darkening of their identity through not only media repre-
sentations,  but also through paternalistic worrying about their well-
being, which they often encounter in everyday social interactions with 
non-Muslim Australians.
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3. Conclusion

Young Muslim women’s use of the enlightenment metaphor to represent 
their identity can be read as a conscious struggle to usurp the Imperialist 
variant of the metaphor present within Islamophobic representations of 
female Muslim identity. The power of the metaphoric transformation 
from the darkness of veiled oppression towards the light of modern liber-
ated subjectivity is diminished when the veiled self is represented as an 
enlightened state to begin with. Leila’s portraits are particularly successful 
in constructing a more complex representation of female subjectivity in 
this sense. While they can be interpreted as expressing a positive personal 
transformation, this is certainly not between the binary poles of oppres-
sive tradition and Western liberation. As she is keen to point out, life 
beneath the burqa can be rich and colourful.

The methodology I used in this chapter helps address the structure/
agency dilemma that is often overlooked within studies of the social 
implications of discourse. Are subjects merely the efffects of discourse, as 
Foucault’s early work is often interpreted to mean, or should they be seen 
more as the agentive outcomes of their own self-fashioning, as some post-
modernists suggest? According to Giddens (1984), neither perspective is 
fully viable; discourses are social structures that both constrain subjective 
agency and also enable it by supplying the tools to resist its power. The 
enlightenment metaphor used to ‘darken’ female Muslim subjectivity is 
the same one deployed by young Muslim women in their effforts to chal-
lenge the social efffects of this darkening. It is particularly pertinent that 
the self-representation of young Muslim women was a conscious exercise 
of agency in relation to external representation, for the representation of 
female Muslim identity they were challenging is one in which their agency 
is denied.





CHAPTER FIVE

REASON, PASSION, AND ISLAM: THE IMPACT OF EMOTIONALITY AND 
VALUES ON POLITICAL TOLERANCE

Tereza Capelos and Dunya van Troost

In this chapter, we borrow from political psychology theories to explore 
political attitudes towards groups representing Muslims and Islam. Our 
study of public opinion focuses particularly on political tolerance, and its 
afffective and cognitive determinants. Soaring levels of perceived threats to 
‘the Western way of life’ by Muslims put tolerance to the test in many 
Western democracies, and raise questions about xenophobia and discrim-
ination. Politicians and civic organisations have no easy solutions to this 
perceived problem. More than 12 million citizens in Europe are Muslim, 
and their demands for equality are thought to be the next big challenge for 
Europe. We believe that understanding the origins of political tolerance is 
crucial, since welcoming and integrating Muslim populations is becoming 
steadily more inhibited by rising levels of intolerance.

Our study takes place in the Netherlands, a country famous for its toler-
ant attitudes towards soft drug use, euthanasia and gay marriage. In this 
nation of 16 million where one million residents are Muslim, ethnic ten-
sions have been transforming the country, and Islam now lies at the centre 
of the tolerance debate. After 9/11, Dutch society struggled to absorb anti-
Muslim shocks fuelled by controversial political fĳigures like Pim Fortuyn, 
founder of the Lijst Pim Fortuyn (LPF), a now defunct populist right-wing 
political party promoting anti-Muslim policies. Many indigenous Dutch 
citizens considered Islam incompatible with their way of life and a danger 
to their democratic culture. They feared the emergence of militant Islamist 
terrorism, manifesting their anger and frustration with verbal and physi-
cal violence. Following the murder of Pim Fortuyn by an animal rights 
activist during the 2002 national election campaign, immigration policy 
changed to become one of the strictest in Europe, and Dutch politics saw 
a rise in right-wing politicians who focused on the issue of integration. 
After the murder of fĳilm-director Theo van Gogh in November 2004 by a 
Dutch-Moroccan Muslim, a number of mosques and Islamic schools 
became the target of attacks throughout the country. Emotions rose and a 
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number of politicians voiced their anger towards Muslims in the 
Netherlands. Geert Wilders, a Dutch right-wing politician and leader of 
the Party of Freedom, demanded that mosques attended by radicals 
should be closed. Gerrit Zalm, former Deputy Prime Minister and Minister 
of Finance, declared ‘war’ on Islamic extremists. Frits Bolkestein, a Dutch 
politician and former EU Commissioner, was reported in De Standaard 
(8 November 2004) to have told King Mohammed VI in Rabat, Morocco, 
that if he did not want to be seen as an “exporter of murderers” he should 
stop “his” citizens from performing terrorist acts.

Public opinion polls in 2002 reported that about 20 percent of the Dutch 
population had become less tolerant towards Muslims after the 9/11 terror-
ist attacks on the World Trade Center (EUMC 2002). By 2006, about 52 per-
cent of Dutch citizens perceived Islam as intolerant, 40 percent indicated 
that Islam was violent, and 54 percent believed that Islam and democracy 
were incompatible (Algemeen Dagblad 2006). Intolerance was accompa-
nied by strong emotional reactions. In 2005, about 37 percent of Dutch 
citizens had negative feelings towards Muslims (TNS-NIPO 2005a), and 
about 68 percent reported feeling afraid of a potential terrorist attack by 
Muslim fundamentalists (TNS-NIPO 2005b). In March 2005, the French Le 
Monde Diplomatique cautioned that the pillars of Dutch society were 
shaking with the weight of exposed intolerance. But intolerance and 
Islamophobia do not start or stop at the Dutch border. Similar trends were 
observed in France, Spain and the UK (Pew Global Attitudes Project 2005). 
The Centre for Monitoring Racism and Xenophobia—replaced by the EU 
Agency for Fundamental Rights and based in Vienna—reports that dis-
crimination and Islamophobic incidents against European Muslims are 
under-reported and that non-Muslim European citizens are increasingly 
wary of their Muslim counterparts (EUMC 2002, 2003, 2006).

The heightened levels of fear and anger towards the Arab world and 
Muslims, and the growing divide between non-Muslim majorities and 
Muslim minorities in Europe, make the study of political tolerance very 
topical. Political tolerance, i.e. the “willingness to permit the expression of 
ideas or interests that one opposes” (Sullivan, Piereson and Marcus 1979, 
784), is important for the functioning of pluralistic societies. Political psy-
chology studies show that tolerance is put to the test by extraordinary 
threatening events such as terrorist attacks, and that it is challenged by 
everyday tensions, such as the clash between the lifestyle of migrants 
and native groups within society (Skitka, Bauman and Mullen 2004). Here, 
we investigate experimentally how even mild feelings of anger or fear 
towards a fĳictional Islamic group interact with ideological and cultural 
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considerations, and shape political tolerance judgments. Unlike studies 
that measure changes in political tolerance in the context of heightened 
physical threat due to terrorist attacks (Skitka et al 2004), we study changes 
in tolerance when social and personal threat is low and not accompanied 
by physical harm. We conducted an experimental study in which we mea-
sured tolerance under ‘calm’ and ‘mildly stressful’ scenarios involving an 
Islamic social group. We also measured cultural and ideological predispo-
sitions about groups in society (negative attitudes towards immigrants 
versus negative attitudes towards extremists), and examined their interac-
tions with induced emotionality.

Our research contributes to our understanding of perceptions of 
Muslims in societies where Islam is a minority religion by highlighting the 
psychological determinants of people’s attitudes towards minorities. 
Macro-sociological and political approaches can benefĳit from political 
psychology studies that examine the components of attitudes at the indi-
vidual level. By elaborating on the afffective and cognitive mechanism of 
tolerance judgments, we can understand better how public attitudes 
towards Muslims intersect with political values and ideological consider-
ations. Islamophobia contains emotional and cognitive elements, 
expressed often as anger, fear and anti-immigrant attitudes and it is this 
specifĳic interaction between emotions of fear and anger and negative cog-
nitions that we highlight with our experimental study.

Our research also engages with ongoing debates in political psychology 
focusing on the interrelationship between feeling and thinking. We show 
that emotional appraisals of fear generated by social events are important 
determinants of citizens’ reactions when they interact with ideological 
tensions, while anger does not play the same role. In addition, we show 
that tolerance towards minority groups is not a static or one-dimensional 
concept. Its determinants under a terrorist attack can difffer from those 
under milder threatening scenarios, examples of which are abundant in 
the daily life of our societies.

Our research also complements the work of several authors included 
in the current volume. Indeed, Canan-Sokullu analyses polling data on 
attitudes towards Turkey’s accession to the EU (Chapter Six), looking at 
the compatibility of Islamophobia with anti-immigration values, and 
the signifĳicance of fear in shaping popular anxieties in Germany, France, 
Britain and the Netherlands. The negative, threat inducing public percep-
tions of Arabs are also examined in the chapter by al-Rawi, focusing 
particularly on stereotypical images available in popular fĳiction (Chapter 
Nine). 
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A common theme in these chapters is the investigation of emotionality, 
political values, Islamophobia and perceptions of threat as determinants 
of perceptions of Islam. The present chapter proceeds as follows. First, we 
present existing research on tolerance and its determinants. Then we turn 
to an in-depth discussion of fear and anger, and review diffferences 
between the two in influencing political tolerance under conditions of 
threat. We review the design and implementation of our experimental 
study, and we close by discussing the implications of our fĳindings for the 
understanding of the expression of tolerance towards Muslim minorities 
in western democracies.

1. The Afffective Side of Political Tolerance: Particularities of Fear and Anger

Political tolerance draws on afffective and cognitive considerations. The 
role of afffect is prominent because, as Kuklinski, Riggle, Ottati, Schwarz 
and Wyer (1991) point out, in real life we are more likely to form tolerance 
judgements on the basis of our feelings. In an experimental study, they 
show that, contrary to conventional wisdom, when participants are asked 
to consider the consequences of their judgments, they express lower levels 
of tolerance than those asked to respond from their gut feelings. The 
authors conclude that when it comes to tolerance, gut feelings appear to 
be more influential than thought. Examining the role of emotional reac-
tions further, we see that tolerance decreases when the actions of a social 
group generate anxiety. Several scholars examine political tolerance under 
conditions of threat, and show that tolerance is influenced by perceptions 
of threat in predictable ways: threatening stimuli decrease tolerance, 
while reassuring stimuli increase tolerance.

Tolerance has also been investigated under conditions of extreme 
threat, such as terrorist attacks. Skitka et al (2004) examined the efffects 
of psychological reactions to 9/11 on intolerance, demonstrating the 
mediating efffect of intense threat. Similarly, Huddy, Feldman, Taber and 
Lahav (2005) and Feldman and Stenner (1997) show that anxiety and intol-
erance increase under conditions of threat. This is because people with a 
heightened perception of threat pay more attention to contextual infor-
mation, and thus to negative stimuli. It is therefore not surprising to note 
that threat is associated with political intolerance, prejudice, ethnocen-
trism and xenophobia (Feldman and Stenner 1997, Huddy et al 2002, 
Marcus 1995, Sullivan et al 1981).

Recently, attention has turned to the interplay of tolerance with the 
stress-related emotions of anger and fear (Kuklinski et al 1991, Sales 1973, 
Skitka et al 2004, Small, Lerner and Fischhofff 2006, Sullivan et al 1981). 
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Both anger and fear are positively linked to perceptions of threat and play 
a signifĳicant part in forming judgments about society and groups 
(Kuklinski et al 1991, Skitka et al 2004, Whalen, Shin, McInerney and 
Fischer 2001). However, their independent efffect on tolerance judgments 
has not yet been measured. Anger and fear are worth studying because 
they share interesting similarities but also diffferences. Both are negative 
emotions central to the formation of political judgements and they influ-
ence how new information is dealt with in the brain (Huddy et al 2005). 
However, as several studies show, they diverge physiologically, neurally, 
and behaviourally.

For example, in terms of physiological distinctions, while both anger 
and fear cause the heart rate to rise, their physiological manifestation 
through body temperature, or perspiration is not the same. While people 
who are angry report feeling hot, people who are afraid report feeling cold 
(Roseman and Evdokas 2004). Furthermore people who are afraid have an 
increase in perspiration whereas anger is not associated with this symp-
tom (Rime, Philippot and Cisamolo 1990). Brain activity is another area 
where there is diffferentiation between anger and fear. Wacker, Heldmann 
and Stemmler (2003) studied the neural system in the brain and its natural 
response in situations that make one angry or afraid. They fĳind that fear 
leads to stimulation of the part of the brain related to withdrawal (flight), 
while anger leads to increased activity in the part of the brain related to 
approach (fĳight). In other words, these two discrete emotions have a dif-
ferent biological function. According to Berkowitz (1999, 421), “the anger 
experience presumably grows out of the awareness of the aggression-
related reactions, whereas fear derives from the awareness of the fĳight-
linked responses.”

There are also behavioural diffferences between the two emotions. High 
levels of fear are associated with a limited capacity to use cognitive abili-
ties. In a state of anxiety, all attention is focused on the threatening source, 
leaving no space for non-threatening aspects of the environment (Huddy 
et al 2005). Fear also makes people more eager to avoid danger and pull 
back (Isbel, Ottati and Burns 2006). Anger, on the other hand, makes peo-
ple want to be responsive and more aggressive in their behaviour. Feelings 
of anger evoke responsibility attributions and thoughts about whom to 
blame for a negative event, as for example in the case of the terrorist 
attacks on 9/11 (Small et al 2006). Studies in the fĳield of psychology report 
diffferences of out-group-related behaviour. While anger leads to more 
optimistic risk estimates and out-group aggression, fear leads to pessimis-
tic risk estimates and in-group improvement (Learner, Gonzalez, Small 
and Fischhofff 2003).
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In a situation where there is a risk of threat, the behavioural conse-
quences of anger and fear become obvious. While fear holds information 
about risk, anger gives information about who is at fault (Schwarz 1990). 
Resulting from their diffferent states of appraisal (certainty and control), 
the goals of individuals who feel angry contrast with the goals of those 
who feel afraid. According to Lerner and Keltner (2001), people who expe-
rience fear want to reduce risk, while those who experience anger are 
more likely to take risks. Diffferentiation is also evident in the conse-
quences of these emotions on the assessment of political events. In a fĳield 
experiment, Lerner et al (2003) examined how priming either fear or anger 
determined citizens’ risk estimates. The results show opposite efffects for 
the two emotions. Experiencing anger triggers more optimistic beliefs 
regarding matters of national interest, while experiencing fear triggers 
greater pessimism, which can lead to punitive preferences or to prefer-
ences for conciliatory policies. Considering the above, our interest here is 
to examine similarities and diffferences in the impact of anger and fear on 
political tolerance. We can all imagine social scenarios when citizens feel 
afraid of a particular group or situations where they feel angry. By identify-
ing nuances in the afffective conditions under which tolerance is influ-
enced, we hope to shed more light on the mechanism by which tolerance 
judgments are afffected.

2. So Close and Yet So Far: Political Environment and Tolerance

The political environment has a signifĳicant impact on the levels of stress 
generated on individuals. Because stress afffects tolerance, the political 
environment can also play an indirect role in how much people are willing 
to share their world with others. We know that tolerance is a function of 
considerations regarding the nature of the activity in which a target group 
exercises certain democratic rights or social behaviour. Chanley (1994) 
shows that tolerance diminishes when space or time proximity is high, in 
other words when the activity or situation is perceived as immediate, 
when it involves people one cares for, and when it takes place nearby, thus 
implying contact. In contrast, when involving an unknown place or dis-
tant time, people fĳind it easier to say that they would allow others, even 
those they do not like, to exercise their rights and participate fully in 
society. Higher tolerance has been reported for scenarios that involve a 
group holding a public rally, a situation scoring low on physical contact. 
Similarly, in scenarios where there is little contact with the ideas or with a 
member of a group that one does not like, people generally accept the 
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group’s activity, regardless of whether they are personally involved. Under 
intense contact scenarios, however, people generally oppose the group’s 
activity more strongly.

In our research, we are particularly interested in expressions of toler-
ance in everyday political situations with minimal levels of physical threat 
(e.g. a rally, demonstration or political speech) that allow for ideological 
contact. As prior research has demonstrated, in a highly stressful and 
threatening environment, such as the aftermath of a terrorist attack, peo-
ple tend to feel less tolerant (Skitka et al 2004). What we do not know is 
whether citizens experience lower tolerance in ordinary political situa-
tions (such as political demonstrations or rallies) outside the high-threat 
context of a terrorist attack that implies physical harm. Because in ordi-
nary politics anger and fear can be experienced simultaneously and 
because it is often difffĳicult to separate their efffects (Huddy, Feldman and 
Cassese 2006), here we employ an experimental manipulation of the two 
emotions. We use a fĳictional Islamic out-group as the target to examine 
how anger and fear generated in the context of a public demonstration 
shape political tolerance, and to understand the role of the two emotions 
in scenarios that we are all likely to encounter in our everyday political 
interactions with others in society.

3. A Signifĳicant Cognitive Component: Political Values and Tolerance

Feelings, although important, are not the only determinants of tolerance. 
Stressing its cognitive component, Kinder (1998) shows that what people 
think about at a particular point in time can have a positive or negative 
influence on tolerance judgments. Important elements are the frame of 
consideration and the types of information in the political environment. 
For example, being asked to make an evaluation of a group can have a 
positive efffect on tolerance, when thinking takes place in the context 
of principles such as support for democratic values and civil liberties 
(Kinder 1998). This is because when people are confronted with value 
conflicts, they stop and think, and their frame of mind influences their 
judgments (Pefffley, Knigge and Hurwitz 2001). Note, however, that Marcus 
(1995) suggests that actually it is not so much the state of mind at the 
time the information is stored that matters, but it is the state of mind 
when the information is being recalled that influences the tolerance 
judgement.

Research shows that judgments of political tolerance also depend 
on more permanent value considerations and individual characteristics. 
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For example, conservatives and authoritarians are more intolerant 
(Feldman 2003, Stenner 2005, Sullivan et al 1981), while their counterparts, 
political liberals, appear to be more tolerant even towards unsympathetic 
target groups (Lindner and Nosek 2009). While close-mindedness is often 
considered as a characteristic of the political right, is has been also found 
to exist in certain forms of left-wing political expression (Greenberg and 
Jonas 2003). And moving beyond ideological diffferences, other scholars 
turn to the role of education and cognitive sophistication as promoters of 
the acceptance of others (Bobo and Licari 1989, Golebiowska 1995, Kinder 
1998). Golebiowska (1995) shows that while people with higher levels of 
education are more tolerant, it is their cognitive sophistication that 
accounts for a substantial part of the positive efffect of education. 
Correlations of tolerance with gender, urbanism and region of residence 
have also been examined (Abrahamson and Carter 1986, Golebiowska 
1995, Pefffley et al 2001).

Putting feeling and thinking together, Gibson and Bingham (1982) 
examined the interaction of cognitive and afffective elements as determi-
nants of tolerance. They showed that when mediated by tolerance-
promoting thoughts and democratic values, fear can lead to an increase 
of tolerance. That is because when we are afraid, our pre-existing cultural 
values can be strengthened and reafffĳirmed. Parenthetically, the fĳinding 
that fear can act as a catalyst that strengthens an individual’s worldview 
is in line with experimental fĳindings of terror management studies in 
psychology developed by Solomon, Greenberg and Pyszczynski (1991). 
Drawing on Freud and Fromm, this motivational theory argues that our 
awareness of mortality generates psychological terror. In several experi-
ments, emotional distress generated by making mortality salient made the 
world-view of the participants more salient and, as a result, they clung 
strongly to their ideological beliefs.

Going back to political psychology studies, Kinder (1998) showed that 
people who value civil liberties are able to hold on to their opinion even 
under conditions of threat. On the other hand, in the presence of strong 
negative opinions about a group, anxiety increases, which leads to sensi-
tivity towards new negative information, which in turn leads to a decrease 
in tolerance. The interaction of cognition and emotion is also evident in a 
study by Marcus (1995), where the participants were asked to select a least-
liked racist or non-racist group and report their level of anxiety. 
Respondents became more nervous and emotionally engaged when con-
fronted with their least liked-group, and more afffected by new negative 
information.
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4. A Tripartite Relationship: Emotions, Values, and the Environment

In this chapter, we are particularly interested in the interplay between 
emotions, values and the environment, for the expression of political tol-
erance. As we discussed, under calm conditions citizens can set aside their 
prejudices and reservations about other groups in society, but in a stressful 
environment, the increase in perceptions of threat can lead to a decline in 
tolerance proportional to the level of stress in the environment. The issue 
is one of degree. Naturally, when the political context is highly threatening 
(e.g. implying physical harm, or when high proximity and contact with the 
target group is imminent) tolerance will decline sharply. Under situations 
of low stress, we expect a less sharp decline of tolerance. The question we 
are interested in here is whether every-day life situations that stimulate 
ideological threat (e.g. a demonstration or a rally by an out-group) are able 
to induce a decline in tolerance. A second factor we want to examine is the 
role of civic values in the expression of political tolerance. Pre-existing 
negative considerations towards an out-group are expected to enhance 
negative feelings and decrease tolerance in a stressful environment. This is 
following evidence in psychological studies that in a situation that is con-
sidered unsettling, a disliked group will be evaluated on the basis of exist-
ing beliefs. While anxiety and stress activate predispositions, a calm 
political environment is expected to mute diffferences in tolerance based 
on individual predispositions.

We also expect a qualitative diffference in the type of stress experienced 
by individuals. In a situation that generates stress in the form of anger, 
individuals will behave diffferently from how they will in a situation that 
stimulates fear. In general, we expect anger to lead to a decline in toler-
ance, stimulating opposition, risk taking and willingness to fĳight for ideas 
that clash with the target group. We expect that the efffect of anger will not 
be mediated by the values of the individuals because even low levels of 
anger are associated with limited cognitive processing. Even when the 
stress is low, as in a rally or demonstration, as individuals feel angry due to 
the violation of expected behaviour from an out-group, we expect a decline 
in reported tolerance irrespective of cognitive considerations. Fear, on the 
other hand, has low risk behavioural consequences, and people who are 
afraid usually opt for less conflict. Because low levels of fear encourage 
cognitive processing, when fear is mediated by support for democratic val-
ues the negative emotion should not generate intolerance. On the other 
hand, when fear is mediated by values that point to prejudice towards an 
out-group, we expect a sharper decline of tolerance.
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To recapitulate, we examine potential shifts in tolerance from a calm 
scenario, to an ‘everyday’ mildly threatening political situation. That is all 
the more important in the current times of change and tension within 
groups in multicultural societies where ‘ordinary’ conflict regularly puts 
tolerance to the test. Having said that, it is also important to highlight an 
important distinction between the low threat scenarios we examine here, 
and the high threat scenarios examined by other scholars in the fĳield. 
Under conditions of high threat, as in the aftermath of a terrorist attack, 
emotional reactions and civic values afffect tolerance in diffferent ways. 
When an individual comes in high contact with the source of stress, fear 
has a much more detrimental efffect on his or her tolerance compared to 
anger. Studies that examine political tolerance in the context of 9/11 show 
that under highly stressful conditions, fearful individuals take notice of a 
negative situation faster than individuals who are angry. When the envi-
ronment stimulates high levels of fear, people’s capacity to stop their ini-
tial reaction and have second thoughts is diminished, so their tolerance 
declines, irrespective of their values and considerations. As we saw earlier, 
in high stress scenarios, fear or panic at its extreme, prevent cognitive pro-
cessing. Interestingly, it is anger that allows rethinking and moderating a 
negative judgment.

5. Research Design, Procedures and Measures

To test our hypotheses we conducted an experimental study that manipu-
lates the experience of fear or anger under a mildly stressful scenario and 
then measures changes in the level of reported tolerance towards a fĳic-
tional Islamic group. The experiment took place in the autumn of 2005 
and participants were 88 political science undergraduate students of 
Leiden University in the Netherlands. Participants arrived at the computer 
laboratories of the Social Sciences Faculty, and were randomly assigned to 
experimental conditions. We asked participants to take part in two osten-
sibly unrelated studies within the same 45-minute session. The fĳirst survey 
was presented as an investigation of what people think about political 
issues and leaders in government, and contained measures of support for 
civil liberties, political knowledge and tolerance towards groups in society. 
Participants were asked to name the group in society they disliked the 
most and answered general tolerance questions about their least-liked 
group. Filler questions included responses to current political issues, eval-
uations of political candidates, party preferences, and a word recognition 
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puzzle. The second survey was described as a test of how much informa-
tion people remember when they read a story in the news, but it actually 
presented participants with a reassuring and then a threatening descrip-
tion of a fĳictional group that generated fear or anger. The two-study proce-
dure was adopted in order to avoid any emotional carry-over from the 
least-liked group evaluations in the fĳirst survey, to the fĳictional Islamic 
group in the second survey.

In the second survey, participants were presented with stimulus materi-
als that were identifĳied as actual news stories about a fĳictional Islamic 
youth organisation called Youth for Islam. Note that we used a fĳictional 
group because we wanted to ensure that the experimental material was 
not contaminated by participants’ attitudes towards actual groups. 
Participants received fĳirst the reassuring, and then the threatening sce-
nario. In the reassuring scenario, our intention was to create a situation 
where feelings and thoughts about the target group were non-threatening. 
Participants read that a youth organisation called Youth for Islam received 
a subsidy by the Dutch government. In the text, a spokesperson explained 
what the group stood for, and a public opinion poll indicated that the gen-
eral public had moderate feelings towards this group. Following the news 
article, participants answered questions on their recall of facts about the 
fĳictional group, and reported their tolerance towards the group.

Next, all participants were subjected either to the anger or the fear con-
ditions of the mildly stressful scenario designed to alert them to a poten-
tial low-level threat. We manipulated the afffective state of the participants 
(fear or anger) as appraisals towards the fĳictional target group violating 
standards of good behaviour. Such violations have shown to be signifĳicant 
determinants of intolerance in previous studies. The text described a dem-
onstration organised by the same fĳictional group which took place in The 
Hague and caused disturbance. Banners held by Youth for Islam members 
were described in the text as using inflammatory language. While the arti-
cle did not specify the content of the banners (in order to avoid contami-
nation due to cognitive evaluations of the content) it noted that it was 
disturbing to bystanders.

The text also contained the experimental manipulation of anger and 
fear. Half of the participants read that bystanders at the demonstration 
felt angry, and the other half read that the bystanders felt afraid, after read-
ing the banners held by Youth for Islam. Similar non-invasive manipula-
tions have also been used successfully in and experiment done by Kuklinski 
et al (1991) to study political tolerance judgements, where respondents 
were primed via a small text to consider the consequences or try to think 
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about their feelings. A manipulation through text priming was also sufffĳi-
cient in an experiment testing the influence of types of national unity on 
tolerance of cultural diversity. Another example of a similar manipulation 
was carried out by Li & Brewer (2004). To make their respondents think 
about a certain type of national unity, a brief description about the mean-
ing of American identity was inserted as part of the general instructions in 
a questionnaire. In both studies the manipulation had the desired efffect 
on the respondent’s attitude.

Since we are interested in the dynamic relationship between anger, fear, 
and stress generated by mild threat, the manipulation was essential to 
determine whether mild threat perceptions interact with fear and anger to 
influence tolerance judgments. After reading the stressful scenario, par-
ticipants were asked a series of questions that measured again their reac-
tions to the fĳictional group. At the end of the study, participants were 
informed about the purpose of the study. Their assessment of their experi-
ence was positive and none said that they had guessed that the two studies 
were related or that the purpose of the study was to investigate political 
tolerance towards Islamic groups.

Our study includes a measure of tolerance towards the fĳictional Islamic 
youth group in the calm scenario and a measure of tolerance in the stress-
ful scenario. The study also contains a measure of baseline tolerance 
towards the respondents’ least liked group (reliability a = .50). For this 
measure, we asked participants whether they would feel comfortable if a 
member of their least liked group came to live next door to them, and also 
whether they thought that members of their least liked group should be 
allowed to teach in schools. For the measures of target-specifĳic tolerance 
in the ‘calm’ and ‘stressful’ scenarios, we asked participants to indicate 
whether they would be comfortable sitting next to someone from this 
group, whether members of groups like the Youth for Islam would be part 
of the participant’s group of friends, and whether they should be allowed 
to make a public speech. Participants then indicated whether they agreed 
or disagreed with the posed statement by choosing a number between −5 
(strongly disagree) and +5 (strongly agree). The scale measuring tolerance 
under the calm scenario (ToleranceCalm) has alpha reliability a= .65, and in 
the stressful scenario (ToleranceStressful) has alpha reliability a= .78. The 
questionnaire also included measures of the participants’ overall feelings 
towards Youth for Islam, as well as their specifĳic emotional reactions, 
accounting for anger, fear, happiness and anxiety. Respondents also rated 
Youth for Islam on being honest, trustworthy, safe, violent and good. Note 
that for the overall evaluation, we used the standard thermometer score 
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ranging from 0–100. For the emotional responses and trait items, we used 
11-point scales from zero to 10, where zero indicated absence of the emo-
tion or the trait, and 10 indicated strong presence of the emotion or the 
trait.

6. Analysis and Results

In line with previous studies, we expect to see valence congruent efffects 
following the ‘calm’ and ‘mildly stressful’ scenarios. In other words, in the 
mildly stressful scenario there should be a decline in political tolerance, in 
comparison with the ‘calm’ scenario. Table 1 shows the changes in toler-
ance levels and the evaluations of the fĳictional Islamic youth group, 
between the ‘calm’ and ‘mildly stressful’ scenario, without accounting for 
the anger and fear manipulation. Under the ‘calm’ scenario, tolerance 
levels (ToleranceCalm) were at .76 points, but in the ‘stressful’ scenario toler-
ance signifĳicantly declined, dropping to .72 points. Signifĳicant changes 
were also evident in the evaluations of Youth for Islam. Under the ‘calm’ 
scenario, participants gave the group moderate ratings on honesty (.59) 
and trust (.53). In addition, they considered Youth for Islam to be neither 
very good nor very bad (.52). In the ‘stressful’ scenario, where the reputa-
tion of the group is challenged, its ratings drop sharply. The overall rating 
of the group goes to .43 and evaluations of honesty and trust declined to 
.53 and .47 points respectively.

Table 1. Tolerance and evaluations of Youth for Islam in calm and stressful 
scenarios.

Calm scenario Stressful scenario

Tolerance .76a (.20) .72b (.22)
Honesty .59a (.22) .53b (.22) 
Trust .53a (.19) .47b (.21) 
Overall evaluation .52a (.16) .43b (.17) 
Anxiety .41a (.20) .49b (.21) 
Safety .53a (.18) .44b (.19) 
Violence .34a (.22) .45b (.24) 
N 88 88

Note: Entries are means, standard deviation in parentheses. Tolerance scales range from 
0 to 1 with the value of 1 indicating a tolerant attitude. Superscripts (a and b) indicate 
signifĳicant diffferences at .05 level between the means in the same row.
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These fĳindings link environmentally induced stress and changes in toler-
ance. As evidenced in Table 1 and also Figure 1, under the ‘calm’ scenario, 
anxiety levels are low (.41 points). Under the mildly ‘stressful’ scenario we 
generated here, anxiety increased by .08 points, climbing to .49 points. 
Similarly, under the calm scenario Youth for Islam is perceived as relatively 
safe (.53) and not particularly violent (.34). After the ‘stressful’ scenario 
Youth for Islam received lower ratings on safety (.44) and higher on vio-
lence (.45). These changes are small, but they are statistically signifĳicant, 
and indicate that attributions and evaluations can be afffected even in the 
presence of a mildly stressful situation like the one simulated in our exper-
iment. Our next focus is the efffect of political predispositions on tolerance 
judgments.

In the analysis that follows, we categorised our participants in two 
groups, based on their identifĳication of their least-liked group in society: 
the group who disliked immigrants and the group who disliked the 
extreme right. Note that participants responded to an open-ended ques-
tion asking them to identify their least-liked group in society. The responses 
were then sorted, and two main groups were identifĳied: disliking extreme 
right, and disliking immigrants. Participants whose least-liked group was 
diffferent are excluded from further analysis.

Figure 1. Tolerance and evaluations of Youth for Islam in calm and stress-
ful scenarios.
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Our expectation was that participants with a predisposition against 
immigrants would report lower levels of tolerance towards the fĳictional 
Islamic youth group, because their least liked group is associated with the 
target group used in our experimental manipulation.

As we see in Table 2, political tolerance is not only a matter of the politi-
cal environment and the information available. It is also a matter of the 
values and appreciations that people hold about other groups in society. 
Participants who disliked the extreme right report tolerance levels towards 
Youth for Islam of around .82 points. In addition, moving from the ‘calm’ to 
the ‘stressful’ scenario did not change the reported tolerance towards 
Youth for Islam among these participants. In contrast, participants who 
identifĳied immigrants, a group that shared similar characteristics with 
Youth for Islam, as their least-liked group report signifĳicantly lower 
tolerance for Youth for Islam under a ‘calm’ scenario (.62) and their toler-
ance drops further (.53) in the ‘stressful’ scenario. Although this .9 point 
change is not statistically signifĳicant due to the low number of cases, it is 
indicative of the power of pre-existing values on changes of political 
tolerance.

Our third hypothesis involves the distinct efffects of anger and fear on 
political tolerance. Here, we expect that a ‘mild threat’ scenario generating 
fear will be more detrimental to tolerance than a ‘mild threat’ scenario 
generating anger. In other words, participants in the fear manipulation 
will feel less tolerant towards Youth for Islam compared to participants in 
the anger manipulation. Contrary to our expectation, as Table 3 shows, we 
do not fĳind signifĳicant diffferences between the two conditions in any of 
our measures, although the diffferences between the two manipulations 
point to the expected direction.

Table 2. Tolerance of Youth for Islam and predispositions.

Dislike extreme right Dislike immigrants

Tolerance calm scenario .81a (.15) .62b (.26)
Tolerance stressful scenario .82a (.14) .53b (.24)
N 28 13

Note: Entries are means, standard deviation in parentheses. Tolerance scales range from 0 
to 1 with the value of 1 indicating a tolerant attitude. Superscripts (a and b) indicate signifĳi-
cant diffferences at .05 level between means in the same row.
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Table 3. Change of evaluations of Youth for Islam under stress: diffferences 
between anger and fear.

Anger Fear

Tolerance .73a (.21) .70a (.23)
Honesty .53a(.20) .53a (.23)
Trust .49a (.22) .46a (.23)
Overall evaluation .45a (.17) .41a (.19)
Safety .45a (.17) .44a (.23)
Anxiety .52a (.22) .5a (.26)
Violence .47a (.23) .42a (.23)
N 44 44

Note: Entries are means, standard deviation in parentheses. Tolerance scales range from 0 
to 1 with the value of 1 indicating a tolerant attitude. A common superscript (a) indicates 
non-signifĳicant diffferences at .05 level between means in the same row.

More analytically, tolerance under the ‛anger’ condition is at .73, and under 
‛fear’ it drops to .70. Evaluations of Youth for Islam in terms of honesty are 
identical for the two conditions (.53) while perceptions of trust decline 
slightly with fear (.48 vs. .46). The overall evaluation of the group takes a 
sharper decline, from .45 in the anger condition to .41 in the ‛fear’ condi-
tion. Emotional reactions regarding safety are almost identical (.45 vs. .44) 
but anxiety increases slightly under fear (.52 vs. .56). Expectations of vio-
lence on the other hand, are afffected by anger, moving the average of .42 
under the fear condition to a high of .47 under anger.

Our manipulation of anger and fear did not yield signifĳicant changes in 
a mildly stressful environment. While mild stress itself has a signifĳicant 
impact on tolerance (Table 1), we were not able to detect an obvious 
diffference between the anger and fear generating scenarios (Table 3). Our 
next test involves a more in depth analysis of the role of emotions on polit-
ical tolerance, as we turn to the interaction of emotions with political val-
ues and orientations. We expect that under low stress situations, fear will 
interact with pre-existing values, and when mediated by prejudice against 
the target group, it will lead to a sharp decrease in tolerance.

Table 4 shows the tolerance scores towards Youth for Islam among par-
ticipants who dislike the extreme right (.82) and participants who dislike 
immigrants (.53), a diffference of .29 points on average. This is evidence 
that values and pre-existing opinions about groups in society mediate 
changes in political tolerance. Second, the type of emotional manipula-
tion does not cause much change in tolerance towards Youth for Islam 



 reason, passion, and islam 91

Table 4. Changes in levels of tolerance based on prejudice and emotions.

Least liked group Manipulation Tolerance N

Dislike extreme right Anger .79a (.14) 14
Fear .84a (.14) 14
Total .82a (.14) 28

Dislike immigrants Anger .62a (.23)       6
Fear .46b (.24)      7
Total .53c (.24) 13

Total Anger .74a (.18) 20
Fear .71a (.26) 21
Total .72a (.22) 41

Note: Entries are means, standard deviation in parentheses. Tolerance scales range from 0 
to 1 with the value of 1 indicating a tolerant attitude. Superscripts (a, b, c) indicate signifĳi-
cant diffferences at .05 level between same column means of the same category.

among the group that dislikes the extreme right. The average reported tol-
erance among this group fluctuates between .79 and .84 points for the fear 
and anger conditions. We believe that is because in the context of the low 
stress scenario generated by the experiment, the mild manipulations of 
fear or anger were unable to override the pre-existing reassuring cognitive 
considerations about the target group.

Also, as we see in Figure 2, in the presence of negative prejudice, feeling 
angry or afraid makes a signifĳicant diffference for political tolerance that 
fluctuates between .46 and .62 points. Among the participants who dislike 
immigrants, those in the fear manipulation become about .24 points less 
tolerant towards Youth for Islam than their counterparts in the anger 
manipulation. These fĳindings are shown in Table 5 as regression coefffĳi-
cients. Here, predispositions, the afffective manipulation and their interac-
tions predict levels of tolerance towards Youth for Islam under a mildly 
stressful scenario. The negative coefffĳicient of the dummy variable labelled 
‛Dislike immigrants’ points to the .17 point lower tolerance score among 
the participants who dislike immigrants compared to the participants 
who dislike the extreme right under the anger condition (the anger condi-
tion is the baseline in this analysis). In Table 4 this corresponds to the 
change from .79 points to .62 points.

In Table 5, the constant marks the starting level of tolerance for 
the baseline group. This corresponds to the .79 score of the group that 
disliked the extreme right, under the anger manipulation in Table 4. 
The non-signifĳicant coefffĳicient of the ‛Fear Manipulation’ confĳirms that 
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Table 5. Prejudice and emotions—interaction.

Tolerance

Dislike Immigrants −.17* (.09)
Fear Manipulation .28 (.16)
Dislike Immigrants * Fear −.22* (.11)
Constant .79*** (.12)
Adj. R square .37
N 40
Notes: *p<.05, ** p<.01, *** p<.001.
Parameter estimates are unstandardised regression coefffĳicients, standard errors in 
parenthesis.

considering independently the move from the anger to the fear manipula-
tion has no signifĳicant efffect on tolerance under mild stress. The signifĳi-
cant interaction coefffĳicient ‛Dislike Immigrants * Fear’ points to the 
additive efffect of the fear manipulation on the efffect of predispositions 
against immigrants on political tolerance. The signifĳicant baseline ‛Dislike 
Immigrants’ negative efffect (-.17), together with the signifĳicant interaction 
variable labelled ‛Dislike Immigrants * Fear’ (-.22) point to a decline of .39 
points in tolerance of the participants in the fear condition who dislike 
immigrants, in comparison to those that dislike the extreme right. Looking 

Figure 2. Prejudice and emotion interaction.
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back at Table 4 and Figure 2, this change is evident in the move from .84 
points to .46 points.

Taken together, the fĳindings presented here show the multifaceted ori-
gins of tolerance change. Political tolerance can be shaken by negative 
afffect, disapproving predispositions, and a stressful political environment. 
We see that even in the context of a mildly stressful situation generated by 
mere descriptions of a political rally where the target group holds pro-
vocative signs, political tolerance declines signifĳicantly. This is in line with 
other studies that fĳind that appraisals of safety or threat have a signifĳicant 
role in expressions of tolerance. While safe environments boost tolerance, 
stressful environments foster its decline. We also saw that apart from con-
temporary information on the political environment, tolerance changes 
depend on existing beliefs and predispositions. Disliking a group similar 
to Youth for Islam had a signifĳicant accelerant efffect on tolerance decline. 
In addition, we found that fear interacts with negative predispositions, 
verifying the triangular interdependence of emotions, predispositions and 
political environment for political tolerance, even in situations that are 
not particularly threatening.

7. Discussion and Conclusion

The fĳindings of our research point to the importance of the political con-
text, the levels of citizens’ afffective state and the nature of their civic val-
ues for the understanding of political tolerance towards Islam. We 
expected that under mildly threatening events that stimulate fear, toler-
ance judgments would shift upwards or downwards on the basis of the 
valence of pre-existing cognitions. We found that people who disliked the 
extreme right and were exposed to a situation generating ‛fear’ were 
slightly more tolerant towards the fĳictional Islamic youth group than those 
in the situation generating anger, but this diffference was not statistically 
signifĳicant. In other words, fear matters in the context of negative cogni-
tions, but does not seem to stimulate higher tolerance when cognitions 
are positive. We did fĳind interesting efffects of fear for the group that dis-
liked immigrants. For them, fear primed negative cognitions more than 
anger did, and led to a decline in tolerance. For people with negative cog-
nitions, fear accelerated the efffect of mild threat, leading to signifĳicantly 
lower evaluations than anger.

Two interesting points are raised by our fĳindings. First, it is important to 
stress that in our experiment we measured tolerance towards Islam under 
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low threat, in the absence of a physical threat. Our scenario emulated a 
social event that called for tolerance towards an Islamic youth group 
whose behaviour and beliefs challenged the participants’ ideological 
space with offfensive messages. This is a diffferent social context from a sce-
nario involving physical harm. There the interplay of emotionality and 
cognition are expected to be very diffferent. As we have seen in studies 
examining tolerance towards Muslims in the context of a terrorist attack, 
where threat is high and can be of a physical kind, high levels of anxiety 
block the activation of value considerations. In such a scenario, it is the 
increased emotionality that will drive tolerance changes. It would be 
interesting to examine changes in tolerance under intense ideological 
threat, where the ideas and way of life of citizens are put to a severe test. 
As we saw earlier, studies in psychology demonstrate that high levels of 
anger allow cognitive processing, unlike high levels of fear. In this case, 
anger would magnify the mediating role of existing predispositions, pro-
ducing diffferent results from the ones we noticed in our experiment. 
Future studies can vary the intensity of everyday ideological threat sce-
narios by altering the proximity and contact with the message of the target 
group, and examine whether emotionality and values produce diffferent 
interactions.

A second point worth exploring further is the very interaction of emo-
tionality and pre-existing values for the expression of political tolerance. 
We saw that a frightened and negatively biased citizen becomes a less tol-
erant citizen. In our scenario, citizens who disliked immigrants were the 
least tolerant towards the Islamic youth group. On the other hand, partici-
pants who identifĳied right-wing extremists as their least-liked group did 
not react signifĳicantly to the threat condition or to the anger and fear 
manipulation. This lack of reaction among the group that disliked extrem-
ists is interesting but should not be seen as a qualitative statement of their 
general tolerance. Rather, it pushes our understanding of tolerance change 
further. We expect that this seemingly unafffected group would display 
similar shifts in tolerance to the group that disliked immigrants when the 
target group resembled their least-liked group. Future work can test this 
hypothesis directly in an experiment that involves evaluations of an 
extreme right-wing group involved in street demonstrations, in place of 
the fĳictional group Youth for Islam used here.

Islamophobia in the western world is also present in electoral politics, 
as the fear of Islam taints electoral races from the local, to the national, to 
the European level. In September 2004, Jean-Pierre Rafffarin, the former 
French prime minister, referring to Turkey’s potential entry in the EU 



 reason, passion, and islam 95

asked: “Do we want the river of Islam to enter the river bed of European 
secularism?” (Spencer 2004). Rumours of US presidential candidate Barack 
Hussein Obama being a Muslim might have cost him votes in certain 
states during the 2008 Democratic Party primary contest. At the same 
time, in Britain, the far-right British National Party (BNP), in an attempt to 
make a breakthrough in the May 2008 London Mayoral election, cam-
paigned on a platform that attempted to rekindle the historical enmity 
between Jewish and Muslim communities. Pat Richardson, a BNP party 
councillor, is quoted in The Guardian saying “I’m in the BNP because no 
one else speaks out against the Islamifĳication of our country.” Shedding 
light on the determinants of political tolerance becomes an essential tool 
in understanding citizens’ electoral decision-making and support for par-
ticular policy proposals.

The further study of the tripartite relationship between emotions, val-
ues and the political environment in shaping political tolerance becomes 
all the more relevant in light of the challenges to multicultural societies 
heightened by the terrorist attacks in Madrid on 11 March 2004, in London 
on 7 July 2005, the protests following the Jyllands-Posten Mohammed car-
toons in Denmark on 30 September 2005, and the failed car bomb in Times 
Square, New York, on 1 May 2010. While Islamophobic sentiments are on 
the rise, the social challenge that Western democracies face is how to 
embrace their Muslim citizens. The debate is open about how to integrate 
Muslims in an increasingly secular world. Our research highlights the 
afffective and cognitive dimensions of tolerance judgments in mildly 
stressful situations, and shows that neither reason nor passion alone can 
guarantee tolerance towards Islam, unless balanced by empathetic civic 
values.





CHAPTER SIX

ISLAMOPHOBIA AND TURCOSCEPTICISM IN EUROPE? 
A FOUR-NATION STUDY

Ebru Ş. Canan-Sokullu

It is often said that socio-political and cultural-religious divides crystal-
lised in the European Union (EU) in the aftermath of the 11 September 
2001 attacks in the USA, leading to increased tension and concerns with 
regard to the role and place of Islam and Muslims in the EU. The March 
2004 and July 2005 bombings in Madrid and London triggered a further 
change in the social and political landscape, which is thought to have 
compounded existing antagonisms towards Islam and Muslims within 
the EU. The socio-political status of Muslim minorities in the EU became 
ever more controversial, as evidenced in pan-European public furores 
relating to Islamic dress, Islamophobic reactions to bombings, the assas-
sination of fĳilm-maker Theo van Gogh in the Netherlands, the publication 
of cartoons of the Prophet Mohammed in Denmark, or comments made 
by Pope Benedict XVI in Germany on Islam, to name but a few. Against this 
backdrop, some have argued that Turkey’s accession to the EU would lead 
to an ‛Islamisation’ of Europe, while others have argued that opposition to 
its accession reflects ‛Turcoscepticism’.

Evidence for Turcoscepticism can be found in limited and mistaken 
descriptions of Turkey as a poor and populous Islamic country riddled 
with social, cultural and political problems that would prevent it from 
efffectively adopting and internalising the values of the EU. Discussions on 
Turkey’s potential membership in the EU are not limited to the political 
sphere though. Indeed, they have found their way into popular discourses 
relating to the compatibility of Turkey’s socio-cultural and religious values 
with those of the EU. Discussions and discourses such as these have 
revolved around perceived diffferences in collective identities rooted in 
religion, culture, ethnicity and national dynamics. These discussions also 
revolve around Europe’s supposed Christian and Enlightenment heritage, 
as well as its secular values of liberalism, democracy and the defence of 
human rights (Casanova 2006, 74). As a result, Turkey’s EU integration 
project has recently come to be viewed in Europe as a process of political 
incorporation premised on inclusive notions of legal citizenship and value 
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orientations. On the other hand, concerns have begun to grow about the 
relationship between religion and the state in Turkey, about its cultural-
religious history, and the value system to which it adheres. This was com-
bined with fears over uncontrolled waves of immigration from Turkey 
into other EU member states, whereby almost 70 million Muslims would 
become European citizens overnight. These concerns have contributed to 
the growth of Turcoscepticism in Europe; in efffect, there has been a grow-
ing perception within the public sphere that the Turkish Crescent would 
endanger the European Cross. Underlying this, there appears to be an anx-
iety felt among the European public that Europe is being ‛Islamicised’, 
with Islam perceived as a homogeneous, proselytising Other. The present 
chapter will address a number of questions raised by these issues:

• To what extent does the European public harbour Islamophobic 
sentiments?

• How does this afffect relationships between Turkey and the EU?
• Is Turcoscepticism based on the fear of an influx of immigrants into 

Europe?
• To what extent does the European public believe that Islam and 

democracy are compatible systems of values, beliefs and norms?
• How are perceptions of Islam related to Turcoscepticism?

1. Turcoscepticism, Islamophobia and Migration: The Dialectic between 
Islam and Western-Style Democracy

The prospect of Turkey joining the EU has a long history and has gener-
ated unease among many Europeans, whether they are Christian or not. 
This unease revolves around issues relating to national identity, religion, 
culture, ethnicity and Europe’s perceived secular values (Casanova 2006, 
Yavuz 2006). In 1989, two years after Turkey applied for full membership to 
the European Community, the poor Turkish economy, its large population 
and concerns over democratic incompatibility and cultural diffferences 
provided a convenient basis for rejection, as expressed in the European 
Commission’s Opinion on Turkey’s request for accession (20  December 
1989). Turkey was eventually given the status of Candidate Country in 
1999, while negotiations for accession began in earnest in 2005. However, 
these negotiations have been in deadlock since November 2006, ostensi-
bly because Turkey was deemed not to have fulfĳilled essential admin-
istrative commitments. Others believe that this deadlock is a reflection 
of long-held European Turcoscepticism, which is itself based on the 



 islamophobia and turcoscepticism in europe? 99

defĳinition of Turkey as an Islamic country, even though Turkey is a secular 
state, albeit with a majority Sunni Muslim population.

However, while the ruling Justice and Development Party (AKP) gov-
ernment has Islamist roots, it has remained dedicated to reforming 
Turkey’s political system. This government has premised its agenda on 
human rights, social justice and a secular political system, thereby closely 
following EU policies and directives, on the assumption that the consoli-
dation of democracy, legislative reforms and reducing the military’s politi-
cal power would pave the way for EU membership. Nevertheless, many 
argue that Muslim and European, and Turkish and European identities are 
mutually exclusive, claiming that Turkish membership would undermine 
European integration. The counter-argument to this view holds that Turks 
can be both European and Muslim, and can therefore reinforce multicul-
turalism, pluralism and democracy in Europe. According to Casanova 
(2006, 72), this

debate revealed how much ‛Islam’, with all its distorted representations as 
‛the Other’ of Western civilisation, was the real issue rather than the extent 
to which Turkey was ready to meet the same stringent economic and politi-
cal conditions as all other new members.

Islam and Muslims have in fact often been the targets of prejudice. The 
social construction of a global Islamic threat in the post-Cold War era cre-
ated a reservoir of hostility towards Islam and Muslims, which has led 
many scholars to fĳit Islam into a framework of fundamentalism and terror-
ism, a process accelerated by the events of 11 September 2001. For instance, 
Akram (2002, 68) argues that “Islam is [now] inextricably linked with 
‘holy war’, male patriarchy and terrorism.” Much scholarly research has 
focused on radical movements and political Islam, presenting Islam as a 
violent, cultural and political threat to Western societies (e.g. Huntington 
1993). The representation of Islam in such terms is akin to Islamophobia, 
which is itself an artefact of the stereotyping of Muslims with xenophobic 
cultural approaches fed by the demonisation of Islam and Muslims in 
the media. Once Muslim collective identities and their public representa-
tion had become a source of anxiety in Europe, Muslims were repre-
sented as a religious and cultural Other to European secularism (Casanova 
2006), which increased the temptation to equate Islam with fundamental-
ism (Shadid 1991, Khalid 1982, Wagtendonk and Aarts 1986). Inevitably, 
such representations have encouraged dread, dislike and the exclusion 
of Muslims, as expressed in the term ‘Islamophobia’ (Runnymede Trust 
1997).
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Feelings of Islamophobia are rooted in militant and terrorist activities 
(Dwyer and Meyer 1995). In this context, Tibi (2006) distinguishes between 
three militant Islamic movements in Europe: radical Islamist institution-
alists, moderate Islamist institutionalists, and jihadis. Radical Islamist 
institutionalists are defĳined as political organisations that tend to associ-
ate themselves with fundamentalist activities and are likely to support 
militants who celebrate murderous attacks (e.g. Muslim Brotherhood). 
Moderate Islamist institutionalists tend to renounce violence, seek recon-
ciliation and aim for peaceful social transformation (e.g. National Outlook 
Movement). Jihadis are closer to radical Islamist institutionalists in that 
they support militant activism (e.g. al-Qaeda). However, they constitute a 
new branch of radical Islamism with broader and more extreme objec-
tives rooted in terrorism. Recent ‛Western’ understandings of Islam have 
been shaped more by the militant jihadi practice of Islam than that of the 
institutionalist groups. This has played an important role in the recent 
growth and spread of Islamophobia. As a result of the connection between 
Islamophobia and Turcoscepticism discussed above, I therefore hypothe-
sise that if Islamic fundamentalism is perceived as an important threat to 
Europe, then this will cause negative feelings towards Turkey’s accession to 
the EU (Islamic Fundamentalist Threat Hypothesis).

The fear of Islam and Muslims is also intricately related to issues of 
migration (Carey 2002, De Master and Roy 2002, Fetzer 2000, Fetzer and 
Soper 2005, McLaren 2002, 2003). McLaren (2003) conceptualises the per-
ception of immigration as a threat, referring to realistic and symbolic 
threats. The realistic threat taps into how individuals feel about compet-
ing with foreigners for jobs that are available in their home country. Thus 
McLaren (2003, 915):

The central contention of this approach is that members of the dominant 
group may come to feel that certain resources belong to them, and when 
those resources are threatened by a minority group, members of the domi-
nant group are likely to react with hostility.

Symbolic threats are associated with fears that the Other will change 
domestic culture; such threats are “likely to be at play in explaining 
extreme anti-immigrant hostility in Europe” (McLaren 2003, 917). Kinder 
and Sears (1981) argue that the perception of a symbolic threat, whereby 
the Other is seen as having diffferent mores, values, beliefs and attitudes 
from the majority group can lead to prejudice. Symbolic threats that stem 
from prejudice represent a form of resistance to change in the racial status 
quo based on moral feelings, principles and values that the minority group 
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violates (Citrin, Reingold and Green 1990). Based on this debate, I hypoth-
esise that if immigration is perceived as an important threat to Europe, 
then this will cause negative feelings towards Turkey’s accession to the EU 
(Immigration Threat Hypothesis).

The dialectic between Islam and Western democracy constitutes an 
alternative perspective to Islamophobic perceptions, as it concerns itself 
with ‛value compatibility’. Europeans share common values based on 
constitutional patriotism, liberal democracy, and respect for universal 
human rights (Canan-Sokullu and Kentmen 2011). Europeans might view 
those who do not share the common traits of their culture as Others 
and as a threat to their European identity (Caporaso 2005, Habermas 
2006). Identity-related research focuses on the religious identities that 
might help shape an individual’s political attitudes. Some scholars have 
claimed that the norms and values attached to religious identities pro-
vide uninformed individuals with heuristics for understanding the politi-
cal domain and explaining which actions and attitudes are socially 
preferable (e.g. Jelen 1993, Kelly and Kelly 2005, Rokeach 1968). Other 
scholars focusing on identity-related aspects of Islam argue that Islam as a 
belief system is also based on values such as democracy and secularism. 
Therefore, Islam should not be seen as threat to Western civilisation 
(Kibble 1998). For instance, Kibble (1998) suggests that the Islamic world 
is experiencing a signifĳicant evolutionary phase in a highly conflictual 
process of democratisation.

In this context, Mazrui (1997, 118) argues that “Westerners tend to think 
of Islamic societies as backward-looking, oppressed by religion and inhu-
manely governed, comparing them to their own enlightened, secular 
democracies.” Furthermore, Alessandri and Canan (2008, 28) argue that 
“The contested nature of Islam and democracy in Europe among the pub-
lic inextricably relates to the EU membership of Turkey—a predominantly 
Muslim but secular state founded on democratic values and principles.” 
This suggests to some that some Europeans do not view Turkey as being 
European; they do not see it as having a consolidated Western European-
style democracy (Flam 2004, Laçiner 2005). As a counterpoint, Casanova 
(2006, 73) argues that “Muslim democracy is as possible and viable today 
in Turkey as Christian democracy was half a century ago in Western 
Europe.” In light of such value-based perceptions of Turkey’s accession to 
the EU, I hypothesise that if Islamic values are believed to be incompatible 
with democracy, this will cause negative feelings towards Turkey as a pre-
dominantly Muslim country, creating opposition towards Turkey’s accession 
to the EU (Compatibility Hypothesis).
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2. Research Design

This chapter contributes to a burgeoning literature on public opinion in 
the EU that enhances our understanding of trends in European mass atti-
tudes, thereby generating important insights into processes underlying 
EU enlargement policies. A number of studies have demonstrated the 
importance and relevance of carrying out systematic comparisons of pub-
lic attitudes in democratic systems. As Gelb (1972) argues, public opinion 
is an essential domino of policy-making. The EU has experienced much 
immigration from (nominally) Muslim countries, in particular from 
Turkey. Consequently, tensions that arise in relation to Turkey have 
steadily increased in Europe since the 1970s. Although European public 
opinion has been monitored closely in recent years, comparative research 
on these tensions over time has been missing from the literature on 
Turcoscepticism.

Accordingly, the empirical analysis of public opinion data provided in 
this chapter addresses concerns about Turkey’s EU membership, with par-
ticular reference to the perceived increasing threat of radical Islam in 
Europe and to fears related to Turkish immigration. The data collected for 
this particular study comes from the Transatlantic Trends Surveys (TTS) 
conducted between 2004 and 2008, focusing on the four EU member states 
with the largest proportions of Muslim minorities: France, Germany, the 
Netherlands and the United Kingdom, hereafter referred to as the EU4. 
These countries have long histories of co-habitation and familiarity with 
Muslim diasporas. The dependent variable here was ‘public opinion on 
Turkey’s EU membership’, and it was operationalised using the following 
question from the TTS: Generally speaking, do you think that Turkey’s mem-
bership of the European Union is a good thing, a bad thing or neither good 
nor bad?

In line with the three hypotheses outlined above, three independent 
variables were tested and measured: threat of Islamic fundamentalism; 
threat of immigrants; and Islam’s compatibility with democracy. Perceptions 
of Islamic/religious fundamentalism and immigrants as threats were 
measured using the following question from the TTS:

I am going to read you a list of possible international threats to Europe in 
the next 10 years. Please tell me if you think each one on the list is an 
extremely important threat, an important threat, or not an important threat 
at all: (a) Islamic fundamentalism (the more radical stream of Islam) 
(b)  large numbers of immigrants and refugees coming into Europe (TTS 
2004, 2005, 2006).
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In 2005, 2007 and 2008, TTS queried threat perception in terms of poten-
tial personal exposure to threats. The question read: In the next 10 years, 
how likely are you to be personally afffected by the following threat? (a) Islamic 
fundamentalism (b) Large numbers of immigrants and refugees coming 
into Europe.

The issue of Islam’s compatibility with democracy was incorporated 
into TTS 2006. The question was worded as follows: Do you feel that the 
values of Islam are compatible with the values of [country]’s democracy? 
The survey also asked a follow-up question on the reasons for answering 
that Islam was incompatible: Why do you feel that way? Is the problem with 
Islam in general or with particular Islamic groups?

Age, Gender, Ideology and Country of Origin were included as con-
trol variables. These have previously been studied in the literature (Gabel 
1998a, 1998b, Markus and Converse 1979, Page and Jones 1979). Note that 
Country of Origin variables were created as dummies, and these were 
not held constant, as Muslim minorities in each country show diffferent 
racial or ethnic variations that may account for cross-national variance in 
opinions on Turkey’s membership of the EU. Diffferent levels of acquain-
tance between the host populations and migrants were assumed, as each 
country’s diffferent colonial past determines social contact between the 
two groups.

Six models were constructed for binary logistic regression analysis to 
gauge the impact of perception of Islam and immigration and value com-
patibility on support for Turkey’s EU membership. Note that each model 
was tested through binary logistic regression to avoid ordering issues and 
to calculate the diffferent efffects of predictors (McCullagh 1980), while 
controlling for Age, Gender, Ideology and Country of Origin:

• Model 2004: Logit (Opinion on Turkey’s EU membership) = f (percep-
tion of threat of Islamic fundamentalism, perception of threat of large 
number of immigrants coming into Europe, Country of Origin, 
Gender, Age, Ideology)

• Model 2005: Logit (Opinion on Turkey’s EU membership) = f (percep-
tion of threat of Islamic fundamentalism, perception of threat of large 
number of immigrants coming into Europe, likelihood of personal 
exposure to threat of Islamic fundamentalism, likelihood of personal 
exposure to threat of immigrants into Europe, Country of Origin, 
Gender, Age, Ideology)

• Model 2006: Logit (Opinion on Turkey’s EU membership) = f (percep-
tion of threat of Islamic fundamentalism, perception of threat of 
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large  number of immigrants coming into Europe, Islam-democracy 
compatibility, problem of Islam as a religion, problem of Islamic 
groups, Country of Origin, Gender, Age, Ideology)

• Model 2007: Logit (Opinion on Turkey’s EU membership) = f (likeli-
hood of personal exposure to threat of Islamic fundamentalism, 
likelihood of personal exposure to threat of immigrants into Europe, 
Country of Origin, Gender, Age, Ideology)

• Model 2008: Logit (Opinion on Turkey’s EU membership) = f (likeli-
hood of personal exposure to threat of Islamic fundamentalism, 
Country of Origin, Gender, Age, Ideology)

3. Empirical Analysis

A descriptive analysis of the survey data showed that public support for 
Turkey’s EU membership varies across the four countries under investiga-
tion. Firstly, in France and Germany, it came to be considered a bad thing 
by a substantial proportion of the population, but this was less the case in 
the UK and the Netherlands (Figure 1). Secondly, while in Germany and 
France people showed rather consistently increasing Turcosceptic opin-
ions over the fĳive years, the number of undecided people gradually 
increased in the Netherlands and in the UK. The follow-up investigation 
into the reasons for perceiving Turkey’s EU membership as good or bad 
revealed interesting patterns, particularly in 2004 and 2005.

In 2004, the most common reason given for public support of Turkey’s 
accession to the EU in the four countries was the advantage that its 
membership would bestow to the EU in terms of promoting peace and 
stability in the Middle East (33%), with Turkey seen as a model for how to 
strengthen moderate Islam in the world (33%), as Table 1 shows. German 
and Dutch public opinion prioritised the latter, while French and British 
public opinion was more concerned with Turkey’s efffect on the Middle 
East in terms of regional peace and stability. Related to this religious and 
regional focus, the second most prevalent reason was that Turkey’s acces-
sion to the EU would have a positive impact on European Muslims (20%). 
On the other hand, the main reason in 2004 for Turcosceptic responses 
to including Turkey in the EU was that as a predominantly Muslim coun-
try, Turkey would not belong in the EU.

While German, French and Dutch opinion shared this concern, public 
concerns in the UK were almost equally split between Turkey’s Muslim 
population (32%) and problematic democracy (29%), as Table 1 shows. 
The least important worry for these European Turcosceptics was the fear 
of a ‘too poor or populous’ Turkey in the EU (17%), which might result in 



 islamophobia and turcoscepticism in europe? 105

waves of immigration into Europe. In 2005, public opinion in the EU4 was 
more concerned about a poor and overpopulated Turkey and its integra-
tion into the EU. However, the primary driver of Turcoscepticism was the 
perception that Turkey’s predominantly Muslim population would not 
allow it to fĳit into the EU (38%). In contrast, ‘Turcophiles’ mainly concen-
trated on Turkey’s potential to enhance Middle East peace and stability, as 
well as the economic benefĳits that Turkish membership would carry with 
it. In sum, positive views about Turkey’s membership in the EU were 
driven by the contribution it is perceived to be able to make to promoting 
peace and stability in the Muslim-dominated Middle East and its poten-
tial to be a role model for the Muslim world as a moderate Muslim country. 
Reasons for Turcoscepticism focused mostly on concerns about Islam, and 
secondarily about immigration.

Regarding European perceptions about Islam and immigration, the 
data showed that respondents feared Islamic fundamentalism more than 
immigration, with fear of personal exposure to threat triggering the most 
anxiety. Across the EU4, the perceived threat of Islamic fundamentalism 

Figure 1. Cross time and country distribution of opinion on Turkish mem-
bership of the EU (%).
Source: TTS (2004, 2005, 2006, 2007, 2008)
Question wording: Generally speaking, do you think that Turkey’s membership of the 
European Union would be: a good thing/ a bad thing/ neither good nor bad.
Note: 2004: NGER = 974, NFRA = 960, NNL= 958, NUK = 874; 2005: NGER = 985, NFRA = 985, NNL = 991, 
NUK = 921; 2006: NGER = 975, NFRA = 986, NNL = 958, NUK = 927; 2007: NGER = 995, NFRA = 980, NNL 
= 970, NUK = 929; 2008: NGER = 992, NFRA = 986, NNL = 967, NUK= 927
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Table 1. Reasons for Turkish membership in the EU being perceived as 
‘a good bad thing’ (%).

Turkish 
membership is

GER FRA NL UK EU4

2004 a good thing 
because…

It would help the EU promote 
peace and stability in the 
Middle East (ME)

32 35 29 34 33

It would have a positive efffect 
on Muslim communities in 
other European countries

16 18 23 23 20

Turkey’s membership would 
be good in economic terms 
for the EU

19 11 16 12 15

Turkey’s membership will 
strengthen moderate Islam 
as a model in the Muslim 
world

34 35 31 31 33

a bad thing 
because…

As a predominantly Muslim 
country, Turkey does not 
belong in the EU

64 62 55 32 53

It would drag the EU in the 
ME conflict

11 16 20 20 17

Turkey is [too poor or too 
populous] to be digested 
into a growing EU

4 5 12 10 8

It would make the running of 
the European institutions 
more complicated

4 4 4 10 6

Turkey’s democracy is still 
problematic

17 13 9 29 17

2005 Turkey’s membership in the EU would help 
promote peace and stability in the ME

50 40 52 63 36

Turkey’s membership in the EU would be good 
in economic terms for the EUc

31 26 40 46 36

As a predominantly Muslim country, Turkey 
does not belong in the EU

39 46 39 27 38

[Split half] Turkey is too populous to be 
integrated into the EU

36 31 34 30 33

[Split half] Turkey is too poor to be integrated 
into the EU

26 30 31 35 31

Source: TTS 2004 and 2005; Note: Figures show the ‘agree’ responses to the question only.
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decreased between 2004 and 2005, but increased again thereafter. At its 
highest, respondents in France indicated that they were more likely to be 
afffected personally by Islamic fundamentalism. On the other hand, 
Germans apparently felt most threatened by Islamic fundamentalism in 
Europe over the next decade (Figure 2).

As far as the likelihood of personal exposure to the perceived Islamic 
fundamentalist threat was concerned this fear grew stronger between 
2005 and 2007. Across the EU4, fear of possible immigration was less 
marked than fear of Islamic influence. The results showed that public 
opinion was less agnostic when immigration was perceived as a threat to 
Europe rather than to respondents’ personal lives. UK respondents tended 
to believe that immigration would afffect them personally. At the same 
time, the number of respondents who believed that immigration would 
afffect them personally grew signifĳicantly (as seen in 2005 (1), 2007 and 
2008), although this pattern varied across countries and over time. While 
in 2005 those in the UK were the most concerned about the perceived 
threat of immigration, by 2007, German respondents, and by 2008, French 
respondents showed the highest fear of immigration afffecting them 
personally.

Perceptions of the compatibility of Islam and democracy revealed 
interesting diffferences in belief structures in the four countries. In all four, 

Figure 2. Threat perception: Islamic fundamentalism and immigration 
(%).
Source: TTS 2004, 2005, 2006, 2007, and 2008. Note: The total sums of ‘very and somewhat 
likely’ fĳigures are represented in the fĳigure.
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majorities responded that the values of Islam and democracy were incom-
patible with each other. This belief was much stronger in Germany (72%) 
and in France (61%) than in the Netherlands or the UK, where the sup-
porters of compatibility were almost as numerous as those who were 
against it (Table 2). However, in all four countries, a large majority of the 
respondents who felt that the values of Islam were incompatible with 
democracy said that the problem lay with particular Islamic groups rather 
than with Islam as a whole. This might suggest that Islamophobia is mostly 
related to the fear of certain radical groups.

Given these inter-country diffferences, what can we conclude about 
the opinion climate in the EU4 about Turkey’s EU membership? What can 
we infer about the impact of perceived threats (Islamic fundamentalism 
and immigration) and value compatibility on Turcoscepticism in these 
countries? In this study, these questions have been addressed by analys-
ing the association between all three factors and public opinion concern-
ing Turkey’s EU membership. Using binary logistic regression analysis, it 
examined the association between public opinion about Turkey’s EU 
membership and the potential impact of Islam and immigration with 
reference to threats and value compatibility.

The binary response to the dependent variable was whether Turkey’s 
EU membership is good (Y = 1) or bad (Y = 0), treating the ‘Don’t Know’, 
‘Refusals’ and ‘Neither Good nor Bad’ response categories as ‘missing 
categories’ because respondents’ indiffference was not of concern in this 
chapter. A coefffĳicient greater than 1.0 (Exp B) of independent and con-
trol  variables indicates an increase in the likelihood of favourable 
(pro-Turkish) opinions regarding Turkey’s EU membership. The logistic 

Table 2. Islam and democracy compatibility (%).

Islam-democracy 
compatible

Why? GER FRA NL UK

Yes 28 39 47 47
No 72 61 53 53

The problem is with Islam 
in general

29 26 19 26

The problem is with 
particular Islamic groups

71 74 81 74

Source: TTS 2006.
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regression results from Model 2004 showed that, while controlling for 
other variables, the fear of a large number of immigrants coming into 
Europe was an important threat that had a signifĳicant negative (Exp 
(B) = .366) impact on support for Turkey’s EU membership, as can be seen 
in Table 3. In Model 2005, public opinion in the EU4 was strongly Tur-
cosceptic concerning perceived threats from Islamic fundamentalism 
in Europe and potential negative efffects on their personal lives. The per-
ceived fear of immigration into Europe, however, was a greater concern 
than the rise of radical Islam in Europe. Islamic fundamentalism, whether 
perceived as a threat to Europe as a whole or to individuals directly, had no 
signifĳicant efffect (p > .05) on opinion on Turkey’s EU membership. On the 
other hand, the threat of immigration to Europe reduced support for 
Turkey’s EU membership. In 2006, (Model 2006) Europeans were asked 
their opinions about the compatibility of Islam and democracy and the 
main reason behind their perception of this incompatibility. Those who 
considered that the problem was inherent to Islam per se were more 
Turcosceptic (Exp (B) = .430), whereas believing that Islam and democ-
racy are compatible value systems encouraged people to have a favourable 
opinion towards Turkey (Exp (B) = 2.795).

Those who considered Islam as a religion incompatible with Western 
democracy had a negative opinion about Turkey’s EU membership. As in 
2004 and 2005, in 2006, the perception of immigration as a threat to 
Europe was associated with a signifĳicantly negative public opinion 
towards Turkey. According to the results of Model 2007, fear of personal 
exposure to threats of Islamic fundamentalist and immigration both 
proved to have strongly signifĳicant impacts on Turcoscepticism. Finally, 
the 2008 model indicated that Islamophobia, in the form of the fear of 
personal exposure to radical Islam (Exp (B) = .294), had a signifĳicant nega-
tive impact on support for Turkey’s EU membership.

To summarise, the fĳirst hypothesis (Islamic Fundamentalist Threat) 
that if Islamic fundamentalism is perceived as an important threat to 
Europe, then this will cause negative feelings towards Turkey’s accession 
to the EU was not confĳirmed. However, the fear of potential personal 
exposure to Islamic fundamentalist threats in the next ten years strength-
ened Turcosceptic tendencies in the EU4. This does lend support to the 
fĳirst hypothesis, at least as far as personal exposure to Islamic fundamen-
talist threats is concerned. Secondly, the analysis indicated that public 
opinion became more Turcosceptic, to the extent that large-scale immi-
gration into Europe was perceived as an important threat. This validated 
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Table 3. Binary logistic regression of public opinion on Turkey’s EU 
membership.

Model 
2004

Model 
2005

Model 
2006

Model 
2007

Model 
2008

Exp(B) 
(SE)

Exp(B) 
(SE)

Exp(B) 
(SE)

Exp(B) 
(SE)

Exp(B) 
(SE)

Threat 
perception

Islamic 
fundamentalism 
(to Europe)

.776 .855 .655 a a

.219 .174 .330

Immigration 
(to Europe)

.366** .317** .346** a a

.113 .125 .180
Islamic 

fundamentalism 
(personal 
exposure)

a .847 a .553** .294**
.114 .106 .125

Immigration 
(personal 
exposure)

a .600** a .602** a

.117 .110

Value 
compatibility

Islam-democracy 
compatible

a a 2.795* a a

.379
Reason of 

incompatibility
Problem of Islam 

in general
a a .430* a a

.442
Problem of 

particular Islamic 
groups

a a .932 a a

.382

The dependent variable is ‘opinion about Turkey’s EU membership: good bad neither good 
nor bad’. Reference category of dependent variable is ‘bad’. 
Note 1: Model 2004: R2 = 0.184 (Cox and Snell), 0.245 (Nagelkerke), 0.147 (McFadden). Model 
c2 (15) = 384.557**,
Note 2: Model 2005: R2 = 0.219 (Cox and Snell), 0.198 (Nagelkerke), 0.186 (McFadden). Model 
c2 (17) = 497,490**,
Note 3: Model 2006: R2 = 0.237 (Cox and Snell), 0.327 (Nagelkerke), 0.210 (McFadden). 
Model c2 (18) = 263,866**,
Note 4: Model 2007: R2 = 0.146 (Cox and Snell), 0.202 (Nagelkerke), 0.123 (McFadden). 
Model c2 (15) = 316,556**,
Note 5: Model 2008: R2 = 0.145 (Cox and Snell), 0.197 (Nagelkerke), 0.117 (McFadden). Model 
c2 (11) = 316,375**,
Note 6: Values of Wald’s tests, the likelihood ratio and the confĳidence intervals for the 
odds-ratios are not reported in Table 3 to make the interpretation of the table easier. 
However, these fĳigures are available upon request to the author.
Note 7: Results of country of origin, gender, age and ideology as control variables are not 
reported in Table 3 to make the interpretation of the table easier. However, these fĳigures 
are available upon request to the author.
aThese variables are not included in the data and analysis.
** p < .001, * p < .05
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the Immigration Threat Hypothesis that if immigration is perceived as an 
important threat to Europe, then this will cause negative feelings towards 
Turkey’s accession to the EU.

Thirdly, perceiving Islam and democracy as compatible with each 
other contributed to positive opinions on Turkey. This confĳirmed the 
Compatibility Hypothesis that, if Islamic values are believed to be incom-
patible with democracy, then this will cause negative feelings towards 
Turkey (a predominantly Muslim country), thereby creating scepticism 
towards Turkey’s accession to the EU. However, in addition to these gen-
eral fĳindings, responses also difffered across demographic groups. French 
respondents made the most negative assessment of Turkish member-
ship, except in 2006. Left wing supporters were pro-Turkey. Only gender 
had no efffect on responses regarding Turkish accession to the EU. These 
results can be summarised as follows: (a) fĳinding Islam and democracy to 
be compatible, rather than fear of Islamic fundamentalism at a European 
level, made a majority of respondents support Turkey’s EU membership; 
(b) conversely, those who feared that immigration and Islamic radical 
movements would have negative efffects on their personal lives feared 
Turkey joining the EU.

4. Conclusion

This chapter showed a split in the EU4 as regards public opinion on 
Turkey’s membership of the EU. While a growing proportion of the public 
in Germany and France considers Turkey’s membership to be a bad 
thing,  in the UK and the Netherlands public opinion is somewhat more 
favourable. As regards the relationship between Turcoscepticism and 
Islamophobia among Europeans, fĳirstly, Turcoscepticism lies in the fear 
that Turkey, as a predominantly Muslim country, would not truly belong 
with the EU. Secondly, the egocentric fear of personal exposure to Islamic 
fundamentalism, rather than sociotropic concerns about the Islamic fun-
damentalist threat to Europe increases Turcoscepticism. Conversely, 
Europeans who consider Islam as a religion compatible with Western 
democracy tend rather to be Turcophiles.

These observations bring us to two conclusions about Turcoscepticism 
and Islamophobia: (i) Turcoscepticism has largely to do with egocentric 
rather than sociotropic evaluations of Islamophobia, and (ii) better under-
standing of the democratic credentials of Islam could foster cultural 
understanding between the EU and Turkey, thereby bridging the cultural, 
religious and societal gap that is perceived to exist between the two. 
Together, Turkey and the EU can play a role in bridging the gap between 
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Muslims and Christians. European integration and the Europeanisation 
project would thereby serve the interests of secular Europeans, Muslims 
and immigrants alike because they are “a potential bridge between Europe, 
Muslim migrants and Turkey” (Tibi 2006, 209).

However, a cosmopolitan Europeanisation should be based on expan-
sion not only of the borders of Europe but also of the internal mental limits 
of cultural Europeanisation through the internalisation of other cultures 
and religions. As Europeanisation is not restricted to EU member states, 
Turkey would add to the European project by contributing to multicultur-
alism and religious pluralism. Furthermore, Turkey’s membership could 
also be benefĳicial to the Muslim world as a whole. As Yavuz (2006) argues, 
Europe’s encounter with Islam, through immigration or enlargement, 
would contribute to multiculturalism in Europe. Immigrants, the Muslim 
diaspora, and Turks in this particular case, need to achieve the Europe-
anisation of their values, though not of their religion, ethnicity or national 
identifĳication, if they really want to be part of the European family. Yet, 
Europeans also need to realise that Islam is one of the foundations of 
Europe’s social and cultural architecture because the relation between 
Muslims and Christians in Europe started long ago, and Islam contributed 
to Europe’s history long before the beginning of mass migration into 
Europe.



CHAPTER SEVEN

REPRESENTING GENDER, DEFINING MUSLIMS? GENDER AND 
FIGURES OF OTHERNESS IN PUBLIC DISCOURSE IN SWITZERLAND

Matteo Gianni and Gaetan Clavien

On 28 November 2009, Swiss citizens accepted a constitutional ban on the 
construction of new minarets. The referendum campaign had led to a very 
emotional and harsh public debate on the Muslim presence in Switzerland. 
In a sense, the debate functioned according to a metonymic logic: starting 
from the specifĳic detail of the meaning of minarets, it led to very broad 
considerations on Islam, such as its assumed lack of capacity to fĳit in with 
democracy or the risks of Islamisation and radicalism. Among the issues 
raised during the campaign, gender concerns were particularly salient. In 
fact, the debate on minarets progressively shifted to a debate on Muslim 
women’s condition. This is exemplifĳied by the poster of the group behind 
the popular initiative: it represents a Swiss map full of minarets (pointing 
to the sky as missiles); in the foreground is a Muslim woman wearing a 
burqa. This poster is very interesting for two reasons: fĳirstly, it clearly dem-
onstrates the metonymic logic of the debate; secondly, it suggests a com-
pelling reason for Swiss citizens to ban new minarets, namely the 
protection of women’s rights and condition. Why has this shift occurred? 
Are gender issues a contingent political argument strategically mobilised 
by some actors to win the campaign, or are they part of a wider structural 
frame of representations underlying the construction of Muslims as fĳig-
ures of otherness?

Although Switzerland presents some institutional characteristics, such 
as federalism and direct democracy, that might be seen as facilitating the 
integration of cultural diffferences, the question of asylum policies or of 
the integration of foreigners is traditionally a very heated issue in public 
debate. In particular, for the last decade, Swiss society has been experienc-
ing a transformation of its multicultural social and political dynamics, 
namely through a shift from the accommodation of territorialised minori-
ties to the accommodation of minorities for whom the territorial refer-
ence is not an issue. The increase of the Muslim population—which had 
risen from about 16,000 in 1970 to almost 320,000 by 2000—leading to its 
higher social and political visibility, has played a crucial role in this trend. 
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This group is indeed the main target of current social and political debates 
over the meaning of Swiss multiculturalism and of Swiss national identity; 
it is therefore represented as the main fĳigure of the Other that Swiss soci-
ety has to deal with. In this perspective, the main line of argument that we 
suggest in this chapter in order to address the aforementioned question is 
that the presence of the gender issue in the overall debate concerning the 
accommodation and integration of Muslims in contemporary Switzerland 
is far from contingent, but is the product of the crystallisation of represen-
tations that have fĳigured signifĳicantly in Swiss public debate for several 
years. The social and political relevance of the poster is therefore 
unsurprising.

According to some literature (Okin 1999, Young 2007), gender has a 
central incidence in the overall discourse on multiculturalism. This is 
because one of the most controversial aspects of the accommodation of 
cultural minorities in Western liberal countries concerns the equality of 
women. Okin (1999) argues that a signifĳicant proportion of conflicting 
issues raised by illiberal minorities in Western countries are about gender 
issues. In her view, the politics of recognition—about providing protec-
tion for cultural and religious values, practices or traditions—entail a high 
risk of harming rather than promoting women rights. Therefore, from a 
liberal feminist point of view, Okin argues that the protection of individ-
ual rights of women should prevail over the recognition of cultural prac-
tices or values. In other words, the principle of equality and the respect of 
women’s autonomy are non-negotiable principles to which cultural 
groups should adapt. This issue is particularly relevant to Muslim social 
and religious practices. Young (2007, 87) observes that “many of the politi-
cal debates currently taking place about multiculturalism focus on the 
beliefs and practice of cultural minorities, especially Muslims, concerning 
women.” A very broad overview of media coverage in Europe shows that 
there is an increasing concern with issues such as wearing headscarves in 
public, stoning, crimes of honour, polygamy, genital mutilation and forced 
marriages. In this light, Okin and Young’s points seem to be intuitively 
plausible at an empirical level.

Having said this, it is still not clear (a) whether the gender issue plays a 
systematic role in the debate on Muslims and, if this is true, (b) how and 
to what extent it contributes to the framework of representation that con-
structs Muslims as fĳigures of otherness in a given public space. Through an 
analysis of the Swiss case, we attempt to provide some empirical evidence 
to assess these two aspects. In order to do so, we address three analytical 
levels, using a methodological framework broadly inspired by the work 
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done by Poole (2002) on media representations of Islam and Muslims: we 
fĳirst observe whether reference to gender issues is actually present in 
media discourse on Muslims. We then use a content analysis of selected 
cases to examine the extent to which gender issues contribute to the gen-
eral framework of representations of Muslims. Finally, we focus on the 
specifĳic content of gender issues and the ways in which they contribute to 
the construction of Muslims as fĳigures of otherness.

In this respect, our wider purpose is not only to understand how gender 
issues are mobilised in public debate; it is also to understand how they 
contribute to the overall debate about multiculturalism in Switzerland 
and to what extent they can have an impact on policies of integration. 
Therefore, through the analysis of the social representations of diffference 
embedded in the public debate, we attempt to grasp the meaning of 
integration that prevails in Switzerland. Although it is certainly not the 
only way to take stock of integration (for instance, legal or public policy 
approaches are also extremely important), analysing how minority groups 
or individuals are depicted and represented in the public discursive space 
is an important step towards understanding and explaining tensions and 
conflicts in multicultural societies. Going on the assumption that media 
discourse represents a platform for public discourse, analysing media 
discourse about Muslims is therefore methodologically suited to make 
sense of the social and cultural representations attached to them in the 
public space.

The fact that Western media often depict Islam through negative ste-
reotypes, contributing to its social and political construction as a ‘prob-
lem’, or treat Muslims as fĳigures of otherness, is well established in 
academic literature. For example, in her study on more than 300 individu-
als belonging to what she calls “the new Muslim political elite in Europe” 
(namely in Denmark, Sweden, Germany, France, Netherlands and the 
UK), Klausen (2005, 57–64) maintains that media and xenophobic politi-
cal parties are “the most commonly cited source of problems experienced 
by Muslims … Negative press treatment of Muslims was ranked as the 
single biggest problem across countries in the study.” 80.2% of the Muslims 
leaders interviewed qualifĳied the media as a very important problem, 
18.6% as a somewhat important problem, and only 1.2% as an unimport-
ant problem (see also Poole 2002, Commission on the Future of Multi-
Ethnic Britain 2000, Deltombe 2005, Geisser 2003, Mishra 2007, Richardson 
2004, Said 1997, Schranz and Imhof 2002).

Our purpose is not, therefore, to (re)assess the validity of this broad 
thesis, but mainly to examine what role gender issues play in the debate 
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involving Islam, and how they contribute to a more general discourse 
on multiculturalism in Switzerland. On the one hand, the understanding 
of how and to what extent gender issues function in the overall frame-
work of representation of Muslims is an important step towards appreci-
ating how they relate to the more general issue of the accommodation 
of Swiss multiculturalism. On the other hand, the way integration and 
assimilation are perceived in Switzerland plays a role in the relevance that 
gender issues have in the overall construction of Muslims as fĳigures of 
otherness.

1. Multiculturalism, Integration and Gender: A Conceptual Overview

It is a fact that multiculturalism is a highly controversial category nowa-
days in contemporary European democracies (Modood, Triandafyllidou 
and Zapata-Barrero 2006). In the Netherlands and Britain, countries where 
multicultural models have been implemented most extensively, public 
authorities and public opinion have become increasingly hostile towards 
multicultural policies (Sniderman and Hagendoorn 2007). It is often 
argued that multicultural models of integration have failed, and that the 
time has come to put strict limits on the recognition of cultural practices 
at odds with democratic liberal values (Barry 2001). In this broad picture, 
questions centring on the integration and/or accommodation of Muslim 
minorities in Western countries have become a central feature of public 
debate. As Parekh (2008, 99) argues, “it is widely held in many influential 
circles in the EU that its more than 15 million Muslims pose a serious cul-
tural and political threat, and that this shows, among other things, that 
multicultural societies do not work.” The claim that multicultural societies 
do not work requires defĳining and implementing new kinds of policies of 
integration.

Integration is an essentially contested concept. There are diffferent pub-
lic philosophies of integration (Favell 1998) leading to diffferent ways 
of transposing it to actual public policies, or of politically determining 
which values and behaviours linked to cultural minorities are accept-
able, or not, in the public sphere. Broadly speaking, there are two domi-
nant conceptions of integration that structure the available options 
symbolically and politically regarding the accommodation of cultural 
minorities in democratic societies. In some countries, integration is seen 
as a process allowing for culturally diffferent groups and/or individuals to 
keep an important part of their ethnic-religious particularities; in others, 
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assimilation is implicitly or explicitly considered as the only possible way 
to promote integration and social stability (Brubaker 2001). For instance, 
as Van den Brink (2007, 352) argues, in the Netherlands,

the dominant tone in public debate was that Muslim immigrants should 
either largely assimilate (make harmless) their religious-ethnic identity 
into that of majority culture, or exclude themselves (as diffferent and danger-
ous) from the political community in the case of refusal to assimilate 
themselves.

In Switzerland, the trend is basically the same: although the notion of 
integration has supplanted that of assimilation in the discourse of public 
authorities, the contemporary political debate is very much structured 
around the idea of compelling immigrants to adapt to local democratic 
norms, a pressure that can be considered as intrinsically assimilative 
(Gianni 2009). The banning of minarets can be seen as the most visible 
manifestation of this dominant conception of assimilative integration.

In Europe, one of the main arguments in favour of assimilation is 
the need to preserve basic liberal democratic principles (Modood, 
Triandafyllidou and Zapata-Barrero 2006). In this light, assimilation is 
presented as the acceptance of democratic norms by immigrants; to 
assimilate immigrants—the argument goes—is a way to protect the non-
negotiable values and procedures of democracy and liberal justice. The 
discourses underlying those public debates involve social representa-
tions that strongly contribute to the negative symbolic and political char-
acterisation of the Muslim population. More specifĳically, such discourse 
contributes to the construction of the generalised Muslim as possessing 
given and fĳixed cultural-religious attributes (Van den Brink 2007, 352). 
Those generalised images entail a naturalised construction of Muslims’ 
social, political and cultural lack of capacity and willingness to integrate 
themselves in and adapt to democratic countries, and this fosters repre-
sentations of “Islam [as] being deeply opposed to the ethos of democracy 
and gender equality” or the idea that “the presence of too many Muslims 
amongst migrants and new citizens [is] a problem for democracy.”

More specifĳically, in public discourse, Islam is frequently referred to, on 
the one hand, as being against various freedoms (freedom of expression 
and of choice), against secularism and laïcité (for discussion of this pecu-
liarly French notion designating the neutrality of the French State towards 
religion and religious groups, see Laborde 2006), against rational thought, 
and against diffferent sexual orientations; on the other hand, Islam is at 
times presented as being in favour of actively contesting democratic norms 
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and practices, of using violence (or terrorism) as political means, of foster-
ing a collectivist conception of society, and of considering religion and 
faith as the structural pillar of social, cultural and political order. According 
to authors who have analysed this tendency (Parekh 2008, 103–6, Modood 
2007, 130–1, Modood, Triandafyllidou and Zapata-Barrero 2006, see also 
Commission Fédérale contre le Racisme 2006, European Monitoring 
Centre on Racism and Xenophobia 2006, Gottschalk and Greenberg 2008); 
such representations nourish Islamophobia and racism towards Muslims 
and construct them as actors who are not able to integrate in a democratic 
community.

In this general framework of representations, gender issues are 
expected to play a signifĳicant role. In fact, the representation that Muslims 
are against the principle of equality between men and women is a cen-
tral  aspect of the negative categorisations mentioned above. That some 
Islamic interpretations or practices are in strong contradiction with gen-
der equality or with the recognition of women as autonomous moral 
subjects (see Laborde 2006) is undeniable. For instance, in their critique 
of Huntington’s Clash of Civilizations, Norris and Inglehart (2002) argue 
that, contrary to Huntington’s assertions, the main opposition between 
Western and Muslim civilisations is not related to political values, but to 
social values. According to them, “the Huntington thesis fails to identify 
the most basic cultural fault line between the West and Islam, which con-
cerns the issues of gender equality and sexual liberalisation. The cultural 
gulf separating Islam from the West involves Eros far more than Demos” 
(Norris and Inglehart 2002, 235–6). Nevertheless, although some empiri-
cal  evidence supports this thesis, especially in Arab societies (Rizzo, 
Abdel-Latif and Meyer 2007), the systematic reference to practices that 
go against gender equality overemphasises the potential inability of the 
Muslim population living in Western countries to adapt and endorse 
democratic values.

The next question is: what exactly are the gender issues that appear 
in Swiss public discourse and how can we determine the way in which 
they emerge? At the conceptual and theoretical level, on the basis of exist-
ing literature (Oakley 1972, Scott 1988, Nicholson 1994, Parini 2006), we 
use the concept of gender as referring to the social and cultural construc-
tion of meanings attached to (i) the markers of the feminine; (ii) the 
construction of the (sexual) identity of individuals (masculinity and femi-
ninity); and (iii) the behavioural, cultural or psychological traits typi-
cally associated with one gender in a specifĳic confĳiguration of social and 
political relations. This three-dimensional understanding of gender has a 
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heuristic and theoretical purpose. On the one hand, it allows us to struc-
ture the categorisation of the corpus under scrutiny; on the other hand, it 
introduces a more fĳine-grained understanding of the ways gender topics 
occur in the discourse. In fact, instead of univocally categorising gender as 
all kinds of discourses about women, the three-dimensional understand-
ing of gender allows us to diffferentiate the ways in which gender appears 
in the discourse, and therefore the relative weight of each dimension in 
the overall framework of representations.

2. Identifying Gender in Media Discourse about Muslims

The research in this chapter is based on an analysis of two French-language 
Swiss newspapers, Le Temps (a liberal newspaper of record) and Le Matin 
(more of a tabloid); two periodicals, L’Hebdo and L’Illustré; television news 
programmes and the Infrarouge programme, which centres on political 
and public debates. It is important to emphasise that, although the 
selected media were in French, they allowed us to collect materials whose 
content was representative of the overall Swiss public debate on Muslims 
and Islam. The debate on issues relating to cultural diffferences follows a 
very similar logic in the French- and German-speaking areas, as is shown 
by the fact that our results are very close to those of other Swiss research 
teams (see Ettinger and Udris 2009).

We considered articles pertaining to Switzerland and excluded articles 
concerning international questions about Islam. We selected media arti-
cles from 2004 to 2006, following the results of an exploratory analysis of 
Le Temps using the Lexis/Nexis database, which showed a very important 
increase in media coverage of Muslims starting in 2004. That year saw the 
beginning of a trend of increased focus on Islam-related issues in 
Switzerland (for instance, we found 160 articles in 2004 while there were 
only 70 in 2001, a year marked by the 9/11 terrorist attacks). This can be 
explained by the fact that specifĳic issues (such as the headscarf afffair, the 
rift over Muslim cemeteries and other issues discussed below) progres-
sively contributed to creating a ‘Muslim problem’. In particular, because of 
the politicisation of their presence and the visibility of right-wing parties 
(especially the Swiss People’s Party), the Muslim presence increasingly 
became a central feature of Swiss political debates on the policy of inte-
gration and, more broadly, Swiss multiculturalism (see Schneuwly Purdie 
et al 2009). This led to more restrictive measures in the integration of 
foreigners and asylum policies.
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After an inductive classifĳication of the selected articles according to the 
main issues they address, we identifĳied a set of articles that can be consid-
ered as dealing primarily with gender issues. Figure 1 presents the classifĳi-
cation of all potential issues and the percentage of their occurrences in 
our sample. Broadly speaking, we identifĳied the following categories: the 
category we have called culture, where we included the issues linked to 
culture in a broad sense, for instance, the caricatures of the Prophet; the 
national security category that mainly concerns several debates on terror-
ism and espionage; the religious practices/Islam in Switzerland category, 
which refers mainly to the way Islam is lived in Switzerland; the politics 
category, referring to the political debates on Islam and Muslims; the com-
munity leaders category, covering the controversies relative to prominent 
fĳigures among the Muslim population in Switzerland; the interreligious 
dialogue category, which covers the relationship between religions, and the 
religious leaders category, referring to controversies about imams. Finally, 
the gender category included diverse aspects, such as several headscarf 
afffairs and the problem of mixed-gender sports activities. As shown by 
Figure I, among the eight categories covered, gender represents 7% (n = 
64) of the total occurrences. At fĳirst glance, these initial descriptive results 
do not seem to confĳirm our expectations, namely the idea that gender 
issues should occupy a more prominent place. Is this really the case?

In order to answer this question, and in order to manage the scope of 
our corpus, we looked at a single afffair (selecting the one which generated 
the largest number of articles) from each of the categories identifĳied in 

Figure 1. Main categories of news stories (n = 858).
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Figure 1 and analysed all the articles pertaining to it as a case study of a 
media story in depth. As Poole (2002, 26) argues, stories “illustrate how 
issues are conceptualised and then problematised, and what solutions 
each paper prefers, along with how they resolve and close in around an 
issue.” Because of their topic structure, stories are well suited to analyse 
the framework of representations of Muslims that we are seeking to recon-
struct. The selected cases are:

• the cartoons afffair, namely the publication of caricatures of the 
Prophet Mohammed by a Danish newspaper (118 articles);

• the Achraf afffair, concerning the arrest in Switzerland of a suspected 
terrorist who, according to Spanish authorities, was planning a terror-
ist attack against the main Spanish penal court (33 articles);

• the naturalisation procedure vote afffair, namely the political debate 
triggered by the popular initiative to facilitate access to citizenship 
for second- and third-generation foreigners. One of the most salient 
issues of the campaign was the newspaper publication concerning 
the (supposed) dramatic rise in the number of Muslims living in 
Switzerland. The right-wing Swiss People’s Party, which was behind 
the publication, called for the rejection of this popular initiative 
(36 articles);

• the Tariq Ramadan afffair, focusing on the accusations of fundamen-
talism levelled at this well-known Swiss Muslim intellectual (78 
articles);

• the minaret afffair, concerning the demand of two local Muslim asso-
ciations to be allowed to build two minarets in Langenthal and 
Soleure (33 articles);

• the headscarf afffair, which centred on the issue of Islamic heads-
carves in a professional context (17 articles);

• the Enbiro afffair, regarding the introduction in public schools in 
French-speaking Switzerland of a new method of teaching religion 
(enseignement biblique romand), sparking controversy about the fact 
that too much space and importance have been devoted to Islam in 
the text book (7 articles); and

• the Imam of Sion afffair, concerning the charges against the Imam of 
the city of Sion for his (supposedly) radical and racist sermons at the 
Islamic Center of Sion (14 articles).

The comparison between these cases will allow us to analyse whether 
gender issues appear in cases which do not seem to address them directly 
(i.e. in cases that do not necessarily involve gender issues).
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To do so, we undertook a content analysis to understand (1) to what 
extent gender issues were present as topics in the articles; and (2) their 
relevance in the overall debate about multiculturalism. We used com-
puter-assisted qualitative data analysis software (Atlas.ti) to categorise the 
collected data systematically in units that give a precise description of the 
pertinent characteristics of content (Holsti 1969 in Bardin 1983, 102). This 
allowed us to examine, on the one hand, the relative weight of relevant 
topics (in this case, gender-related topics) and, on the other hand, their 
interrelation with other topics (in this case, constituting the overall frame-
work of representation of Muslims).

The topics that emerged from our analysis result from an exhaustive 
coding of all the articles in the sample (fĳirst level categorisation). We then 
aggregated them in order to obtain a second-level categorisation compris-
ing the following groups of topics:

• gender issues;
• liberal-democratic norms;
• home security;
• relations between Islam and the West;
• religious practices;
• relationships between religions;
• immigration—integration—naturalisation;
• Islamic radicalism/fundamentalism, terrorism, political radicalism in 

Switzerland;
• manipulation, media, teaching and xenophobia/Islamophobia.

These groups structure and constitute the overall framework of represen-
tation of Muslims, and the public debate on multiculturalism and integra-
tion in Switzerland with respect to Muslims. What is the scope of gender 
issues within this framework of representation? Figure 2 shows the pro-
portion of gender issues in relation to the other categories constituting the 
framework of representation of the diffferent cases.

As mentioned above, among the eight cases, only one was expected to 
directly address gender issues, while the others were not expected to refer 
to gender in a central way. Unsurprisingly, the headscarf case presented 
the highest proportion of gender issues; but our analysis shows that gen-
der issues are present in all the cases, including where their presence is 
not intuitively expected. This result concurs with our theoretical expecta-
tions that gender issues play a signifĳicant role in basically all debates 
concerning Muslims.



 representing gender, defining muslims? 123

What is the relevance of gender issues in the frameworks of representa-
tion of the diffferent cases? Our results show that gender topics are not 
only transversely present in all cases, but also that they often rank among 
the most important topics (in terms of number of occurrences) in media 
coverage of the cases. Therefore, gender topics are not only quantitatively 
present in all cases, but they are also often ranked among the most present 
group of topics in the overall debate on the specifĳic cases. For example, 
gender issues appear in the Achraf case (3%), despite it being a case 
where references to women’s situation were intuitively very improbable; 
this case is mainly framed through groups of topics concerning home 
security (41%), terrorism (25%), Islamic radicalism/fundamentalism and 
immigration—integration—naturalisation (approximately 10% each). It 
is interesting to note that, with respect to this case, references to gender 
appear at the end of media coverage of the afffair, namely when the debate 
shifts from the specifĳic issues of home security and terrorism to more gen-
eral questions regarding Islamic fundamentalism.

In the cartoons afffair, gender issues (6%) are the third most present 
group of topics in a framework of representation mainly structured around 
issues related, on the one hand, to liberal-democratic norms (18%) and, 
on the other hand, to the relations between Islam and the West (17%). 
In the case of Enbiro, 13% of occurrences consisted of gender issues, 
while its main group of topics centred on the relationships between 

Figure 2. Distribution of gender issues among cases (n = 175).
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reli gions (almost 60%); in this case, gender issues are in second position 
among all the groups of topics constituting the case. The same trend 
is present in the case regarding the imam of Sion, where gender topics 
(13%) appear in third position after the groups of topics related to 
liberal-democratic norms (17%) and Islamic radicalism/fundamental-
ism (14%), and has the same weight as the immigration—integration—
naturalisation issue. The minarets case is concerned with the topic groups 
relating to religious practices (25%), liberal-democratic norms (11%) 
and immigration—integration—naturalisation (9%), with gender topics 
in third position (5%). It is important to recall that these data concern 
the 2004–2006 period. If the year 2009 was considered, when the cam-
paign about minarets had reached its paroxysm, the share of gender 
issues would dramatically increase. Indeed, the political party supporting 
the ban explicitly framed women’s equality and freedom as being one of 
the most compelling principles to protect through the vote against 
minarets.

The case of Tariq Ramadan is mainly framed by topics related to radi-
calism and fundamentalism (21%). Gender topics (16%) rank second 
among all groups of topics present. In the case on the naturalisation pro-
cedure,  mainly framed through topics concerning political radicalism 
in Switzerland (28%), liberal-democratic norms (15%), manipulation 
(12%), immigration—integration—naturalisation (12%) and xenophobia/
Islamophobia (9%), gender issues (4%) do not appear in a prominent 
position. In sum, these results of content analysis show that gender topics 
are not only present in all cases, but they also contribute greatly to the 
framework of representation on Muslims in Switzerland because of their 
generally high ranking among all groups of topics.

How are gender issues mobilised in the public debate? In order to 
achieve a three-dimensional understanding of gender as described above, 
our data illustrate that the presence of the three dimensions is quite 
diverse among all the selected cases. Figure 3 shows their distribution in 
each case.

Among the three dimensions of gender that are categorised, the mark-
ers of the feminine—namely discursive references to practices (such as 
wearing a headscarf) or behavioural attitudes that mark and defĳine the 
feminine—are the most present. These markers very often appear in cov-
erage of cases not expected to address gender issues (in particular, through 
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references to the Islamic headscarf, excision, stoning or the (non)-mixing 
of sexes in swimming pools, etc.). For instance:

But let us look at the more everyday aspects. Do we learn to live with 
Muslims and their sensibilities? Does it mean we have to gradually accept 
those things which go against our political advances? Oblige public swim-
ming pools to provide bathing times for men only, then for women? Allow 
teachers to wear veils to school, and pupils too? And in hospitals, with their 
husbands ever present. And offfer same-sex classes? And why not provide 
buses with reserved seats? And, of course, bowing to the sort of pressure we 
have already seen, ban any play or fĳilm that offfends the aforementioned sen-
sibilities? (Le Temps, 14 February 2006, p. 12)

The identity construction dimension refers to the construction of mean-
ings defĳining sexual identities and is realised principally through the attri-
bution of meanings to the markers of the feminine. For instance:

We are basically observing an ever-increasing tendency towards an inten-
sifĳication of religious identity: a growing number of Muslim girls are wear-
ing headscarves and failing to go to swimming classes. And minarets are not 
a mere building, but a symbol of power. (Le Temps, 27 September 2006, p. 8)

Interestingly enough, and contrary to what may be expected, gender 
topics referring to gender relations, namely the diffferent kinds of social, 
political, economic or cultural relations structuring the material and/or 

Figure 3. Distribution of gender issues among cases.
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symbolic resources women have or do not have in specifĳic power confĳigu-
rations, are much less visible in debates than references to the markers of 
the feminine. This means that explicit references to questions of sexual 
(in)equality, feminism or women’s emancipation are less present in the 
debates than references to feminine attributes. For instance:

“It should be said that certain things cannot be tolerated,” explained com-
mission member Michel Béguelin (PS/VD). We cannot accept the creation 
of exclusively Muslim cemeteries; equality between men and women 
must be recognised. People who come to live here cannot bring their cus-
toms and habits with them: they have to adapt. (Le Temps, 18 November 
2004, p. 10)

Therefore, the markers selected to illustrate the issues raised about women 
in Islam often contribute to the construction of Muslims as ‘a problem’, 
fostering a negative representation of them. For instance, in the two cases 
where the markers of the feminine are the most present (namely the car-
toons and Tariq Ramadan stories), the main topics are Muslim extremism 
(for the Ramadan story) and compatibility between Islam and the West 
(in the case of the cartoons). In these cases, the constant use of markers 
of the feminine in discourses pertaining to extremism, fundamentalism, 
terrorism or the incompatibility between Islam and Western values, 
seems to contribute to a confĳiguration of meaning, which tends to trans-
form the markers into performative elements playing a direct part in the 
construction of the problem at stake.

In other words, in discourses about Muslim leaders or cartoons, the 
simple reference to a marker of the feminine can be enough to suggest and 
to frame (without directly expressing it) the implications that those mark-
ers have regarding, for instance, the sexual division of labour in Muslim 
societies/culture or the oppression of, or discrimination against, women 
in Islam. In a sense, in such discursive confĳigurations, markers of the femi-
nine can be considered as a proxy for issues regarding the broader theme 
of gender power relations. Thus, markers of the feminine are important 
discursive resources in the framework of representation constructing 
Muslims as fĳigures of otherness.

This is not to say that the other two dimensions of gender issues do not 
play a role in the overall framework of representation. With regard to 
topics related to identity (or meaning) construction, gender is mobilised 
as a negative consequence of the politicisation and public visibility of 
Islamic religious symbols and practices in Switzerland. In particular, they 
are relevant to the cases of the headscarves and minarets, in which the veil 
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is portrayed as a factor fostering hostility and the minarets as a threat and 
symbol of the domination of Islam.

Our analysis shows that when gender is present as a form of identifĳica-
tion, Muslims are generally constructed as having given and fĳixed cultural-
religious attributes. In other words, these discursive representations 
construct and reproduce the fĳigure of the essentialised, generalised 
Muslim that is at the core of the framework of representation of Muslims. 
This essentialisation of identity is constructed around two main attri-
butes, namely that, on the one hand, Muslim women uncritically endorse 
the oppression inherent in some Islamic practices, and, on the other hand, 
that Muslim women are pressured and forced by Muslim men’s patriar-
chal view of religion to conform to practices that call into question their 
autonomy and freedom of choice.

Topics referring to the social power between genders are often analo-
gously used to express the idea that the principle of equality between 
women and men is a central Western value and a pillar of Western civilisa-
tion, and consequently that Muslim individuals or groups calling gender 
equality into question for religious reasons are depicted as not endorsing 
Swiss democratic norms and, hence, as not being fully integrated into 
Swiss society. This topic parallels the criticism of Muslim leaders claiming 
recognition of practices that are constructed as going against equality 
between women and men: “But we want them to learn our language and 
accept basic values such as equality between men and women” (Le Temps, 
6 February 2006, p.12). The non-negotiable character of the principle of 
equality is thus constantly (re)afffĳirmed in public debate, and sheds nega-
tive light on the framework of representation of the symbolic and actual 
possibilities for Muslims to integrate into Swiss society:

In day-to-day life, a minaret should on principle be accepted. The right to a 
burial place that respects Islam is undeniable. In return, Muslims must obey 
our rules at school: teachers are not allowed to wear veils, PE and swimming 
classes must be attended. And equality between the sexes is non-negotiable. 
(Le Temps, 06 September 2006, p. 2, emphasis added)

In sum, when gender power relations appear as topics, the reference to the 
protection of liberal principles and democratic norms predominates. 
Therefore, the role that gender has in the framework of representation 
is quite evident: to provide compelling reasons to put strict limits on 
the acceptance/recognition of Muslim values and practices (for instance, 
emphasising the inequality of treatment of women in Muslim countries 
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and comparing it to the protection women have in Western legal 
systems).

3. Conclusion

Inspired by Okin and Young, we started from the assumption that gender 
issues have a prominent place in the overall discourse representing 
Muslims, because gender discriminations are considered as deeply anti-
liberal and anti-democratic. Gender issues are therefore expected to con-
tribute to the narrative of incompatibility between Islamic and Western 
liberal democratic values. Our empirical analysis confĳirms this assump-
tion; it shows that gender issues strongly contribute to the framework of 
representation that constructs Muslims as the fĳigures of otherness in con-
temporary Swiss society. Gender issues are not only quantitatively present 
in all the stories considered in our empirical analysis, even in stories that, 
at fĳirst glance, are not concerned with them; they also play an important 
qualitative role in the connotations they provide to the general debate 
about Islam. Present as markers of the feminine, as identity construc-
tions or as social power relations, gender issues systematically function as 
rhetorical leverage to emphasise the construction of Muslims as a problem 
for Swiss society.

The overall framework of representation of Muslims that emerges from 
mobilisation of gender in this group of topics constructs Muslims as being 
an ‘excess of alterity’ (Grillo 2007) in the Swiss public space. This result is 
in line with what has been suggested by Delphy’s (2006) analysis of the 
French debate on headscarves. In her view, the French republican willing-
ness to protect (Muslim) women against the wearing of the hijab in public 
schools has constructed Muslim women as being the target of a specifĳic 
Muslim violence. Such a framework of representation, based on Orientalist 
and racist premises, leads to the construction of Muslims as fĳigures of oth-
erness (see also Fernandez 2009).

With regard to Switzerland, this symbolic construction impacts strongly 
on the debate on integration of Muslims. Indeed, Swiss public authorities 
foster an increasingly defensive and restrictive conception of integration, 
seen principally as an adaptation to and endorsement of liberal demo-
cratic norms. This public philosophy of integration is based on assimila-
tionist assumptions, and is therefore reluctant to recognise the specifĳicities 
of the Muslim population. Our results show that, to promote better forms 
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of integration, institutional and policy reform is a necessary but insufffĳi-
cient condition; action on the content of the framework of representa-
tions attached to Muslims and discourses challenging the essentialist 
presuppositions on which their otherness is constructed are also crucial in 
order to promote new, more encompassing forms of common belonging.





CHAPTER EIGHT

THE FRENCH ANTI-RACIST MOVEMENT AND 
THE ‘MUSLIM QUESTION’

Timothy Peace

It has been suggested that there may be less sympathy for the notion that 
Muslim minorities are subjected to racism by virtue of their real or per-
ceived ‘Muslimness’ than there is for Jewish minorities in Europe. Public 
anxiety over the ‘Muslim question’ leads to hesitancy in naming this phe-
nomenon as ‘anti-Muslim sentiment’ or ‘Islamophobia’ (Meer and Modood 
2009). This situation is clearly in evidence in contemporary France where 
the ‘Muslim question’ has split the anti-racist movement. The split is 
symptomatic of a more general division within the French Left in relation 
to Islam and Muslims. It has coincided with a series of controversies 
and debates that began emerging in the year 2000, foremost among 
them those relating to the adoption of the law on secularity and conspicu-
ous religious symbols in schools (also known as the ‘Headscarf Law’) in 
2004. This was then followed by the ban on face covering in 2010 which 
aimed to stop Muslim women from wearing either the niqab or burqa in 
public.

The reaction of French anti-racist organisations to these issues may 
appear confusing to those who have not followed recent public debates on 
Islam in France. The fact that many of these organisations even supported 
the implementation of such laws may appear equally, if not more, bafffling. 
In fact, two camps emerged over these issues, encompassing the four main 
anti-racist organisations active on the national level. Furthermore, there 
are also internal divisions within these organisations. Problems such as 
these are not unique to France, but it is arguable that the situation there is 
particularly complex as a result of the strict historical and cultural attach-
ment to Republican and secular values in the country.

In this chapter, I begin by presenting the anti-racist movement in 
France, introducing its main organisations. I then move to explain how 
issues relating to antisemitism sowed the seeds of discontent between 
these organisations, and how this informed the split we can now observe 
in the movement. I will focus particularly on the crucial period between 
2003 and 2004, when the law banning religious symbols in French state 



132 timothy peace

schools was being debated, and on how this led to a wider debate amongst 
anti-racist organisations on the relative merits (and demerits) of the term 
‘Islamophobia’. I close with a look at how other events relating to Islam in 
France have reinforced these divisions in the anti-racist movement, and 
conclude with some reflections on its future.

1. The French Anti-Racist Movement

The French anti-racist movement, or what might more accurately be 
called Republican anti-racism (House 2002), has a long and distinguished 
history, stretching back to the Dreyfus afffair in the late 19th century (see 
Gibb 2005 and Lloyd 1998 on anti-racism in France). This afffair led to 
the formation of the country’s fĳirst anti-racist organisation, the Ligue 
des droits de l’homme (LDH—Human Rights League), in 1898 (Agrikoliansky 
2002, Irvine 2007). Antisemitism was also the catalyst for the creation of 
the Ligue internationale contre le racisme et l’antisémitisme (LICRA—
International League against Racism and Antisemitism) in 1927, in 
response to the rise of fascism (Allali 2002, Allali and Musicant 1987) and 
the Mouvement contre le racisme et pour l’amitié entre les peuples (MRAP—
Movement Against Racism and for Friendship Between Peoples) was set 
up in 1949 by mostly Jewish members of the French Resistance (Lévy 1999, 
Lloyd 1998). The fourth key organisation is SOS-Racisme, formed in 1984 by 
a group of Paris-based students and activists (Malik 1990).

SOS-Racisme was founded in response to the racism sufffered by post-
colonial migrants and their children and, in particular, in reaction to the 
rise of the extreme right-wing Front national (FN—National Front). Most 
anti-racist organisations in France can be considered as belonging to the 
left of the political spectrum, with SOS-Racisme particularly close to the 
Parti socialiste (PS—Socialist Party). However, LICRA positions itself as a 
cross-party group, and its president between January 1999 and January 
2010 was a centre-right politician, Patrick Gaubert. There is also much 
internal diversity within each of these organisations. For example, activ-
ists within the Ligue communiste révolutionnaire (LCR—Revolutionary 
Communist League) once formed a signifĳicant bloc within SOS-Racisme 
(Gibb 2001) and its founders all began their political careers on the far left 
(Juhem 2001).

The organisations that make up the French anti-racist movement have 
not always seen eye to eye, and share a history of conflict. For instance, 
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LICRA and MRAP have always been rivals as a result of the former seeing 
itself as being anti-communist, while the latter traditionally enjoyed 
close links with the Parti communiste français (PCF—French Communist 
Party). The fĳirst major disagreement between them came as a result of the 
Six Day War in 1967, when LICRA criticised MRAP for being too pro-Arab, 
which led a number of MRAP activists to leave the organisation (Gastaut 
2005). At that time, both organisations had a mostly Jewish leadership, 
which remains the case today for LICRA, whereas MRAP has become 
more diverse. In the 1980s, divisions between North African and Jewish 
activists in the anti-racist movement came to a head following the Israeli 
invasion of Lebanon and the growing identifĳication of second-generation 
North Africans in France with the Palestinian cause (Silverstein 2008). The 
prominence of the pro-Israel Union des étudiants juifs de France (UEJF—
French Jewish Student Union) within SOS-Racisme was a constant source 
of tension within the organisation. During the Gulf War of 1991, tensions 
came to the fore between Jewish and Arab members of the organisation, 
and many left due to the pacifĳist stance it took during the conflict.

Since its emergence in 1984, SOS-Racisme has been the most controver-
sial anti-racist organisation. It has often been looked upon suspiciously 
because of its links with the PS, and because of the way in which it had 
stifled the movement by second-generation North Africans in the 1980s 
(Malik 1990, Fysh 1998). Other organisations have also resented the gener-
ous funding and media attention this organisation has received, despite 
not having a rich history and lacking genuine support at the grass-roots 
level. However, it is within the last decade that the most durable 
split between the various organisations involved in the anti-racist move-
ment has occurred. This cleavage pits SOS-Racisme and LICRA against 
LDH and MRAP, while it is also reflected in tensions within each of these 
organisations.

2. Antisemitism in France and the Emergence of the Split

In the autumn of 2000, France witnessed an explosion of antisemitic 
violence, unprecedented since the Second World War. This wave of anti-
Jewish acts persisted, and peaked again in 2002 and 2004, making it the 
major form of racism in France—at least in terms of recorded violence, 
since it is widely acknowledged that many acts of racism against other 
minorities go unreported. These acts of violence precipitated a debate on 
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the emergence of a new form of antisemitism, which coincided with a 
wider discussion about the perceived problems France faced in relation to 
its Muslim population (Peace 2009). Indeed, it is often forgotten that the 
decision to appoint the Stasi Commission was not simply a response to 
Muslim girls wearing headscarves in schools, but also a reaction to wider 
concerns about the banlieues (the suburbs where disafffected families of 
migrants often live), such as violence against women and antisemitism 
(Bowen 2007).

The problem for anti-racist organisations was that these acts of anti-
semitism. were no longer solely the preserve of the extreme right, but were 
now also caused by people of North African extraction. This created a 
problematic situation for many anti-racists. If one stigmatised group was 
responsible for attacks on another, how should anti-racists react? In con-
trast to past episodes of antisemitism in France, which seemed to galvan-
ise the anti-racist movement, this wave of attacks represented a genuine 
dilemma. Thus while the bombing of a Paris synagogue in 1980 and the 
desecration of a Jewish cemetery in Carpentras in 1990 were followed by 
marches against antisemitism and fascism involving parties from across 
the political spectrum and all anti-racist associations, a massive debate 
ensued in the 2000s as to whether antisemitism should be condemned in 
its own right, or be opposed as part of a wider fĳight against racism, includ-
ing Islamophobia, a concept that would itself become highly contested.

Those reluctant only to condemn antisemitism were motivated by four 
main concerns. The fĳirst was the fear of painting victims of racism (those of 
North African origin) as racists, thereby contributing to the negative image 
these citizens were already sufffering from. The main issue here was that 
this might lend credence to the notion that people of North African origin 
were alone responsible for the upsurge in antisemitism, when the evi-
dence to that efffect was far from conclusive. Another concern was that the 
far-right would seek to exploit the situation by trying to fuse their racist 
discourse on the presumed criminality of immigrants with these acts of 
antisemitism. Added to this, there was a concern that solely denouncing 
antisemitism would draw attention away from the fĳight against anti-Arab 
and anti-Muslim prejudice. Finally, many anti-racists were reluctant to 
join demonstrations against antisemitism because of the link with the 
Israeli-Palestinian conflict; they were concerned that demonstrating 
against antisemitism might be construed as supporting the actions of 
Israel. Indeed, notable surges in antisemitism coincided with the Israeli 
Defence Force’s incursion into the West Bank in April 2002, or with its con-
frontation with Hamas in Gaza in January 2009.
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This reluctance to condemn antisemitism outright led to a paraly-
sis  of  the anti-racist movement, which could not seem to agree on an 
appropriate way of protesting against the surge of anti-Jewish violence. 
The absence of such a protest, traditionally coordinated by anti-racist 
organisations, infuriated Jewish groups, many of which had been claim-
ing  that antisemitism in France was being ignored. As a result, in April 
2002, the Conseil représentatif des institutions juives de France (CRIF—
Representative Council of French Jewish Institutions) and other Jewish 
organisations decided to organise their own protest march, with a strong 
pro-Israel flavour. Many prominent anti-racists, including Jewish intellec-
tuals such as Rony Brauman, Gisèle Halimi or Pierre Vidal-Naquet felt 
unable to align themselves with such a demonstration, and refused to be 
involved with anything that could be construed as being akin to support-
ing the policies of Ariel Sharon (Le Monde, 6 April 2002).

SOS-Racisme, despite not being an organisation specifĳically commit-
ted to the fĳight against antisemitism such as LICRA, had been at the fore-
front when condemning this new wave of antisemitic attacks. However, it 
began to distance itself from other anti-racist organisations, which it 
believed had not taken a clear stance on the issue. SOS-Racisme collabo-
rated with UEJF in publishing a book cataloguing a list of antisemitic inci-
dents that occurred in France (UEJF and SOS-Racisme 2002). The whole 
issue came to a head when a demonstration against antisemitism was 
organised by SOS-Racisme in May 2004, in the wake of the desecration of a 
Jewish cemetery, an initiative supported by LICRA and UEJF. LDH, MRAP, 
PCF, LCR and the Green Party all insisted that the march should condemn 
all forms of racism, and when the demonstration went ahead, the repre-
sentatives of these organisations marched at the back of the cortege, form-
ing a separate demonstration (Le Monde, 14 May 2004). Months later, 
MRAP and LDH organised a protest march against racism, antisemitism 
and discrimination on 7 November 2004. This time, SOS-Racisme and 
LICRA refused to join due to the involvement of the Union des organisa-
tions islamiques de France (UOIF—Union of Islamic Organisations of 
France, the French chapter of the Federation of Islamic Organisations in 
Europe and one of the groups that make up the French Council of the 
Muslim Faith, the CFCM). Dominique Sopo, president of SOS-Racisme, 
declared that his organisation could not march alongside those that 
oppose gender equality and are “not clear on matters regarding secular-
ism, homophobia and antisemitism” (Libération, 6 November 2004).

Indeed, Sopo was so incensed that he wrote a book condemning 
the current state of the anti-racist movement in France, titled: SOS 
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antiracisme (Sopo 2005). This short piece provides a fascinating insight 
into the logic of his position in the debate. Sopo analyses the split within 
the movement as a battle between those who remain faithful to traditional 
(i.e. Republican) anti-racist principles and those who have decided to 
abandon them (a similar assessment is provided in the autobiography of 
Patrick Gaubert 2009). Sopo considered many anti-racists to be sufffering 
from post-colonial guilt and a new white man’s burden, and deplored 
what he saw as the encouragement of a victim mentality among ethnic 
minorities. He defĳined this as the “communitarian approach to anti-rac-
ism” (Sopo 2005, 26) as opposed to the universalist/Republican (and there-
fore truly French) approach of SOS-Racisme. Note that in French political 
discourse, communautarisme means encouraging separateness or identi-
fying with one’s own community at the expense of national unity. 
Therefore to be classed as communautariste is a serious accusation, as it is 
anathema to traditional French Republican ideology.

Sopo saved most of his critique for the phenomenon of ‘Islamism’, 
which he portrays as malevolently waiting in the wings to exploit the 
discrimination faced by young people. In France, outside of academic 
circles, this term is not applied solely to those who combine Islam and 
politics, but rather to any practice of Islam perceived to be in conflict with 
French secularism (laïcité). Anyone considered as not being moderate 
enough is frequently derided as either an Islamist or a fundamentalist 
(intégriste). In the popular imaginary, the classic example of an Islamist is 
Tariq Ramadan. The decision to invite the Swiss intellectual to the 
European Social Forums in Paris (2003) and London (2004) was deplored 
by Sopo as a stab in the back for those fĳighting for democracy in the 
Muslim world. So-called Islamists, such as Ramadan, are described as the 
enemies of equality between men and women, while Sopo (2005, 74) also 
chastised those on the Left who refused to condemn the antisemitism 
found in the poorer suburban neighbourhoods and/or by those of 
immigrant origin:

There is no room for negotiation when it comes to condemning antisemi-
tism … When one professes to defend young people of immigrant origin, one 
does not go about it by allowing a small proportion of them to lapse into acts 
of hatred, of which they are moreover usually the fĳirst victims. That would 
allow them to think that beating up a Jew, held up as a symbol of 
the oppressive system, would be some kind of short cut to social emancipa-
tion and individual fulfĳilment … Saying that condemning new forms of anti-
semitism would mean stigmatising Arabs/Muslims is like saying that 
opposing Le Pen would stigmatise white people.
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Blaming the Left for its inability to condemn antisemitism and for encour-
aging antisemitism became a familiar theme around that time (Finkielkraut 
2003, Lacroix 2005, Taguiefff 2002, 2004). Indeed, the leader of CRIF indi-
rectly accused the Green Party and LCR of antisemitism, when he spoke of 
a ‘red-green-brown alliance’ at an annual dinner in January 2003. Politicians 
attempted to outdo each other in their condemnation of antisemitism, 
and even used the issue to score political points against adversaries. Pierre 
Lellouche of the ruling UMP party—instigator of a law mandating more 
severe penalties for violent crimes committed by virtue of the victim’s 
membership of a particular ethnic group, nation, race, or religion—sug-
gested there was a problem of left-wing antisemitism.

This discourse of the ‘antisemitic Left’ prompted the scholar Vincent 
Geisser (2003, 91) to note ironically that, “the French Left, by its silence and 
complacency regarding ‘young Muslim delinquents’ is supposedly largely 
responsible for antisemitism in the 21st century.” Another collection of 
essays that refuted this assertion was edited by the Marxist philosopher 
Etienne Balibar (2003). However, criticism meted out to the Left contin-
ued, and it was not only the preserve of the Right. For example, Le Monde 
journalist Nicolas Weill (2004) criticised the tendency to make excuses for 
antisemitism in the banlieues. A report commissioned by the Prime 
Minister’s Offfĳice also suggested that anti-Zionism could lead to antisemi-
tism by proxy (Rufĳin 2004). Discussions about antisemitism also came to 
the fore during the public debate that preceded the introduction of the 
Headscarf Law in 2004. It was this controversy that left the biggest scar on 
the anti-racist movement.

3. The ‘Headscarf Law’ and the Battle over ‘Islamophobia’

When it became clear that the government was considering a law banning 
conspicuous religious symbols in state schools, anti-racist organisations 
were for the most part united in their opposition. The presidents of all 
four anti-racist organisations were interviewed by the Stasi Commission, 
which was tasked with compiling the report that led to the eventual intro-
duction of the law (Stasi 2003). MRAP was a key player in the debate 
because Laurent Lévy, the father of the two sisters who instigated the 
headscarf afffair of October 2003 in Aubervilliers, was a lawyer for the 
organisation (Lévy 2010). MRAP was thus clearly opposed to any pro-
posed  legislation, and its president Mouloud Aounit cleverly attempted 
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to persuade the Stasi Commission that a ban on headscarves would lead to 
an increase in private Muslim faith schools. Echoing comments by Aounit, 
Patrick Gaubert (LICRA) argued that such a law would stigmatise Muslims 
in France, and Michel Tubiana (LDH) described the issue of the headscarf 
as a smokescreen to avoid discussing other problems in society.

Sopo gave a rather equivocal testimony by stating that he saw such a 
law as an advantageous means to protect Muslim girls who did not wish to 
wear headscarves. Yet, he also voiced his doubts about a move that would 
efffectively single out black and Arab citizens, and therefore proposed a 
circular as a compromise measure. At this point, SOS-Racisme was still 
regarded by most observers as an opponent of a law against headscarves, 
along with most religious groups and trade unions. When the very fĳirst 
French headscarf afffair erupted in 1989, SOS-Racisme denounced the viru-
lent campaign that was being waged in the French media, and the then 
president of the organisation Harlem Désir declared that to be against the 
veil was to be racist. Yet, by the time this issue had flared up again in 1994, 
the organisation had made a complete volte face and was calling for the 
kind of legislation that would eventually be implemented 10 years later 
(Le Monde, 27 October 1994).

In 2003/2004 the organisation was divided on the subject. Francis 
Terquem, co-founder and long time lawyer of the organisation, voiced 
his opposition to Sopo’s sympathies regarding the law, and eventually 
defected to MRAP in January 2004. By this time, SOS-Racisme had declared 
its offfĳicial support for the law, following the consensus that had slowly 
developed in France during the auditions for the Stasi Commission and in 
the national media. This consensus saw the headscarf as a threat to 
France’s secular order, an expression of communautarisme, an obstacle to 
achieving gender equality and a means for Islamists to dictate their rules 
in the banlieues (Deltombe 2005).

By early 2004, the divisions between the various anti-racist organisa-
tions had become relatively clear on this issue. Nonetheless, organising a 
demonstration against the law proved problematic, as even LDH and 
MRAP were aware of the fact that not all of their members supported the 
offfĳicial position. This created an opportunity for the highly marginal (but 
also vocal) Parti des musulmans de France (PMF—Party of the Muslims of 
France) to organise a demonstration, which both MRAP and LDH were 
keen to distance themselves from. Indeed, these organisations were very 
careful not to be seen as promoting the wearing of headscarves and 
thereby endorsing a pro-religion agenda.
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Therefore, when they took part in a demonstration organised by the 
campaign group Une école pour tous-tes (School for Everyone), they made 
sure that the protest was not structured around the issue of religious free-
dom (as was the case in other countries), but around the prospect of 
girls being denied an education by being excluded from school (Lévy 
2010). SOS-Racisme responded with their own (failed) group called Laïcs, 
retrouvons-nous (Secularists, unite!) and called for a demonstration in 
favour of the law on 6 March 2004. Malek Boutih, president of SOS-Racisme 
between 1999 and 2003, declared that the Headscarf Law was the fĳirst 
important defeat of the Islamists in France, and criticised MRAP and LDH 
for sympathising with ‘fundamentalists’ (Le Figaro, 5 February 2004). In 
circumstances such as these, the inability of anti-racist organisations to 
march together against antisemitism a few months later appears entirely 
explicable. Relations between SOS-Racisme and MRAP continued to dete-
riorate, and MRAP even refused to march in a demonstration organised by 
SOS-Racisme to protest against the murder of a young Jewish man, Ilan 
Halimi, in 2006. The offfĳicial reason given for their absence was the partici-
pation of Philippe de Villiers, a right-wing politician notorious for his criti-
cal comments about Islam in France. However, SOS-Racisme and LICRA 
had already made statements opposing the participation of Jean-Marie Le 
Pen and de Villiers.

Many of those who opposed the Headscarf Law did so because they 
considered it to be an example of Islamophobia. In France, this term had 
not been widely used, and racism directed at Muslims was usually sub-
sumed under the category of anti-Arab racism. However, since 2003, 
Mouloud Aounit (MRAP), had been campaigning for the recognition of a 
specifĳically anti-Muslim variety of racism, which he argued had become 
increasingly apparent since 9/11. In September 2003, he even organised a 
conference on Islamophobia at the French National Assembly, which 
coincided with the launch of a book by Vincent Geisser (2003) entitled 
La Nouvelle Islamophobie (The New Islamophobia), thereby paraphrasing 
the title of Pierre-André Taguiefff ’s (2002) book La Nouvelle Judéophobie. 
However, not everyone was convinced about the appropriateness of 
using  the term ‘Islamophobia’. Some people argued that using it might 
lead to confusion between racism directed against Muslims and the cri-
tique of Islam as a religion. According to them, using the term could con-
stitute a threat to freedom of expression. Others opposed the term because 
they saw it as essentialising people in terms of a ‘Muslim’ ethnic identity, 
when some people of Muslim heritage do not even practice the Islamic 
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faith. The following examples help illustrate the controversial nature of 
the term.

On 24 October 2003, the editor of Le Point magazine and member of the 
Haut conseil à l’intégration (HCI—High Council for Integration), Claude 
Imbert, declared in an interview that he was quite Islamophobic. The phi-
losopher Pascal Bruckner (Le Figaro, 5 November 2003) also entered the 
debate, deriding the term ‘Islamophobia’ as being dangerous, and criticis-
ing Geisser’s book, describing it as intellectual propaganda. Journalist 
Caroline Fourest also warned of what she perceived to be the dangerous 
nature of the term, claiming that it was invented by Mullahs in Iran to 
denounce women who did not wear headscarves after the revolution 
(Libération, 17 November 2003). Finally, a leaked report prepared by the 
French watchdog on racism and human rights, the Commission nationale 
consultative des droits de l’homme (CNCDH—National Consultative Com-
mission on Human Rights), was also critical of the term.

Within France, and particularly within the anti-racist movement, the 
debate about this term grew in intensity. Richard Serero, vice-president 
of LICRA, described Islamophobia as “a concept invented after 
11th September by those who cannot accept criticism of Islam. We have 
the right to challenge Christianity and Judaism but we can’t challenge 
Islam without being accused of racism” (Le Temps, 19 March 2004). The 
internal debate within MRAP was particularly fĳierce, and many members 
were unhappy about their leader using the term. In May 2004, MRAP’s 
national council decided to ban the use of the term ‘Islamophobia’ until its 
national congress in December, when the issue could be properly debated. 
In fact, the issue dominated the event, with some arguing for the necessity 
of fĳighting Islamophobia and others proposing a motion to ban using the 
term permanently. A compromise was reached, and a motion was passed 
stating that MRAP would continue to oppose Islamophobia within the 
framework of the legal defĳinition of incitement to racial hatred. In 
February 2005, a conflict emerged between MRAP, LICRA and the 
teacher’s union UNSA-Éducation. The latter two opposed the use of the 
word ‘Islamophobia’ in a document prepared for the national educational 
week against racism. UNSA general-secretary Patrick Gonthier (Agence 
France Presse, 5 February 2005), justifĳied his position in these words:

Islamophobia can only mean a fear of Islam; it therefore cannot not be asso-
ciated with racism. This poses a number of questions: should blasphemy of 
Islam be regarded as a crime and should we leave Salman Rushdie and 
Taslima Nasreen to the mercy of fatwas?



  the french anti-racist movement & the ‘muslim question’ 141

Dominique Sopo (2005: 78) of SOS-Racisme agreed, and believed that the 
introduction of this term was part of a sinister plan by ‘Islamists’:

As a means of avoiding criticism of their reactionary aims and their strategy 
of gaining influence, the extremists go about denouncing ‘Islamophobia’ of 
which even the slightest criticism of them would be a sign, thus profoundly 
distorting the philosophy and language of anti-racism.

French anti-racists also campaigned against the institutionalisation by the 
UN of ‘Islamophobia’ as a distinct type of racism. In 2007, two years before 
the Durban Review Conference, LICRA published a report about the mali-
cious intentions of the UN Human Rights Council and their position on 
Islamophobia (LICRA 2007). One year before the conference, it launched 
a petition, which called for the boycott of Durban II. In this petition, 
signed by many of France’s most celebrated intellectuals, it claimed 
that the UN was trying to kill offf human rights, 60 years after the anniver-
sary of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (Le Monde, 28 February 
2008).

4. Divisive Episodes, Internal Tensions and Amicable Relations

The controversy surrounding the caricatures of Muhammed printed in 
the Danish newspaper Jyllands-Posten in September 2005 continued to 
open up the wounds of division amongst French anti-racists. The newspa-
per France Soir republished all 12 caricatures, and was taken to court by 
MRAP for incitement to racial hatred, which led to much criticism and 
ridicule by the French press. The satirical newspaper Charlie Hebdo, which 
itself became involved in a similar court case, even referred to the organ-
isation as the Mouvement contre le racisme et pour l’amitié du Prophète 
(Movement against Racism and for Friendship of the Prophet). The out-
rage provoked by MRAP’s decision illustrated just how sensitive the sub-
ject had become. In 2001, MRAP and LDH brought a case against the writer 
Michel Houellebecq for comments he made on Islam, while in 2002 MRAP, 
LICRA and LDH took the publisher of Oriana Fallaci’s The Rage and the 
Pride to court for the same reason. In both cases, there was no public 
uproar, as these organisations were simply applying the 1972 and 1990 anti-
racist laws designed to outlaw the incitement of hatred against a religious 
group (Bleich 2003). By 2006, of course, the climate had altered remark-
ably. SOS-Racisme supported the publication of the caricatures and 
went on the offfensive by organising a debate (later cancelled) at a Parisian 
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university to defend freedom of expression. Dominique Sopo expressed 
his support for Charlie Hebdo, and its editor-in-chief, Phillipe Val.

Caroline Fourest, along with former minister Corinne Lepage and Pierre 
Cassen—founder of the secularist website Riposte Laïque, initiated a 
petition entitled Contre un nouvel obscurantisme (Againt a new obscuran-
tism), which aimed to fĳight against all expressions of racism, sexism, 
homophobia and fundamentalism. This petition was signed by a number 
of anti-racists, including Sopo, Françoise Seligmann (honorary president 
of LDH) and several high ranking members of MRAP, including Alain 
Callès (ex-president), Emmanuelle Le Chevallier (administrative council) 
and Nadia Kurys (national executive). Nevertheless, Jean-Pierre Dubois, 
Henri Leclerc and Michel Tubiana of LDH criticised the petition, stating 
that dialogue with certain elements of political Islam was actually needed 
(Libération, 16 May 2006). Yet again though, it appeared that a signifĳicant 
number of fĳigures within the organisation’s central committee disagreed, 
and Philippe Lamy, Cédric Porin and Antoine Spire hit back a few days 
later by publishing an article citing their approval of the petition 
(Libération, 30 May 2006).

This kind of public argument between prominent fĳigures within the 
same organisation had, as yet, been unheard of. The same battle lines were 
drawn when philosopher Robert Redeker published an opinion piece crit-
ical of Islam in Le Figaro, and was subsequently forced to go into hiding 
due to death threats he received. Mouloud Aounit condemned these 
threats, while also criticising the offfensive language Redeker had used in 
his article, reminding him of the limits of freedom of expression. LDH 
took a similar line and, in response, SOS-Racisme, along with CRIF and 
Charlie Hebdo, organised an evening in support of Redeker and freedom 
of expression. LDH’s response led Cédric Porin and Antoine Spire to leave 
the organisation, publishing their resignation letter in Le Monde on 
24 November 2006:

The straw that broke the camel’s back was the Redeker afffair. Instead of 
defending the freedom of expression of a philosopher at all costs, someone 
who has received death threats for criticising Islam, LDH fĳirstly made known 
its rejection of his “disgusting ideas” before eventually conceding that “what-
ever we think of Mr Redeker’s writing, nothing justifĳies what he has had to 
go through.” However, the ambiguity and timidity of this support does not fĳit 
well with the necessary intransigence the fĳight for freedom of expression 
demands of us.

However, certain campaigns still managed to unite anti-racist organisa-
tions. In early 2007, a debate emerged about the introduction of ethnic 
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statistics in order to fĳight discrimination (see the articles collected in 
Sabbagh and Peer 2008). The need for these statistics was promoted by the 
recently formed Conseil représentatif des associations noires de France 
(CRAN—Representative council of Black associations of France), and the 
issue also became important during the presidential election. In February 
2007, the leaders of MRAP, LICRA and SOS-Racisme all signed a petition 
against the introduction of such statistics, in the name of their shared 
ideal of colour-blind anti-racism, or ‘anti-racism without races’ (Bleich 
2004).

Relations between these organisations also improved in the wake of the 
‘afffaire des Vosges’, when a woman asked two Muslim women to take 
offf their headscarves while staying at her holiday home. This case was 
brought to court and won by MRAP, LDH and LICRA in October 2007. The 
offfender received a suspended sentence of four months in prison, a €1,000 
fĳine and was forced to pay €7,400 in damages. In March 2008, these organ-
isations were again united in their condemnation of a number of events, 
including an antisemitic assault that took place in Bagneux; the Chinese 
repression of the Tibetan liberation movement; and the release of contro-
versial Dutch MP Geert Wilder’s anti-Islam fĳilm Fitna. They also under-
took a joint action against the comedian Dieudonné after he made 
antisemitic comments at one of his shows in December 2008, and they 
were unanimous in their condemnation of his anti-Zionist electoral list for 
the European elections of 2009. Still, this unity was occasionally broken, 
such as when MRAP deplored the lack of action organised in the wake of 
the desecration of Muslim graves in a war cemetery in northern France in 
April 2008. Another such case arose in July 2008, after Siné, a political car-
toonist, wrote an article mocking Jean Sarkozy (son of the French presi-
dent) in the satirical newspaper, Charlie Hebdo. When the article was 
deemed antisemitic, the paper’s editor, Philippe Val, fĳired Siné. LICRA 
took Siné to court for inciting racial hatred and SOS-Racisme supported 
these actions, but LDH and MRAP refused to comment.

Although relations between France’s anti-racist organisations had 
improved remarkably since the period between 2002 and 2006, internal 
divisions remained. Problems within MRAP date back to November 2004, 
and relate to the decision to demonstrate alongside the UOIF. This 
prompted anti-colonial writer Albert Memmi to leave the organisation, 
and at the national conference the following month, the organisation’s 
annual report of activities was approved with only the narrowest of mar-
gins. From this moment on, Mouloud Aounit increasingly came under 
attack and dissidents within the organisation created blogs voicing their 
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concern about his leadership. The decision to bring the case against 
France Soir to court was unpopular and singer Jean Ferrat became the sec-
ond major fĳigure to leave the organisation in protest. Senior leaders in 
MRAP subsequently formed an internal opposition group named ‘MRAP 
Pluraliste’. In May 2007, they offfĳicially asked Aounit to step down from 
the leadership, claiming he no longer respected the universalist and secu-
lar values of the movement (Agence France Presse, 24 May 2007). In 
the same year, a long-time member published a history of the organisa-
tion, severely criticising the direction it had taken in the last few years 
(Winnykamen 2007). In January 2008, many local sections boycotted the 
annual conference, where only 131 out of 286 delegates were present, and 
where Aounit was himself re-elected by the narrowest of margins. Later 
that year MRAP decided to introduce a Collège de la présidence meaning 
the organisation was led by four co-presidents. This was widely interpreted 
as a move to save the organisation.

When asked about these divisions within his organisation and in par-
ticular the battle around ‘Islamophobia’, Aounit, during a personal inter-
view I held with him in Paris in December 2008, responded:

I think history will show that we were right and that one day this struggle, 
which is today tarnished and stigmatised, will be recognised as legitimate. 
It’s a fact we can’t ignore. The other day, I went to a demonstration against 
the desecration of a cemetery and the leader of the Jewish community spoke 
of Islamophobia. I was happy that when the President [Sarkozy] went to 
Algeria a few months ago he said it was necessary to fĳight against antisemi-
tism and Islamophobia! I’m also happy that the European institutions are 
calling for and recommending that Islamophobia be tackled. My aim is to try 
to get this recognised as a form of racism [in France].

5. Conclusion

In this chapter, I have attempted to chart the divisions that have appeared 
within the anti-racist movement in France, which were largely due to 
debates and concerns around the issue of Islam. These divisions are not 
only inter-organisational but also intra-organisational. However, these 
issues are of course not uniquely French. If we take the example of 
Islamophobia, we see that this term has also been hotly debated amongst 
anti-racists in other countries. The equivalent of MRAP in Belgium, the 
Mouvement contre le racisme, l’antisémitisme et la xénophobie (MRAX) has 
been divided on the issue, and its president Radouane Bouhlal received 
similar criticisms to those faced by Mouloud Aounit in France. Similarly, 
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Kenan Malik (2009), who was very involved in anti-racist struggles in 
Britain in the 1970s and 1980s, criticised the term ‘Islamophobia’, express-
ing concern that it might be used not only to describe anti-Muslim preju-
dice, but also as a prescription for what may or may not be said about 
Islam.

The divisive nature of Islam for the Left in France is no doubt related to 
the importance of the concept of laïcité, and to the fact that the Left sees 
itself as the standard bearer of this principle. Every time laïcité had been 
perceived to be under threat, the French Left mobilised to save it. French 
debates about Islam, such as the numerous headscarf afffairs, take on mon-
umental proportions, because they are always framed as a battle over the 
survival of French secularism. This, in turn, is perceived by many anti-
racists to go hand in hand with the ideal of the Republican model of 
integration. As Sopo (2008: 19) explains:

Laïcité is both intimately and even ontologically related to anti-racism. To 
allow laïcité to decline or be ‘redefĳined’ would mean weakening the possibil-
ity for diffferent groups—who are today discriminated against—to free 
themselves from a state of inferiority and reinforce this modern day ten-
dency of seeing people close themselves offf in their own identities.

The goal for many anti-racists was therefore not simply to fĳight against 
discrimination and prejudice, but also to encourage integration and dis-
courage the formation of community identities. As Peter Fysh (1998, 209) 
noted in his analysis of the shortcomings of the anti-racist movement in 
France, “there has been no explicit break with the lay Republican tradition 
which claims that France has successfully integrated generations of 
immigrants by denying community attachments.”

Anti-racism in France has thus traversed a major crisis in the fĳirst 
decade of the 21st century, a crisis that is far from unresolved. It is undoubt-
edly more serious than the soul searching that accompanied the perceived 
failure of anti-racism in the early 1990s. At that time, the problem was pre-
sented as racism having evolved from biological to more cultural forms, 
and the danger of the extreme right using arguments about diffference to 
support its own ends (Taguiefff 1991). The proposed solution was therefore 
to reafffĳirm the Republican model of integration and end talk of multicul-
turalism (Guiraduon 1996).

There appear to be no easy solutions to today’s dilemmas and the 
‘Muslim question’ has thrown the movement into practical disarray. How 
does one deal with an antisemitism that is no longer the preserve of 
the extreme right? How do we fĳight against increasing attacks on Muslims, 
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if we cannot agree upon a name to describe such events? The perceived 
lack of response from the traditional anti-racist organisations has led 
to the creation of grass roots initiatives, such as the Coordination contre 
le  racisme et l’islamophobie (CRI—Coordination against Racism and 
Islamophobia) based in Lyons. Other forms of anti-racist expression have 
also emerged, such as the Indigènes de la République whose members chal-
lenge the traditional organisations with a much more radical discourse 
about racism and its links to the colonial period.

French reticence to use the terminology of ‘Islamophobia’ may eventu-
ally prove futile, due to recent developments taking place in Anglo-Saxon 
scholarship, which seek to consolidate a defĳinition of this term (Fekete 
2009, Allen 2010, Sayyid and Vakil 2010), and the fact that the UN, OSCE, 
the EU and even French government ministers all seem to have adopted it. 
The need for French anti-racists to fĳind a broader unity seems more 
pressing than ever. The actions taken by the now defunct Ministry of 
Immigration, Integration and National Identity were an obvious example. 
However, this has not been helped by the more recent furore over the 
burqa which again sowed the seeds of division. A further question also 
looms large: if ethnic statistics are to be avoided, in what way can French 
society provide equal opportunities for all of its citizens? These are the 
challenges that lie ahead, not only for French anti-racist organisations, but 
also for all those who are of a progressive bent in the country.



CHAPTER NINE

FOREIGN POLICY AND ITS IMPACT ON ARAB STEREOTYPES IN 
ENGLISH-LANGUAGE POPULAR FICTION OF THE 1970S–80S

Ahmed K. al-Rawi

Serious literature is generally judged by its aesthetic merits, whereas 
popular fĳiction is mainly written for entertainment, and tends to follow 
simple—if not naïve—plot lines fĳilled with episodic events that tend to 
simplify the moral and emotional issues treated. The sheer number of spy 
novels, historical, detective, and crime thrillers etc., indicates the success 
of such forms; they exceed one quarter of all fĳictional works published in 
the Western market (Simon 1989). These books abound in vernacular 
expressions, overtly erotic scenes, and gratuitous violence, all of which 
appeal to the tastes of their mass readerships, as does the fact that they are 
cheaply priced (Long 1985, Neuburg 1977). Mass-market fĳiction is a vehicle 
of popular culture because it expresses its hopes, fantasies, and anxieties. 
William J. Palmer claims that the genre of spy fĳiction is always connected 
with “the cultural issues of each particular novel’s time and space” (2006, 
497). Thus, one can study this genre and others like it, in order to under-
stand the culture that has produced them.

Popular novels tend, however, to express stereotypical notions of cer-
tain ethnic groups, cultures and religions because they magnify small 
details and present them to the reader as undisputed realities. The authors 
of these novels often fantasise a fĳictional world in which the ‘heroes’, who 
embody the noble Western concepts of justice and chivalry, collide with 
the ignoble deeds of a villain, in many instances an Arab Muslim, who has 
to be punished at the end to achieve poetic justice. Unfortunately, many 
novels that dehumanise and distort Arab Muslim characters receive large 
Western audiences. The publication of works of popular fĳiction with 
Middle Eastern themes or characters increased in the year 1985 alone to 
reach more than 600 in the United States and Britain (Simon 1989). This 
points to the scale of the issue and the likely impact of the negative stereo-
types that the novels contain.

Motives vary according to the writer’s background. There are two kinds 
of writers; the fĳirst is the one who, for commercial reasons, follows popular 
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demand shaped by old prejudices peddled by the mass media. In the 20th 
and 21st centuries, the ideas formed in people’s minds about religions and 
races have been increasingly influenced by the media (Berger 2006) 
including television and print coverage of news. Many media specialists 
believe that the meaning of reality itself is conditioned by the media, par-
ticularly by television which changes “many social situations by changing 
everyday life” (Altheide 1976). For example, Iyengar (1991, 11) discusses how 
the media “frame” events and present them from their own perspective 
through the “subtle alterations in the statement or presentation of judg-
ment and choice problems.” Further, Shaheen (2005) describes how such 
indirect methods of influencing the public mean that the “stereotyping of 
Arabs regularly appears in media designed to entertain” because in this 
context the public is more likely to accept the information “unknowingly” 
and “without suspicion” (1985, 162 & 166).

Whilst it may not be all-determining, one cannot ignore the role that 
governments play in influencing the media’s portrayal of major world con-
flicts such as those in the Middle East (for a detailed analysis of the influ-
ence of government on the media, see Ghareeb 1983. For the British media, 
see Mayhew and Adams 1976). Patricia A. Karl, a news correspondent cov-
ering the Arab region, goes as far as to claim that “the Government’s 
manipulation of the American media and media participation in foreign 
policy have conditioned situations where events are often shaped to fĳit 
policies or foreign policy programming becomes a substitute for policy” 
(1983, 284). It is beyond the scope of this study to investigate the precise 
extent of the American state’s manipulation of the media to serve its for-
eign policy.

However, it is hard to dismiss Steven Salaita’s (2006) argument that pop-
ular American mistrust of Arabs is closely linked to the idea of “patriotism 
and national pride” (265) promoted by a government whose foreign policy 
sets the standard of loyalty. For example, during the First Gulf War, the US 
media took most of its information from the US Army, adopting the offfĳi-
cial stances dictated to them because ‘patriotic journalism’ was the 
required norm (Bennett & Paletz 1994, 4). Referring to preparations for the 
2003 US-led invasion of Iraq, Alterman (2004), an insider and a specialist 
in US media, says that most American journalists possessed the ‘natural 
patriotism’ to side with the US government, whilst others had commercial 
reasons to do so. He argues that such an attitude “not only empowers 
right-wing jingoists and chauvinists to silence honest debate, it also 
silences some of the internal debate that takes place in our own hearts and 
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minds” (Alterman 2004, 268 & 269). Alterman believes that the US media 
and US foreign policy are aligned. If criticism is directed against US foreign 
policy, such criticism would normally be dismissed in the US media as 
“the products of old-fashioned European anti-Americanism at best, and 
of antisemitism at worst [if Israel is implicated], or frequently, both” 
(Alterman 2004, 18).

Herman and Chomsky (1994) devised their propaganda model to take 
account of the ways in which key players shape the media. They identify 
fĳive main “news fĳilters”, which include “information provided by govern-
ment, business, and ‘experts’ funded and approved by these primary 
sources and agents of power” (Id., 2). Herman and Chomsky believe that 
the media’s dependence on these sources’ privileged access to informa-
tion means that they can “use personal relationships, threats, and rewards 
to further influence and coerce the media” (Id., 22). Moreover, the credibil-
ity such sources enjoy with the public confers ‘objectivity’ on media cover-
age which draws on them. Finally, as media channels seek to “protect 
themselves from criticisms of bias and libel suits, they need material that 
can be portrayed as presumptively accurate” (Id., 19). Other studies of 
source bias focus on showing how reporters depend on limited govern-
mental sources when they present the news (Sigal 1974, Brown et al. 1987, 
Reese et al. 1994).

Another important fĳilter identifĳied by Herman and Chomsky (1994, 
26) is “flak”: those negative responses to a media statement or pro-
gramme used to “discipline” the media. In many cases, government offfĳi-
cials attack certain reporters as a means of sending a warning signal to 
other journalists who might think of criticising the government. A related 
fĳilter is that of “anticommunism” used in the Cold War period as a 
pretext for silencing dissident voices and an active “control mechanism” 
(Herman and Chomsky 1994, 2). More recently, it is arguable that the 
communist has been replaced by the fĳigure of the Arab terrorist, who 
shares with his predecessor a perceived desire to destroy the West, at 
least in certain tendencies exhibited by the mainstream media. Finally, it 
is important to mention other cultural manipulations that governments 
deploy in support of their foreign policy. Mel van Elteren (2003, 174) claims 
that the U.S. government plays “an important role in promoting cultural 
exports, not only as a source of export income but also as a means of 
exporting beliefs, values, and practices that inherently favor U.S.-based 
corporate capitalism,” including those relating to issues of race and 
gender.
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In times of crisis, governments condition the public in an indirect way 
to make them see the world in pre-designed perspective. If portrayals of 
Arabs as desert nomads, ignorant peasants, Muslim fanatics and bloody 
hijackers who kidnap foreigners and ransom them recur continuously in 
the media (Caesar 1993), they tend to be questioned less and less, and end 
up approaching the status of received wisdom. Gordon W. Allport (1954) 
asserts that stereotypes are “socially supported, continually revived and 
hammered in, by [the] media of mass communication” (1954, 200). David 
Altheide (1976, 27) believes that, through the amplifĳication process, the 
media can make some events “interesting and socially signifĳicant,” some-
times ensuring that their influence may be “fundamentally changed.”

It is important to stress that the West is no more homogeneous than the 
so-called ‘Arab World’, and that the extent of the media’s inclination and 
ability to shape public perceptions in a reductive, negative fashion con-
forming to approved government policy varies considerably. The US media 
represent a much more extreme case than, say, their British or French 
equivalents where one can fĳind far greater plurality, and a much greater 
willingness to interrogate and criticise government policy. Even in 
America, oppositional voices are there to be heard, albeit at the peripher-
ies of the mainstream media, Nonetheless, particularly in the USA, the ste-
reotyping process and the policies informing it form part of the cultural 
context in which writers of popular fĳiction operate, and to which they 
must accommodate their work in order to appeal to the reading public. 
In this very indirect and generally unintentional fashion, they collude in 
the promotion of popular culture and the agenda of the government. The 
latter, in turn, is prone to shut its eyes to the widespread vilifĳication of 
Arabs which, at worst, takes the form of a “licensed national sport,” as 
Jonathan Raban puts it (1979, 343).

There is a second, much smaller, category of writers with an open 
political agenda and a clear intention to use popular fĳiction as a tool of 
propaganda. Some pro-Israel novelists writing in English (or whose novels 
are translated into English), belong to this group. Their work tends to 
indulge in overt and calculated stereotypying of Muslims and of Arabs 
(prominent novelists in this category include: Leon Uris, Moshe Shamir, 
Amos Oz, Benjamin Tammuz, Maisie Mosco, and Yael Dayan). By publish-
ing their works in English, those writers reach a wide international 
readership.

In brief, foreign policy agendas in America (and to an extent in other 
Western countries) play a signifĳicant, though not determining, role in 
shaping and providing the context to certain stereotypes prevalent in 
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popular fĳiction. However, writers’ motives in propagating reductively neg-
ative images of Arab Muslims difffer considerably, and by no means do all 
of them conform to the equally stereotypical and reductive image of the 
‘Orientalist Westerner’. Those that do follow such a path are sometimes 
driven by the perceived need to secure high sales and therefore to avoid 
confronting comforting popular prejudices, and sometimes by a more cal-
culatedly political strategy.

1. The Political Background

For many decades and up to today, America and Britain have regarded the 
Middle East as a legitimate sphere of national interest owing to their his-
torical ties to the region. Britain occupied parts of the region after the First 
World War and remained there, controlling many countries and retaining 
military bases subsequently. One of the perceived benefĳits of British con-
trol over the Middle East in the interwar era was that of preventing “Nazi 
Germany reaching the oil fĳields” (Johnson 2003, 163). During the same 
period, the Middle East and India were regarded as the “main areas of 
unrest” for the British because of the rise of national movements in reac-
tion to the unfulfĳilled “promises of independence” (Louis and Brown 2001, 
287).

It is perhaps not surprising, then, that instead of depicting leaders of 
the respective independence movements as revolutionary fĳigures seeking 
to liberate their lands from foreign dominance, some Anglo-American 
purveyors of popular fĳiction vilifĳied those who challenged the authority 
of Britain and the Arab governments it had installed by presenting 
their actions as inherently evil and illegitimate. They showed little desire 
to convey the complexity of the conflict and of popular reactions to the 
promises of independence. For instance, Spencer Bayne’s Agent Extraor-
dinary reflected British concern over the Arab-German alliance during 
the Second World War. The Mufti of Damascus, Jamal, designated as the 
historical Mufti of Jerusalem, tried to move the public against British 
rule with the help of the Nazis. In order to demonstrate that his cause 
was unlawful, the author presented Jamal as a gangster whose national 
aspirations for “Pan-Arabism” were described as a “bogey” with which he 
attempted to “mask his gangsterish ambition” (1944, 35). Further, Geofffrey 
House hold’s Doom’s Caravan (1971) referenced the anti-British revolt in 
Iraq in 1941 and portrayed its leader, Rashid Ali al-Kaylani, in an unsympa-
thetic way. The Arabs who sided with the Germans against the British and 
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French are pictured as “conspirators” (1971, 100). Whilst collaboration with 
Nazis is hardly an action compatible with the spirit of liberation, the rea-
sons for the collaboration, and the desperation that led to it, are left 
unacknowledged.

After the Second World War, and in the context of the new reality of the 
Cold War with an expansionist Soviet Union, America sought to acquire a 
share in Britain’s control over the Middle East, so it began cooperating 
with Britain in this regard. Proposals for disseminating pro-American and 
British publicity in the region were suggested as soon as the early 1950s 
(US Government, Offfĳice Memorandum 1951). Adam Watson, from the 
British Embassy, suggested making an “Anglo-American cooperation in 
the psychological fĳield in the Arab states and Iran.” Other documents 
released by the National Security Archive revealed the extent of US preoc-
cupation with propaganda issues which it termed ‘Campaign of Truth 
Program’ in order to counter communism in the Middle East and to 
project a favourable image of America. In the end, the US government 
can achieve a strategic goal of preserving its interests in the region. Tore 
T. Petersen mentioned in The Decline of the Anglo-American Middle East 
that Anglo-American control over the region in the 1960s helped to pre-
vent the spread of communism and to ensure a continuous flow of cheap 
oil (2006, 2–3).

Predictably, the 1948 Arab-Israeli conflict had many implications and 
consequences for popular images of the Arab. Western public opinion was 
generally conditioned to regard Arabs as wrong in defending their own 
lands and properties. As Michael Ionides poignantly puts it: “If the Arabs 
submitted, that showed their unworthiness, if they resisted, that showed 
their savagery” (1960, 83). The Cold War created its own villains because 
the Soviets began, during this period, to aid Arab countries such as Iraq, 
Syria and Egypt by supplying them with arms and expertise. Kem Bennett 
tackled this concern in The Devil’s Current (1953), and Stewart Thomson’s 
Show of Force (1955) touched on anti-British sentiments in Iraq.

Representations of Middle Eastern societies were by no means univer-
sally hostile. In his novel, The Picnic at Sakkara (1955), P.H. Newby por-
trayed an Arab poet who belonged to the Muslim Brotherhood, a religious 
association opposing Westernisation. The writer captured the atmosphere 
of frustration that overwhelmed Egypt before Jamal Abdel Nasser’s rule 
when protests used to be organised against British dominance and protes-
tors cried “The Canal for Egypt!” (1955, 30). However, other political 
concerns expressed in fĳictional texts stemmed from the cynical desire 
to protect Western oil investments; for instance, Peter O’Donnell in 
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Sabre-tooth (1966) described the effforts of two British agents in Kuwait to 
save it from being invaded by a neighbouring country. The novel was writ-
ten in response to the intention of the then president of Iraq, Abdul Karim 
Qassim, to annex Kuwait to Iraq in the early 1960s, something which was 
clearly against British interests.

Elements in the West also saw in the nationalisation of the Suez Canal 
by Egypt in 1956 a more direct threat afffecting economic stability, a fact 
which found reflection in the image of the Arab as represented in news 
media and fĳiction alike. Slade (1981, 143) commented on this incident, 
arguing that: “the American media have broadcast a predominantly 
negative picture of the Arab personality. Sophisticated content analysis of 
news coverage as well as the monitoring of television has supported this 
contention.” In a fĳictional context, P.H. Newby, in Something to Answer 
For (1969, which was awarded the writer the British Council’s Booker 
Prize), dealt with the issue of the nationalisation of the Suez Canal, reveal-
ing a certain sympathy with the British concern over the rise of Jamal 
Abdel Nasser.

After the 1967 Arab-Israeli War, another image became prevalent in the 
Western popular imagination: that of the hesitant deserter (Ghareeb 1983). 
Some elements in the West treated the defeat primarily in religious terms; 
as the outcome of a war between Judaism and Islam, where the latter and 
its Arab proponents were regarded as backward and stubbornly foolish. 
Morris West’s The Tower of Babel (1968) offfers one of several examples of 
this approach. Moreover, Arab effforts to assert control over the imagery of 
the 1967 War tended to prove counter-productive. In Gregory Orfalea’s 
(1988, 126) words:

The 1967 War marked a turning point not only in the history of the conflict, 
but also in the coverage of the Palestinians and their leadership … Ironically, 
it was in trying to counter their invisible victim image of refugee, that the 
Palestinians created a highly visible—yet primarily negative image, the 
Palestinian ‘terrorist’.

With the increasing number of hijacking operations and assassination 
attempts conducted by Palestinians in Europe in the 1960s, the image of 
the Arab as ‘terrorist’ gained considerable ground. Despite the fact that 
few Palestinians were actually involved in such operations, and that the 
operations were conceived as responses to Israeli actions, Palestinians as a 
whole acquired the status of potential terrorists. The PLO, in particular, 
was regarded as a terrorist organisation, and in the 1980s its anti-Israeli 
stance conferred on it for many Americans (though not necessarily for 
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other Western populations) the most negative image of all Arab organisa-
tions and nations (Slade 1981, 35). When, following the Oslo peace talks 
with Israel in 1994, the US government removed the organisation from its 
list of terrorist groups, the image of the PLO became gradually more posi-
tive, as did that of the former PLO’s leader, Yasser Arafat, who had been 
depicted for decades in novels, movies and the media as a terrorist. 
Popular imagery shifts with the changing of political relations, which is 
one of several reasons why it is important not to be over-categorical about 
the trends we are identifying.

Moreover, such shifts take place slowly and the stereotyping of Arabs in 
fĳictional works continued to gather pace relentlessly, reaching its climax 
after the 1973 War and the oil boycott. In spite of the fact that the Arabs 
were considered to have fought bravely in the 1973 Arab-Israeli War, a phe-
nomenon which Said (1975, 436) referred to as “shattered Myths”, the nega-
tive stereotypes persisted in circulating, owing to their rigidity and relative 
impermeability. Indeed, the oil boycott afffected the very fabric of Western 
society because “shivering households … faced cold furnaces in January 
and February of 1974” (Archer 1976, 8). As a result, the emergent fĳigure of 
the ‘tycoon oil sheikh’ accumulated all the older stereotypes, supplement-
ing them with the perceived ability to shake Western markets at will. Arabs 
were now often seen as vindictive troublemakers out to wreak havoc in the 
West, and ungrateful for the Western technological assistance offfered to 
their ‘backward’ courtiers. The boycott threat became linked to an inher-
ent belief in Islamic danger. Gilles Kepel called this concatenation of 
forces “Petro-Islam” (2003, 69), referring to the bolstering of Islamic doc-
trine in oil-rich Saudi Arabia and Iran.

The Arab oil boycott led also to more direct political strategies. For 
instance, the former US Secretary of State, Henry Kissinger, proposed the 
doctrine of universal intervention based primarily on domestic interests 
(Cooper 2004). Kissinger even suggested a military invasion of the Persian 
Gulf if the crisis continued, exemplifying the perception among some US 
policymakers of an urgent need to contain the area in order to secure 
Western oil needs. Herrmann and Fischerkeller (1995) believe that US for-
eign policy follows a quasi-colonialist approach towards many countries 
in the Middle East such as Iraq, suggesting that the whole region is part of 
a kind of informal American Empire. This political outlook has helped 
shape the way many policymakers, and, in their wake, writers of popular 
fĳiction, view the region.
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Saudi Arabia was the most influential Arab state to apply the boycott. 
Novels featuring this country presented diffferent fĳictional imaginings of 
Anglo-American policy ambitions. In The Fourth of July War (1978), Allan 
Topol pictured a time when America would invade Saudi Arabia for 
increasing the prices of oil, improbably comparing the fĳictional conflict to 
the US War of Independence because it could liberate America from 
dependence on Arab oil. In A Crack in the House of God (1983), Giora 
Shamis and Diane Shamis imagined how the Americans and Soviets might 
collaborate in devising a plot to destabilise the Arab region. The result was 
to be the sending of 10,000 American soldiers to the Gulf as the “core of a 
multinational Gulf-protection force” (238). Robert Ludlum’s The Icarus 
Agenda (1988) likewise told of a US decision to invade Saudi Arabia, an act 
that benefĳited not only “the Saudi Kingdom, but the entire world” (227).

Another key political event afffecting portrayals of Muslims was, of 
course, the 1979 Iranian Revolution that toppled the pro-Western Shah 
rule, and after which Iran was placed under Islamic jurisdiction (for an 
analysis of the efffect of the Iranian Revolution on the perception of Islam 
in the West, see Said 1985). Most importantly, the American hostage crisis 
that accompanied the Revolution generated a new negative Muslim ste-
reotype: that of a crazed Ayatollah Khomeini and his fellow Shiite Mullahs 
conspiring against the West (see the following novels that deal with 
Khomeini: Murphy 1982, Innes 1983, Eastermann 1984, and MacKinnon, 
1986).

In brief, popular fĳiction offfers an insight into the way that ordinary peo-
ple’s beliefs, concerns and prejudices are shaped by political actors and 
events in the public sphere: the rise of Arab nationalist movements, the 
Arab-Israeli conflict, the appearance of militant Islamic groups, and the 
oil boycott. It also reveals the aspirations and wish-fulfĳilling fantasies by 
which such fears tend to be compensated: controlling the oil resources of 
hostile countries, toppling anti-Western leaders, and killing fanatical ter-
rorists. Let us now look at how some of these phenomena play out within 
specifĳic texts.

2. The Novels

Works of popular fĳiction dealing with the West’s reliance on Arab oil began 
to flourish in the 1970s. In these novels, Arabs became mostly associated 
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with “the negative aspect of oil, i.e. boycotts, price increases, (often 
referred to as ‘gouging,’ ‘robber,’ etc.), and the price-fĳixing ‘oil cartel’” 
(Suleiman 1982, 149). One such novel is Herbert Stein’s On the Brink (1977), 
in which Arabs are shown as “crafty oil magnates who care nothing about 
the economic well-being of the world,” and in which the reader is led to 
believe that Arab oil producing countries have to be controlled by the 
West for the sake of the world economic stability (Terry 1983a, 26, Terry 
1983b, 324). Reeva Simon (1989, 48) commented on the transformation of 
the Arab image that took place following the oil boom, claiming that a 
“wealthy Arab” now

rides in Cadillacs rather than on camels, and lives a belief based on hedo-
nism, a conglomeration of Hindu eroticism and the Western perception of 
Muslim sexual mores: large harems and many concubines. Instead of hand-
to-hand physical violence, today’s bedouin petrosheikh can hire fĳinancial 
wizards to purchase giant corporations or terrorists to threaten the very 
Westerners who have provided him with his powerful new image.

It is important to pay closer attention to certain novels that appeared in 
the 1970s and 1980s because they represent the climax of the stereotyping 
process. The works discussed below are representative of the main types 
to be published during this period. The stereotypes and villains that popu-
late them recur over and over again in mainstream Anglo-American popu-
lar fĳiction of the time.

Harold Robbins is one writer clearly exercised by the issue of Arab oil; 
Robbins had a Jewish father, but when he was between eight to eleven 
years old, a Jewish family adopted him and called him Rubin, which is how 
he received his name. According to his publisher, Robbins has sold 700 
million books around the world, at an average of forty thousand a day. One 
of his best known works is The Pirate (1979 [1974]), and in the year of its 
publication the novel was made into a movie, indicating its wide public 
reception. The hero of The Pirate is a Western-educated Arab called Baydr 
Al Fay who descends from a royal family. Baydr’s wealth has dramatically 
increased with his worldwide trade in oil, since “he controlled an interna-
tional investment fund of over fĳive hundred million dollars” (42). He is also 
very handsome and attractive (20), and Robbins presents him as a “play-
boy” (230) who spends his money extravagantly on women. In America, 
Baydr married his second wife, Jordana Mason, a bohemian American 
woman, whom he abused:

Though he had been Westernised in many ways and she had become 
a Muslim, they were still separated by a thousand years of diffferent 
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philosophies. Because although the Prophet had granted women more 
rights than they had ever had until that time, He still had not granted them 
full equality. In truth all their rights were subject to man’s pleasure. (132)

Jordana is presented as an oppressed woman who desires freedom, but 
she has no way to escape the harem-like atmosphere in which she lives. 
The novel strongly implies that any marriage between an Arab and a 
Western woman is doomed to failure because the couple come from dif-
ferent worlds. It further suggests that the two cultures can never meet 
because they always clash, and Islam is the reason behind the separation 
of East and West. “In his world the woman was nothing, the man every-
thing. If she said to him that she had the same needs he did, the same … 
social drives, he would regard it as a threat to his male supremacy” (143).

In spite of the oil boom, life in fĳictional Arab countries is shown to be 
regressive and steeped in the detestable old customs of male supremacy. 
In Margaret Rome’s Son of Adam (1978), for instance, the writer presents a 
highly fantastic image of the Arab homeland in which it is customary to 
see Arab males “refuse to admit a woman’s existence except when neces-
sity forced them to” (1978, 144). Similarly, The Pirate shows Arab men treat-
ing women like objects of pleasure as if they have no dignity at all; hence, 
Jordana protests: “I’m not an Arab woman who can be ordered about like 
a slave! … This isn’t the Middle Ages … Neither are we in the Middle East, 
where you can lock me in a harem” (189). Jordana’s marriage to Baydr 
dehumanises her because she feels as “if she were nothing but a receptacle 
for his own use and convenience” (193). In fact, Robbins perpetrates a typi-
cally Western stereotypical view of how Arab women are treated by their 
men when he puts these words in Baydr’s mouth: “You are my wife, my 
possession, and you are only entitled to those rights and feelings which 
I allow you….You will live as I order you” (189). Baydr is also portrayed as a 
savage who regularly beats his two wives.

In a familiar technique adopted by many other writers, Robbins con-
nects the Palestinian cause to the oil crisis by interweaving it into the plot. 
He presents the Al Ikhwah organisation, headed by Ali Yasfĳir, as corrupt 
and fĳilthy; its members sell hashish in order to make huge profĳits, render-
ing their struggle illegitimate. The members are seen as a group of “thieves, 
blackmailers and murderers,” and they are used to “demean and bring dis-
honour to the cause they pretend to serve” (292). Leila, Baydr’s daughter, is 
later recruited by Al Ikhwah, whose aim is to create ruthless women. In 
order to denigrate the fedayeen cause, Robbins portrays the organisation 
as blackmailing Baydr. They hijack Baydr’s aeroplane carrying his two sons 
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and wife in order to demand a huge ransom. The fedayeen are presented as 
a group of merciless killers who care only about money and profĳits, and 
Robbins shows nothing of their national yearning to liberate their occu-
pied lands, attributing their motives to profĳiteering.

In order to rescue his kidnapped family, Baydr seeks a retired Israeli 
general, Ben Ezra, to perform the mission, perhaps to emphasise the Arabs’ 
inability to act as required. Ben Ezra is, in fact, the archetypal Israeli super-
hero of twentieth century fĳiction; even the Arabs call him “the Lion of the 
Desert” (105). The plot resolution delivers ‘poetic justice’ as the Al Ikhwah 
villains are punished, and the Israeli victors left as the sole survivors. As 
Tom Dardis (1984) argues, Robbins is merely replicating traditional 
Western stereotypes, thereby comforting the reading public with what it 
thinks to be a familiar truth.

Another novelist who adopts a similar approach to that of Robbins is 
Paul Erdman, a Canadian-born writer and son of American parents. The 
issue of Arab wealth is his dominant theme, too, and Erdman’s novels sim-
ilarly lack deep characterisation, which is again sacrifĳiced for the sake of 
the plot. His novel, The Crash of ‘79 (1976) was a best-seller in its year and 
remained at the top of the best twenty novels list in 1977. Erdman subse-
quently spawned many imitators and established an entire genre which 
might be termed the ‘economic thriller’ (novels of this kind include: Leigh 
James’ The Caliph Intrigue (1979), Wilbur Smith’s The Delta Decision (1979), 
and Geofffrey Clarkson’s Jihad (1981).

The Crash of ‘79 presents an imaginary economic conflict in the Middle 
East, culminating in an actual war, the winner of which will control the 
whole world. A character named Dr. Bill Hitchcock is presented as the 
chief fĳinancial advisor to one of the Arab countries since Arabs want 
someone to “help them stay rich” (1978, 12). In fact, Hitchcock’s characteri-
sation draws on Erdman’s own knowledge and experience because the 
author had worked previously as an oil and gas consultant in the Arab 
world. The Arab country in question represents every rich Arab State 
wholly dependent on foreign assistance. Such countries are pictured as 
having an unprecedented source of money because of their oil produc-
tion, and because they have “accumulated a hoard of savings that was abso-
lutely unique in the history of mankind—over half a trillion dollars, an 
amount almost equal to the value of all the shares of the corporations listed 
on the New York Stock Exchange” (88). However, the country is threatened 
from the outside, and also from within by local nationalists supported by 
the Palestinians who, as in many such fĳictions, are seen as a corrupt group 
of “radicals” (111), having “a potentially elite revolutionary corps” (184).
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The narrator (whom one can in this instance safely identify, broadly 
speaking, with the authorial voice) asserts that blackmail and economic 
threats are inherently linked with the Arabs after the “1973 bombshell”, as 
he puts it: “The Arabs put an embargo on oil exports to the West, and 
within months, in the most successful blackmail attempt in the history 
of the world, had forced a quadrupling of the petroleum price” (29). 
Meanwhile, Abdullah, the new ruler of the state, is pictured as a backward 
man who is a threat and a menace to the West because he withdraws 
the dollars deposited in American banks and wreaks havoc there. Instead 
of pursuing the fĳive-year development programme, he orders his people 
“to read the Koran and tend their goats. As they did before. Or get shot” 
(283).

The sheikhs withdraw huge amounts of money from European banks to 
deposit them in American ones, enhancing the reader’s impression of 
their imaginary treachery and propensity for intrigue; Europe is “being 
stabbed in the back by an Arab dagger, guided by a Yankee hand” (234). In 
this context, Linda Blandford (1978), an American journalist, describes 
how Arab sheikhs in the 1970s received an almost universally negative press 
and were “accorded the blame for practically everything bad that has hap-
pened to us since and were hated as our new overlords” (1). Indeed. Peter 
Dickinson’s The Poison Oracle (1974) conforms almost exactly to Blandford’s 
account. Finally, Israel is interwoven into the plot; the novel ends with a 
complete Arab defeat that cannot be reversed. “Arabs are through. And if 
there is a winner in this whole mess, it is Israel. They are now safe” (349). 
Even in the fĳiction of fĳinancial intrigue, the Arab-Israeli conflict lurks in 
the background, eventually emerging to play the key role in the plot.

Similar trends can be traced within the work of the American romance 
writer, Maggie Davis, who also uses the noms de plume, Katherine Deaux-
ville and Maggie Daniels. In The Sheik (1977), she presents the Rahsmani 
State, a fĳictional country, in which Arab characters live in a semi-medieval 
age. The author had visited Tunisia twice in the sixties and seventies and 
drew on her experience in the novel (Maggie Davis, e-mail message to 
author, 16 March 2002). Davis points out that The Sheik was published 
“at  a  time when there were virtually no popular novels with an Arab 
hero on the market, at least in the United States” (Id.). As Davis herself 
asserted: “At the time I was very conscious that readers in the US were 
generally uninformed about the Arab oil states or even the Arab world in 
general” (Id.). She claims with conviction that she was “earnestly devoted 
to presenting a picture, based on fact, of a young head of a Gulf oil coun-
try” (Id.). The numerous stereotypes that the novel contains suggest that 
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her effforts were not altogether successful, though there is no reason to 
doubt her intentions.

The novel deals with the character of Abdullah al Asmari. Like Robbins’s 
Baydr, Abdullah is a wealthy, handsome playboy who seeks only power 
and pleasure. When he was twenty-three years old, his grandfather sent 
him to the United States to buy banks. There, he is pictured as a bohemian 
sex maniac who cannot control his lust, and he assaults two women. 
Abdullah himself is made to acknowledge that he is brought up in “the old 
sensuous Arab tradition that accounted women as one of the great plea-
sures in life, along with money and horses, to serve in any way that would 
bring the ultimate pleasure” (1979, 132–3). As in Robbins’s work, so here, 
women are regarded as objects devoid of any feelings and sensations. 
When he is in the United States, a friend tells him of the value of having 
female friends, to which Abdullah replies: “Women are not part of the 
trading…. My people deal in oil and money now and a few well-bred horses 
and Cadillacs” (175). Such comments serve to intensify the enlightened 
reader’s disgust towards this Arab character. Nancy Sullivan, Abdullah’s 
American girlfriend, eventually challenges him, accusing him of being: 
“used to treating women like THINGS” (201). The writer presents the 
behaviour of Arab rulers as if they belonged to a medieval time when slave 
owning, concubines and absolutism still existed. Indeed, Abdullah’s 
grandfather had once “brought him a concubine, an American girl” (23–4). 
Abdullah is not only “selfĳish, superfĳicial and irresistible to women” (Terry 
1985, 78) but also “a spoiled, wealthy young man (arguably not unusual in 
an Arab oil kingdom) who is suddenly exposed to the harsh realities of life, 
and responds successfully (sic) to them” (e-mail to author, 15 March 2002).

Another character, Ameen Said, a minister of education and public 
works and a graduate of an American university, is pictured as a patriot 
who refuses any compromise over Arab oil (33–4). But, like many other 
writers of popular fĳiction, Davis depicts Arab characters with such nation-
alistic convictions as dishonest; Said is shown later to be a traitor to Emir 
and the country. He cooperates with a Palestinian group called the 
Children of Fire, presented as an illegal gang having “no respect for any-
thing” (335) and believing only in “anarchy” (336). Once more, Palestinians 
are interwoven in the plot in order be revealed as troublemakers. Said dies 
at the end of the novel in what appears as a symbolic punishment for not 
being pro-Western. And though, like Robbins’s Baydr, Said is educated in 
the West, he retains his original ‘bad’ traits. In other words, it is implied 
that Arabs cannot change their nature no matter how much education 
and ‘cultivation’ they receive in the West.
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I now turn to the works of Michael Mackenzie Thomas, an American 
fĳinancial consultant. His Green Monday (1980) became an international 
best-seller in the year of its publication. The novel is set in a fĳictional Arab 
country called Qu’nesh and tells of a fanatical, oil-rich Muslim ruler from 
the al-Misaz family who tries to control the world’s economy by political 
intrigue, economic pressure and assassinations. Money has begun to flow 
into the country following the famous 1973 boycott, when “the kingdom 
became calculably wealthy” (1981, 82). The story revolves around how 
Qu’nesh State reduces the price of crude oil in order to achieve political 
and economic objectives, and specifĳically to persuade the king to buy 
huge American market stocks to be sold after a readjustment in the oil 
price. The title of the novel refers to the day on which the announcement 
of the new oil price is made. However, Prince Alrazi, a senior offfĳicial, 
believes that it would be better declared at Easter because it is the “great 
gift of Islam to the West on the greatest Christian holiday” (159). Thomas 
intentionally accords Alrazi a religious rhetoric to show that the oil crisis 
is faith-based rather than political. In other words, a clash of religions 
rather than political antagonism is the main reason behind the conflict in 
the Middle East. Military threats are the only way to encounter the Arab 
danger, as Buster, the President’s secretary elaborates:

Those Arabs have been bitchin’ about the dollar for six years now. They have 
been bitchin’ about this Israeli peace treaty. They’re scared…that they are 
goin’ to wake up one bright mornin’ to fĳind the marines sittin’ on them oil-
fĳields, along with some Russians and Japs and Europeans, and their oil 
bein’ sold by us to us for four dollars a barrel. (447)

As in the earlier-mentioned novels portraying an American invasion of 
Saudi Arabia, the US President believes that invading this Arab state would 
bring the price of oil down to four dollars per barrel. In fact, Thomas’s 
description completely corresponds to Kissinger’s doctrine of universal 
intervention. In another indirect US strategy, Arabs are intimidated and 
blackmailed into withdrawing their plan because of American threats to 
bomb “the greatest mosque in Islam” (477). Thomas is probably referring 
here to Mecca, with its importance to Muslim religious sentiment and 
consequently to Arab wealth. The novel strongly implies that the 
Americans are morally justifĳied in their policies, that the Arabs thus have 
no right to their own resources, and that they must be grateful to the West 
for investing in their oil and for saving them from their medieval way of 
living. Once again, the whole region is viewed as part of an inherently 
American sphere of influence.
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Inherited stereotypes are also dominant; Muslims are treated as sav-
ages, and the citizens of Qu’nesh are shown to be backward, illiterate, and 
ignorant of worldly matters (53). They have no capacity to master their oil 
production or even their own countries; the writer suggests that Arabs 
have no right to remain independent because they are incapable of sub-
mitting to the rule of law, or of sound thinking. Arabs are only “poor sav-
ages whose waterholes happened by chance to sit upon the source of the 
rest of the world’s wealth” (60).

Another stereotypical Arab character featured is Colonel Osman, who 
is a mercenary, killing “chosen individuals, one at a time and alone” (399). 
He is a terrorist, and in order to connect the Palestinian struggle with the 
plot, the writer makes Osman a member of the PLO. While Robbins intro-
duces the Al Ikhwan group and Davis focuses on the Children of Fire 
organisation, Thomas refers repeatedly to the PLO. In all cases, the 
Palestinians are portrayed as terrorists directly responsible for the trou-
bles of the Middle East.

Finally, we should mention Laurie Devine, an American novelist, who 
writes of her impressions of the Arab homeland in Saudi (1985). Her work 
follows that of Davis in depicting Arabs as backward, fĳilthy human beings. 
She shows life in a fĳictional Arab country, represented by two Arab charac-
ters, Rashid and Muhammed, who are “dark handsome brothers” (1985, 
125), living among Westerners at the time of the oil discoveries. Rashid and 
Muhammed correspond closely to the ‘Arab playboy’ type familiar from 
the work of Robbins and Davis.

Devine suggests that the West is antagonistic towards Arabs for “qua-
drupling the price of oil; and triggering the panic of the energy crisis and 
fuelling an international fĳinancial recession” (13). As reflected in Thomas’s 
previous remark, there is a recurrent conception that Arab oil belongs to 
the West, and that it has the right to sell it. Nevertheless, Devine acknowl-
edges that Western states have exploited Arab oil in the worst manner, 
demonstrating that American popular fĳiction is not uniformly and consis-
tently anti-Arab. “They’ve had unlimited amounts of incredibly cheap… 
Arabian oil at their disposal” (292). In The Exploiters (1974), Samuel Edward 
deals with the same theme, but his novel, which centres on a narrative in 
which the Americans send an expert to an Arab oil kingdom to stop its 
ruler from signing a contract with the French, concentrates on rivalry 
among the great powers. Here, then, is another exception to the otherwise 
unrelenting focus on Arab treachery and barbarism.

In Devine’s novel, Rashid, a Harvard graduate, is one of the founders of 
OPEC which sponsored the oil boycott. He describes the purpose of the 
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boycott as being to “unsheath (sic) the oil weapon and use its economic 
power to force the West to redress thirty years of wrongs against the 
Palestinian people” (409). Rashid and his colleagues view Arab economic 
interests and those of Western states from an Islamic point of view:

Twice in the past fĳive centuries the Turks and their armies of Allah had 
swept all the way to the city’s gates. Just out there, Islam had been turned 
back. Rashid did not think he and his fellows would be turned back this 
time…. Inshallah—if God willed it—at last the Muslims would use their oil 
as a weapon for a good cause, for the best cause. (405)

As also conveyed by Prince Alrazi’s rhetoric, Rashid is shown as a man in 
conflict with the West on the basis of religious diffference, enhancing the 
sense that he is prone to fanaticism. In the United States, he is abused and 
beaten by a group of Americans thinking that he is a coloured man (once 
again, authorial suspicion of Arab motives is not necessarily accompanied 
by a ringing endorsement of all things American; the situation is at times 
more complicated and multi-faceted than this.) The incident makes 
Rashid look to revenge in the form of oil nationalisation. As he puts it: 
“America must be shown it could not continue to cheat and win forever” 
(198).

Sunny, Rashid’s American wife, faces the same dilemma in her effforts 
to be assimilated into an Arab society “whose values were so very difffer-
ent from her own”, and where “right and wrong, good and bad, grace and 
sin were not the same as at home” (268). This is why her marriage to 
Rashid has not succeeded, and her relationship with her son, Khalid, has 
become a disaster. Sunny’s experience echoes that of Robbins’s Jordana 
Mason. Both writers attribute the problems to the rigid and extreme 
nature of Islamic culture. Khalid later becomes a devout Muslim and joins 
a religious organisation the name of whose very leader connotes vio-
lence and bloodshed. “Juhayman was so intense and wild-eyed that he was 
nicknamed el-wahash, ‘the one who is like a wild beast’” (505). Khalid’s 
beliefs result ultimately in an ignominious death which appears to be the 
fĳictional norm for all fanatical Muslims.

3. Conclusion

The fĳictional portrayal of the dishonest, primitive Muslim fanatic goes 
hand in hand with the image of the Arab as a terrorist. Arabia is shown as 
a place that has not changed since medieval times; its people are back-
ward womanisers, but they are fĳilthily rich. Many (though not all) writers 
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erroneously link Arab strife with the West to a conflict with the whole of 
Islam, instead of looking at the big picture in which politics play the major 
role. Furthermore, the similarity of the plot lines and character delinea-
tions in the novels discussed above suggests that most writers tend to bor-
row their ideas from, or at least operate under the influence of, the same 
media sources, which in turn are shaped by the foreign policy concerns 
of the governments that oversee (if not exert power over) their activities. 
But since political issues change with time, stereotypes alter accordingly, 
hardening, softening, or even disappearing in response to shifting events 
on the international stage. Clearly, for as long as political rhetoric in the 
West remains overwhelmingly suspicious of Islam and Muslims (as is the 
case in the USA in particular), the mainstream mass media are liable to 
absorb and reproduce that suspicion, though not necessarily intention-
ally, and not universally. Meanwhile, writers of popular fĳiction are no more 
immune to such trends than the public at large and may, in certain cases, 
even attempt to exploit them in order to appeal to the ‘lowest common 
denominator’ of public opinion.

It is not surprising, therefore, that the most egregiously prejudicial and 
reductive portrayals of Islam and Arabs in the popular media have tended 
to follow in the wake of 9/11. The fĳigures of Osama Bin Laden, the leaders 
of the Taliban movement, and the followers of al-Qaeda have given new 
momentum to pre-existing stereotypes, which have also been fed by the 
flow of shocking images of beheadings, kidnappings and suicide bomb-
ings emanating from occupied, post-Saddam Iraq. It is, of course, quite 
misleading to equate politics with popular fĳiction entirely; they operate 
according to radically diffferent discursive logics and make diffferent epis-
temological claims. Still more dangerous is to assume that opinions 
expressed by fĳictional characters and third-person narrators align straight-
forwardly with the views of biographical authors, or with single, unam-
biguous ‘meanings’. Nonetheless, it would also be wrong to ignore the very 
real influence that political events and media representations exert on 
popular culture and its modes of interpretation. In this light, as Reeva 
Simon (1989, 140) comments:

Middle Easterners will continue to populate the casts of villains and con-
spirators, in popular fĳiction because authors know that today, after watching 
the evening news and reports of bombed American embassies, kidnapped 
or killed diplomats, and the latest exploits of religious fanatics, the public 
will readily read about Middle Eastern conspirators, and that books about 
the area will sell well.
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Moreover, the stock of Arab/Muslim ‘villains’ on which popular fĳiction 
might draw, consciously and unconsciously, is already being replenished 
thanks to the more recent actions of Hasan Nasrallah, the leaders of 
Hamas, and Iran’s President Ahmadinejad. If past patterns are anything to 
go by, the vilifĳication to which such fĳigures are likely to be subjected within 
novels will be intensifĳied through supplementary representation in mov-
ies, video games, comics, cartoons, jokes, and even grafffĳiti. The writers 
themselves (along with their numerous fans) will no doubt continue to 
defend their practices by reference to the very real associations with vio-
lence and aggression attached to these fĳigures. But until they are prepared 
to adopt a critical distance from the media and government sources which 
inspire their storytelling, to provide more multi-faceted portrayals which 
take account of the complexity of the situations in which the violence 
occurs, to cease tarring all Muslims and all Arabs with the same brush, to 
explore the motives behind the ‘threatening’ stances taken by a small 
minority of them, and to treat them as rounded human beings, as rich in 
contradiction and contrariness as those who oppose them, their protesta-
tions must be rejected.





CHAPTER TEN

EXPLORING ANWAR: RELIGION, IDENTITY AND NATIONALISM

Priyasha Kaul

Religion has become an extremely important identity marker in the post-
9/11 world. In this climate, multicultural societies have had difffĳiculty in 
becoming or remaining inclusive, often forcing religious minorities to 
live under constant threat of suspicion and distrust. In this chapter I 
examine the identity politics around ‘being a Muslim’ in contemporary 
India through an exploration of the critically acclaimed 2007 Bollywood 
movie Anwar. Although the marginalisation of Muslims as a religious 
minority has been touched upon in other recent Bollywood movies, Anwar 
for the fĳirst time talks of the issue explicitly and emphatically by fĳirmly 
placing it within the larger geopolitical context. This chapter uses the 
movie to explore the articulations of voluntary and involuntary identities 
in their interaction with religion, gender and nationalism against the 
backdrop of communalism, party politics and exclusion in contemporary 
Indian society.

1. Bollywood Cinema

Bollywood movies, especially those belonging to mainstream Hindi cin-
ema, have often been derided for being frivolous song and dance extrava-
ganzas. There has been a tendency to argue that in a country like India 
where the majority of the population still lives in poverty, Bollywood cin-
ema provides a means of escaping reality for people needing relief from 
the problems of everyday life. In fact, this has been a very strong discourse 
among both scholars and those involved in making these movies, for ‘jus-
tifying’ Bollywood movie practices (Ganti 2004). These sentiments are 
echoed, for instance, in the following excerpts by popular contemporary 
movie actors (Ministry of External Afffairs 2008). When questioned about 
why they think Bollywood movies are so successful, leading Bollywood 
actor Abhishek Bachchan and actress Karisma Kapoor said:

It’s tough; it’s a hard life, here! Come into a cinema, sit under a fan, come give 
us three hours of your time and we’ll change your mind for three hours and 



168 priyasha kaul

let you escape into a … maybe sometimes a surrealistic world, time for which 
you won’t have to think about how to feed your family or how hot it is 
outside.

I think India has such a large population, with a variety of people, and 
I think they basically want a fantasy, after a hard day’s work of breaking their 
backs I think they go and want to watch something where they feel ‘wow!, 
I wish we could be a part of that!’

It is perhaps not a surprise that following this branding as escapist, 
Bollywood as a popular socio-cultural form has until recently not been 
considered worthy of much academic analysis and scholarship. Over the 
last decade or so, however, this has been changing with serious sociologi-
cal investigation into the subject, emanating mostly, although certainly 
not exclusively, from Western academic circles (see Dudrah 2006). Along 
with this, there has also been a growing realisation that, even within the 
mainstream Bollywood form and sensibility, moviemakers have often 
tried to raise critical social issues whether related to patriarchy, commu-
nalism or other concerns.

According to Mishra (2002), the religious landscape portrayed in Indian 
movies has changed signifĳicantly over time. He identifĳies the 1977 movie 
Amar, Akbar, Anthony, which showed three brothers separated at birth 
and brought up as a Hindu, a Muslim and a Christian respectively, as the 
point of demarcation after which liberal communal politics began to 
recede in Bollywood movies. Although this has, on the one hand, limited 
the number of movies with signifĳicant Muslim characters, it has also led to 
a move away from simplistic glamorised plots. This, perhaps unwittingly, 
opened up a growing space for representing a more realistic image of the 
anti-secular currents in Indian politics and society, unlike the earlier 
decades when the issue of community relations was dealt with more in 
terms of an idealistic glorifĳication (see Hirji 2008).

In fact, Bollywood has produced several landmark movies over the last 
two decades that have been vocal about marginalisation of religious 
minorities, particularly Muslims in Indian society. Some of the most note-
worthy movies here include Bombay (1995), Mission Kashmir (2000), Fiza 
(2000) and Dev (2004), which have all in diffferent ways raised the issue of 
the recent mistrust and stereotypes surrounding Muslims in India. Note 
that in this chapter, I am concentrating on movies focusing on Indian soci-
ety and therefore do not include recent movies such as New York (2009) or 
My Name is Khan (2010), where the narrative is situated almost entirely in 
the United States. Thus, whether it was the character of a Muslim police 
offfĳicer whose loyalties to his duty are constantly under suspicion in 
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Mission Kashmir, or that of a young Muslim girl caught in the anti-Muslim 
Gujarat pogrom in Dev, through these characters such movies have force-
fully highlighted the politics surrounding what ‘being a Muslim’ could 
mean in everyday Indian society (see Malhotra and Alagh 2004). These 
movies are perhaps even more signifĳicant since they have questioned the 
political scenario and safffronisation of Indian society (i.e. the increasing 
influence of the Hindu right wing, commonly known as hindutva, ideology 
and politics of nationalism on diffferent aspects of Indian society) against 
the backdrop of the growing political power of the Hindu right-wing 
parties such as the Bharatiya Janta party (BJP). This occurred both in 
the central parts of India, where the BJP along with its allies held the 
political reins from 1996 to 2004, and in key states such as Punjab, 
Rajasthan and Gujarat, some of which are still ruled by the BJP and its 
coalition allies (see Anand 2005). 

The reason why I focus particularly on Anwar (2007), a critically 
acclaimed, but commercially unsuccessful, small-budget, mainstream 
Bollywood movie in this chapter is that, unlike the other movies, it goes 
beyond tracing out uni-dimensional cause and efffect narratives to deal 
with complex socio-political issues. Instead, Anwar provides what anthro-
pologists call a thick description (see Geertz 1973) of the way in which 
religion in general, and Islam in particular, has become an identity marker 
in the contemporary world, an identity that has been so profoundly 
marked that it has become the justifĳication for constant suspicion and 
scrutiny. In fact, paradoxically enough, this negative stereotyping has 
become the pretext for pernicious interpretations of both multicultural-
ism in Western countries such as Britain and liberal secularism in coun-
tries such as India.

This is also perhaps why Anwar as a movie is diffferent from any other 
Bollywood movie thus far: it successfully invokes the contemporary geo-
political context in order to place its narrative and characters fĳirmly within 
the global political scenario, by grounding the global narrative within the 
complexities of local factional politics, while refusing to be drawn into 
free-floating meta-narratives. It thereby succeeds in creating a scenario in 
which people are not just products of either the national or the global. 
Instead, they represent the complex ways in which the national and the 
global interact to produce an everyday lived locality within a particular 
context. The ways in which powerful discourses come to be selected and 
spread through the forces of globalisation—albeit producing unique per-
mutations in each particular context—are points to which I will return 
later.
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2. Anwar: The Narrative

The movie has a complicated, non-linear narrative and resorts to using the 
flashback device to narrate much of the story. The story of the movie starts 
out with a man travelling on a bus looking obviously disturbed. He sud-
denly gets offf the bus at an unknown place, later revealed to us to be a 
small town in the north Indian state of Uttar Pradesh, Dholpur. As it is 
raining, he seeks shelter in an old building where he sleeps for the night. 
In the next scene, we see him going out of the ruins of the old building and 
performing his morning namaaz prayers. It is only at this point through 
the act of the prayer that the man is marked offf as a Muslim. Immediately, 
while he is praying, a little boy eyeing him secretly from behind the wall 
steals his cloth bag, runs away and, as we later fĳind out, hands it over at the 
local police station. This opening montage of the movie is very important 
in itself, as it poignantly highlights how the establishment of his identity 
as a Muslim person immediately marks him offf as diffferent. He becomes a 
source of suspicion and worthy of investigation as soon as he is established 
as a Muslim, a point reiterated in the movie at several points directly and 
indirectly. For instance, at one point one of the characters mentions how, 
while he was waiting in the queue to get his US visa, the applications of all 
four people in front of him were rejected since their last name was Khan, 
a Muslim name.

In the next scene we see this nameless man, about whom the only thing 
we know until now is that he is a Muslim, wake up inside the ruins to the 
sound of loudhailers from outside, treating him as a terrorist and warning 
him not to attack anyone and instead to surrender. The authorities outside 
then threaten to disclose the names of his accomplices, and exhort him 
not to bomb the site of the Hindu temple ruins where he fĳinds himself. It 
then becomes apparent to us that the evidence upon which his status as a 
terrorist is established is a sketch book obtained from his bag, which con-
tained pencil sketches of Hindu temple buildings along with a Muslim and 
Hindu names such as Pasha, Meera and Mehru scribbled on them.

Over the next part of the movie, we see an increasingly chaotic scenario 
developing around the temple ruins, with a local Hindu right-wing 
politician stirring up the crowd by giving lectures about the danger of los-
ing centuries-old Hindu traditions and heritage due to the combined 
impact of the West and the supposed danger of Islam. All the while, this 
politician secretly instructs party workers to keep the crowd agitated, in 
order to manipulate the situation in an attempt to extract maximum pos-
sible political mileage from this event for the upcoming state elections, 
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irrespective of whoever may be inside the temple ruins. The crowd’s pas-
sions are matched by the media frenzy, with journalists from diffferent 
news channels vying to capture the breaking news by somehow being the 
fĳirst to get the footage of the ‘confession of the Muslim terrorist’.

Three diffferent characters try to speak to the protagonist, hitherto 
unnamed, from the outside during the course of his entrapment in this 
temple building. First, there is an imam who exhorts him not to defĳile the 
temple as it would permanently damage the lives of Muslims who live in 
the surrounding areas. Instead, the imam calls upon the man to quietly kill 
himself, as he would not be spared under any circumstances. Second, 
there is a sympathetic journalist, Anita. She tries to question him on what 
could be the reasons for locking himself up. Third, there is the local police 
chief who, although not convinced that he is a terrorist, is being pressured 
by the politician and his goons to capture him as a terrorist.

This outside scenario is interspersed with flashbacks of the man trapped 
inside, through which his life story is revealed to us. His name is Anwar; he 
is an ordinary boy from Lucknow, a small city in Uttar Pradesh in the Hindi 
speaking heartland of North India, studying temple architecture. He is 
deeply in love with a neighbourhood girl called Mehru. Mehru too studies 
in college, likes MTV and Britney Spears, and dreams of going to the United 
States one day. Anwar has an older, half-ascetic, maverick friend named 
Master Pasha, who bemoans the death of his beloved Meera. Pasha gives 
Anwar sermons on how love surpasses all boundaries.

One day Anwar fĳinds out that Mehru loves another friend of his, Udai, 
who happens to be a Hindu and will soon be migrating to the USA. When 
Mehru elopes with her lover, a search operation is launched by her male 
relatives to track her down. Burning with jealousy and betrayal Anwar tells 
the relatives about this love afffair, and soon Mehru and her lover Udai are 
caught on the highway, where Udai is beaten to death and Mehru is 
brought home in a deathly state and locked up. On seeing her in this state, 
Anwar is full of remorse, realises his mistake and goes to meet her but 
fĳinds that she has already killed herself. Distraught and seeing himself as 
Mehru’s murderer, Anwar leaves home, travelling randomly, lost in his 
own thoughts, and it is on one such a bus journey that we meet Anwar at 
the beginning of the movie.

Meanwhile, the political and media circus outside the temple contin-
ues to build up, ultimately reaching a point where Anwar, harrowed by the 
memories of Mehru and growing more and more disillusioned with the 
scenes around him, realises that no matter what he does, in the situation 
in which he is caught, he has no other option but to accept the identity of 
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a terrorist as he will not be spared in any case. He opens the door and steps 
outside. The fĳinal scene shows him lying on the ground, shot dead in the 
rain, with the police trying to restrain the crowds from going near his body, 
as he might still be alive and have weapons on him.

At fĳirst glance, the movie might seem to be a love story, but this is pre-
cisely where Anwar as a movie succeeds: it depicts the lives of ordinary 
people caught in extraordinary socio-political circumstances. It is, in fact, 
this ‘ordinariness’ of the everyday lives of people that provides important 
insights into how religion has, in fact, become a tool for carving out peo-
ple’s choices and meaning in the contemporary world. In the following 
sections, I discuss this in relation to two important and interrelated 
aspects touching upon religion: gender and patriarchy, and gender and 
nationalism.

3. Religion, Gender and Patriarchy

The issue of gender has always been inextricably intertwined with bound-
ary maintenance, whether between nations or communities (see Yuval-
Davis 1997, Walby 1992). Women’s honour as the insignia of group pride 
has historically been an important issue in inter-group conflicts. Since 
women are seen as the embodiment of the group and its identity, restrict-
ing their marriage to within the group becomes crucial for the survival of 
the patriarchal setup. Anwar explores this struggle without taking sides or 
simplifying it into a happily ever after fĳilmi resolution (fĳilmi is a colloquial 
euphemism in Hindi meaning an unrealistic candyfloss manner charac-
teristic of many Bollywood movies).

At diffferent points in the movie, male characters representing the fam-
ily/community or the state/law enforcement machinery take on the role 
of the guardian to protect women from, and/or discipline them for their 
perceived wrongdoings. This is evidenced in the scene where a police con-
stable reprimands Mehru and Anwar for sitting and romancing in the park 
alone and thereby indulging in a conduct unworthy of a Muslim girl. It is 
also evidenced in a scene where the local right wing political leader, hav-
ing been turned down by his lover, instructs his goons to ravage the market 
for any goods/decorations related to Valentine’s Day, as they spread ‘un-
Indian’ values. These scenes come together poignantly to highlight the 
power of the state as the patriarchal overlord with the authority to force its 
own arbitrary gendered notions of nationalism, while providing patron-
age and legal sanction to perpetuate the patriarchal conventions of reli-
gious communities.
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As soon as Mehru elopes with Udai, her male relatives appear out 
of nowhere in order to launch a search mission to ‘recover’ her for the fam-
ily and community honour. When they are eventually found, Udai is 
beaten to death publicly and Mehru is tortured to an extent where she 
commits suicide. The possibility of a Hindu-Muslim inter-religious mar-
riage between the two is seen as a worse fate by her male relatives than 
their death. Thus, the ‘ownership’ of the women by the community 
becomes of paramount importance, even if it is in direct opposition to her 
own agency over her life and choices. It is possible to read this narrative 
historically against the long and chequered recovery process of women, 
stranded/lost on the wrong side of the India/Pakistan border according to 
their religion, after the partition of India, which served to protect the 
interests of the newly formed nations (see Bhasin and Menon 1998).

At a more contemporary level, however, it reinforces how religion and 
patriarchy combine together to produce the worst consequences in a sce-
nario where communities are excluded rather than engaged with to build 
bridges of trust and change. When meta-narratives of suspicion are super-
imposed blindly, it ends up further consolidating local insecurities and 
inter-group mistrust, thereby becoming easily manipulated tools in the 
hands of vested and divisive forces both within and outside the commu-
nity. Mehru, in this narrative, almost represents the thwarting of the 
youthful aspiration for hope and alliances across groups and cultures, 
bearing the double brunt of repression from both within the community 
as well as outside on the combined account of her gender and religion—a 
predicament whereby one’s everyday life choices take on a larger than life 
meaning, especially in an already complex socio-political context, to gen-
erate stark narratives of (un)survival.

4. Religion, Gender and Nationalism

Religion is perhaps one of the most contentious issues of contemporary 
times. And when one particular religion is selectively vilifĳied on a global 
scale, whether Judaism or Islam (Meer and Noorani 2008, Vertovec 2002), 
the reverberation is felt in the lives of ordinary people throughout the 
world. The rhetoric surrounding the demonisation of Islam as a religion 
has become a global meta-narrative in the post-9/11 world, a pretext for 
both offfĳicial and everyday exclusion and marginalisation of Muslims.

There has been an increasing body of literature on the issue of 
Islamophobia internationally in recent times, which can roughly be 
defĳined as the fear and hatred of Muslims and Islam (Runnymede Trust 
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1997). There has however been a tendency to employ the concept as a free 
floating meta-narrative, which then becomes an umbrella explanation 
without actually having to relate it to the particularities of a specifĳic con-
text. Thus, while, Islamophobia as a meta-narrative is put forth as the 
explanation for a wide variety of scenarios, it rarely reveals to us the man-
ner in which local context come together and interact with global fears to 
create difffering impacts in diffferent situations.

This is precisely where a movie like Anwar deserves attention. While it 
takes on a global narrative, it does so not by viewing it as a monolithic 
concept. Instead, it applies this narrative to a multi-religious, semi-urban 
small town in north India to interrogate the experiential, lived reality of 
globalised discourses. By stepping beyond immediate frames of reference, 
it examines how the impact of the stereotyping and suspicion of Muslims 
created by the discourses of the War on Terror interact with the party poli-
tics of a small town in Uttar Pradesh. It thereby gives birth to varied identi-
ties, such as in the self-appointment of the local political leader as the 
protector of heritage and traditions, or such suspect identities thrust upon 
young people like Mehru or Anwar, who are caught in a quagmire of 
violence.

This problematisation becomes crucially important to understand the 
grounded reality of the impact of global narratives on the lives of people 
in concrete contexts, since global forces interact with the national speci-
fĳicities of the local context to stir distinct yet overlapping results. Appadurai 
(1999, 231), when talking about the impact of the fear of cultural homogeni-
sation of the world due to globalisation, argues that “global homogenisa-
tion and heterogenisation feed and reinforce each other rather than being 
mutually exclusive [thereby] producing a locality. In fact, globalisation 
produces problems that manifest themselves in local forms but have con-
texts which are anything but local.” This play of identity not only draws 
upon elements from diffferent geographical contexts but also fluidly 
stretches itself temporally. Thus, the stigmatisation and marginalisation of 
the Muslim community in India, for example, often evokes the partition of 
the country as a reference point (Rai 2006). This is highlighted in the 
movie, for example in a scene where Udai asks Anwar why his family did 
not migrate to Pakistan at the time of the partition in 1947, to which Anwar 
replies that Muslims were assured of an equal status in India at that time. 
Such scenes in the movie are important sequences highlighting how the 
trauma of powerful liminalities created by recent global power politics 
combines with local electoral manipulations to create and/or renew deep 
fĳissures, the pain of which often stretches back into historical memory.
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In situations of unease, therefore, these global discourses are strategi-
cally tapped into and utilised to keep minority groups under scrutiny. 
Appadurai points out that fears of homogenisation can be used by nation-
states in relation to their own minorities, by posing cultural homogenisa-
tion as more real than the threat of their own hegemonic strategies. 
Overarching global meta-narratives become justifĳicatory tools in the 
hands of the state to impose its own select version of hegemonic national-
ism. Posing the external threat as the paramount danger, as in the case of 
global Islamophobia, enables the state to discipline and punish its own 
citizens, especially minorities, for not being truly loyal to the purposes and 
values of the nation. This has been an extremely efffective strategy in the 
post-9/11 world for nation states globally to enforce draconian and dis-
criminatory laws in a manner that might perhaps not have been possible 
otherwise. The way in which these have engaged with the particularities of 
the local contexts has depended upon the specifĳic socio-historical dynam-
ics of the location, whether it is the anxieties related to immigration in the 
Western world, the trauma of partition, or other ongoing sensitive issues 
like hostilities with neighbouring Pakistan, in a country such as India.

Questions of nationalism and belonging therefore become the central 
spine through which minority groups are forced to choose one aspect 
of their identity over another in a classic example of defĳining ‘whether 
you are one of us or against us’ in a context where any form of non-
majoritarian identity is quickly cast as ‘enemy’. Islam and Westernisation 
become unlikely bedfellows lumped together to fan the passion and inse-
curities of the crowd. Thus, when the movie depicts how Western culture 
and Islam become the combined force of the Other as the threat to Hindu 
traditions in speeches delivered by the local politician outside the temple, 
it not only represents equating the majority culture as the only true form 
of nationalism, but also simultaneously, by default, excluding all others 
from it and thereby pitting one’s religious identity against national iden-
tity. Thus, posing the highly pernicious choice as to whether you belong to 
the majority group and its way of life or live the life of an outsider in your 
own society and country, constantly needing to prove yourself. It is a 
recurrent question, which has been dangerously legitimised and sanc-
tioned in diffferent contexts by post-9/11 global politics. Whether the form 
in which this question is posed is a matter of choosing between being 
British or Muslim, or Indian or Muslim, it combines with local modalities 
to create even more complex and pernicious discourses of exclusion and 
marginalisation, where contemporary Muslim identity has become the 
battleground for geopolitical power struggles.
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5. Conclusion

This chapter focuses on the 2007 Hindi movie Anwar to interrogate the 
meaning and impact of global meta-narratives such as Islamophobia and 
the War on Terror through people’s everyday lived experiences. It attempts 
to pin down and understand these free-floating discourses by taking a 
view of the global and the national from the ground up. It highlights how 
seemingly ordinary people become embroiled in scenarios where they are 
sometimes forced to take on involuntary identities, due to the sheer force 
of the suspicion and mistrust surrounding them, as in the case of Anwar’s 
eventual surrender to the crowd. These global forces interact with the 
national, feeding on mutual stereotypes and insecurities, to produce a 
lived locality that reinforces existing fĳissures, thereby producing an over-
lapping yet unique experience in each context, depending on its specifĳici-
ties. The movie highlights how in the context of a small multi-religious 
town in north India, the overarching narrative of Islamophobia combines 
with national hindutva party politics to intensify violence against Muslims 
as a minority group and its gendered impact on women. Thus, I have 
argued that the meta-narratives of suspicion and stigmatisation of 
Muslims spread through globalisation are often interpreted and reifĳied 
through the contexts in which they are implicated at the local level—
thereby producing complex strategic everyday localities where identities, 
both voluntary and involuntary, become political tools manipulated along 
the global/national, heritage/legacy, majority/minority group axes.



CHAPTER ELEVEN

CURATING AGAINST DISSENT: MUSEUMS AND THE PUBLIC 
DEBATE ON ISLAM

Mirjam Shatanawi

Since 9/11 and the War on Terror exhibitions featuring art and artists 
from the Middle East or the Islamic world have been booming in Europe 
and the United States. Hallmark museums like the Louvre in Paris, 
London’s Victoria and Albert Museum, the Metropolitan Museum in 
New York and the Benaki Museum in Athens have been upgrading their 
Islamic galleries, most of them motivated by a mission to build bridges 
between their (Western) audiences and the Muslim world. Smaller muse-
ums have followed suit. On the surface, most museums seem to refrain 
from explicit political statements and draw attention to artistic qualities 
of the Islamic or Middle Eastern artworks on display. Yet plenty of visitors 
make a connection between what the museum displays and the political 
events of the past decades, assessing these works of art in the context of a 
‘clash of civilisations’ (Huntington 1996). As a result, museums have found 
themselves having to defend Islamic culture in the broadest terms (Flood 
2007, 38). The preferred strategy is to focus on a universal love of aesthet-
ics; substituting beauty for violence and artistic skill for backwardness. As 
Mark Jones (in Riding 2006), director of the Victoria and Albert Museum, 
put it in a New York Times article on the newly opened Jameel Gallery of 
Islamic art

Do we want to confront prejudice? Yes, we want to undermine negative atti-
tudes that people bring with them. It’s absurd for some people to claim that 
Islamic culture is a barbaric culture. If you see what there is here, you can’t 
possibly think it is hostile to beauty or education and has no intellectual 
tradition.

1. The Museum as a Cultural Mediator

This remark by Jones illustrates the growing entanglement of the museum 
with contemporary global politics. Euro-American museums aspiring to 
present aspects of Islam or Muslim cultures are faced with new questions: 
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Is it possible to mount an exhibition on Islam that is not stereotypical 
when Islam itself has become a cliché? Can museums challenge the views 
of their audiences and at the same time accommodate those same views? 
Given today’s heavily politicised climate, any representation will always 
be framed by the public debate of which it will inevitably become part. 
It is therefore not surprising that since the turn of the millennium, when 
presenting Islam-related topics, most if not all Euro-American museums 
position themselves as alternatives to what they perceive to be popular 
misunderstanding of Islam. Museums aim to act responsibly and aspire to 
build bridges between a diversity of cultures but they cannot escape the 
force of existing representations. One of the results is that museums posi-
tion themselves as mediators for cultures in confrontation. Yet although 
the intentions of museums might be to challenge the current debate on 
Islam, I suggest their chosen strategy of producing alternative images of 
Islamic cultures actually weakens their undertaking, and might even turn 
out to be counterproductive. Indeed, many museums that play a promi-
nent role in promoting a better image of Islam are able to fall back on large 
and valuable collections of Islamic art, which fĳind their origins in (colo-
nial) collecting practices of the 18th and 19th century. Yet the focus on 
Islamic art precisely makes these museums appear to be quite ill-prepared 
for this pedagogical task.

One reason is the historical practice of displaying Islamic art, which is 
characterised by an emphasis on the aesthetic and the lack of a concep-
tual and critical framework contextualising the objects on display (Heath 
2007, 155). Art historians, and by consequence the museum displays 
informed by them, tend to focus on aspects of technique and decoration 
rather than religious or cultural life in the Islamic world. As Heath’s (2007) 
extensive study of the representation of Islam in British museums reveals, 
the conventional practice of displaying Islamic material hardly accommo-
dates the public’s growing demand for better insight in Muslim history 
and societies.

Another concern is the problematic relationship of Western art history 
with modernity in the context of the Muslim world (Flood 2007). The art-
historical narrative generally holds that almost nothing of importance was 
produced there after 1800 (Blair and Bloom 2003). In this notion the colo-
nial credentials of Islamic art, a concept developed by 19th century 
Western scholarship, are clearly detectable. Following a theory of rise-
and-fall, the idea of a declining Muslim world, partially supported by ‘evi-
dence’ of an art in decay, was central to the colonial project. Yet exhibitions 
of Islamic art rarely, if ever, question this timeline, or even explain the 
particular context in which it was construed.
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Meanwhile, the lack of collections from the colonial or postcolonial 
periods forces museums intending to promote a ‘bridge of understanding’ 
to locate the greatness of the Muslim world in the past (Flood 2007, 39). 
Consequently, it reinforces the proposition of a contrast between contem-
porary Islam (stagnant and intolerant) and early Islam (advanced and tol-
erant), which informs much of global politics. As Barry Flood (2007, 44) 
noted:

We are confronted here with a series of major paradoxes: a sub-fĳield of art 
history marked by the eschewal of any engagement with the problems 
of modernity and their political ramifĳications is increasingly situated 
within contemporary Euro-American debates about the nature of Islam… 
The museum—an institution founded on the secularization of religious 
fetishes—assumes a pedagogical role in providing models not only of cul-
tural understanding, but also of religious belief; in a global conflict in which 
the opponents of the New World Order are often said to be characterized by 
a medieval mindset, the antique objects of the museum point the way 
toward a brighter future in which the right kind of Islam will prevail, mod-
ernized, and rejuvenated under the aegis of Euro-American tutelage.

This analysis shows the extent to which the reception of Islamic art is 
framed by Western perceptions of the Islamic present; the same collec-
tions could of course be used as ‘evidence’ of the intolerant nature of 
Islamic history.

The entanglement between museums and global politics is not limited 
to the historical domain of Islamic art; similar frictions arise when muse-
ums decide to present contemporary art from the Islamic world. For 
instance, Winegar (2008) analysed Middle East or Islam-related exhibi-
tions hosted by American museums and art institutions since 2001. 
According to her analysis, museums rarely present art from Muslim 
regions as interesting in itself, but rather frame them as part of current 
debates on political events. The common trope in these art events is an 
attempt to humanise Muslims by presenting them as producers of art, 
drawing on the publicly accepted notion that art is the most refĳined 
human activity. However, Winegar argues, Muslims can only be labelled as 
human, creative and ‘good Muslims’ when they are distinguished from the 
‘bad Muslims’, i.e. terrorists and religious fanatics. Therefore, the art as evi-
dence of humanity narrative does not challenge dominant perceptions of 
Muslims but rather argues that there are exceptions to the rule. Meanwhile, 
the well-intended desire to humanise Muslims incites curators and 
museum directors to select only those art works that make for an accept-
able bridge of understanding. As a result, Winegar (2008, 653–72) con-
cludes that,
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When art is used to show Middle Easterners’ humanity or to advance certain 
views of Islam, a very particular and politicized ‘bridge of understanding’ is 
created that obfuscates, and perhaps refuses, other understandings which 
might be less comfortable to America’s secular cultural elites… Indeed the 
idea that a bridge of understanding could be built by recognizing shared 
acts of destruction is unimaginable in this framework. It is Middle Eastern 
Muslims who must be artistic in order to become human.

This last remark points to an issue that goes beyond the alignment of cer-
tain parts of the art world with dominant power interests, or the inability 
of art itself, be it Islamic or contemporary, to address current socio-
political issues. It has to do with the ways in which Western museums 
position themselves in the triangle of public opinion, national discourse 
and the Muslim world they try to represent in their exhibitions.

In recent studies, museums—particularly those with colonial roots—
have often been analysed as unproblematic reflections of dominant ideo-
logical interests. Seeking to analyse “museum displays in order to reveal 
the cultural assumptions and political motivations that they may contain” 
(Macdonald 1996, 4) tends to overlook an important aspect of the post-
colonial museum, i.e. the ideological counter-positions taken up by muse-
ums. Moreover, in the world of museums, power is unequally concentrated. 
Ethnographic museums, like the Tropenmuseum in Amsterdam, have 
often served as a counterpoint to the prestigious museums of art and his-
tory, where national identity is formulated. In this sense, while they are 
politically marginal, they are also symbolically central (Cliffford 1988). 
During the postcolonial period, ethnographic museums have used this 
relatively marginal position to take up counter-positions on the dominant 
discourse about non-Western cultures. The Tropenmuseum, for instance, 
has a long-standing reputation as an institution dedicated to promoting 
international and intercultural awareness, engaging with debates on 
issues such as slavery, child labour, poverty and the treatment of human 
remains (Kreps 1988, 57).

In this chapter, I discuss two exhibitions held at the Tropenmuseum, 
both of which can be considered ‘oppositional’ to mainstream debates on 
Islam of their time. Yet my analysis suggests that although both exhibi-
tions aimed to take a look behind the clichés, they still managed to rein-
state the power structures they intended to critique. It seems that in 
meeting the challenges of representation, museums are destined to reflect 
the world surrounding them—with all its conflicts, contradictions and 
pressures. The exhibitions in question are the permanent Islam Gallery 
(1954–1970), and the more recent exhibition, Urban Islam, which I co-
curated with Deniz Ünsal in 2004.
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2. Confronting Christianity: The Islam Gallery (1954–1970)

In 1954, the Tropenmuseum opened the fĳirst exhibition in its history that 
was fully dedicated to Islam (Shatanawi 2009, 54). For a period of 16 years, 
the permanent Islam Gallery presented the Dutch public with a concise 
introduction to the Islamic faith. Not coincidentally, the gallery opened 
fĳive years after Indonesia, the world’s largest Muslim country, gained full 
independence from Dutch colonial rule. In its prior existence as the 
Netherlands’ prime colonial museum, the Tropenmuseum had all but 
ignored Islam, in line with colonial perceptions that downplayed the influ-
ence of Islam on Indonesian (and particularly Javanese) culture. Islam was 
seen as a superfĳicial layer on top of essentially Hindu, Buddhist or animist 
traditions. Moreover, the lack of interest in Islamic culture was closely 
connected to the fear of the colonial authorities of Islam as a major threat 
to Dutch dominance in the Indonesian archipelago (Sears 1996, 23).

During the colonial period, the ethnographic department of the 
museum had showed the various cultural and religious traditions of the 
Dutch East Indies. Yet the Islamic objects on display were very few, and 
they were only exhibited for a short while (Shatanawi 2009, 51). Forced to 
reorient its focus after Indonesian independence in 1949, the museum 
decided to expand it geographical focus to other regions of the so-called 
Third World, including the Middle East and South Asia, while transform-
ing itself into an educational centre in order to promote government poli-
cies on trade and development cooperation (Kreps 1988, 58, Van Duuren 
1990, 33). Islam came into the picture because the museum management 
considered it to be the largest religion of the tropics, and even more impor-
tant, the prime religion of those regions it believed to be of utmost eco-
nomic importance to the Netherlands, i.e. the oil fĳields of the Middle East 
(Mellema 1954).

Although the decision to open the fĳirst Islam Gallery reflected the gen-
eral policies of the Dutch Ministry of Foreign Afffairs, the Tropenmuseum’s 
main sponsor, its content was decidedly oppositional. The exhibition 
owed its contentious storyline largely to its curator, Remt Mellema (1899–
1987). Mellema, a former colonial servant, was a great admirer of Islam 
who even seems to have converted during a trip to Pakistan in the early 
1950s. On a personal mission to fĳight the anti-Islamic propaganda that had 
corrupted Western thinking about Islam since the Middle Ages, Mellema’s 
primary goal for the exhibition was to clear Islam’s reputation in the 
Netherlands (Mellema 1958, 14). A strong believer in the values of the 
Enlightenment, he was fully convinced that the masses would 
soon fĳind out what great Orientalists like Nöldeke and Wellhausen had 
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discovered before them: the positive strength of the Islamic faith. In a 
speech for the inauguration of the exhibition Mellema (1954) outlined his 
views on the matter:

Only after the ideas of the French Revolution became widely accepted, the 
doors of the University opened up to a truly free and open-minded study of 
the Eastern faiths, and Islam in particular… As a result the West eventually 
acquired a completely new image of Muhammad as well as the religion he 
founded. The one-time ‘impostor’ has been replaced by the pious intro-
verted human being.

A closer look at Mellema’s views reveals that he thought that the values of 
the Enlightenment not only facilitated an improved outlook on Islam in 
the West, but could also be found in the Islamic creed itself. In the deeply 
religious Dutch society of the 1950s, Islam was predominantly framed as a 
deceitful yet powerful competitor of Christianity. In reaction to this view, 
the exhibition presented Islam as a thoroughly rational religion—on a par 
with Christianity. Calligraphic works and a glass case fĳilled with copies of 
the Quran focused on Islam as a scriptural religion, while a diorama of 
Cairo’s al-Azhar University served to demonstrate the importance it 
attaches to science and education. By highlighting concepts like tawhid 
(unity), the Ummah (Muslim community) and the predominance of indi-
vidual responsibility—in absence of a system of hierarchal power—the 
exhibition defended Islam against claims of irrationality, portraying it as a 
religion that might even be more advanced and more fĳit for modernity 
than its European counterpart.

In order to visualise this idea, Mellema hardly made use of the colonial 
collections from the former Dutch East Indies. Although they contained 
about a few hundred religious Islamic objects, most of them referred to 
local Islamic practices, e.g. magical beliefs or local rituals. It seems that 
Mellema either did not recognise these objects as Islamic because they did 
not fĳit his defĳinition of religion, or discarded them because they would 
undermine his curatorial approach and the desired efffect of the exhibi-
tion. Painted dioramas, wax fĳigures and reproductions of Islamic art pieces 
from the Middle East took their place.

The Islam Gallery fĳitted in perfectly with the museological climate of 
the early period of decolonisation, when the Tropenmuseum, like other 
former colonial museums, tried to fĳind a new raison d’être. In an attempt 
to shape new relationships with the cultures and societies it represented, 
the museum’s displays and collections were decoded for Western biases 
and limitations (Kreps 1988, 56). It is clear that Mellema hoped that this 
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prevailing mood, inside the museum as well as in wider society, would 
turn out to be a window of opportunity for a more positive and unbiased 
view on Islam.

Yet the views brought forward by the Islam Gallery clearly entailed 
biases of their own, replacing notions of irrationality and superstition 
with the fĳirm truths of theology. Although Mellema intended to break 
with colonial stereotypes, by framing Islam as an essentially Middle 
Eastern religion and neglecting Indonesian Islam, the presentation reaf-
fĳirmed these views. Equally striking is Mellema’s relentless faith in the 
authoritative power of both the museum and Western academia, leaving 
no doubt in his mind about the benefĳicial efffect of museum education in 
installing the new scientifĳic truths of the museum in visitors’ minds. He 
did not realise that the kind of dialogue the exhibition envisioned was a 
rather unilateral one, in which Muslim opinions and experiences could 
only reach a Western audience through the fĳilter of Western academic 
assessment.

3. Accommodating the Public

The example of Mellema’s exhibition shows that the idea of the exhibition 
as a vehicle for counter-positions on Islam can be dated back to the early 
days of postcolonialism (and perhaps even earlier). Since then, museums 
have become increasingly complex places, in their relationships with 
audiences, and with public and academic knowledge. No longer the pas-
sive citizens of Mellema’s modern aspirations, the visitors of today are rec-
ognisably diverse and more assertive. Museums’ expectations of visitors 
and vice versa have similarly changed. In museums, more than simply 
interaction, visitors need to place themselves in the exhibition, to express 
their opinions and to join in the cultural dialogue.

To facilitate learning, museums in the West often work with construc-
tivist models of educational theory, which argue that visitors’ understand-
ing of any exhibition is shaped by their personal interests, prior knowledge 
and experiences (Hein 1995). As part of the development process of exhi-
bitions, museums regularly undertake evaluation studies to map visitors’ 
attitudes and preferences. For an exhibition to succeed, it has to take into 
account the world views and experiences of its audiences. Prior to the 
installation of the Jameel Gallery of Islamic Art, stafff members of the 
Victoria and Albert in London carried out an evaluation study to be able to 
adjust the exhibition to visitors’ prior knowledge, interests, experiences 
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and attitudes towards Islamic art (Crill and Stanley 2006). In a similar 
vein, the permanent exhibitions at the Tropenmuseum that succeeded 
Mellema’s Islam Gallery—called Middle East and North Africa (1978–1997) 
and West Asia and North Africa (1998–present)—both took visitors’ ideas 
as a starting point to debunk stereotypes about the Muslim world. In a 
much more direct way than Mellema intended, these exhibitions made 
ample comparisons between Islam and Christianity, for instance by dis-
playing paintings with Quranic stories that could also be found in the 
Bible and Torah. By focusing on themes that were easily recognisable by 
the Dutch public, Mellema’s successor as curator, Carel van Leeuwen 
(1998), encouraged a more positive attitude towards the Muslim world, 
while at the same time trying to take the growing Muslim population into 
account:

The intention behind the recent refurbishment is to highlight what unites us 
rather than divides us. By doing so, we hope to contribute to the demolition 
of our mutual hostile images… Many Muslims, Jews and Christians do not 
realise how many religious stories and images they share. Such recognition 
can work towards mutual acceptance. If we succeed to some extent, I will be 
already satisfĳied.

The constructivist model of education positions the museum somewhere 
between the media and the academic world. In its role of producer of spe-
cialist knowledge, the museum maintains strong ties with the academic 
world. But museums are also communicators, and much like the media, 
mediating between their audiences and sources of knowledge and experi-
ence. They do this by engaging in a process of meaning construction in 
which production, representation and response are dynamically intercon-
nected (Silverstone 1988, 232). The recent change in the perception of the 
relationship between the museum and its audience represents an evening 
up of balance of agency. Yet it also entails a blurring of roles between pro-
ducers and consumers of knowledge, between creators and readers of cul-
ture, and between the person in command and the person consenting. 
The tensions and frictions that subsequently arise afffect museum practice 
during all stages of the process of exhibition-making.

4. Repercussions of the Public Debate: Urban Islam (2004)

As public institutions, museums of today that exhibit Islamic cultures 
are continuously negotiating between public and academic notions of 
Islam, and between a diverse range of both Muslim and non-Muslim 
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perceptions. I will use the exhibition, Urban Islam, as an example to argue 
that these negotiation processes actually limit the museum’s discursive 
space.

Urban Islam was developed and shown at the Tropenmuseum (2004) 
and the Museum der Kulturen in Basel, Switzerland (2006). The exhibition 
set out to explore contemporary Islam in diffferent parts of the world. In 
order to do so, it presented the personal stories of young adult Muslims 
living in fĳive cities around the globe and their highly individual search for 
an Islamic identity in a rapidly globalising world. Through the deployment 
of interactive tools, the museum attempted to make the exhibition serve 
as an arena for debate. At the same time, the content of the exhibition was 
to a large extent grown from and a response to an increasing frustration 
with the Dutch debate on Islam.

The making of the Urban Islam exhibition took place against the back-
drop of a vehement debate on Islam and a heightening of the tensions in 
Dutch society, which put considerable pressure on the project. Since the 
late 1990s, the Netherlands has developed an intense preoccupation with 
Islam and Muslim cultures. Media studies show that from 1998 to 2004 the 
focus on Islam grew more important in the Dutch media, with religious 
issues dominating reporting (Ter Wal 2004, D’Haenens and Bink 2006). 
Islam has often been related to terrorism, religious fundamentalism, the 
repression of women and violence. The debate being largely conducted by 
native Dutch opinion makers, the actual experiences of Muslims, or their 
divergent views, were largely ignored.

From its very start in the 1990s, the new debate on Islam in the 
Netherlands became closely intertwined with the question of the integra-
tion of immigrants. Migrant culture was equated with Islam, although 
Muslims only accounted for 60% of the migrants from non-Western coun-
tries and their descendants. Domestic problems with integration were 
more and more explained by referring to Islam as a religion. Dutch soci-
ologist Willem Schinkel states that the Dutch political discourse on inte-
gration is based on a defĳinition of society that includes its indigenous 
population only. Migrants, often equated with Muslims, are seen as being 
outside society and in need of literal integration into society (Schinkel 
2007). Yet at the same time, Islam and Muslim cultures are ascribed char-
acteristics that make them inherently unfĳit for integration. The anti-
Islamic discourse that was derived from this thesis incorporated two main 
assumptions, both of them in fact having solid colonial credentials. The 
fĳirst assumption is that Muslims hold pre-modern ideas, which renders 
them unfĳit for integration. In fact, religion itself is pre-modern. Because of 
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this and because Islam defĳies any attempt of reform, Muslims are bound 
to remain backward as long as they remain believers. The second assump-
tion reads that Muslims can never be(come) real Dutchmen because their 
loyalty is with other parts of their identity (Sunier 2003, 68).

The repercussions of this debate were amply felt when the Tropen-
museum conducted several focus group discussions with Dutch Muslims 
better to understand their expectations for the upcoming exhibition. Most 
participants gave answers in which what Sen (2006) has called a reactive 
self-perception of identity could be detected. The participants severely 
criticised how the media, as well as some cultural institutions, portrayed 
Islam. Time and again, they emphasised the need for a better-balanced, 
more diverse and more truthful view of Islam. And although there was 
signifĳicant diversity between participants in terms of how they perceived 
Islam, one thing they had in common; the suggestions they made for alter-
native themes and images all mirrored the terminology of Dutch dis-
course. Some asked us to show the modernity of Islam, represented by 
themes like science and education or Islamic fashion (the veil as a fashion 
item). Others suggested demonstrating Islam’s track record of tolerance by 
highlighting the Ottoman Empire or Andalusia’s Golden Age. Some pro-
posed not to show religion at all, which they considered backward, but 
rather focus on secular life styles.

Asked about their expectations of the forthcoming exhibition, it 
became clear that they primarily perceived the exhibition as a vehicle to 
counter images of Islam presented by the Dutch media. Yet the alterna-
tives they put forward were still situated within the dualist model of 
Dutch discourse and its notions of modernity versus tradition, inclusion 
and exclusion. Their own needs as visitors of the exhibition, for instance 
the need for in-depth information on issues concerning the Islamic 
faith or a desire to enjoy Islamic art, played a far lesser part in the discus-
sions. (Indirect) representation not participation seemed to concern them 
most.

The results of this study of the views of Muslim target groups were then 
compared with those of a survey conducted among regular visitors to the 
Tropenmuseum, most of whom did not have a Muslim background. 
Indeed, as is the case for many museums in the Netherlands, the Tropen-
museum hardly has any Dutch visitors with a non-Western ethnic back-
ground, who only made up about one percent of the total number of 
visitors to the museum. As part of this survey, respondents could list 
the themes they wanted the exhibition to cover. The expectations of par-
ticipants in this group contrasted sharply with those of their Muslim 
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counterparts. The themes they mentioned most often coincided with top-
ics that featured prominently in the media, such as the integration of 
Muslim minorities into Dutch society (20%), religious tenets (18%) or the 
position of Muslim women (17%). In this sense, potential visitors of non-
Muslim and Muslim backgrounds held completely opposite expectations 
of the exhibition. Non-Muslim respondents wanted the museum to give 
more information on familiar issues—in other words, the Islam they 
knew—while their Muslim counterparts hoped the exhibition would 
break away from stereotypes and present Islam from a new perspective. 
Both groups departed from the notion that the museum should construct 
a ‘true’ Islam, but inverted its meaning.

The comments of participants in the survey also revealed a diffference 
in perception of the institution of the museum itself. While the self-image 
of the Tropenmuseum may be based on the oppositional model, its audi-
ences tend to hold a diffferent view. It was quite clear that Muslims saw the 
museum as a stronghold of mainstream discourse and wanted it to wield 
its authoritative power to put forward alternative readings of Islam. 
Regular (non-Muslim) visitors also saw the museum as a stronghold of 
mainstream discourse, but precisely for that reason, wanted it to give 
them information within the existing framework of mainstream public 
debate. The outcome of the survey thus exposed the paradox with which 
today’s museum struggles—the tension between having to cater to well-
established tastes and worldviews to attract large audiences and at the 
same having to challenge stereotypes to fulfĳil its social mission (Shatanawi 
2007).

5. Deconstructing Public Debate

The preparations for the Urban Islam exhibition show how the often con-
flicting demands of diffferent interests might afffect museum practice. If 
taken literally, the conflicting expectations of diffferent target groups left 
the Tropenmuseum with little space to manoeuvre. Each group wanted to 
instrumentalise the museum for its own goals, while these goals often con-
cerned fellow museum visitors since many tended to regard the exhibition 
through the eyes of the others. We, the curatorial team, felt uncomfortable 
with the somewhat worn-out suggestions of our non-Muslim respondents, 
but we felt equally uncomfortable with the alternative idea of a ‘pure’ and 
‘perfect’ Islam proposed by many of the Muslim participants. We decided 
to address this issue head on in the exhibition concept by focusing on one 
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of the dichotomies frequently mentioned during the survey—the distinc-
tion between culture and religion.

In the centre of the exhibition floor we erected a white tower 12 metres 
in height. Inside the tower were a series of enclosed glass cases containing 
objects from the museum’s vast collection to illustrate the history of Islam. 
The conventionally laid-out displays included a tenth-century page from a 
Quran in Kufĳic script and 18th century Iranian miniatures of Quranic sto-
ries. The stark presentation of these objects symbolised an approach to 
religion that favours religious dogma, in its alleged static and universal 
manifestations, to present a defĳinitive picture of contemporary Islam. 
Omnipresent in Dutch public discourse, such an approach sees Islam not 
as the product of Muslim believers, but rather as a fĳixed set of theological 
dogmas determining the behaviour of Muslims (Peters 2006). Remarkably 
enough, this view was shared by many Muslim participants in the focus 
group discussions, who made a strict division between religion, perceived 
as pure and unchangeable, and culture, described as the actions of 
Muslims (although participants varied widely in their positions on the 
defĳinitions of these categories as well as the desirability of presenting 
them to a non-Muslim audience). We, the curators of the exhibition, with 
our academic backgrounds in cultural anthropology, considered such a 
dualist model to be a fairly limited approach to reality. From our perspec-
tive, religion and culture were intertwined; we argued that while all reli-
gion is culture, not all culture is religion.

Stuck between our academic views and the outcome of the survey, 
we felt a need to challenge visitors’ assumptions. For this purpose, 
pavilions where the personal stories of young adult Muslims living 
in Dakar, Marrakech, Istanbul and Paramaribo were placed around the 
tower. The lively, colourful spaces in the pavilions where these stories were 
told, in brief videotapes supplemented with objects and images from daily 
life, contrasted sharply with the quiet, lifeless presentation in the tower. 
Often the opinions expressed in the pavilions contradicted each other, 
allowing visitors to note the complexities of Islamic discourse and 
practice.

Through the contrasts on display, the Dutch public debate on Islam was 
contested. Yet it also challenged the contentious legacy of the ethno-
graphic museum, which creates the illusion of adequate representation of 
the world by cutting out objects from their contexts and then making 
them stand for abstract wholes—a Quran, for instance, becoming a met-
onym for Islam as a whole (Cliffford 1988). On a similar level, we tried to 
tackle the conventional ethnographic museum and its staging of cultures 
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as necessarily silent (Cliffford 1988). The diorama of al-Azhar University 
presented in Mellema’s 1954 Islam Gallery, for instance, had included a 
wax fĳigure of Abdel Latif Diraz, vice-chancellor of the university. Yet 
the vice-chancellor had only been present as a doll, there was no speech 
he had given, no text he had written. His presence being restricted to the 
visual, the display had allowed visitors to look at him but not to get to 
know his thoughts and ideas. The exhibition had thus turned the vice-
chancellor from a person into a fĳigure, not only in a literal but also a meta-
phorical sense, a man whose presence was only required as a symbol of 
Islamic theology.

In our analysis, the contemporary Dutch public debate on Islam shared 
many characteristics with the silenced displays of the ethnographic 
museum of the past. Although in the public arena the spotlight was con-
tinuously on Islam and Muslims, there were too many of the same clichéd 
images around and too few alternative representations. Like in the former 
museum, there was a general absence of Muslim voices, in the sense that 
Muslim experiences and opinions only served as illustrations to an ideo-
logical agenda set for them, not by them. We wanted to use our position as 
curators to give a platform to Muslim experiences, frame them as valid 
information and by doing so, re-insert them into the public arena. Yet the 
position of the Tropenmuseum as a mediator between these experiences 
and its Dutch audiences soon made that we became enmeshed in conflict-
ing models of representation.

To counter the silencing of Muslim voices in Dutch debate, Urban Islam 
brought individual opinions to the fore. In short documentary fĳilms, young 
adults in the four cities introduced their personal perspectives on the 
place of Islam in their lives and the society they live in. This was followed 
by a museological display of the story of each protagonist, now expressed 
in images, text quotes and symbolic objects. For instance, secondary 
school teacher Ferhat Duçe from Istanbul explained the aspirations of 
secularism in Turkey and how deeply they have influenced his lifestyle. 
While he identifĳied himself as a real Kemalist, a secular Muslim and a 
Westernised Turk, his section in the exhibition displayed fragments of 
daily newspapers to point to the ongoing discussions in Turkey on the 
meanings of Westernisation, modernity and the place of Islam in public 
life. The newspaper headlines reflected the major divisions in Turkish 
society with respect to the headscarf—on the issue of whether it was 
against secularism or not—and the expression of religious identity in pub-
lic space—over the question of whether or not religion should be con-
fĳined to the private sphere.
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The choice of Ferhat as a protagonist was controversial from the start. 
In our preliminary visitor survey, religious respondents of Turkish back-
ground had strongly advised against introducing a Dutch audience to 
Kemalist ideology, since it might strengthen prevailing ideas that perceive 
Islam to be an obstacle to modernity or incompatible with Western cul-
ture. Faced with the choice between fĳiltering out everything that could 
confĳirm prejudices and construct a single ‘true’ Islam, like former curators 
Mellema and Van Leeuwen had done, or showing a more complex reality 
on the ground with all its subtle twists, varieties and contradictions, we 
chose the latter. Either choice would antagonise segments of our audi-
ence, and no alternative would convince all.

As curators of the exhibition, we considered Urban Islam to be our cura-
torial statement against discussions about Islam and Muslims in the West, 
and the Netherlands in particular. Through the exhibition, we argued for 
an approach to religion and society from a human perspective. By focus-
ing on personal stories and experiences in everyday life, we distanced 
ourselves from a-historical and oversimplifĳied representations of Islam 
(Shatanawi and Ünsal 2004, 44). In this sense, we were trying to pursue a 
form of image critique, fĳighting images with images, in order to persuade 
our audiences to replace their perception of authenticity with ours. But 
did it work?

In the heavily politicised Dutch climate, the exhibition was fĳirst and 
foremost evaluated in terms of its contribution to the public debate. 
Visitors advocating a better-balanced approach to Islam scrutinised the 
displays for signs of optimism and a readiness to battle stereotypes. Others 
scrutinised them for signs of political correctness and deliberate underex-
posure of acts of terrorism and fundamentalist beliefs. Press reviews gen-
erally ignored the critical message of the exhibition, but rather focused on 
its deviation from the norm. The intellectual daily NRC Handelsblad, 
praised the well-researched content of the exhibition, but blamed the 
Tropenmuseum for lacking courage by not bringing themes like 9/11 to 
the fore, which the reviewer considered crucial to Islam:

The actual sharp edges of Islam are totally kept out of reach. Hans Jansen’s [a 
well-known anti-Islamic intellectual] recent study with the revealing title 
God has Spoken. Terror, Tolerance and the Unfĳinished Modernization of Islam 
is more informative and, more importantly, braver… I wanted more courage. 
There is no reference whatsoever to 9/11 for instance. But this says more 
about certain aspects of Islam than shaking buttocks and naked bellies in a 
nightclub. Within this subject matter, such images are pointless and even 
absurd (Freriks 2004).
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6. Conclusion: Rethinking Strategies

The experiences of Urban Islam reflect some of the difffĳiculties of cultural 
institutions like the Tropenmuseum, in engaging with the public debate 
on Islam in a political climate that leaves little room for alternative 
approaches. In the Netherlands, Islam is discursively defĳined in a two-
camped discussion in which non-Muslims and Muslims defĳine themselves 
against each other when framing the concept of ‘Islam’. Such a debate 
leaves museums very limited discursive space, and museums attempting 
to act responsibly in such complex environments are bound to fĳind them-
selves enmeshed in controversy (Lavine and Karp 1991, 5–6). This position 
is further problematised by the confusing notion of cultural dialogue 
itself. The ‘cultures in confrontation’ that the museum seeks to reconcile 
are not located outside European societies, as dominant discourse 
assumes, but also within these societies. In the case of the Netherlands, 
the real clash is not over ‘foreign fundamentalists’ versus ‘Western culture’, 
but rather over diffferent perceptions of the power structures in Dutch 
society. Is the Netherlands becoming a multicultural society in the sense 
that Islam is publicly seen as part of Dutch culture, or does Islam remain a 
foreign element with which one can only communicate by means of 
dialogue?

However, I suggest there is a deeper issue at stake here. The shortcom-
ing of the museum as a cultural mediator is its failure to circumvent the 
paradigms it intends to critique. When current Dutch debates on migrants 
depart from a singular notion of identity, reducing it to an Islamic core, 
and then essentialise this reduced identity, the choice for Islam as a rubric 
for the show replicates existing tropes. In the case of Urban Islam, even 
though the curatorial approach aimed to problematise notions of Islamic 
identity as an all-determining social factor, Muslims were still—and above 
all—presented in their capacity as Muslims. Nor did the exhibition’s focus 
on Islam help to deflect attention from the Dutch obsession with Islamic 
identities to other aspects of the identities of Turkish or Moroccan citi-
zens. To paraphrase Sen (2006), Istanbul protagonist Ferhat Duçe was por-
trayed as a dedicated school teacher, a motor bike rider, a potential 
husband seeking true love, someone who loves drinking beer with his 
friends, but fĳirst and foremost he embodied the Turkish Muslim.

Similar issues are at stake at museums that recently refurbished their 
galleries of Islamic art—galleries that take their name from a 19th-century 
notion of the Middle East as a region underpinned by a theocentric vision. 
While the academic debate is moving away from Islam as a unifying factor 
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to explain an immensely diverse art, these museums now have to revive 
this idea to meet the publicly felt need for better insights into Muslim cul-
tures. Such a simplifĳied notion of cultural diplomacy does not do justice to 
the eclectic variety of the artefacts, produced over a span of 1,500 years 
and three continents, which these exhibitions put on display. Moreover, 
the notion actually reinforces the reductive scheme on which the thesis of 
the clash of civilisations is founded. Just as Winegar (2008, 677) does, 
I wonder whether “the emphasis on art as evidence of humanity [can] 
really erase stereotypes of Middle Eastern Muslims as un-human destruc-
tive terrorists, or does this framing depend on these stereotypes for its own 
defĳinition and execution?”

So the paradox of presenting Islam unfolds—greater understanding of 
the museum’s subject only comes about when the museum steps out of 
the model that gave birth to cultural conflict and hence the ensuing desire 
for dialogue. The museum shares this uncomfortable position with other 
consumer-based institutions like the media and, to some extent, the art 
world. Museums looking for alternatives in an attempt not to assert, but 
rather subvert the thesis of the clash of civilisations have very few options. 
Unfortunately, with little advance on the political level since the optimis-
tic days of early postcolonialism, the museological represen tation of Islam 
remains a puzzle that is just as unsolvable today as it was 50 years ago.
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