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PREFACE

During my study in the MA Program Comparative Women’s Studies in Culture and 

Politics, I have developed a great interest on issues of Third World feminism, 

postcolonial/post-structural feminism and feminist utopias. I am particularly 

interested on the debate of the colonial representation of “otherness”, particularly 

when it involves the non-Western other, within Western discursive practices, such as 

the media and within feminist practices. Especially, having spent more than half of 

my life raised and living in the Western part of the world, I have become more and 

more aware and concerned towards the overgrowing midst of the “Us-Them” 

situation that has currently been formed within the international order towards the 

Muslim world, especially Muslim women. As a Muslim Third World student myself, 

thus, I feel that it is a relevant contemporary topic to raise, expose and research on, 

which I have brought upon in this thesis. 

However, this thesis would not have been completed without the support and 

dedication of a number of people. I would like to thank Dr Cecilia Aasberg, my 

supervisor and mentor, who has been very supportive of my work during the start. I 

am grateful for her continuous uplifting and encouraging advices, her insightful 

feedbacks and her dedication in helping me to overcome the difficulties of academic 

life. I also want to, especially, thank my husband, family and friends for their 

everlasting loving support during the writing of my thesis. Without them, I know I 

would never have made it this far.

Schiedam, 25th May, 2007

Nadia L. Hasan
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ABSTRACT

Since the last couple of decades, the subjects of Islam, the Muslim community and 

especially the Muslim women has been one of the most debatable issues of our times. 

Nowhere is this more apparent than in the way the Western media represents 

Muslim women. It has been known that the media perpetuates historical, cultural 

imaginaries that form part of the Western collective memory. When it comes to 

writing about Muslim women, for example, it seems that the media in the West 

keeps targeting on the way they dress, the veil in particular. In fact, the identity of 

Muslim women has merely been reduced to this specific dressing code for the 

Western media. Moreover, in the common Western imagination, the act of veiling 

has long been confused with the lack of agency and oppression in the Muslim world. 

As a result, it seems that the media helps produce the knowledge of the 

Muslim women as the oppressed ‘other’, which, more often than not, this treatment 

will lead to distorted conclusions, stereotypes and misperceptions of these women. 

As a result, irresponsible generalizations of Muslim women tend to be made, while 

multi-dimensional realities remain hidden and testimonies and actors are selective. 

That being the reason, this makes it hard to think about the Muslim world without 

setting up an ‘us’ and ‘them’ binary relationship, and ignoring the diversities of 

women in different parts of the Muslim world. 

In this case, this thesis aims at problematizing and exposing the power 

dynamics that lie behind the production of the discourse of otherness—especially of 

the ‘oppressed veiled Muslim woman’—that may be apparent within the Western 

world through not only media culture but also within feminist scholarly practices. 
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CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

1.1 RESEARCH BACKGROUND

Since the last couple of decades, the subjects of Islam, the Muslim community and 

especially Muslim women seem to have dominated the Western media. From the 

modern media’s coverage of the September 11, the war in Afghanistan and Iraq, the 

banning of the veil (hijab) in Europe, to the terrorist attacks and suicide bombers in 

the Middle East, etc., these are just a few images that the Western world have come 

to absorb in their daily lives, gradually forming their attitudes, perceptions and ideas 

about the Muslim world. 

When it comes to portraying Muslim woman, for example, the media in the 

West seems to be fascinated by the way they dress—the veil in particular—which has 

sparked a great number of reactions and debates. In these debates, the veil or the 

practice of veiling is often perceived as a marker of ‘cultural difference’ in the 

Western world (Linda Duits & Liesbet van Zoonen, 2006). The central problem has 

been that the act of veiling among Muslim women is often associated with the lack of 

agency, traditionalism and backwardness that does not ‘fit’ into the modern, 

liberated, Western women who do not ‘need’ to veil (Leila Ahmed, 1992; Katherine 

Bullock, 2002). This phenomenon not only demonstrates how we have come to 

reach the difficult times of understanding the culturally different ‘other’, but it also 

suggests how the West’s fascination with ‘otherness’ still persists within the Western 

media towards the Muslim world.1

Edward Said (1978) argues that this particular fascination with the Muslim 

woman has been historically encouraged and provided by an ethnocentric conceptual 

                                                
1 Edward Said, 2003, Orientalism, London: Penguin Books, p. 26 & 74.
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framework—orientalism—which is a system of knowledge about the inferiority of the 

Orient, in other words, an imaginative construction, an almost European invention that 

lies within the existence of the Western’s fear and desire.2 A key element within the 

narratives of orientalism, as Said argues, lies towards an understanding of an existing 

asymmetrical power dynamic between East (Orient) and West (Occident). In this 

account, Western hegemony is constructed through its conquest of the Orient, 

penetrating it by constituting it as a woman—seductive, mysterious, fecund, devious, 

and vulnerable.3 Thus, Said claims that the construction of the Oriental Muslim 

woman is not only a hegemonic discourse, but also a sexualized one. Anne 

McClintock (1995) regards this notion as the ‘porno-tropics’4, while Sheridan Prasso 

(2005) calls this ‘fantasy’ of the Orient as the “Asian Mystique”, a term that signifies 

the Western distorted eyes of the East that is seen through an Orientalized filter.5 As 

a result, this is how Westerners have imagined about, written about, and conceived 

about the world of the Orient for much of their thousands of years of historical 

contact. Thus, it is how many images and understandings of the ‘veiled Muslim 

woman’ tend to be not only distorted and misleading, but also reflecting the 

normative and ideal of white and Christian subjects of the West. 

I remember an unpleasant situation while I was living in Germany, a 

girlfriend of mine remarked about a group of headscarved passersby: “How can anyone 

wear something like that? I wouldn’t want to be like them.” As a Muslim myself, who does 

not wear the veil, it seems that a sense of “privilege” of not having been part of being 

a victim of prejudice had engulfed inside me. It seems ironic that my Muslim sisters 

had to suffer more from these ‘filtered’ Western eyes —as Prasso suggested above—

for their choice of veiling, while I do not, for my choice of not veiling. Indeed, in this 

case I agree with feminist Daphne Grace (2004), in her claim that the veil seems to 

                                                
2 Edward Said, 2003, Op. Cit., p. 1-6.
3 Gyan Prakash, “Orientalism Now”, in History and Theory. Studies in the Philosophy of History, Vol. 34, 
No. 3 (1995), USA: Wesleyan University, p. 209.
4 McClintock, Anne, 1995, “The Lay of the Land: Genealogies of Imperialism”, in Imperial Leather: 
Race, Gender and Sexuality in the Colonial Contest, New York: Routledge, p. 22.
5 Sheridan Prasso, 2005, The Asian Mystique: Dragon Ladies, Geisha Girls & Our Fantasies of the Orient, 
New York: Public Affairs, p. xi.
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provoke such an ambiguous space; “it defines identity and yet simultaneously removes any 

identity”.6 The identity of these veiled Muslim women seems to have been reduced 

and simplified to the way they dress, while my identity as a Muslim woman has been 

reduced or simply hidden by my ‘passing’ as a non-veiled/non-Muslim/Western 

woman. Thus, it seems to demonstrate how representations of Muslim women does 

not only reflect and maintain stereotypical ideas in media and everyday life, they also 

function to display a very narrow range of available subjectivities. In doing so, such 

representations are both mirroring, maintaining and also regulating socio-cultural 

relationships. They are imbued with power and must be approached with sensitivity 

to such ongoing and historically charged politics of representation.

Hence, I think this subject of the ‘oppressed Muslim woman’ in her 

association with the veil as an oppressive entity is an interesting issue to analyze 

because it has been one of the most debatable concerns within public and academic 

(postcolonial feminist) discourse in recent decades. Apart from the veil, discussions 

of the circumcision, polygamy, the sharia (Islamic) law, the harem, forced marriages, 

etc, are just a few issues that have made this group of women fit into the absolute, 

homogenous ‘oppressed Muslim woman’ category. 

There was an article in the Metro newspaper (Wed, 21 March 2007) that has

managed to catch my attention. Images of a veiled Nigerian Muslim woman with her 

child on her arms have dominated page 11 of one of the most popular Dutch daily-

free newspaper. These images are provided by a huge and bold heading: “My Dream 

is to Study”, with a subtext: “Nigerian woman escaped from the stonings and fled to 

Madrid.” What I have first noticed was that a familiar historical imperialist 

framework based on ‘rescue’ seems to be re-constructed in this article. The 

‘enlightenment’ scenario goes like this: Nigerian woman, Amina Lawal, has been 

accused of cheating and has been penalized to ‘stonings until death’ by the Sharia 

law in Nigeria. Fortunately, she was ‘saved’ by the Human Rights campaign in 

Europe and has successfully fled to Madrid. When asked about her dreams now that 

                                                
6 Daphne Grace, 2004, The Woman in the Muslim Mask. Veiling and Identity in Postcolonial Literature, 
London: Pluto Press, p. 30.
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she is ‘free’, she replied, “Go back safely to Kurami to start a shop to sell rice, melons and 

tomatoes,” she says. “And studying.” The article then ends with the sentence: “For the 

first time she has a smile on her face”.

Such statements above demonstrate how it contains and enforces an ‘agreed 

paradigm’ towards the general disapproval of Islam as a misogynous religion, as 

allegedly expressed in the article towards its exclusion of women from education, 

and the problems of the Sharia law, which includes the stonings death penalty. 

Moreover, the last sentence of the article seems intended to suggest the ‘reality’ that 

veiled Muslim women are really miserable and oppressed by their religion. In this 

case, the article has shown how stereotypical orientalist images of Islam and Muslim 

women still persist within the Western media. 

Having spent more than half of my life raised and living in the Western part 

of the world, I have become more and more aware and concerned towards the 

overgrowing midst of the “Us-Them” situation that has currently been formed within 

the international order. With Islam being the new emerging enemy for the West in 

replace of communism (Samuel P. Huntington, 1997; Fawaz A. Gergez, 1999), 

racial discrimination against the Muslim community (as the ‘home of terrorists’) 

have come to exceedingly dominate our lives today.  Especially since the September 

11th attack in the United States, the Muslim community, especially the ones living in 

the West, had to suffer more from being racially discriminated and prejudiced. 

1.2 RESEARCH FORMULATION AND TERMINOLOGIES

With this rising and perpetuating prejudices against Muslims and, especially, Muslim 

women, it seems to demonstrate that there is still a huge gap, a barrier that appears to 

prevent a sense of reception, approval and understanding towards the Muslim 

‘other’. Therefore, it seems relevant that the question on how to communicate with 

‘the other’ who is culturally ‘different’ from oneself has become one of the most 

urgent and immediate agendas within North-South/West-East relations and 

interactions. It is with an understanding of this sense of ‘urgency’, ‘gaps’ and 
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‘barriers’ that links to the Western’s knowledge of the ‘veiled Muslim woman’, I 

bring forth this thesis as an attempt to not only challenge this particular orientalist 

perception and construction of the veiled Muslim women as the ‘oppressed other’, 

but also offer a counter strategy—which has been developed by 

postcolonial/poststructuralist feminists—as a way of breaking down barriers and go 

beyond perceiving Muslim women as the ‘oppressed veiled Muslim woman other’. 

I use this concept of the ‘other’ based upon postcolonial scholars such as Said 

and Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak (1988). Spivak has coined the term othering as the 

process by which colonial discourse produces its subjects.7 Othering, according to 

Spivak, is a dialectical process because the colonizing Other is established at the same 

time as its colonized others are produced as subjects. In this case, the colonized 

subject/the native is othered through discourses such as primitivism and cannibalism, 

as a means of establishing the binary separation with the great imperial Other.8

Similarly, Said’s well known concept of the ‘Orient’ (which represented the Middle 

East and Asia), has also been established by a dialectical relationship with the 

‘Occident’ (the Western world), created within a collective representation force of the 

‘East’ as the Western or the Occident’s exotic ‘Other’. In his argument, Said claims 

that the concept of the ‘other’ or the ‘Oriental other’ can be seen as a “Western style for 

dominating, restructuring, and having authority over the Orient”.9 In other words, Said’s 

thesis not only provides an examination of Western attitudes towards Islam and the 

Muslim world, but also provides questions on whether imperialism ever ended, or 

still persists in the modern world. In this case, however, I think both Said and 

Spivak’s critique are helpful methodological tools for me in analyzing any existing 

practices of Western discourses towards ‘the other’, whether it exists within scholarly 

work or popular media. 

                                                
7 Bill Ashcroft, Gareth Griffiths & Helen Tiffin, 2000, Post-Colonial Studies. The Key Concepts, London: 
Routledge, p. 171.
8 Some scholars also made a distinction between the terms, in which ‘other’ (with the small o) refers to 
the marginalized, the natives or the colonized subjects, while the ‘Other’ (with the capital O), is the 
great imperialist, the grande-autre. (Bill Ashcroft, et. al, Ibid., p. 169-170.)
9 Bill Ashcroft, et. al, 2000, Ibid., p. 168.
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Indeed, there have been many researches dealing with the subjects of the veil 

and Muslim women (Frantz Fanon, 1949; Fatima Mernissi, 1975; Leila Ahmed, 

1992, Katherine Bullock, 2002, et. al). However, this thesis is not simply about the 

veil, nor is it about Muslim women, but it can also be seen as a scholarly effort to 

bring about a fuller understanding towards the production of the given category: 

‘oppressed veiled Muslim woman’. In this account, I am more concerned with the 

ways in which the media’s portrayals of these women have encouraged and created a 

space for which patterns of orientalism—within its ethnocentric, imperialist nature—

could operate. Therefore, I approach the figure of the ‘oppressed veiled Muslim 

woman’ as a critical site of resistance that provides opening up questions, 

negotiations, and challenges.

The idea of orientalizing the ‘non-Western woman other’ has also been much 

debated within feminist discourse. Some feminists, derived from Black and Third 

World/postcolonial feminism, have discovered how orientalist frameworks have 

simply been reinforced in the form of Western feminists’ construction of Third-

World women’s subjectivity. Chandra T. Mohanty, for example, in her 

groundbreaking work, Under Western Eyes: Feminist Scholarship and Colonial 

Discourses,10 which was first published in 1987, noted that the danger lies in Western 

feminists’ modernist convention of generalizing while also universalizing non-

Western women into the homogenous ‘other’, such as that of ‘the oppressed’, ‘the 

traditional-bound’, ‘the factory-worker’, ‘the poor’, etc., while further placing them 

as the ‘white woman’s burden’ to ‘liberate and enlighten’ them. This can be apparent, 

for example, in the Western’s acknowledgement of the veil as a sign of oppression, in 

which there lies a ‘masculine supremacy’ over the subjugated Third World Muslim 

women.

Apart from that, there has been (and still is) an ongoing debate within feminist 

theory towards the idea of a common and shared experience between women, as it 

                                                
10 Chandra Talpade Mohanty, 2003, “Under Western Eyes: Feminist Scholarship and Colonial 
Discourses”, in Feminism without Borders: Decolonizing Theory, Practicing Solidarity, Durham & London: 
Duke University Press.
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disregards the asymmetrical interplay of power relationship connected to race, class, 

ethnic issues (Patricia Hill Collins, 1991). Earlier works of second-wave feminists, 

during the 60s and 70s, for example, have been criticized by many post-

structural/postcolonial feminists, from Gayatri Spivak (1988) to Rosi Braidotti 

(1991), of being too essentialist, within their assumptions of ‘woman’, ‘motherhood’, 

‘global sisterhood’, ‘sexuality’, etc., while they also tend to produce dualistic 

assumptions and thoughts, which resulted in making inadequate generalizations. 

 As a result, in its development, Black and Third World feminists have coined 

the concept of feminist solidarity (instead of global sisterhood) as the most principled 

way for cross-cultural understanding (bell hooks, 1984; Chandra Mohanty, 1986; 

Inderpal Grewal & Caren Kaplan, 1994, etc.). In other words, it is important that in 

order to address feminist theory and practice, it is to acknowledge ‘differences’ 

between women (and avoid universalizing narratives) in order to achieve solidarity. 

Thus, from this account, this thesis seeks to be critical and challenge any 

universalizing, homogenizing and essentialist knowledge-production of Muslim 

women. In other words, this thesis is interested on how we can go beyond perceiving 

Muslim women as the ‘oppressed veiled Muslim woman’ figure. In positing my 

arguments, I would like to, first, demonstrate how orientalist frameworks or the 

discourse of otherness—especially of the veiled Muslim woman—may be apparent 

within the Western world through academic scholarship and popular media (Chapter 

II & III); and second, having explored orientalist representations of Muslim women’s 

subjectivity in Western’s discursive practices, I would like to suggest a counter-force 

strategy to challenge this universal orientalist images of the ‘oppressed veiled Muslim 

woman’ through cross-cultural dialogue based upon communicating ‘difference’ and 

agency (chapter IV). In this case, this thesis provides a strategic method that avoids 

the use of orientalist frameworks, which entails a rejection of ethnocentric 

determinism, and essentialist or racist assumptions. In other words, I would like to 

offer a strategy on how to break barriers, bridge differences and create 

understandings of Muslim women beyond the ‘oppressed veiled Muslim woman’ 

figure.
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1.3 CHAPTERS OUTLINE

In doing so, this thesis will be divided into four parts. The first part (Chapter II) 

elaborates some debates on how orientalist frameworks may exist within Western 

discursive practices, such as in Western scholarship and in the media. In doing so, I 

will discuss some of this thesis’ key parameters and concepts towards the 

construction of West’ and ‘East’ relations, by focusing on how historical orientalist 

perceptions, as advocated by Said, have contributed to this knowledge production of 

the non-Western other within Western discursive practices. This chapter also traces 

the underlying assumptions that form the foundation of the ‘veiled Muslim woman’ 

as the oppressed other within Western feminist’s discourse. However, by the term 

‘Western feminists/feminisms’—in which I will use regularly throughout this 

thesis—refers to Northern European and Anglo-American feminists,11 whose 

discursive practices tend to draw upon a Eurocentric modernist tradition, humanistic 

universalism and liberal individualism, as a way to construct its own understanding 

of (white Western) women’s place in the world (Chela Sandoval, 1991; Madhu 

Kishwar, 1990).12

In addition, this chapter also draws on post-sructuralist/postcolonial feminist 

methods of valuing the diversity of women’s experience as a foundation of knowledge 

(Rosi Braidotti, 1994; Chandra Mohanty, 1986, 2003, et. al). These theoretical 

discussions will be placed in conjunction towards problematizing orientalist 

descriptions and representations of Muslim women in feminist public discourse, 

which includes the controversial issue of the veil that has become marked as a 

symbol of oppression. In this case, some Western feminists (liberal, secular) have 

                                                
11 Gabrielle Griffin and Rosi Braidotti claims that part of this argument has been the result Anglo-
American and Northern European feminists who tend to dominate the production and circulation of 
feminist knowledge. In Gabrielle Griffin and Rosi Braidotti (eds.) Thinking Differently. A Reader in 
European Women’s Studies, 2002, London & New York: Zed Books, p. 2.
12 Chilla Bulbeck, 1998, Re-Orienting Western Feminisms. Women’s Diversity in a Postcolonial World, UK: 
Cambridge University Press, p. 13.
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claimed that liberation and emancipation is unachievable unless these women first 

remove the veil (Fadwa El Guindi, 1999; Katherine Bullock, 2002).

As this paper bridges two interdisciplinary orientations within Women’s 

Studies—Feminist Cultural Studies and Feminist Media Studies—I would like to 

bring in the visual media culture as a focus of my attention in Chapter III, especially 

as it perpetuates orientalist representations of the veil and Muslim women. The task 

of this chapter is to show how dualism is built into the images created in the media. I 

am more concerned with the ways in which the media’s production of these images 

have encouraged and created a space for which patterns of orientalism could operate. 

In analyzing these images, I would like to stress the notion that images carry 

meanings. What semiotic analysis formed by Ferdinand de Saussure (1960) and later 

developed by Roland Barthes in Mythologies (1972), is that it has taught us how visual 

representations convey meaning through language. Stuart Hall in Representation: 

Cultural representation and Signifying Practices (1997), defines the concept of 

representation as “the production meaning of the concepts in our minds through language”.13

In this case, visual signs, or what he calls iconic signs, are considered to carry 

meanings. However, Hall notes that in order for meanings to be conveyed, 

interpretations is a necessary practice.

Michel Foucault, on the other hand, was concerned on how visual 

representation produces not only meaning—as he believes that meaning outside 

discourse has no meaning at all—but also knowledge through discourse, which 

combines both language and practice.14 In this respect, we must also take into 

Foucault’s account that knowledge and culture are forms of power, that is “never 

neutral, always positioned along axes of simultaneous differences like gender, class, race, age 

and sexual orientation”.15 So in this case, through the practices of representation within 

the media, a form of knowledge of the ‘other’ is deeply implicated within the 

                                                
13 Stuart Hall, 1997, Representation: Cultural Representations and Signifying Practices, London: Sage 
Publications, p. 17.
14 Stuart Hall, 1997, Ibid., p. 44-45.
15 Liana Borghi, 2002, “Space and Women’s Culture”, in Thinking Differently. A Reader in European 
Women’s Studies, London, New York: ZED Books, p. 84.
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operations of an asymmetrical relation of power. By basing on this account, I would 

also like to approach Foucault’s notion of ‘discourse’ by analyzing how the 

advertising images—as a representational practice—produces not only meanings and 

subjectivities in general, but also knowledge of the veiled Muslim woman as the 

‘oppressed other’. 

In doing so, I would like to analyze the advertisement images created by the 

internationally known clothing line of United Colors of Benetton, and attempt to reveal 

how these images confirm or negate the involvement of constructing the Muslim 

women as the ‘oppressed other’ and the veil in the oppression of women. Apart from 

that, I would also like to problematize the way the ‘oppressed veiled Muslim woman’ 

figure has been made a marketing potential that simply ‘sells’ through practices of 

consumption. Somehow, it also suggests that these images have been turned into a 

commodity by advertising producers in aiming to attract and lure a certain market of 

consumers, through enforcing imaginative stereotypes of the ‘oppressed veiled 

Muslim woman’. My purpose of using this particular mainstream media—

advertisements—as it offers me a tool to demonstrate how orientalist images of 

‘oppressed the veiled Muslim woman’ may be carried out and reworked in this era of 

the postmodern world. 

In the next part—chapter IV—I would like to discuss a more positive 

hindsight towards the use of the media in the portrayals of veiled Muslim women. 

With a similar methodological approach as in chapter III, I would also like to bring 

into attention the media culture as a source of my analysis. However, I would like to 

stress the fact that although these two methods are seemingly identical, the two 

visual artefacts are actually quite different in its implementations. In chapter III, I 

will use visual images of advertisements to demonstrate how this particular medium 

may be used to distort images of the Muslim community, especially Muslim women, 

globally. However, through this assumption of the global, there have been some 

concerns triggered by the complex asymmetrical power relations behind the 
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production and distribution of images.16 Many scholars have argued that part of this 

fear has been caused by the assumption of the global as seen either as a 

homogenizing influence towards ‘universality’ or as a neocolonial movement of 

ideas and capitals from the ‘West to the Rest’ (Stuart Hall, 1997). As a result, it 

creates the framework of cultural imperialism, which refers to an ideology, a politics, 

or a way of life exported into other territories through the export of cultural 

products.17  In this case, I want to note this concern towards the asymmetrical 

production of veiled Muslim woman as other from the West to a much wider, 

globalized context and audience.

In the fourth chapter, on the other hand, I would like to bring into a more 

localized and contextualized setting by focusing on LOVER, a Dutch feminist 

magazine,18 as the source of my analysis. This chapter, which is based upon my 

internship research paper at LOVER19, is going to address this issue of understanding 

cultural differences within the context of cross-cultural communication and dialogue, 

particularly, that takes place between members of a dominant and a subaltern 

culture. My interest is to show how Western institutions, cultures and practices may 

also provide opportunities for creating new kinds of questions, issues, and 

discussions, and especially dialogues which will enhance the possibility of a 

transnational collaboration and understanding. In other words, I would like to avoid 

a sense of generalization towards the Western media by bringing forth the case of 

LOVER that may implicate on how its images and texts actually attempt to debunk 

                                                
16 Marita Sturken & Lisa Cartwright, 2001, Marita Sturken & Lisa Cartwright, “The Global Flow of 
Visula Culture”, in Practices of Looking: An Introduction to Visual Culture, New York: Oxford University 
Press, p. 333.
17 Marita Sturken & Lisa Cartwright, 2001, Ibid., p. 322.
18 For more information, see LOVER’s website at www.tijdschriftlover.nl. 
19 See Manu Bühring, “Women’s organisations have to be brave to empower young women. How the 
feminist magazine LOVER has been a springboard for a professional career over last 32 years”, Paper 
for the Know How Conference, Mexico, 2006, Amsterdam: IIAV. LOVER was established by a group of 
Man-Vrouw-Maatschappij (Men-Women-Society) whom, at that time, felt the struggle of keeping up 
with recent publications about emancipation and feminist issues. The group, which was also 
considered the think tank of the Dutch women’s movement, was founded in 1968 and its goal is to 
“support possibilities for both women and men to explore and develop themselves without traditional 
gender roles” (Transcription from the statute of the group. Translated by Manu Buhring, in: Loo, 
Vilan van de . De Vrouw beslist. De tweede feministische golf in Nederland. IIAV: Amsterdam. 2005.)
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the popular but negative assumptions of the Muslim woman and her veil. In doing 

so, my intention is to cautiously avoid re-homogenizing and re-generalizing any 

potential discursive practices from my readings of LOVER.

In addition, this chapter also explores how a strategy can be designed to 

intervene in the field of representation, to contest negative stereotypical images and 

transform representational practices surrounding the ‘oppressed veiled Muslim 

woman’ in a more positive and accountable account. In this case, I want to posit a 

strategy of resistance that is based on the Black and Third World feminists’ utopia of 

envisioning ‘feminist solidarity’, through bridging and acknowledging differences 

between women and forming political coalitions based on dialogue and 

understanding. Therefore, in this fourth chapter, I particularly would like to bring 

into attention the diverse identity frames and experiences through my readings of 

LOVER’s articles and raise this utopian vision of an anti-colonizing/Orientalizing 

feminist practice that can be achieved through building solidarities across national 

borders. 
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CHAPTER II

RE-ORIENTING COLONIAL DISCOURSES

In this chapter, I would like to explore ways in which academic scholarship and 

popular media have contributed to not only develop but also limit our understanding 

of Muslim women. There has been a debate within much postcolonial (feminist) 

discourses that colonial representations of these women subsists within Western 

practices, which often enforces totalizing stereotypes of oppressed figures living 

under what is often perceived as a violent and patriarchal culture. The veil, 

especially, has become a universal phenomenon, in which it has been ‘accepted’ as 

the marker of ‘difference’, the ‘quintessential otherness and inferiority’, among the 

non-Muslim world (Leila Ahmed, 1992). Within the complexity of the veil, however, 

a simplified and generalized idea based on ‘half-truths’ about Islam and Muslim 

women has come to surface (Judy Mabro, 1991). As a result, Islam and the Muslim 

world remain to be greatly misunderstood by the West, creating a division between 

both worlds.

By attending to a more contemporary sociopolitical occurrence, this chapter 

particularly aims at problematizing the particular Western (Eurocentric) formulation 

towards the subjects of the ‘other’ by focusing on various scholarly critiques within 

postcolonial and post-structural feminist scholarship, such as that of Edward Said, 

Gayatri Spivak, Chandra Mohanty, Rosi Braidotti, etc. In this case, not only would I 

like to acknowledge how colonial discourses can be apparent within popular media, 

but I would also like to explore Western feminist’s practices of canonizing the ‘Third 
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World woman’ other in feminist theory, a discursive condition that often designates 

an absence of non-Western subjectivities, agencies and scholarships.  

2.1 ORIENTALIZING THE OTHER 

Since the Cold War has ended, the impulse to ‘search’ for a new global ideological 

threat has emerged to replace the collapse of Communism.20 Since then, the Western 

strategic experts have predicted the emergence of a new ‘enemy’ for the Western 

world: Islam. It was Samuel P. Huntington (1997), who further approached this 

problematic relationship between the West and Islam of what he calls as “The Clash 

of Civilizations”.21 His thesis has derived from the premise that Islam has visible 

conflicting vision and action to the Western fundamental ideas of liberty and 

democracy. This phenomenon has further developed into a discourse of the 

Western’s (United States, the United Kingdom and its allies) perceptions and its 

relationships towards the world of the Middle East, the Muslims and Islam. As a 

result, the stereotypical idea that Islam and its followers are anti-democracy and anti-

Western has become ‘fixed’ within the minds of the Western society. 

Thus, this trend seems to suggest that there is an ‘agreed cultural paradigm’ 

informing the way Western societies look at Arabs and Muslim societies.22

Furthermore, this thesis has now become a legitimate tool in the claim that Islam is 

not only a serious threat for the Western order, but also legitimates Islam as the 

Western’s ‘other’. Since then, negative perceptions, myths, prejudices and 

anxieties—in other words, ‘Islamophobia’23—has arisen among the Western 

communities towards anything associated with Islam or of the Muslim society. 

                                                
20 Fawaz A. Gerges, 1999, America and Islam Politics: A Clash of Civilizations or A Clash of Interests?, New 
York: Cambridge University Press, p. 9.
21 Samuel P. Huntington, 1997, The Clash of Civilizations?, Surabaya: Papyrus, p. 22.
22 Gema Martin-Muñoz, “Islam’s Women under Western Eyes”, 
http://www.opendemocracy.net/xml/xhtml/articles/498.html (last viewed on 10-04-2007)
23 See more in http://www.islamophobia-watch.com/islamophobia-a-definition/ (last viewed on 06-
05-2007).
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However, this particular hegemonic formulation and conceptualization of 

ideas towards the Muslim world has long been the subjects of public and academic 

debates. Many postcolonial scholars generally agree that this can be seen as a certain 

proof that imperialism has not diminished and that it simply perpetuates within 

Western discursive practices. It was Edward Said in his critique of orientalism—as 

an ethnocentric system of knowledge of the Orient—who famously made an explicit 

connection between Western colonization with its doctrines and theses of the Orient. 

He claims that this discursive link is characterized through a means of establishing 

the binary separation between a dominant and a subaltern culture that is based on 

power, domination, and of varying degrees of a complex hegemony.24 In this 

account, he reveals Michel Foucault’s (1970) critical notion that academic disciplines 

do not simply produce knowledge but that it is also inextricably tied to the practices 

of power and the making of certain subject positions.25

In his book, which was first published in 1978, Said demonstrates the danger 

on how Cartesian dualism has worked to enforce the representation of non-Western 

lands, society and nation—as uncivilized, traditional, weak, feminine, passive—

while it simultaneously engendered the representation of the Western Self as 

civilized, modern, powerful, masculine, passive and so on. In this case, orientalism 

posits Islam and Muslims as the essential ‘other’, an ‘other’ that does not to fit into 

the modern, liberated and civilized West. It is from these essentialist claims, as Said 

argues, imperialists had provided the rationale to conquer other lands and carry out 

their ‘enlightening’ project of bringing reason and civilization to the natives.

However, the gendered nature of the imperial Western project of spreading 

civilization and enlightenment or, “saving brown women from brown men” as Spivak so 

pointedly has described it, has persisted within the modern world.26 Inge de Boer in 

Imaginative Geographies and the Discourse of Orientalism (2003), observes how ‘rescue’ 

                                                
24 Cited in Bill Ashcroft, et. Al, 2000, Op. Cit., p. 168.
25 Michel Foucault, 1970, “The Order of Discourse”, inaugural lecture at the Colleges de France, 2 
December, p. 48.
26 Gayatri C. Spivak, 1988, “Can the Subaltern Speak?” in Cary Nelson & Lawrence Grossberg (eds.), 
Marxism and the Interpretation of Culture, Basingstoke: Macmillan Education, p. 296.
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has provided the framework in which the Western public made to understand the 

recent war in Afghanistan.27  In this account, many scholars have argued that the 

world’s response towards the September 11, 2001 attack in the United States seems 

to correspond the frameworks of orientalism (Alison Donnell, 2003; Inge de Boer, 

2003). Islam—which has been perceived as the ideological premise and home of the 

terrorists—have become essentially demonized. In this order, de Boer claims that the 

attacks have encouraged the orientalist imaginary that separates the East and West to 

become more visible.28

Within this account, Said also notes a danger in which the legacy of 

orientalism still persists today in the media’s portrayals of the Muslim world.29 His 

main argument was that not only is the media a source of information in the way it 

creates these images, but it also helps propagate historically inherited stereotypes that 

are based on myths, fantasies and imaginaries that form part of the Western attitudes 

and collective memory. Most often the case, this fantasized or imagined ‘other’ will 

be marginalized, looked down upon and discriminated in society because of their 

apparent ‘cultural difference’ that may be learned first-hand from the media. 

Arjun Appadurai in “Disjuncture and Difference in the Global Cultural 

Economy” (1996) identifies a more complex process of which the role of imagination 

can be practiced. 30 In this account, he determined five asymmetrical dimensions of 

global flows—ethnoscapes (people), technoscapes (technology/machinery), financescapes

(capital), ideoscapes (ideology) and mediascapes (images)—through which the work of 

the imagination has become a collective, social fact and practice of our everyday 

lives.31 His argument has been an extension of Benedict Anderson’s famous work 

Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origins and the Spread of Nationalism (1983), 

towards the idea of an ‘imagined community,’ in which imagination has led to the 

                                                
27 Inge de Boer, 2003, “Imaginative Geographies and the Discourse of Orientalism”, in 
Thamyris/Intersecting No. 10, p. 10. 
28 Inge de Boer, 2003, Ibid., p. 9-10.
29 Edward Said, 2003, Op. Cit., p. 26.
30 Arjun Appadurai, 1996, “Disjuncture and Difference in the Global Cultural Economy”, in 
Modernity at Large, Cultural Dimensions of Globalization, London: University of Minnesota Press, p. 31.
31 Arjun Appadurai, 1996, “Here and Now”, Op. Cit., p. 5
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production of ‘shared’ meanings, identities and consciousness manifested in the 

narratives of nation and nationalism.32 Especially with the new power of the print, 

literary and visual media, as Anderson claims, historical and cultural imaginaries 

have been further perpetuated.33

Thus, the arguments above seem to suggest the existing idea of an ‘imagined’-

based perceptions and attitudes towards the Muslim world. In other words, this 

world, regardless of its dynamic and complex realities, has been simply perceived 

based on myths and fantasies, a world the Westerners thinks the Muslim world looks 

like. As a result, distorted perceptions and attitudes cannot be avoided. 

Unfortunately, this ‘shared’ perceptions of ‘half truths’, as Judy Mabro calls it, 

towards Muslims that has been carried and adapted onto the media culture has led 

further into a much wider dissemination of cross-cultural imagination.

2.2 MODERN DAY ORIENTALISM: THE BATTLE AGAINST THE VEIL

What is important to note is that ever since its publication, Said’s Orientalism has not 

received little criticism. According to these critics, the absence of women in Said’s 

analysis of orientalist discourses seems to be one of the dominant themes. Said 

describes orientalism as a “male perception of the world,” “a male power-fantasy,” “an 

exclusively male province,” in which the Orient is penetrated, silenced, and possessed.34

Ann Laura Stoler (1991) argues that apart from sexuality, that has provided a 

metaphor for colonial domination, a fundamental class and racial marker can also be 

implicated within Orientalism.35 On the other hand, postcolonial feminist, Reina 

Lewis (1996), argues that women, as historical agents and entities, is never 

questioned within Said’s work, while gender occurs only as a metaphor for the 

                                                
32 Benedict Anderson, 1983, 1991, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of 
Nationalism, Revised Edition, London, New York: Verso.
33 Benedict Anderson, 1983, 1991, Ibid., p. 22-25.
34 Ann Laura Stoler, “Carnal Knowledge and Imperial Power: Gender, Race and Morality in Colonial 
Asia”, in Micaela di Leonardo (ed.), 1991, Gender at the Crosswords of Knowledge: Feminist Anthropology 
in the Postmodern Era, Berkeley/Los Angeles/Oxford: University of California Press, p. 54.
35 Ann Laura Stoler, Ibid., p. 55.
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negative characterization of the orientalized Other as ‘feminine’.36 “Orientalism,” she 

argues, “is a homogenous discourse enunciated by a colonial subject that is unified, intentional 

and irredeemably male” (my underlining emphasis).37 In this case, Lewis criticizes 

Said’s representation of orientalism as monolithically male, while also adding to her 

argument that women are not only subjects of colonial domination, but also play a 

role as producers and agents of orientalist knowledge-production.

Arguably, this can be seen, for example, in the way some feminists have 

perceived the war in Afghanistan. In their support of the war, part of their primary 

concern was to ‘save’ Afghan women from their degrading situation living under the 

rule of the Taliban regime. Laura Bush—in stressing the classic ‘imperialist mission’ 

manner—for example, stood her ground and supports her husband’s war as a means 

of ‘saving’ Afghan women38. She states: 

“Because of our recent military gains in much of Afghanistan, 
women are no longer imprisoned in their homes. They can 
listen to music and teach their daughters without fear and 
punishment. Yet the terrorists who helped rule that country 
now plot and plan in many countries. And they must be 
stopped. The fight against terrorism is also a fight for the rights 
and dignity of women”.39

From the statement above, it seems that the war on terrorism has, therefore, 

been transformed into one on the rights of Muslim women. What seemed to indicate, 

within the current event of the 9/11, is the predisposition that women’s rights and 

freedoms have been juxtaposed with the backward practice and the oppressive nature 

of the veil. In these discussions, women’s agency and rights have been one of the 

central debates, welcoming an important defense for a feminist struggle. Although 

                                                
36 Reina Lewis, 1996, Gendering Orientalism: Race, Femininity and Representation, London & New York: 
Routledge, p. 17-18.
37 Reina Lewis, 1996, Ibid., p. 17.
38 Alison Donnell, 2003, “Visibility, Violence and Voice? Attitudes to Veiling Post-11 September”, in 
David A. Bailey & Gilane Tawadros (eds.), Veil: Veiling, Representation and Contemporary Art,
Cambridge, Massachusetts: the MIT Press, p. 124-126.
39 www.whitehouse.gov/news/releases/2001/11/2011117.html, taken from Alison Donnell, 2003, 
Ibid., p. 126.
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any attempts of force towards wearing the veil in Afghanistan—or more known as 

the burqa—should not be underestimated, it appears that the media’s constant focus 

of the veil has narrowed down the focus of women’s rights to the battle of the veil. In 

this account, the approved thesis has been that the invasion from the West will 

eventually ‘liberate’ Afghan women from the male-dominated Taliban ruler by 

throwing off their so-called ‘enforced’ veils. It is within this event, according Alison 

Donnell (2003), that the veil has not only became an embodied rationale towards 

Bush’s war in Afghanistan40, but also became an ‘icon of oppression’41. 

In this regard, the veil seems to bring into dialogue two sides of relevant 

debates: orientalism and feminism. In both areas, it seems that the dominant 

perception of the veil has been that it marked a symbol of ‘difference’, which signifies 

both oppression and struggle. Leila Ahmed in Women and Gender in Islam (1992), in 

particular, argues how discourses of colonial domination, in the late nineteenth 

century, has coopted the language of feminism in attacking Muslim societies, 

especially when it comes to the veil.42 She argues: 

“Veiling to Western eyes—the most visible marker of the 
differentness and inferiority of Islamic societies—became the 
symbol (in colonial discourse) of both the oppression of women 
(or, in the language of the day, Islam’s degradation of women) 
and the backwardness of Islam.”43

                                                
40 Alison Donnell, 2003, Ibid., p. 122-123.
41 Katherine Bullock has identified six themes critics tend to base on towards the veil: a) covers up 
(hides), in the sense of smothering femininity; b) is apparently linked to essentialized male-female 
difference (which is taken to mean that by nature, male is superior, female is inferior); c) is linked to a 
particular view of woman’s place (subjugated in the home); d) is linked to an oppressive (patriarchal) 
notion of morality and female purity (because of Islam’s emphasis on chastity, marriage, and 
condemnation of pre- and extra-marital sexual relations); e) can be imposed; and f) is linked to a 
package of oppressions women in Islam face, such as seclusion, polygyny, easy male divorce, unequal 
inheritance rights, and so on. (Katherine Bullock, 2002, Rethinking Muslim Women and the Veil. 
Challenging Historical and Modern Stereotypes, UK&USA: The International Institute of Islamic 
Thought, p. xxxii)
42 Leila Ahmed, 1992, Women and Gender in Islam. Historical Roots of a Modern Debate, New Haven & 
London: Yale University Press, p. 237.
43 Leila Ahmed, 1992, Ibid., p. 152.
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However, as Said has argued before, these images of the veil and Oriental 

women continue to persist today in the media as it further expresses and emphasizes 

the dichotomizing relationship between East-West. The problem lies when these 

visual images tend to portray Muslim women reiterated as a stereotypical figure, an 

oppressed figure suffering from a misogynous culture. The veil, especially, is usually 

the major theme when associated with the limitations of these women.44 Because it 

has been constantly deployed and replayed again in our visually dominated culture, 

Zineb Sedira (2001) argues that the veil has become an effective ‘visual shorthand’ to 

not only signify the supposedly repressive Muslim world but also implicit in that 

assumption is the superiority of the West in relation to that world.45 In this case, the 

figure of the ‘veiled Muslim woman’ that is being mediated through the media, is 

inclined to ‘fix’ these women as passive victims, muted, backward, and oppressed, 

which therefore enacts a cultural-ideological barrier with the Western women.

Thus, the danger arise from these representations of veiled Muslim women is 

that it tend to create a division between Western women (as modern, liberated)  and 

Eastern women (as backward, oppressed), while also ignoring the diversity of 

practices, views and experiences of these women. In this case, the idea of the veil as a 

symbol of oppression and inferiority shows how Western women’s ideas of 

themselves are constructed through generalized images of Muslim women. Katherine 

Bullock (2002) argues that this tendency of totalizing the view of the veil as 

quintessential traditional, colonialist, missionaries, and secular feminists have 

subscribed to this orientalist view of Muslim women.46 Through these misleading 

conclusions, the West feels like it is their role to speak for and define them. As a 

result, veiled Muslim women become muted and misrepresented. This notion, thus, 

marks the entry of orientalist narratives into Western feminist discourse, in which 

Western women are subjects who have also led to the producing of the ‘oppressed 

                                                
44 Hammed Shahidian, 1997, “The Politics of the Veil. Reflections on Symbolism, Islam, and 
Feminism”, in Thamyris, vol. 4, No. 2 Autumn, p. 325.
45 Zineb Sedira, “Mapping the Illusive”, in David A. Bailey & Gilane Tawadros (eds.), Op. Cit., p. 70.
46 Katherine Bullock, 2002, Op. Cit., p. xviii.
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veiled Muslim woman’—in which  she epitomized a quintessential ‘otherness’ and 

inferiority.

2.3 DECOLONIZING FEMINIST SCHOLARSHIP

Feminists know first hand the feeling of being misrepresented and excluded from 

mainstream discourse.47 During the 60s and 70s, feminists have been arguing that 

scientific, social, economic and political discourses tend to generate a certain 

distance from feminist thought. They regard these ‘malestream’ discourses are due to 

the result of excluding, marginalizing and trivializing women, their accounts of 

social and political life, and assuming women’s issues and experiences as not a 

centrally significant topic and interest. In other words, their claim is simply that 

science is androcentric bias (Evelyn Fox Keller, 1982; Susan Harding, 1991&1993). 

Rosi Braidotti claims that this legitimation of women’s absence is a result of 

defining women as reason’s other.48 Hence, she stresses the normative quality of 

discourses—that it is concerned with what ought not and what ought to exist in 

social and political life. In Bodies, Texts, and Powers (1991), Braidotti addresses this 

tendency within Michel Foucault’s analysis of the practices of exclusion, domination 

and interiorization of the norms. He claims that discursive practices are often 

characterized by ‘a delimitation of a field of objects, the definition of a legitimate perspective 

for the agent of knowledge, and the fixing of norms for the elaboration of concepts and 

theories’.49 It is in this way, Foucault argues, that we can see how discursive rules are 

linked to the exercise of power: how the forms of discourse and institutions are both 

constituted by, through forms of selection, exclusion and domination.50

                                                
47 Katherine Bullock, 2002, Op. Cit., p. 37.
48 Rosi Braidotti, 1991, “Bodies, Texts and Powers”, in Patterns of Dissonance, Cambridge: Cambridge 
Polity Press, p. 148.
49 Michel Foucault, 1970, Op. Cit., p. 48.
50 Rosi Braidotti, 1991, Op. Cit., p. 76.
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As a resistance strategy, however, second-wave feminists have brought into 

attention the issue of ‘Woman’ into their political agendas—an emancipatory

approach  based upon a certain commonality and ‘sisterhood’ amongst women.51 On 

this basis, feminists advocated the notion of “the personal is political” by placing the 

significance of women’s everyday life experience, while also bridging both 

scholarship and political activism (Alison M. Jaggar, 1983). Furthermore, these 

feminists consider that the modernist construction of sexual difference (male/female) 

will help generate sexual equality (in the gaining of sexual sameness). 

During the 1980s and early 1990s, however, Black and Third World feminists 

began to notice a danger towards the term ‘Woman’ and the idea of a ‘woman’s 

experience’, as it posits a specific norm (the white, middle class women) as the 

‘standard’ for all and that which does not conform to the norm (the black/women of 

color) becomes subordinated. These feminists regard that these emancipatory politics 

seem to have become too comfortable within existing structures. As Audre Lorde 

contended, “the master’s tools will never dismantle the master’s house”.52 In other words, 

some feminists regard mainstream Western (liberal, radical, secular) feminists have 

managed to re-conform a similar modernist, humanist approach within their own 

scholarly praxis. 

Third World (post-colonial) feminist Chandra Mohanty in her influential 

essay, Under Western Eyes: Feminist Scholarship and Colonial Discourses (1986), 

demonstrates the association between Western feminism to that of colonial 

discourse, through their construction and appropriation of the ‘Third World’ 

Woman’s subjectivity.53 She writes: 

“[…] my argument holds for any discourse that sets up its own 
authorial subjects as the implicit referent, that is the yardstick 

                                                
51 Dorothy E. Smith, 1987, The Everyday World as Problematic: A Feminist Sociology, Toronto: University 
of Toronto Press, p. 62.
52 Audre Lorde, 1983, “the Master’s Tools will never Dismantle the Master’s House”, in Reina Lewis 
& Sara Mills (eds.), 2003, Feminist Postcolonial Theory. A Reader, Edinburgh: Edinburgh University 
Press, p. 27.
53 Chandra Mohanty, 2003, Op. Cit.
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by which to encode and represent cultural others. It is in this 
move that power is exercised in discourse.”54

In this respect, Western feminist discourse, in its Eurocentric, humanist, and 

universalist analytical assumptions of other women as ‘oppressed’, ‘traditional, 

‘poor’, etc., actually participate in colonial discourse and, to some extent, is 

considered colonial discourse. Thus, it is within this form of discursive imperialism, 

through the homogenization, totalization and systematization of the Third World 

woman’s subjectivity that the legacy of orientalism is still exercised in much of recent 

Western feminist discourse. 

A related problem within much of Western feminist thoughts developed in the 

US and most parts of Europe (Gabrielle Griffin & Rossi Braidotti, 2002) was that it 

has failed to speak for women in other parts of the world through its essentialist 

determinism and its tendency of overlooking the differences among women. 

However, ever since Simone de Beauvoir’s groundbreaking work The Second Sex 

(1989), in which she advocated the famous phrase “One is not born, but rather becomes a 

woman”55, definitions of gender has become separated from an essential-biologically-

based entity. Therefore, in rejecting any theories of essentialism, feminists began to 

advocate a feminism that reflects to a wider and diversified experiences and views of 

women.

In its development, post-structural feminists, such as Teresa de Laurentis 

(1987) and Rosi Braidotti among others, criticize the hindering of certain feminists 

thoughts to regard the diverse accounts of outlining different conditions and contexts 

for particular women. Spivak and Mohanty have also criticized many earlier works 

of Second Wave feminists of being too essentialist, within their assumptions of 

‘woman’, ‘motherhood’, ‘global sisterhood’, ‘sexuality’, etc., while also tend to 

produce dualistic assumptions and thoughts, which resulted in making inadequate 

generalizations. According to Braidotti, the term ‘difference’ during that time has 

been predicated on relations of domination and exclusion: to be ‘different from’ came 
                                                
54 Chandra Mohanty, 2003, Op. Cit. p. 21.
55 Simone de Beauvoir, 1989, The Second Sex, trans. H. M. Parshley, New York: Vintage: p. 301.
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to mean ‘less than’, the ‘other’, ‘not-like-us’.56 For Trinh T. Minh-ha, ‘difference’ is 

essentially ‘division’, dividing the ‘I’ with the ‘not-I’, which is always condemned to 

remain its shadow while attempting at being its equal. 57

As Gayatri Spivak points out, for example, in her Three women’s texts and a 

critique of imperialism (1985)58, dominant (middle-class) Western feminism’s 

construction in the marginalization of colonized women is at times by 

instrumentalizing them as the ‘other’ in order to consolidate itself. Therefore, by 

representing Third World woman as the ‘other’—the oppressed veiled woman, 

ignorant, poor, uneducated, tradition-bound, domestic, family-oriented, victimized, 

etc., for example—an automatic reversal of knowledge production will be found 

towards  the representation of Western women ‘Other’ as modern, secular, liberated, 

educated, independent, etc. In this case, she demonstrates the danger within 

Cartesian binaries or coupled dualisms that lies in the idea of formulating one as the 

normative term of the other, which in this case, the Western woman has become the 

norm, the referent to that of the native/non-Western woman. This is why 

deconstructive feminist theory is so intent on moving beyond the oppositional 

binaries and their corresponding forms of exclusion. 

However, attempts by these scholars to counter the monolithic 

representations of the Third World women subjectivity by Western (Eurocentric) 

feminism have received much criticism. Leela Gandhi (1998), for example, has 

accused these writers with “the sort of reversed ethnocentrism which haunts Said’s totalizing 

critique of Orientalism.”59 She adds that “[i]n refuting the composite and monolithic 

construction of ‘native women’, Spivak et al. unself-consciously homogenize the intentions of all 

Western feminists/feminisms”.60 A similar argument has also been made by Kathy 

                                                
56 Rosi Braidotti, “Identity, Subjectivity and Difference: A Critical Geneaology”, in Gabriel Griffin 
and Rosi Braidotti (eds.), 2002, Thinking Differently. A Reader in European Women’s Studies, London & 
New York: Zed Books, p. 158.
57 Trinh Minh-Ha, “Difference: A Special Third World Women’s Issue”, in Amelia Jones (ed.), 2003, 
The Feminism and Visual Culture Reader, London & New York: Routledge, p. 153.
58 Gayatri Spivak, Three Women’s Texts and a Critique of Imperialism, in Critical Inquiry, 12, 1, 1985, pp. 
262-280.
59 Leela Gandhi, 1998, Postcolonial Theory, New York: Columbia University Press, p. 88.
60 Leela Gandhi, 1998, Ibid.
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Davis (2002) who asserts the dangerous move made by this cultural imperialism 

critique, advocated by Mohanty et. al, of falling into their own totalizing critique.61

From Mohanty’s claim that Western feminism is a colonial form of discursive 

practice and for imposing its dominant power and knowledge upon the non-Western 

women, Davis argues that Mohanty is also placing all Western women and its 

scholarly practices into one, homogenous category. In her analysis of Our Bodies Our 

Selves (OBOS)62, however, Davis demonstrates how Western feminist knowledge has

been attentive to the diversity of women across the globe that requires processes of 

reworking and contextualization. In this sense, in avoiding to impose a sense of 

‘commonality’ or a ‘shared’ identity among women, OBOS has been adapted locally 

according to political, cultural, religious contexts by women in different locations. 

So, in a way, the success of OBOS in the US and across the world can be seen, in 

part, to its ability to speak to a broad spectrum of women both locally and globally, 

which, thus, have shown. Thus, Davis has shown a more optimistic image than the 

critique of Mohanty would have implied. 

In this respect, although I agree with the postcolonial feminist’s claim of the 

discursive imperialism posed by Western feminists upon non-Western feminists, I am 

also, however, in agreement with both Davis and Gandhi towards this certain danger 

of a discursive trap, in which Third-World feminists must also need to take into 

account for. These feminists seem to commit the very faults they have claimed to 

persist within the work of Western (Eurocentric) feminists. In other words, feminists, 

like Gandhi and Davis, regard that the emancipatory politics could trap feminists 

thoughts and practices a repetition of the very same procedures of oppression post-

colonial/Third World feminists hope to undermine in the first place.

Nevertheless, it is within this time that feminists have gone through a process 

of ‘working through’ (Braidotti, 1994) and began to offer an accountable strategy 
                                                
61 Kathy Davis, 2002, “Feminist Body/Politics as World Traveller: Translating Our Bodies, Ourselves”, 
in European Journal of Women’s Studies, 9, 3, p. 223-247.
62 OBOS is a self-help book originally made by a group of women in Boston, US, that mainly concerns 
about women’s health and bodily issues.  It has been reported that ever since the first edition in 1970, 
OBOS has managed to successfully sold over 4 million copies and gone through 12 major updates, 
claiming to be one of the most influential books within the past few decades. 
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towards a more positive vision of Third World women’s subjectivity. In their 

formulation, they stress the importance of thinking through the tools of 

‘intersectionality’, a term which builds on a tradition of Black Women’s Studies.63

What is important in this idea is the need to think about issues of gender 

simultaneously with issues of race, class, ethnicity, sexuality, etc., in order to expose 

and exemplify the differences between women while also avoiding essentialist 

generalizations of ‘other’ women. 

In A Cyborg Manifesto (1985; 1991)64, Donna Haraway offers the figuration of a 

‘cyborg’ (cybernetic organism) as a feminist tool to overcome oppression, reading it is 

as a possibility for a feminist politics of ‘difference’. In her argument, the cyborg 

model can be seen as a strategy for political unity in its capability to transgress 

traditional hierarchical binaries.65 In this respect, Haraway likens the cyborg to the 

political identity of ‘women of color,’ which “marks out a self-consciously constructed 

space that cannot affirm the capacity to act on the basis of natural identification, but only on 

the basis of conscious coalition, of affinity, of political kinship.”66 This means that 

poststructural/postcolonial feminists locate the term ‘difference’ away from 

essentialist terms, which offers a more diverse and complex set of subjectivities and 

agencies beyond the mode of dialectical opposition. In this sense, labels or 

definitions of Muslim women such as the ‘oppressed’, ‘uneducated’, ‘illiterate’, 

‘tradition-bound’, ‘religious fanatics’, etc., will result in removing these women from 

history, freezing them in time and space.67

In their formulation, Mohanty et. al replaces the term ‘sisterhood’ with 

‘solidarity’. Instead of assuming an enforced commonality of oppression as the 

previous term suggests, the practice of solidarity foregrounds communities of people 

                                                
63 Patricia Hill Collins, “It’s All in the Family: Intersections of Gender, Race, and Nation”, in Uma 
Narayan & Sandra Harding (eds.), 2000, Decentering the Center: Philosophy for a Multicultural, 
Postcolonial, and Feminist World, Bloomington: Indiana University Press, p. 157.
64 Donna Haraway, 1991, “A Cyborg Manifesto: Science, Technology, and Socialist-Feminism in the 
Late Twentieth Century,” at http://www.stanford.edu/dept/HPS/Haraway/CyborgManifesto.html
(last viewed on 23-04-2007). 
65 Donna Haraway, 1991,  Ibid., p. 157.
66 Donna Haraway, 1991, Ibid., p. 155.
67 Chandra Mohanty, 2003, Op. Cit., p. 7



BEYOND THE “OPPRESSED VEILED MUSLIM WOMAN”: BREAKING BARRIERS, BRIDGING DIFFERENCES 

AND CREATING DIALOGUES

28

who have chosen to work and fight together through acknowledging differences. 

Mohanty writes:

“I define solidarity in terms of mutuality, accountability, and 
the recognition of common interests as the basis for 
relationships among diverse communities. Diversity and 
difference are central values here—to be acknowledged and 
respected, not erased in the building of alliances.”68

Here, Mohanty’s argument can be linked to Adrienne Rich’s (1985) notion of 

the importance of the politics of location and experience to the embodied self.69 With 

an emphasis on the differences that exists between women, especially on the grounds 

of race, class, sexuality, etc., Mohanty along with other feminist scholars have placed 

experiences in a more complex framework where diversity and the multiplicity of 

power locations play a significant role. According to Braidotti, feminist theory, thus, 

is about multiple and potentially contradictory locations and differences among, but 

also within, different women.70 In this case, Mohanty believes that when 

understanding women to be positioned within intersections of complex systemic 

networks of power relations, only then can feminists be able to achieve cross-cultural 

dialogue and solidarity. 

In addition, it requires that we should also consider Haraway’s notion of 

“situated knowledges” (1991), which strongly suggests that every knowledge is 

partial, situated and contextualized71 and by learning to take into account respectfully 

differences of views, thoughts, struggle and experiences of women. Thus, Mohanty 

believes that when understanding women to be positioned within intersections of 

complex systemic networks of power relations, only then can feminists be able to 

achieve cross-cultural dialogue and solidarity.

                                                
68 Chandra Mohanty, 2003, Op. Cit., p. 7.
69 Quoted from Rosi Braidotti, “Feminist Philosophies” in Mary Eagleton, Ibid., p.197.
70 Rosi Braidotti, “Feminist Philosophies” in Mary Eagleton, New Perspectives on Literature and Theory: 
Feminist Theory, Leeds: Metropolitan University, 2003, p.198.
71 Donna J. Haraway, 1991, “Situated Knowledges: The Science Question in Feminism and the 
Privilege of Partial Perspective” in Simians, Cyborgs, and Women: the Reinvention of Nature, New York: 
Routledge, p. 188-190.  
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Years later, however, Mohanty wrote “Under Western Eyes Revisited,”72

which addresses the more complex challenges feminists have to face within the 

global capitalist arena. In her argument, she considers that the global expansion of 

capitalism and globalization actually exacerbates racist, patriarchal and heterosexist 

relations of rule, which affects women in the Third-World strongly at its worst. In 

this case, the ‘universality’, of which Mohanty has been critical of, towards fixed 

subject notions, such as that of the ‘oppressed veiled Muslim woman’ has 

unfortunately becoming more persistent and stronger by the advent of the visual 

media apparatuses, such as that of the television, the internet, and so on. Thus, these 

global ‘(mis)representations’ of real women, according to Mohanty, further 

undermines the complexities of women’s roles and agencies.

Arguably, this fixation of veiled Muslim women images as ‘other’ is a re-

configuration of neo-colonial power which is provided by the legacy of orientalist 

representations which are reproduced and disseminated in the contemporary era 

through the media. Whether it is from mainstream broadcasting media, advertising 

images, to Hollywood73, its role exercises a powerful influence in shaping our 

knowledge of the Muslim community, Islam and Muslim women as the Western’s 

‘other.’

                                                
72 Chandra Mohanty, 2003, “Under western Eyes Revisited: Feminist Solidarity through Anticapitalist 
Struggles”, in Feminism Without Borders: Decolonizing Theory, Practicing Solidarity,  Durham & London: 
Duke University Press, p. 230.
73 According to Jack Shaheen (1984), Arabs and Muslims are portrayed as the villain and an object of 
ridicule in American popular culture, especially Hollywood movies. Jack G. Shaheen, “Arab and 
Muslim Stereotyping in American Popular Culture”, in http://www.ciaonet.org/wps/shj01/ (last 
viewed on 11-02-2007).
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CHAPTER III

(MIS) REPRESENTATIONS OF THE VEILED MUSLIM WOMAN 

OTHER

By taking the discussions of Chandra Mohanty and other postcolonial feminists’ 

critique towards the re-colonization of Western discursive practices into 

consideration, I will now attempt to explore how orientalist discourses may be 

generated within media culture. In this debate, some scholars, such as Edward Said 

and Katherine Bullock (2002), have found that modern visual media may also reflect 

towards the imagined perspectives of the exotic orientals, such as the myths and 

fantasies Western culture holds about Islam, the Muslims, and especially, veiled 

Muslim women. This means that not only are misconceptions and 

misunderstandings towards these women have been sustained in modern times, but it 

has also became more widespread and omnipresent as ever by the advent of modern 

technology.

Thus, this chapter aims at exposing some of these misunderstandings through 

my discussions of images created within the global (Western) media. In doing so, I 

want to explore how representational practices may lead to the construction of 

‘difference’ or ‘otherness’ in Western popular media. My focus here is on images 

displayed within advertising, particularly within the Benetton advertising campaign 

and attempts to show how visual representations have its share of demystifying the 

view of veiled Muslim women as the ‘oppressed other’. 
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3. 1 CONSUMING THE ‘VEILED MUSLIM WOMAN’ AS  OTHER

One way of looking at how discourses towards veiled Muslim women as the 

‘oppressed other’ can be identified in our global capitalist society today, is through 

the practices of consumption. In her article The Global Within (2001) Jackie Stacey 

argues that our consumer culture can be seen as a way that the knowledge of the 

‘other’, the ‘strange’ or the ‘unfamiliar’ gets within us.74 Meanwhile, Sara Ahmed in 

her book Strange Encounters (2000) have similarly argued that in consumer culture: 

“the commodity object, which is at once an image and a material thing, enables subjects to have 

a close encounter with a distant other (the one already recognized as a ‘stranger’)”.75 In this 

case, if we consume ‘global’ products, such as from watching Hollywood Kung fu 

films, for example, it means that we are also participating in accepting and 

embodying a certain kind of knowledge of ‘difference’ or ‘otherness’ (about Chinese 

Kung fu fighters, for example) into ourselves. Thus, the global works here by 

bringing the strange or the unfamiliar into the proximity of the Western subjects 

through consumption.76

According to Marita Sturken and Nancy Cartwright in Practices of Looking: An 

Introduction to Visual Culture (2001), visual images play a primary role within 

contemporary commodity culture and consumer societies.77 Therefore, images are 

not only consumed, but they are also able to sell goods, such as the case with 

advertisements. Through it, images circulate in a socio-economic system in order to 

attract a certain market of viewers/consumers. According to Sheridan Prasso (2003), 

most often the case, in order to appeal certain segments of the market, advertisers 

perpetuate stereotypes and clichés.78 Gendered stereotypes of using images of women 

and women’s bodies, for example, are often served as commodities that may be used 

                                                
74 Jackie Stacey, 2000, “The Global Within. Consuming Nature, Embodying Health”, in Global 
Nature, Global Culture, London: Sage Publications, p. 104. 
75 Sara Ahmed, 2000, Strange Encounters. Embodied Others in Post-Coloniality, London & New York: 
Routledge.., p. 114.
76 Stacey, Jackie, 2000, Op. Cit. p. 104.
77 Marita Sturken & Lisa Cartwright, 2001, Op. Cit., p. 189-191. 
78 Sheridan Prasso, 2005, Op. Cit., p. 393.
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to ‘sexually seduce’ and ‘lure’ male consumers into buying a range of items, from 

clothes, cigarettes, cars, to food. Advertisements for household products, on the 

other hand, use traditional stereotypes of women as mothers, wives, who cooks and 

cleans in order to attract women consumers.79

Faegheh Shirazi (2001), in her analysis of modern images of Muslim women 

in American advertisements, argues that Western advertisers tend to propagate 

stereotypes and clichés of the veil and Muslim women in order to appeal 

consumers.80 In this case, advertisers exploit certain images of Muslim women that 

have been historically ingrained on the Western mind, such as the harem, the 

hammans (public baths), the mysterious veiled woman, or the oppressed woman 

living under a tyrannical ruler and use this to attract consumers. The veil, especially, 

as Shirazi argues, is in itself an enormous marketing potential, as they often eroticize 

the veil in order to sell sex.81

In this case, being already recognized as ‘the stranger’, as the ‘eroticized 

other’, the ‘veiled Muslim woman’ entice Western consumers into thinking that by 

buying the advertised product they will also buy the favors of the mysterious and 

exotic woman behind the veil.82 Although veiled women sell a great variety of 

products in the United States, from jeeps, cigarettes, computers, watches, to a can of 

soup, Shirazi discerns three major advertising strategies that exploits three different 

stereotypes about the Muslim woman: the mysterious woman hiding behind her veil, 

waiting to be conquered by an American man; the submissive woman, forced to hide 

behind the veil; and the generic veiled woman, representing all peoples and cultures 

of the Middle East.83

                                                
79 Read more in Richard Elliot, Susan Eccles and Michelle Hodgson, “Recoding Gender 
Representations: Women, Cleaning Product, and Advertising’s ‘New Man’”, in International Journal of 
Research in Marketing, No. 10, 1993, North Holland.
80 Faegheh Shirazi, 2001, The Veil Unveiled. The Hijab in Modern Culture, Gainessville: University Press 
of Florida, p. 10.
81 In her analysis of Playboy, Penthouse, and Hustler, Shirazi argues that these American erotic 
magazines exploit this erotic image of the veil in order to attract male consumers, offering a world of 
virgin pleasures and tantalizing images of the Middle East. In Faegheh Shirazi, 1997, Op. Cit., p. 7. 
82 Faegheh Shirazi, 2001, Op. Cit., p. 11.
83 Faegheh Shirazi, 2001, Op. Cit., p. 20.
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3.2 BENETTON AND THE CELEBRATION OF ‘OTHERNESS’

In this section below, I would now like to focus on reading some advertising images 

from Benetton. As part of the global consuming society myself, I am familiar with 

this fashion clothing line, which can also be referred to as the United Colors of 

Benetton. Some of its advertising campaigns, which are often quite controversial, have 

managed to attract my attention, such as the nun and the priest kissing each other 

(picture A) and the Palestinian and Israeli boys embracing in harmony (picture B), 

etc. What particularly attracts me from these pictures is that they have provided me 

to participate in imagining a utopian world, a world without ideological barriers, 

sexual taboos, religious conflicts and wars. Moreover, apart from the use of these 

staged images—of which they were photographed and posed by models in the 

studio—Benetton has also been known for the use of dramatic documentary images 

in their advertising campaigns, which refers mostly to issues of social injustices, 

racial diversity, and global disaster (pictures C-D).84  

(Picture A) (Picture B)

                                                
84 Marita Sturken and Lisa Cartwright, 2001, Op. Cit., p. 273.
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(Picture C)

(Picture D)

In this section, however, I would like to concentrate my analysis on the 

images from Benetton’s Food for Life campaign. These images, which consists 

photographs of individuals, have been part of Benetton’s 2003 global communication 

campaign in collaboration with the World Food Program (WFP) that focuses on the 

problems of ‘global hunger’ in Afghanistan, Cambodia, Guinea and Sierra Leone.85

From this campaign, their purpose is to demonstrate how food becomes a catalyst for 

reconciliation and development, a tool capable of revolutionizing the lives of these 

people in hunger.86 For the purpose of this chapter, I would like to focus my attention 

in analyzing some of the pictures taken in Afghanistan, which represents images of 

veiled women posing somewhat stiffly before the camera (pictures E-F). In my 

                                                
85 For more information, see the company’s website: 
http://press.benettongroup.com/ben_en/about/campaigns/history/ (last viewed on 05-05-2007).
86 “Food for Life. The World Food Program,” 
“http://press.benettongroup.com/ben_en/releases/2003-02-13/ (last viewed on 03-05-2007).
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attempt of reading these two pictures, I am interested in seeing how these images 

produce not only meanings in general, but also knowledge of the veiled Muslim 

woman as the ‘oppressed other’. In doing so, I would like to explore the dimensions 

of the embodiment, subjectivity, fantasy and desire invoked within visual narratives 

that enforces the production of the ‘oppressed veiled Muslim woman other’. 

(Picture E) (Picture F)

The first thing I have noticed from these pictures is towards the configuration 

of colors emphasized on to the clothings of these Afghan women. The use of bright 

blue and yellow colors has captured me in an instance towards the beauty of their 

burqas. Indeed, the manipulation of diverse colors has always been one of the 

trademarks of Benetton’s identity, and the colors represented in these images can be 

argued as their way to maintain the hallmarks of Benetton. Whether it is configured 

on the clothings itself or on the models they use in their advertising, the emphasis of 

colors for Benetton is to signify ‘diversity’. In their magazine, Colors (4/1993), they 

simply stated: “Diversity is good.”87 So, in this sense, Benetton intends to promote the 

message that burqas—despite its growing negative assumptions from the Western 

world—can also be signified as beautiful when worn in these bright colors. 

                                                
87 Celia Lury, 2000, “The United Colors of Diversity. Essential and Inessential Culture”, in Global 
Nature, Global Culture, London: Sage Publications, p. 146.
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Moreover, the uses of colors also invoke the celebration and respect of not 

only diversity but also of ‘difference’ (Celia Lury, 2000; Marita Struken & Lisa 

Cartwright, 2001). The use of multicultural models in Benetton’s advertisements, for 

example, which are often posed together, is intended to signify racial harmony and 

ethnic diversity (pictures E and F).88 In this case, it seems that Benetton’s purpose is 

to demonstrate how race is real. And that every skin color—whether white, black, 

yellow, or brown—is beautiful. Arguably, through these images of Afghan women in 

their colorful burqas, Benetton does not only intend to emphasize their company’s 

trademark, but also intended to capture viewers through its respect of ‘difference’. In 

this sense, the use of the concept ‘difference’ here designates the term that has been 

advocated by postcolonial/post-structural feminists, such as Mohanty and Braidotti 

towards the acknowledgment of the diversity and the differences between women. 

Thus, here, the images also suggest that difference is ‘good.’

Thus, through these images, Benetton is suggesting that what they are 

offering—if you buy their products—is a ‘united world’ that consists of different, 

racial and ethnic backgrounds. Moreover, the fact that this image of ‘veiled Afghan 

women’ is represented in an advertisement suggests that the products offered by 

Benetton, a sense of social concern not only for the problems of race or racial issues, 

but also a concern for the problems of hunger and poverty, terrorism and women’s 

emancipation. In this case, the ad constructs the idea that Benetton is a company 

with a political stance that sells clothes to people who care about the realities of 

contemporary politics on a global scale.89 In other words, Benetton is selling a 

celebration and erasure of difference and a kind of universal humanism, a pan-

humanity that transcends time and space and yet can be relocated in the moment of 

consumption within these global cultures.90 Arguably, by showing images of these 

Afghan women, Benetton not only suggest consumers to take part in celebrating the 

beautiness of these colored burqas and the women ‘underneath’ the burqas, but they 

                                                
88 Marita Sturken and Lisa Cartwright, 2001, Op. Cit., p. 222. 
89 Marita Sturken and Lisa Cartwright, 2001, Op. Cit p. 27-28.
90 Jackie Stacey, 2000, Op. Cit., p. 101.
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provoke consumers’ sympathy and invite them to participate in this campaign—

through their clothes, for example—of ‘saving and ‘rescuing’ these Afghan women, 

‘liberating’ them from poverty and marginalization 

However, what lies behind our consumption, as Jackie Stacey and Sara 

Ahmed argued before, is that we are also taking part in consuming some certain 

knowledge of the ‘other’ into ourselves. Such as in the case of Benetton, they invite 

its consumers to take part in celebrating an essential-based ‘difference,’ through an 

understanding that we are different in racial colors: black, white, yellow, and so on, 

through consuming these images. The danger, however, lies when the culturally 

different ‘other’ becomes a stereotype. Stuart Hall (1997) argues that the danger of 

stereotyping includes the reducing of certain people to “a few, simple, essentialized 

characteristics, which are represented as fixed by nature” (my underlying emphasis).91

Moreover, it also sets up a symbolic border between the ‘normal’ and the ‘deviant, 

which facilitates the binding or the bonding together of all of Us and Them into one 

‘imagined community’.92 Furthermore, Foucault adds that knowledge are also forms 

of power, that is “never neutral, always positioned along axes of simultaneous differences like 

gender, class, race, age and sexual orientation”.93 In other words, through the practices of 

representation within the media, a form of knowledge of the ‘other’ is deeply 

implicated within the operations of an unequal relations of power. Thus, the danger 

towards consuming these products is not only participating in celebrating difference 

through harmony, but also participate in celebrating difference through ‘racial 

otherness’. 

Nevertheless, Benetton’s use of these veiled Afghan women images lies not 

only in its powerful evocation to evoke emotions and shape the way the public 

understands and interpret issues and events of global hunger, poverty and 

marginalization, but also through the power of providing photographic evidence and 

a sense of truth. In this case, history (such as the 9/11 terrorist attacks, the wars in 

                                                
91 Stuart Hall, 1997, Op. Cit., p. 257.
92 Benedict Anderson, 1983, Op. Cit.
93 Liana Borghi, 2002, “Space and Women’s Culture”, in Thinking Differently. A Reader in European 
Women’s Studies, London, New York: ZED Books, p. 84.
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Middle East, Afghanistan, etc.) meets at the site of photography where photographs 

not only evoke the narrative of memories, emotions, but also provide material 

evidence in revealing historical truth. In relation to this, Susan Sontag in On 

Photography (1970) made an argument by stating that photographs are “miniatures of 

reality and experience captured”.94 Therefore, she believes that photographs furnish 

evidence, “something we hear about, but doubt, seems proven when we’re shown a 

photograph of it.”95 Similarly, Roland Barthes in Camera Lucida (2000) argues that the 

genius of photography lies in its ability to assert the notion of ‘certainty’, that it ‘has-

been-there’ and which suggests that the past is as certain as the present.96 Thus, a 

photograph is considered valuable because of its empirical, historical materiality, its 

artifact.

From these images of veiled Afghan women, Benetton’s intention was to 

show that they consist of ‘real’ people with ‘real’ problems of hunger and poverty. 

And these photographs have provided this reality, by serving as a material evidence 

and adding a sense of ‘truth’ to it. Such notions of ‘reality’ and ‘truth’ are also 

emphasized by the company’s statements written in their website. It states:

“With this campaign, Benetton tackled a theme typical of its 
advertising and spoke, once again, about “real people”, 
touching on society’s real problems… Other images (on 
billboards and in newspapers all over the world) tell true, 
individual stories - of women, children and men - whose only 
chances of escaping violence, marginalisation and poverty 
depend on them finding food.”97

What is also interesting however, is that within each of these images, a small 

subtext is included that reveals these women’s names, age and status, which further 

demonstrates Benetton’s aim in emphasizing a sense of ‘realness’ to these women. 

                                                
94 Susan Sontag, 1973, On Photography, New York: Delta, p. 3-4.
95 Susan Sontag, 1973, Ibid., p. 4-5
96 Roland Barthes, 2000, Camera Lucida: Reflections on Photography, (trans. Richard Howard), New 
York, p. 88.
97 “UCB Advertising Presentation”, 
http://press.benettongroup.com/ben_en/about/campaigns/history/ (last viewed on 05-05-2007).
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Within these two images, the text shows that Basmina and Basima needed food in 

aiding them to find work. Thus, it seems to suggest their aim is to stress the ‘fact’ that 

these two women are not just mere pictures, or models, but they are ‘real’ Afghan 

women, with ‘real’ problems. 

However, there have been many attacks and debates against the assumption 

that photography is a tool of documenting reality. Sturken and Cartwright, for 

example, regard this as the myth of photographic truth.98 They claim that although 

photographs may seem to carry truth, they are also a primary source of fantasy and 

provide important dual meanings in many advertisements.99 They believe that this 

has been caused, in part, because the camera image is almost always taken from a 

subjective, particular human viewpoint, which involves the subjective choice of 

selection, framing and personalization.100 For Sontag, although she does not deny the 

truth of photography as evidential source of reality, she is aware, however, of the fact 

that there is a friction between their status as art or truth. Like Sturken and 

Cartwright, Sontag admits that although photographers are concerned with 

‘mirroring reality’, there still exists a certain tacit consciousness of imposing 

standards towards their subjects in deciding how a picture should look.101 In other 

words, when the picture is staged then the credited truth value of the photograph 

collapses and it becomes more of an artwork.102 Thus, a problem that may arise 

within the images of Afghan women is that while the photograph’s ability, as a 

cultural artifact, is to capture the ‘reality of these women, on the other hand, 

however, it also provoke a question whether these photographs do represent ‘real’ 

women of Afghanistan. 

Indeed, both of these pictures of veiled Afghan women reveal that there is a 

sense of reality towards these women.  In this case, I would agree that ‘reality’ has 

been captured by the camera: both of these women ‘have-been-there’ the moment the 
                                                
98 Marita Sturken & Lisa Cartwright, 2001, Op. Cit.,  p. 17.
99 Marita Sturken& Lisa Cartwright, 2001, Op. Cit., p. 209.
100 Marita Sturken & Lisa Cartwright, 2001, Op. Cit., p. 16-17.
101 Susan Sontag, 1973, Op. Cit., p. 6.
102 Haim Bresheeth, “Projecting Trauma: War Photography and the Public Sphere,” in Third Text, vol. 
20, Issue 1 (2006), p. P. 60.
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image is captured. In other words, the image does not deny that the subjects consist 

of real-life people. However, similar to the models within pictures A, B, and E, F, I 

am also aware how these veiled Afghan women have  been ‘posed’ and ‘arranged’ in 

a certain way before the camera, which seems to indicate an involvement towards 

selecting and imposing standards towards their subjects in deciding how a picture 

should look. Not only that, in their tendency of beautifying and aesthitification of 

‘difference’ and ‘diversity’ through the manipulation of colors, such as the colors 

placed upon the burqas, I argue that these images can be seen more as an artwork, 

rather than ‘pictures of reality’. 

When we also consider the fact that this ad has been consumed by the middle-

class Western consumers, the notion of class and nationality also becomes apparent. 

By seeing these pictures of Muslim women struggling in poverty, in oppression, in 

hunger, the Western audiences have also subconsciously come to realize their own 

position as the more prestiged First-World citizens and tend not to identify 

themselves with this marginalized Third-World ‘other’. Thus, when looking at these 

images of the Afghan women, a familiarity of the strange/otherness, as Ahmed 

argues, can be applied when seeing the veil/burqa. When we see the veil, for 

example, a set of ideas about Islam and Muslim women quickly come to the surface. 

As Fanon writes, “the veil worn by women is at once noticed by the tourist…[it] generally 

suffices to characterize Arab society”.103 In other words, by looking at these images of the 

women in their burqas, we have come to recognize them as the Afghan woman living 

in oppression; she is the stranger; the non Western other. 

In addition, throughout the centuries, orientalist ideas of the veiled Muslim 

woman as oppressed has led to the creation of ‘fixed’ images of women in the 

Muslim world. Buy buying into these images, there seem to also be an ‘acceptance’ 

towards the ideas that these veiled Afghan women are marginalized, uneducated, 

poor, unable to work, etc. Apart from that, by representing these images as ‘real 

                                                
103 Meyda Yegenoglu, “Veiled Fantasies: Cultural and Sexual Difference in the Discourse of 
Orientalism”, in Reina Lewis and Sara Mills (eds.), 2003, Feminist Postcolonial Theory. A Reader, 
Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, p. 35.
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people’ that is based on a monolithically perceived ‘true stories’, they seem to 

provoke a notion of universality by suggesting these two individuals as 

representations of all women in Afghanistan. Thus, it demonstrates how stereotypical 

images of the veiled Muslim woman as an oppressed figure living under a tyrannical 

society are still being enforced through these images. The veil, especially, as the 

symbol of this oppression, is part of this discourse.

However, we must remember Said’s notion that there is the danger towards 

this concept of ‘other’, as it includes the notion of an ‘imaginary’ other. Therefore, I 

would also argue that the process of identification through these images actually 

enhances the notion of this ‘imaginary cultural other’: the woman, the veiled 

woman, the Muslim woman, the poor, and the marginalized other. In this case, I 

would also argue instead that both of these images serve more as an evidence of 

capturing the ‘imagined reality’ of these women through its narratives of ‘otherness’. 

Another problem towards these images is towards the tendency of 

sensualizing and eroticizing the veil. According to Meyda Yegenoglu in “Veiled 

Fantasies: Cultural and Sexual Difference in the Discourse of Orientalism” (1998) 

the veil is often represented as some kind of a mask that is hiding the woman.104 In 

this case, what she means is that through the inscription of the veil as a mask—that 

seems to be hiding ‘something’—the oriental woman is turned into the mysterious, 

exotic and alluring woman. Indeed, orientalist notions of the veil have constructed 

the veil as a metaphor for a virgin territory, in which penetration and the ‘unveiling’ 

of the veil is the key towards revealing and dominating the East.105 According to 

Fanon in A Dying Colonialism (1965), “the Algerian woman, in the eyes of the observer, is 

unmistakably ‘she who hides behind a veil.’”106 Thus, unveiling the veiled Algerian 

woman seem to be crucial in order for colonialists to reveal the secrets of the Orient 

and thus, enabling them to conquering the land. In this regard Yegenoglu argues that 

the colonial subject’s desire to control and dominate the foreign land “is not 

                                                
104 Meyda Yegenoglu, Ibid., p. 546-547.
105 Meyda Yegenoglu, Ibid., p. 543-546.
106 Frants Fanon, 1965, A Dying Colonialism, trans Haakon Chevalier, New York: Grove Press, p. 36.
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independent from his scopic desire, form his desire to penetrate, through his surveillant eye, 

what is behind the veil”.107 In regards to these two images, both of the Afghan women 

are photographed twice, in which one shows them veiled and the other unveiled, 

revealing their faces, which also means unveiling the wonders behind/under the veil. 

Thus, these images seem to suggest that they also play into the exoticism and the 

sensual otherness of the burqa/veil by ‘unveiling’ the mysteries of these Afghan 

women.

However, within this practice of photographing veiled women, there is a 

sense of what Fanon has claimed as “an aggressiveness” and a “strain of violence”. 

Moreover, the notion of ‘otherness’ is quite apparent in these images, especially 

when we also refer that there is an act of dominating and objectifying of one towards 

the other. In her article, Sontag connects the camera as an active and non-innocent 

mechanism. In this account, she specifically likens an automated camera to a 

predatory weapon like a gun, an addictive fantasy machine.108 She said:

“To photograph people is to violate them, by seeing them as 
they never see themselves, by having knowledge of them they 
can never have; it turns people into objects that can be 
symbolically possessed.” 109

In this case, Sontag is also aware of the role of photography as a tool of 

power. She regards the act of photographing is also a way “to appropriate the thing 

photographed”.110 Because photographs signifies an active of looking, or simply the 

fact of seeing as opposed to being seen, this may reproduce racial and gender power 

relations. In this regard, I also argue that the practice of photographing these Afghan 

women and unveiling them is also towards an attempt of appropriating the image of 

the ‘veiled Muslim woman’ as the objectified ‘other’. Such notions can be applied 

within the photographs of the Afghan women taken by Benetton’s photographer. 

                                                
107 Meyda Yegenoglu, Op. Cit., p. 557. 
108 Susan Sontag, 1973, Op. Cit., p. 14.
109 Susan Sontag, 1973, Op. Cit., p. 14.
110 Susan Sontag, 1973, Op. Cit., p. 4
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When looking at this picture, the practice of conquering the non Western other has 

been invoked by the act of the Western photographer (the picture has been taken by 

photographer James Mollison) ‘photographing’ the ‘veiled Muslim woman’, as an 

image, violating, dominating, objectifying and in the end owning her. There is a 

sense of empowerment by the act of photographing by the man-photographer, as the 

camera ‘shoots’ these women and objectifies while dominating these women’s 

image. Clicking his weapon, the photographer aims away at dominating the racial 

and gendered ‘other’. 

Thus, the act of unveiling and photographing of these women is not only to 

fulfill a sense of curiosity based on a desire to reveal the ‘mystery’ behind the veil, 

but, in doing so, it is also an act of violation towards these women’s private bodies. 

Unveiling them means to expose them ‘naked’ for the pleasures of the Western 

consumers, while at the same time having power over them for having had their 

‘secrets’—which I argue may actually mean security, privacy, dignity and freedom 

for these women—revealed. In this case, unveiling the burqas means that these 

women’s sense of security, privacy, freedom and dignity have been successfully 

conquered and controlled by not only the Western photographer, but also the 

Western viewers through their control of the gaze.

3.3 (MIS)REPRESENTATIONS  THROUGH ORIENTALIST EYES

From the arguments above, it seems that the veiled Muslim woman continues to 

function as a subject of fascination within contemporary consumer culture, which is 

mainly caused, according to Stuart Hall, by “the still embedded secret fascination of 

‘otherness’”.111 For Sara Ahmed, a concern that may arise from such patterns of 

consumption is that it may lead to a form of commodity fetishism. She argues, “[t]he 

stranger is precisely that which is produced, marketed and sold in order to define the value of the 

                                                
111 Stuart Hall, 1997, Op. Cit., p. 225.



BEYOND THE “OPPRESSED VEILED MUSLIM WOMAN”: BREAKING BARRIERS, BRIDGING DIFFERENCES 

AND CREATING DIALOGUES

44

commodity object…through the commodity, the stranger becomes a fetish.”112 What 

commodity fetishism does is that it operates “as a process of mystification” (Marita 

Sturken & Lisa Cartwright, 2001), thus, obscuring the complex reality behind the veil 

or under the veil in order to attach the meanings of ‘difference’ to products. In other 

words, the ‘veiled Afghan women’ is produced as a commodity fetish through the 

representations and markings of otherness. Thus, this othering of ‘the veiled Muslim 

woman’ has also led to the danger of what can be called as ‘commodity racism’ 

(McClintock, 1995, Hall, 2001). 

From this account, although its intention is to communicate the respect of 

‘differences’ and global societal problems, Benetton seems to also suggest notions 

based on the Western stereotype of the exoticism and otherness of the burqas/veil 

and Afghani women. In this case, what the Benetton ads have shown is that Muslim 

women became an object of fantasy, exoticism and eroticism when viewed through 

orientalist eyes. Moreover, these images have provided a ‘visual’ form for the 

practices of orientalist imagination and fantasy in its desire of unveiling the 

mysterious Muslim women behind the veil. Thus, Benetton is not only participating 

in celebrating difference through harmony, but also participate in celebrating 

difference through racial ‘otherness’. However, within these images of Afghan 

women, the stereotypes of the ‘oppressed veiled Muslim woman’ can also be seen to 

be reworked here through the markings of a clear intersectional discourse of not only 

race, but also gender, class, nationality, and sexuality. In other words, these 

representational practices have its share of marking and signifying ‘otherness’ of the 

veiled Muslim woman. Thus, this chapter has exposed how orientalist discourse can 

be depicted within the advertisement of Benetton, while also indicated towards the 

non-emancipatory role of the popular mass media towards enforcing and intensifying 

negative stereotypes of Muslim women. 

Indeed, through my readings above, the advertising images by the clothing 

company Benetton seem to produce many layers of meaning. However, as Sturken 

                                                
112 Sara Ahmed, 2000, Op. Cit., p. 116.
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and Cartwright has argued, images—in its dynamic and complex role—may be 

interpreted and mean different things to different people according to historical and 

cultural contexts. In other words, viewers make meaning based on the context in 

which they experience images.113

From this account, my reading of these advertisements should not be seen as 

the only readings that can be identified from these images. Instead, my readings 

should be seen as an attempt to expose how misrepresentations of veiled Muslim 

women have become enforced and sustained within media culture. Moreover, my 

argument of locating apparent signs of orientalist legacy towards this figure of the 

‘oppressed veiled Muslim woman’ in these ads may also be connected to the 

escalating prejudices and debates surrounding Muslim women and the veil in the 

Western world. The meanings conveyed in my analysis above are also a few ways of 

reading that can be found linked to the notion of how power is connected to this 

discourse of the veiled Muslim women as the oppressed other. 

William O’ Barr in Culture and the Ad: Exploring Otherness in the World of 

Advertising (1994), suggests that images of ‘otherness’ and ‘difference’ function to 

sustain rather than problematize the imaginary boundaries between different nations, 

or groups of people.114 Moreover, the flow of cultural images and objects across 

national boundaries means that ‘difference’ as the basis of imaginary divides (‘us’ and 

‘them’) is increasingly available to Western consumers.115 The problem, however, lies 

within the fact that Westerners have been and still are avid consumers, literally 

buying these products as well as buying into these imaginary images of the ‘other’. 

As a result, through our continuous collective experience of the media, larger 

collective imagination will also continue to create and produce this image of the 

imaginary veiled Muslim woman other. Unfortunately, it is through these extremely 

limited advertising images are how the West first get to ‘encounter’—and later come 

to understand—Muslim women.

                                                
113 Marita Sturken & Lisa Cartwright, 2001, Op. Cit., p. 328.
114 William O’Barr, 1994, Culture and the Ad: Exploring Otherness in the World of Advertising, Boulder, 
CO: Westview Press, p. 2, 12. Quoted from Sara Ahmed, 2000, Op. Cit., p. 116.
115 Sara Ahmed, 2000, Op. Cit., p. 116.
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From this argument, it seems that Muslim women will remain to be judged by 

their ‘otherness’ as long as a much more positive images of Muslim women in the 

media is produced to challenge these narrowed perceptions. The question next is 

how can we attempt to challenge these misperceptions and avoid more 

misunderstandings of the veiled Muslim women? Thus, it seems that a relevant 

strategy is needed in order to provide a site where resistance and challenges towards 

hegemonic structures can be performed.

(Picture G) (Picture H)116

                                                
116 All pictures above are taken from: 
http://press.benettongroup.com/ben_en/image_gallery/?branch_id=1190
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CHAPTER IV

THE ‘VEILED MUSLIM WOMAN’ REVISITED

The Case of LOVER

As previous chapters have noted, a more positive image of Muslim women seems to 

be seldom encountered in the media. From news stories to advertising campaigns, 

Muslim women have been the target of much discussions in the Western media, 

especially when it comes to their specific dressing code—the veil. This phenomenon, 

particularly, has made it harder for the veiled Muslim women living in the West, as 

they tend to suffer more from the intolerance from the way they dress, making it a 

more challenging task for them to be accepted by the Western community.

Therefore, it seems that in these times of massive prejudices against immigrants—

especially in this case, Muslim women immigrants—the need to challenge the 

negative but popular perceptions of the veil has become a vital agenda. In this case, it 

becomes relevant that the question on how to communicate with ‘the other’ who is 

culturally ‘different’ from oneself has grown to be one of the greatest and immediate 

challenges within North-South/West-East relations and interactions. 

This chapter is interested on the issue of understanding cultural differences 

within the context of cross-cultural communication and dialogue, particularly, that 

takes place between members of a dominant and a subaltern culture. My purpose, in 

particular, is to demonstrate how Western institutions, while mainly critical of 

veiling as a denial of women’s identity, may also offer a ‘platform’ which arguably 

could be a place of women’s agency to contest orientalist ideas about the veil. In this 

case,  I would like to focus on how Western institutional practices, such as the Dutch 

feminist magazine LOVER, is able create opportunities for new kinds of questions, 

issues, strategies and practices which will enhance the possibility of a transnational 
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coalition and understanding that is based on post-structural feminists’ notion of  

‘difference’. 

With this critical approach centered upon Third World (postcolonial) 

feminists’ critiques, such as Chandra Mohanty, towards the link between colonial 

feminist discourses with the construction of the ‘Third World woman’ subjectivity, 

this chapter is interested in finding out how orientalist representations of the ‘veiled 

Muslim woman’ can be apparent or, on the other hand, actually debunked by the 

composition LOVER provides. In this case, I want to question on how LOVER, as a 

‘Western product’, may reflect upon an anti-colonial feminist practice. 

4.1 UNDERSTANDING THROUGH ‘DIFFERENCE’

To recapitulate some of Mohanty’s ideas (which has been discussed in Chapter II), 

her article has been written as a way of criticizing and intervening particular 

hegemonic discourses by resisting the totalizing tendencies of these bodies of 

knowledge. In this case, she links these feminist scholarly practices in relations to 

power—“relations that they counter, resist, or even perhaps implicitly support”.117  In 

agreement with Mohanty, scholars such as Inderpal Grewal and Karen Caplan 

(1994) have claimed that these ethnocentric (Euro-North-American-centric) binaries 

often dangerously leave out various subaltern groups as well as the interplay of 

power in various levels of sociopolitical agendas.118 In support of modernity, they 

argue, feminists therefore, misrecognize and fail to resist Western hegemonies.119

Furthermore, Mohanty places a great importance on histories that focus our 

attention on how traditional emancipatory theories and strategies have been blinded 

by their own dominating tendencies. From analyzing the ethnocentric feminist 

scholarly practices, she claims that these emancipatory tools have been more 

                                                
117 Chandra Mohanty, 2003, Op. Cit., p. 19.
118 Inderpal Grewal and Karen Caplan, 1994, “Introduction: Transnational Feminist practices and 
Questions of Postmodernity” in Scattered Hegemonies, Postmodernity and Transnational Feminist Practices, 
Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, p. 11.
119 Inderpal Grewal and Karen Caplan, 1991, Ibid., p. 2.
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oppressive than liberating, in which a specific norm becomes the standard for all and 

that which does not conform to the norm is subordinated. It is within this 

ethnocentric methodological tool of mainstream feminism that Mohanty refers to as 

discursive colonialism and the need for a new project—that of decolonization. 

Therefore, Mohanty et. al emphasizes the value of women’s experiences in 

historically specific contexts and location as the basis for understanding and 

theorizing.

Aware of the ongoing debate of Eurocentric criticism placed upon Western 

feminist practices, I have purposely chosen a text that also speaks from within

‘Western feminist discourse’, which is the Dutch feminist magazine LOVER. Given 

that it locates itself within a ‘privileged’ position, this magazine seems apt to fall into 

the critique described by Mohanty et.al. However, through my analysis of LOVER, 

my intention is to cautiously avoid re-homogenizing and re-generalizing any 

potential discursive practices through my readings of LOVER. Thus, from this 

account, I want to see how LOVER is able to break barriers, bridge these various 

experiences and promote dialogues as part of their feminist agenda especially within 

the midst of the cultural tension between the Dutch and migrant communities.

4.2 INCLUDING THE VOICES OF THE ‘OPPRESSED VEILED MUSLIM WOMAN’

(Picture I)
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In discussing the issue of writing cross-cultural analysis about other women within 

feminist practice, however, there should always be a recognition towards the nexus 

power relations involved between the writer/the analyzer and the subject of the 

analysis. Based on Foucault’s formulation of power/knowledge, this system of 

power helps generate the practice of inclusion-exclusion, which influences who is 

participating and excluded, what issues are addressed and disregarded, whose voices 

are heard and ignored, and so on. Therefore, in these circumstances the inclusion of 

(Western) feminists in analyzing the subjects of ‘other’ (non-Western) women—by 

‘speaking for them’, for example—may likely lead towards the exclusion of agency of 

these women, leaving them voiceless, muted while even suggesting their incapability 

of speaking for themselves. 

Arguably, this issue has also been acknowledged by LOVER, which can be 

read from one of the visual images from LOVER’s front cover 2005, 32/1 edition 

(picture I). I was especially fascinated by this image of what I call as the ‘muted 

Muslim woman’ as it seems to provoke this particular notion of power which has led 

to the exclusion of Muslim women’s voices within discourse, especially within the 

discourse of the veil. The recent discussion of the abolition of the veil within the 

West, for example, while Muslim men and Western feminists’ opinions—whether in 

defending or attacking the veil—have been sought and heard, seldom comes from 

those most affected by the events: Muslim women themselves. In this case, an 

asymmetrical selection of agencies and subjectivities has been provoked within 

hegemonic discourses, which has led to the absence of marginalized subjectivities 

and agencies.

In regard to this cover image, Manu Bühring, LOVER’s coordinator, claims 

that the message is a matter of having a voice: “There has been so much talk about these 

women, but we hardly hear their own voice”.120 What is interesting from the image above 

is that it does not simply challenge or contest negative images of Muslim women, but 

more towards in actually affirming the social reality towards this absence of agency. 

                                                
120 Read my interview in the attachments with Manu Bühring, p. 85 of this thesis.
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Through this image of the ‘muted Muslim woman’, it seems that LOVER is critical 

towards the invisibility of Third World women’s agency and subjectivity in 

discourse. LOVER seems to suggest that there is an existing ‘barrier’ that has been 

stopping these women to speak out, and the hand covering the mouth of this Muslim 

woman, especially, emphasizes this certain barrier of speech. Arguably, whether it 

belongs to those of the Muslim men who are silencing her oppression, some Western 

feminists’ claim of abolishing the veil or whether it is the media’s monolithic 

coverage of the veil, the hand serves as a symbol towards the power or the 

hegemonic entities that have made these Muslim women excluded and silenced from 

discourse, and importantly, whom has also determined the subjects of Muslim 

women as the ‘oppressed Muslim woman’. 

Indeed, discussions on the issues of voice and silencing have always been one 

of the major debates within feminist discourse. In these discussions, the major 

concern has been that women have been and are still being effectively silenced by 

hegemonic discourses. In this account, feminists such as Hélène Cixous (1975), Luce 

Irigaray (1985) and Julia Kristeva (1991) argue that women must therefore write 

about their own bodies in order to reach full subjectivity and to challenge these 

oppressive structures of which their agencies has been contained.121 These French 

feminists have emphasized the notion of l’écriture feminine in the claim that the whole 

basis of women’s writing, is the female body. Moreover, in Can the Subaltern Speak?

(1988), Gayatri Spivak shows how ‘subaltern’ Third World women’s subjectivities 

have been represented invisible within discourse.122 In this essay, Spivak makes an 

example towards the Western’s abolition of the Indian practices of Sati (widows 

burning) and how it has been put forward in the means of saving Indian women from 

the practice of which they perceived as ‘backward’. Within this account, while 

Western subjects dominate this discourse, Indian women’s subjectivities remain 

invisible and muted, mostly because, as Spivak argues, these women “cannot know or 

                                                
121 Daphne Grace, 2004, The Woman in the Muslim Mask. Veiling and Identity in Postcolonial Literature, 
London: Pluto Press, p. 25-26. 
122 Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, 1988, “Can the Subaltern Speak?”, in Marxism and the Interpetation 
of Culture, ed. Cary Nelson and Lawrence Grossberg, Urbana: University of Illinois Press.  
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speak the text of female exploitation”.123 Thus, Spivak suggests that one way to overcome 

her muteness is to produce her own conceptual framework, her own language 

outside of the dominant discourse, in order to articulate her injustices to which she is 

subjected to.124 In relation to this account, I would further argue that what the 

subaltern woman also needs is a site in which she can articulate her ‘problems’ 

effectively. In other words, by writing about her own body, sharing and 

authenticating her own experience and by participating in public discourse, not only 

can the Muslim woman finally break the barriers of her speech, but she is also able to 

retain and strengthen her subjectivity outside of her already ‘made’ categories of 

‘being’ the ‘oppressed veiled Muslim woman’. 

Thus, in order to break this silence is to break the barrier that has been 

stopping her to speak, which is to communicate her ‘own’ oppression to others, 

without having others speak for her. LOVER’s caricature of a mouth drawn upon the 

hand seem to indicate this argument, by claiming that it is time to remove the hand 

away from the Muslim woman’s mouth and begin to acknowledge them, by hearing 

their voice, and understand their oppression from their point of view. The mouth 

drawn upon the hand also indicates a ‘replaced mechanism of speech’, which can 

also be referred to LOVER’s aim of providing a ‘platform’ for the building of a 

multicultural dialogue by bringing out the diversity of their experiences and 

perceptions.125 In other words, LOVER is this ‘replaced mechanism of speech’, as a 

possible way of which the voices of Muslim women can find a site to speak and be 

listened to. Therefore, LOVER seeks to remedy the ‘invisibility’ of the veiled Muslim 

woman and how the agency of these women can be strengthened through the act of 

communicating their own experience.

It is in this highlight of communicating and of breaking silences that I would 

like to concentrate further on in my analysis of LOVER’s articles, by specifically 

                                                
123 Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, 1988, Ibid., p. 288.
124 Alison M. Jaggar, “Globalizing Feminist Ethics”, in Decentering the Center: Philosophy for a 
Multicultural, Postcolonial, and Feminist World, ed. Uma Narayan & Sandra Harding, 2000, 
Bloomington: Indiana University Press, p. 6.
125 See more information of LOVER on www.tijdschriftlover.nl
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foregrounding the interconnection of Third World veiled Muslim women’s narratives 

and agency. My aim of using these voices and experiences is to not only expose and 

contest the popular but negative perception of veiled Muslim women as oppressed, 

but also to explore how the situation of women—Muslims and non-Muslim—in 

Europe are influenced by such orientalist/ethnocentric attitudes. In this attempt, my 

discussions are centered mainly on the magazine’s articles which have been selected 

from the time range of 2001-2006. 

4.3 THE REVELATION OF LOVER

For more than thirty years, LOVER (Literatuur Overzicht) has become known as a 

source of recent feminist publications among academic scholars, students, 

researchers, and journalists within the field of feminist and women’s studies in the 

Netherlands. Since its establishment in 1974, LOVER has developed from a 

specialist magazine to a more hybrid form that not only provides information of 

feminist periodicals, but it has also become a site of topical discussions of feminist 

issues, topics and debates.

In their support of the women’s emancipation and movement, LOVER 

stresses the importance of information and agency. One of its purposes is towards 

raising awareness and consciousness surrounding feminist issues through the 

spreading of information.126 Moreover, the magazine also provides an opening 

platform for feminist writers and thinkers to raise their voice.127 In this sense, 

LOVER attempts to empower the writers through their participation in critical 

feminist discussions. 

Yet, as a magazine published within a multicultural Dutch society, LOVER 

also faces the challenge on how to reach and mobilize women as a group while also 

maintaining an attentiveness to difference, to the heterogeneity of women’s lives, 

experiences and identities. In this attempt, LOVER articulates the importance of 
                                                
126 Manu Bühring, 2006, Op. Cit.
127 Manu Bühring, 2006, Op. Cit.
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rephrasing a multicultural dialogue, by providing an ‘open platform’ that would 

solicit and publish various issues, viewpoints and the voices of a wide range of 

women. This point is emphasized by, head editor of LOVER, Marije Wilmink: 

“LOVER tries to achieve this multicultural dialogue by trying 
to get several different views from several different backgrounds. 
[…] What we thought is most important is having different 
voices from different ethnic backgrounds within the 
authors/writers and not so much from the editorial team 
itself.”128

An important factor to note, however, is the fact that LOVER consists of 

editors that are mostly of white, educated, middle-class background.129 These editors 

are the ones responsible for coming up with ideas and the selection of themes in 

every editions of LOVER. This process of selection is determined according to their 

own interests and ideological preferences.130 Although LOVER’s purpose is to 

provide a voice for not only Western women, but also non Western women in order 

to engage in a multicultural dialogue, but, when spoken from the perspective of a 

Western-originated institution that consists of a white, middle-class and educated 

group of editors, it often obscured power and cultural differentials and 

incompatibilities among women.

Alison M. Jaggar in “Globalizing Feminist Ethics” (2000)131 believes that the 

participation of Western feminists into certain discursive practices, which involves 

discussions of women from non hegemonic groups, may reflect a certain 

asymmetrical power relations. What is important, according to Jaggar, is that the 

structure and context of their (Western feminists) discursive interventions may have 

the consequence of positioning the subjects of their discourse as less than equal.132

She writes:

                                                
128 Read my interview in attachments with Marije Wilmink, p. 87-88.
129 Manu Bühring, 2006, Op. Cit.
130 Read my interview in attachments with Manu Buhring and Marije Wilmink.
131 Alison M. Jaggar, 2000, Op. Cit., p. 1-25.
132 Alison M. Jaggar, 2000, Op. Cit., p. 4-5.
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“The views of feminists with professional credentials would 
likely be taken as authoritative, especially if they were published 
in scholarly journals, where authors are positioned experts and 
those studied become ‘informants’ whose opinions are merely 
data for expert analysis.”133

However, an important factor about LOVER, is the fact that the editors do 

not actually participate in the writing of the ‘selected’ themes or topics. Instead, they 

welcome and seek writers who are interested or familiar with the topic and 

encourage them to participate in the discussion. In regards to this, Wilmink remarks, 

“It’s not like we have a view and we put that in our magazine. We try to form a platform where 

people can write their own views.”134 In this case, although LOVER is a Western 

magazine that consists of educated, middle-class editors and thus seems ‘tempted’ to 

fit the trail of the discursive imperialism critique as described by Mohanty, the fact 

that the editors themselves do not write, demonstrate how LOVER and its editors are 

avoiding to impose their own values and ideals about and upon the non western 

women. In addition, LOVER’s emphasis on addressing various voices and issues 

within the Dutch multicultural society, also shows how they find the importance of 

localizing and contextualizing the differences of realities and experiences of women.

4.4 TOWARDS CROSS-CULTURAL DIALOGUE IN THE NETHERLANDS

I find it particularly interesting to bring into account LOVER’s strategy in their 

attempt of building a multicultural dialogue, especially within the midst of the 

growing ‘Us-Them’ situation in the Netherlands.135 Indeed, part of this polarization 

has been caused by a homogenous perception of the Muslim world, which has been 

defined within the mix of historical stereotypes and fantasies that have arisen along 

orientalism, Huntington’s essentialist-based theoretical assumptions, and the recent 

                                                
133 Alison M. Jaggar, 2000, Op. Cit., p. 4.
134 Read my interview in attachments with Marije Wilmink, p. 87.
135 Read my interview in attachments with both Marije Wilmink and Manu Buhring.
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wars in the Middle East. Since then, negative perceptions, myths, prejudices and 

anxiety or, in other words, ‘Islamophobia’ have arisen among the Western 

communities, including the Netherlands, towards anything associated with Islam or 

of the Muslim society.

Indeed, Islamophobia is also connected from the decades of immigration from 

non-European countries to Western Europe, in which Muslims formed a majority of 

the immigrants.136 The Netherlands, like some of the other Western European 

countries, has become a multicultural community, having caused by the utilization 

of the guest-workers that are mainly coming from outside Europe: from the 

Caribbean, various parts of Africa, Turkey, the Middle East and Asia.137 These guest 

workers came to the Netherlands from the late 1940s through to the 1970s, in order 

to meet its labor shortages. Since then, many of them have settled in the region and 

started to build new lives and producing generations of families. As a result, the 

Islamic community in the Netherlands has grown wider, reaching up to one million 

out of 16 million population.138

Since the death of Dutch politician Pim Fortuyn and film director Theo van 

Gogh and the Hirshi Ali case, whom were all known for their bold and cynical 

declarations against immigrants and Islam, the gulf between the ethnic Dutch and 

Muslim migrants has widened. Farah Karimi in “The Impossible Position of Muslim 

Women” (LOVER, 2003/3), wrote that it is Muslim women who suffers the most 

from these negative perceptions.139 Since then, the position of women in Islam has 

always been formed as part of Western interpretations towards Muslim societies and 

its practices. As a result, the danger lies in the fact that these interpretations were 

then generalized to define Islam, the Muslim community or Muslim women as a 

totality.

                                                
136 Tariq Modood, “Introduction: Politics of Multiculturalism in the new Europe”, 1997, Ibid., p. 2.
137 Tariq Modood, 1997, Ibid., p. 1
138 “Muslims Europe in Europe” in http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/Europe/4385768.stm (last viewed on 
27-04-2007).
139 Farah Karimi, “The impossible position of Islamic women/De onmogelijke positie van 
islamitische vrouwen”, LOVER, 2003/3, p. 14-15.
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 Moreover, a related problem is towards the fact that for many Dutch people, 

the idea of building a multicultural society has failed and integration must be 

processed immediately.140 However, many immigrants feel that the aim is full 

assimilation and many of them feel offended that they are still officially considered as 

‘foreign’ despite being born and educated in the Netherlands. In her article, 

“Respect! Women of Holland Should Combine Their Powers” (LOVER 2005/3), 

Forough Nayeri interviewed a Turkish Muslim woman who claims to be frustrated 

by the growing ‘Us-Them’ atmosphere in the Netherlands. Although she was born, 

raised and educated in this country, she feels that the Dutch society still made her 

feel ‘different’ in a way that she belongs to the ‘them’ group.141

A related problem towards this societal polarization is encouraged by the use 

of the terms ‘alochtoon’ and ‘autochtoon’, which defines some groups as insiders and 

other groups as strange, essentially other, on the basis of race, ethnicity and 

culture.142 Gloria Wekker and Helma Lutz (2001) in their article A Wind Swept Plain: 

The History of Ideas on Gender and Ethnicity in the Netherlands problematize this 

conceptual pair as a disguised way of talking about race and class without explicitly 

using these terms. They argue: “the fact that the term ‘race’ is avoided by the Dutch state, 

by the media and in popular and academic discussions does not mean that racism is absent 

from Dutch society.”143 Thus, this binaric term demonstrates how racial discourse is still 

apparent within the Dutch society, which has led, still, to the division among the 

Dutch community with those that ‘belongs’ to the non-white, non-Western, non-

Christian communities of immigrants and refugees. 

                                                
140 “Another political murder”, Nov 4th 2004, The Economist print edition, 
http://www.economist.com/world/europe/displayStory.cfm?story_id=3353677 (last viewed on 17-
01-2007).
141 Forough Nayeri, “Respect! Women of Holland Should Bundle Their Powers/Respect! Vrouwen 
van Nederland moeten de Krachten gaan Bundelen”, LOVER 2005/3,  p. 10-12.
142Gloria Wekker and Helma Lutz, “A Wind Swept Plain: The History of Ideas on Gender and 
Ethnicity in the Netherlands”, p. 4. Translated from “Een hoogvlakte met koude winden. De 
geschiedenis van het gender- en ethniciteitsdenken in Nederland”, in Botman, Maayke, Nancy Jouwe 
and Gloria Wekker, 2001, Caleidoscopische Visies: De Zwarte, Migranten en Vluchtelingenvrouwenbeweging 
in Nederland, Amsterdam: Koninklejk Instituut voor de Tropen.
143 Gloria Wekker and Helma Lutz, 2001, Ibid., p. 4.
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From this account, it has forced many to question and re-evaluate whether 

certain self-representational ideas of anti-racist, hospitable to foreigners and 

conducive to the emancipation of women is really a description relevant for the 

Dutch society.144 Although the Netherlands is known to be a multicultural society, 

Gloria Wekker (2004), however. argues that they are also resisting in becoming 

multicultural.145 Part of the reason, she adds, has been caused by the reluctance of the 

majority of the Dutch society to be identified with immigrants, especially with the 

Muslim Turks and Moroccans. 

Apart from that, arguably, part of this perception has been associated by 

essentialist notions and ideas towards these Muslim migrants’ statuses and cultural 

practices. Practices which are ethnically and gender encoded—such as the wearing of 

the veil, clitoridectomy, polygamy, etc, for example are often in contrast with the 

legal system of the host country based on secular models.146 In the Netherlands, 

discussions towards these practices, such as the female circumcision, also took place 

within the political arena in regards to the advancement of the ‘integration-

emancipation’ policy. Dutch political feminist figures, such as Minister Donner and 

Ayaan Hirshi Ali, have chosen for the adoption of a ‘hard policy’ against any 

practices of circumcision in order to liberate and emancipate these women, claiming 

legal punishment for those who defies.147

In attending to this condition, LOVER’s writer Jacintha van Beveren 

interviewed a Muslim woman, Mulki Hassan, who seems doubtful towards the 

effectiveness of the policy. Although, as a Muslim, Mulki agrees that the practice of 

circumcision should be prohibited, she sees prison punishment is not going to solve 

anything. “Most people have no idea that circumcision is not a religious obligation, it is rather 

                                                
144 Gloria Wekker, “Still Crazy After All Those Years…Feminism for the New Millennium”, in 
European Journal of Women’s Studies, Vol 11(4), 2004, London, Thousand Oaks and New Delhi: Sage 
Publications, p. 490.
145 Gloria Wekker, 2004, Ibid., 491.
146 Sandra Ponzanesi, “Diasporic Subjects and Migration”, in Gabrielle Griffin and Rosi Braidotti, 
2002, Thinking Differently. A Reader in European Women’s Studies, London, New York: Zed Books, p. 
210.
147 Jacintha van Beveren, “Circumcision: to inform is better than to punish/Besnijdenis: Voorlicthten 
is beter dan betrafen”, LOVER, 2005/1, p. 19-21.
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a tradition. They don’t realize that the complaints they have is not simply of being a woman, 

but that it is the consequence of the circumcision. In practice it’s not about not willing, but 

about not knowing,” she said to van Beveren in “Circumcision: to Inform is Better than 

to Punish” (LOVER, 2005/1).148 In this account, Hassan finds it important for 

(Somalian) women to be more aware and informed about the false connection of this 

practice in relation to religion. 

What is interesting here, however, is that the Muslim woman becomes a 

subject to be acknowledged. By including the voice of the Muslim woman—who 

seems to be suffering the most from the policy—the writer invites us to see this 

‘integration-emancipation’ policy through another angle, which is from the 

perspective of these women. Thus, this article seems to also demonstrate the 

existence of a more complex and multiple realities, perspectives and subjectivities 

apart from the Dutch Liberal feminists, such as that of Hirshi Ali and Minister 

Donner. 

In regarding back towards the article, Hassan finds it important in the act of 

informing and communicating women about the consequences of the circumcision 

towards their body and their children’s bodies, and to become more aware of the 

choices they make. For years, she informs Dutch medical students, doctors, nurses 

and also the Somalian immigrants about the practice of circumcision. Although 

Mulki herself finds difficult to talk about her own circumcision, but she encourages 

women to either communicate with other women or getting information in order to 

break this silence.  

In this regard, Forough Nayeri notices the weakness of solidarity and 

respect within the Dutch women’s movement. She argues that mutual 

understanding, building coalitions and respect must be accounted in order to fill in 

‘gaps’ and strengthen solidarity among Black, migrant refugee women (Zwarte, 

Migranten and Vlucthelingen) and Dutch women. Thus, the best method is through 

                                                
148 Jacintha van Beveren, Ibid., p. 19-21.
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networking, sharing knowledge, opening problems, ideas and strategies on not only 

national but also international levels.

The rest of the chapters will further concentrate on some of the issues 

discussed above that seems to concern and problematize the position of the Muslim 

women in the Dutch community. I find it interesting to find that these issues, which 

include the Dutch integration policy and also the problems of the veil, are two 

dominant themes discussed in LOVER, which has encouraged the division of the 

Dutch society into 2 camps: the black women migrants/Muslim women (ZMV) in 

opposition to the Dutch, white, middle class women.149 Thus, it seems to suggest that 

these two themes play a dominant role in the hindering of Muslim women to be 

‘accepted’ as part of the Dutch community. 

4.5 TO INTEGRATE IS TO EMANCIPATE 

One of the biggest issues in the Netherlands has been and still is towards the debate 

surrounding the emancipation-integration policy. LOVER takes this issue into 

account by bringing several points of views, from both migrant and Dutch writers, in 

exploring further the controversies and fear surrounding this debate. However, I find 

that, with LOVER’s inclusion of not only migrant/Muslim but also Dutch writers, 

concerns and negative perceptions about this policy arise not only from people of the 

migrant community, but also from the Dutch community.

Nevertheless, the main concern about this ‘emancipation-integration’ debate 

is centered on whether emancipation and multiculturalism will ever be achieved 

together.150 The writers within LOVER believe that there is something amiss with the 

strategy of the emancipation policy, which lies particularly within its definition and

the target of the policy. One of the concerns is towards the idea of ‘integration’ itself 

that elicits powerful responses from the migrant communities.  They argue towards 

                                                
149 Forough Nayeri, “Respect! Women of Holland Should Bundle Their Powers/Respect! Vrouwen 
van Nederland moeten de Krachten gaan Bundelen”, LOVER 2005/3,  p. 10-12.
150 Forough Nayeri, Ibid.
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the ambiguity of the concept and the slippage that occurs from ‘integration’ towards 

the notion of ‘assimilation’.151 Hence, this policy seem to abide to a specific trend, on 

what Trinh Min-ha calls, the policy of “separate development”, which works by 

urging to keep “your way of life and ethnic values within the borders of your homelands”(her 

emphasis).152 In this case, these immigrants see the danger of integration as more 

than simply a means of participating in the Dutch life, but also having to leave 

behind both cultural and religious specificities. 

Dutch Liberal feminists like Ayaan Hirshi Ali and Cisca Dresselhuys, as 

written by Forough Nayeri in her article (LOVER, 2005/3), argue that the term 

‘multiculturalism’ is bad per definition for women with a non-Western background, 

because it will lead to a continuous production of their ‘own’ cultural and religious 

values, which they believed to be patriarchal.153 Another debated issue of this 

emancipation policy lies in the perception that in order for migrant women to be able 

to integrate with the Dutch society, they must ‘first be emancipated’, which is 

another dubious term in itself. From this formulation, these feminists believe that the 

only way to achieve the emancipation of Muslim women is to forbid the wearing of 

headscarves and to take a distance from ‘Islam’ as a religion and culture. According 

to feminist, Katherine Bullock, however, notes a danger within the formulation of 

the public policy in the West, which continues to be informed by Orientalist views.154

In this case, by perceiving Muslim women as not-emancipated by their essentialist 

notions of the veil, it shows how the legacy of orientalism subsists within the Dutch 

emancipation-integration policy.

In the article “Black Migrant and Refugee Women within the Dutch Job 

Market” (LOVER, 2006/3), Jacintha Waldring discusses the inadequacy of this 

policy in aiming to empower the black, migrant, refugee women (ZMV)—especially 

Turkish and Moroccan women—of whom many regard to be a few steps behind 

                                                
151 Tariq Modood, 1997, Op. Cit., p. 120.
152 Trinh Min-Ha, 1989, Woman, Native Other, Bloomington & Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 
p. 80.
153 Forough Nayeri, Op. Cit.,  p. 10-12.
154 Katherine Bullock, 2002, Op. Cit., p. 33.



BEYOND THE “OPPRESSED VEILED MUSLIM WOMAN”: BREAKING BARRIERS, BRIDGING DIFFERENCES 

AND CREATING DIALOGUES

62

‘allochtoon’ men and ‘autochtoon’ women.155 She criticizes the government of falsely 

concluding these women’s incompetence as a result of their unsupportive economical 

and cultural background, which varies from not having a higher education, their 

incapability of speaking Dutch, or in their compelling towards religious laws and 

traditions. Thus, in order to improve the position of these women within the job 

market, the government resolves this by simply providing them with empowering 

project of workshops and courses.

However, Waldring argues that the problem lies not so much in these 

simplified generalizations, but more towards the reality that these women are not 

given enough opportunity to participate in the Dutch market. Although the writer 

refers to the fact that this may also be caused by the bleak economic situation in the 

Netherlands, which leads to less job availability, Waldring also argues that the 

problem is more of cultural selections. She finds that the biggest barrier for the 

‘allochtoon’ women to participate in the job market is because of the public cultural 

selection, such as the clothing attire, the wearing of headscarf, etc. that has made 

them fail in passing job selections. Therefore, she believes that the government 

should broaden its policy and take into account more on the issue of providing job 

chances and opportunities for immigrant women that goes beyond cultural selection 

processes. 

In a similar argument, writers Marcel Spin and Teun Ennen in “The Hijack of 

Right-Liberal Feminism” (LOVER, 2005/1)156, also criticize the Dutch politicians of 

their narrow strategy of emancipation. Another related problem, as these writers 

believe, lies on seeing emancipation as the problem of the ‘other’. What the 

government considers an emancipation issue is not for all women in general, but 

more an issue of the Muslim women, mostly of Turkish and Moroccan background. 

In this case, the authors are critical by the danger that Muslim women are only being 

used as a political strategy by Dutch politicians. A related problem is that when 

                                                
155 Ismintha Waldring, “Black Migrant and Refugee Women within the Dutch Job Market/ZMV-
vrouwen op de Nederlandse Arbeidsmarkt”, LOVER, 2006/3 p. 14-18.
156 Marcel Spin and Teun Ennen, “The Hijack of Right-Liberal Feminism”/De Rechts-Liberale 
Kaping van het Feminism”, LOVER, 2005/1, p. 16-18.
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targeting this policy simply on Muslim women, the politicians seem to falsely 

conclude that the emancipation of the Dutch women has already been established. 

Thus, these writers believe that Dutch politicians should not forget that some Dutch 

women are also still struggling to improve their positions in the society. 

In regards to this account, some feminists believe that when feminists 

continue to analyze issues in terms of binary thinking, it will only fail of taking into 

account other potential sources of oppression. Thus, the danger for having too much 

focused on merely emancipating Muslim women through the liberation of the veil or 

from other Islamic traditions as part of the emancipation strategy, other factors that 

really oppresses Muslim women most, such as the rights to stay or participation in 

the job market are often neglected. 

Writer Troetje Loewenthal, in “Hostaged Islam: What does Ayaan Hirsi Ali 

Want?” (LOVER, 2003/1),157 for example, criticizes Dutch feminist and politician, 

Hirsi Ali and her so-called enlightenment strategy towards liberating Muslim women 

from Islam, a religion which she believes to be dense, tyrannical and very oppressive 

to women.158 Despite of her claim to liberate these women, Loewenthal argues that 

Hirshi Ali actually deters the emancipation of these ‘alochtoon’ women.  One 

example she makes is of Hirshi Ali’s attempt to withdraw subsidies that support 

women’s organizations, such as the Comite Zelfstandig Verblijfrecht, which has been 

known for several decades in fighting for the independent rights to stay for migrant 

women in the Netherlands. This issue of the permits to stay has been and still is one 

of the biggest problems among the ZMV women, but Hirshi Ali failed to take this 

into account. In this regard, Loewenthal writes: “To regard Hirshi Ali as a heroine of 

feminism without, for example, consider the rights to stay for women committee, makes us 

question how serious the feminist support to the ZMV should be taken.” Thus, this writer is 

concerned towards a singular feminist commitment, as encouraged by Hirshi Ali, in 

helping to ‘liberate’ Muslim women merely through the abolition of the veil, will be 

                                                
157 Troetje Loewenthal, “Hostaged Islam: What Does Ayan Hirsi Ali Want?/Gegijzelde Islam: Wat 
wil Ayaan Hirsi Ali?”, LOVER, 2003/1, p. 4-7.
158 Troetje Loewnthal, Ibid., p.  6.
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helpful at all in freeing Muslim women from oppressive structures without 

consenting to the fact that these women are also located in a more complex and 

multiple axes of power locations.

Nevertheless, all of these writers have demonstrate their hesitancy for the 

outcome of this strategy without adequate understanding of Islamic cultures and its 

traditions. The question of what is intrinsically Islamic with respect to ideas about 

women and emancipation often and still remains complicated by several clichés 

which have been confused with Islam, such as the practices of  female circumcision 

or the wearing of the headscarf that simply ‘oppresses’ Muslim women.

4.6 TO VEIL OR NOT TO VEIL?

(Picture J)

Indeed, Orientalist ideas about the Muslim world have managed to distort much of 

our understandings toward Muslim women. Words such as the veil, the harem, 

polygamy, female circumcision, etc. have managed to give an impression to some of 

the images associated with the ‘oppressed Muslim woman.’ However, the danger 
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towards these perceptions is that it has been blinded by erroneous generalizations. 

Katherine Bullock argues this perception of the veil as oppressive is based on secular 

liberal understandings of ‘equality’ and ‘liberty’ that preclude other ways of thinking 

about any actual details about Muslim women’s lives.159 In this case, the words 

Islam, the veil and Muslim women, seem to connote a single and totalizing entity—

that of the non-Western ‘other’—which disrupts any notions of material and 

historical reality, subjects and change. 

Although it is now almost always associated with Muslim women and Islam, 

it is important to note that the veil has also been and still is a part of the Western 

culture—such as the Catholic nuns and to modern brides worldwide. We must 

remember that not all Muslim women veil, and even they do veil, it is not practiced 

similarly by all Muslim women. The conditions of Muslim women in Turkey, for 

example, are different from those of the women of Indonesia, Malaysia, Pakistan, 

Afghanistan, etc. Apart from that, we must also consider the range of reasons behind 

the practice of veiling in every individuals, society and region. For some groups of 

women, for example, wearing the veil could be a political statement (such as in Iran), 

as a way to avoid sexual harassment, to have freedom of their own bodies, clarifying 

their social status160, or deepening their religious identity. Moreover, the veil has not 

only different forms but it also has different meanings historically and 

geographically.161 The word ‘veil’, for example, has no equivalent meaning in Arabic.
162  Face-covering known such as niqab; a simple headscarf known as hijab163; chador

in Iran or burqa as in Afghanistan are, instead some of the Arabic terms used towards 

                                                
159 Katherine Bullock, 2002, Op. Cit., p. xv.
160 In the past, veiling has been considered more of a social practice where the veil spoke of status 
rather than religion. In Reina Lewis, “Preface”, in David A. Bailey & Gilane Tawadros, eds., Op. Cit.,
p. 10.
161 Chilla Bulbeck, 1998, Op. Cit., p. 31.
162 Fadwa El Guindi, 1999, Veil: Modesty, Privacy, and Resistance, Oxford: Berg, p. 6.
163 The hijab—which is a familiar type of headscarf worn by modern Muslim women now--is now 
considered as the ‘new veil’, which tend to ‘express transnational anti-Western sentiments.’ In Ruba 
Salih. 2003, “Shifting Meanings of Islam and Multiple Representations of Modernity:  The Case of 
Muslim Women in Italy.” Pp. 119-137 in Gender and Ethnicity in Contemporary Europe, edited by 
Jacqueline Andall. Oxford;  New York: Berg, p. 127.
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this article of clothing.164 A huge number of Arabic terms towards this article of 

clothing not only vary in terms of region, dialect and historical era (Fernea and 

Fernea, 1979), but also that it is complicated by the fact that men—not only 

women—wear a similar type of coverings.165 Thus, the singular and monolithic term 

‘veil’ seems to mark the legacy of orientalism towards a notion of an exoticized and 

eroticized nature of the clothing attire. It suggests a negative connotation that ‘to veil’ 

is to ‘hide’, ‘to submit’ and ‘to be controlled’. Unfortunately, this definition of the 

veil has been ‘accepted’ by the West as the ultimate oppression of Muslim women. 

As a result, all these complex histories and realities, thus, seem to be absent and, 

instead, a universal attitude is adopted dictated within a monolithic understanding of 

‘the veil’. 

What I have noticed within the articles of LOVER, however, is in its 

acknowledgment towards this general absence of a historical understanding towards 

the practice of veiling. In “Boss on Your Own Head: A Speech for the Freedom of 

Choice and Emancipation” (LOVER, 2004/2), for example, writers Cindy van den 

Bremen and Mira van Kuijeren explores the many vague perceptions of the Dutch

society towards the headscarf.166 They write: “Although most of the Dutch society has an 

opinion about it, not much is known about the background and the different purposes for 

wearing the headscarf.”167 Again, such comments demonstrate how the discourse of the 

veil in the Dutch society has also been marked by an orientalist perception, a 

perception that is based on half-truths combined with fantasies and myths of the 

Orient. 

Among the Dutch society, the headscarf is no longer seen as a symbol of 

elegance and style worn in the 50s and 60s by movie stars, such as Audrey Hepburn 

and Grace Kelly. Negative perceptions toward the headscarf began during the rise of 

                                                
164 Laila Al-Marayati and Semeen Issa, “An Identity Reduced to a Burka”, LA Times Sunday 
Opinion, JAnuary 20, 2002, in http://www.mwlusa.org/publications/opinion/veil.html
165 It is considered that both men and women also wear outer garments such as cloaks and face covers. 
Fadwa El Guindi, 1999, Op. Cit., p. 6-7.
166 Cindy van den Bremen & Mira van Kuijeren, “Boss on your own head: a speech for the freedom of 
choice and emancipation” LOVER 2004/2, p. 5-7.
167 Cindy van den Bremen & Mira van Kuijeren, Ibid., p. 5.
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the migrant workers in the 1970s and, since then, it has become more associated with 

migrant women, especially Turkish and Moroccans-descendant, who were settling 

down in the region. Although also known to be used among Catholics or Jews and 

for the use of practical and hygienic reasons, in its development, however, according 

to these writers, the headscarf has come to be more recognized to symbolize 

oppression, lack of integration, poor control of Dutch language, and a synonym for 

all political events in the whole Islamic world like war, terrorism and 

fundamentalism.

As a result of these negative perceptions, these writers argue that women 

wearing headscarves are hardly accepted within the job market. Although the Dutch 

Law prohibits it, many organizations continue to reject women wearing headscarves. 

Moreover, Muslim women who are highly educated and have a decent job are often 

faced in degrading situations, such as an example the writers make of an headscarved 

lawyer who has once been perceived as the cleaning lady. Nonetheless, the Dutch 

anti-discrimination offices have discovered up to ten cases of discrimination towards 

Muslim women per year, especially within the labour market and educational 

sectors.

Nevertheless, the veil is undoubtedly a source of identity for a female believer 

of Islam.168 Farah Karimi in her article, “The Impossible Position of Muslim 

Women,” (LOVER, 2003/3) argues that because of the negative thoughts on Islam, 

‘Allochtoon’/Muslim women tend to take on a defensive position in fighting for their 

religion and religious identity.169 In this case, she sees a bad future for women’s 

emancipation as these women tend to always take on this defensive role as their first 

priority than to fight for emancipation. 

Apart from that, for Muslim women living in the West, it seems that the veil 

has also becoming more a symbol of a rejection of Western values and an affirmation 
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of their religious identity and commitment.170 Azza M. Karam (1996) argues that 

immigrant Muslim women, see oppression not from the veil, but from their host 

society.171 In relation to this, writers van den Bremen and van Kuijeren, also believe 

that more and more young Muslim immigrants in the Netherlands, especially its 

second and third generations, have chosen consciously to wear the headscarf as a 

way of reflecting and affirming their religious identity while also determining to enter 

the public sphere as full and equal Dutch citizens. In doing so, they have to prove, 

that women wearing a headscarf are also highly emancipated and educated. Apart 

from that, they also try to recover the image of the ‘oppressed, weak Muslim woman’ 

and demonstrate how Islam is actually not ‘women-unfriendly’, contrary to popular 

belief.

Indeed, for some feminists, the Islamic tradition of veiling or the covering of 

oneself, especially for the opposite sex, contradicts to the Western feminist’s notion 

of women having the liberty and freedom towards their own bodies. Jyyte Klausen in 

“The Islamic Challenge. Politics and Religion in Western Europe” (2005), writes: 

“the frequently made argument that women must cover up to prove themselves ‘chaste’ and 

‘pure’ illustrates that it is intended as a restriction on women’s sexual freedom”.172 Hence, 

many view veiling as a result of an oppressive tradition enforced upon Muslim 

women. It is within this account, many have questioned whether ‘Islam’ and 

‘feminism’ are two congruent terms or whether feminism exists in Muslim societies. 

Yet, a growing number of feminists, Muslims or otherwise, emphasize the 

practice of veiling should not to be associated with a lack of agency or a sign of 

backwardness. According to feminist Daphne Grace, the veil may even signify a 

symbol of liberation.173 Concerning women wearing the veil in contemporary 
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Morocco, Leila Hessini (1994)174 suggested that the veil or the hijab is increasingly 

deployed as a ‘liberating force’ for some Moroccan women, especially as through it, 

women acquire a higher degree and freedom of mobility and respect from 

mainstream society. 175 Muslim women have chosen to wear the veil as a symbol of 

independence and cultural and ethnic identity.176 Nowadays, Muslim women—

engineers, university students or doctors—reclaim the veil as to symbolize 

modernity.177 Thus, the veil becomes a source of empowerment and resistance—in a 

word, liberating.178 In LOVER, the writers also acknowledge the growing number of 

Muslim women whom are against this notion of Islam as anti-feminism, by claiming 

not only that feminism and Islam are compatible terms, but also claiming that it is 

the veil which gives them the ability to reclaim their sense of self from a world where 

bodies become the barometer of a person’s quality and character.

Turkish Muslim Leyla Cakir, for example, in her article “Mosque 

Chairwoman” (LOVER, 2006/2), talks about some of the reactions and comments 

she received concerning her position as the first mosque ‘chairwoman.’179 She 

describes, ironically, how reactions and questions concerning her position does not 

come from within her own Muslim community, which is often perceived to be 

patriarchal, but more from the non-Muslim Dutch community. Many of them were 

amazed by the fact that she is chosen for this position despite of her not wearing a 

headscarf. In reaction to this remark, Cakir argues that this perception has been 

caused by the tendency of the Western society’s support on the value of ‘outer-look’ 

judgment. Cakir claims in her article that the reason she was selected was not based 

on these ‘superficial’ terms, but of her competence and trust from her community.“I 
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think one shouldn’t take a woman, an allochtoon, a homosexual, or a handicap simply because 

it seems right to be accounted for… I did not have to fight for this position, but I was also not 

chosen because I was a woman.”180 From this account, Cakir contested the Western’s 

narrow perception of the Muslim society as non-women friendly and demonstrates 

how Islam—despite of its pessimistic assumption—also acknowledges women as 

equal parts of their community. 

Moreover, in an article by Marjan van den Berg, “Muslim Feminism” 

(LOVER, 2003/4), she interviewed two Muslim feminists, Fatima Bourri and 

Shahida Albitrouw, in regard towards Muslim feminism in the Netherlands.181

Regardless of the doubtful notion of the terms ‘Islam’ with ‘feminism’, Bourri claims 

that her being a Muslim already makes her a feminist. She said:

“The word ‘feminism’ has no special indications for me, it does 
not give me extra rights. Mohammad once had said: women 
have a right towards their own body, to choose whom they 
want to marry, to trade, etc. I already have rights being a 
Muslim woman. And with that, the Koran is for me ‘the book’, 
it cannot be more feminist than that.”182

However, Leyla Cakir, the Mosque chairwoman, is rather critical towards the 

concept of ‘feminist’ and seems rather uncertain whether she considers herself as one. 

The reactions she received regarding her position as the Mosque chairwoman and for 

her not wearing a headscarf, however, made her think of going beyond simply of 

emancipation. In this case, what Cakir considers important is to have the freedom of 

choice and the space for the possibility of self development. She states:

“If a feminist is defined as someone who has a top career, do 
not wear a headscarf or against men, then I don’t consider 
myself a feminist. […] If a feminist is someone who can choose 
herself to be a housewife of to be a career woman, choose to 
wear or not wear a headscarf, or choose to involve or not 
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involve men in the process of emancipation, then I consider 
myself a feminist.183

Of course, we also cannot deny and forget that many Muslim women do face 

the depressing reality of oppression within their community. Muslim feminists, while 

critical against the Western’s perception of Islam as a misogynist religion, also argue, 

however, that Islam has been held captive by men who have seen the religion 

through patriarchal glasses. Shahida Albitrouw, fro example, as interviewed by 

Marjan van den Berg, argues that although Islam as a religion acknowledges certain 

rights to both men and women, she admits that the current society, which is mostly 

dominated by men, has its effects on the interpretations of Islam.184 Therefore, there 

is only one interpretation available, and that interpretation still needs to be debated 

and critiqued. In this account, according to both Albitrouw and Bourri, the future lies 

in the hands of Muslim women to be more self-conscious and self critical about their 

religion and to make better choices.

Nevertheless, some Muslim women, however, argue that it is not simply the 

veil that is preventing them from gaining access to equality, but it is rather the 

imposition of a narrow vision of Islam which denies them the right to choose and 

interpret the faith for themselves. Nevertheless, this trend has come to show how 

specificities are often overlooked; generalizations are unavoidable; multidimensional 

realities are hidden and testimonies and actors have become selective. Thus, it shows 

how narrow interpretations—whether it is of Islam, Muslim women or the veil, or 

whether it is derived from Muslim or non-Muslims—resulted in a condition, where 

Muslim women are refused the rights to choose for themselves whether to veil or not to 

veil. 

In light of this reality, Manu Buhring argues: “[…] we cannot judge the young 

women who are wearing the headscarf. If they want to wear it, then they should be able to wear 
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it and they should be acknowledged.”185 In support towards this issue, LOVER coined the 

term “baas op eigen hoofd” (boss of your own head) as a satirical manner from the term 

“Boss in your own belly”—which have been used by women for their rights of 

abortion—to state the veiled Muslim women’s struggle for the rights of their own 

head, whether to veil or unveil (see picture J). It is a bold statement in the reclaiming 

of Muslim women’s rights to their own bodies, just as Western women’s bodies have 

been a site of struggle within Western patriarchal structures. 

4.7 BEYOND THE ‘VEILED MUSLIM WOMAN OTHER’: CRITICAL REFLECTIONS

Communicating and engaging in dialogue with the ‘oppressed veiled Muslim woman 

other’ who is culturally different from oneself is still regarded to be one of the 

greatest challenges facing Western and non Western interactions and practices. In 

this account, it demands that this ‘veiled Muslim woman other’ must be heard, 

understood and acknowledged in her difference through critical dialogue between 

members of both Western and non Western communities. Moreover, it requires that 

we should always consider Haraway’s account that every knowledge is partial, 

situated and contextualized,186 which is by learning to take into account respectfully 

differences of views, thoughts, struggle and experiences of women.

For LOVER, it has always been an important factor to be a platform for 

diverse feminist thoughts. Because writing is considered a form of discursive 

production,187 therefore, writing can also be seen as an effort of gaining agency. By 

giving a platform for various feminist activists and thinkers to engage in diverse 

feminist discussions and issues, LOVER, therefore, offered an arena through which 

women could regain and control their agency, which has been regarded to have been 

lost or even absent in public discourse. Not only that, by sharing and authenticating 
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her own experience, not only can the ‘veiled Muslim woman’ finally break the 

barriers of her speech, but she is also able to retain and strengthen her subjectivity 

outside of her already ‘made’ categories. In this case, through LOVER, silent (or 

silenced) voices of the Muslim women, that had been previously in no way 

represented, were being heard and acknowledged. In these articles, Muslim women 

speak up against the popular but negative perceptions in their attempt to break away 

and go beyond the stereotypical ‘veiled Muslim woman’ category. Thus, I argue that 

LOVER have actually strengthen the position of Muslim women. 

I would also like to note that it is from this particular initiative towards the 

need of a multicultural dialogue and the awareness towards a diversity of women’s 

issues and concerns that have made me drawn towards LOVER and at which I have 

decided to hold my internship program. During that time, LOVER, in turn, has 

provided me the platform to ‘reveal’ the women’s movement in Indonesia by my 

review of a local feminist journal, Jurnal Perempuan (Women’s Journal).188 Through 

LOVER’S strategy of emphasizing communication and dialogue, my article has 

exposed the Western (Dutch) audience how feminist practices and scholarship—

despite of many criticisms and pessimisms—actually do exist in Third World 

countries, such as Indonesia. In this case, it is also an attempt to broaden feminist 

subjects and works outside of Western feminist practices. Thus, it has come to show 

how LOVER is very much open and supportive to the diversity of women’s issues 

and emancipatory movements both locally and internationally.

Nevertheless, from the articles I have discussed above, I argue that they have 

also managed to go beyond discursively colonizing practices of homogenizing and 

universalizing representations of Muslim women by refusing to totalize Islam, its 

practices and Muslim women. Instead, these writers question and challenge the 

popular beliefs behind these so-called ‘horrific’, ‘oppressive’ and ‘backward’ practices 

of the circumcision and the veil/headscarf. Thus, these articles can be seen as a 

narrative of resistance towards the Western’s perception of Islam and its practices. In 
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doing so, these writers, spoken from both Muslim and Dutch writers, have managed 

to move away from an ahistorical, immaterialist analysis of Third World Muslim 

women.  

However, we must remember that just from providing a site or a space for 

Third World women voices towards their own struggle and experience—as LOVER 

has provided—does not mean that these women’s struggle and resistance against 

hegemonic structures is at an end. Instead, Mohanty argues that “it is the way in which 

they are read, understood, and located institutionally which is of paramount importance”.189

Thus, from hearing, or in this case, reading opinions or responses against a certain 

globally-situated popular belief, these articles seem to invite us to view a situation 

through another angle, which is from the perspective of these authors. For example, 

the narratives of Leyla Cakir, the Mosque chairwoman, the Muslim feminists or even 

Dutch writers, such as Troetje Loewenthal, Marjan van den Berg, etc. challenges 

readers to rethink and renegotiate their own positions and personal alliances and 

commitments in light of this narrative. In this case, this process of recording Third 

World women’s narratives can also be seen as one way of breaking barriers, filling 

the gaps and misunderstandings of mainstream public beliefs and perspectives. In 

light of this view, we can relate to what Susan Harding calls “thinking from the 

standpoint of others’ lives”,190  that is, learning to understand and interpret the world in 

view of those who have struggled against oppression or exploitation. 

Indeed, in this chapter, I have used my readings of LOVER’S articles to open 

up the question on how cross-cultural understanding and dialogue can be achieved 

within feminist practice. By placing the importance of common difference, rather than 

common sameness among women, as Chandra Mohanty have mentioned, LOVER 

shows that not all western feminists or feminist practices are homogenizing and 

universalizing women’s identities and experiences. In this case, although it is a 

Western-originated magazine that also consists of white, middle-class group of 
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editors, LOVER has also managed to demonstrate in avoiding a method of imposing 

a shared identity, but more towards a method of knowledge sharing between women 

through the inclusion of various voices in addressing the Dutch so-called 

multicultural society.

My readings of LOVER is clearly only one, albeit important, example in 

which cross cultural dialogue can be achieved between Western and Third world 

women within feminist practice. Nevertheless, I argue that LOVER not only 

manages to place an amount of importance to be culturally sensitive in their 

acknowledgement of difference, but also sustain a strong political commitment to the 

women’s emancipation and movement. In this case, I argue that LOVER, at its best, 

worked to foster this kind of commitment in its strategy, particularly in the way that 

it encourages dialogue, acknowledging the differences and the voices of many 

women. In view of this argument, this shows how solidarity between Western and 

non-Western feminists that have often viewed pessimistically could actually be 

mutually empowering for both LOVER and its writers.
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PART V

CONCLUSION

In questioning and exposing some previous attempts within Western discursive 

practices through the readings of global advertising images of Benetton and to a more 

localized readings of the Dutch feminist magazine LOVER towards their role in 

enforcing the discourse of the ‘oppressed veiled Muslim woman’, this thesis has 

exposed some of the urgent problems in understanding Muslim women today. 

Especially for the Muslim women living in the West, the problem has been escalated 

by the force of divide between immigrants and the host society. As a result, it seems 

that Muslim women’s bodies continue to function as carriers for much wider 

discussions about societal issues in general and have become the location of many 

social, cultural and political struggles and debates especially within Western 

multicultural societies. 

The veil, for example, remains to be a popular topic that is often debated. 

Whether it is from inside the Muslim community or outside the community, the veil 

seems to incite reactions in its association as a modern-day oppression. In all these 

discussions, the central matter has been the concern towards the absence of women’s 

agency. In this case, the veiling of these Muslim women seems to stand for a practice 

that has been ‘enforced’ by the existing misogynous culture/religion, thus, giving no 

room for these women to choose otherwise. Feminist supporters of the scarf bans 

employed in many European countries, such as Dutch liberal feminist Hirshi Ali, for 

example, have based on this idea and argue that women would not subjugate 

themselves if they were free to choose.191 However, these feminists have been 

criticized for having seen the Muslim world through colonialist (orientalist) eyes in 
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its production of the non-Western ‘other’. In other words, these feminists have been 

accused of reproducing colonial discourses when they reaffirm the Eurocentric 

paradigm of constructing a totalizing, monolithic Third World woman’s subjectivity. 

Most often the case, this attack on the veil has also been often argued based on the 

association with Western women, whom are seen to be masters of their own bodies, 

free to make choices, working independently, educated, or in a word—liberated. 

Thus, it seems to indicate that the ‘veiled Muslim woman’ becomes to signify the 

inferior ‘other’ when compared to that of the Western women. 

Despite of its controversies, it seems that Muslim women all over the world 

are actually actively choosing to veil as an expression of their own sexual, religious, 

and national identity.192 Young women who wear the scarf generally tend to stress 

choice and self-discovery as their reason for doing so.193 What doesn’t seem to be 

problematized within this discourse, however, is that forcing women to unveil is also 

a sign of oppression. Many Muslims and non-Muslim feminists, such as Katherine 

Bullock and Daphne Grace, have argued that veiling are seen as a liberating practice 

of these women, and abolishing the veil would be denying their rights of freedom and 

choice. Katherine Bullock, for example, argues that when approaching to struggle for 

the rights of Muslim women feminist must be careful not to base their approach 

within a Western liberal feminist agenda towards their essential definitions of 

freedom and liberty. For these feminists, for example, the veil is seen as a sign of 

one’s oppression, because it fits into their normative vision of a liberated body, but 

for the Muslims themselves, however, a liberated body means to be protected against 

and freed from sexual gaze, harassments, cultural bodily idealism, etc. In some 

circumstances, for Muslim women the veil is liberating because it enables them to be 

viewed by their society as intelligent human beings rather than sexual objects.194

Thus, it seems that there is something amiss within Western feminist’s 

conception and understanding of the veil. For Lama Abu Odeh, she calls this a 
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hopeless clash of normative visions.195 Thus, when talking about ‘women’s rights’, 

we must be critical on questioning whose rights it is that we are really struggling for, 

or, what assumptions and approach have this struggle been based on. As Trinh 

Minh-ha argues, “If the act of unveiling has a liberating potential, so does the act of veiling. It 

all depends on the context in which such an act is carried out, or more precisely, on how and 

where women see dominance.”196 Thus, this means that it is important to always 

consider situating and locating ourselves and other women within a specific social, 

economic, cultural, historical and political context.

Through these dualistic assumptions framed within the discourse of the veil 

and Muslim women, the argument of this thesis is that there is a trace of orientalist 

discourse in both mainstream Western (feminist) scholarship and popular mass 

media, which works to reinforce negative stereotypes of the Muslim world in the 

West. The problem, however, is that ethnocentric frameworks, such as that of 

orientalism, distorts and limits our understanding towards the diversity and 

complexity of historical and cultural realities. Thus, my argument holds that this 

‘oppressed veiled Muslim woman’ figure is an orientalist construction, in which it 

has been marked by ethnocentric narratives, as a way to distinguish a visible divide 

between women in the West and East.  

A problem related with this ethnocentric discourse is that it is homogenizing, 

it creates ideas, and representations of a collective whole, in which any dimensions 

of individuality is sacrificed. Indeed, although any kind of oppression towards veiling 

that may be experienced by some women should not be denied, but when locating 

the veil as the source of all Muslim women’s oppression should be challenged. By 

investigating visual images, such as the advertising images of Benetton, I have 

revealed that Western media’s portrayals of Muslim women also play a key role in 

reinforcing stereotypical images of Muslim women as ‘other.’ Furthermore, through 

my analysis of the advertising images—as a representational practice—is that it helps 
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produce the knowledge of veiled Muslim women as the ‘oppressed’, ‘backward’, 

‘extremist’, ‘exotic’ other, which, more often than not, this treatment will lead to 

distorted conclusions, stereotypes and misperceptions of these women. As a result, 

irresponsible generalizations of Muslim women tend to be made in a much larger 

scope of audience and settings.

Nevertheless, the purpose of this thesis is not simply to invite readers to learn 

about the other woman. Rather, it is also to expose how misunderstandings of these 

women have been made, which leads to the construction of the ‘oppressed veiled 

Muslim woman other’. In other words, it is to highlight the underlying patterns of 

power behind this constructed figure. Apart from that, the aim of this thesis is to 

indicate that a more accountable way to produce subjects and to negotiate agency is 

possible through a conceptual framework. Therefore, the gap or the barrier that 

seems to lie in understanding the ‘veiled Muslim woman other’ seems to be not only 

the result of orientalist ideas and vision that still persists in much scholarship and 

media, but it is also a problem of conceptuality. While there exists much opinions 

and generalized discussions on the veil, not much has been heard from those behind 

the veil. The voices of these Muslim women have been absent and excluded in these 

debates, because, despite of their multiplicity, the discourse of the ‘veiled oppressed 

Muslim woman’ itself have already articulated them as passive, muted, and 

victimized. Hence, it seems that these voices are deemed unnecessary and the West 

feels like it is their role to speak and define them.

Therefore, this thesis also reveals that in order for an understanding to 

achieve, a possible solution can be made through cross-cultural dialogue and 

communication. In the fourth chapter, I have demonstrated how Western 

institutions, while mainly disrupt and limit our understandings towards the veiled 

Muslim woman, can also offer a space for strategies of resistance. Through LOVER, 

Muslim women speak up against the popular but negative perceptions by sharing 

their own views and opinions. In this case, through sharing and authenticating her 

own experiences, not only can these women finally break the barriers of her speech, 

but she is also able to retain and strengthen her subjectivity by breaking away and 
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going beyond the stereotypical ‘oppressed veiled Muslim woman’ category. In this 

case, through LOVER, silent (or silenced) voices of the Muslim women, that had 

been previously in no way represented, were being heard and acknowledged. 

But as this thesis demonstrates, if there is one clear solution about this whole 

discourse behind the ‘oppressed veiled Muslim woman’, it is that it cannot be 

contained with a single truth, experience, or understanding. Indeed, the ‘oppressed 

veiled Muslim woman’ should be changed to simply: veiled Muslim woman, or even 

better: women, without any additional emphasis (such as quotation marks) to 

connote its ‘otherness’ from other women in general. To go beyond this ‘oppressed 

veiled Muslim woman’ figure, however, as this thesis reveals, it means going beyond 

the half-truths of our understandings through continuous dialogue and cross cultural 

communication. It means understanding the cultural embededness of different 

practices, like veiling, sati or polygamy, questioning both ethnocentric descriptions of 

these practices and the universal applicability towards these practices. A way to

avoid misunderstandings of the ‘other’ woman  can be seen through learning and 

listening (or reading) to their own opinions of their experiences not through its 

essentialist ‘otherness’ or the stereotypes we encounter in both academic scholarship 

and popular mass media. Understanding the other woman means that seeing her as 

part of a complex historical entity that is depended on the specific cultural, historical, 

and religious contexts, not as fixed, monotonous and unchangeable subjects. 

Another important factor, is to also avoid reducing the problems of these 

women with the oppressive nature of the veil, while in reality these women are still 

having problems getting work, getting equality, legal rights, rights of education ,etc. 

In this case, oppression should be seen to work in a much wider and complicated 

ways than a simple veil. Moreover, oppression exists not only for Muslim women, 

but also Western women, though experiences towards these oppressions may be 

varied. Thus, this thesis also notes the ambivalence towards the concepts of Western 

as opposed to non-Western/Muslim women or feminists, as it connotes a sense of 

generalized assumptions of historical realities and entities. As I have demonstrated in 

LOVER, not only Muslim but also Dutch women are also critical towards this 
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homogenous perception of the veil being a symbol of oppression. It is important, 

thus, to be critical and to avoid universal assumptions of locating all Western women 

or feminists as the carrier of oppressive narratives. Through an alliance that is 

attentive towards the respect of diversity and differences among and between 

women, this thesis has shown how Western and Muslim women are able to work 

together in bridging differences through solidarity.

This thesis, however, was never to present a single reading behind the 

production of the ‘oppressed veiled Muslim woman’ figure, nor is the strategy the 

only way in which to challenge colonizing discourses. Rather, this thesis is to 

encourage others—Muslim or non-Muslims—to pose more critical questions, 

formulate effective strategies and produce more writings to emerge. Although it 

seems a challenging if not possible task to change the perspectives of the West as a 

whole to go beyond perceiving the ‘oppressed veiled Muslim woman’, but when

there is continuous dialogues, communication and the building of cross cultural 

affiliations on the run, I am optimistic that some great improvements and changes 

can and will be seen. 

By analyzing and exploring the representation of veiled Muslim women from 

a postcolonial/postmodern perspective, this thesis retraces the reworking of a 

dynamic asymmetrical power relation in its conduction of representing the 

‘oppressed veiled Muslim woman’, which can help us see with new-non orientalist-

eyes. This means that—as demonstrated through my readings of LOVER—through 

the Muslim women’s articulation in revealing the complexities and diversities of their 

histories and experiences, it invite us to view a situation through another angle, 

which is from the perspective of these women. In other words, through speaking out, 

they challenge others, including myself, to rethink and renegotiate our own positions, 

personal alliances and commitments. In this case, this process of communicating 

differences through dialogue can be seen as a way of breaking barriers, bridging 

differences and create a more positive understanding of Muslim women.



BEYOND THE “OPPRESSED VEILED MUSLIM WOMAN”: BREAKING BARRIERS, BRIDGING DIFFERENCES 

AND CREATING DIALOGUES

82

ATTACHMENTS

Attachment I

LOVER INTERVIEW I, WITH MANU BUHRING (COORDINATOR OF LOVER)
AMSTERDAM, WEDNESDAY, 15TH NOVEMBER 2006, 13.00

1. How long have you been working for LOVER? And what is your position?

I was an editor of LOVER for three years since 2004 before I became the coordinator of 
LOVER last year. My job consists of dealing with promotions and finances. The 
coordinator is mean to be the centre figure who has the overview of everything.

2. How do you like working at LOVER?

I love it! LOVER consists of a very young group, who are enthusiastic about the magazine, 
about feminist issues, and we try to cover these issues and giving it a form that can be 
presented to others. 

3. How does LOVER find articles, themes and issues for each of its editions?

Ideas usually come up from one of the editor’s own experience. We have 8 (eight) 
editors so we have a wide range of thoughts and themes. Usually they have read articles or 
topics that seems interesting and controversial to them and would like to go deeply into it. 
So, basically it’s from an idea from the editors, whether they’ve seen it on television, 
newspaper, etc about any issues that may be of interest. So firstly, what we do is find the 
subject, and then the next step would be to find writers or researches who are either familiar 
with that theme or who are currently working on them and ask them to write an article 
about their research. We also have a range of informative networks that enables us to be 
aware of the recent issues, events or debates. 

We (editors) actually don’t write ourselves, only small pieces of articles. We are 
also open for students to develop their writing skills in the form of an article and to publish 
them in LOVER. In this case, LOVER can be seen as a platform for these students to 
share their thoughts on various issues.

4. How many copies does LOVER print within each of their editions? And 
how much does it sell regularly?
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Each editions we print 1500 copies, 900 subscribers more or less. We’ve had dramatic cut 
downs since 5-6 years ago. The budget was literally cut down in half.

5. What range of audience(s) is LOVER trying to reach out? Is diverse 
audience(s) (race, class, age, etc.) one of its goals?

There are to important things here: to whom we would like to reach out and there’s to 
whom we do reach out. It might be a discrepancy. To whom we do reach out now is white, 
middle class women and most of them are over 30. Right now we have a problem 
addressing young women. Our readers right now are scientists, governmental 
organizations, politics, academics, feminists coming from the second wave generation who 
have been in touch with LOVER before and who have grown up with Lover, stayed with 
Lover because of loyalty.

One of the reasons why we are having trouble addressing young people is because feminism 
is not so popular anymore. Only a small number of young women identify themselves as 
feminists. But I still think we have the potential to reach these younger women as long as 
we have another strategy.

6. Do you have an idea of what that strategy is?

What we are doing now is that we want to restyle LOVER, because now it has a look of 
an ‘old’ (read: old-fashioned) magazine. If LOVER is a piece of music, then it is a boring 
piece of music. Just last Sunday we had a discussion on how we want “the Look” of 
LOVER should be like. We want to find a look for LOVER that is appropriate to its 
contents, because I think our content is very critical and controversial and can interest a lot 
of women. We only have around 100 (one hundred) students reading LOVER regularly, 
that is not very much and I think we could reach more than that. And one of the strategies 
is by trying to give LOVER a new look. 

7. What has been the most dominant theme/research analysis LOVER has 
focused on for the three decades since LOVER was established?

LOVER has always been interested in analyzing contemporary issues that are mostly 
discussed in society at certain moment within a gendered perspective. That means it could 
mean anything. It could be of literatures, arts or poetry. In each edition, we have lists of 
themes that we have to cover in each every edition, such as politics, history, literatures, art, 
or black, migrant women issues. We try but we don’t always succeed, of course.

8. In writing these black migrant issues, who are actually the writers in 
talking about the issue?

Normally, those who research also write, so if we have an issue about black, migrant 
women, it is more possible that the writer itself would also come from that position. The 
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greatest problems we face now is, because, at the moment we do not have any third world 
women writers within the editors, that means we don’t have the specific themes or network. 
The network is usually accidental. We don’t have a continuous flow of those articles.

9. How would you differentiate LOVER with other feminist magazines, like 
Opzij, for example?

Opzij is much more focusing on popular knowledge and popular culture. I also read Opzij 
and a subscriber; they are much more up-to-date/actual. They publish every month and 
they have a big staff of professionals, so they have the money. They also focus on a broader 
audience, including young women; they inform and try to empower and emancipate these 
young feminists. However, I would say that they sometimes have a little bit different ideas 
about feminism. LOVER is much more concentrated on research and science, more 
complex and difficult, and also less entertainment.  We are more radical in feminism than 
Opzij.

10. In Lover’s website, it states: “…LOVER knows a long tradition in phrasing the 
multicultural dialogue...” How important is a multicultural dialogue for you? 

It’s very important for us. It in not very easy, but we really try in every issue to find 
authors and discussions that can phrase this multicultural dialogue. 

11. In your opinion, how does LOVER try to acknowledge and deliver this 
multicultural dialogue? How do you think multicultural dialogue is 
achieved by LOVER?

We are very much in line with the ‘cultural criticism’ movement, such as Mohanty. We do 
talk from our positions, but we cannot judge the young women who are wearing the 
headscarf, for example. If they want to wear it, then they should be able to wear it and they 
should be acknowledged. Thus, we should support acting against the negative perception of 
the headscarf as an oppressive symbol. 

However, we also realize the critique we have from some Muslim women who are saying 
that because of our support for this movement, we are leaving (neglecting) those Muslim 
women who actually are oppressed by the headscarf.  When we take Opzij, as an example, 
they are much more in line with Hirsi Ali, who claims that it is in fact oppressive to 
women. Therefore, in order to save these women, they find that they must ban the wearing 
of the scarf in our society, work, in schools, etc. However, we do not agree, because it seems 
to reflect that these women cannot have their own voice that they cannot think and speak 
for themselves. 

12. What has been the most important issues covered by LOVER concerning 
this subject?
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A lot, I would say. We have recently covered about the Muslim women as head of the 
mosque recently, and also about headscarves. There is also one cover edition of a Muslim 
woman with a hand covered on the mouth. There, we said that there has been so much 
talk about these women, but we hardly hear their own voice. 

So we do cover these issues of Muslim women regularly. However, because we tend to focus 
too much on these Muslim women, we also realize that we don’t cover a lot more on 
women from Suriname, Indonesia or other migrant groups that are coming in the 
Netherlands. The reason we have chosen this because the issue of Islam or Muslim women 
is currently hype in Europe and we would also like to address it. 

13. Do you consider yourself a feminist? If so, how would you describe 
yourself a feminist?

Yes, I am a feminist. For me, being a feminist means looking through feminist glasses. It 
means seeing that there are gender differences, sexualities, race, which influences a person’s 
function in a society. I would say that my perceptions would probably be different to those 
who are not feminists.

14. How would you describe LOVER in three words?

Feminist, controversial, serious (argumentative).

15. How do you see LOVER in 30 years to come?

It is difficult. We actually discussed about LOVER this weekend. We thought that we 
should address much more young women. And this we should do constantly. I think 
LOVER will survive in 30 (thirty) years, because I think it is still needed. But I don’t think 
LOVER will be a main magazine. We realize that our articles may be quite complex and 
only small group of people would be willing to dive into that. If we manage to succeed in 
achieving young readers, staying critical and up to date, then we can survive.
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ATTACHMENT II

Lover Interview II, with Marije Wilmink (Final Editor of Lover)
Amsterdam, Thursday, 7th December 2006, 13.00

1. What is your position in Lover? Describe a little about it.

I am the end/head final editor. It means that I am responsible for all the end copies. I make 
sure that these copies are ready for publication, the articles are in order and the languages 
are correct, etc. I also decide what themes and covers we are going to make within our 
editions.

2. How long have you been working at Lover?

I have been working in Lover since 1999, which I  started out as one of the editors. 

3. How did you actually decide on the making of the cover? And how about 
the ideas on every themes you’ve had?

We actually  don’t plan this in advance. Of course, when we have a special theme in an 
edition, which we don’t always have, it is quite clear for us to decide on the cover. What we 
do is usually find an article that is most interesting and most provocative within that 
edition, which we also bring into attention on the cover of Lover.

4. What does the symbol of a woman on a tiger mean? Are there any special 
idea/meaning behind it?

There are no special idea behind this drawing by Farida Laan197.  We liked the idea of a 
woman connected to the fierce character of the tiger. We only use this to promote Lover, for 
commercial reasons. 

5. What range of audience(s) is Lover trying to reach out? Is diverse 
audience(s) (race, class, age, etc.) one of its goals? Does it also include 
men?

Yes, that is always an interesting topic. We do not say we are a magazine for women. But 
we do say that we are a magazine for feminists or for people who are involved within 
familiar academic research, students, governmental and policy makers. These people are 
not only women but it also include men although not so many. Therefore, we don’t focus on 

                                                
197 She is known to be the illustrator of Lover.
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women but more towards feminists. What we hope to reach are not whether its lezerer 
(man) or lezerin (woman) but more towards lezers (the neutrality of readers).

6. Lover had many editions and themes, which one is your most favourite? 
And why?

Thematic issues such as indische identiteit I particularly liked, which was an issue that we 
had covered quite a long time ago. I find also spiritual feminism a very nice issue.

7. I also realize that this issue of the indische identiteit was found back in the 
90s. issues that are found from 2000 and onwards are more towards 
centering on issues such as Islam, black women immigrants, the politics of 
the headscarf, etc. Whay is that?

This is also because of the Dutch political debate escalating on migrants, European 
Moslims. Therefore you can see how political issues are also reflected within the writers of 
Lover. 

8. So, are you saying that Lover is always centering on issues that are up to 
date towards the Dutch socio-political context?

Yes. Of course, not always, but we always try to also acknowledge the importance of the 
Dutch political debate and have our say in this case.  

9. How would you describe Lover in three words?

Critical in a way that it is paying more attention towards certain kind of analysis, 
inspiring, and informative.

10. In Lover’s website, it states: “…LOVER knows a long tradition in 
phrasing the multicultural dialogue...” How important is a multicultural 
dialogue for you? First of all, my question to you is what does 
multiculturalism mean to you and second, how does Lover try to 
acknowledge and deliver this multicultural dialogue? 

We are trying to achieve this dialogue by trying to publish views of several people.

One thing about Lover is that the editorial team does not actually write the articles, we 
several ask people to write. It’s not like we have a view and we put that in our magazine. 
We try to form a platform where people can write their own views. 

But of course, we select the articles and subjects that we find interesting for Lover. In regards 
to the debates in Holland regarding Islam, we are mostly interested in articles that are 
claiming the danger of this negative perception on the strange and dangerous religion in 
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damaging our white European society. So we are always publishing views that are against 
that. So we do select the articles that we find most interesting. 

Lover tries to achieve this multicultural dialogue by trying to get several different views from 
several different backgrounds. Before, we have also editors from different ethnic 
backgrounds. However, what we thought is most important is having different voices from 
different ethnic backgrounds within the authors/writers and not so much from the editorial 
team itself.

11. Negative perceptions has also escalated towards Islam within the past 
years, especially towards the issue of the headscarf. I want to know what 
you thought about this? Would you see it as a symbol of oppression or 
would you say that it is a symbol of expression, for example?

From listening from Muslim feminists myself , I have learned not to see it as a sign of 
oppression. But that is a difficult thing/term for me, because I myself am not a religious 
person, I think that it is an important thing in this aspect. For me, the headscarf mean as a 
symbol of expression of my religion and that’s it. But I cannot let loose the thought behind 
the scarf of the fact that you have to cover/cannot show yourself to men and that women are 
the ones who have to cover themselves and not men. 

However, I agree with Muslim feminists in their argument about not to focus too much 
about the scarf and asking here about the real issue towards the problem. Issues of the scarf 
is not only in Holland but also around Europe, which make us also realize whether the 
issue is really about the headscarf or maybe something much deeper than that.

12. Some feminists, especially western feminists had been promoting the term 
‘sisterhood/global sisterhood’ as a way of uniting and interconnecting 
feminists around the world, in your opinion, would you consider it as an 
effective term? How about feminist solidarity, a term invented by feminists 
of colour/Third World feminists?

Well, the term ‘sisterhood’ has a long history and I think it is a very powerful term as it 
carries the history of the women’s movement in it. Of course sisterhood implies that ‘we are 
from the same family’, with the same problems, etc. and that is not true of course. The 
issues of women all over the world are different of course.

13. What changes are there in Lover for the past 30 years?

I think Lover has become more and more less academic all the time. This is due to what’s 
happening within the editorial team in which we became more focused on popular culture. 
We are definitely becoming more political
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14. I also want to ask you about the funding. I see that there are not so much 
ads in the magazine.

No, it’s not the big source of income. The IIAV also helps us with the funding.

15. How do you see Lover in 30 years to come?

We have been thinking and discussing about establishing an online Lover in the future 
instead of paper magazine which costs more money, but we are still thinking about it.   
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