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Abstract

Over the last two decades, the increasing multicalism and religious pluralism in
the progressively secular Europe has generatedenommcand debates, among not only
politicians but also academics and the generaligubbout the appropriate role of religion,
especially Islam. This research is accordingly Bage interdisciplinary perspectives that
exchange concepts and methodologies for the pugdfaseploring the relationship(s) Muslim
women have to religion in a secular setting likeniay. More specifically, this research
presents a dialogue between “the personal”, “tmeirfest” and “the political” with the aim
first to understand the role religion plays in ttaly lives of Muslim female students at UIO
in addition to reconsidering the theoretical camss about appropriate accommodation of
religious diversity and particularly the concermsl anterest of Muslim women in Norway
and Europe in general. Significantly, this reseantfoduces a guide to any future attempt to
redefine issues as diverse as secularism, religir@gslom, religious diversity and women’s

rights in contexts of renewed or persistent presericeligion in the public sphere.
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1 Introduction

This research is mainly directed towards rethinkihg intersection of religion,
feminism and politics; in particular the issue dfuslim women” within the European debate
and namely Norway. As a general overview, the asirgy visibility of Muslims in the
European public, either through performing theiifedence or through claiming religious
rights, has generated concerns about how to det Islam and its adherents in the
progressively secular Europe. “Obviously, the is¢etions between Europe and Islam are not
a new phenomenon; a long and deep history of exgsarwars, colonization, and waves of
immigration has profoundly shaped the relationsvbeth Muslims and Europeans” (Gole,
20064, p. 260). However, as Muslims start forcitigeir entry into spaces that were reserved
to Europe’s “white” citizens, (...) they become “Wi&” and disturbing to the public eye”
(ibid., p. 261). Notably, in the aftermath of 9/dttacks and similar incidents that were carried
out in the name of religion, a series of questibage been raised interrogating the presence
of the Muslim community and its influence on seaska, the traditions of European
societies, Christian heritage and the securitysaalility of Europ& More specifically, Islam
has become a national security issue and a sotipughbic and political controversy resulting
in conflicting attitudes towards religious toleranand freedom in parts of Europe. The most

frequently cited example in this regard is France:

The French model of Republicanism promises equadityuniversal rights for
individual citizens; but the voluntary secular filiness” to religious difference and
the fear of communitarian twists (seen as an Arggeon and American model to be
avoided) risk leading to a politics of denial, wiegthnic, cultural, and religious
differences disappear, or where authoritarian ualtis towards Muslims manifest
themselves (Gole, 2012, p.142).

!Among the factors that have contributed to the gngwisibility of Islam are summarised as follows:

(...) increases in the European Muslim populatiooantrast to decrease in the population of “Western”
Europeans; terrorism—surely mistakenly and wronghgt-defiantly committed in the name of Islam;
calls for the application of elements Isfamic law in traditionally majority Christian nahs; Europe’s
economic dependence on Middle Eastern oil; tratitiaifferences in dress (...) political upheavals in
the Middle East (...); nuclear tensions with Irangl avar in Afghanistan and Irag. (Durham & Kirkham,
2013, p. 3)



As a matter of fact, the focus has shifted towaet®nsidering models of integration as well
as the ways in which religious diversity is accondated. To clarify, the growing entry of

Islam into the public sphere has urged Europearetses to consider new political strategies
that would result in the successful integratioMafslim citizens; especially women.

Regarding the European debate in general, one ngay @ahat while some discourses
draw on the Orientalist conceptions of the “Oth¢4aid, 1978), viewing Muslim women as
victims of Islam and its patriarchal oppressive mer(Ahmed, 1992; ElI Saadawi 1999),
Others stress the contemporary conceptions okthnerist and the extremist “outsider within”
(Collins, 1986), presenting Muslim women as “actitiereats to the so called democratic
“secular” societies (Salih, 2009). Based on sucHiszourse, some feminists as well as
politicians either call for the protection of Musliwomen from their oppressive Islamic
cultures or from the implementation of various riebns on their religiosity (Okin, 1999). A
second position is adopted by those researcherpdititians who choose to emphasise the
importance of an inclusive, plural and multi-retigs public sphere (Modood and Kastoryano,
2006). Nevertheless, one may also argue that thateleon “Muslim women” is recurrently
expressed in a certain prejudice against Islamthsrea threat or as an antifeminist religion.
The logic of this argument, according to Lazreg8@)9 lies on the belief that “religion must
be abandoned if Middle Eastern women are to beWlkstern women” and that “there can be
no change without reference to an external standieedhed to be perfect” (p. 85). Then again
such an Othering discourse on Muslim women undesmihe interconnected components of
this debate; namely religion, feminism and politithat is to say, it pays little attentitmthe
individual freedom of religiorand it ignores whaperceptiors these womeappropriate to
liberation. As a result, the same dichotomy of the civiliZ&dest” versus the lagging behind
“Rest” is reproduced projecting the fact that ffustified and normalised rightsare still

defined by those ipower, which means the persistence of hierarchy anduialéy.

As far as the Norwegian context is concerned, Jaol§2009) argues that research
about Muslims and Islam in Norway has mainly foclsa issues related to inter-religious-
dialogue, patterns of social and economic inegealitand ethnic and cultural difference (p.
19). On the other hand, she maintains that in #s ¢tecade the increasing interest in
investigating the religious aspects of Muslim imraigs has become more difficult given the
growing politicization of the research field. Inhet words, she clarifies that “the analytical
categories used by researchers to distinguish leatw#ferent Islamic tendencies have thus



become increasingly politicized as they are mappetd the dichotomization of “good”
versus “bad” Islam” (ibid. p. 20). With regard touslim women in particular, Langvasbraten
(2008) indicates that addressing specific probl&osg minority women is often a source of
generalization or stigmatization to certain groyps 47). To illustrate, issues such as
violence, force marriages and female genital mimitaare presented as the only “gendered
multicultural problems” (ibid. p. 44), and they arst of the time equated to Islam and its
patriarchal norms. In this respect, Halgaal (2010)acknowledge that “if gender equality is
constructed as a particularly ‘Norwegian’ value,sasnething constitutive of ‘Norwegian-
ness’, it contributes to a problematic ‘us’ andefti divide” (p. 9). As a result, though
feminist as well as politicians continue their atpts to expand gender balance policies, this
“has not been combined with similarly eager efféotenclude minority based location, voices
and points of views in core decision making bodig&iim and Skjeie, 2008, p. 339). More
important, in the case of Muslim women, religiorspirituality remains among the frequently
neglected aspects of diversity. In fact, both witféminism as well as in politics the focus
has been exclusively on ethnicity, race and satsess. Another salient point in this respect is
related to questions such as: Who should havagheto represent whom, and in which way;
taking into consideration the growing global andedse Norwegian environment where
women’s interests and needs are changing conskaimtlfact, which tendency will have the
upper hand in the future, according to Leirvik (2DIdepends both on structural questions of
social cohesion (which include the integrating tiorc of welfare society values) and of the
agency of dialogue activists who are committed tkimg a difference by doing what does
not come by itself” (p.158-9). In this case, a cainteature underlying Leirvik’s argument is
his support for a joint effort between the statategration policies and the dialogue activists
representing the Muslim communities in Norway. Néweless, | would argue that such a
proposal would still pay little attention to thecinsion of Muslim women’s voices. For this
reason, my research aims at reversing the debadagth allowing Muslim women (female
students at UIO) first voice their relationshipi@)eligion, express their standpoints vis-a-vis
feminist as well as political representation(s)tbéir concerns and interests, and finally
engage them in suggesting appropriate strategiesdommodate religious diversity within
contemporary Norway. Indeed, developing appropriateinist representations and policy
strategies that would be in women(s) best intedest®me an area that needs more focus if

we are to recognize diversity “within”.



Objectives and motivations

Bearing in mind the previous discussion, my redeadsc mainly concerned with
introducing a multidimensional dialogue between geesonal (Muslim women and their
relationship(s) to religion), théeminist(discourses on Islam and Muslim women) and the
political (discourses on Islam, Muslim women, religious dsigrand secularism) with the
purpose of developing a narrative that will reveabre accurate perceptions on Muslim
women’s concerns and particularities. Significanttywill help as a guide to any future
attempt to redefine issues as diverse as secularigious freedom, religious diversity and

women’s rights in contexts of renewed or persispgasence of religion in the public sphere.

Main question

* Is there a growing identification with Islam amoygung Muslim women in (secular)
Europe? If so, what are the appropriate strategied approaches to represent/
accommodate such religiosity within feminist anditmal debates, especially in relation

to Muslim women’s concerns and particularities?

Supporting Questions

*  Which relationship(s) do Muslim female student&#D have to religion? And how does

religion (Islam) shape their perceptions on lifeglom and women'’s liberation? (5.2)

« What are the standpoints of these young womerawis- feminist (5.3) as well as
political (5.4) representation(s) of their concearsl particularities? Do they reinforce,

reject, or challenge the ways they have been tadkedt?

Methodology

On the one hand, | reviewed theoretical perspextirawing upon relevant literature
within the feminist and political discourses onatsl and “Muslim women” in Europe and
Norway in particular. On the other hand, empiridata was derived from my data collected
through semi-structured qualitative interviews. &by, a total of ten Muslim female students
at the University of Oslo were given the opportund articulate their relationship to religion,

their perceptions of life, freedom, women’s lib&at the secular state, and how they



conceive the prevailing political as well as feratnviews on issues related to Muslim

women.

Theoretical background and delimitations

This research accounted for the standpoints ofkusfemale students at
UIO regarding both *“secular” political views thathwcate, most of the time, for the
privatization of religion as well as feminist discourses th#tesi reject religion or call for its
reinterpretation. For this purpose, | drew on aietgr of interpretations from various
disciplinary and theoretical perspectives. Thisludes the different definitions associated
with the principle ofsecularismandmulticulturalismdrawing on examples from debates and
policies developed in a range of European countheseover, the “multiculturalism versus
feminism” debate, initiated by the liberal feminSusan Moller Okin, was reviewed as a
background to the discussions linked with Muslimnvem in Europe. Besides, feminists’
approaches to Islam and Muslim women were evokedluding specifically secular
feminisni andlIslamic feministWith the purpose of producing a feminist accoust tlakes
into consideration issues of difference, the qoestg of social power, resistance to all forms
of oppression and a commitment to social justicepiducted my research based on the

standpoint feminist theory and the post-coloniatifést theory.

Structure

In this chapter (1), I intended to provide the lof@s well as the specific contextual
background of my research indicating the relevasfcey contribution to the debate. More
details about the context and background will besented in chapter (2). In chapter (3),
relevant literature will be reviewed to present@adretical framework for interpreting my data
gathered and answering my research questions. dpteh (4), the research design and
methodology applied will be traced and reflectedbrupSubsequently in chapter (5), my
findings will be presented and discussed themdyicalcluding thepersona) thefeministand
the political. Finally in chapter (6), | will attempt to answery main research question and
reflect on the limitations encountered while cortthgcthe research. Besides, suggestions for

possible further research will be suggested.

? Secular feminism is discussed in the theoreticaptér, see p. 37.






2 Context and Background

2.1 Introduction

This chapter reviews the background related to tsbabout Islam and Muslim
community first within the general context of camfgorary Europe. In the second part, a
more detailed overview about the Norwegian debaié ve introduced; including the
implications appropriated to secular Norway andintegration policies. Finally, the focus
will be on presenting the way(s) Islam and Muslimmen are perceived within discourses on

Women'’s oppression and radicalism.

2.2 Islam in Contemporary Europe

According to estimates from 20%.0Muslims makes up approximately 6 percent of
Europe’s total population, and Islam is becomimsgsiicond largest religion. As a result, the
growth of Islamic culture in public space poses m&sues that, for some European countries,
conflict with the liberal values of secular Europdgnder those circumstances, Muslims’
negative influence on society has been emphasisadry on contemporary conceptions of
the terrorist and extremist “Other within”. A tesmty that justifies the considerable
circulating accounts about “extremism”, “radicalisrand “Islamic revivalism”. As an
illustration, the Italian journalist Oriana Falla¢2006) warns against the “Islamization”
project claiming that “Europe becomes more and magoeovince of Islam, a colony of Islam.
In each of our cities lies a second city: a Mustity, a city run by the Koran. A stage in the
Islamic expansionism”(p.35). Important to realise this regard, the European historical
experience of religion as a source of irrationafityd conflict has played a salient role in
strengthening the view that the presence of Mustihwuld create anxiety and fear. Based on
such logic, Islam turns “to be a formless, statel&®rderless enemy motivated solely by an
extremist (Islamic) desire to destroy western valaied modes of life” (Jamal, 2013, p. 35).

Significantly, a campaign against Islam and itseadhts has never been that heavily
intense as it is now in Europe. Consequently, NMuslhave been subject to discrimination,

stereotyping, and hostility in mainstream Westerscalirses— not just in the form of

* (Globalreligiousfutures.org, 2010)



electronic and print media, but also within poBti€qually important, Muslims have become

n4

the victims of what Stanley Cohen has diagnosetimasal panic’”.To demonstrate, some

European countries have chosen to adopt “politiciear™

through for example using the
issue of terrorism in the policy debate “to justibugher controls of migration in general”
(Triandafyllidou and Modood, 2012, p. 13), to exegstrictions on the constructions of
minarets, the call for prayers, religious educatod the public display of religious symbols.
This adopted approach is used often under the xirefeencouraging the integration of
Muslims into society. Another point is that Isldemds to be equated with fundamentafism

in general; a claim that is often evoked wheneverm@rist attack takes place:

This means that instead of presenting these ewasritse result of the actions of single
individual human beings acting out of a more oslesmplex series of motivations,
both US and European media largely presented tlseancdash between civilisations.
The result is that the idea of a clash betweemmisdad the West has become one of
the most powerful political myths of our time (Boittand Challand, 2012, p.118).

Similar political debates are raged across Euragpsgnting Islam as inherently incompatible
with the liberal secular democracy. This discourses consequently contributed to the
shaping of European public opinion about Islam, @ng it turns to be “a relic from the past
deemed to disappear with progress” (Triandafylligmd Modood, 2012, p. 20). Based on
these circulating claims, Muslim actors’ capability practice agency and be part of

modernity is simply denied.

On the other hand, some European countries havghsda compensate for the
alienation of Muslims through establishing a forrbatlge between the state and Islam. For
instance, Islam was publically recognised as tloerse largest religion in France, and thus a
council for the Muslim population (Conseil Francdis Culte Musulman) was established in
2003 as a step toward creating “French Islam” (B6R006, p.145). As a matter of fact,
allowing an Islamic representation in the publibesg is connected to the states’ efforts to

transform the “Muslims in Europe” into “European #lims”. To clarify, Muslims are

* Moral panic obtains when opportunistic politicgleats manage to stigmatize a targeted group in aushy

that the group’s purported moral deviance becomesincingly portrayed as an existential threath® $ociety
as a whole. Furthermore, moral panic is all thelige in the “risk society” of late modernity whepersons
become more preoccupied with potential than witmaalangers. (O'Brien, 2013, p.13)

> | will be using this expression to refer restsietimmigration policies.

® Fundamentalism in this sense refers to those whd theQuran and Sunnabhliterarily and out of context
justifying the legitimacy of their practices in thame of Islam.

8



expected to adopt a form of religion compatiblehwliberal democracy, individual human
rights, and the demands of a civil society. To puifferently, some European politicians
officially encourage “a Europeanized Islam, thatis Islam that has been subjected to similar
self-scrutiny and self-reform as the Christian demations are alleged to have undergone in
the modern age” (O’Brien, 2013, p. 6) This approtacthe presence of Muslims in Europe is
supported by Bassam Tibi (2008) who coined the téEunro-Islam” advocating the
development of “a European Islam based on the sabfieivil society, to be shared by all
who want to live in Europe as citizens of an operiety” (2008, p. xiv). Above all, European
states adopt such an approach in an effort to eethee potential for Islamic radicalism or
extremism. For the better understanding of thétipogs) of Islam within European states the
next chapter will outline the different implicat®nof secularism, multiculturalism and

feminism in relation to religion.

2.3  Norway and Muslim Women: a Debate
between Theories of Secularism, Multiculturalism
and Feminism

2.3.1 Introduction

Norway has a total population of 5.4nd it is growing more culturally and religiously
diversé (Figure 1) the same way as most of the Europeanttdes that has been affected by
the ongoing asylum and migration flows. Equallgalihg with such a plurality has
increasingly become a topic of its own in recerdarge especially that “in the current context
one of the greatest challenges to the general@ablivell as to academics is the inclusion of
Islam into the Nordic national identities, as omeoag several other religions pertaining to
the Nordic peoples ” (Martensson, 2014, p.5) .The af this chapter accordingly is to

" Ssh.no, (2014Population and population changes - S&®iline] Available at:
http://www.ssb.no/en/befolkning/statistikker/folldrkv/kvartal [Accessed 6 Nov. 2014].

®Members of religious and life stance communitesside the church of Norwaly religion/life stance:
As of 1 January 2013, 549 400 persons in Norwaeweembers of religious and life stance
communities; an increase of 39 000 compared witptievious year.
More than half of the members, 313 000, were mesmbeChristian communities. A total of 86 000
were members of life stance communities and acealior approximately 16 per cent of all members
of communities. Furthermore, various Islamic comities (120 882 inhabitants) accounted for around
22 per cent of the members, while the members dfiBist, Hindu and Sikh communities accounted
for 3 per cent, 1.2 per cent and 0.6 per cent@htbmbers respectively.
Source: (Religious communities and life stance comities, 2013)



provide insights on the particularity of the Norwagcase in relation to its secular nature,

multicultural environment and the Muslim communitgmely women.

Figure 1. Members' of religious and life stance communities outside the
Church of Norway, by religion/life stance. 1 January 2013

Buddhism
29%

Life stance 15.7 %

Islam 22.0 %
Other

religions?
2.5%

Christianity 57.0 %

'Including only members for whom government subsidy is received.
2 Including Bahai, Judaism, Sikhism and other religious communities.
Source: Statistics Norway.

2.3.2 Norway and Secularism

Norway’'s approach to secularism remains to somenexdifferent from the other
European countries. In fact, until recently Norwed Christianity as its “official religion”
and in particular a State Church connected to theamthy. Nevertheless, in an attempt to
accommodate the increasing plurality and multigielis reality of Norway, this “state
religion” system has been in a process of regulafitirough the implementation of a number
of reforms, Christianity was gradually excluded from decision-making and the privilege to
determine public morality regarding issues such as divorce, abortion, birth control and same
sex-unions. A recent example is the May 2012 constitutional admeent that granted the
Church of Norwayautonomy and separation from the state interfer¢N@tensson, 2014,
p.10). As a consequence, The Church of Norway s perceived to be a faith community on
an equal basis with other faith communities. lis lieigard, the Norwegian government though
no longer appoints bishops and necessitates thatthea cabinet ministers are church

members, continues supporting financially the maiochurch and minority faith-based
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institutions with an equal funding according to nibemships. Moreover, all registered faith-
communities are entitled to certify marriages, dhdy are also given exemption rights
protected by a Norwegian anti-discrimination legfisin (Siim and Skjeie, 2008, pp. 328-9).
Given Norway’s increasing efforts and adjustmewntsa¢ccommodate diversity, it could be
associated with the category of secularism ascsttéwith regard to the two principles of
non-establishment and the freedom of religion. bntast to theneutrality model of
secularism’, “Norwegian public authorities have pushed anvacfiolicy of accommodation
of religious dress, and mainly regarded this asuastion of non-discrimination between
religions”(Siim and Skjeie, 2008, p. 331). Howevarsome domains religion continues to be
intertwined with the secular providing the ChurdhNmorway with “powers, privileges, and
advantages which no other religious organizatiantdeen granted” (Furseth, 2014, p. 152-4).
This includes the armed forces and the prisonsrevitee Church of Norway administers
religious life (ibid.). On the basis of this mod#l state-religion separation, the Norwegian
experience seems different from other secularizetbfean countries such as France and

Nederland.

The Norwegian’s relation to religion can be alsaenstood in association with the
principle of secularization that refers mainly b tdecline of religious beliefs and practices
(Casanova, 1994). To put it differently, the Norveegpopulation is known of being among
the most secularized and least religious in theldvormhis entails that the majority
Norwegians are increasingly becoming less religiand more supportive of “an idealized
secular public sphere free of religious influennd atervention” (Bangstad, 2013, p. 359). In
fact, this emancipation from religion is rapidly eming as a significant aspect of the
Norwegian national identity. This argument is exéfigal by the decreasing percentage of
churchgoers in the Scandinavian countries inclutNogvay. They rather belong to religious
communities (mainly Christianity) without actuaflyacticing a religious faith. In this respect
Davie (2000) points out that “On a superficial lewbee Scandinavians appear to reverse the
British idea: they belong without believing” (p.. 3)bviously, Norway’s values, norms and
structures have been influenced first by Christjarand then by secularism both as a

philosophical ideology and a statecratft.

Regardless its increasingly secular orientatioe, Morwegian State is supposed to

treat all religions equally without privileging ow@er another. The controversy of the subject

° Casanova’s definition of secularism as “statetnail be discussed in the theory chapter, seelp. 1
1% Secularism as “neutrality” be discussed later,pse28.
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of religious education is a relevant example insthégard. As the UN Human Rights
Commission in 2004 and the European Court of HuRights in 2007 approved the religious
minorities and the secular humanists complaint abweliindoctrinating nature of the subject
KRL (Christianity, Religion and Ethics), Norway wasmpelled to reconsider the name of
the subject and its content. As a consequencestifiect was replaced with RLE (Religion,
Philosophies of Life and Ethics) in 2008. Thoughréhis still some dissatisfaction with the
subject, “there are many indications that it hasvnoecome more acceptable to the
minorities—so that it may function according to timention of providing an arena for
interreligious learning and dialogue training” (bek, 2014, p.158). Nevertheless, a point
worth mentioning here is that this secular prineipF equal worth and pluralism conflicts
with the popular political discourses that pointeof in a different direction “revealing an
increasing tendency to reaffirm the so-called Giamscultural heritage as the uniting bond of
the Norwegian nation” (Leirvik, 2005, p. 1). This tlearly demonstrated in the recent
Norwegian government'$ continuous efforts to resist religious diversitythin society
through policy proposals, rhetoric and provocatidi@r example, they declare openly their
rejection to thenigab as well as their attempt to go back to the oldsieer of the religious
subject RLE? demanding a minimum of 55 % teachings of Christya®riefly, it can be said
that though Norwegian secularity has proven to lneapin its manifestation, this might not
be always the case when it comes to accommodatiigjous diversity. Besides, this might
result at a gradual erosion in the protection eéffom of religion and belief, and thus a more
conflicting atmosphere; incompatible with the irasimg religious plurality in Norway. In
other words, it seems that there is a tendencyrttsMaoving from secularism as “pluralism”

to secularism as “neutralit}® and at the same time privileging the Christiaritage.

2.3.3 Norway and Multiculturalism

According to Stokke (2012), Norway’'s approach ta¥gadiversity can be situated
somewhere in the middle of the “civic nation” modelFrance and “ethnic nation” model in
Germany sharing some characteristics of both (Ei@)r(p. 8). In particular, “while official

Norwegian integration policy and citizenship lavday is closer to the civic nation model,

11 The right-wing party was elected in 2013, aral dhti-immigration Progress Party (PP) is into goweent
for the first time.

2 The government has decided lately to give the iREname KRLE, an abbreviation for Christianity, igieh,
World Views and Ethics.

13 Both models of secularism are discussed in theryhehapter, see pp. 21-23.
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popular conceptions of Norwegian national identégd to emphasize ethnicity” (ibid.). In
other words, Norway has emphasised traditionafiyhiggemonic national identity (Furseth,
2014, p. 154) through various forms of assimilatiand at the same time it has encouraged

immigrants to preserve their own languages andi@sgt

Figure 2: Integration policy in Norway

assimilation, segragation, immigrants
homogenous nation. of both not expected to integrate

Sourcé* Stokke, C. (2012)A Multicultural Society. How Norwegian Muslims Clealge a
White Nation Ph. D. Trondheim: NTNU.

Norway's approach to diversity is also describetemmns of rights hierarchy with immigrants
and other minority groups in the bottom “grantediegoly-ethnic rights, but are ultimately
expected to adapt to the majority culture” (Brochma2002, p. 44-46). This entails the
necessity on each individual to take part in sgcatd comply with the state’s basic norms
and principles including democracy, gender equaditgl children rights. To illustrate, the
Norwegian Ministry of Labour and Social Inclusiomanages “campaigns and education to
prevent the early and sometimes forced marriaggeswig boys and girls; campaigns against
female genital mutilation; more substantial ‘intnatbry learning packages’ about Norwegian
language and society for new immigrants (...)” (Masson, 2014, p.17). Another aspect of
the Norwegian policies towards minorities is “defihnot as a form of ‘multiculturalism’, but
as in line with a ‘diversity policy’ that has dewpkd in several other European countries”
(Stokke, 2012, p. 49). Accordingly, the focus igedted more towards balancing between the
shared values as well as diversity within societyagetting where “complex identities” and
“multiple ways of being Norwegian” are all acknodtged (ibid.). In the same way, Norway
aims at fostering “a ‘tolerant, multicultural sagfethrough equal rights and duties for
individuals regardless of ethnic/religious backgrduand uses ‘dialogue’ with minority
organizations as an instrument to manage diver§8§dkke, 2012, p. 252). To put it simply,

% This diagram presents my understanding to Stokig2842) description of Norway’s integration policy.
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“integration” remains a salient objective assodateéith the minority-oriented policies in
Norway.

In spite of Norway's efforts to accommodate divgsits general political approach
remains problematic due to a number of reasonarAmdirect assimilation and “politics of
fear”, Norway is “resorting to patriotic testingdascrutiny of applicants for residency and
citizenship and demanding (often ridiculously comtd) demonstrations of national
allegiance or cultural appropriateness from immgga (Morgan and Poynting, 2012, p. 9) .
The proposed “twenty one years of age rtlédr family reunification is another example in
this respect. Nevertheless, though such efforts beaperceived as equalizing means, they,
for others, represent a mere reproduction of thierfalist model of the “West” verses the
“uncivilised rest”. Such a tendency is more mastéd in the recent government that has
already started to suggest tougher visa regulatmaisfaster return of persons without legal
residence, as well as a number of asylum seekerhel same direction, radical right-wing
party reinforces this tendency through warning masfaithe threat of immigrant to the
Norwegian Christian and secular culture. In fadbyway as other Nordic nations is often
identified “with ‘Christian culture’ in ethno-natmalist ways that exclude all immigrants and
particularly Muslims” (Martensson, 2014, p.18). fthermore, it can be assumed that the
failure of multiculturalism(s) in Norway and in nto&uropean countries is connected
relatively to gender concerns and religious demaasdpecially those associated with Islam
and Muslim women. In other words, the visibility minority religious practices in the public
sphere challenges the state’'s approach to citiggndaws on gender equality and
international conventions on human rights. Thisnpas more illustrated in the coming

sections.

2.3.4 Has Norway failed Minority women?

Important to realize, gender equality in the Scaadian context presents a central
part of social democratic policies and welfare estarrangements. This includes
predominantly a focus on women'’s participationabdur market, access to public childcare
and political participation and representation. Way in particular has gained “a strong

national and international reputation of advocatmgmnen-friendly policies as both a legal

> Due to huge protest from non-governmental orgaioizs, including ethnic minority and humanitarian
organizations, and anti-discrimination institutiptise government gave up this proposition (Siim &kgkie,
2008, p. 336)

14



requirement and a substantive aim” (Halstal, 2010, p. 7). In fact, Norway is often referred
to as “a champion of gender equality” (Logna, 20p3,156); nevertheless in the case of
minority women the debate becomes more complex.

The relationship between feminism and multicultigralin the Norwegian context is
thus shaped by ongoing debates on issues relat@drt@n in minority cultures within both
politics and in academia. This includes two dimensinamely “when it comes to recognizing
cultural diversity in general, and to acceptingfet#nt models of gender equality and the
family in particular” (Siim and Skjeie, 2008, p.&3). To put it differently, the increasing
diversity of women’s interests and views is eitperceived as challenging to the Norwegian
gender equality agenda and thus should be reslyiobe as a fact that should be
accommodated. On the one hand, scholars such asgBiylPredelli (2010) are sceptical to
the state’s tolerance and accommodation of practlzat discriminate against women through
financial support; in particular religious orgartisas whose practices contradict gender
equality laws (p. 15). Religious schools, mosques youth organizations are some examples
in this respect. On the other hand, state feminsroharged of being blind to diversities
resulting in homogenized conceptions of women’sriggts. Notably, although state feminism
has been a salient feature of Norwegian politiasnduthe last decades, an equal degree of
cultural recognition has been ignored along the {agna, 2003, p. 164). In this respect,
the Other’s voices have been silenced when it camdke framing of the gender equality
agenda and decision-making, whereas the radidafsigiews on minority groups remain the
most influential (Siim and Skjeie, 2008, p. 338)o put it differently, “in the Norwegian
case, a continued political ambition to expand gerdlance politics has not been combined
with similarly eager efforts to include minority $&d location, voices and points of views in
core decision making bodies” (ibid. p. 339). Basadthis claim, it can be assumed that the
different models of gender equality emerging in nilticultural Norwegian society are not
all voiced within politics. As a result, the suppdly women-friendly policies may reflect a
mere preferential agenda that is not in the favafuall women and all méfi To clarify
Stokke (2012) criticises the way political hegem@aynetimes excludes the “Other within”
as follows:

Turning universal values into symbols of politit@yalty to Norway, the government

suggests that immigrants lack knowledge of and rieede educated about human

'® This may be exemplified by the controversial debaibout the parental leave policy and the cashef
benefit.
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rights, while Norwegian citizens are constructecasiers of universal values. Thus,
while emphasizing that universal values are opeantapretation, there is a tendency
towards a Norwegian monologue where goals are efim advance by the majority.
(p. 253)
A similar criticism is expressed by Halsetaal (2010)who indicate that “if gender equality is
constructed as a particularly ‘Norwegian’ value, sasnething constitutive of ‘Norwegian-
ness’, it contributes to a problematic ‘us’ andeftii divide” (p. 9). Such a duality is even
more challenging in the growing global and diveksewegian environment where women'’s
interests and needs are changing. For this re#iseeems that developing appropriate social
and gender equality policies that would be in wofagbest interests become an area that
needs more focus if we are to recognize diversiyHin”. Another important point stressed
by Langvasbraten (2008) is that addressing theifapg@roblems facing minority women,
should not be a source of generalization or stigratn to certain groups (p. 47). For
example, dealing with violence, or force marriagésuld not be associated with specific
nationalities or religions, but rather addressquhsstely. Equally important, minority group
related gender equality agenda is mainly directeglatds “forms of violence like force
marriages and female genital mutilation as the gelydered “multicultural problems” (ibid.
p. 44). Indeed, dealing with issues related toamiiy women should not be limited to a
certain negative practices, but it should also rpomte the accommodation of their

particularities.

2.3.5 Norway, Islam and Muslim women

Islam and the radicalization discourse

According to estimates from 2013, Norway has ald@@ 882 inhabitants of a Muslim
background, which means that, outside the NorweGiamrch, the Muslims make up around
22.0 % of the population and Islam has one of tighdst number of adherents of faith
communities outside the Lutheran church in Norwgigyre 1). As it is the case in most
European countries, this population growth has ggee public debates and anxieties over
the presence of Islam and Muslim in Norway. Theybsp Progress Partlyremskrittspartiet,
for instance,'has increasingly singled out ‘Islam’ as an enemyNbrwegian society and to
Christianity” (Leirvik, 2014, p.151; Martensson, 12). Based on Islamophobic discourses,
the rhetoric of the fear from the “Other within” Brticulated in many occasions. To
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demonstrate, Islam is not only perceived as a tlagainst the security of the state, but it is
also considered as a major challenge to the futidorway as an egalitarian society with an
advanced welfare state and relative gender equality

Among the anti-Islamic agents is the Norwegianrigint blogger, Jens Anfindsen
(2007) who criticises the state’s tolerance towdstlsm and its financial support to religious
associations and mosques. On the other hand, hecatég openly the implementation of
restrictive immigration laws as well as the preséion of the Christian cultural heritage and
the values and norms shaped by the humanist eafigtgnt project as a means to combat
against the Islamization of Norway. The followingtract demonstrates clearly his

perspective on “the Muslims within”:

We have the means of tackling the budding islantrabf our nation at our
disposal. First and foremost, we can simply restig immigration laws. An
essential step in that regard would be to followtha footsteps of Denmark
and tighten the conditions for family reunificatgonThis is something my
organization,Human Rights Service (HRS), actively works to promote.
Secondly, we can stop government support of org#inizs that support
Islamic terror. Thirdly, we can abandon the ridaug idea that all religions are
equal, and, consequently, the principle that digiens should be treated
equal. We can face up to it that we are a countith & specific cultural
heritage, that our values and the norms we waniptwld in our society are
shaped by Christianity and by humanist enlightetmeand we can
acknowledge that this is an heritage we want tosgmee. We can,
democratically, demand that those values and thusens, not those of
Medina, be preserved as the foundations for ouesodt shouldn’t really be
that hard to do. So it will be my conclusion that, presentthe greatest
threats concerning the islamization of Norway do stem from the I slamists
themselves, but from relativism, multiculturalism and political correctness

within our own ranks. (Anfindsen, 2007, p. 3-4)

Advocating the development of such “politics ofrfe@nfindsen reveals also his scepticism
to the cultural relativism of multiculturalism fampowering the legitimate argument of

respect and recognition of diverse identities inndy (Islam in this case). In detail, he
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criticises the political implication of culturallegivism with respect to religion, and thus the
establishment of religious tolerance and the eragmment of multiculturalism. Another
point worth mentioning here is the immediate asgam of Muslims with any violence
incidents as a result of growing anti-Muslim sermints among the larger population. In fact,
the controversial media coverage of the terrotitgtchs of 22 July 2011 remains a relevant
example in this regard because “before it becama ¢hat the perpetrator was a white ethnic
majority Norwegian and a self-declared “culturalri@tian”, the general tendency was to
assume that radical Islamists were behind the nvi@dé&acks” (Jacobsen and Leirvik, 2013, p.
499). Moreover, the increasing concern about “@dislam” and the “radicalization” of
Muslim youth is a recurrent issue in public debagspecially after the emergence of the
Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISt8) To counter radicalism, training programmes for
imamsas well as a programme for higher Islamic studie®)Ji® have been established
subsequently (Martensson, 2014, p. 23). With thmespurpose the Norwegian Ministry of
Justice and Public Security issued recently aroaqgtian against radicalization and violent
extremism with the purpose of improving its prewtive efforts®. Although these might be
good measures to some extent; nevertheless, Bdigg014a) bookAndersBreivik and
The Rise of Islamophobdraws attention to the tendency of the Norwegialitipians as well
as researchers to treat Islam and terrorism ag@nsévely ideological phenomenon, whereas
right-wing terrorism is primarily perceived as asb psychological phenomenon. To clarify,
Bangstad claims that the Norwegian public debatethe 22 July terror attacks, literature as
well as politics have ignored the ideology adopbgdBreivik, and rather focused on his
troubled psychology. Additionally, the Norwegianvgonment continues to support the HRS
through a budget increase of 80% in the last diatiget precisely for their long-standing
anti-Muslim advocacy.

On the other hand, “interreligious dialogue” rensaiell-established in Norway with
the aim of achieving mutual respect between differéaiths and life stances and
cooperatively addressing social and ethical issfie®@mmon concern; including the position

7 This refers to young people being radicalised gwidg to fight in the current war in Iraq and Sy(i2014)

¥ The Norwegian government wants to improve the gmeative efforts against radicalisation and violent

extremism based on the fact that:
There is a need for more information, more coopamaand better coordination of the efforts in this
area within Norway. The efforts must be improvedliffierent professional areas and sectors of spciet
The goal is to reach persons who are at risk dg asipossible and encounter them with measurées tha
work. This action plan provides a framework folaegeted, strategic effort in this field within Naay
(Counterextremism.org, 2014)

19 Bangstad, S. (2014b). Yes, Aftenposten: In an unprecedented... | Famlebnline] Facebook.com.

Available at: https://www.facebook.com/sindre.baad#posts/269335573257225 [Accessed 8 Nov. 2014].
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of women in the religious communities, the issuehofmosexuality, and the question of

conversion (Jacobsen and leirvik, 2013; Martens@2014; Siim and Skjeie, 2008). As a

matter of fact, in cultural and political debat€ristian leaders have in general defended
Muslim minority rights and supported their integriigainst populist assaults produced by
“the influential right wing/populist partifremskrittspartiet”(Leirvik, 2005, p. 7).

Islam and women’s oppression

Perceived as inherently oppressive to women, Muslittures and Islam are often
associated with patriarchal and even harmful prastin Norway as well. In particular,
discriminatory practices against minority women eoasidered as a “threat” to the gains of
Norwegian gender equality system. For this reas@mtopg recognition to a traditional
culture or religion is seen as having the poteritiakengendering harm to women within their
groups. With regard to such an understanding atimutstatus of Muslim women, the co-
founder and information director of HRS and jouistalHege Storhaug advocates
occasionally an increase surveillance of Muslim camities for the purpose of protecting
Norway’s most vulnerable females. She draws hemraemts most of the time on individual
experiences; including that of Kadra, Nadia andn@#y. Nevertheless, for many researchers
Storhaug’s position remains a mere reproductionthef Orientalist Othering of Muslim
women’s lives; especially that Islam bears no rasjmlity for customs such as arranged or
forced marriages, honour killing and female genitaltilation. In the same fashion, the
Norwegian media coverage of issues related to Missénd Islam is also perceived as biased
and controversial focusing mainly on similar issi@acobsen and Leirvik, 2013, p. 498).
Notably, voicing mainly the negative stories abbeing “a victim of one’s own group”
reflects the existence of a hierarchy of preferemmm@®ng some Norwegian media editors. To
put it differently, whereas certain voices remdiie@ively ignored, and even rendered silent,
the voices of individuals of Muslim background ihxed in critique of Islam are privileged in
the mediated public spheres in Norway. A reportigyNorwegian Directorate for Integration
and Plurality (IMDi 2009) revealed accordingly thatatters related to Islam and Muslims
are given disproportionately large media attentiantl that “Muslims are overwhelmingly
negatively represented” framing the overall disseuon Muslim community (Martensson,
2014, p. 22).

% These are three Muslim young women, from diffefeatkgrounds, who had shared publically their peako
stories about forced marriage and genital mutitatigth the support of Hege Storhaug.
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Regarding thénijab controversy in Norway, thiijab has been dealt with both as an
issue of individual gender equality rights and éhation to religious plurality policies. For
Siim and Skjeie (2008), it is also important thab“divisive public conflict has appeared
between feminist voices and voices from the mosdpe”334). To clarify, though some
activists view thehijab as a symbol of female oppression, and thus inctbipawith
Norwegian values; attempts to ban its visibility ihe public sphere were considered
ultimately a violation against the freedom of cleoias well as religion among minority
women. To illustrate, few individual cases of ptohon in the work place were rather
deemed as discriminatory under the Gender Equadityand the new Act against Ethnic and
Religious discrimination from 2005 (Skjeie and Siirg008, p. 332). Under those
circumstances, theijab has been accommodated with uniforms in the arhey health care
system, and customs, and there is also a hijabovecs uniform in a few work places for
instance in IKEA, and the Ulleval University Hosgditn Oslo (Jacobsen and Leirvik, 2013, p.
494-5). In fact, with reference to human rightspiples and matters of individual choice, the
state is supposed to recognize, respect and malikéc mpace for all women. With the
purpose of understanding the way the Muslim comtyunas been dealt with in Europe
generally and in Norway particularly, the chaptecome will be mainly about outlining the

key debates associated with secularism, multicligm and feminism.
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3 Theoretical Background

3.1 Introduction

Over the last twenty years, religion has been widebated in Europe. Indeed, it has
become a central issue in a variety of policy debah areas as diverse as citizenship,
security, employment, education, healthcare, jastamd human rights. Basically, this
unprecedented public presence of religion has ctetp&uropean states to revisit their
approaches not only on secularism and multicuigmal but also on feminism. As a result,
heated debates have given rise on the scope aloireef religion, its bases and justifications,
and the relationship between the secular natutbeoktate, democracy and women'’s rights.
Grounded on the fact that Muslim women in the Eseopsetting are affected in a way or
another by these debates, the chapter aims at npiresea frame of reference for
understanding and interpreting the standpointsfnterviewees. It provides an overview of
the different theories that help address religionrelation to women’s issues within the

secular and multicultural state.

This chapter consists of four main parts. At fidifferent implications and tensions
associated with the principle of secularism andticwlturalism will be traced drawing on
examples from debates and policies developed enger of European countries. Then, the
“multiculturalism versus feminism” debate initiatbgl the liberal feminist Susan Moller Okin
will be reviewed as a background to the discussimh®d with Muslim women in Europe.
Moreover, feminists’ approaches to Islam and Mushiomen will be emphasised including
secular feminism and Islamic feminisfinally, | will address the main issues and eletsien
of the postcolonial feminist theory and the standpdeminist theory as an introducing

section to move to the research design and theadelibgy chapter.
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Figure 3: Theoretical background
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3.2 Theories of Secularism

Secularism as a contemporary social and politgsle has been given different forms
and implications. In general, secularism refers“ddferent normative-ideological state
projects, as well as to different legal-constitnéib frameworks of separation of state and
religion and to different models of differentiatiasf religion, ethics, morality, and law”
(Casanova, 2011, p. 66). This implies that defirarfgecular state” varies from one country
to another depending on the significance a stat®sds to appropriate to the principle of
secularism. As a form of statecraft, separatiorwbeh religious and political authority is
adopted “either for the sake of neutrality of tietes vis-a-vis all religions, or for the sake of
protecting the freedom of conscious of each indigldor for the sake of facilitating the equal

access of all citizens, religious as well as nogi@lis, to democratic participation” (ibid.).

3.2.1 Secularism as “pluralism”

To begin with, one form of secularism refers unlgue a separation that aims at
favouring religious pluralism in a society whereeswne is equally respected. For the
purpose of protecting the free exercise of religitins tendency regards the external
manifestation of one’s religious or non-religiousneiction as a ‘secular’ practice, which
means that the state should not interfere in @ligi matters. This entails also that no
limitations on one’s freedom of religion and belaé to be imposed. “Indeed, “free exercise”
stands out as a normative democratic principldselfi” (Casanova, 2011, p. 72) Grounded

on this view, many European countries have choseimvest in the development of a

22



pluralistic and multi-religious space exerting ramstraints on the legitimacy to express one’s
religious affiliation in secular institutions su@s school, work and media. This particular
approach to religious plurality could be relatedame degree to the UK and German models.
Secularism, in this sense, supports freeddrndfrom religion. Thus, a secular state has the
responsibility for ensuring, neutrally and impditjiathe equal exercise of various religions,
faiths and beliefs. Obviously under this principidentifying a state with one privileged
religion in the increasingly pluralistic environmeof Europe is unacceptable. In this case,
secularism remains advantageous for the believhosevreligion plays a salient role in their
daily lives. At the same time, it is directed todsrchallenging religious privilege and
discrimination against persons of a minority fditddition or of no faith. In fact, “it was not
meant to deny the public character of religion, toutleny the identification of the state with
any one religion” (Modood, 1998, p. 394). Secularis this sense is rather about creating an

environment of justice and mutual consideratiostade of many faiths and none.

3.2.2 Secularism as “neutrality”

Secularism as neutrality, on the other hand, refers namely to every effort made by
the state to empty its public scene from any refegeo God (Taylor, 2007). The focus here
is on the neutrality of the secular public spheres and their separafiom religious
institutions and norms (Casanova, 1994). To helpta@ such neutrality, some politicians
advocate the privatization of religion. Thus in marccasions the secular nature of a state is
stressed as an argument to reject any demandscogniéon of minority rights. This
exclusionary version of secularism justifies significantly tlexertion of restrictions on
religious freedom, and, thus, the complete relegatf religion to privatised spheres
(Casanova, 1994). This perceptive accordingly enplthe fierce debates on issues related to
the visibility of religious symbols in the Europepuablic space. As an illustration, the Islamic
veil, hijab, is regarded as a threat to the core of the Freephblic since it challenges its
public order and democracy. Another example is didtaly and Switzerland. Both states
have implemented legal actions rejecting the pmseari crucifixes in schools, courtrooms
and other public buildings. Notably, the presentca sign associated with a given religion is
perceived as an indoctrinating factor, and theeefiorconflicts with the expected secular
nature of the state. To demonstrate, an educateanatonment should function in a way that

would not challenge the parents’ right to havertbkildren educated in accordance with their
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own philosophical convictions. This entails acdogtly that the presence of the crucifix, for
example, can breach the pupils’ right to freedomcohscience. The same argument is

adopted by Switzerland to ban the construction ioianets.

3.2.3 Secularism as “non-religious”

Different from the previous models, a radical apgto to secularism regards all
religions as unenlightened, anti-egalitarian anehesdlangerous for demaocratic politics. It is a
belief that has its roots in Karl Marx’s famouststaent that “religion is the opium of the
masses” and Nietzsche’s claim that “God is dead’this respect, the principle akutrality
is evoked mainly to argue that religion should geored and even abolished from ‘the
public’ given its irrationality and potential toeate conflicts. This widespread view has been
emphasised by the radical right-wing parties, egfigcafter the last terrorist attacks in
Europe. Consequently, an expanding literature h@spreted political secularism “to mean
that religious beliefs and discourse should beuslad from the public sphere and/or politics
and certainly from activities endorsed or fundedthiy state” (Triandafyllidou and Modood,
2012, p. 10). Secularism, in this sense, is undedsas synonymous to modernity, freedom,
tolerance and peace as it projects:

The perception of the progressive achievement oétéve secular modernity, offering
a self-validating justification of the secular segien of religion and politics as the
condition for modern liberal democratic politicsor fglobal peace, and for the

protection of individual privatized religious fremd. (Casanova, 2011, p. 70)

Grounded on this view, radical secular politicalaagements seem to “suit and favour the
private kind of religions, but not those that requpublic action” (Modood, 1998, p. 393).
Nevertheless, liberal states adopting such a disedior example through rejecting religious
education being destructive and irratiofaBre challenged by the tensions related to their

advocacy for freedom, equality and human rightd, secularism.

3.2.4 The Secularization thesis

1 Zembeta (2008)
24



In the sociology of religion, theecularizationthesis is presented by Steve Bruce in
God is Dead: Secularization in the Wé2002) as “a decline in the extent to which people
engage in religious practices, display beliefs atleggious kind, and other aspects of their
lives in manner informed by such beliefs” (p. 3gc6Blarization in this sense refers to the
process whereby “the sacred” has no longer itsifgignt neither in society nor among the
population. In fact, “the decline in the societalyer and significance of religious institutions,
and the decline of religious beliefs and practieesong individuals” are perceived as
“structurally related components of general proesssf modernization” (Casanova, 2006,
p.8). Consequently, people give the priority to thaterial over the spiritual and the profane
over the sacred in their lives; “based on a rigahdtomous contraposition of sacred tradition
and secular modernity, assuming that the more ef tme less of the other” (ibid. p.14).
Especially with the scientific and technologicalvadcement, the belief in God, as the
knower, came to be seen as backward and anti-mo@errthe other handthe secularist
genealogy of modernity was constructed as a trianplemancipation of reason, freedom,
and worldly pursuits from the constraints of rebigjl (ibid. p.11). As a result, there has been
an increasing interest in alternative spiritualtigsrceived as more modern, and thus become
the fastest growing religious forms in Europe. Aisar view is held by Taylor (2007) who
claims that secularization is accompanied “by a péacement of the sacred or spiritual in
relation to individual and social life. This newapement is now the occasion for re-
compositions of spiritual life in new forms, and feew ways of existing both in and out of
relation to God” (p. 437). To illustrate, Turne2) points out that “the new generations of
seekers find their inspiration in JRR Tolkief?'mythological world, from science fiction and
Star Wars. They are also drawn to Satanism, wigthand neo-paganism.” (p. 781).
Namely, the emergence of individualised forms awaddions of existence reflects an
emphasised concern wipirituality as a means for seeking meaning and happiness rathe
than traditional or institutionalized religions. dar those circumstances, the meaning of
“spirituality” has moved from “the shadowy realms of theology to beeaan'fashionable’
sociological concept” (Flanagan and Jupp, 200763).1In this sense, the concept of
spirituality focuses the relationship with the satr‘no longer from the point of view of
obedience to external authority but instead cestrg the freedom of the individual” (ibid. p.
170).

243 R. R. Tolkien (1892-1973) gained a reputationiny the 1960s and 1970s as a cult figure amonghgo
disillusioned with war and the technological ags;dontinuing popularity evidences his ability ke the
oppressive realities of modern life while drawinginces into a fantasy world” (J. R. R. Tolkie@02).
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Different from the previous point, this changingtura of European religion (or
spirituality) is explained differently by Grace DaW2000). To explain, based on historical
factors, and data collection of church attendanue articipation to religious activities,
Davie suggests that there is rather a tendencyalfeving without belonging”.The same
assumption is supported by Roy (2007) who clainet ih the increasingly secularised
Europe “society has gradually emancipated its@mfrreligion without necessarily denying
it” (p 15). To put it another way, most Europeampylation believe in faith traditions without
actually belonging to any religious communitieq1 this sense, individualization means the
variation and differentiation of lifestyles and rieg of life, opposing the thinking behind the
traditional categories of large-group societies-elhis to say, classes, estates, and social
stratification” (Beck, 1992, p.88). This accordipngxplains the corresponding rise in, for
example, the “do-it-yourself” or “individualized’elgiosity, seen as the result of a reflexive
process of identity construction. Notably, the ideh self-identity and the reflective
construction of theelfis developed by Giddens (1991) who argues th#tercontext of the
post-traditional order of late-modern societiese“thltered self has to be explored and
constructed as part of a reflexive process of coinmg personal and social change” (p. 33).
This continuous re-definition of theelfin response to social dynamics is referred to bgkB
(1992) as a “reflexive biography” that is persopalither than socially constructed (p. 135).
Nevertheless, while Giddens (1991) takes the stahed religion is incompatible in
(post)modern social life (p. 109), Beck (2010) assescently that religion is an important
aspect of contemporary world where religiosity Based increasingly on individualization”
(p. 29). To recapitulate, while the power of ingitnal religion has declined, the interest in

individualized spirituality has increased.

Different from the previous views on the seculdi@a thesis, many scholars
including Jurgen Habermas (2006) emphasise thaideuexperiences a religious return into
its secularised societies, or “post-secular sotisyhe calls it. Accordingly, Habermas draws
attention to “the fact that religion continues tesart itself in an increasingly secular
environment and that society, for the time beiregkons with the continued existence of
religious communities” (ibid. p. 258). A point whrtnentioning here is that post-secularism,
as described by Habermas, and the increasing idatiobn with religion have no connection

with neo-fundamentalisfi in contrast to Roy (2007) who tends to combine the

% For Roy (2007) neo-fundamentalism is a productosftemporary globalization. It refers also to thebgl
aspect of Islam. It is not about identifying witheonation-state, but rather with the global Mustommunity.
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phenomena. This assumption is supported by Turmerhis article “Religion and
Contemporary Sociological Theories” (2014) wherebefirms that “there is ample evidence
of robust religious vitality, especially among yout(p. 783). A similar view is held by
Casanova (2006) who focuses the influence of Gipdiadn, presented as the incorporation
of “inter-civilizational encounters, cultural imttans and borrowings, diasporic diffusions,
hybridity, creolization, and transcultural hypheaas” on world religions that do not only
draw upon their own traditions but also increasingdon one another (p.17). This means that
people in their attempt to find meaning in varicarsd diverse traditions and beliefs, they
negotiate the sacred in newly manners with theratgsef territorial constraints. In fact, in the
contemporary context, the understanding of thgils viewpoints in the democratic public
sphere is important as religion began to competke what was believed to be a “process of
secularization” (Habermas, 2006). In other wordlg, increasing visibility of religion in the
public sphere challenges the secularization thesigcting a considerable change not only
inside secular states, but also in terms of thesdonsness of people. Then again, most
researches and debates have emphasised the ngidptoal dualities between religious and
secular groups and practices resulting in the faito capture the empirical diversity within
these categories (Turner, 2014, p. 772). In thlganme, avoiding the polarization between the
sacred and the secular remains a salient aspedtabdo be taken into consideration. In what
follows, a key element in the discussion of religim secular Europe is to be explored;

namely multiculturalism.

3.3 Theories of Multiculturalism

Both within academia and in politiceulticulturalismis a ‘polysemic’ concept that
reflects different implications, in different comrte and at different times (Triandaffyllidou,
Modood and Meer, 2012, p.4). At the descriptiveelemulticulturalism refers to the presence
of plurality in a given society, the belief thatlicmes and communities can coexist equitably
within a single country, or the various ways in @hithe state could recognise and support
this diversity (ibid.) In terms of political anddal rights, the very forms Multiculturalism take
vary significantly across different European regimas they relate to integration in different

ways (Modood, 2011, p. %) A central discussion underlying this politicalilpkophy is

24 Modoood (2011) categorises Multiculturalism intarieus modes of integration including; assimilation
individual integration, cosmopolitanism and multtavalism.
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mainly concerned with the group rights versus iilial rights. Basically, the appropriate
way to act towards cultural and religious diversitijghin a given state includes on the one
hand “individuals who are granted exemptions froemegally applicable laws in virtue of
their religious beliefs or individuals who seek daage accommodations in schools or in
voting”. On the other hand, this includes groughtsy‘as in the case of indigenous groups and
minority nations, who claim the right of self-detenation” (Song, 2014, n.p.). Important to
realize, multiculturalism remains a complex, cohntek and situated concept that is
continuously criticized and much questioned acriéasope. In this section, | will outline
some of the forms and manifestations of multicalism, namely as “assimilation” and
“inclusion”, discussing subsequently the “multiculilism versus feminism” debate initiated

by the liberal feminist Susan Moller Okin.

3.3.1 Multiculturalism as “assimilation”

Though multiculturalism, as a policy, was initialigtroduced for the purpose of
integrating the claim that different groups can malegitimate demands for public
accommodation of their particularities within a gvsociety, it was however adopted as an
assimilative strategy by some European countrieshis respect, multiculturalism refers to
the political discourse that is in support for tidty and shared identity of the nation. This
includes the common culture, and core values amohsavithin a society. The focus in this
sense is more on finding similarities than on allmyvfor differences. This means that
minorities should assimilate to the dominant cwdtiirthey are to be accepted in the public
sphere. Thus, individuals and groups distinguishgd‘difference” can be discriminated
against, and given the label of outsider or “othihin”. This model of multiculturalism can
be illustrated by the state’s “official promotioh a national identity, official national values,
compulsory language courses, clothing prohibitidest of migrants” (Triandafyllidou and
Modood, 2012, p.3). Countries such as France, Matiseand Denmark are examples in this
regard. A point worth mentioning here is that thesantries chose to claim democracy and
equality through invisibility and sameness in oppos to the view that support a politics of
difference to achieve equality. To clarify, thdifd)cs of integration supposes a predetermined
frame of social institutions and public values tdieth the newcomers are expected to
conform and assimilate. In the same way, the argtioieterrorism is frequently evoked by

political parties to encourage assimilationist agghes to what they perceive as a failure of
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the former multicultural policies. Avoiding the jatally damaged connotation of the term
“assimilation”, some politicians “have preferreduse terms such as ‘cohesion’, ‘integration’
and national identity while giving them an assittiMa interpretation” (Meer and Modood,
2013, p. 5).

3.3.2 Multiculturalism as “Inclusion”

Multiculturalism as “inclusion” emphasises mainlgldralism” and “the politics of
recognition” (Taylor, 1994). As a policy for pronmg integration, Multiculturalism is
associated with the political efforts to provideasg for racial, ethnic, cultural, or religious
minorities. It aims at fostering a diverse envir@mnthrough implementing policies that
respect the diversity and multicultural nature tsf population. This inclusive approach is
described by Modood as “creating a new, ongoing’ ‘9 of all the little, medium-sized and
large platoons that make up the country” (20123)pGiven that every citizen is owed equal
respect and concern, the state is supposed torgearaublic and legal recognition of all
forms of self-assertion. Hence, categories of tkfiee such as ethnicity, or religion are not to
affect the individual's rights and opportunities participating and accessing the various
sectors of society; “not just in law, but in regretation in the offices of the state, public
committees, consultative exercises and access hicptorums” (Triandafyllidou and
Modood, 2012, p 4). This entails that multicultisad as a public policy is more about
inclusion and fluidity than about domination or faninity. In fact, “it is a critique of the
cultural assimilation traditionally demanded byioatstates of migrants and minorities, as
well as liberal individualism that has no space dooups” (Modood, 2013, p.122). In this
sense, the demand for the accommodation of grdtgretices are the basis for multicultural
politics that are supposed to take into considematine “the equal dignity of all citizens” as
well as “the distinctive identity of every singlaogp” (Taylor, 1994, p 82j. Equally
important, the argument for inclusion is aimed lk&eping open the possibility of dialogue
and mutual influence” (Modood, 1998, p. 396). Actog to Taylor, equal opportunity
should be accompanied by negotiation, infusion iaeraction; meaning that the majority
should be open to be influenced by other cultuaad, vice versa (Ibid.). Such an intercultural
dialogue is meant to develop individual identitthat are “personal amalgams of bits from

various groups and heritages and there is no onendmt social identity to which all must

5 While Charles Taylor (1994), Bhikhu Parekh (20@@y Will Kymlicka (1995) emphasised the inclusidn o
race andethnicity, Modood (1998) extends the argumentdlgion, and in particular Muslims.
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conform” (Modood, 2011, p. 7). In this way, inteipa would be directed towards bringing
new communities into relations of equal respectadidition, Modood (1998) stresses that
“the goal of democratic multiculturalism cannot asitbuld not be cultural neutrality but,
rather, the inclusion of marginal and disadvantagexlips, including religious communities
in public life” (p. 396). It is a type of politicadeparation where the state does not identify
with or privilege a particular religious traditiobuyt rather protects the religious freedom of all
citizeng®. In this regard, “equality” is not about “samerigssit rather about “difference” and
“social justice”. A key aspect in this debate is ttonnection between multiculturalism and
the nuanced and dynamic understandings associateccencepts such as culture, religion
and secularism. This depends on for example théexbof a debate, the particularity of a

given group/individual’s demand, and the statetesgration policy.

3.3.3 Has Multiculturalism failed Europe?

Multiculturalism is one of the conflicting policiethat European societies had to
reconsider after the 9/11 events, the London andriddbombings, and their aftermath. As a
result, an expanding literature, both in academdhia the public media, has focused mainly
on examining the factors that have contributed batwhey would refer to as “the crisis of
multiculturalism” or “the failure of multiculturadim”. The key points of this criticism are
identified differently by the defenders of multitudalism, and those who regard the
implementation of multiculturalism as the main eafsr European states’ failure to deal with

their increasingly diversified societies.

According to Ggle (2012), the failure of multicultilism is primarily linked to the
absence of a common frame of dialogue and intera¢p.142). She maintains that achieving
inclusion is not just about cultural pluralism atiee politics of difference (ibid.). In like
manner, Meer and Modood (2013) view dialogue agrarality that is “missing in liberal
nationalist or human rights or class-based appexsic{p. 2). Grounded on this claim, most
tends of multiculturalism and integration policiase accused of entrenching resentment,
fragmentation and disunity (ibid. p.1). This isudtrated by their overemphasis on the
minorities’ duty to adapt and be part of the widemmunity while neglecting the importance
of “mutual integration” and an “intercultural” apach to plurality (ibid. p. 3). Another

relevant argument in this respect is associateld thi states’ failure to recognize and respect

6 Compatible with the definition of secularism afufalism” mentioned in the previous section, se2lp.
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the particular cultural identities of all citizen&s a consequence, a new intolerance towards
the categories perceived as the “other within” eyasr This intolerance is demonstrated in
the state’s exertion of resistance against theaoorirming “Other”; especially in religious
matters including théijab and nigab controversies. At the same time, the states’ famus
citizenship, visibility and identity issues “hasspliaced attention from socio-economic

disparities” (ibid., p. 1). A similar criticism islated to the politicians’ “politics of fear” and
the growing resentment against migrants; espediadige perceived as suspiciously as real or
potential threats to the wellbeing of European ettes. This includes groups such as
fundamentalists, jihadists, or terrorists. Reiniiogcsuch a rhetoric, and thus generating panic
and tensions among the people made multiculturalesroused even of “international

terrorism” (ibid., p. 1).

Whereas some have chosen to emphasise the sharg=oofi the various models of
multiculturalism, others have even declared itstiliyt as a political policy within the
European contexts of post-migration diversity. Thégw the recognition of difference and
plurality rather as an irresponsible and naivertsiee toward minorities. For instance, the
state’s accommodation of group rights may allow fimbers of minority groups vulnerable to
serve injustice within the group, and may, in dffegork to reinforce some of the most
hierarchical elements of a culture” (Shachar, 2qD12-3) As a result, the European states’
efforts towards more egalitarian environments Wwdl weakened. Another key point in this
discussion is the tensions between multiculturalesrd the feminism project; a debate that
was initiated by Susan Moller Okin (1999). In peutar, women interests’ are seen as
underrepresented in traditional cultures, and thog policy of accommodation of group
rights may cause these women harm and restrictiorput it another way, giving cultural
groups the legitimacy to decide over their memherdermines the differences and plurality
within these groups, and hence encourages interequalities; especially between men and
women (ibid.). To understand this conflicting redaship between multiculturalism and

feminism, the next section outlines the main aspetthe debate.
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3.4 Accommodating Diversity: a Debate

between Multiculturalism and Feminism

Recent minority groups’ demands for recognition d@neé accommodation of their
cultural difference in the public sphere have gatest considerable tensions between
feminism as and multiculturalism. These tensionsewsitially highlighted by many feminist
critics who view some group norms and practicep@wessive especially with respect to
issues of gender and sexuality. To clarify, thebfsm with multiculturalism, as “inclusiof”,
lies in the fact that it may conflict with one diet important feminist gains; namely the

principle of gender equality. To put it differently

Extending special protections and accommodatiopstearchal cultural communities
may help reinforce gender inequality within thesenmunities. Examples include
conflicts over polygamy, arranged marriage, the loan headscarves in France,
“cultural defenses” in criminal law, accommodatiredigious law or customary law

within the dominant legal system, and self-govemimeghts for indigenous

communities that deny equality to women in certaspects (Deveaux 2006, Phillips
2007, Shachar 2001, Song 2007) (Song, 2014, n.p.).

Mainly, as some cultural practices have confliongth the European states’ commitment to
gender equality and women’s human rights on thehamel, and the necessity to respect and
accommodate diversity on the other. Even though lagproaches struggle initially for
equality and the protection of women’s as well asamty rights, “their different particular
concerns put them at odds” (Kukathas, 2001, p. &pecially with the discourse of
feminism versus multiculturalism, each term is saggul to exclude the values of the other.
With this in mind, feminism is “presumed not to walthe rights of minority cultures” in
contrast to multiculturalism that is “presumed notvalue the rights of women” (Volpp,
2001, p. 1203). In other words, the conflict isvien feminism’s concern to liberate women

from culture and multiculturalism’s support andteion of cultural pluralism.

27|t refers to a model of multiculturalism that eragtses the accommodation of group-differentiatghitsi for
minority groups.
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3.4.1 Has Multiculturalism as “inclusion” Failed Mi nority Women?

Generally speaking, the feminist objection to mtsihds of multiculturalism is
grounded on the assumption that most cultures peafee patterns of oppressive treatment
and control over women. For this reason, the inm@fton of minority rights and politics of
recognition into the public is conceived as likélgrmful to vulnerable individuals within

minority communities, specifically women. The k&spect of this argument is that:

In many cultural communities women are denied H#raesaccess to education as men,
are subject to forcible genital mutilation in gothd, or are given no say in the choice
of marriage partner or in the question of whetlvemiarry at all. Moreover, in many
traditions, the recognized power of husband ovée Weaves married women without
relief from abuse within the honf&Kukathas, 2001, p. 87).

Such attitudes and practices are regarded as ngatmlaand discriminatory to women’s
equality and freedom. For this reason, minoritytungls are not to be tolerated (Okin, 1999).
In this regard, the focus on the feminists’ comnaitinto reduce differentials of power
between men and women are more important than #uhiocacy for identity politicg;

namely the individuality of each woman. A centrejument underlying this criticism is that
though multiculturalism gives minorities an unpmreeted opportunity to live as equal
citizens in liberal democracies, it however seriee$egitimize norms and values that are in
many cases hostile towards women. Another key peirdonnected to the misuse of the
principle of religious freedom to perpetuate thbeadination of women; a practice that has

been allowed for by multicultural policies as Jeys (2012,) points out:

In recent decades multiculturalism has morphed imuwltifaithism. Culture and

religion are being confused or understood as owketla® same, and governments in

28 Other examples include the covering of womeltygaomy and honour killing.

29 Definition of identity politics:
The laden phrase “identity politics” has come fgnéfly a wide range of political activity and thezirig
founded in the shared experiences of injustice eimivers of certain social groups. Rather than
organizing solely around belief systems, progranemagnifestos, or party affiliation, identity padial
formations typically aim to secure the politicatddom of a specific constituency marginalized withi
its larger context. Members of that constituencgeds or reclaim ways of understanding their
distinctiveness that challenge dominant oppressivaracterizations, with the goal of greater self-
determination.

Heyes ,Cressida, 2012, “Identity Politics”, Stadf@&ncyclopedia of Philosophy, access: 27 July 2014
http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/identity-polifigc
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states such as Australia and the UK are increasegrcising ‘multicultural’ policies

through religion or ‘faiths’ with particularly haifiol consequences for women (p. 77).

For Jeffreys, accommodating cultural diversity sedi as a pretext to introduce religious
claims that threaten to infringe women'’s rights.aksalternative, feminists, sharing the views
of Okin, suggest that it is unnecessary to implenaepolicy targeting minority patriarchy.

Instead, they maintain that such a liberating pgecean be incorporated under a feminist
policy conceived from a more liberal and universaispective. In fact, feminism is regarded
as more compatible with liberalism than multicudtism assuming that it advocates liberty,

autonomy, and equality.

3.4.2 Multiculturalism and Feminism: An Incompatibl e Relation

180

Correspondingly, the “Is Multiculturalism Bad foramen™" debate highlights these
tensions between group rights and women’s rightsenatearly. As brought forth by the
political scientist Okin (1999), feminism and maitituralism are incompatible given the
potentially harmful influence the state’s suppat minority cultures may have on women;
especially that “many of the cultural minoritiesatkclaim group rights are more patriarchal
than their surrounding cultures” (ibid., p. 17). Mover, she draws attention to the
inequalitie§' associated with the cultures that multiculturaligterates serving to reinforce
structural gender biases; a project which she viasvsunning counter to that of feminism
(ibid.). That is to say, the accommodation of triadil racial, cultural or religious practices
would function as a legitimacy to oppress minontypmen. An alternative solution to

demands from minority groups is suggested by Okind.( p. 22) as follows:

In the case of a more patriarchal culture in thetext of a less patriarchal culture, no
argument can be made on the basis of self-respdéicteriom that female members of
the culture have a clear interest in its presemmatindeed they might be much better
off if the culture into which they were born weréher to become extinct or

preferably, to be encouraged to alter itself stoaginforce the equality of women.

This approach suggests openly that liberal statesild acculturate members of minority

groups preferably by education, but by punishmehéemnecessary (Okin, 1998, p. 676).

%0 A debate initiated by Susan Moller Okin’s artitiie Multiculturalism Bad for Women”.
31 She mentions polygamy as an example.
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Then again, Okin (2005) clarifies that she shoutd be misunderstood, and she rather
advocates the importance of engaging minority womeany negotiations about group rights,
taking into account the plurality of their inter®sind concerns. This would consequently
allow minority women to give up the cultural pressmot to speak out for their rights, and

hence not to be forced to choose between theureutnd their rights.

3.4.3 Multiculturalism and Feminism: A Common Conce n

Different from the previous insights, multicultusah and feminism are interpreted as
having a common concern provided that both strufmieequality and recognition, and are
against subordination. Accordingly, Kukathas (20€dggests that “minority cultures should
be able to resist the encroachment upon theirtioadi including those that confine women,
by the dominant culture seeking to impose its akihg universal values upon all groups” (p.
87). This is also supported by the view that aaltdliversity and difference are to be dealt
with not through assimilation but rather by toleatand respect. On this regard, women
would not be required to follow a particular way Idé given that “many explicitly reject
liberalism as incapable of doing justice to theoral concerns” (Kukathas, 2001, p. 85). To
clarify, multiculturalism is conceived as compagiblith liberalism especially as it focuses on
toleration and the need to support freedom of @aiedividual autonomy and the state’s
neutrality. A similar view is developed by Pareki®99) who argues that “far from being the
enemy of women, it (multiculturalism) gives themique historical opportunity to pluralize
and transform radically the universally hegemonm &oringly homogenous patriarchal
culture that damages both woman and men alike7%p. This contrasts with Okin’s account
that was criticised heavily (Al-Hibri, 1999; Benhib}p1999; Honig, 1999; Parekh, 1999). To
point out some, Okin is accused of being judgmeatal one-sided as she focuses only on
minority cultures ignoring inequalities within West liberal societies. To illustrate, she
reinforces the claim thamancipations a “white Western” model that should be followed
we are to achieve women’s well-being. In additisunch reductionist liberal feminist thinking
depicts minority women as passive victims of thogipressive cultures, and hence in need to
be rescued by Western women. Besides, Okin is dedaas an Orientalist, imperialist and
ethnocentric. This criticism is also stressed lgyfdminist Judith Butler (2000) who declares
that “feminism works in full complicity with US cohial aims in imposing its norms of

civility through an effacement and a decimationoafal Second and Third world cultures” (p.
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35). Similarly, this fierce debate voiced in oppasi to Okin is also understood as “a
common fate met by outsiders who dare to critic@@ikathas, 2001, p. 88).

On the other hand, a commitment to equality intiangeof multiple differences and
power hierarchies is assumed to be achieved througgditing a balance between feminism
and multiculturalism. The possibility of integraginboth discourses is described by
Mookherjee (2009) as the development of “a multical form of feminism and a feminist
form of multiculturalism” (p. x). Emphasising clagfior equal rights, equal respect and equal
worth for all individuals and social groups, sh&ramvledges that “the meaning of feminist
justice, of multiculturalism and, indeed, of rigltan only be articulated by paying attention
to the interplay between the universality and aaltparticularity of human interests” (ibid.).
This idea is taken further by Kukathas (2001) asangues that since feminism and
multiculturalism stem from common concerns aboutaédreedom of men and women, and
of people of different cultures or religious traalits, both theori€$ should support “the value
of individual freedom, the importance of human dignand the need for toleration rather
than the suppression of difference or disagreem@ntB5). A similar view is strengthened by
post-colonial feminists and defenders of multicidtism who reject all approaches that
homogenize women as a universal category. Equatiyortant, they maintain that “the
assumption that women are by definition oppressedinority cultures can be traced to
several theoretical bases: the history of colosiali depictions of the feminist subject, the
limits of liberalism, and the use of binary logi¢Volpp, 2001, p. 1195). This tendency is
more elaborated in the next section about femiraach the different ways Islam and Muslim

women-related issues have been approached.

3.4.4 Feminism, Islam and Muslim Women

Religion has become a potent dimension of a numiferwomen’s lives in
contemporary Europe generating also concerns wildmninist discourse, and as a result
challenging its conceptualisations and grasp ofiesssuch as agency, freedom and
emancipation. Especially with the visibility of Mliim women in its secular public sphere,
concerns to reconsider feminism’s historical regctof religion were conceived as
intrinsically androcentric and oppressive (Stant#85; Okin, 1999). In other words, religion

has become to an increasing extent an issue aksttevithin feminist scholarship as many

32 Multiculturalism and feminism as both concernedhvé struggle for equality and the protection ofwem’s
as well as minority rights.
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Muslim women are rebelliously challenging westeberal notions about social development
and secular modernity. To emphasize the compl@fithiis debate, | will present an overview
about two different feminist perspectives on Islamd Muslim women; namely secular

feminism and Islamic feminism.

Secular Feminism

Some secular feministstend to theorize religion as totally repressived aelf-
alienating to women. As Stanton (1885) pointed earier “History shows that the moral
degradation of woman is due more to theologicaksstfiions than to all other influences
together” (p. 389). Such an approach accordingljcates a dichotomy betweeeligion as
being pre-modern, irrational and outdated, dechinism as equated with civilization,
modernity and liberation. Interpreted simply in agge terms, religion is perceived only as a
constraint ideologically and institutionally, ande@ the embrace of religious affiliations or
allegiances is viewed as a sign of false conscess(Castelli, 2001, p. 5). More specifically,
“this negative rendering of ‘religion’ is in manggpects an ironic handover from Feminism’s
own Enlightenment inheritance” (ibid.). To demoasty Okin (1999) views Judaism,
Christianity, and Islam as myths that namely attetagustify the control and subordination
of women. She also argues that they encompassatiaination of denials of women’s role in
reproduction; (...) characterizations of women asrlgvemotional, untrustworthy, evil, or
sexually dangerous; and refusals to acknowledgeéhensit rights over disposition of their
children” (p. 13). In the light of such an approdotreligion, Islam is also regarded as a key
factor in the subordination of women, and hencencabe compatible with the principles of
equality and human dignity. Moreover, Reilly (20-diaws attention to the assumption that
“regressive, gendered religious practices areyr@ally a problem for women in societies that
are ‘not modern’ (i.e. in or from the global Southho, within this logic, are generally
construed as ‘victims’ of ‘religiousness as differe’ or ‘religion as culture” (p. 20). In this
case, Islam is accused of promoting patriarchy,dgennequality, violence, and even
extremism. Such a depiction remains influential @awen intensified as Muslim women
(those visibly religious) continue to be associatgtth passivity or vulnerability especially if

they insist firmly on belonging to their Muslim comunity.

% | refer here to secular feminists who adopt a reigious approach and not those feminist who view
secularism as impartiality towards all religions.
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Regarding some secular feminists, thab is a means to control Muslim women’s
sexuality who are actually socialised to valuedenfale restriction, modesty and seclusion.
The same view is sustained by Hirsi Al{2010) who indicates that “such is the tragedy of
girls and women who by the strictures of their updpng and culture cannot own up to their
body's desires, even to themselves” (p.77). Tatpdifferently, she argues that though most
of Muslim women might appear to make choices armdsdins autonomously, they are not
actually autonomous. Besides, Muslim women arenofieen as complicit in supporting
patriarchy (Badran, 2008, p. 26). The same modéehimking simultaneously associates
religious visibility with political Islam, turningveiled women from unconscious and
submissive agents into dangerous agents that émrébhe security of democratic societies.
This point is also stressed by Hirsi Ali (2007) whbuticising Islam argues that “wishful
thinking about the peaceful tolerance of Islam cdnnterpret away this reality: hands are
still cut off, women still stoned and enslaved,tjas the Prophet Muhammad decided
centuries ago” (p. 347). As a matter of fact, tisisbmission versus threat” frame becomes
typical of most discourses on Muslim women. Toif)aReilly (2011) states that

Undoubtedly, much feminist scholarship at the sgetion of religion and politics has

roots in a liberal Enlightenment tradition epitoedzby a commitment to women’s

equality and human rights. However, despite ‘fremdof religion’ also being a

cornerstone of this tradition, because religiorfresjuently implicated in endorsing

subordinate roles for women relative to men andéwmful cultural practices, equality

and rights feminism tends to view religion primamis a threat. (p. 21)

Given these points, Western feminism, in genemlaccused of its failure to produce
appropriate frameworks for thinking through Islandifference, the fact that justifies the

continuous “Othering” and denial of Muslim womedamands and concerns.

% Ayan Hirsi Ali, a Somali-born writer and formeuzh parliamentarian. She is known for her hostilécism

to Islam. For instance, she states that:

Many well-meaning Dutch people have told me irealinestness that nothing in Islamic culture incitesse of
women, that this is just a terrible misunderstagdien all over the world beat their women, | anmstantly
informed. In reality, these Westerners are the ambe misunderstand Islam. The Quran mandates these
punishments. It gives a legitimate basis for abssehat the perpetrators feel no shame and arbawstded by
their conscience of their community. | wanted miyeathibit to make it difficult for people to looknay from

this problem. | wanted secular, non-Muslim peoplestop kidding themselves that “Islam is peace and
tolerance” (Hirsi Ali, 2007, p. 307).
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Islam Feminism

Different from the previous feminist accounts, msia feminism emerged in 1990s as
a new form of feminism that is occupied with Mushkmomen’s concerns in different parts of
the world. As stated by Badran (2002) “Islamic feisin has a role to play as it transcends
and destroys old binaries that have been consttudtkese included polarities between
religious and secular and between ‘East’ and ‘Wgpt'3). In other words, Islamic feminism
was concerned at first with deconstructing oriesaland contextualizing Arab women’s
lived experiences. Besides, Muslim women intellalstuand activists start challenging the
hegemony of patriarchal interpretations of Qe&’ran and theHadith assuming that the
appropriation of religion by men is the reason hdhts oppression to women. Grounded in
re-readings of the Islamic traditions, Islamic faisis were able to distinguish between the
texts themselves, and the interpretations that h@urpetuated patriarchal traditions. To
illustrate, Barlas (2005) reveals that “the Quriapeatedly warns against “following the
ways of the father,” which can be read literally metaphorically as cautioning against
adherence to patriarchal tradition, rule by thdadat or both” (p.99). She also stresses the
importance of reclaiming “the Qur'an’s integrity bgtaching God from sexual oppression” if
we are to challenge “culturally androcentric” andtriarchal traditions in Muslim
communities (ibid. p. 100). As a criticism to patohy within Islamic societies Mernissi
(1991) argues that “If women’s rights are a problEm some modern Muslim men, it is
neither because of the Koran nor the Prophet, m@rdlamic tradition, but simply because
those rights conflict with the interests of a malge” (p. ix). Equally important, this view
suggests that the discriminatory practices of sMuslims against women have no inherent
link to religion, but rather lie in culture and &ty constructed constrains. As a result,
interpretations from a woman’s perspective werei@dwith the aim of advocating freedom,
equality and social justice from within Islam (Bady 2008, p. 29). Specifically, feminists
“used Islamic modernist arguments in tandem witltulse nationalist and humanist
arguments during the 20th century to successfubiynpte rights to education and work and a
variety of other women'’s rights” (ibid). By so dginthey aim at introducing an egalitarian

version of Islam that would empower women.

Debates concerning religion and its connection émifism continue to raise
enormous concerns about the appropriate stratégiaddress women’s issues from within
Islamic framework. Other Islamic feminists on thteey hand have chosen to evoke secular,
socio-economic and political arguments in an attetopreform Islam for the favour of
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Muslim women (Moghadam, 2002). In this respectythelieve that the Quran should be
adapted for the purpose of accommodating a morktagan setting where “women would
have full access to economy, intellectual, andtigali participation, and men would value and
therefore participate fully in home and child cdoe a more balanced and fair society”
(Wadud, 1999, p. 103). In this respect, Wadud'dlitgp one-off prayer event that was
attended by both women and men is an example ahist's challenge to patriarchy within
Islam. Equally, this reformist position was congesby feminists like Moghissi (1999) who
conceives Islam as incompatible with the struggtefomen’s equality given its misogynistic
orientation. Nawal Al-Saadawi holds the same idea emphasizing the inutility mjagjing
religion in the feminist struggle for women's righin the same way, the Egyptian American
journalist Mona Al Tahawi argues that all religicar® intrinsically patriarchal and inimical to
women. She even disapproves Muslim women’s useminism believing that the kind of
“respect the choice regardless” argument wouldlré@suhe eradication and marginalization
of women’s agency. Similarly, Ahmed (1992) is eweptical to the contemporary “re-
veiling movement” as a counter response to moder@n the whole, advocates for this
reform-oriented feminist trend maintain that Islaem and must be reformed and stripped of
its patriarchal elements in order to guarantee lggdar women and men. In what follows |
will address the main issues and elements of plostied feminist theory and standpoint
feminist theory as an introducing section to mavéhe research design and the methodology

chapter.

3.5 Feminist Theories

3.5.1 Postcolonial Feminist Theory

Postmodern scholars in general are concerned wathding the views and norms of
the “Other” into research. Postcolonial feministgarticular aim at “de-colonizing the Other
from the social and political forces that colonisebjugate, disempower, and even enslave
those deemed Other in a global context” (HessefBibeavy and Yaiser 2004, p.19). This
approach to reality and knowledge production irt fesses Harding's (2004) emphasis on
the involvement of the neglected and frequentlgmsied voices in the development of

feminist scholarship, reconciling between theorg anactice. That is to say, the normative

%3She is an Egyptian novelist, doctor, and militaritev of Arab women's struggles.
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liberal accounts of human agency and the notioa sfingular model of woman informing
most feminist and political interpretations areb challenged if we are to make room for
other forms that have been frequently ignored arsrinderstood. Opposed to the notions of
the universal category of ‘Woman’ and the Westdeint of modernity, such approach to
research challenges also the singular model oattbtenomous citizen that silences the Other
being different. Besides, the fact that the natfrknowledge and truth “is partial, situated,
subjective, power imbued and relational” urges theonceptualization of the taken-for-
granted norms in the increasingly diversified, $@cand multicultural Europe (Hesse-Biber,
Leavy and Yaiser 2004, pp. 12-13). The princidlédifference” in this regard is important
given that it provides “feminist research with anslely complex view of the world and the
shifting environments that can be seen from withie research process” (Hesse-Biber and
Leckenby, 2004, p. 214). Grounded on this claira,rtfodel(s) of female subjectivity among
Muslim women can be investigated exploring thentipalar understanding(s) of agency and
liberation. This involves an attempt to developaaoount that integrates the recognition and
the validity of the Other’s viewpoints regardledswiat is dominantly accepted. Indeed, a
research informed by a post-colonial critique obwiedge production would be “attentive to
issues of difference, the questioning of social @Qwesistance to scientific oppression, and a
commitment to political activism and social justi¢elesse-Biber, Leavy, and Yaiser, 2004,
p. 3). Post-colonial feminist theory in this sememains a means to rethink the hegemonic,

universal and liberal models informing most femimsd political accounts.

3.5.2 Standpoint Feminist Theory

The feminist standpoint theory is an approach $ia@sses the situated knowledge of
the marginalised or neglected women, whose expmgerave been silenced under the
hegemonic social, economic and political discou(stzsding, 2004). It aims at giving voice
to those women who have been talkalout from privileged positions. Simply put, a
standpoint feminist perspective is meant to prodautebjective feminist scholarship that is
opposed to the “(...) adding ‘Otherness’ to maawein culture and the resulting desires and
fantasies about the “Other”™ (Hesse-Biber, and ¥gi004, p. 106). This suggests that
starting research from the lives of those directiynected with a given problematic, will
maximise the objectivity of the results. Hardindd@2) maintains in this respect that the

marginalised women’s position has given them thilssknd the tools necessary to detect
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social inequality and bias, and therefore they esgnt ‘fertiie grounds’ for knowledge
production. This entails that the social locatidrtte subject and the social construction of
knowledge are salient elements for the defining tioé¢ individual’'s perceptions and
viewpoints. In other words, the feminigthtersectional approach is significant for the
challenging of theuniversal models ofwomanhoodthat present “Women” as “coherent,
homogeneous group in which everyone has identitatests and desires” (Hesse-Biber, and
Yaiser, 2004, pp. 103-4). Intersectionality in tmespect refers to the interrelationships
between gender and the various aspects of ouritigenincluding religion. Such a tendency
facilitates the better understanding of the unigssrand singularity of the individual. In fact,
more importantly, the questioning of the takendmanted value-systems prevalent within the
feminist and political accounts are to be achiebgdthe use of the standpoint theory
elucidated by Harding (1987) as follows:

If one begins inquiry with what appears problemé&ten the perspective of women’s
experiences, one is led to design research for wofng That is, the goal of this
inquiry is to provide for women explanations of isb@henomena that they want and
need, rather than providing for welfare departmemtgnufacturers, advertisers,
psychiatrists, the medical establishment or thecjadsystem answers to questions
that they have. The questions about women ittt have wanted answered, all too

often, arisen from desires to pacify, control, expbr manipulate women. (p.8)

To put it differently, privileging the situated kwtedge of marginalised social agents would
challenge the presumed normativity of equality, homights and women’s freedom. Based
on this theoretical framework, women are given dpgortunity to express their version of
emancipation and negotiate their uniqueness intiosalao other women, feminists and
prevalent political views challenging as a redhét tadded in” research strategy (Hesse-Biber,
Leavy, and Yaiser, 2004, p. 11). Moreover, the @irto use the social “situatedness” of the
subjects of knowledge as a source for maximizingeailvity and help “to gain value-
neutrality in the results of research” (2004, p#-38). Such a research tendency attempts to
produce an epistemological informed perspectivaltieg from struggldoy women who have

been dominated, ignored or misrepresented.
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3.6 Summary

In this chapter, | intended to introduce the thgcaé background that framed my research
and approach to the various issues related to uherd debates about the presence and
visibility of Muslim women in European public spkeerand in Norway particularly. This
includes the different implications and tensionsoasted with forms of secularism and
multiculturalism. Additionally, the relationship(¥etween multiculturalism and feminism
were outlined moving to the feminist discourse slarh and Muslim women; namely secular
feminism and Islamic feminism. Finally, | reviewdtle main issues and elements of
postcolonial feminist theory and standpoint fentitii®ory as an introducing section to move

to the research design and the methodology chapter.
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4 Research D esign and M ethodology

4.1 Introduction

This chapter outlines in detail the research gjiate methods and procedures
followed in this study. With the purpose of jusiify the appropriateness of the particular
approaches | selected to address my research apgsthis chapter attempts to allow the
reader better understanding of my findings and lesimns. At first, | will present a
comprehensive overview of my research design imeudny choice of research topic, the
appropriateness of the methodology as well as tethad used for data collection. In the
following parts, | will elaborate further on thensgling procedures, how the data have been
recorded and managed, the strategies adoptedtiradalysis, as well as issues related to the
ethical considerations applied in this research. fés the ethical and methodological
challenges | encountered carrying out my reseamfil be reflecting on them throughout the

chapter; reflexively projecting my perspective(silany relationship to the subject of study.

4.2 Research Design Overview

Below is a list tracing the progress of my resegmadject (illustrated in Figure 3), and

followed by an in-depth discussion of the overaigess:

1. Preceding the choice of this particular researdjept, a review of the literature was
carried out to gain an overview of the debate orusNdn women” within the broad
areas of feminism, secularism, multiculturalism artdgration policies in Europe and
particularly in Norway.

2. Subsequent to the proposal defence, | acquirecoaapfrom the NSEF to proceed
with the research. The NSD approval process inbfilkng in an online application
to confirm adherence to criteria put forth for t@lection of personal information.

The interview protocol and the informed consentg@pdix B) were uploaded as well.

% NSD refers to the Norwegian Social Science Dataies which is “one of the largest archives faa@rch
data of its kind and provides data to researchatsstudents in Norway and abroad. Additionally, NS
resource centre, which assists researchers withideg data gathering, data analysis, and issues of
methodology, privacy and research ethics” (Norwe@acial Science Data Services (NSD), n.d.)
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Potential research participants were contactedugfiroFacebook, and those who
showed interest to participate were sent a copthefinformed consent in a private
message. Subsequently, participants were conthgtéelephone to decide on a date
and time for the interview.

Semi-structured interviews were conducted withNrrslim female students at UIO.

Interview data responses were transcribed and sedly

6. The presentation of the findings.

Figure 4: The sequence of research process

Choice of the
research
project

Project
proposal and
NSD approval

Participants
recruitment

Interviews
carried out
and
transcribez

Data analysis

Presentation
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findings



4.2.1 Choice of Research Topic

As a starting point, | conducted a review of litara in order to narrow down my
research topic and acquire the theoretical and adetbgical framework to guide the
development of my research proposal. More spetiyicthe focus of the review was to gain
a better understanding about a debate that hasdyaignificant attention both within feminist
scholarship and European politics, namely the wardiscourses on Muslim women and the
issues related to their religious visibility in thablic space. With this intention, | realised that
exploring the relationship(s) Muslim women (prebjséemale students at UIO) have to
religion in contemporary Norway would result in ra@ccurate perceptions on their concerns
and particularities. As a result, | decided to depea reflexive dialogue between Muslim
women py themselves) and some of those who have spokeneanbiehalf within feminism
and politics. Adopting a pluralistic, eclectic amdn-essentialist tendency to research, |
examined and problematized various positions in tHebate about secularism,
multiculturalism and feminism with the purpose davdloping new understandings about
Muslim women’s relationship(s) to religion as wels suggesting appropriate ways to
accommodate their concerns and particularitiesinAdll, this research introduces a discourse
that is barely represented given the growingly kecorientations of the European societies
that regard religion as either violent or misogynigamely the position of the “believer”
Muslim woman. With the intention of giving voice those women who have been most of
the time talkedaboutfrom privileged positions, this research drew oferinist qualitative

methodology.

4.2.2 Appropriateness of Feminist Qualitative Resea  rch

Driven by the concern to explore the voice(s) o tlOthered” (Spivak, 1994),
specifically Muslim women, who are most of the tineked about from privileged
positions, | have embarked on a feminist qualiatiesearch. One reason for this choice is
related to the multidisciplinary nature of feminstholarship that makes it a source of a
variety of methodologies as well as theories, thet fthat provided me with the tools
necessary to conduct a resea@mhandwith women. A point worth mentioning here is that |

do not identify specifically with a particular fenist school; nevertheless, | draw on different
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interpretations depending on the emerging themedsissues associated with the debate on
“Muslim women”. More importantly, | view my reseéras a contribution to the development
of feminism as it aims to challenge the alreadystaxg feminist writings on this particular
issue. To begin with, feminism informed my researcharious ways: including my choice of
the topic, my focus on women’s experiences and Kimel of research questions and
objectives | set out to explore, my emphasis orexefity and concern with power
relationships throughout all the research phases,nay attempt to produce an account that
would generate positive social change. This detnates Hesse-Biber and Leckenby’s
(2004) claim that “the theoretical perspectivesthuodological commitments, and method
process all engage cyclically with one another murieminist research” (p. 210). These

points are to be explained in detail subsequently.

Equally important, reflexivity remains a salientri@ist concern, and therefore | am
aware of my position as “an insider” researcher whares with her respondents the status of
belonging to a religious minority. In other wordsflecting on my relationship to the subject
of my research, | admit that my interest in thistipalar issue is not merely academic; it is
also emotional. Moreover, the kind of feminist urs@ndings, perspectives and theories with
which | identify are obviously influenced by thecfahat | am a Muslim, a Gender Studies
student, immigrant, heterosexual and married worAara strategy to remain reflexive | take
into consideration Harding’s claim that the resbkarcshould not appear “as an invisible,
anonymous voice of authority, but as a real, hisabrindividual with concrete, specific
desires and interests” (Harding, 1987, p.9). Thigjectivity, a distinctive issue in feminist
research, is illustrated in my choice of the topity literature review, the selection of a
particular sample and my overall approach to tiseaech. Nevertheless, my personal views,
beliefs and convictions have been under constantisg along the continuum of the research
process .This reflexivity is considered throughibwat paper.

Qualitative research, on the other hand, is defingdtrauss and Corbin (1990) as
“any kind of research that produces findings novad at by means of statistical procedures
or other means of quantification” (p.17). Given Kued of objectives, research questions and
the narrative | sought to introduce within the farsi scholarship, | found this methodology
an appropriate one. It guided the research prdoesat its phases; including my selection of
the subject of research, the method of data callecand my interpretive practice. This is

what Hesse-Biber and Leckenby (2004) underlineiaggthat “Epistemology, methodology
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and methods are not de-linked from each otherriatact in dynamic ways to produce new
knowledge and this openness itself is also chanatiteof how feminist researchers approach
their work” (p. 210). In this sense, conductingexploratory research through a qualitative
methodological lens enabled me to document my qpatnts’ perspectives through
influencing the type of data | needed to colleawh went by collecting it and the way |
performed my analysis. As | will elucidate in wii@lows, this approach helped me reach an
in-depth understanding of my participants’ insigtitsough the qualitative interviewing of a
number of Muslim female students at UIO.

To point out another key strength, this methodatf-collection and analysis allowed
me to capture the participants’ singularity, peedoexperience and thoughts as they were
given the chance to present their background, areltgeirown definitions of terms such as
freedom, emancipation and secularism. More signiftiy, they had the opportunity to
express their position(s) regarding the generaatdebn Islam and Muslim women within the
European as well as Norwegian setting. Indeedafipgopriateness of this approach lies in
the fact that it provided the tools to gain acced#® data and voices that have been
traditionally silenced within the feminist as wel the political discourses. As Silverman
(2006) put it, “one of the strengths of qualitatresearch is its ability to access directly what
happens in the world” (p. 113). In fact, by empbkig the “participants’ perspective”, this
tendency helped me “make sense of, or interpretih@mena in terms of the meanings people
bring to them” (Denzin and Lincoln 2005:3). Moreové helps “understand the particular
contextwithin which the participants act, and the influenthat this context has on their
action” (Maxwell, 1996, p. 17). For these reasons, a qualé approach to the issue of

Muslim women provided the ability to raise new digss resulting in new understandings.

4.2.3 Appropriateness of Semi-structured Interviews

Qualitative research can be conducted through iatyasf data collection techniques.
In this regard, Marshall and Rossman (1999) sughestthe data collection methods can be
classified into four types: (a) participation iretsetting, (b) direct observation, (c) in-depth
interviews, and (d) document analysis. Neverthelidggs choice of the appropriate method(s)
in research is primarily determined by the researshepistemological and methodological
perspective. As far as my research is concernegljiéwed theoretical perspectives drawing

upon relevant literature within the feminist anditmal discourses on Islam and “Muslim
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women” in Europe and Norway in particular. On thieen hand, empirical data was derived
from the participants’ perceptions of life, freedomomen’s liberation, the secular state, and
how they conceive the prevailing political as weedl feminist views on Muslim women. To

put it differently, in addition to the literaturewiew, that played an important role in framing

my research, | conducted semi-structured qualeatiterviews for my data collection.

Qualitative interviewing as a method of data cditet allowed me to explore the
participants’ awareness of the mainstream politidabates and the growingly feminist
academic literaturaboutMuslim women, and at the same time examine trasition(s) vis-
a-vis those who have chosen to talk on their befdlfs particular choice is based on the
assumption that “Qualitative interviewing has beanticularly attractive to researchers who
want to explore voices and experiences which tiedigwe have been ignored, misrepresented
or suppressed in the past” (Byrne, 2004, p. 182dcih Silverman, 2006, p. 114). Using
interviews as a research instrument offered a murabMuslim female students at UIO the
opportunity to voice their standpoints on this angodebate; through first presenting
themselves, the role(s) religion plays in theiesy and the way they choose to define terms
such as freedom, women’s liberation, feminism amdukrism. On the other hand,
participants were introduced to the different “dacupolitical as well as feminist views on
Muslim women, and were at the same time given thence to express their standpoints
regarding those who continue representing thentlaid concerns. | intended at first to use a
combination of methods of data collection giventthi@s strategy helps to balance the
limitations of each one. Additionally, | selectdaktinterview as the primary method for data
collection in this research for its potential tqoae a person’s perspective of an event or
experience, as maintained by Denzin and Lincol®820Furthermoret offers the researcher
the possibility to reformulate questions, clariffatements and even ask for additional
information.

Basically, for the purpose of answering my reseapabstions, | utilized interviews as
my primary method for gathering data. Another reasehind this choice lied in the fact that
it provided the possibility to obtain an in-depthderstanding of my respondents’ attitudes
and perspectives on different matters associatéd Muslim women. Indeed, “qualitative
interviewing when done well is able to achieve eeleof depth and complexity that is not
available to other, particularly survey- based apphes” (Byrne, 2004, p. 182 cited in
Silverman, 2006, p. 114). For instance, this paldéicmethod provided a direct, face-to-face

interaction with the interviewee; the fact that gawe the possibility to exchange views and
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perspectives and ask follow up questions to geetteb understanding of complex issues
emerging under the interview. To illustrate, whame cof my interviewees answered one
guestion saying “I try to be a good Muslim”, | hdte chance to ask her more precisely:
“What do you mean by a good Muslim?” In the sameg,wWwamanaged to get her personal
insight on “being a good Muslim”. In fact, qualitag interviewing reduces the possibility of
misunderstanding or ambiguity. It is precisely tbrs reason that conducting interviews
allowed me to better explore my participants’ owores vis-a-vis the on-going debates on

Muslim women within feminism and politics.

Conducting interviews as a primarily method forlecting data in my research was
also associated with my concern about exploringviddal’s self-definition, singularity and
personal viewpoints. On this point, Kvale (19963atéhes the qualitative research interview
as an “attempt to understand the world from thgest'ls point of view, to unfold the meaning
of peoples' experiences, to uncover their livedlavdr..)” (p. 1). Correspondingly, this
technique is compatible with my effort to break ¢l perpetuating muteness of Muslim
women’s voices given that it facilitated the capigrof their perspectives in their own words.
Besides, interviews remain “special forms of cosaépn” that enable both the researcher
and the researched to engage in an ‘interactiartelpretive activity” where “meaning is not
merely elicited by apt questioning, nor simply sparted through respondents replies”
(Silverman, 2004, pp. 140-42). On the contraryhlibe interviewer and the respondents are
active participants and contributors to the prouncof the interview data. The assumption

behind this view is expressed by Silverman (20@4fpdows:

Treating interviewing as a social encounter in \whimowledge is actively
constructed suggests the possibility that the wig@r is not so much a neutral
conduit or source of distortion, but rather a siteand occasion for, producing
reportable knowledge (p. 141).

Moreover, my choice of interviewing allowed me raoily to listen to the voices of my
participants, but also to see what might be hidaiesh silenced through other means of data
collection. This entails that “listening empowehg farticipant and engages the researcher to
be present” (Hesse-Biber and Leckenby, 2004, p) Bd€ulting in a better understanding of
how the participants make sense of themselvest gagterns, and their actions. In other
words, listening also involves observing the waysvhich the participant’s words are said,

her hesitations, periods of silence, and even deewolume.
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Qualitative interviewing can be time-consuming iengral, and therefore needs a
well-structured plan. Important to realize, thesgotential for bias in qualitative interviews
and so is the data analysis. To clarify, not abbgle are equally cooperative and articulate,
and some may falsify their claims either to projdet version of the person they wish to be,
or simply to please the interviewer. Even the resesxr may fall into bias through projecting
his/her personal views on the respondents; for @k@nh sometimes found myself directing
my interviewees to identify with the my personalidfs and claims. More importantly, it is a
method that requires a well-qualified, highly tedhninterviewer. Besides, | was aware of the
fact that “collecting information from a diversengge of individuals and settings, using a
variety of methods” (Maxwell, 1996, p.715) would ximaise the chance of developing a
more complete and accurate account. Neverthelegben constrains of time nor space (80-
120 pages) would have permitted such a researaeguoe. In the following sections, | will
reflect more on my sampling procedures and dafaatan method.

4.3  Sampling Procedures

4.3.1 The Sampling Strategy

Carrying on an exploratory qualitative researchwdnt for a purposive sampling
strategy that demands the selection of participaoterding to predetermined criteria. This
refers to the strategy in which “particular setingersons, or events are selected deliberately
in order to provide important information that dahé gotten as well from other choices”
(Maxwell, 1996, p.70). In my case, the focus waseaploring standpoints of participants
belonging to a defined community in a specific exit In view of that, the criteria for
inclusion included (a) age range fall between 18 ah years, (b) being female student at
UIO, (c) living in Norway, and (d) identifying witlislam. The logic behind this specific
selection was associated with the fact that all paeticipants belong to the Norwegian
Muslim young generation; a commonality that | regal as an important feature for the
development of a narrative about Muslim women & ¢ontemporary Europe. However, the
aim of this choice is not linked to the belief thileir situated position has given them the
skills and the tools necessary to detect sociajuakty and biases, and therefore are the
“fertile grounds” for knowledge production (Harding004). In fact, | was concerned with

Maxwell’s claim that “selecting those times, sajtnand individuals that can provide you
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with the information that you need in order to aeswour research questions is the most
important consideration in qualitative samplingidens” (1996, p.70). In the same way, my
research questions and objectives were answereddthrallowing appropriate participants,
“women from within”, to personally express theirrsien(s) of emancipation and negotiate
their uniqueness and position(s) in relation tagreh, feminists and the prevalent political
views. This appropriateness lies in their possessiknowledge and experience my research

required, and had the time and willingness to pipdite.

4.3.2 The Recruitment Process

A total of 10 Muslim female students, aged 18-@&3d from different bachelor and
master programs at UIO, were recruited mainly tghoa social media channel. However, my
two first participants were friends that | knewrfrany personal involvement at the mosque
and youth organizations. As for the recruitmenttigh social media, Bacebookpage titled
“Sisters in University of Oslo UlOhas facilitated the task. Immediately after pagtnnote
on the page introducing my research and my neegbddicipants, many students showed
their interest to participate. While some contenteith pressing the “like” bottom, or
commenting the post, others afforded to take partthe research with pleasure and
commitment. The direct encounter with participamias preceded by private message
exchanges vi&acebook To demonstrate, | sent individual messages terpiail participants
providing them with more information about the pasp of the research, and thus a meeting
place, time, and date was established for the coenee of the researcher and participant.
Under these conditions, the recruitment processt watoothly and | faced no difficulties
throughout the way. In fact, individual interviewgere conducted and all the participants
were given a gift in an effort to thank them foeithhelp. This gift was in the form of a cup

valued fifteen to twenty NOK.

4.3.3 Reflections on Sampling

Believing thatreflexivity should be “deeply involved in the writing of thesearch text
and the writing of oneself” (Hesse-Biber and Ledker2004, p. 220), | must admit that | felt
a sense of belonging and identification with myesesh sample and therefore it was
necessary to reflect on my position as a researcBeingan insider researchera Muslim

female student myself, can result in the emergehseveral biases, including the recruitment
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of the informants that I think would share my viesvslife, support and strongly identify with
what | have already in the mind. To minimize thegauat of my insider position, | took into
consideration other measures for recruitment. €arsbe illustrated by the fact that though |
have many friends that can be potential particjpantmy research; | opted for recruiting
people | met for the first time. Moreover, | formatéd a semi-structured interview that
incorporated open questions (....); a strategy thatvad me to examine and understand the
informants’ viewpoints and the distinctiveness lo¢it choices, as well as to reflect on my
insights and personal experience. Provided thainfpan “insider’”_ whatever it actually
means_ is not a straightforward route to knowingbicet and Mauthner, 2006, p. 40), |
continuously negotiated and shifted mgsitionalitythroughout the research process. To put
it differently, |1 conducted my research as an ongand dynamic conversation between my
position as a researcher, my theoretical perspctand the data collected. Indeed, what
made my relationship with participants less prolagmwas their awareness of the different
positions of the debate on Muslim women and thdiilitg to speak for themselves
assertively. Nevertheless, important to realizepbssibility of emerging blind spots remains

inevitable, and can influence their insights inaywer in another.

A further point is that most of the participantspeessed their appreciation to the
objectives of the project, which they found noveldaneeded, and they saw in their
participation an opportunity to express their stamdts regarding the way(s) Islam and its
conception on women are represented. Importanuestepn here is the participants’ great
interest in my research. This can be explainechbyfdct that | made use of a web page that is
assigned just for Muslim female students at UIO clvhineans it is a group that puts its
affiliation to a given religion in the centre, atiterefore it is logical that its members would
identify with the objectives of my research dealingh issues related to the presence of
“Muslim women” in Norway. However, the interestipgrt is that almost all the interviewees
had different ethnic backgrounds, and enrollediffei@nt fields of study; most of them were
born in Norway, while some came at an early agevirtidgprovided a description of the
sampling procedures utilized in the research, | pribvide a detailed description of the data
collection and analysis process that facilitated tfualitative exploration of this research
topic.
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4.4  Data Collection Method(s)

4.4.1 The Interviews Process

The interview questions were developed based ovique literature on the issue of
Muslim women within feminism and politics. With giaince from my advisor, the questions
were discussed, revised and modified until an viegr guide was developed (Appendix A).
This included a specific set of questions in aipaldr order to explore the participants’ self-
definition, version(s) of emancipation and theistitictiveness in relation to other women,
feminists and the prevalent political views held Muslim women. As a first attempt, |
interviewed a friend of mine (a test interview) égamine my interviewing skills and the
coherence of my questions. Prior to all the inamg, each interviewee was asked to review
and sign the informed consent required for parittgm in this research (Appendix B).
Accordingly, all the interviewees were promised mymity’’ and thus accepted to be tape-
recorded. At this instant, | conducted semi-stitedd person to person conversations in
English; the fact that allowed me to take notesdeuhe sequence of events and stress the
themes that appeared significant to my researchtigms. Most of the interviews took place
at UIO lasting from half to two hours. This depedda the participant’s time and willingness
to cooperate. Immediately after the first intervidhe audio tape was transcribed word for
word and reviewed to consider what main themes gedeand what needed to be improved
for the next interview. In fact, this was an onrgppractice throughout the data gathering
process. Hence, this strategy allowed the flexibilheeded to pursue new topics for
exploration as they appeared in the course ofriteeview. To ensure confidentiality, 1 gave
each participant a pseudo-name on the transcripieisas in my written account. Once data
was collected through individual interviews, audpps were transcribed, methodological
notes were written and then | conducted a detaitmitent analysis in order to develop a

coding technique of the pre-set as well as emeriffieges and categories.

4.4.2 Reflections on the Data Collection Process

37 All of the interviewees were given pseudo-names.
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As | mentioned earlier, reflexivity in the reseaqmtocess remains a salient practice
that should inform continuously the constitutivagas of the research process including data

collection and analysis. Namely, DeVault and G(@896) maintain that:

In the conduct of any interview research, feminrsisst maintain a reflexive
awareness that research relations are never siergeunters, innocent of
identities and lines of power, but, rather, areaglsvembedded in and shaped

by cultural constructions of similarity, differenand significance (p. 181).

Grounded on this assumption, it had to be awarth@fpower dynamics in research, and
therefore adopted a reflexive interviewing strategiablishing a non-hierarchical relationship
with my informants. This was achieved through canihg active interviews where “the
respondent’s (...), in collaboration with the int&wer, activates communicative resources as
an integral part of exchanging questions and arsweiolstein and Gubrium, 2004, p. 154).
For instance, my interview guide was organized imag that would generate collaborative
back-and-forth discussions. In other words, | idehto start with general and then more
specific questions as a means to encourage thieipants to reflect and negotiate their ideas
and understandings about different issues. To dstrain, we discussed first the meaning(s)
of ‘the secular state’ before moving to talk abthe secular Norway and the position of
women in such a state. The same strategy was dpgdaling with the different feminist
approaches to Muslim women; | referred first to i@as feminism and then Islamic feminism,
and finally participants were asked to reconsitteirtunderstanding of feminism and which

version they would support.

A further point is that | was positioned “in-betwéavith respect to the specific points
discussed, a fact that influenced every aspect yfinterview practice. Accordingly, my
personal background and feminist knowledge wereiocnisly embedded in the type of
questions addressed under the interviews. Besrdgdansider status sharing some identity
components, beliefs, and commitments with my infamte affected my capacity to engage
and communicate easily with them. This stand see&@d means by which | managed to
establish a certain degree of closeness to patitspand thus gained access to their
viewpoints. The most important is that ease andfedmas observed among interviewees as
they actively communicated their personal opiniand experiences. Nevertheless, my dual
role of interviewer and friend with two of my paipants whom | have known through my

involvement with Muslim youth activities in Oslcequired some distance and control over
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my thoughts, feelings and involvement in the diseus My initial intention behind this

selection had nothing to do with emphasizing thediof those women who | believe would
support my personal insights. Basically, | went flois choice believing that the interview
would not interrogate intimate details about theemviewees’ lives, and that this unique
experience would allow us to be self-reflexive @&aging our taken-for-granted thoughts as

friends who share various things in common.

Being aware of the risk of reproducing the domir@espectives on Muslim women, |
was shifting positions dealing with a research dantipat has been raised and socialized in
Norway, unlike myself. This specificity made me awvaf the importance of being more
attentive to their unfamiliar experiences and pectipes regardless of what | wanted or
expected to hear. For this reason, active listemergains a salient element of interview
research to obtain the information needed. Intedest an inclusivity that recognizes and
valuesdifference | sought to provide participants with “pertinemaiys of conceptualizing
issues and making connections” (Holstein and Gufyril©®97, p. 125). | felt sometimes that |
was exerting a kind of control over my interviewesther by directing the discussion in a
specific pattern or by emphasizing the details irtgod to me. Nevertheless, to minimize
power differentials in this regard participants &eactively implicated in producing
knowledge based on the claim that “all interviews anavoidably active meaning-making
ventures” (Holstein and Gubrium, 2004, p. 157). tHe next section, the focus will be on
introducing the procedures followed in the datalysis process as well as a reflection on the

whole process.

4.5 Data Analysis

Conducting a feminist qualitative research, | utmek a thematised analysis of my
data involving examining, comparing, conceptuatiziand organizing the participants’
interview transcripts into interpretive categoriesised coding to identify recurring themes,
key concepts, connections and contradictions irddta gathered. To illustrate, after looking
at the similarities and differences between pauéicts’ perspectives, | first grouped text
segments with similar content into separate categoand then managed to classify them into
major domains through a process of interpretatioth @ontinuous reflexivity capturing the
distinctive features of each domain. Importantdalize, though | was guided by my research

questions and implicit thoughts, | remained opeméw ideas emerging from the data with
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the purpose of gaining a deep and nuanced unddmstpof the groups’ standpoints and
insights. As a result and grounded on my revievtedature on the various issues linked to
“Muslim women” within feminist scholarship, in delea about multiculturalism and
secularism in Europe, and within the Norwegian erptl decided to divide my analysis
patterns into three dimensions: includitige personalthe feministandthe political. This
framework allowed me subsequently to first accotmt (5.2) the relationship(s) the
participants’ have with religion and how their peptions on life are influenced by such a
relation. Secondly (5.3), | was able to capturedifierent positions these young women have
regarding “feminism” in general, and the ways “MaoslWwomen” have been depicted within
feminist scholarship in particular. In the poliligeart (5.4), the interviewees were given the
opportunity to express openly their views on theysveheir concerns have been represented
within politics, their perspectives on the secudtate, and more precisely their insights with
respect to the accommodation of religious divergityNorway®. Indeed, my engagement
with the literature as well as the new emergenasdeas shaped my interpretations resulting
in a continual interplay between the data gathergdexisting theoretical knowledge and the
analysis. | accordingly hope that the logic of nmalgsis will become more intelligible in the

following chapters.

Figure5: The sequence of my data analysis

The personal

Thefeminists

The political

*® The diagram above illustrates the pattern followeBata Analysis
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Reflecting on the data analysis process, | was evilaat carrying out a feminist
research should be “driven by, and aimed towadgsire to challenge multiple hierarchies of
inequalities within social life” (Doucet and Mau#m2006, p.42). With this in mind, |
managed not just in the data analysis phase batlsughout the whole research process to
challenge power imbalances basically through dquisgice to my participants’ insights and
concerns. In fact, conducting a feminist reseachmainly about treating other women,
though in the “researched” position, as equal aodas subordinated. In this respect, |
attempted to introduce an account that would “caregsages of empowerment that challenge
the encircling of knowledge claims by those whoumgcprivileged positions” (Hesse-Biber,
2012, p.3); particularly politicians and feminisi&e point | am putting forward here is in
agreement with what Harding (1984) regards as “eensomplete and less distorting kind of
social experience” (p. 184) given that | am conedrwith the standpoints of individual
female voices speaking about themselves. Howewveresearch neither stresses the validity
of the “marginalised” and “oppressed” women’s agdsuas Harding claims, nor does it
privilege the viewpoints of a specific categorywadmen. The emphasis is rather on capturing
the personal perspectives of these young womerughraiving them the opportunity to
comment on what have been written or thought atimm. In other words, the purpose is “to
see what is there, not what we’ve been taughteethDu Bois, 1983, p. 109). This tendency

will be clearly illustrated in the data analysisapter.

4.6 Summary

In this chapter, | endeavoured to provide a réflexaccount of the research process
with the purpose of justifying my choice of designd research method to address my
research question(s). Describing the rationale noehiny choice of the topic, my
methodological approach, sampling procedures, tethoa used for data collection and my
analysis strategy provides aims at providing a gdotor the better understanding of my
findings. | have also discussed some of the etlioalsiderations and issues encountered
during the research process. In the next threetersgd will introduce my findings in three
parts; including the interviewees’ relationshipgad viewpoints on religion (5.2), and various

issues within feminism (5.3) and in politics (5.4).
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5 Data Analysis and Discussion

51 Introduction

This chapter discusses in the first place the icglahip(s) Muslim women have to
religion in addition to the various factors behirdeir identification with Islam in
contemporary Norway. The second part introducesrdorgly a dialogue between the
Muslim women, feministS and Islam. This includes their perceptions onefidtion” and
“feminism” as well as their viewpoints regardingetivays their concerns and interests have
been represented within both secular and Islammiriesm. The final section explores
subsequently the ways Muslim women'’s issues akedahbout within politics as well as their

insights on the position of religion within secukaurope.

5.2 The Personal: Situating Religion in the Life

of the Muslimah

5.2.1 A journey towards truth and Inner Peace

Various factors behind the increasing identificataf Muslim youth with Islam were
determined, exploring my interviewees’ relationgjpto religion in secul&t Norway. One
of these factors was mainly their quest for mearand inner peace in today’'s world of
individuality, consumerism and materialism; or whay be referred to as “late modernity”.
Simply put, my interviewees suggested that thequiodl understanding of the purpose of
human existence, through faith, allows a persopdsition him/herself within a variety of
different realities, and as a result find a stdtbadance and inner peace. Grounded on such a
claim religious belief or faith can be understo@dsaurce of strength and at the same time

gives meaning and purpose to the life of these gouamen. Thidfaith referred to in this

% This includes secular and Islamic feminists asl sl the perceptions my interviewees appropriated t
“feminism”.
“9| refer here to the meaning of the term “seculiim” as religious decline, see p. 24.
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context relates to what Ramadan (2010) identifiesthee state of confidence, peace and

balance and being at ease with oneself.

To begin with, Sardl}, questioning her position in relation to the pitwg “global
models of social behaviour and consumptfénéxpressed her scepticism to the mainstream
beauty standards that continue to define and walidasingular version of being “a woman”

as follows:

When you have a society with so much focus on thilke appearance and how
women have to look good all the time: women’s bgasialmost abused. It is almost
vulgarized. It is used for commercials. (...) and rotree years western society has
become more liberal in that sense. Today, it isnabito see women wearing bikinis.
So that has been a development of liberation of eoraven if that is not my

definition of liberation, but that is the way it fidbeen. And | think with that

development it would make sense if at the same yiowealso have the development

of a resistance towards that (Sarah).

This statement can be accordingly interpreted @aesamodern critique towards the grand
narratives attributed to the liberating projectrapéfied in this case by the beauty standards.
To clarify, Sarah’s position reflects a kind ofeefion to the commercialized model of how a
woman should be like, or what liberation stands for particular, she manifests a counter-
reaction to a lifestyle where the focus on womebw@dy and beauty standards are
exaggerated. Another point worth mentioning, insthégard, is Sarah’s critical thinking
towards the taken-for-granted preoccupation witinddy following the fashion trend,
especially as she distances herself from those wayp associate “liberation” with being a
“sex object”. This position may be also in agreemeith what Giddens (1991) refers to as
“reflexivity” being a defining characteristic of lahuman action in late modern society;
Sarah’s selective attitude towards the various fsoafebeing a woman around her. To reflect

more on this journey towards building ons@lfin today’s world, Giddens stresses also the

“L All my interviewees are given anonymous names.

“2 For Zembeta (2008), Globalization is seen by thmsting for cultural diversity as a homogenisimgde that
leads to “the formation of global models of sodi@haviour and consumption”, and therefore it presam
obstacle to plurality and it marginalises the narfoaming Other (p. 301). Different from this detion
Casanova (2006) presents Globalization as the pocation of “inter-civilizational encounters, culal
imitations and borrowings, diasporic diffusionsphlity, creolization, and transcultural hyphenatb (p.17).
See p.
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fact that people no longer rely on local knowledigaditions, religious guidelines, conducts
or observation of others’ practices to manage te@ryday lives. However, he adds that this
process is neither straightforward nor certain, #md is because choices must be made
between a range of options and possibilities (ipid3). Moving to a similar claim, Linda
argued that “Muslim women are definitely fed uplwiashion, and they are trying to be more
Islamic appropriate, and they know that the malteviarld is not really something that can

give them happiness, freedom, or anything in they"w

On the negative side, such an emphasis on faitlanaslternative to achieving
happiness over other material pursuits may beprééed as a mere reproduction of what was
transmitted to these young women by their paremtimited to the range of options available
to them. Nevertheless, the scepticism expresseshbgh and Linda towards the worldly and
material elements within society, and their selectpproach to the realities around them
illustrate rather a reflexive as well as rationafizperspective on life (Giddens, 1991).
Likewise, these young women demonstrate a libegaposition resisting sexism within
society. Linda clarified additionally that “we livi@ a consumerist society, so you just buy
things to make yourself happy, or just make yousBatl internally with products and
materials. (...) you get tired of this routine beeitsdoesn't give a purpose”. Under such
circumstances, these young women choose to redugligjion for self-identification and in a
quest for developing new adapted versions of “beimmen” in contemporary Norway.
Underlining the importance of internal satisfactieelf-confidence and pride, Sarah stated
that “I think | need an internal liberation; thatelarn to acknowledge my self's worth and
understand and have self-esteem”. Important tazeeas that this emphasis on “internal
liberation” is thus a kind of struggle that youngmen are enduring throughout their journey
to reconcile between their desires, belief in Altdie Creator”, and their internalized values
and norms within Norwegian society. Giddens (198&)ntains in the same way that gedf
is “a reflexive project” that has to “be routinetyeated and sustained in the reflexive
activities of the individual” (pp. 32, 52); and mbji in response to the social dynamics, and

the transformation of the structures and meanifgeds a continuous process.

Equally important, the aspect cbntextseems to play also a significant role in young
women’s identification with Islam. Likewise, onetemnviewee indicated the influence of
moving from a majority Muslim country to the mufaligious Norway on her growing

interest in exploring Islam. She narrated accogitiat:
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Well, | think before when 1 lived in (B' We were never raised very strictly Muslims
because in B., you know, like 90% down there aresliviis and they are not very
strict. You know they fast in Ramadan, they celebthe Aid and staff like that ...
they don't necessary pray every day. So, it is likearnt about Islam little bit in
school. But other than that, it wasn't, you knoughsa present part of my life as it has
become later when | moved to Norway. So, | thirteraf moved to Norway, | was 10.

| think | became more aware (...) You know, becauseerwyou come to a new
culture, a new place and your original identityriaybe threatened because you come
to a new society where people think very diffengnitthink that when it became more
and more important, and, like, | start becoming ena@ligious, like, my brother and
my mother as well. And since then it has increased played a part in my life
(Sarah).

This comment illustrates exactly how the settingeas influences the person’s identity
formation. It entails that moving to a host coyntngenders the need for reaffirming and
preserving the most vulnerable and endangered atsno¢ one’s identity; which is religion
in this case. Another important point in this rebarthe fact that in Oslo (a European setting)
religion has moved from being just about the penfamce of worship to a more
individualized reflection upon the self in its retem to God and its creation. As pointed out
earlier, spirituality in this context is more abdhé relationship one has with the sacred “no
longer from the point of view of obedience to ertdrauthority but instead centralising the
freedom of the individual” (Flanagan and Jupp, 2q27170). In other words, young women
are more concerned about “the believing” than abiet belonging” if we are to use Davie’s
(2000 terms describing religiosity among the youth imdpe. Nevertheless, concepts such
as “do-it-yourself religiosity” or “individualizedteligiosity are incompatible in this context
given that these young women are not creatingredtee or individualistic forms of religion,
but they are rather engaging in learning aboutrisia an attempt to assess what have been
transmitted to them by their parents, and betteletstand what they have chosen to believe
in. The same view is sustained by a research oriflugomen where the findings reveal that
“In fact, the quest to display ‘authentic’ or ‘reédlam encourages them out of the private
family to practice their religion through study gps, academic reading and internet forums
in the more public arena” (Vincedt al, 2008, p. 9).

“3 The country’s name is anonymous for privacy reason
“4 Davie’s claim of “belonging without believing” watiscussed under “the secularization” section pses.
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Much more interesting, reversing the position othfafrom a majority religious
environment to secular Europe exemplifies what G@§RO12) describes in her article
“Decentering Europe, Recentering Islam” as new dyos of encounter between Europe and
Islam. This contiguous contact and confrontatiotwen Europe and Islam is interpreted as
follows:

The location of this encounter, namely old Europebecoming a site of novel
experiences, where we can no longer speak of tatindi civilizations separated by
time and space. The discourse of civilizationafedénce does not, in spite of its
popularity, capture social realities and social gmaries that are shaped by
transgressions of geographic frontiers, by cultboatowings and hybridity (p. 668).

When Gole’s argument is looked at closely, it igartant to point out that she advocates a
new understanding of the presence of Muslims aad/igibility of Islam in Europe, one that
transcends the reductionist dichotomy of the “Wiessus the Rest”. This may be understood
accordingly as a reference to the fact that Islasioved from being a mere “immigrant” or
a “cultural diversity” related issue, to rather@anrelationship that young women (including
the born Muslims, the new converts, and those whewot observant Muslims before) are

developing to religion.

5.2.2 Forming the Self through Religion

As demonstrated previously, the greater numbentefviewees asserted their resort to
Islam in an attempt to understand and reform gsb an empowering experience that
provides meaning to one’s positionality in relati@nthe different elements present in their
lives; involving for example the parental expectas and the lifestyle structures. In this case,
developing theself in late modernity is created through choice, imdirality and reflexive
thinking (Beck, 1992). With regard to my interviesge several examples were narrated
reflecting different motives behind their consciaesurn to Islam; as they prefer to call it.
Notably, these young women have chosen to embadopally into a journey towards the
self setting aside assertiveness for reflection amdstigation as human beings not as Arabs,
Westerners, or Sudanese. On that account, onevieviere articulated her self-discovery of

Islam as follows:
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| came from a home that has a high level of edanatike my father is also a doctor;

my mother has been educated in economy and suafsthbo, we have always been
like: “you need to find things on your own” (...) dor me, it has always been: “Read
about it. Find out why. Be sure about it” So, whemeone asks you about it,
especially here in Norway. You have to be ablertswaer and not only say because

my Dad's Mum said so and my grandfather said ssh@i

With regard to this comment, one can interpret thaestigating the correctness of some
practises linked to religion, culture or traditiserves as a source through which these young
women shape continuously thaielf One may associate Aisha’s independent thought wit
the fact of belonging to a middle class family. dlarify, raised up by a well-educated parents
may be the reason behind Aisha’s rational appraeadtie. Nevertheless, this assumption is
limited since the same view is stressed by all nigrviewees who maintained that learning
about Islam have been part of their quest for itheahd personality formation. Undoubtedly,
living within a society with a plurality of beliefand multiple realities, engenders a set of
questions related to the different influential edents in one’s life; including agents of
socialization namely media, school, friends, theepts’ background, and the virtual world as
well. In an effort to balance and reflect upon thikse conflicting elements, these young
women found in their consciously chosen religiopeafectly flexible as well as adaptable
way of life. In fact, “Against local customs, antraestraditions, despotic patriarchy and daily
alienation, they are convinced that more Islam reearore rights and more freedom”
(Ramadan, 2001, p. 58). To illustrate, this indejeen quest for knowledge about Islam was

expressed by an interviewee who mentioned that:

So, you need to know where the red line goes aliatboys and girls interaction.
So, that is why we have to go back and read thai@Quead the hadith and all that.
That is why | think this generation that has beaised up in the West, is different

from other generations (Aisha).

Maturity plays also a significant role in this resp given the fact that the more
grown-up one becomes the more responsible andusdnig'she is about the future and life in
general. “A lot of people ask questions about: “iMsalife? What is the purpose of life?”
(...) and this results in that you go back to religlzecause you feel more confident in that
religion” (Nora). One outcome of Nora’s claim istmterconnection between understanding

the purpose of life, feeling confident and religigh point evoked earlier, this accentuated
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approach to life, among most interviewees, mayrmerstood as their internalization to those
virtues associated with feminine passivity, obedéeemnd submissiveness, which, from a
secular feminisf point of view relate to gender-based restrictinitin religion. With this in
mind, Muslim women are perceived as complicit ipgarting patriarchy. Another feminist
insight my interpret women'’s religious compliancetheir false understanding of their own
interests, and therefore consciousness-rdisisga key element in this regard. Nevertheless,
one of the main arguments against this assumpsiaha interviewees’ emphasis on their
conscious choice and autonomy as indicated by Yagrno stated that “the more mature one
gets, the more he/she learns and studies aboum.lSa, one understands much more by
himself. We are in a way born into Islam but, vemmot that much about it until we can
actually understand it by ourselves” The same poed also identified by Jacobsen (2011)

grounded on her research on young Muslims in Non8ag maintains that:

The young Muslims repeatedly stated that they vo#id Islam as the result of a
personal choice, this ideally having been madeatinnmal grounds, because Islam had
proven, after close scrutiny, to be the one trdigiom. (...) the ideal way of being
Muslim was thus one that realized individual fremgdslam should be followed not
out of tradition but because of an individual ameef choice baseiimar’’. That
individuality and free choice were guaranteed bgnhs was something frequently
expressed by young Muslims who, to make their poiwduld invoke the Koranic

saying: ‘There is no compulsion in the religion! §73).

Indeed, these are students that have receiveddtiecation within the Norwegian public-
school system the same way as the majority populakn that case, liberalism and individual
autonomy are key aspects behind their own conaemtidhe “good life”, and the decision
they declared is based on their selective revidmrthe different options in their lives
(Kymlicka, 1995). Besides, Most of the interviewessessed accordingly how acquiring
knowledge about religion helped them understandpiimpose of life. “They are seeking
knowledge about their religion and finding the lr@nd the purpose in their lives and then
identifying with the Islamic view of freedom” (Lird. The development toward freedom in

% | refer here to some “secular feminists” who relgaeligion as incompatible with feminism being
discriminatory against women, see p. 37.

46 «A tactic usually associated with the U.S. Womadritseration Movement (WLM) and other feminist-adsiv
groupings born in the late 1960s. (...) Grounded riacfical action rather than theory, consciousnassng
aimed to promote awareness of the repressed argimabstatus of women” (Consciousness Raising @spu
2000)

“"Imanis an Arabic word meaning belief or faith.
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this respect is associated with one’s relationstiip Allah, the creator, as well as finding
one’s assigned place in the world (Abouleish, 20T#)s explains somehow why most of the
interviewees have chosen to define themselves atugixely religious terms with a little

emphasis on their Pakistani or Algerian backgrouadsoint that was already highlighted by

a number of scholars. Ramadan (2004) for exampléiek that:

Above and beyond the diversity of their nationdltunes, the essence of their faith,
their identity, their being in the world, is thensa they define themselves on the basis
of points of reference that explain their sensealbnging to the same community of

faith and at the same time, more profoundly, rbett in the universe of Islam (p.9).

Equally important, globalization as well as teclogyl has made it easier for the youth
to access information and learn about everythinguding Islam. The same research evoked
earlier affirms that “their religiosity is constted, even enhanced, through technology,
especially the internet, and the educational oppdres available to them in an
individualistic liberal democracy” (Vincett al 2008, p. 8). To illustrate, one interviewee
claimed the following: “I feel that the old geneaat for example, that of my father and my
mother had the religion but they haven’'t been gitleat knowledge to ask more, find out
sources. So, | think that we are learning much m@fasmin). To put it differently, Islamic
scholarship is much more accessible to this youggaeration owing to advancements in
technology and communication. This includes the o$ethe internet as a source of
information about Islam and as a global network neh@ontact with other Muslims is much
easier. Moreover, the presence of Islamic SchataEurope who are consulted for opinions
on the most diverse subjects as well as the armaegeof workshops, social activities and
conferences related to Muslims in Europe plays lergarole in this regard. As one
interviewee claimed “access to information is veasy, and there are many people with
knowledge that come here and live here, and theglsgnglish. You know, it is easier to get
the knowledge” (Laila). “Yes, here in Europe, |lf¢leat young people are more gathered,
they have conferences and events about Islamnibre about knowledge” (Yasmin). Based
on the statements of both Laila and Yasmin, oneidantify a “new form of belonging”
among the youth; a belonging that provides a soaf@mmunity and support in a secular
context. Contrary to the idea of an increasing iithhalized” religiosity and knowledge
acquisition, and the progressive detachment frdigioes authorities (Imams and scholars),
these young women seek collectively to become kedgdable and educated believers.
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Through their involvement in activities and gathgs, they learn, share and negotiate
insights about what is “Islamically” appropriatehlagiour in the environment they belong to.
To recapitulate, through a journey towards the seld truth, these young women found
empowerment and freedom in Islam, and thus gaine@ monfidence and control over their
future. In opposition to the Occident conceptusiisa of freedom that went hand in hand
with secularization and liberation from religiomeédom within Islam is only realized when
human beings are neither “imprisoned in themse|vest “are a slave of nature”. In other
words, the believer's freedom is attained througpeeiencing “oneself as a spiritual being
and knows oneself in harmony with the divine spirithe world” (Abouleish, 2014, part 4).
Furthermore, these young students perceived thaisattign of religious knowledge as a
prerequisite for adopting a lifestyle that goes cham hand with their deliberately chosen
belief and at the same time with their aspiration®day’s world.

5.2.3 An “intellectual jihad” towards authenticity

Acquiring a proper Islamic knowledge was regardsechecessity to obtain freedom
not only from the materialistic aspects of life,tbalso from the crisis Muslims are
experiencing worldwide. Under these circumstanbsslim youth have chosen to embark in
an ‘intellectual jihad”*® for the purpose of reconceptualising the true rimepf Islam,
detached from what is presented in mainstream médhaa, for instance, explained that
“because, | feel that many Muslim women in Norwayribt have a lot of knowledge about
Islam and it is very important to know what youibeeé is the right thing. Islam is the purpose
of your life, so it is very important to have kn@abe about it, and act upon it”. In this sense,
knowledge is also understood to be isie qua nomelationship with faith, spirituality and
the well-being of these young women. In fact, kremige is a fundamental principle within
Islam as exemplified in the Prophet's saying: “sdelowledge from the cradle to the
grave™. This focused importance of acquiring knowledgenaintained by one interviewee
as follows: “But, | feel that this generation ikel more curious about learning about Islam
and knowing the rules, and why are the rules Itke? They want to know everything in

Islam” (Rima). Grounded on this belief, these young wormawe committed themselves to

“8 The true meaning ofihad in the Islamic tradition is “managing our naturaddividual and/or collective
contradictions, and seeking peace”(Ramadan, 20@0, n

“9 Hadith (a saying) from the Prophet Muhammad; feed from Arabic: (Nahj al-Fasahah, Tradition 327)
Payande, Abulgasim (133 Nahj al-FasahahTehran: al-Islamiyya Publication.
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the study of their religion as a basic means oiomalizing their conviction as well as

effectively transforming their lives.

Another point worth mentioning, for most of my intewees, knowledge acquisition
goes often side by side with their assessmentef grarents’ presumed religious practices.
Simply put, they are seeking an authentic Islanggdrfrom ethnic and cultural practices
emphasizing a commitment to find their own answengligious questions.

| think because a lot of parents follow culturer Egample, one from Pakistan
cannot marry a girl from Iraq because of the paelut, in Islam it is correct
(permissible). You can marry as long as he is Musknd also | think the
younger generation explores these things to shew parents: “see you are
not following Islam! You are following culture aritdis wrong” (Rima).
This quote accordingly indicates that the youthpasi@ religiosity that is more moderate and
universal, in the sense of being detached fromebiasaditional practices such as same-
ethnicity marriage, or exaggerated dowry. As resgddy Jacobsen (2011) “they orient their
religious practices in terms of what is perceivechalal ancharant?, rather than in terms of

their parents’ religious practice” (p. 371). Tordlg Laila underlined that:

It is like our parents have much more culture thanhave, | think, because we have
more the culture from here (Norway), because weased here. So, our parents have
much more culture that is like mixed with religiohile we have culture and we

have religion as two different things (Laila).

In fact, Laila draws a clear distinction betweeltune and religion; a distinction that is often
difficult to grasp especially for an “outsider”. @dlear example in this respect would be the
distinction between the Moroccan cultural traditmineatingcouscousevery Friday and the
obligatory “Friday prayer” that men are supposeditoin the mosque. With this in mind,
preparing the&eouscousn Fridays can be dropped, or even replaced bitmeegian typical
Saturday lunchiisgrgt. However, the “Friday prayer” remains a centralcfice in Islam that

is not to be negotiated under the umbrella of toalt diversity”, but rather in relation to the
principle of “religious freedon™. Important to realize is that these young womenifeat a

selective and critical attitude towards the premgilviews about the notion of thgood

*0 Halal andharamare Arabic words for what is legitimate or pergttand what is not in Islam.
*1 This point will be elaborated upon in the conaduschapter.
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Muslim within their (cultural) communities. Again, thisasdpoint can be understood in the

light of Beck’s (1992) theory omdividualizationwhere he states that:

Each persos biography is removed from given determinationd pfaced in his or
her own hands, open and dependent on decisiongpropertion of life opportunities
which are fundamentally closed to decision-makmglecreasing and the proportion
of the biography which is open and must be consttu@ersonally is increasing
(p.135).

Selfreflexivity in this respect becomes a continuous practiceugiirowvhich these young
women individually investigate the various normsl arays towards emancipation forming at
the same time their own singularity, distinctivenesid originality. On that account, Aisha
mentioned that “we are always adopting somethiag ighgood in western countries: which is
finding out things and, like, taking scientific ahdtorical perspectives to see things, learn
how to know what is the right source and not tightrione”. Moreover, these young women
are perceived as “modern” because they use alldfpeodern techniques of communication
and they are exposed to certain models of the aedf technologies of individualization
(Jacobsen, 2011, p. 368). Under those circumstaspa#uality and the quest for freedom

are searched for through religion, namely “autteénglam.

Equally important, this association between (latpdernity?, globalization,
emancipation and the resort to Islam was alsoe®lat the situation in the Middle Exst
“Education has of course a big role. So, | thinkha Middle East, for example, and what we
see today is because they know what is acceptablenat acceptable. That is why we see
these revolutior§ now” (Aisha). This liberating aspect of Islam isnar to Ramadan’s
(2012) argument when he pointed out that “In tleisse, Islam as a religion was called upon
to play a key role in the liberation and the poéti cultural, and economic future of the
Muslim majority countries” (p. 70). Additionallyhis tendency among the youth may be
understood as a new-born postcolonial reactionrdsvine discourse of the West, as the best
exemplar of modern civilization, especially in ané where “social realities and social

imaginaries are shaped by transgressions of geloigripntiers, by cultural borrowings and

2 Modernity and late modernity are used interchablyea

%3 |t refers to the Arab Spring: a revolutionary wadfedemonstrations and protests that took placBuinisia,
Libya and Egypt and other Arab countries. (Thisdregn 18 December 2010).

% |t refers to the Arab Spring as well.
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hybridity” (Gole, 2012, p. 6685. To recapitulate, these young women negotiateliversity
within their lives reflexively and from an in-betem positon constructing who they are and

what they stand for.

5.3 The Feminist: An Ongoing Debate

5.3.1 Liberation “ within and by Islam”

As mentioned earlier, the importance attributedrdtigion is also stressed in the
interviewees’ perceptions about freedom, autononmd/\@omen’s liberation. The key aspect
of this argument is the association made betwdkain, the creator, and his knowledge about
what is best for humanity and women in particul@®ne interviewee made the following
comment: “when Islam plays an important role inytifie, many of your opinions obviously
cohere with your religion. Also, | think Islam hgs/en me an increased understanding of
women's position and women's role” (Sarah). Theoetingly suggests that for these young
students living as women in secular Norway is dafipredominantly by religion. The same
view is articulated by Kenza when she stated thatien have, | would say, a very specific
role in Islam and it does affect me and what | doaaMuslim, | guess”. Similarly, Laila
claimed that “you know when you become more religioyou see that, as a woman, you
have a special role you should play, but it is i@ everyone should be the same”. Again
these statements reveal the importance of acqunetigious knowledge as a means for

seeking liberation from the worldly shackles thatynconfine or restrict their freedom.

Equally important, some of the interviewees poirdgatithat living Islam is an internal
and a personal matter, and thus it cannot be juthyedow one looks or dresses. As one
prophetic saying indicates “God does not look atry@ppearance or your possessions, but He
looks at your heart and your deedblafj al-Fasahah Tradition 719). This entails to some
extent that wearing thiajab for instance does not mean essentially being rpiongs, or more
religious than others. Farah formulated this p@omnprehensibly when she expressed her

viewpoint about the non-Muslims, or the non-obset\uslims:

%5 A quote evoked earlier, see p. 65.
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So, I do it for myself and if somebody maybe is ashin, but don’t follow this | don’t

want to judge them because | don’'t know their gitegOr, maybe if they are not
Muslims, and they go against these things, | caimiok badly about them. | am
liberated, but | don’t look down on women who areedtérn liberated. | become

irritated when people judge based on the appeai&acah).

An interesting point in Farah’s comment is her eagi on respecting difference and
diversity within her Muslim community as well asthin the whole Norwegian society. Her
concerned with living life in compliance with Isladoes not make her better than other
women who live differently. Another assumption diist view is that neither “Muslim
women” should be treated as a monolithic categooy,should feminists remain “blind” of
the importance religion plays in their lives. Tarify, while the donning of thkijab may be
for some non-Muslim women, or some femim&tequated with oppression, control and
restriction, for these young women it presentsah o communicate their femininity, to take
control of their lives independently and to rejectworld where women have to endure
categorization as sex objects. In this case, Hij@b becomes rather synonymous with
empowerment and emancipation from the oppressiviceso of consumerism and
materialism’. On that account, Yasmin Mogahed (2012), an iatéwnal lecturer and writer,
argues in her booReclaim Your Hearthat:
As Muslim women, we have been liberated from thisns bondage. We don't need
society's standard of beauty or fashion, to defimeworth. We don't need to become
just like men to be honored, and we don't needai for a prince to save or complete
us. Our worth, our honor, our salvation, and oungl@tion lie not in the slave, but in
the Lord of the slave (p. 123).

This tendency can be viewed correspondingly in eochian with the core feminist
values since it compasses models of female subifgcéind freedom of choice. In particular,
postcolonial feminism stresses the recognition #edlegitimacy of the different models of
“being a woman” regardless of what is dominantlgvadent, and thus becomes a means to
“de-colonizing the Other from the social and poéti forces that colonize, subjugate,
disempower, and enslave those deemed Other inbalgtontext” (Hesse-Biber, Leavy and
Yaiser 2004, p.19). Linda for example explaineat th would say that | found freedom in

* Such as Nawal Al-Saadawi, see p.40 in the thebapier.
" A point discussed earlier, see p. 61.
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my religion. (...) | see freedom as what the Creatys my freedom is .That is my freedom,
and that is how | felt my freedom was”. With thimghasis on the Creator, these young
women support the role and status the Quran arahisl teachings prescribe for them.
Different from the majority women within the Norwiag society, their quest for liberation is
rather ‘twithin and by Islam” living up to its ethics and values as thag understood to

embody freedom and equality between women and Agput forward by Sarah:

Liberation, in my context, is having the opportyrtid be the person you want to be,
the way you want to be, not feeling disrespecterhbge of the person you are, or the
person you want to be, or what you want to expriessiy context, yes, it definitely

means being able to be who you want to be anddpecged for that (Sarah).

Based on a postcolonial feminist theorising of dicea, autonomy and the human subject,
deviating from the Western hegemonic notions ohfgea woman does not make it any less
valid or less recognizable. Nevertheless, some tdesnsuch as France adopt certain
regulations that “denies veiled women’s agency kegksig to impose a hegemonic
Universalist model appropriated by secular feminj&ole and Billaud, 2011, p. 125). This
reflects accordingly a reductionist focus on onedelamf autonomous citizen, while other
differences are silenced or even supressed. Calyees common aspect in all feminism(s)
emphasises singularity as well as the importan@oélity as a universal value and a crucial
argument for advocating women’s rights. This metret a female emancipation that is
opposed to the prevailing right to not be covered eather be differently liberated is to be
respected equally. Farah argued accordingly thdi€tation means that a woman can do
what she wants and not be judged”. Resorting igiogl in this sense can be interpreted as an
act of feminist resistance and a liberating stradbht aims at eradicating domination in all its
forms. Basically, this liberating process encompassdeep knowledge about one’s worth as

a woman within Islam, and at the same time one&tjom among the non-religious majority.

5.3.2 Islam and the wisdom of restrictions

Regarding my interviewees’ insights on the restrictaspect of religion, and its
influence on their daily lives, most of them main& that it is just normal to live in

accordance with what Allah assigned for them as @rmriio illustrate, Linda argued that:
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The restrictions are actually good for you becahey are set by the divine, by the
Creator. So, they are actually good for you. Mayiel do not know why the
restrictions are good for you, or the wisdom behin&o, | would not even call it a

restriction. | just will call it the right way ofling (Linda).

The same view is stressed in Esposito and Mogak@ed7] bookWho Speaks for Islam?
What a Billion Muslims Really Thirfkarguing that “Muslim women do not regard Islam as
an obstacle to their progress; indeed, many mayitses a crucial component of that
progress” (p. 114). This is elaborated by Nora wlamed that “I actually feel that what is
not good for me is always prohibited in Islam.dtactually a good thing for me because it
allows me to think about myself and to have linfids myself”. Again, this submission and
trust in Allah’s will is voiced with confidence anmtide which demonstrates a strong belief on
one’s choice and conviction. In fact, believingtttizere is always wisdom behind all the
restrictions within Islam, these young women havesen to comply with Allah’'s
“‘commands and to seek knowledge and wisdom thatdderevealed and bestowed unto His
prophet” @nfindsen 2008, p. 442). The interviewees narrated accghgiseveral examples,
where their claims stressed human being’s needdotrol over one’s self and desires. For
Aisha:

There are a lot of things that you need to contras, of course sometimes Islam
restricts some of these desires, and | don't ttiiakit is a bad thing. It is a good thing
because sometimes it is not always a good thinfpltow your desires. It can be
everything from like eating chocolate to differehings. Like, sometimes | have this
idea of health and Islam. For me, your body is kkgift from God and you have to
take care of it. You will be asked about it. “Whigl gou hurt yourself by eating a lot
of chocolate?” (...) In Islam, it is not that you tadho it. But, you have a different

way to do it. Of course you can have a party, Ibus ia different way with your

%8 This book is the product of the Gallup World Poitiassive, multiyear research study. As part of ghound-
breaking project, Gallup conducted tens of thousasfdnterviews with residents of more than 35 i that
are predominantly Muslim or have significant Muslpopulations. Between 2001 and 2007, they explted
voices of Muslims globally on critical issues.

Gallup, I. (2008)Home page for Who Speaks for Islam? What a Billuslims Really Think [online]
Gallup.com. Available at: http://www.gallup.com/ps&l 04209/who-speaks-islam-what-billion-muslimdiyea
think.aspx [Accessed 9 Oct. 2014].
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friends, with girls, or maybe only with your familyhere is a different way. It doesn't

mean that the other way is wrong, or somethingsa).

In this sense, living in compliance with Islami@t¢tings becomes a “disciplinary practice”
that influences all the aspects of life; rangingnir health care, nutrition and manners to

sexuality.

Such an emphasis on self-improvement and refasigoms often interpreted as
submission, obedience and passivity within femiadtolarship. As a result, Muslim women
are accused of subverting the achievements ofeimenfst movement by submitting to “the
demands of religious institutions and religious hauties” (Souaiaia, 2008, p. 91).
Additionally, “by accepting the framing of womenssruggle within the Islamic discourse,
Muslim women are legalizing the limitations andtrietions imposed on them in the name of
religion” (ibid.). The point presented here demaaists the complexity of theorizing
“difference” within feminist scholarship. Indeedcaalemic feminists’ frequent failure to
incorporate “Muslim” women’s difference is explathdéy Lazreg (1990) as the result of
reducing “Islam to one or twsura™, or injunctions, such as those related to genigeafthy
and the punishment meted out to adulterous woméictkws also applied to men)” (p. 330).
To put it differently, Lazreg points out to theeliairy approach some feminists adopt in their
understanding of issues related to Islam, resulwogsequently in misquotations and
misinterpretations of both the Qur'an and Propheh&nmad's Hadith. This significantly
illustrates the clash between a support for a camernt to autonomy and a resistance to
woman'’s insistence on adhering to a particulagi@t grounded on the belief that this may
cause her a substantial h&Pnin other words, equating cultural discriminatpractices such
as the extreme cases of female circumcision, hokitlumg and forced marriages with Islam
presents a major obstacle to the understandingeofactual experiences of Muslim women.
As a matter of fact, the liberal definitions of rtex such as freedom and autonomy are not
always able to encompass the experience of theveeliwhose final authority of truth is
Allah. In other words, this aspired self-reformadhgh obedience and submission to “God’s
will” should be interpreted with more understandihge are to speak in the name of Muslim

women.

%9 Surais the Arabic word for the verse from the Qur'an
%0 Okin (1999), see p. 33.
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Another point in Aisha’s statement is the fact tiséam provideHalal®* alternatives
for enjoying life without being compelled to follotke mainstream, which according to her is
not necessarily wrong, but just different, and tlsbsuld be respected. Another important
point here is the individual’s responsibility toreand balance between the needs of his or her
own body, mindandsoul and this is actually through moderation. Somangxes from the

Qur’an are as follows:

{. . . Eat and drink: but waste not by excess,Athah loves not the wasters.} (Qur'an
7:31)

{...But say, 'O my Ratih Advance me in knowledge.’} (Qur'an 20:114)

{And keep your soul content with those who calltbeir Rabb morning and evening,

seeking His Face; and let not your eyes pass betler, seeking the pomp and

glitter of this Life; nor obey any whose heart Wavé permitted to neglect the

remembrance of Us, one who follows his own desiémse case has gone beyond all
bounds.} (Qur'an 18:28)

The three verses demonstrate subsequently theidodiis duty to be moderate in one’s
intake of food and drink, to enlighten one’s mihdough seeking knowledge, and finally to
take care for one’s soul through various kind ofrstgp and through striving to live in
accordance with Allah’s commands. Neverthelessse¢hemain ultimate goals for Muslim
women who also mentioned those moments of weakardsstruggle. In fact one of the

interviewees commented that

But then again, | can say that | have had thoseghis before and maybe | have them
again, you know. Where | feel like: “Ah, | woultké to do this, but | can't because |
have to do this and this instead, because | amdiuor | want to do something but
because | am constricted...” | have thought that efpre, but when | look back on
it, it is more that my way of thinking that was wgy and that my perspective was
limited. | was actually limited” (Sarah).

In addition to this continuous struggle for seléapline, there is an emphatic focus on the

cognitive limitations human beings have. To putlifferently, it is sometimes difficult to

comprehend the wisdom behind some restrictions asdie Islamic approach to the law of

%2 Rabbis an Arabic synonym dfllah; meaning God.
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inheritanc&® that seems challenging to the values of democsataieties when perceived

from a non-Islamic perspectives; whereas, for Muslit presents a reasonable system.

Even though conforming oneself to the Islamic noamsd ethics in the Norwegian
secular context remain an everyday challenge, mabshy interviewees interpreted these
constraints as logical since they are set by GuKinower. Again, Jannah argued that “No, |
don't feel that Islam is an obstacle for me. | fibalt it rather helps me. | believe that what |
have learned about being a women and the respgemtd for myself as woman, | actually
learn it from Islam”. Based on a postcolonial fersirapproach to knowledge production, this
personal choice, though taken on religious grourelsains legitimate, and therefore should
be respected. Such an approach stresses the eqoghition of diversity of paths, and rejects
“the one size fits all” notion of womanhdtidAnother important point is that while almost all
my interviewees were aware of the fact that othemen do suffer from all kinds of social
and cultural restrictions that have no religioustification, they indicated that they had never
experienced any form of discrimination. Bearingnmiind the previous arguments, one can
assume that postcolonial feminism provides the ipisg for any effort to deal with the
claims of Muslim women. It accordingly challengds tnormative narratives about the
“Other” as well as it rejects the single story abthe subject “woman” providing room for

alternative definitions and ways of being.

5.3.3 Transcending Boundaries: A believer's percep  tion on

“feminism”

When asked about their understanding of the wormifism”, most of my
interviewees argued that it refers to “advocatimgWomen's rights and women's equal worth
in society” (Sarah). At the same way, feminism &asociated with every woman that “fights
for her rights, and who doesn't accept being ogecedy a man” (Nora). In other words,
“feminism means that women have the equal rightstha opportunities in comparison with

men” (Linda). These arguments accordingly revealk tfnese young students possess an

% In Islam, a man inherits twice as much as a wo(resome cases). This seems discriminatory agaiostan,
and therefore it needs to be understood from withénlslam.

NB: the law of inheritance was just given as amepla of how difficult it is, especially for an oudsr or even a
Muslim, to understand the wisdom behind norms agulilations within Islam. For more information abthit
subject seeChaudhry Z. (1997 The Myth of Misogyny: A Reanalysis of Women's énitance in Islamic Law
Albany Law Reviews1 pp. 511-555.

% For more information about postcolonial feminfetary, see p. 40.
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awareness of the main concerns of feminism; inalgdvomen's subordinate position and
gender as a problematic category within societyerEthough most of the interviewees
demonstrated a well-informed interest in feminigwo of them avoided the label while the
others were critical to the fact thBminismhas been concerned with an advocacy for an
essential sameness between men and women. Toyclamida commented: “For me, it
means that women are trying to be equal to a mahelual in the sense that they have the
same worth, but they are trying to be equal in & that they are trying to be as men and not
embracing the feminism”. Similarly, all my interwees rejected assertively the idea of
“being like or stronger than man” articulating athveays of thinking aboutlifference and
samenesa&nd its relation to equality. As an illustrationisha equated feminism with the
“woman who does everything not to be a woman; tederything to be like the strongest
thing ever, sometimes even stronger than a manpanequal”’. Being sceptical to such an
approach, most of my interviewees acknowledgedwlmahen and men are equal before God
but different, and thus reject to view man as “gstandard”. Such a position can be
accordingly connected to Okin’s (1999) view @minismbeing “the belief that women
should not be disadvantaged by their sex, that #eyld be recognized as having human
dignity equal to that of men , and that they shdwdgte the opportunity to live as fulfilling
and as freely chosen lives as men can” (p.10). vie, Linda was rather supportive of
human dignity, equal opportunity and freedom claignihat “I don’t need to be like a man, to
behave like a man. | am different and | am happ what”. In this sense, the viewpoints of
these young Muslim women reflect a deep awarenkefisecfeminist tendency that aims at
deconstructing the social dualities that tend teilege one particular sex over the offieAt

the same time, they believe, from an Islamic peatpe that the principle of
complementarity is at the centre of the conceptibgender roles; a common principle within
the different feminist trends.

Another controversial point was maintained by twaeiviewees who viewed
feminismas synonymous with the Western lifestyle; the fattundressing women and
encouraging dating and drinking. This attributed beputation to feminism was articulated

as follows:

“(...) I think that the West is like “we need to fréee woman and like undress her”
(Laila).

% A central assumption within feminist scholarship.
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“Often when you hear about feminism and all thaisimore about being free, and
they often mean that you are free if you dresséeréain why. You are, | would say, a
kind of light-clothed” (Kenza).

In the light of these viewpoints, it seems thatr¢his often a link between feminism and
liberation in sexual behaviours on the one hand,@tween religion and piety on the other.
In the European context, such a perceived binangidn between the sacred and the secular

within feminism may be understood in relation wiitle secularization process. To explain:

When representations of personal identity shiéedy from Christianity from 1960s,
secularization advanced. The liberalization in séaititudes and behaviour and the
advent of feminism issues major blows to Christigigiosity. In the industrial period
women had been identified as the main carrierssapgorters of religiosity, so when
women accepted feminism and sexual liberalism tesrative resources for identity
construction, this was a significant setback far ¢hurch. Church attendance declined

sharply, and femininity ceased to be associatell piéty (Vincettet al, 2008, p. 4).

In contrast, these young students manifest a difterelationship to religion blurring the
boundaries between what have been assumed as daedjories (public/private and
religious/secular). As highlighted through the gsm, they are living out their religiosity not
just in private, but also in public, and thus engihiag their agency in that choice. Indeed,
“the non-separation of the body, the spatial, theiad and the religious is a major theme in
women’s spirituality” (ibid. p. 12). Correspondegntsome interviewees indicated that within
feminism women'’s interests and concerns have allvags defined from a mere Western and
singular perspective that does not take into camattbn diversity and difference among
women. In other words, feminism is seen as a mexjegion of the lives and the experiences
of white middle class Westemomen. To illustrate, “what is typical with Westeieminism

is that you are just like each other and nothinglifferent. Yes, just like that” (Aisha).
Notwithstanding, nearly all the interviewees expegsa relativist postcolonial perspective to
feminism arguing for the accommodation of the nemu$ concerns of all women regardless
of their ethnic, racial or religious differences.itiVthis intention, they called for mutual
respect and recognition of plurality within the egary “Woman”. In fact, they believe that
the voice of Muslim women is to be heard in alldtgersity. Then again replaciregjuality
with recognition ofdifferenceas a central concern of feminism is often criddis For

instance, Jeffreys (2012) explains that “the défee approach had made it very difficult for
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feminist theorists to question culture or religiwithout implications of racism being directed
to them” (p.86). This claim reflects accordingly iamplicit scepticism to cultural as well as

religious diversity within feminism.

Most important, other interviewees were in favolia@ommitment to social justice in
the hope to eliminate the social structures thatticae perpetuating injustices against not
only women, but also men, children and the noniomiig Other within. Rima argued
accordingly that:

(...) If | see a man being oppressed, | would dosime for him as | would do for a
woman or a child. It is more about justice; that yrave to do the right thing and try to
help people without thinking “Is it a woman? IsaitMuslim? Is it a man? Is it a

Christian?” So, | don’t have a definition on fensim, seriously (Rima).

This standpoint is defined by Barlas (2005) as égalitarian sexual praxis that will also
allow Muslim women (and men) to experience thertvas a liberatory force in their lives”
(p. 101) ensuring that no one is to endure injastic discrimination because of his or her
difference. To put it another way, the inability fio comfortably into the majority category
because of one’s race, culture, religion or classulsl not be an excuse to exclude or
marginalise certain women or men. Furthermorectimemon issue of the continuous struggle
against women'’s oppression and inequality was r@sed by most of the interviewees. They
maintained consequently that though living in a deratic country, there is still much to be
done in term of equalising women’s position wittsaciety. As stated by Smith (2008)
“women still face occupational segregation in therkplace, a gendered wage, ‘glass
ceilings’, overrepresentation among part-time anal Wage workers, the double burden of
unpaid care work and wage earning” (p. 131). A lsinview was held by one interviewee

who stressed the significance of feminism in comerary world:

Feminism is very important for me because althowghcall ourselves modern and
we have got our rights as women, yet there manyesgprve practices that we should
fight against such as sexual harassment and théhiicwomen are helpless and they
cannot defend themselves (...) It is important for tmevork on equality because
though women have similar education and work, taey still paid less than men.
Society has accepted that it is just like that, toit me. | am with equality both in
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work places, schools and in public. The worldas a&s it should be when it comes to

women” (Jannah).

Another key point in this discussion in this redpeche emphasised compatibility of Islam
with modernity, democracy, social justice and hunmgyhts expressed by a number of
interviewees. Barlas (2005) declares openly thatiy own case, for instance, | came to the
realization that women and men are equal as atrastlof reading feminist texts, but of
reading the Qur’an. In fact, it wasn’t until muchitdr in my life that | even encountered
feminist texts”(p.11). Similarly, these young womenderline the role Islam plays in
empowerment and social change. With this in mirdtytare more concerned about
reformulating concepts such Bseration andequality based on Islam, and not the opposite.
In fact, they identify growingly with Islam rejenty the mainstream standards that expect
women’s agency to take a certain shape in the @uiine can accordingly interpret the
failure of some feminists as well as politics todarstand and interpret Muslim women'’s
“journey” given either their marginalization of tleentrality religion plays in their lives, or

their inability to distinguish between faith andtawal traditions when dealing with Islam.

5.3.4 Muslim and feminist: a compatible combination

Realizing® that advocating feminism encompasses a varieiyeafs and perspectives,
the great majority of my interviewees chose to appate the term to their commitment to
religion. Being a feminist and Muslim in this redawas described as an advantageous
combination that would allow one to work for theusa of Muslim women'’s rights. Grounded
on an Islamic perspective to feminism, they suggksarious ways of adopting feminism. In
other words, the statements of most of my intereesvsuggest that they are for feminism on
the condition that they define its content and go&lor Sarah, challenging the cultural
practices that discriminate against women is ingodrtin this respect. She additionally
mentioned the possibility of reinterpreting somiansc texts if needed depending on the
correctness of such an approach to religion. Itiquaar, she maintained that:

As a Muslim feminist, | would work to free societsom the cultural norms that
oppress women and that have nothing to do withmisf@hat should be one of the

goals at least. And then secondly if it is so twatbelieve that some interpretations

% During the interviews, we discussed different fieisti positions regarding Muslim women.
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might be oppressive to women, | would want to cleatigt. Now, | don't know if that

is right because | don't know a lot about that #8ar

This includes the patriarchal traditions that aftero legitimated in the family milieu with
reference to Islam. For example, in some Arab cedttlnusband and wife are not supposed to
have prior contact before the wedding ceremony; dwar in Islam sexual intercourse is
immediately justified through the marriage contraah even more extreme example would
be that of the bride’s virginiyproof on the weeding day. This Moroccan traditisn i
described by Crapanzano (1985) as follows: “Thddi mother or mother-in-law rushes in
as soon as possible to inspect the wedding clatblémd and then dances out to the guests,
bearing it on a tea tray on her head” (p. 31). SQughstified practices have no support from

religion, but are rather condemned within Islamr. #his reason, Nora argued that:

They have to separate culture and religion. ManglMuwomen need a voice (...) |
am not oppressed, but there are many women in thk ¥orlds or Pakistan that are
also oppressed. It is a problem and they are Mgslltns not because of Islam, but
they are Muslim woman that are oppressed, and nienake misusing the word of

Islam. That is why we need women who fight forithights (Nora).

In like manner, Farah suggested that as, an abMi&im feminist, she would work with
Muslim women, especially in Muslim countries, witle aim of making them aware of their
honoured position and the rights they have witlslarh. This claim is in agreement with
Robert’s (2005) explanation: “It is not Islam tlegdpresses Muslim women; it is the lack of
knowledge or the lack of application of that knodge that oppresses” (p. 248). To clarify,
Rima pointed out that “In Islam a woman is realiyt pp because it is said that paradise is
beneath your mother’s feet and not your father.1See a lady without thinking that she is
wearing a miniskirt or a hijab. | have a lot of pest for woman, and that is because of
Islam”. Similarly, several examples of this kind r@enarrated by other interviewees, where
the claim reaffirms a collective struggle for emmoiwg Muslim women as well as
demystifying the prevailing fallacies about Islaffasmin for example argued that “I could
speak for Muslim women. | don’t call myself a femsin but maybe | am”. By the same token,
Nora conveyed the fact that “It is actually possiibr a Muslim woman to be a feminist
because you know your rights” Similarly, Rima ssexb that “I don’t think that it is a problem

to be a Muslim feminist. | would think that it is advantage”.

87 A tradition still used in some Moroccan rural area practice forbidden in Islam.
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Grounded on these comments, one can deduce thatdimeconcern of these young
women is to communicate that knowledge acquisiibout “the true Islam” is the means
with which to liberate women even in Western cotde®you can definitely be a feminist and
a Muslim because it is like you can just show hoangnrights we have in Islam and how a
woman is so much appreciated and honoured. Ikésvie had the rights a long before the
West. We just have to show how beautiful a Muslionvan is in the religion” (Laila). In fact,
they affirmed that Islam itself pioneered womernghts, an advocacy to freedom and justice.
A similar view is expressed by Mernissi (1991) wlagues that “we Muslim women can
walk into the modern world with pride, knowing thtae quest for dignity, democracy, and
human rights, for full participation in the poliéicand social affairs of our country, stems
from no imported Western values, but is a true mdrthe Muslim tradition” (p. viii).
According to Yasmin, “when one speaks within thedpean and academic sphere | think
that Muslim women should stand forth because th®m® of democracy and equality are not
synonymous for justice. Democracy does not givegh btatus to a woman”. In view of such
a criticism to the current position of women witllilamocratic societies, one can identify two
points. This may include the double burffethat some women are subject to as a
consequence of the modernization project that égpee individual to be independent and
self-sufficient no matter his or her capacities.ofkrer point may be the fact that some
democratic countries, as France for example, difitriminate against the non-confirming
Other. Under those circumstances, Islam is predeamethe best model to follow especially
with respect to women as Nora put it: “I think tifagou learn about Islam, you will find that
women have so many rights that have not been siowredia (...). Since | learnt a lot about
my religion and women in my religion, | have leathat women have many rights than it
seems to be” (Nora). Notably, some even went iogtifying Islam as a feminist religion
citing teachings from the Qur'an, and thus did se¢ any problem with being both religious
and hold feminist attitudes. To illustrate, Jannaintained that “| feel that Muslim women
can actually define themselves as feminists maaa tither women who are not so religious
because they have a deeper understanding of wisatatbe a women and what it is to be a

Muslim”. In this case, one can claim these younghuwomen are “modern” without being

% Refers to “the dual oppression experienced by womiko are both paid workers and unpaid homemakers,
wives and mothers in the household” (Prentice, 200Q45).
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“Western” (Ramadan and Amghar, 2001, p. 57). Modertme sense of being critical to both

the popular Western mainstream tends as well asgheental cultural practices.

Exploring the interviewees’ standpoints on thertstafeminists’ advocacy for the re-
reading of theQuran and theSunnahfrom a woman’s perspective believing that the
patriarchal interpretation of religion is the readoehind the oppressive practices against
Muslim women, nuanced views were encounters. Whdme of the interviewees were
sceptical to the idea, other appreciated it, andght that reinterpreting some issues in Islam
by women can be an interesting project. A centalure underlying this argument is that
though embracing Islam as a belief and a lifestyleans living up to its foundations;
however, many issues remain open to reconsideratiohljtihad®. This is exemplified in
Aisha’s scepticism to the limitation or prohibitioagainstwomen's travelling alor&
Describing her attempt to persuade her motheg stdted:

(...)But, for me when | want to travel, it is alwafgs a seminar, or for a work, or
something like that. She doesn't like it at allldlam, | know, there are examples.
| know, | am like reinterpreting... like if a womaravels alone, a lot of Muslims
say: No, it is haram and it is not allowed andfadit. It is not really that because if
you go back in Islam there is a woman who caméé¢oprophet PBH and said to
him: “I don't have any family and | want to go t@jHfor example. And then he
told her that: “every Muslim is a brother and 1580, that is an example. .. In
that time, it is understood that a woman couldaltel alone because just traveling
from one city to another was one of the hardesigsiand even here in Norway,
like 200 years ago, it is not really the safesaghi | think it is more about safety
that woman shouldn't travel alone. But | can't fsminething that is concrete about
that woman can't travel alone or live alone if stesafe. | think this part is
something that needs to be worked on. | don't thiak it is bad that woman can
travel if it is safe, of course, especially if ia$ something to do with work,
education and such things. So, this is somethimguld like that someone that is
well-respected to re-interpret it (Aisha).

®9jtihad refers to “a creative and comprehensive intelldatfart by qualified individuals and groups to dler
juridical ruling of given issues from the sourcésshari’ a in the context of the prevailing circuarsces of
Muslim society” (Kamali, 2008, 165).

" Such a prohibition is not mentioned in the Qurlamt it has been an issue of debate among scholars.
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This statement accordingly reflects Aisha’s reflexicapacity to question her mother’s
restrictive ideas based on her personal knowledge rasearch about the subject within
Islamic scholarship. It also reflects the openra#dslam to new interpretations suitable to the
demands and needs of individuals with respectéo fharticular context and circumstances.
In fact, “the issue of reform and renewal and tlebale about what constitutes reform are
nothing new and date to Islam’s early history” (#2009, p. 4). This means that though
the Quran cannot be modified, re-interpretationthw Islam has always been possible in
response to the changing of priorities and undeditgs offatwa(s)’* within context. Equally
important, some interviewees argued that it does matter if it is a man or a woman
understanding of th@uran and theSunnah because having the appropriate knowledge and
qualification for interpretation is more salienttims regard. They maintained furthermore that
this area of specialization is the work of the MusUlama and the experts in the field, and
not feminists. Linda for instance argued that:

They can be female Muslim scholars who can reingerihve Quran. |1 do not believe
that they should make it a woman's perspective rmaa's perspective. Either way, it
should be what the Quran says and what the Surayah So it doesn't matter if you
are a woman or a man as long as you are givingdirect information and the correct

interpretation. Islam is not about man or womars ébout what is right (Linda).

This means that being a woman would not affectntfeaning, and thus it should not be a
problem that the transmitters of Islam have beemijnanen. A point often overlooked in this
regard, is the role Muslim female scholars havggaan the transmission of religion: “Yes, |
think there have been Muslim women, | guess, franenvislam began until now” (Kenza).
All in all, when referring to feminism and Islam e@rshould be aware of the difference
between some Muslim feminists (secularists) whaehagypropriated western values and other
Muslim women who have rather produced a literatemonstrating the fact that Islam itself

pioneered freedom, equality and social justice.

" Fatwarefers to a clarification of an ambiguous judigaint or an opinion by a jurist trained in Islartaev, in
response to a query posed by a judge or a pringtérer (Shehabuddin, p. 171).
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5.4  The Political: A Religious Perspective on

Secularism

5.4.1 A discourse of denial: “the personal is not a lways the

political” ™

Discussing the various ways issues related to Muslomen have been approached
within politics, feminist scholarship, and in med@l my interviewees disapproved the
simple misrepresentations of women as “the pasgiettms” of Islam and its patriarchal
oppressive norms; a discourse they consideredunaiecand misleading. They demonstrated
accordingly a detachment from those who have stl#dtiemselves as the voices struggling
on their behalf; namely some public figutesin other words, they indicated that Muslim
women’s issues are mainly voiced, or confined eodhtsiders’ distorted discourse on Islam.
As an illumination, they pointed out some reasoeisiid the circulation of such a narrowly
construed image of Muslim women as secluded aedad victims of a misogynist Islamic
culture. On the other hand, the interviewees nedrageveral examples where the claim

reaffirms the opposite emphasizing freedom and agemvarious ways.

The tendency to exaggerate the negative aspegsnalier relations within Islam, and
to present Muslim women mainly as victims was pgegkas a result of ignorance and even
misrepresentation of their concerns in academiticygoand media discussions. Based on a
set of prejudices and Orientalist understandingsdiantends to depict Muslim women as
oppressed or mute victims, but hardly as agents dviterse realities. The same assumption is
highlighted by Jacobsen (2011) who clarifies thggridered ethnic and religious stereotypes
are central to making off Us from Them and assuomgtiabout the traditional and oppressive
gender systems of the Others have contributed tonga@ender questions the most contested
area of Muslim Otherness in Contemporary Norwagtc@bsen, 2011, p. 172). In particular,
the descriptions most interviewees provided to espitheir viewpoints about the mainstream
media and its depiction of Muslims suggests thateths a lack of correct knowledge about

Islam. Jannah for instance put it as follows: ‘@lféhat people have just prejudices and they

2 reversed the expression “the personal is palitito convey the meaning that my interviewees seimehow
unrepresented in the political sector.
3 As Hege Sorhaug for example, see p.19.
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speak just out of what they have seen in TV. Budythaven't gone directly to a person and
asked: “why do you have it like that? How are ylming? Are you abused home? Were you
forced to marriage?” So that one can get rid ofpirgudices” Farah similarly stressed that “I
don’t think the politicians actually know who Musliwomen are. They just paint the picture
and then say: “Yes, they are oppressed”, and thsly gtick to it. Yes, maybe some are
oppressed, but we are different like any other grouthe world”. Apparently, ignorance,
prejudices and misunderstanding appeared as exiglamafor the reason behind
misrepresenting Islam that, for them, needs togpeaached as a whole. To illustrate, Aisha
maintained that “in Islam, it is like a puzzle.yibu remove something, it just doesn't make
sense. But if you look at every part of it togethemakes sense”. For the purpose of giving a
concrete example, she explained that “Yes, | thivekmoment you start to look at only what
the women have to do according to Islam, of coymewill look at them as passive victims.
But, the moment you also look at what men haveatoydu will think they are also passive

victims actually” (Aisha).

A further point is that when the interviewees wasked to express their viewpoints
about the representations Ayan Hisi ‘Aland others Norwegian public figures, all of them
rejected the picture they managed to draw aboutliMusomen and their oppression under
Islam. The need and aspiration to occupy the pdgéne and gain popularity was mentioned
as explanations for such a position. In particdlsha conveyed that “If you understand how
they get famous, you will clearly understand whegyt are talking about. (...) | can say that
all the famous women here in Norwayalk negatively about Islam and that are Muslims
also. Often, they talk about the cultural part, thety are very bad at saying that it is culture
not Islam”. For Farah, voices such as Ayan Hirsi lie most heard in media; however, one
should take into account her personal backgrouratdbse we must not forget that some
Muslims are maybe following cultural things, or rbaytaking Islam too extreme. So, they
have like given her a bad view of Islam, and tBishie only Islam she knows”. Seemingly,
this entails that Hirsi Ali resorts to her expedennstead of a well-established knowledge
about Islam, and thus ends up mixing the way she ra@ed up, her childhood, family and
Somali cultural practices with religion. Ramadand &mghar (2001) point out that “the worst
enemy of the rights of women is not Islam but igmme and illiteracy, to which we may add

the determining role of traditional prejudices.” ). As an outcome, such women either

> Here she is mainly referring to Muslim women sastKadra, Nadia and Saynab, see p.19.
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continue to endure injustice, or embrace blindlg first alternative they come across.
According to Linda “the arguments that they arengsare not Islamic correct. They are
Muslims that practice honor killings or forced mage, but that is not part of Islam” (Linda).

Moreover, suggesting that liberation is only polesithrough apostasy, Hirsi Ali alienated

herself from many of the Muslim women for whom shaimed to speak on their behalf.

Speaking about them without accountability, Hirdi @007) portrayed Muslim women as

passive followers of a static religion. She maimgacorrespondingly that “By declaring our
Prophet infallible and not permitting ourselvesauestion him, we Muslims had set up a
static tyranny. The Prophet Muhammad attemptecdslate every aspect of life” (ibid. p.

272). As a reaction to Hirsi Ali's fierce attack dslam, the following series of quotes

highlight the interviewees’ sense of dissatisfactwith the media emphasis on propagating
generalizations about Muslims and encouraging Isf#mbia through such a reductionist
discourse:

“I think this is a way to be famous in media. Bezahey speak about the negative

issues that people like to hear and know abouts(Yia).

“They are given an opportunity to speak to the mastout how they think Islam is
wrong, but they never give the opportunity to Momsito tell how they think Islam is
the right. They get this power and fame since #reyex-Muslim” (Linda).

“You know, you have Muslim women that are makinge thomplete opposite
argument. Why aren't we paying them more attentham®, that people get a balanced
view” (Sarah).

Like if I go out to media and say that | have bbeeaten by my father or my husband,
and this is life as a Muslim, | will get much maa#ention than if | go and say | am
fine as a Muslim, | have a father or a husband Wvwes me. There are millions of
Muslims in the world and two people can't talk $oich a large group. | got to have a

problem to gain attention in media (Jannah).

Giving voice to one specific opinion at the expemdgeothers tends to legitimate state
intervention, reinforce the stereotypical views @abislam as inherently intolerant, and thus
gain prominence in public just for adhering to tfiscourse of power (Gole and Billaud,

2011, p. 133). Furthermore, challenging Islam pably, being the source of her oppression,
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Hirsi Ali (2007) clarifies that “Islam was like aental cage. At first, when you open the door,
the caged bird stays inside: it is frightened.ds linternalized its imprisonment. It takes time
for bird to escape, even after someone has opdredidors to its cage’(pp. 285-6). She
maintains additionally that “It takes a long tinedissolve the bars of a mental cage” (ibid. p.
309). But again this cage remains a mere represamiaf Hirsi Ali's family, culture and the
way she views life, and therefore it has no roomthe free and already liberated “other
within’®women. One interviewee explained that “they haw@egienced something in a
Muslim community and that is their opinion. | dosay that they are wrong in their opinion
or their experiences but | can’t relate to thadlhtl can’t say that | am oppressed, or | live in
a patriarchal society. In my home, my mother andfatlyer decide everything together (...)"
(Rima). However, for Jacobsen (2011) in contempopalitical discourse Muslim women
are categorised along the duality of “acceptabtet ‘ainacceptable” forms of Islam in order
to “police the border between religion and polititse religious and the secular” (p. 385). In
the whole, the majority of the interviewees argulkdt women who get their voices out
loudest are the ones who speak for the larger Muslommunity presenting a mere
prejudiced and a partial depiction, and thereftwautd be considered as legitimate sources of

knowledge.

Equally important, the issue of some politiciansl daminists’ failure to recognise
difference among women was emphasised often grounded onotigeldsting “tradition
versus modernity” dichotomy as an argument tofiustie West's duty to liberate and civilize
the “Other”. In the Norwegian context, practicestsas forced marriages and female genital
mutilation’’, thought to secure the oppression of Muslim wonmewe been in the agenda of
state policies. With this in mind, all the interwiees highlighted the fact that Muslim
women’s concerns are often oversimplified beingmyaequated with some customs that
most of the time remain irrelevant. Farah for exengut it this way: “I have to disagree with
them because | feel like if they are so feministeuldn’t they know that every woman is
different. | know that there are Muslim women whe @ppressed, but we can’'t say that
everybody is oppressed”. This mean accordingly tisang the label “Muslim women” to
initiate debates about issues that are most oftithe purely cultural, and are thus not
practiced in all Muslim countries misrepresent wanveho choose to be differentiated by

their religious affiliation, namely Islam. Importato mention is that “in line with the (neo-)

8| refer here to Muslim women who do not sharestime views as her.
" A point discussed earlier in the background amttecd chapter, see p. 13.
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liberal paradigm that constructs individual riglasd the free choice of individuals as in

opposition to, and threatened by, group identéies cultures, Muslim women are thus often
constructed as passive victims in need of ‘helrnder to proceed toward greater autonomy”
(Jacobsen, 2011, p. 172). This claim consequeRrpiams their scepticism towards Islam and
the cultural traditions that have been practicedtsnname. Notably, Okin (1999) claims

further that “discrimination against and controltbé freedom of females are practiced, to a
greater or lesser extent, by virtually all cultyrpast and present, but especially by religious
ones and those that look to the past—to anciems$ mxrevered traditions—for guidelines or

rules about how to live in the contemporary wor{@d’ 21). Among the issues that receive
coverage or generate concern are those used tondeate the alien and bizarre oppression

of women; includingsati’®

, dowry death, female genital surgeries, femaleanntide,
marriage by capture, purdahfoot binding and arranged marriages (Volpp, 2q011.208).

On the other hand, all my interviewees considenech spractices as discriminatory and
unjustifiable. Equally important to realize is “Thaea that 'other' women are subjected to
extreme patriarchy is developed in relation to th&on of Western women as secular,
liberated, and in total control of their lives” (M@, 2001, p. 1198). With this in mind, these
young students urged whoever wants to strugglevamen in general to be aware of the
danger of theorizing universal claims and conclusifust based on personal experiences or
viewpoints. For instance, Yasmin argued that “wom#ro struggle for other women should
know what we, as Muslims women, stand for actuallyey talk about us, but they don’t
know about us” Moreover, these young women stiesscéntrality Islam plays in their life,
and therefore they are against the idea of chalgngr abandoning religion to become free.
As a matter of fact, “the Otherness of Muslims &iam is constructed both as representing a
spatial and temporal difference to Us, Islam andslivhs are seen as ‘foreign’ to Norwegian
society, as belonging somewhere else” (Jacobsdr,, 20 173). Different for such a duality,
historical and social contexts remain salient fanven’s self-definition, their feelings and
their choices especially if we are to respect theerdity of women's concerns and

interpretations of worth, agency and freedom.

8 It refers to “the act of a Hindu widow willinglyremating herself on the funeral pyre of her deasbhnd”
(WordWeb, 2009)
|t refers to “a screen used in India to separatman from men or strangers” (WordWeb, 2009)
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5.4.2 Religion between “centrality” and decline in “secular” Norway

The presumed progressive decline of religious fselad practices, as a European
aspect of secular modernity, is actually challeng@ti reference to the standpoints of my
interviewees; Muslim female students at the UIO. rAsntioned earlier in the literature
review, the traditional explanations of EuropeanutaizatioR° refer either to “increasing
institutional differentiation, increasing ratiortgli or increasing individualism” failing to
capture the fact that “the religious and the secal® inextricably bound together and
mutually condition each other” (Casanova, 20061@l). Exploring how young women
relate and negotiate their relationship to religioran “assumed” increasingly secular setting
(Oslo), | realised that faith and spirituality pees a powerful and a motivating force in their
lives. This means that the assumption that religgaiapidly declining, as a related element of
the modernization project, is evidently irrelevanthis context. In the same way, the theories
that have equated religion with irrationality aretkwardneseremain a mere myth that has
been perpetuated without serious scrutiny or ingagbn. The limitations associated with the
secularization thesis are indicated by Casanowva.)ias follows:

Indeed, the most interesting issue sociologicallgoat the fact of progressive religious

decline among the European population since th®d,9%ut the fact that this decline

is interpreted through the lenses of the seculdmizaparadigm and is therefore
accompanied by a *“secularist” self-understandingt titerprets the decline as

“normal” and “progressive’—that is, as a quasi-native consequence of being a

“modern” and “enlightened” European (p.15).

Exploring my interviewees’ insights regarding thesamption that “there is an
observed increasing identification with Islam withihe secular environment of Europe”,
eight out of ten confirmed assertively the claimhilee one was not sure and the other
maintained that this is not a new phenomenon. Soirike apparent manifestations of this
growing religiosity can be exemplified in the gremimber of women donning théjab %in
the public sphere as well as the increasing intenedebating the presence of Muslims and
Islam in media, in politics and within academia. &€onfirmation to the reliability of this

claim, all my interviewees stressed the centrad religion plays in their daily lives, not just

8 The secularization thesis is explained in detaithe theory chapter.

81 Zembeta (2008), for example, claims that religiballenges the foundation stones of enlightenn{pn97).
He also adds that “religion is one of the agenofderationalism within education” (p. 298).

8 Seen as a social phenomenon related to religitiliatan
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in terms of spirituality, or rituals but also asvay of life. A point worth mentioning here is
that although not all my interviewees wetgabi womer®, they manifested relatively the
same centrality of religion in their lives. Thisveals accordingly that “living Islam” is not
necessary just about appearances or belongingsgeeific community, but mainly about
believing in the teachings of Allah. Notably, Islamas identified as a salient component of
their identity. To illustrate, this significance svaescribed by expressions such as “a huge
role”, “important part”, “the main focus” and “tHest priority”. One of the interviewees even
maintained that her life is “dedicated to religip@ihd that religion continues to shape the
person she is: “everything | do is about Islam. Yeato it for Islam: the way | talk, the way |
dress, the way | think. Everything is shaped bwnsl (Jannah) For these young students
living as “good” and “righteous” Muslims, strivirtg behave in accordance with Islam and its
teachings remains a lifelong struggle. This stragglknown by the termihad or mujahid
within the Islamic scholarship and it refers instikbntext to “a lifelong struggle to realize or
actualize God’s will in personal life and in sogie{Esposito and Voll, 2001, p. 29) In
addition to the worship practices of praying anstifay, religion influences their lifestyle,
manners and behaviours, and even the decisions rtfake. One interviewee made the
following comment: “Every time | face a decision smmething, not only big decisions, but
also small decisions, | always have in my mindgbestion like: what Islam says about it ? ,
what God would like me to do? What satisfies Him&uch things” (Aisha) This accentuated
increasing centrality of Islam in these young woiseataily lives is described by Ramadan
(2009) as follows:

Women are establishing a new relationship to r@figthe issue matters to them; they
feel they have the right to study it and ask qoesti and they offer new proposals
while striving to remain faithful to Islamic teadgs, to the higher objectives of the
message, without agreeing to remain confined tdittomal, literalist, or cultural

masculine readings (p. 231).

This quote accordingly outlines some of the aspettdluslim women’s relationship to
Islam; including self-exploration]jtihad and the challenge of literalist and traditional

interpretations of Islamic teachings.

8 Wearing the hijab does not mean that one is miogspor observant than the other.
Though the hijab remains a religious obligationaineéd by Allah (a principle confirmed by all Islarrscholars,
but not by all feminists) for some women it reprégsea fashion statement, or a mere transmittedioad
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A conclusion of all these insights is that thera i®vitalized religiosity among young
women; a religiosity that is pursued through thguagition of Islamic knowledge in quest of
meaning, inner peace, and the forming the self.SEmee finding is exemplified in thomen
and Religion in the West: Challenging Secularizatiwhere a number of in-depth qualitative
studies illustrate the different meanings and ¢meations of women’s individual and
collective spirituality as well as religiosity. ®hicontribution accordingly indicates that
women’s responses to secularization vary; includingse who abandon the traditional
church; others who join alternative spiritual conmties and those women who choose to
reclaim and/or renegotiate the traditional religiafVincett, et al. 2008, p. 7). Regarding
Muslim women in particular:

Bracke’s research indicates that in western coemtrhere religion was forcibly
separated from the state, high levels of religyositnongst young Muslim women
signify an assertion of an identity distinct fronmet dominant order, and a
contemporary and progressive version of the religibtheir grandmothers (ibid., p.
8).

Accordingly, this indicates a different truth abaecularization in contemporary Europe.
Indeed, associating secularization with the modeation theory is simplistic and
unconvincing as religion (Islam in this case) couaés to play a major role in people’s lives.
This contradicts, in like manner, with the scholat® equated secularity and modernity with
the death of God (Bruce, 2002), or with the emergewst non-religious spiritual alternatives
(Taylor, 2007). Although this may be true, but ive tcase of these young students they are
actually manifesting; what may be described as st-pecular or re-sacralised phenomena.
For Habermas (2006), Europe is experiencing aiogigyreturn into its secularised societies,
or “post-secular society”. In the next section, fleeus will be more on exploring the
interviewees’ understandings and views on “secait@riand the way a “secular state” would

operate in relation to religious diversity.

5.4.3 A believer’'s perception on “Secularism”

Exploring the interviewees understanding(s) of tsagsm”, the overwhelming
majority associated the principle mainly with thate’s non-interference in systems of belief

and worship, and thus the right of citizens togielis freedom. For example Rima’s
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statement reflected a deep awareness about seoulaas “pluralism” indicating the

following:
It is like if your state is a secular state thaam®that you don’t have religion in the state.
Like Norway has just removed the Christianity astate religion. But, of course the
individuals have their own religions, like diffetereligions, and you have freedom of
religion despite the fact that the state is sec@ar | think that wearing a cross or wearing
a hijab or a turban is a sign of a secular stateabse then you can see the diversity of
religions and not one religion; because if theestats the one religion, you have one main

religion (Rima).

Taking the case of Norway as an illustration, Rimmanaged to mention the main
characteristics appropriated to such a tendencstudimg Norway’s first step towards
disestablishment, the respect of religious diveraitd its manifestation in the public sphere.
To emphasise, one interviewee articulated her \8pecifying that “For me, freedom is to
believe on what | want and to practice my religisith no social constrains. To have the
freedom to work, study and do what | wish; withirtertain limits of course” (Yasmin). In
other words, she stresses everyone’s right to frémee lives in compliance with their
(religious and non-religious) belief systems, om ¢ondition that it does not trespass the basic
rights and freedom of others. Accordingly, the mmi@wvees’ position regarding secularism
can be interpreted in the light of the compatipilif Islam with a secular legal framework
where no particular religion is to be taken as tlmemative basis of its political order
involving the implications of concepts such aszeitiship, human rights and freedom of
religion. Significantly, Martensson (2014) mentiaghat according to the FIGE put forward
as mediator and ‘translator’ between Muslim comrtiesi and the general public, the
European Enlightenment itself has Islamic rootsl, thwerefore “Islam is theourceof modern
secularEuropean polities” (p.40). In other words, whileddom of religion remains a secular

principle, religion itself encompasses secular nmegnas well.

The neutrality of the state vis-a-vis all religiowsas also interpreted as a means to
protect the freedom of conscious of all citizengareless of the belief systems they hold
(either religious or non-religious). In fact, fdrelse young students a secular public sphere is

one that favours religious plurality, allows thesibility of difference, and respects people

® The Federation of Islamic Organizations in EuropéOE) is “a cultural organization, with hundreds of
member organizations spread across 28 EuropeagsS#dl subscribing to a common belief in a methoglp
based on moderation and balance, which repredentslerance of Islam” (Fioe.org, 2014)

95



equally. “For example, even if | am asked to betraé@and not show any political or religious
symbol, | think that it won't work because | cdive without showing Islam; my religion and
my ethnicity that are big parts of me” (Jannah)sTimeans that confining secularism with the
neutrality of the public space is discriminatoryaengt the majority population for whom
religion plays a vital role in their daily livesoTillustrate, Sarah expressed her relationship to
religion as follows:

| think that the neutrality that the others suppasta kind of against human nature in

some ways. Because | think faith and religiousdbas part of human nature. So, |

think promoting that kind of secularism that doego’' with my views because for me

it is going against human nature basically. (Sarah)

In particular, the focus here is on the individaafight to live his or her belief openly, and
with no constraints that may go against her freedonself-identification. Although all the

interviewees supported the separation of the stiadiereligion, they found the state efforts to
empty the public arena from any reference to Godlaggcal and even against human nature.

This is also Jannah’ viewpoint:

“l don't think that the state being neutral medrat it will try to limit the population
to become neutral. (...) No, | don't think thasitight because they are restricting our
identity and our religion. In this way, they are kimy up new rules within the
religion. And religion is as it is and one cannatka any changes in it. (...) And here

| feel like they are taking away some of this idigfifJannah).

Based on such an argument, these young women diiame limitation on the manifestation
of religious affiliation as wrong; especially trexty many case this may restrict women from
accessing education, or the work market. Besides) gestriction is rather discriminatory to
the individual as it violates his or her right twoose and live in compliance with one’s beliefs
and convictions. The view stressed here is largebgreement with that of Ramadan (2009)

arguing that

(...) secularism has never meant removing the mefatence from the public sphere,
but instead distinguishing between different sphereauthority. It means opposing
the dogmatic imposition, from above and for evegjoof moral and behavioral (and,
more broadly, religious) norms, but it does not Iynthe disappearance of the

collective ethics elaborated and negotiated byetg'simembers (p. 34-5).
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Indeed, secularism in this sense refers also tstie’s non-interference in the individual’s
freedom of belief. Moreover, as equal citizens veithnowledged political rights these young
women emphasised their right to decide for thenesebnd be respected for who they are.
This point accordingly refers to an understandihgadusionthat it is not only confined with
enjoying equal opportunities, but it also inclusesasures of adaptation and adjustment. In
view of the youth’s increasing identification witklam, Norway’s move towards secularism
and the privatization of religion is somehow chadjed. This entails that even with the
process of secularization religion still has an am@nt position in European public space
(Schlesinger and Foret, 2006).

The understanding of secularism supported by miodteointerviewees is not always
taken into consideration in practice as indicatgd Gasanova (2001) who argues that
“European states are far from being secular orraBugp.70). To clarify, it is believed that
there is rather an emergence of a new, sometimigsc@ldy assertive, identification with
Christianity (Triandafyllidou & Modood, 2012, p..9n that case, “The suggestion is that
secularists and Christians in Europe have mor@mneon with each other than they do with
Muslims” for example (ibid.). Such a one-sidedempretation of secularism and state
neutrality, exemplified in the emphasis of “the Shan heritage” of Europe, is therefore
understood as a pretext that is often used toetsaindaries between those who belong, and
those who do not. In the Nordic context, seculanssimultaneously “either associated with
Lutheran Christianity as the foundation of natioidantities, or replacing it, depending on the
proponent” (Martensson, 2014, p.41). The point peissumed here refers to a democratic
paradox exemplified in the state failure to inteégrall religious groups and encourage their
participation in public discourse. To clarify, M@nsson (2014) pointes out to the fact that

As soon as Muslims publicly make claims relatedidlam they are liable to be
accused of ‘Islamism’ which is depicted as a mixofgreligion and politics that is
incompatible with Nordic secularism. The chargéansist’ has been directed against
Muslim party politicians by their own party felloves well as by rival parties and is
highly discrediting. Muslim politicians who wish tdeliberate ‘Muslim issues’

publicly thus put their careers at risk, which isesious democratic problem (p.26-7).

97



In Norway, the case of the former Muslim ministeadia Tajik°exemplified M&rtensson’s
view. Namely, whenever Hadia engages in issuesteckldo the Muslim community
promoting the protection of minority rights and opjpnities, though based on liberal
democracy and human rights, she is automaticalbateg with an attempt to support the
“Islamization” project in Norway. Nevertheless bua reductionist approach to religious
diversity within secular Norway remains voiced bgwf politicians. A more nuanced
interpretation of secularism is introduced by O&ri(2013) who emphasises the fact that “in
reality, most European governments do not practieeularism, rather secularisms — a
complex, dynamic intermingling and over-layeringoolicies whose intent and consequences
often run deeply at odds with one another” (p. Z24gving presented the centrality religion
plays in the lives of these young women as welhas perceptions on secularism, the next
chapter will be more about suggesting approprieagswo represent and accommodate such
emphasised identification with Islam both withinmi@ist and political debates in secular

Europe; including Norway.

% Hadia Tajik is for the moment a Member of Parliatrfer theNorwegian Labour Partgnd Chair of the
Standing Committee on Justice.
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6 Conclusion

6.1 Introduction

The purpose of the present research was to exjereelationship(s) Muslim female
students at UIO have to religion, and as a resujage these young women in suggesting
appropriate strategies and approaches to repraseommodate such religiosity within
feminist and political debates. This research cordiprevious findings about Muslim youth
and contributes to the understanding of Muslim woménterests and concerns. In general,
therefore, it provides a guide for any further mie to rethink issues as diverse as secularism,
multiculturalism, religious diversity and women’sdration; especially in contexts of
renewed interest in religion.

To demonstrate, the results are significant inehmespects: first, they indicate a growing
identification with Islam among young Muslim women (secular) Norway. Second, they
suggest that for feminists to represent Muslim wortieey need to be more attentive to their
“difference” considering the importance Islam plays their lives. Third, the findings
emphasise the fact that “the political” should berenattentive todifferencewithin the
category “Muslim women” to be able to capture theety and nuances in their experiences,

beliefs and interests.

6.2 Understanding the “ Personal” in Secular
Europe

The new relationship young women are developingrdligion requires a new
understanding to the presence of Islam and Mushtign Europe in general and Norway in
particular. Indeed, for these young Norwegian sttglelslam becomes increasingly a
significant frame of reference in their daily livesmong the reasons evoked behind such a
spiritual awakening is their quest for meaningabhat and inner peace in a world loaded with
global models of social behaviour and consumptianthis sense, the choice to resort to
religion for self-identification is associated withdesire to understand the purpose of life,

gain confidence and consequently achieve innesfaation. Another factor lies in their
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attempt to position theelfin relation to the plurality of beliefs and muligity of realities
present within Norwegian society. To clarify, liginn a setting with a variety of alternatives
and options of whatthe good lifé might be, provides these young women with the
opportunity to reflect on their interests, beliedad desires; all of which are open to
reconsideration and change (Kymlicka, 1995, p.8iBnce, Islam perceived as an essential
guiding force that encompasses all aspects of huifeggnvas chosen deliberately to shape
their conception(s) of thgood life Then again if we are to problematize this chowdeat are
the grounds for this shared perception about ¢foed lifé? And why did all my participants
associate themselves with religion and not witheptspiritual or secular alternatives? One
possible answer would be linked to my selectiveuitment ofMuslim female students at the
UIO as a sample. This explains their identificatiothvislam, their shared interests in voicing
their viewpoints regarding the way Islam and Muslimave been represented, and the
centrality religion plays in their lives. Althoughis may be true, but similar findings are also
supported by previously conducted studies on Mugbrith in Europe (Jacobsen, 2011, Goéle,
2012; Ramadan, 2004; Roy, 2004; Vinasdtal, 2008). Though all young women face almost
similar challengesindshare common experiences of late modernity Nortlegy may take
different directions when it comes to belief ariddtyle. As a result, young women apprehend
their environment differently. In the case of myenviewees, religion was emphasised as a
means to negotiate their belonging to a “third s a position that encompasses the
amalgamation of living in compliance with one’s ibEland, at the same time, reconciling
between the different components of one’s persgnalnother reason behind their
increasing interest in Islam is associated withirtlegitical stance towards their parent’s
cultural practices and a commitment to find theuncanswers to religious questions. Such a
position therefore reflects their critical thinkirgglectivity, reflexivity and freedom of choice;
all of which are characteristics of all human piaein late modernity (Beck, 1992; Giddens,
1991). To elaborate, these young Muslim women ane@rned mainly about “the believing”
than “the belonging” when it comes to their refezttand conscious choice to believe in
Islam. But then again, they also develop a new fofnibelonging” either through social
media, or through their participation in study gveu social activities and conferences
seeking; a source of community and support in sedNbrway. Therefore, the idea of an

increasing “individualized” religiosity and the mpmssive detachment from religious

8 A concept developed by Homi Bhabha (1994) to desan“in -between” place beyond duality where other
positions can emerge deconstructing and reconstgu¢he dominant definitions of belonging and power
relations.
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authorities is not the case here. As a matteratf fanstead of simply believing and practising
Islam as everyone else does, modern individuale ma&de Islam an object of reflection,
asking what Islam mearfer them” (Martensson, 2014, p.35). Moreover, the seculaoza
myth that associates religion with irrationalitydabackwardness is also challenged in this
respect provided that these young women are alsepted as modern, knowledgeable and
free. Grounded on these findings, | agree with G{@012) claim when she maintained that
the presence of Islam and Muslims within Europeum®g a new understanding that
transcends Orientalist dichotomies; such as “tleeancilable relationship between Islam and
Europe based on the opposition between a Univdrseamission and another holding the
promise of freedom and modernity” (Ramadan, 200208). To clarify, | suggest that given
this increasing interest in religion and spirithalamong Muslim youth (not just an issue
related to immigration), the state as well as itssMn community should work together to
deal with such a revival properly. Especially if wake into consideration how beneficial a
believer can be to his/her society. In other woMdsdood (1998) maintains that religion can
be “a source of renewal of community to overcomeiadodivisions and can provide an
underpinning of compassion, fairness, justice aadlip morality” (p. 397). However, the
challenge posed in this regard is the risk thateéhgung women (with minimum knowledge
about Islam) may deviate frothe right path in their attempt to seek “authenknbwledge
about Islam. For this reason, | propose that tbiarn to religion should be accommodated
property in order to help them develop a more lmdrand informed understandinglsiam

To emphasise the important role of religion in latedern society, one can argue that these
young Muslim women are not judifferent but their presence can also maldfeerence For
this reason, they “need a new, more coherent balaas well as new, more stimulating
energy, to enable them to contribute and proposg t#nswers in today’s and tomorrow’s
world”(Ramadan, 2008, p. 38).

6.3 Accommodating the Personal” within

Feminism
Grounded on my interviewees standpoints on feminisngeneral and the various
ways the issue of “Muslim women” have been pregsknti¢hin secular feminism and Islamic

feminism in particular, | came to the conclusioattfor anoutsiderto understand or talk on
behalf of Muslim women, he or she needs to take aohsideration the fact that the “issue of
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women” is part of a bigger picture that should Belered fromwithin andby Islam as a
whole. In fact, Esposito and Mogahed (2007) mamthe same conclusion arguing that “the
first step in helping Muslim women improve theitusition is to question the assumption that
religious teachings are the root cause of womenwetal struggles. We do so by
understanding the tradition of gender justice ilans and gaining an appreciation for the
nuances of Islamic law and the diversity of intémebates within Islam” (p. 131). Again,
understanding the preference(s) of Muslim womethis context is grounded on the fact that,
as they enter modernity, these women “are no lgrayesnly to a limited extent, restrained by
tradition as they now ‘choose,’ for example, toNbaslims, follow Islam and wear the hijab”
(Jacobsen, 2011, p. 385). A point often overlookedhis regard is that while the female
emancipation has taken the direction of the rightincover in response to the expectations
imposed on women historically regarding dress amwike$al roles, other women have adopted
different models of liberation and resistance tpregsion.

A point repetitively underlined by the intervievgeés the fact that while culture
remains fluid and changing, the basics of Islamstable, and therefore are not subject to
reinterpretation. This explains accordingly theesade of some religious practices to Muslim
men and women that are often restrained in viewhefneutrality of the public sphere. A
more relevant example is that of the hijab: whepraegched from a feminist as Okin it is
regarded as a discriminatory cultural practice thladuld be rejected, whereas for those
Muslim women who wear the hijab deliberately, iaiseligious commitment that cannot be
negotiated. To put it differently, the young woneméjection of the isolation or complete
assimilation that their parents often desired,awofir of a more balanced position, is often
misunderstood; especially when viewed from an det& position. For instance, Roy
presents “Islamic radicalisation” as “an endeavtmureconstruct a “pure” religion outside
traditional or Western cultures, outside the vespaept of culture itself” (Roy, 2005, p.6).
Again, this statement remains simplistic and petipkg at the same time. To clarify, it entails
that a person’s life can be devoid of culture (Mhtalture he talks about?), it also justifies the
potential threat of Muslims to the stability of Bpe, and thus presenting them as “the other
within”. Indeed, it is certain that some youth mfayl into the trap of radicalisation as
suggested by Roy; however, in the case of my iemes this assumption is somewhat
inappropriate. On the other hand, Jacobsen (20ihgi book Islamic traditions and Muslim
youth in Norway, maintains a different view: “Thighu appropriating Islamic traditions in

their everyday practice, | argue, young Muslim® alsvelop new modes for engaging with
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and participating in Norwegian society, as welln@sv modes of transnational belonging to
the global Islamicmma(community)” (p. 11). Belonging to a globainmais developed in
parallel of an identity that is adaptable to theisty they live in. To put it differently, they are
articulating their Islamic identity with pride ancbnfidence, and at the same time they
participate in all kinds of secular activities. $tstatement is highlighted also by Jacobsen
(2011) who based on her research concluded thatgyduslims’ perspectives on life and
religion are “modern’ in the sense of being coiwtied by the modern national state”,
including secularism, respect of citizenship antlomdood (p. 368). In fact, seeking inner
balance through spirituality, or even living in gollmnce with norms of Islamic devoutness

does not make a person less autonomous or a selassdeitizen.

6.4 Accommodating the * Personal” within “ the
Political”

All'in all, one may argue that the same patternsuttural devaluation of “Others” are
still present in the current political discussi@i®ut minority religions and integration both
in Norway and in Europe generally. For the purpokéeveloping an approach that would
incorporate inclusion and the recognition of difiece, | suggest that “the political” should be
more attentive taifferencewithin the category “Muslim women” if they are ¢apture the
variety and nuances in their experiences, belief$ iaterests. In fact, even though these
young women emphasis a shared relationship toisalighey cannot be perceived as a
“coherent, homogeneous, group in which everyonedetical interests and desires” (Hesse-
Biber, and Yaiser, 2004, pp. 103-4). That is to gaperalizations and conclusions about
Muslim women cannot be drawn based on personal riexpes or viewpoints when
suggesting different framings of integration paiiand gender equality agendas. To
illustrate, most of my interviewees maintained thtatte’s efforts to combat forced marriages
or female genital mutilation, represent the Othgenmisconceptions of the past and as a result
pave the way to a conflictual future. As an illasion, O’Brien (2013) points out: “the
preoccupation with Muslims may have contributedhte free reign exploited by “Christian”
terrorists such as Norway’s Anders Behring Breivk Germany’s National Socialist
Underground Zwickau Cell (p.9). The same assumpt@mphasised by Bangstad's (2014a)
who criticises the Norwegian politicians as wellrasearchers’ tendency to represent Islam

and terrorism as an exclusively ideological phenwone whereas right-wing terrorism is
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primarily perceived as a social psychological pmeeaonon. This entails also that the
conflicting cultural, social and political circunasices of some European states are often
blamed on religion and its adherents, namely Isdach Muslims. A more general example is
that of Roy’s (2007) account on the revival of mslaamong Muslim youth in Europe
identifying the need to recover a more correctnistapractice as “neo-fundamentalism”
arguing that young European Muslims are distanttieghselves from “any cultural, social, or
anthropological reference and hence, of coursen frany national reference”, which
consequently results in their isolation from thsacial surroundings, and eventually their
radicalization (p. 73-4). Different from such a wetonist view on the “religion of the born-
again”, as Roy defines it, most of my intervieweksmed that their rejection to some of the
cultural norms, both parental as well as Norwegisnlimited to the inappropriate or
discriminatory practices that has no connectionhwglam. Similarly , Jacobsen (2011)
indicates that “the need to recover a more autbemtil correct Islamic practice was often put
forward as a criticism of ‘cultural practices’ offiet parental generation that the young
associated with ‘oppression’ and ‘backwardnessf. (366). Additionally, Modood (2012)
argues that such exaggerated fear of Muslims isipting intolerant as well as exclusionary
politics across Europe. He adds that adopting tholbgy to oppose Islam and its public
recognition is a challenge both to pluralism andadity, and thus to some of the bases of
contemporary democracy” (p. 54). This is more cdimge as the challenging traditional
categories of race and ethnicity have extended el@ion and some of its cultural
manifestations pressing Europe to reconsider lsrdil principles including state neutrality,
gender equality, religious freedom and multiculkuraccommodation. Under those
circumstances, the alleged normative liberal disses) the ideal one-model of autonomous
citizen, as well as the historical marginalizatioh minority values are to be challenged.
Especially in a world with such an increasing “daity and instability, the accommodation of
difference requires not only a toleration of dissgnent but also a structure which does not
privilege particular groups or traditions” (Kukath2@001, p. 92). Furthermore, to transcend
the addictive inclusion and narrow interpretati@isMuslim women’s concerns, politicians
have to be more attentive to the believer's petspes; a consciously and a willingly chosen
empowerment through religion and not culture. Meezp debates about the neutrality of
public space on terms of religion remain “oversiifigd and misleading, because such
mythical neutrality simply does not exist, and actfobfuscates another real issue that is thus
avoided, which in equal rights” (Ramadan Tariq, 200. 268). Taken into consideration the
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fact that these young students are presented ass aottheir own lives, and therefore they
cannot be equated with most secular feminist assangy (external relations of power)
about freedom and individual autonomy that havenbéeaturalized and imposed in
understanding Muslim women” (Jacobsen, 2011, p.).38br this reason, the better
understanding of the choices, experiences and eargps of these emerging voices
necessitates the transgression of the frequentbkesl dichotomy between Islam and
secularism; especially if we are to take into cdestion the fact that religion is increasingly
moving from the private towards the public sphdrefact, protecting minority women’s
rights ought to be constructed based on the miditiplof voices. Moreover, accommodating
Muslim women’s interests and concerns should bedagpon an inclusive dialogue that
bridges the gap between these women and thoseephesenting them (e.g. organizations as
Mira...). An in all, religion requires greater attemt than it has received; including its
relation to the individual as well as its role oceety.

6.5 Limitations and further research

This research however was limited in several wags.instance, adhering to the same
religious belief as my interviewees, we shared alnibe same understandings of matters
such as agency, autonomy and emancipation. Asu#t,resvas compelled to adopt a “strong
reflexivity” during the whole research processjaeting constantly on my social background,
positionality, and assumptions that might affea firactice of research (Hesse-Biber, and
Yaiser, 2004, p. 115). Another limitation was thetfthat | could not go “beyond the veil” as
the focus on thehijab was unavoidable under most of the conversationgemains
challenging not to fall in the same dichotomousd&ercy of the ‘Self’ versus the ‘Other’
given that the project is directed towards a categbwomen that are ‘resorting’ to Islam as
a means to articulate their definitions of libevatiand freedom in an increasingly secular
European context. This may result in the exclusibather Muslim women that have chosen
another position negotiating the growingly secelavironment they live in.

87 Secular feminism is discussed in the theoretibapter, see p. 37.
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Appendix A: Interview Guide

| nterview Guide

The Interviewee Background

1.

What is your age and ethnic background?
What is your level of education and field of study?
What is your dream job?

If I ask you about the elements that have shapedpgosonality and the woman you are

now? What would you say?
If we talk about Islam, what role it plays in yadaily life?

Does your Muslim identity affect your understandifgerception) about women’s

‘liberation’? If so, in which way?

Transitional questions

* In your opinion, who speaks for Muslim women in tamtemporary Europe?

« Can you name some Muslim women'’s related issuehthee been debated by the

feminists or the politicians?

On the political level

1.
2.

How do you identify with the international evenssaciated with Muslims nowadays?
What would you say about the new wave of regulafidagislations in a number of
European countries preventing Muslim women fromecimg their head?
The principle ofsecularismhas been interpreted in different ways. If you evasked to
choose between the two following claims, which aeild you support?

a. Secularism as the state’s neutrality; which mehasthe suppression of God from

the public sphere, and thus a reason to exertatgsitis on religious freedom.
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b. Secularism as the state’s non-interference in systef belief and worship, and

thus the right of citizens to religious freedomiwiio restrains.

How would you explain the connection betweendbeularnature of a given state and its
prohibition against the external manifestationhilgly of the individual's religious
conviction in public?

What would you say about the political argument tesociates extremism with the vell

regardinghijabi women as active threats to the security of denticdiberal west?

What is your opinion about the way Norway is degahmith its multi-religious society?
(Legally) does your difference is publically recegpd? At school, media, work..?

Do you think that your difference as, a female Mustitizen, is recognised socially
within the Norwegian society?
a. Do you feel with pride or shame when you are carted with issues related

to your religion?

Have you ever felt a sense of marginalization opridation related to employment
opportunities just because of being Muslim?

Do you have any doubt that Norway may adopt theespatitical approach to freedom of
religion as that of France, for example? Or, ineotivords, does the European debate

influence Norway?

10.1f you were to be given the chance to do sometfandviuslim women in Norway, What

would you do? How would you participate to the @msal dialogue of human rights?

11.In your opinion, what is the best way, for poligéins and those concerned with Human

Rights, to engage in the issues of Muslim women?

On thefeminist leve

1.

What does feminism mean to you?

. How would you define terméberation, freedom, autonomgnd emancipation inthe

increasingly body-oriented European space?

I will give you some concepts and you tell me iw fe@ords how do you relate yourself to

them, (consumerism, capitalism, individualism aretemalism)?
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4. What do you think about the claim that Muslim wonuerthe last decades are ‘resorting’
to (learn more about) Islam as a means to claiin tedinitions of liberation and freedom

in the European context?

5. What do you think about the feminists that view WMuswomen as ‘passive’ victims of

Islam and its patriarchal oppressive norms?

a. How do you feel when you hear such claims and howydu react? (Under
conversations with friends, from a teacher, a Togpam...)

6. What would you say about public figures as Nawaddaavi and Ayaan Hirsi Alivho

view Islam as a patriarchal and misogynist religion

7. What do you think about the feminists who advodate the re-reading and the re-
interpretation of the Quran arSunnahfrom a woman’s perspective believing that the
patriarchal interpretation of religion is the readzehind the oppressive practices against
Muslim women?

8. Does Islam contradict with what you desire as a awPn

9. Do you feel the need to be liberated? If so, foatndnd to what?

10.In your opinion, what is the best way for feministsengage in the issues of Muslim
women?

11.1s it possible to be a Muslim and a feminist?

12.Do you consider yourself a feminist? If yes, howdt, Why?

13.What do you really want as a Muslim Norwegian fesrztizen?

14.Can you mention any role model?
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Appendix B: Consent Form

Informed Consent Form
Muslim Women in UIO: A Faith-Based Agency

A Debate between the Political, the Feminist and the Personal

| am a Gender Studies master student at UIO coimduatresearch on the issue of Muslim
Women. The purpose of this project is to develop@sount that integrates the standpoints of
Muslim female students at UIO regarding both theolean political views that advocate,
most of the time, for the privatization of religias well as the feminist discourses that either
reject religion or call for its reinterpretation.

You were selected as a possible participant in pinggect because, as a female Muslim
student, | believe that your views and positiorretation to the claims of those, who have
engaged in the issue of Muslim women, is importimtthe development of a reliable
narrative about Muslim women in the contemporaryolga.

You should read the information below, and ask tioes about anything you do not
understand, before deciding whether or not to gipdte.

Your participation in this study will consist of amterview with an estimated length of one
hour. You will be asked a series of questions alyout standpoints regarding political as
well as feminist views on Muslim women. Our disg¢asswill be audio taped to help me
accurately document your insights in your own words

The tapes will only be heard by me and my supervisothe purpose of this study. Your
responses will remain confidential and will be usedreference while proceeding with this
project. Though direct quotes from you may be usethe paper, your name and other
identifying information will be kept anonymous. Afiterview recordings will be stored in a
secure work space until July 2014. The tapes tdhtbe destroyed.

This interview is voluntary. You have the right wathdraw your consent as long as the
project is in progress, and to stop the intervieargy time or for any reason.

If you have any questions or concern, please comtec at any time at the e-mail address
ilham_skah18@hotmail.com or telephone number +4352953.

If you have questions regarding your rights as aearch subject, you may contact the
Student Adviser Granum Helle Pedersen at telephangber +47-228589370r my supervisor
Dr. Cecilie Thun at telephone number +47-22858973.

118



The project has been reported to the Data Prote@iticial for Research at the Norwegian
Social Science Data Services.

CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE IN INTERVIEW

By signing below | acknowledge that | have read andderstand the above information.
My questions have been answered to my satisfactimg | agree to participate in this

study. | have been given a copy of this form.

Signature Date
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