Acts of the seminar
Muslim Women in the Media
Between myth and reality
European parliament
15 may 2007

Actes du séminaire de réflexion
L’image des femmes musulmanes dans les medias
Entre mythes et réalités
Au Parlement Européen
Le 15 mai 2007

European Forum Of Muslim Women (EFOMW)
34, rue de la Pacification - 1210 Bruxelles - BELGIUM - Tel : +33 (0) 66 15 10 423 / +32 (0) 47 32 17 507

Acts of the Seminar
Sarah Ludford
Liberal Democrat
Member of the European Parliament (ALDE)

Welcome everyone and
thank you for coming. It is a
great pleasure and privilege
to be with you here today. I
would also like to thank the
European
Forum
for
Muslim Women for inviting
me to open this seminar, a
momentous and timely
discussion of the challenges
faced by one of Europe’s biggest and most
understated minorities.
Europe is facing a dangerous situation with
the rise of Islamophobia. This form of intolerance
is worryingly commonplace today and is fuelled
by a sometimes hysterical media. This, in turn, is
only further inflamed by reactionary government
policies such as demanding cultural assimilation
and banning Islamic garments. And increasingly,
the targets and victims of such discrimination
within Europe’s vast and varied Muslim
communities are women.
Over the years, I have worked on this issue
with many dedicated parliamentarians within the
committee on civil liberties, justice and home
affairs as well as the anti-racism and diversity
inter-group. We have made no secret of our
frustration at national governments’ failure to
tackle such intolerance head on. We have
vociferously campaigned for more robust EU
legislation to do exactly that. Indeed we have had
some success in the form of the recently passed
race hate law. As an MEP, I am proud to say that

my own constituents will now finally have similar
protection from racial abuse abroad as at home.
However, this alone will not protect them from
draconian laws designed to appease popular
prejudices rather than tackle them. Prejudice,
after all is not an act but an idea, one reinforced
by stereotypes perpetrated in wider society by its
main opinion formers, the press.
There are few better examples of how such
stereotypes are shaping public debate and in turn
the laws of EU member states than the
Netherlands, where MPs are debating a ban on
wearing the burka in public. The supporters of
this ban have included hard liners who claim that
Muslim women are failing to properly integrate
into Dutch society and indeed could be hiding
explosives under the garment. The so-called
progressives, on the other hand, have argued that
the ban is necessary to liberate such women from
“clothes of control”. How ironic that the denial of
a civil right as basic as deciding what to wear is
actually viewed by some as liberating.
In the Belgian city of Maaseik, a ban is
already in place and women who do not abide by
it can be fined or even imprisoned. The decision
was defended by the city’s mayor on the grounds
that women dressed in burkas were scaring old
ladies and making little children cry.
These views are very much peddled across
Europe by the media who, in each of their
respective member states, have exhibited a deep
hostility for Islam as a religion and a culture.
Never was this more apparent than in Denmark in
2005 upon the publication of a series of cartoons
satirically depicting the prophet Muhammad.
Although freedom of the press is sacrosanct in
any liberal democracy, there is a lot to be said for
a newspaper which championed caricatures of
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Muhammad as a victory for free speech, but
refused to publish satirical images of Jesus Christ
two years earlier for fear of causing offence.

regimes or victims of them. As a result, they are
either shunned or pitied by their European
detractors.

The ensuing protests and even outbreaks of
violence were led by a vocal and radical minority
whilst the silent, but still aggrieved, majority did
not question the newspaper’s freedom to print
whatever it wanted. The reaction of the rest of the
European press though was to condemn Islam as
being incompatible with liberal democratic
principles laying their hostility bare.

Of course this could not be more false. Islam
has been around for more than a millennium and
has helped to shape modern European law,
medicine, science and culture alongside
Christianity and Judaism. Furthermore, as real as
the subjugation of women’s rights in many
Muslim countries is, it is hardly synonymous with
Islam as the emergence of Islamic women’s rights
campaigns proves.

Their message was that while Muslims may
live and work in Europe, while they may marry in
Europe, dress like Europeans and even speak like
Europeans, they can never assimilate European
values.
This perceived rift between Islam and liberal
democracy has ultimately led populations and
policy makers to question whether Muslims
belong in Europe at all. This has inevitably taken
its toll on the citizenship rights of Muslims in
those countries that decide the answer is no. As a
result in countries like the Netherlands, Muslim
migrants are forced to undergo tests to prove their
allegiance to the nation just to gain the right to
reside there, let alone become a citizen there.
Immigrants from the US, EU, Canada and
Australia though are commonly exempt from
such tests.
These restrictions on residency and
citizenship rights hit Muslim women the hardest.
Although such discrimination can arise simply
when residency rights are dependent on marriage,
it is often because they stand out the most.
Critics refer to the sight of Muslim women
wearing burkas and hijabs as visible proof of their
subjugation under men and therefore a further
indictment of Islam as being incompatible with
European values and of Muslims as being
unwilling to integrate.
This is because such customs are associated
with Muslim countries where they are enshrined
in Sharia law. They are associated with legal
inferiority imposed on women by repressive
regimes where a woman can be raped and beaten
only to then be accused and convicted of crimes
against chastity. Therefore, women who embrace
their faith and practice traditional customs are
perceived as either apologists for these repressive

I use that phrase instead of the simpler term
‘feminism’ as I understand that it carries western
connotations which miss the point. This point
being that campaigning for women’s rights is just
as possible within an Islamic framework as it is
within a western liberal democratic framework.
Indeed, Pakistan, Bangladesh and Turkey have
had female Prime Ministers. Iran for all its
failings regarding women’s rights has a sizeable
contingent of women sitting in its Parliament. As
a matter of fact, there are more women in the
Iranian parliament than there are Muslims in the
UK parliament.
However, merely the sight of so many of you
here today who have campaigned tirelessly for
these key freedoms and entitlements whilst
retaining your beliefs and traditions is proof
enough of Islam’s compatibility with European
values.
Furthermore, the combination of Islamic and
western beliefs and cultures directly entails a
tempering of the extremism and ignorance that
has led to the polarisation of cultures in Europe.
Access to jobs, security and social acceptance
engenders trust, respect and confidence. The
friction between Islamic communities and wider
society, depicted by the media as a fundamental
clash of cultures, has intensified in the context of
the war on terror, Iraq, Guantanamo Bay and
extraordinary rendition.
So as long as stereotypes are allowed to
prevail and the achievements of women such as
yourselves are dismissed as exceptions that prove
the rule, we run the risk of moderate voices not
being heard; women’s voices not being heard.
On that note, I want to introduce to you two
colleagues of mine from the Alliance of Liberals
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and Democrats in Europe who have been
instrumental in the organisation of this seminar,
Saj Karim and Filiz Husmenova.

Noura Jaballah
President of European Forum Of Muslim Women

Saj, also a colleague of mine in the antiracism and diversity intergroup, of which he is
Vice-President, and the Liberal Democrats, is a
truly exceptional parliamentarian. He is a member
of a range of committees through which he
addresses the key challenges of the 21st century:
globalisation, climate change and freedom and
security in the global war on terror.
Saj, on becoming the first British Muslim to
be elected to the European Parliament in 2004 has
been very active tackling the rising levels of
intolerance and the emergence of Far Right
groups across Europe and he shall of course, be
moderating today’s seminar.
Filiz is a recent and welcome addition to the
Alliance of Liberals and Democrats in Europe
since Bulgaria’s accession.
She is currently vice chair-woman of the
committee on regional development and, since
2006, has been a member of the central executive
bureau of the movement for rights and freedoms.
I give special mention to her now as she
unfortunately will not be able to join us today as
she is leading her election campaign in Bulgaria
for which I wish her the best of luck.
Now, ladies and gentlemen, I will hand over
the podium to our next speaker. Celebrated for her
defence of Muslim women’s rights and for her
leadership of Muslim women in Europe, I give
you the President of the European Forum for
Muslim Women, Noura Jaballah.
Thank you very much.

Ladies and gentlemen,
members of parliament and
journalists, dear guests, I
am very happy to welcome
you and thank you for your
participation in this meeting
aiming at exchange and
mutual enrichment.
Let me present the
EFOMW, this organisation of young Muslim
women anxious about their future in the European
space. This organisation seeks to bridge a gap in
the representation of Muslim women on the
European scale.
It is a group of fifteen organisations that are
eager to act and participate fully in building a
fairer, more human Europe, a multicultural
Europe where dialogue is possible and essential.
They have resolved to break away from the
archaic image of Muslim women and testify to
their importance, action and involvement.
Our main objectives are :
- Helping Muslim women behave as
exemplary citizens, despite discriminations and
islamophobic acts, and strive to change
mentalities, a necessary condition to make it
possible to live together.
- Increasing Muslim women’s awareness of
the importance of getting involved socially, and
initiating a real citizenship impulse.
- Bridging gaps, starting to look, together
with Muslims and non-Muslims alike, into the
difficulties hindering a full social and
professional integration of Muslim women and
drawing some provisional conclusions.
- Within the Muslim community, restoring the
true personality of Muslim women, as learned,
enterprising, socially involved, and free to choose
their way of life.
- Promoting such an image of Muslim women
in Europe, where their image is tarnished by
stereotypes and prejudices.
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Our main challenges are twofold :
On the one hand, we want to remedy some
blameworthy practices within the Muslim
community itself, where some rigorist trends
opposed to women’s full development still
persist.
On the other hand, we attempt to attenuate
the consequences linked to the islamophobic
atmosphere nurtured by the tragic events of Sept.
11, 2001 that put forward the image of a warlike
Islam in the West’s collective representation.
The media’s discourse about the fight against
international terrorism has created an atmosphere
of fear and dread of Islam and Muslims, now
supposed to constitute a threat to stability and
peace inside Europe itself.
As far as today’s subject is concerned, I
have a story to tell you and two remarks to
share with you :
The story is that of the poster for today’s
seminar. It largely epitomizes our fellow
citizens’ mental set-up, that remains
conditioned by the media’s treatment of
Muslim women :
Our partners at
the ALDE were
responsible for
preparing the poster
for the seminar, so the
assistant showed us a
first proposal (poster
n°1) : a burka-clad
Afghan woman
carrying her baby !

Of course we
refused the proposed
poster and we made it
clear that this was
about European
women. This resulted
in the second proposal
(poster n°2): a picture
of two Yemeni women
wearing niqab, an
Afghan woman and a

demonstration of young veiled women in
Turkey !
We therefore asked her why she insisted so
much on those pictures that did not represent
European women. She told us she could not
find anything else in the archives of the
Parliament’s media service ! So, this is the only
kind of pictures available in those services
because those are the pictures that the media
publicize and put forward !
We later provided
our friend with our
own pictures taken
during
our
great
annual congress in
Brussels, that got
important
media
coverage but to which
very few European
media came. Thus, this
story
reveals
the
general
media
atmosphere in Europe,
and how citizens must act to change the
situation (the last poster, n°3, takes reality into
account).
The two remarks :
1- It is easy to notice that most of the time,
for commercial reasons, because the press
thrives on sensation, the media give a
caricatured image of Muslim women :
According to the media, Muslim women
fall into two categories:
• Some are modern, happy and
accomplished : they are those who give up and
denounce their original culture to achieve social
success
• Others, on the other hand, are submissive:
they are those who remain attached to their
original culture, in particular their religion, and
especially those who wear the so-called Islamic
headscarf : they are shown, according to local
circumstances and the international context,
either as submissive and oppressed, or as
extremists and terrorists.
Thus a simplistic, Manichean vision has led
to the creation of two types of women that carry
immutable characteristics. Yet, everybody knows
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that such a vision is far too reductive. A closer
look reveals how complex Muslim women are,
and this is not specific to Muslim women alone,
but it is true of all women. The way they dress or
the headscarf alone can neither make women
accomplished nor prevent them from being so.
Indeed, this biased reading is the direct
consequence of the confusion that exists between
the fantasy of oppressed, submissive women in
some societies, and the complex reality of women
in European society, where women enjoy every
kind of freedom. It is most naive to draw such an
unjustified parallel.
2- We can just as easily notice what an
important part the media play in orienting public
opinion. The media’s power even reaches up to
the spheres of government, that sometimes just
have to follow the general trend in order to keep
up with public opinion.
The headscarf affair in France is emblematic
of how the media are set on Muslim women and
how the media treatment they receive is used to
stigmatise Islam itself.
Throughout 2003 and up to March 15 2004,
not a day went by without the media publishing
an article about those poor Muslim women who
were oppressed in Muslim countries, or a report
on forced marriages of young girls in French
suburbs, or testimonies of girls beaten by their
brothers, accusing Islam by simplistic deduction
since all that happens in the Muslim world can
only be explained through religion. For example
in Spain, when a woman dies every week because
her husband beat her, the explanation lies in the
high rate of female unemployment that is
supposed to breed domestic violence ! This is the
explanation given most seriously by the Spanish
Socialist party. On the other hand, similar
domestic violence in a Muslim country or in a
Muslim-majority suburb would necessarily have
its roots in the Islamic religion.
That headscarf affair took on such importance
that analysts like Pierre Tévanian, in his book
“ Le voile médiatique ” (The media veil) states
and demonstrates through statistics that this
headscarf business was built up, he thinks, by the
French media, that it was invented by journalists
and politicians and gradually took on gigantic
proportions, leading to a repressive law being

passed and hundreds of teenage girls dropping out
of school.
While it is true that some Muslim women do
suffer violence from ignorant or extremist
Muslims, it is neither fair nor sensible to
stigmatise a whole community and condemn all
those young European Muslim women, who were
raised on the values of freedom and equality and
who have to put up with stares, confusions and
disparagement, and sometimes even exclusion
and marginalization.
The aim of this seminar is obviously not to
attack the media : on the contrary, we think that
revealing and denouncing the oppression of
women, informing about unlawful practices, is
the very essence of a journalist’s work. However,
journalists must not leave out the efforts of
European Muslim women in defending their
rights, in changing archaic and misogynistic
frames of mind, fighting for equality between
men and women and hoping to be a voice for all
those women.
The aim of this seminar is to ponder together
over the image of Muslim women and how it is
perceived by different people.
I hope that through the discussions, we shall
all reap from this debate better knowledge and
new approaches.

Sarah Ludford
Thank you very much, Noura. I think we can
all appreciate from that speech why your
reputation for leadership of Muslim women is so
well deserved. I think you have given us a good
basis for the discussion in the next hour or so. I do
regret actually that Filiz is not able to be here
because I think that she, her experience, she’s the
second liberal Muslim member of the Parliament
and it would have been very good to have a
discussion with her here today, but we have our
first liberal Muslim member of the Parliament,
Sajjid Karim with us, who was elected in 2004.
He was actually the first British Muslim
parliamentarian. We need a lot more but we’re
very grateful that Sajjid Karim was elected to the
European Parliament so we made a parliamentary
breakthrough in that respect. But Sajiid has been
very active in community issues, in tackling

-6-

intolerance, both domestically in his part of the
U.K. and across Europe. And he is, as I said
earlier, he is vice-chair of the anti-racism
intergroup. I think he has taken a particular
interest in combatting the emergence of far right
groups and parties and with considerable success
in his locality. He’s going to be moderating
today’s seminar and introducing all the other
speakers. Also I mentioned Cem Ozdemir, who is
a German Green and a good colleague on our
Civil Liberties Committee and in other contexts.
But I could just say a particular word on Alima
Boumediene, who was also a colleague, until
2004, also from the Green group, but for France,
also on the Civil Liberties Committee. I think we
have a tendency to cluster on the Civil Liberties
Committee. But it is very good to see her here as
well this morning. So with that all due, if I can
hand over to Sajjad.

Sajjad Karim
Liberal Democrat member of the European
Parliament (ALDE)

Good morning. Thank
you very much Sarah and
Noura,
for
your
introduction.
Can I just... I’m
conscious that we do have
some time pressures, the
time table that we have to
work towards, so I’m going
to be fairly quick with my
introductory remarks. Can I first of all, I am
pleased that so many of you have come to the
European Parliament, to follow this discussion
and this round of contributions to take place. Also
welcome to Cem Ozdemir, who’s sitting to my
left. He’s a good colleague from the Green party
here in the European Parliament, from Germany.
It’s very interesting this whole issue of the
portrayal of Muslim women in the media, and the
point that Noura made regarding the making of
the poster. That for me was a very interesting
exercice. The look of horror on my face when the
first poster flashed upon my screen, and the
reaction that prompted from me was clearly an
indication of the sort of battle that we’ve got here
and some of the things we have to do, of some
months ago, where in my constituency the leader
of the House of Commons, he’s a gentleman of
the name of Jack Straw and he’s a member of
Parliament from Blackburn, and he said that the
wearing of a veil was a sign of separation.
And of course I do take on board the points
that Noura has made in relation to that. But a very
interesting thing happened immediately after that
in my locality and I was lucky to be in my
constituency the moment that the story broke and
the local radio station “Radio Lancashire” went
out, and there is a very high Muslim population in
that area. And they invited Muslim women who
were wearing either the headscarf or the veil, to
put forward their contribution why they choose to
dress in this particular way. And some very
interesting things emerge from that. Many of the
women were stating that, in fact they were the
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only family member that was choosing to dress in
this maner.
Not only in the United Kingdom, but also in
the country of origin. And these people, these
individuals had – all have been brought up in the
United Kingdom, or had certainly spent the large
majority of their lives in the United Kingdom and
they’ve gone through the education system in the
United Kingdom, their upbringing in the UK and
particularly in Lancashire. And many of the
people who took part in these contributions, made
this point, as a liberal actually ---, she said “Look,
we are told, from the point of schooling here in
the United Kingdom, as European women we can
dress the way we like and we can choose what we
like, and now we’re choosing to dress in this way,
and you have a problem with it, because it is not
the way that you want us to dress.” Now as a
liberal, I have to accept that as a vey valid point.
If I am going to protect and argue that each
individual has the right to dress in the manner,
that they like, of course in any manner that they
like, within the bounds of decency. The very real
challenge that we have. I’m going to move on to
the introduction of the interventions, everybody
should have a program which sets out the people
who will be contributing. The fifth intervention
will not now be taking place, the Commission
Representative will not be joining us.
Four contributors and I intend, due to the time
pressure, I was due to finish at 10.15 in order for
a debate to take place and I hope we have a very
vigorous debate, but what I intend to do, without
being unfair, is to allow 10 minutes ot each of the
people presenting so that will still leave a
reasonable amount to take place, immediately
afterwards. If I could go straight away to the first
intervention “A Female engagement, a history of
choice” and I would like to invite Dorsaf Ben
Dhiab to make her contribution.

Dorsaf Ben Dhiab
General Secretary of European Forum
Of Muslim Women

First of all I would like
to apologize for the
academic aspect of my
intervention, for I think we
do not know one another
enough, and we should
seize this opportunity to tell
one another basic things,
that seem obvious to some
but may not be so for others.
I would like to speak about women, about Emilie,
Déborah, Magali, Hiba, Salima, Fatiha, Béatrice,
and others, and about all the others I know and
those I do not know. About those women who have
a past, a fight, and who have made a choice.
Why do I say their names ? Because one has
long been seeing a ghost-like image, an image of
veils without names, without faces. Ghost-like
figures, described as deprived of intellect or
volition, just appearances, outlines, without any
affective or intellectual reality.
Why is image so important to every one of us ?
Image is seen as important from our very
childhood, when the schoolteacher tells us to
“make a nice drawing”. Such an exercise consists
in representing the world around us, in drawing up
a grid according to criteria. It goes together with
another exercise, just as important, that is selfperception.
Self-perception and the perception of others :
the heart of the matter lies in those two categories.
For personalities are partly built through this
narrow interaction with the other’s gaze, how we
see ourselves through their eyes (the other can
refer to many identities : our parents, family,
neighbours, school, society in general). The
process would have been very different if
distortion by the media did not contribute to
building a collective image where individuals such
as Emilie, Déborah, Hiba, Salima, and the others
dissolve into a compact whole : the Muslim
woman.
I’ll try to use a parallel to get this through, for
it is always difficult to use words to reproduce a
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process that relies purely on the reproduction of an
image.
Every word or concept finds its image in our
brains : that image is the produce of our knowledge
of the world, of people. If I had a remote control in
my hand now, and a TV set and a series of pictures,
what you would see written in your intellect when
I name a concept would be the immediate
reproduction of what is stored in your brain: a
simple cognitive knowledge of things (if I say
horse, you see a quadruped and not a fruit). If I
speak to you about a Muslim woman, you will
certainly have seen an image that is different for
different persons, according to their own
knowledge of the concept. But when I start to
describe her, or to talk about her, overriding the
immediate, striking image, one realises that the
image imposes itself upon us, even with a written
text, because the need to specify, to add details to
describe a reality is a necessity.
So with the headscarf affair, descriptions
flourished, especially in the written press, such as
“ veiled Muslim women ”, “ non-veiled Muslim
women ”, “ Muslim women of North African
ascent ”, “ French women of North African ascent,
or of Arab ascent ”, and so on and so forth. This
endless list of phrases attempts to produce an
image in the brain of the listener, while at the same
time expressing uneasiness and difficulty in
accounting for a new reality, or at least in
accepting it.
The easy way out was to give two different
images according to a Manichean grid, referring to
opposites without accounting for a more complex
reality (the good and intelligent, well-integrated
women, v. the bad, submissive and alienated,
supposed to be terrorists). This imperious need to
give the reader an image has turned us into a
political stake and created an internal split. I am
speaking about France. For in France, at a certain
time, important trends attempted to create this
split, by differentiating within the concept of
Muslim women on the basis of dress, between
those who wear the headscarf and those who don’t.
They do not speak about Fatima or Saliha or
whosoever, but they speak about veiled women
and non-veiled women. We Muslim women share
a common religious and cultural heritage,
transmitted by our parents or acquired by
ourselves, that is a fact. But each one of us can be
different in the extent to which she appropriates
that heritage, in what she makes of it, in her daily

life, in the way she transmits it and tries to live by
it. But existing through an image, or in relation to
a dress one wears or does not wear, is an
unpleasant idea. Under the veils there are human
beings. Under the veils there are minds. Under the
veils there are women. Existing through an image,
that moreover is distorted or limited, is most
offensive to us ; for no human being should ever
accept to be assimilated to a dress. I am not defined
by my dress, I am above all a mind, a person,
anything except a dress. We exist through what we
are.
Muslim women obviously have a cultural and
religious background in common. But there are
also common fights and citizenship claims that all
women in the world share, beyond religion. Our
expectations are the same as everybody’s: the right
to education, to work, to equal opportunities, to
housing, to living with dignity, to the respect of our
choice of religious practice. I am a woman like any
other woman and I do not claim to speak in the
name of all Muslim women, because we are
complex, because everyone is unique, and
everyone can tell you her own story, her own path
through life.
I am also trying to understand the reason for
this relationship to the media, this relationship to
an image, and why we have reached such a
negative stage, such a negative image of Muslim
women carried by the media.
One clue seems to lie in another process that is
comparison.
In our case, this process has led to much
damage. The process itself was unscientific since it
compared what could not be compared and drew
conclusions that became general truths accepted by
everyone as such.
I am going to look into two comparisons. The
first one consists in trying to identify Muslim
women with Christian nuns (because of
similarities in dress). This comparison was never
stated openly but it is anchored in the subconscious
of journalists and society in general and it amounts
to rejecting our presence in society altogether.
When I speak of Muslim women and of
Christian nuns, those with a monastic vocation, the
logical conditions of the comparison are often
biased. The dogma is not the same, the history is
not the same, those are two different worlds.
Comparing Muslim women to Christian nuns
is a way of driving back our presence into an
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invisible sphere as is the case for Christian nuns.
And this can be explained through the dislike for
the presence of religion in the public sphere. This
matter had been settled, in the history of the French
republic, with the separation of Church and State,
and now we, Muslim women, we come and raise
up an old quarrel, we bring back the matter into the
public sphere with requirements they do not
understand.
As far as we are concerned, this unity between
spiritual and social life is explained in a saying
attributed to the Prophet (pbuh): “Prepare your
life, work for your life, as if you were eternal, and
prepare and work for your afterlife as if you were
to die tomorrow.”
The equation is embarrassing and difficult to
accept in a society that has restricted religious
matters to the private sphere. Indeed, for Muslim
women, there is no monastic vocation, there is no
separation between spiritual and social life, the
two vocations are unified. The two aspects are
brought together, we have our lives, work,
marriage and children, but also a life of
involvement for others, working with others, doing
good, caring, praying, worshiping our Lord. We
live fully in this world to prepare for the afterlife
we believe in.
The second comparison is between European
Muslim women and Muslim women in Arab and
Muslim countries and especially in Afghanistan.
One should not compare two ways of life, two
histories, two different paths and wholly different
geopolitical contexts in Europe and Afghanistan.
One cannot bring in such a terrible and painful
international context to explain our life in Europe.
Asking that one should make a difference between
those two experiences means requiring an
objective rereading. It does not mean we do not
care for the fate of our fellow Muslims, on the
contrary, and we have our position on the matter.
Indeed it is intolerable and unfair to compel
women to servility and ignorance and deprive
them of the most basic rights to medical treatment,
education, work, basic rights that Islam grants
them and that mad extremists keep away from
them.
There is thus a lot of uneasiness,
misunderstanding, and an obvious lack of
communication. That uneasiness makes relations
tense, because before we can set up ordinary social
relations, each one of us has to get over this wall of
misunderstanding, fear or repulsion that one reads

is people’s eyes. This situation, so difficult from
the outset, does not result from our own actions or
individual behaviour, but from a stereotype carried
by society, and a persisting negative image that
must be done away with before starting any
building process. This attitude of explaining why
we choose to dress like this is important and
requires more than a mere religious answer. For
restricting the answer to that cannot be understood
in a society where religion has been driven out of
the public sphere.
Each answer is unique, each one of those
women who wear the headscarf will give a
different answer. Because beyond the divine
injunction to wear the headscarf, each one is going
to wear it differently, not so much as far as outside
appearance is concerned as in the meaning that
motivates such a choice in the face of adversity,
turning it into a militant act, with clear social
consequences (such as difficulty in integrating
certain fields at university, restricted work
opportunities).
As far as I am concerned, I see the harmony
between two worlds that Muslims believe in
materialised in that dress. Before I wore the
headscarf, I used to practise and pray, but it was
often difficult to pray outside or when I was on a
journey because my dress was not appropriate, my
jeans and T-shirt did not answer the criteria of
prayer dress, which must be loose-fitting and cover
the whole body except the face and hands.
I understood later that this dress was a
meeting-point between two vocations, a social
vocation that enabled me to go out, study, work,
live, meet others, simply be present in society, and
a spiritual vocation where I was ready to pray, to
face my Lord at any time. There is a third
dimension in this dress since it accompanies us in
death. For our shroud has the same properties as
our dress in life. The relation is complex, this is
life, this is the path, death, to reach the hereafter, so
this is a long story. Restricting the headscarf to a
mere type of dress is simplistic. If it were only that,
the headscarf affair would have found a solution.
Concerning the private sphere, we should
point out by the way that Muslim women do not
wear the veil at home, because many people
imagine that this is a real burden, like a prisoner
wearing chains. It is important to point out that we
can dress up and make up, that we also know how
to, like all other women, but this remains in the
private sphere.
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This does not mean that outside we do not try
to look beautiful, it is only that there are different
forms of beauty according to the meaning people
give to it. And that we choose not to be slaves to
the dictate of society’s formalisation of beauty
criteria.
We have seen that in France, after the
headscarf affair, the number of people wearing it
was on the rise, despite all the difficulties
involved. Because this is not a dress one can take
off, it is a deep conviction inside ourselves.
When I try to understand this matter of
Muslim women’s image in the media, I reach the
deep conviction that beyond image, beyond our
religions, our differences, our specificities, there is
an important element that lies deep inside
everyone of us, a strong feeling of fear.
It is true that our present world does not
reassure us enough, with all those wars, poverty
everywhere, difficulties in earning a living, a
world that is distant but also so close to us, all this
increases that feeling. That such fear should exist
is legitimate and cannot be condemned, because
people who do not know one other, who do not go
towards one another, necessarily fear the Other
that they do not know. This fear is also reciprocal.
We understand our fellow citizens’ fear, but we
also have our own fear, we are afraid of being
deprived of basic rights, in particular the free and
unhindered pratice of our religion, we are afraid of
the future for our children, who will forever be
seen as strangers in their own country.
Overcoming this fear requires communication,
listening and exchanging. In our organisation the
European Forum Of Muslim Women, we have a
deep-set conviction, that is shared by our sponsors
the members of the European Parliament and the
participants who have come to share this hope for
a better world.
This hope for a better world obliges us to work
hand in hand to reach our goals. We Muslim
women have gone past the stage of taboos and in
our attempt to come to terms with our European
society, we try to understand one another in order
to turn this unfortunate page.
For the challenges are huge and an interesting
future opens for all of us. We must take up the
challenges together, as Europeans, whatever our
religion, whatever our philosophy or nationality.

Nathalie Dollé
Journalist from France 3 television

This is not going to be a
lecture but the result of
some observations and
reflections I made, as a
professional
journalist
working for the past ten
years or so on the issues of
Islam, secularism, and
women. All I am going to
say is open to discussion
and is just my own position. I’d like to have
dialogues, exchanges rather than a monologue,
and express questions rather than answers.
*First what is “ representation ” ? it’s that
action of making something visible through a
figure, a symbol, a sign.
Thus representation is not reality, it is a point
of view on reality that by definition implies
diversity in approaches and treatment. One of the
strong meanings of representation is also to
suggest a show, a scene set in front of an
audience.
* What do we mean by “ the media ” : - radio
and television
- the written press and the internet
The huge importance of image must not be
overlooked : today, whether we like it or not, it is
television that builds up “ collective
representations ”. Clearly, on the radio or in the
written press, you can’t know whether the woman
speaking wears a headscarf or not. It’s the first
thing you notice on TV and she won’t be listened
to in the same way.
* The news (news reports, magazines) have
professional codes that are different from those of
the documentary, seen through the eye of an
author. On the one hand the myth of supposed
objectivity, on the other hand accepted
subjectivity …
* I don’t know any study of press contents
about the issue of media treatment of Muslim
women nor any study about the feelings people
have about the way they are represented. So we
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are mainly dealing with intuitions, anecdotes and
illustrative examples rather than scientific data.
I should however mention a very good book
by Thomas Deltombe “Imaginary Islam” written
in 2005 and published by Éditions de la
Découverte.
* Let me give some basic information about
the way the media work:
- One must keep in mind that the press media
and TV in particular are mainly interested in
“ trains that don’t get there on time ”, that is in
“ accidents ”, that stand out in daily life, what is
extraordinary in the original sense of what differs
from the ordinary course of things, what makes
the news. This is important, Muslims whether
men or women are given neither better nor worse
treatment than any other “story”, even though the
consequences may be far more important.
- The main characteristic of television is its
primarily “emotional” aspect. It does not work
through reason or the mind, it mainly resorts to
“emotion”, skin-deep reaction and very little
analysis or explanation. Whether you like it or
not, television is a distorting and inflating mirror.
It simplifies, it caricatures.
- Television is the media of “the smallest
common denominator”, of “soft consensus”. It is
conservative and takes up “mass” positions.
When it tries to give meaning, to advocate
opinions or serious options, it takes the risk of
dividing its audience. So it cannot be relied on,
for instance, to take up the defence of any
minority group.
* Now let me say a few words about the
history of the treatment of “Muslims” rather than
Islam indeed.
There has long been a discrepancy between
the presence of Muslims in France and their
“ media recognition ”.

and consumers), of the Iranian revolution in 1979
and more precisely of Khomeiny’s takeover, then
of the war between Iran and Iraq. Demonstrations
of women in black chadors produced a deep
impression here again, they left a mark.
One of the characteristics of the media
treatment of Muslim women (an men too) is the
international dimension, Iranian women who
have almost become symbols of revolution are
frightening and disturbing.
A Muslim woman, all the more so if she
wears a veil, recalls to non-Muslim imagination
Khomeiny’s Iran in its darkest aspects.
Those “rather negative” feelings will be
nurtured by burqa-clad Afghan women, by the
rise of the FIS and then the GIA in Algeria, a
series of bomb attacks in France, then the 9/11
attack in 2001.
Until about the end of the 1980s, the Muslim
women mentioned in the media were neither
French nor residents of our country. Neither were
Muslims granted much importance. During the
“beur” march (of second-generation immigrants
in France) in 1983, no journalist showed any
interest in those of the leaders who prayed. They
just kept silent about islam and Muslims. That
lasted until what came to be called “the Creil
headscarf affair” in 1989.
The media and France suddenly discovered
that
- There were Muslim men and women in
their country
-

And “on top of that” they had demands

For the past 15 years, the press have treated
Muslim women from two viewpoints:
- As militants with demands, therefore as
troublemakers
-

For a long time, Islam was invisible for the
media as well as French society.

Or else as victims.

Yet all were “manipulated”.

We have had very few articles or reports
about “immigrant workers” as such and even less
about their lives outside their economic function.

* The French constitution of 1958 states, in
its first article, that the Republic is indivisible,
secular, social and democratic.

You cannot, in today’s debate, understate the
weight, in society’s imagination as well as in the
journalists’ (who are before anything else citizens

Muslim women question one of its pillars,
securalism. As for myself, I think ideas should
regularly be questioned, debates and conflicts
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help us move forward; yet this opinion is a
minority one.
It must be noted that most journalists are not
committed to a cause and do not try to control
their first impulses, their ready-made ideas…
* France feels battered by the dynamics of
globalisation, so it feels too fragile to question
essentials.
All the more so as those questions and
demands come from a social group that is new on
the public scene : the children and grandchildren
of immigrant workers …
I was appalled to discover in a few years to
what extent Algeria (where secular legislation
was never enforced) remained a “ trauma ” that
the collective imagination could not come to
terms with.
Muslim women in France refer back to that
historical episode that has not been accepted nor
objectified so far.
Reactions are skin-deep : do those Muslim
women who demand rights from the French
Republic really belong to the nation ? Are they
enemies from within (and manipulated, of
course)? To avoid dealing with those questions in
depth, biased answers are quickly given. Not to
mention the real political influence of Algeria or
Morocco…
* Another point is that the visibility of
Muslim women has rekindled the feminist debate.
Like secularism, feminism had ceased to be an
issue; its being questioned again has been hard to
accept, it has given rise to a lot of aggressiveness.
Feminist issues have often been manipulated,
exploited by communication experts, very
efficient with journalists. We can quote the case
of the “ni putes ni soumises”, “neither whores nor
submissive” movement.
Thus in a world context where Muslim or
other religious practice is being revived, in a
context where individual aspirations develop
while identities are being questioned, Muslim
women epitomize the questions we do not wish to
ask ourselves. They are disturbing elements
because they bring in complexity, which
journalists generally find it so difficult to cope
with.

* One should not overlook the weakness of
journalists who are not sufficiently trained, who
work too fast and often do “ what they can ” while
generally remaining as liable as anybody else to
fall into cliché, easy shortcuts and ready-made
ideas. They are not always aware of what is at
stake nor of their own power, they often do not
care for their responsibilities and they often
override their rights out of “ good intentions ”.
An example is enough : the French TV
programme “ Envoyé spécial ” and its accusatory
portrait of Tariq Ramadan.
One should not see this as a conspiracy
against Islam, it is rather structural and contextual
failures that affect a lot of different “ subjects ”. It
may get even worse…
* So what should be done ?
Reach out and act constructively. Muslim
women should not boycott the media but on the
contrary their presence should become an
ordinary matter.
They should also find out how news reports
are made, meet journalists who are also
individuals and become “ actors ” in the reports.
Muslim women are seen as a monolithic
whole, the “ good modern women ” versus the
“ bad backward ones ” or the “ extremists ” : it is
up to them to point out their singularities, their
differences, their oppositions, their debates…
They must take their responsibilities to :
– express their disagreements over religious
issues
– also express themselves as just women or
just citizens or just consumers, on issues such as
employment, housing, education, politics, culture,
economy, security…
Muslim women also have a part to play in the
evolution of their “ media representation ” …
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Alima Boumediene
Member of the French senate

It is not easy to speak
after Natalie because she
has already said a lot of
things
I
relate
to,
sometimes with minor
differences.
Well,
to
respond and make this
more lively, yes it is true
that the international issue
played a huge part, as early
on as the Iranian revolution, that’s clear, but there
is more to it than that.
I think we have had situations that coincided
at the national and international levels. For
instance in 1989, the first headscarf affair in
France, that happened to take place at the same
time as the Rushdie affair: there is something
there, when things happen at the same time they
are linked whether you like it or not, the impacts
coincide.
Then when one considers the situation of
Muslim women one realises they were not that
invisible, since people from the community have
long been spoken of but not in the same way.
There was a time when our fathers were
called the immigrants, then they were called, the
North Africans from Algeria or the Maghreb, this
must not be forgotten. Then we were no longer
seen as workers and families, there was that
march that I shared in myself, the “beur” march,
and people came to speak of the immigrants’
children, the “beurs’” children. I dislike this
word, though at the time this was the word we
used, its meaning has been distorted. Later on, we
became the Muslims. So we do have an existence
and the others know we exist, they are aware of us
but they reject it. So when other issues related to
Muslim women appear, when a problem was
made out of what was only a society issue, well
simply… things don’t just happen like that.
One feels things had already been prepared,
that there was a whole history behind that. If both
sides are getting radicalised, it is because of a
history, a past that they can’t come to terms with.

Because it must also be said, there is a past
that is not forgotten, in France in particular, the
past of colonial war, that is not forgotten, and then
there are all the discrimination problems, all the
social and economic problems. The recent report
by the Halde (the anti-discrimination authority in
France) points out that people from North African
ascent, said to be Muslims, suffer most from
employment, housing, all sorts of discriminations,
and I could tell you about discrimination even in
politics.
So those issues are very present but they
remain in the background, they are not always
voiced. The media are like machines that bring
out that image, that shape it and sometimes even
build it up in the imagination, with distortions and
manipulations. Then gradually they build up real
islamophobia, because it must be said, the media
contribute to that islamophobia.
Indeed when you look into news magazines,
whatever their political stance, whether Le Point,
L’Express, Marianne, whatever, you can see
veiled women on the covers, you can even see a
Marianne with a great chador, you all remember
that picture, trying to scare people. For that it is
the aim, scaring people. Scaring people in order to
appear, politically at least, as the saviour, who is
going to protect society. This is a reality,
unfortunately, scaring people, and the Muslims
are focused on by this xenophobia campaign, a
campaign that has only one aim, to cause fear, to
push society into a form of radicalisation.
And it must also be said, over the last few
years, the past five years in particular, since Sept.
11, 2001 especially, for that is an important
landmark, some messages have been conveyed,
and those messages are a cause of increasing
concern, and not only for Muslims: Muslims and
women in particular are the emerging part of the
iceberg, but those messages affect society and
democracy as a whole, because through Muslims
and Muslim women what is at stake is citizenship,
freedom, public and also private freedom.
This is well-known, the way Islam and in
particular Muslim women are being used, they are
indeed being used voluntarily or almost so, and
indeed, if you look into it, there is an attempt to
lump them together and define them through
victimisation. We are woman victims.
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Of course, when for instance Mr Nicolas
Sarkozy made a great speech and spoke of women
in burqas, as if all Muslim women wore burqas,
then he speaks as he did in the Senate about the
law for the protection of women, condemning
domestic violence, this is strange, for many
women even from well-off backgrounds are the
victims of violence but no one speaks about it.
And of course what is shown, a Muslim woman
who is supposed to be a victim of violence.
I am not saying there is no violence,
unfortunately, as with everybody else there is. But
one gets the impression that only they undergo
violence. Whether domestic or family violence, or
repression, oppression. Besides that, one realises
that when there is a debate over matters directly
related to those women, we don’t exist anymore.
I am a Muslim woman, a member of Parliament,
but they ignore me. I am not invited on TV
because I do not speak in the way the media and
journalists like. It is the same for such women as
Dorsaf or others, because they do not fit with the
image the media want to convey. So they invite
women who come from Iran, from Afghanistan. It
is as if European Muslim women did not exist,
whereas they are here.
They are present, they are involved in
political life, but the media prefer to get others. So
each time it is as if one could only relate to
Muslim women through distant countries. In
politics they tell us about Muslim women, about
the oppression of Saudi women, while we have
very little to do with them, as European Muslim
women. We have built our history and we belong
to another reality, as a social fact.
When you look at the different news reports,
as the journalist said in particular, I am like
anyone else, I watch news reports and I read
articles about women and of course behind those
reports you always feel innuendos, violence etc.
Of course existing discriminations against
Muslim women must be condemned, but
unfortunately they are not alone but they are
always focused on.
This is real discrimination, so beside this
victimisation and passivity of women, there are
other women, those you called “militants”, those
some people prefer to define as liberated, those
who have made it. So of course they mention such
organisations as “ni putes ni soumises” that try to

come to the fore, it used to be thieves and rapists,
now it’s going to be men as well. This cannot be
accepted.
They are always trying to divide us, saying
that on one side there are those that unfortunately
must be protected, on the other side those who
have made it. This becomes unbearable, because
they are being placed under house arrest, they are
being forced to choose while there is no choice to
be made. One can easily define oneself as
politically committed, committed as a citizen,
committed against discriminations, against daily
racism, without being against our families,
against our origins and our cultures. This is
becoming unbearable.
Finally, I think the imaginary vision built by
the media constantly allows them to give an
image of Islam that is always reduced to
something negative, to reactionary or backward
political powers. Of course Muslim countries are
not models of democracy, but what have we
European Muslims got to do with that. We do not
support that.
Of course we are the first to take part in
demonstrations, I mean in solidarity with other
women and to refuse the authoritarianism in
Muslim countries, but in the image built by the
media that is always what is put forward and this
is becoming unbearable.
Indeed sociologist Nacira Guenif said, one
must be very careful, because that image of the
“beurette”, of the woman of North African ascent,
as an “oppressed Muslim” is something, a pretext,
and behind that there are highly political issues. It
is a matter of discrimination, that is true, but it is
also a matter of domination, a kind of paternalism
that is continued, and behind this image that is
conveyed, there are cultural references that are
supposed to belong to a superior culture, as
opposed to others that are supposed to be part of
an inferior culture.
Then there is also the vision we should have,
as politicians, about the headscarf, the veil, that
law that was passed in France: well that law is just
racist, and not only racist but also sexist, and it
shows in a way that the issue of women has not
been solved in Europe. But this law also raises
other questions, the issue of schooling, of
secularism, all those issues directly affect French
society.
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They affect French democracy, and I think we
must be very careful about that. In that law there
is a will to say Islam is a sign of oppression and
the headscarf is only a symbol of that. We are
once more in front of a situation where other
references, other codes are refused: after all, if
some see the headscarf as a sign of oppression,
you can’t deny that for others it may be quite a
different symbol or at least have another meaning.
Of course for Western women, for feminists, it is
difficult to accept other forms of feminism; that
other aspects exist.

And we can’t defend our freedoms, our rights, we
can’t defend our children’s future, if we refuse to
fight. I think political struggle is the most
important way to fight discrimination and racism.
That does not mean everyone is going to be
elected. But that political struggle can be carried
out through organisations, political parties, what
matters is that you should have a place and speak
out as citizens.

It is our duty as Muslim women, with or
without a veil, I mean, French society, European
society should ask itself such questions. I think
our society should adopt a reading grid, to analyse
things, get rid of clear-cut dualities and throw
light on the existence of other codes, other
references.

Alima thank you very much. I can actually
relate to much of what you said and the things that
I fear is, the representation of Muslims in the
media has in fact been limited to the sore very few
people, merely men, who meet a certain physical
appearance and are willing to speak that sort of
language which is of hate and division. And over
a political career of some 13 years or so, I have
many examples, the comment that I have made,
have been put aside because they were simply not
extreme enough. And people who are willing to
speak that sort of language are put in place. The
example I can give you is at the time of the
cartoons affair, where the BBC from London had
a choice of either representing an elected
parliamentarian from the United Kingdom, who
also happens to be a Muslim, or to broadcast the
views from someone who had been expelled from
the United Kingdom and many of the countries of
Europe, who was now living in the Middle East,
but was willing to speak a language of extremism.
He also fitted a physical profile that they wanted
to broadcast. Who do you think they ran with.
Well, it wasn’t me. They chose to go all the way
to Jordan, find this chap, and then he became the
mouthpiece of the European Muslims on the
BBC. I can relate to much of what you have said,
because I have direct experience, and examples of
exactly that sort of thing. Now having said what I
have said about the BBC, I will move straight on
to Nasreen, for the fourth intervention. “The
treatment of Muslim women in the media”.

Finally, to conclude, I think Muslim women
should give meanings, the meanings they wish to
values, but for that they have to fight for it.
Nothing is achieved easily and in politics nothing
is given away. As a politician I can tell you what
a struggle it has been, and still is, what a struggle
it is for many others today, to achieve recognition
as women.
It is the issue of parity, elderly men holding
several offices have given way to women, but
then as a Muslim woman relating to a colonial
past, I can tell you the struggle is a permanent
one. So it is up to Muslim women to become
aware that this is a real political struggle and that
their place is going to be the place they make for
themselves. There are no two ways about it, they
must get involved as citizens, as militants, get
involved in politics whatever their beliefs, but get
involved; show that as women, as citizens, as
Muslims, they are going to take their place in
society, and not wait for the place to be given
them because nothing will ever be given away.
They take their responsibilities, they claim and
demand their rights and live up to their
responsibilities, and I think that is important. I
think that is the best way, for anyone belonging to
a minority, to be a visible minority.

Sajjad :

Politics has to be mentioned, for Arabs, for
Muslims, for those cultures that were dominated:
they must accept the political struggle and fight it,
I think the fight is difficult but it is worthwhile.
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Nasreen Suleaman
Radio reporter (BBC)

Thank you very much,
and thank you very much
for inviting me, here to
speak about the treatment
of Muslim women in the
media. And I am going to
base it a lot on my personal
experience. But before I
embark on that talk, I just
have to say something. I’ve
sat here for nearly an hour listening to criticisms
of the media. I think Nathalie gave a very good
insight in how the media work and it’s not always
conspiracy. We are all human beings and I’m
afraid that journalists carry all the same kind of
prejudices that ordinary people do, unfortunately
they have the power to heighten those prejudices
by putting them on the front page of a newspaper
or by putting them on televison.
One thing I must say though, is the last year
or so, in Britain, since the bombing acts in July
2005 the media has been dominated about
Muslims, about terrorism, and more recently
about the wearing of the niqab, Sajjid mentioned.
Can I say here, there is a number of journalists
within the BBC, people who work on the main
television news bulletins, editors, as myself, who
the last two years has been specialising in doing
documentaries and stories about Muslims. And
the one thing I want to say is, if there is any hope
is the fact that if we feel the BBC are not meeting
their standards, or if we feel that our coverage is
not hitting the market, we will complain. And
there have been scenarios where I have gone to
Senior Editors and my bosses and complained
about the tone of our coverage. I don’t want to go
into specific incidents, but I’ll mention one.
August last year there were several arrests
made in the UK of men who were accused of
plotting to blow up airlines over the Atlantic.
Now in Britain, the law says, strictly speaking,
that we shouldn’t publish anything or broadcast
anything that is prejudicial because those men
were only being questioned. They may as well be
innocent, two of them were released. Most of
them were charged. I am no longer with BBC, so

I am no longer bound by rules limiting me
speaking out, if I were staff I couldn’t say this, but
the point is I objected to the fact that we
broadcasted information which seemed to suggest
that the men were guilty. We did 2 stories. One
was about a bomb found in a suitcase. Another
was some more information pointing to these
mens’ guilt and I am afraid, strictly speaking that
broke the law, but there are ways of getting
around the law, and that is allowed.
The reason I raise this is because I objected to
it and other journalists objected to it, and I just
want to finish that. As I said the point I want to
make is that we do try to raise awareness and I
think that’s one important role of Muslim
journalists whether you’re male or female, you do
have the knowledge of the community, you come
from the community. You know, my family are all
Muslims. We do try and combat any kind of
ignorance that might exist. I shall now return to
the topic of the treatment of Muslim women in the
media. I was just thinking, when I got the mail,
what can I say about the treatment of Muslim
women in the media. It’s not something that I
have really, ever really thought about. But all
changed in 2005 when there were these attacks in
London. For the first time being a journalist
conflicted of me being a Muslim woman, because
for me Islam is not a religion I practice, but it is
something in my heart. It’s my culture, it’s my
most important identity. I just became very
stressed and depressed looking at how the media
were reporting these stories. And I can’t disagree
with any of the speakers, as a practioner, I thought
I’m a journalist, I have to defend what my
colleagues are doing, but I don’t agree with what
my colleagues are doing, so what can I do ? And
there is very little you can do. I was lucky in the
last 2 years I’ve been a reporter so you can see my
writings on the BBC website, I’ve broadcast on
radio and I have done television, so my only
contribution can be as a journalist, do the stories
the way I think that they should be done, and as a
journalist, you know, I have two guiding
principles: fairness and impartiality, which means
that...I would... it is legitimate, we should criticize
the community if it’s legitimate and if it’s fair, just
like if it’s legitimate we should criticize the non
muslim community. Going to the treatment of
Muslim women in the media, I don’t think I had
much to say about two years ago, but I think that
all changed in 2005, from the 7th of July and I
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remember when I went to see a very Senior
Editor, he was in charge of the most important
current affairs program on television. And 7th of
July had just happened, the moment that we knew
that these men were from West-Yorkshire. I went
to see this Senior Editor and I sat down to discuss
with him possible documentaries. Now, the
meeting wasn’t really initiated by me, it was
someone in the department who suggested that I
had some things for their department. So I went
along to comment on the kind of work I had done,
he had track record, I had done several
documentaries which had been nominated for
awards. If the course of the conversation he... and
I was trying to explain to him the kind of contacts
I have. And most of the contacts I have – because
I specialise in extremism, radicalising and
terrorism – most of the contacts I have in that
field are men, they’re muslim men.
You know they’re friends of Mohammed
Siddi Khan, Zacharia Moussawi, the man who
was link to the attack of America in 2001. All the
people I deal with are men. And this editor, white
middle-aged man, sat there listening to me and he
sort of said “How – as a woman- do these men
talk to you?” I thought to myself, I have never
ever hear anybody say “how as a woman do these
men talk to you?”. I was mortified and very, very
upset, that having proved myself, there is a man in
the position of offering me a job on a top current
affairs program and that’s what he thinks. And not
only reflects his perception on Muslim women,
but it also reflects his perception on Muslim men.
This idea that they won’t talk to us because we are
women. I think he didn’t mention Muslim, but as
a woman. I generally believe that he said that to
me because I’m muslim. The reason I say that is
because for many years the program, a woman
reporter, who has been specialising and doing
documentaries on Al-Qaida, she’s now an middleclass woman. And I say “Would you ever have
said that to her, you can’t report on Al-Qaida
because it’s made up of men ?” A friend of mine,
for many years, she did documentaries on the
Taliban.
These men, whether... I have sat and I have
talked to men, now one is in jail accused of
terrorism, I have spent time talking to these men
and never once was my gender an issue, but it
clearly is for non muslim. I feel very qualified to
talk about this. Incidents like that don’t give me

any confidence at all in my colleagues. Just to
move on, and talk generally. One of the problems
is that there aren’t enough Muslim women in the
media. The BBC has a handful, but interesting
enough, none of us wear the hijab, and I think for
me the day there is a woman on television as a
journalist or a commentator, wearing the hijab is
the day when I think, the public will have to
confront their own sort of prejudices, their own
sort views of Muslim women and the hijab. I
wonder... during my time at the BBC, I never
raised this, but I do wonder if they would have
employed a Muslim woman in hijab to be a
journalist on screen, I mean women are keen.
There is the Islam Channel, based in London,
and that employs some very bright, clever
journalists. Women wearing the hijab and I
remember one was keen working at the BBC, we
should try to get more Muslim women, men,
minorities in the media and I try to encourage her,
because I think it’s important to have that sort of
representation. I think that’s an important point,
because Britain, there’s not baring.
Not like France, where it has been public. I
mean just finally I wanted to touch some issues
that British media have raised in the last year,
about terrorism and I think in the next year or so,
that Muslim women and the way they are seen, is
going to change and not for the better I’m afraid,
until now Muslim women, I’m afraid, yes the
media focuses on them as victims. Victims of
forced marriages, victims of honour killings, and
you know, more recently we see them as victims
for wearing the veil. Sajjad mentioned about Jack
Straw and his comments. I actually covered that
story, on BBC radio and on BBC news on line,
and I found that a month after he made his
comments, there were more young women, going
to local Islamic shops in his constituency, buying
the veil, than before.
I actually did a story about this, and it goes to
show that how much the media creates the
hysteria, it’s counter-productive. It also says a lot
about the relationship that many British Muslims
have with the establishment, I think that this is
something that I’ve been struggling with. I spent
two years covering the Royal family. I used to
follow the Queen around, I covered crime, I’ve
covered education. The majority of my career in
the media, has been involved in doing
meanstream stories. I stayed away – deliberately,
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my choice – I stayed away from stories of
minorities, like Muslim...
That actually changed in 2004 when I was
asked to work an a television documentary. I’ve
played a close interest in the whole subject. But
there aren’t enough women and I think that has to
change. And I think that the input must also come
from the community. I’m very candid, my parents
never prevented me to be a journalist, they just
said “you’re a Muslim, you cannot be a journalist,
we don’t approve, it’s not the right profession”.
You know, I think that there can often be a barrier
there, that young Muslim women are not allowed
to go into media.
And now, we’re in there, I’m afraid things
have change, we can’t avoid the fact that we are
Muslim women, up until 2005 I think most of
colleagues even knew I was Muslim. I don’t wear
the hijab, I don’t visibly look Muslim. And one or
two of them said, we didn’t realise you were
Muslim. So, you know, I think that’s not going
away, our visibility has been raised. The point I
wanted to make is how terrorism and women and
radicalisation become the big team in Britain and
the next year or so.

call in turn. At 11.20 am we’ll move on to Cem
Ozdemir’s intervention at that stage. I understand
that the panelists are quite happy to take
questions. Lady at the front.

Audience (lady) :
Well my question is rather for the audience,
those who are not Muslims. Are there nonMuslims in this room? Colleagues from TV
channels who are not Arabs or Muslims in this
seminar? Please raise your hands, or let me ask
the speakers, do you think there are any nonMuslims? So this is my question: “Where is the
intercultural and interreligious dialogue so dear to
the European Parliament and to European
institutions in general? And to some politicians
from the European Union. I just wanted to add a
little comment, earlier today scouts came in, I
thought how wonderful, young Christian scouts
and veiled Muslim women, that’s interesting, but
no, they only stayed two minutes, they were only
visiting the building… Pity, isn’t it?

Sajjad :
There are a lot, not lots, quite a few Muslim
women accused of helping alledged terrorists and
alledged bombers in Britain. And... the good
thing, the only good thing about this debate about
the veil, the niqab, whatever, that the audience is
seeing more Muslim women on our television
screen which is something what didn’t happen
before. And these are articulate women.
Sometimes they come to me and say “we want a
Muslim woman in a veil”, to make sure they can
get the best calliber. We’re having these
discussions and we’re seeing that the women who
wear the veil or the hijab are British and they are
articulate and that’s a very important message to
get across.
And I will stop there because I am very
conscious that we want to have a debate.

Sajjad :
We will move on to the debate which is
scheduled to finish at 11.20 am, so we have a
fairly limited amont of time. Everybody who
wants to contribute raise your hands and I will

Could you just say your name and the
organisation you’re in ?

Audience (lady) : Lila Lefèvre, “ Al-Hewar ”
TV

Sajjad : Thank you. Thank you for that.
Well, as I explained right at the outset, there
was to be a contribution from a commission
representative, here today, and that isn’t now
taking place and that is something that we will
follow up from that point onwards. We will take
on board the point you made in general. The
panellist to respond to, the best person I would
have gone to is in fact Barones Sarah Ludford,
who is out of the room at the moment. Maybe we
can come back to that in a short while. But your
point is very validly taken. There is a lady on...
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you’re from, before you make your comments.
Lady on the fourth row.

Noura :
Just a word about your question. It is true, it’s
a pity there are not more non-Muslims, but in the
panel alone there are two non-Muslims. As far as
we’re concerned, we must make efforts, and I
recall Alima’s words when she spoke of being
involved. It is by getting involved in actions like
today’s, by fighting for it with strong
determination, that we can move forward and
change mentalities. I think it is quite normal that
Muslims, whether simple citizens, members of
Parliament or journalists, should be the most
interested in this issue and initiate such a debate,
because we are the ones who need it most at the
moment.

Alima Boumediene :
I’ll react rapidly and then the audience can
share in as well: I think the problem is that first of
all cultural dialogue doesn’t exist, I mean
between men and women from different cultures.
And if those men and women haven’t come, we
can’t answer in their place. What might be
interesting might be to ask them directly, write
and find out why they did not come. Because that
is true, and it’s a pity, and every time – I did that
in the past, when I was a member of the European
Parliament (I was one of the very first Muslim
members), and then even in the French
Parliament I still do it, when I organise actions,
meetings about the issue of Islam and Muslims,
we find it particularly difficult to get the press and
journalists to attend. Muslims come, those who
are interested in dialogue and exchanging views,
but not the press, it’s very difficult to get them. So
it’s true, the Arab and Muslim press always
comes, but unfortunately the wider European
press is never there.

Sajjad :
I think the point that Nathalie made earlier,
that nobody is interested in the train that comes on
time, a very apt one. If we were having a
discussion on terrorism today, I’m sure the wider
media would have been more present. It’s a
constructive debate, it’s part of the challenges we
face. Please say your name and the organisation

Audience : Hela Saghrouni from France –
member of the women’s section in the Federation
of Islamic Organisations in Europe.
My point is that the situation in Europe is
different from one country to another. There are
former colonial powers, and the situation is very
different for them, especially when one
remembers the words of the President elect,
suggesting that colonisation brought culture to
colonised countries. When one says that one takes
on the position of superior to inferior, dominator
to dominated, bringing them help and culture.
And this situation unfortunately is found in
many of our European countries, and the elder,
the former generation used to keep silent on
discrimination, they said nothing, they did not
even realise how marginalized they were. Today’s
young girls can’t stand it any more, the young
girls and women who wear the headscarf. I am
part of an organisation in Lille that has in its
leadership girls who wear the headscarf and
others who do not. The girls who don’t wear the
headscarf suffer greatly as well.
Recently a young woman, a student, told me
a patient in hospital told her: “I’d rather imagine
you with a mop and bucket.” So the problem is
not only for girls with a headscarf, only the
headscarf makes it more visible. One just has to
be dark-skinned, have an Arab name or first
name, be of Muslim origin to be faced with this
burden. So those young people can’t take it any
more. When a clerk asks a girl with a PhD in
sociology “Do you want me to fill in your cheque
book for you?” she can’t take it any more. Her
mother could, her mother would have thought:
“She’s nice, she wants to help me.” But the girl
can’t stand it any more.
As you said, the only way out of that situation
is to get involved. We must prompt others to
understand, the other must also open up and be,
not tolerant, but respectful. Respect the others as
they are. This was said on the panel, we are all
different in some respects, but we have
similarities and we enjoy full citizenship, not only
administratively but through our existence, our
history and our culture.
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Sajjad :
Thank you for that. Could I just ask Nathalie,
as the only non-Muslim member, what her
response on these comments would be ? To the
lady there ?

Nathalie :
I don’t think I have anything particular to
answer the lady, I have nothing to add.

Public – Elisa Bensala :
Hello, my name is Elisa Bensala, I work with
ALDE. I just want to make a little remark. What
makes me sad in this seminar is that the debate
always focuses on the veil, on this victimisation
of Muslim women, that makes me very sad. My
God, we are all women and we all have the same
preoccupations….
The headscarf problem is an individual
problem. Well unfortunately we are in Europe, we
must get involved in the country we live in. I
think Arab women, whether Muslims or not, sorry
but Arab women are not all Muslims, I must stress
that, sorry, all religions are present. Having lived
in Lebanon, I can confirm that. I think there is a
lot of work to be done and Arab women can get
valorised through work.

Sajjad :
Thank you for that contribution. Could I
invite Dorsaf to reply to that and then I’ll move on
to the next stage of the proceedings.

Dorsaf :
Here we are not talking about the veil as such
and in my initial speech I said we must not give in
to the temptation of division, we are women first
of all. Muslims by choice. The issue of Arab
women exists, they have their problems, but I
think we can’t deal with that here, even if there is
solidarity in front of their fight, we are the first to
try to get things moving over there, but here we
are speaking of European women who have

chosen this religion, indeed we’ll be faced with
the simplification Muslim woman equals Arab
woman. Let’s try to get over that and not fall into
that contradiction. We do not intend to speak as
victims. We want to use this occasion to ask
women to step out of victimisation. The time for
victimisation is over, we are sacrificed
generations, we may not be able to work because
of the headscarf, that’s my choice and you must
respect it just as I respect yours. That’s
everybody’s choice. But what must be said is that
Muslim women are in front and faced precisely
with all those difficulties, and if we can get over
that through work, that is precisely what we want,
getting involved and finding a place, that’s our
wish. It’s not a matter of putting in veiled heads
and saying “we belong”. We must deserve it. So
I’m not going to ask and beg of people, “Make us
work”. If I deserve that work, if I have the skills,
I’ll fight to get it, and skills and efforts are what is
needed to succeed. We cannot remain victims, we
want to call for a hope, we want women to get
involved, to find their place in Europe. Everybody
can
contribute,
after
prejudices
and
misunderstandings have been overcome.

Sajjad :
I call Alima for the very last word on the
debate.

Alima Boumediene :
I have a question. The lady said “we always
return to the headscarf issue”, but unfortunately
the headscarf or the veil only reveals a reality, a
social reality one cannot escape. I find it often
reveals a racism that one dare not express, on the
one hand, but it is also a pretext making it easier
to change and justify some positions. I have seen
it, the issue has led to some lapses that would
never have occurred had it not been for the
headscarf.
We see people using that headscarf issue to
speak out in terms that go very far into exclusion,
discrimination and racism. So often, as I said, the
headscarf has become the absolute scarecrow in
terms of fantasies, stereotypes over Islam, also
echoed by the media and the political world.
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Cem Ozdemir

Elisa Bensala :
I’m speaking in the name of all those women,
Arabs, Muslims or others, the first North African
women who came over and did not wear the veil,
sorry but this is another issue. The veil is a
present-day identity crisis.

Alima Boumediene :
Excuse-me, but one can’t speak in the name
of all Arab women. That is not possible. Because
as far as I’m concerned, nobody speaks in my
name.

Lisa Bensala
No, I would not take the liberty. The
headscarf is linked to a lot of other issues. But it
makes me sad that we should focus only on that,
because I think we have many other points to
make, really.

Sajjad :
Thank you. I’m going to have to draw the
debate to a close, simply because of time
pressure. I would have liked to carry on. Can I
move on to introduce Cem Ozdemir, who has
been waiting patiently, who has joined us right
from the outset. Cem, was elected to the German
parliament, initially in 1994, he was the first ever
member of the Parliament who was from Turkish
descent, for 2 legislative terms, in Germany. He
was active on home affairs for the Green
parliamentary group. He was a major advocate for
the acces to German citizenship, acted in 2000, he
was elected to the European Parliament in 2004.
Cem, very welcome.

Member of the European Parliament
for the German Green Party

First of all, let me
thank Sajjad Karim and
Barones Sarah Ludford for
making this conference
possible together with the
European
Forum
of
Muslim women. Let me
also welcome you all here
in Brussels. I think so far it
was a very inspiring
conference and let me briefly say that the first
point that there is no such thing as the Muslim
woman, I think we witnessed it here, the lively
discussion that there are women who happened to
be of Muslim belief, but there is no such thing as
the single Muslim women.
And this is very important to understand. And
maybe you share my observation, that men and
women of Muslim belief or cultural Muslims, are
currently reduced to a single issue identity. And if
you compare that to the rest of the society, there
are Liberals, Greens, Conservatives, there are
soccer fans, cricket fans, there are gays, lesbians,
heterosexuals, whatever. When it comes to
Muslims it’s one single identity.
A thing to my observation, is relatively new. I
think we really have to reject that and insist that
beside that we have to be united as Muslims, we
have differences. Not all of us are Greens,
unfortunately. Not all of us are Liberals or
Conservatives or whatever. And this is really
someting we have to explain. And when it comes
to Muslim women, Muslim women are reduced to
the headscarf, the hijab, yes it’s certainly true that
there are Muslim women who are forced to wear
the hijab, the headscarf, by men, by their brother,
by the community, the neighbourhood they live
in.
But on the other side there are also Muslim
women who choose it, and it’s their free will to
wear the hijab or the headscarf, because of their
interpretation of the obligation or requirements of
their religion. And on the other side there are
women, both Muslim and non Muslim without
headscarves or hijab, they are unfortunately
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forced to marry against their own will, they are
unfortunately the victims of bad treatment, or
victims of honour killings. I think what we can
say is that the picture is much more diverse than
it is portrayed in the media. I certainly agree with
what Noura said in the beginning.
There is a difference, at least to my opinion,
between the burqa and the headscarf or the hijab.
I think this is really something left on the line, this
is another mistake of meanstream media, that
nowadays it is very tough to explain the
difference because everything is portrayed the
same more or less. The definition of freedom of
women, or women rights, is not so much
difference as women rights together, Muslim or
non Muslim. It is the right to wear whatever they
want, independent from any kind of pressure, also
the right to have the education they deserve, it is
the right to the labour market. It is also the right
to be free from any psychological pressure or
violence. This is the definition of women rights,
but unfortunately the women rights discussion
nowadays is more or less reduced to the question
of the hijab and headscarf, which I think doesn’t
go far enough because the real question on
women’s right is what I’ve mentioned before.
So to conclude I think, maybe I’m wrong, but
also by listening to the discussion, there was one
question “how many Muslims are here, and how
many non Muslims are here?” I think maybe the
lady asking the question was disappointed by not
seeing more non Muslims here. Let me point out
my observation of the last years or so.
We have to do a discussing inside the
believers or inside the cultural muslims, because
we have ourselves problems under eachother, that
we accept different lifestyles, so if we Muslims
are not able, the ones who wear the hijab or the
headscarves, to fight for the rights for those who
do not want to wear the hijab and the headscarf,
and vice versa, then we have a problem I think,
and this is the first thing to achieve. If you follow
the debate in the Netherlands, if you follow the
deabte in my country, in Germany, you can see
that those who are the strongest voices right now,
with very very big media outreach, attacking the
women with the headscarves and the hijab, are
actually coming within the community and the
same is true in the Netherlands, maybe not in the
UK, but certainly in continental Europe, this is the
biggest debate we’re having right now.

So having said that I think it is very important
to have this debate inside the so called Muslim
community or the cultural Muslims, that we,
ourselves, have to accept tolerance to different
lifestyles and to different defintions.
Let me conclude with a few point that my
assistant has given me, he’s much smarter than
me, he just said that it is very important, not only
to do media bashing, he’s right, we should not
only media bash because this doesn’t arrange
anything. What we really need is more women
with Muslim background in the media. This is
really something we should encourage women to
choose that profession, to become a journalist,
because that sooner or later will change the
image. And the second thing is, we can be more
relaxed, because if you simply look to the
demographics it is clear that the majority societies
have to realize that Muslims and Islam are part of
our society and that includes Muslim women. So
on the long term, they have to change these kind
of stereotypes. The final thing is we have to give
an answer to the question what we want, how we
define ourselves. Do we see ourselves as
representatives of the countries of our forefathers
or do we see ourselves as part of the society in
which we live, we choose the kind of methods,
how to interact in the societies in which we live.

Sajjad :
Thank you very much Cem. We’re now going
to go full circle, back to where we started and that
is of course to Noura.

Noura Jaballah :
Let me thank all those present here today,
whether Muslims or non-Muslims, we were able
to find out that the most important is getting
involved as citizens, knowing one another,
building a common future together, between
Muslims and non-Muslims, veiled or not. The
European Forum of Muslim Women shares in this
context and frame of mind. Of course the time
was too short to develop all the issues. Some
points have been clarified, others certainly remain
to be developed. But beyond media
representation, beyond the image we wanted to
deal with today, though we did not insist over it,
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there are challenges Muslim women must take up,
in particular the media challenge.
There is also a challenge for our non-Muslim
fellow-citizens, that is accepting Muslims and
make an effort to reach out to them as well.
I think citizenship means more than a
passport to be able to cross frontiers, more than a
right to vote and take part in politics, true
citizenship implies real commitment. Being
involved as citizens will enable us to take up the
media challenge, but also to deconstruct
prejudices based on ignorance, to fight
discrimination and exclusion of Muslim women.
This is our Muslim fellow-citizens’ duty, but our
non-Muslim fellow-citizens’ duty is also to reach
out to the other, to accept differences, to build a
common future with the other. We can no longer
accept to live side by side without knowing one
another, or worse to distort one another’s image
or reduce our identities to the religious element
alone, overlooking all that brings us together. It is
high time real information got around to put an
end to this situation.
I think such an action is the best
manifestation of citizenship in our multicultural
European community.
This is an ambitious challenge we have
wished to share with you.
Through this type of encounter, which is
indeed modest in scale but highly useful and
necessary, we can change the way each of us
perceives the other, and this is essential to enable

us to live together. I invite our different partners:
simple citizens, journalists, politicians whether
men or women, to reiterate this kind of debate and
make an effort to get to know one another, in
order to hope for a better future for citizens from
different backgrounds. Thank you.

Sajjad :
The diversity within he European Union is
without a doubt in my mind, the biggest strength
that we as a union have. Indeed, I believe it’s only
right tha we celebrate the diversity within Islam
within the European Unino. Because Islam in
itself is a breathing, reforming, developing
religion, and has now to work in a way to form a
European identity, one which is revelant for
people who wish to live a life in which they
regard as being islamic by way of their own
interpretation. I think today’s debate has
contributed to that wider debate, in many ways, I
certainly have found it very worthwhile and I
would like to thank first of all the panellists for
making time out of their busy schedules, joining
with us, and taking place with this debate.
I thank you for your contribution and can I
also thank all those of you who attend today, in
making sure that this conference is a success.
You’re all very welcome in the European
Parliament today and I hope you will take some
more time to go round the building and see what
Cem, I and Sarah do in your name and on your
behalf.
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