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Rethinking European master narratives in contemporary attitudes towards ‘cultured’ (minority) groups, with a gendered perspective

Introduction

In this contribution I would like to problematize the assumption that the status of the ‘Other’ woman from ‘Third World’ communities is unfavourable when compared to women in Western/European countries.
 Reflecting on Europe’s historical legacies of imperialism, colonialism, Orientalism, and racism as well as its relationship with the ‘Orient’, I would like to assess the influence of these master narratives on contemporary European discourses relating to the ‘Other’, with particular attention to gender. All of these historical experiences and master narratives of political, social, and epistemological domination, developed during the period of European conquest and subordination of the ‘Other’, still dominate in the representations and attitudes of Europeans towards different cultural minorities. 

Europe (and the West in general) perceives cultures and religions of the ‘Other’ as being undemocratic, uncivilised, and not free, while failing to recognize Europe’s contributions to the structural inequalities of the ‘Other’; failing to recognize its own hypocrisy when blaming and reproaching violence experienced by the ‘Other’ without acknowledging Europe’s own violence; and failing to recognize legitimate claims for ‘identity of difference’, which are a challenge and a need for multicultural Europe. I will analyse examples of European ‘failure’ of self-reflection by focusing on the headscarf dispute in Europe; through examination of the notion of ‘harmful cultural practices’; and by examining violence against women in general. 

The analysis relies on historical and theoretical explanations of construction of ‘difference’ and identity in Europe vis-à-vis the ‘Other’ during the colonial period. As Rosi Braidotti (2002, 159) states, the notion of ‘difference’ is central to European culture, history, and philosophy in the way that ‘difference’ has become a built-in standard of reference that produced ‘lethal exclusions and fatal disqualifications’, which in postmodern Europe have become even more antagonistic. According to Braidotti (2005), we are witnessing a renewal of master narratives, which are based on differential determinism; these narratives are establishing new differences based on identity, culture, ethnicity, and civilisation.

I will problematize in detail the assumption, which Leti Volpp (2000, 2001) calls ‘blaming culture’, that gender subordination is integral only to certain cultures/religions. This assumption, to begin with, imposes the understanding of subordination of and violence against (non-Western, immigrant, minority) women as integral to their cultures/religions while subordination and acts of violence against women in the West, on the other hand, as acts motivated by ‘rational choice’. This assumption, as Leti Volpp (2001) has shown, hides contextual (i.e. structural) forces beyond what is understood as culture itself; these structural forces can cause violence against or subordination of women in general (including Western women) and not because of a particular culture per se.
 I will base my critique on the concept of cultural racism.

The persistence of imperialism, colonialism, the Orientalist legacy, and the ‘categorisation of difference’
Imperialism, in the form of slavery or colonialism, and Orientalism, as a production of knowledge about the ‘Other’, are interconnected. The colonialist enterprise, which comprised exploitation of the land and human resources of occupied territories, established a system of domination over the colonised people/slaves. Edward Said (1978/1996) has shown how European hegemony during the colonial enterprise established an epistemology or knowledge based on cultural and economic domination over the Orient, which is, according to Orientalistic discourse, inferior and as a result needs to be saved, educated, and emancipated. This was justified in the Orientalist discourse within the image of superiority of one culture or people over another and, as a result, produced endless binary classifications (rational vs. irrational, civilisation vs. barbaric, freedom vs. oppression, and so forth); these classifications still persist today when we speak of the ‘Other’ particularly when the religion of Islam and Muslims are concerned. As noted by Said, the perception of the Orient and the perception of Arabs, Turks, and Muslims living elsewhere, is still based and relies mostly on religious accounts, neglecting the manifold social, political, and economic characteristics of Arabs, Turks, and Muslims in general (Said 1978/1996). 

The Orient is classified as ‘different’ according to Western perceptions. But the mere act of classification is itself the enterprise of those who are in the position of power and therefore is filled with oppression as well. Having the capacity to make classifications means that one is in the position of the speaker (the subject), who is analysing the object (Guillaumin in Balibar 1988/1991, 27). And ‘difference’ (as a function of categorisation) relies on relations of domination and exclusion, where in fact to be ‘different from’ came to mean to be ‘less than’ (Braidotti 2002). The notion of cultural hegemony and superiority led to discourses of a superior and a subordinated ‘race’.

Differentialist neo-racism 

Although the post World War II era was marked by an official rejection of racism, race is still a decisive factor of differentiation and subjugation of the ‘Other’, although in a new form. Etienne Balibar (1988/1991) calls it ‘neo-racism’ or ‘differentialist racism’, in which  cultural differences are perceived to be the insurmountable difference among people. Cultural racism is a form of racism that does not imply differences within biology but within unbridgeable cultural differences. This kind of racism does not imply the superiority of one race over another but implies ‘only’ the noxiousness of different cultures mixing and the incompatibility of different lifestyles and traditions (Balibar 1988/1991, 17 – 28). 

However, the social phenomenon of racism is not inscribed merely into the practice of violence, intolerance, humiliation, and exploitation but in the more subtle discourses and representations of national, cultural, and religious ‘differences’, through attempts to preserve pure identities and to prevent external influence (e.g. different religious practices) (Balibar 1988/1991, 17 – 28). In Western countries, the cultures of minority groups are perceived to be incompatible with Western democratic standards and values of freedom and free will. ‘Blaming (minority, and in general ‘Other’) cultures’ (Volpp 2000, 2001) for supposedly harmful, uncivilized practices is a form of neo-racism in the Western world. The assumption that ‘Other’ cultures are inherently less civilised is based on knowledge produced during colonialism, which claims universal and normative value.

Production of normative knowledge

The production of knowledge (epistemology) through historical continuation shows us how scientific interpretations are inevitably dependent upon power relations and contextual experiences of the dominant/subordinated group (Hill Collins 1998). Because of these power relations in knowledge, normative categories (i.e. what is perceived to be ‘normal’ as defined by the West) became built-in in a long lasting discourse of knowledge, which the West does not challenge, because it represents a ‘pre–constructed, unquestioned knowledge’(Wekker and Lutz 2001), of ‘deeper assumptions’ that exclude voices that diverge from such discourses (Lombardo et al. 2009). Indeed, this knowledge relies on sexist and racist prejudices, which exist ‘by the grace of continuous repetition’, and deems any explanation unnecessary, since it acquired confirmation over many years (Wekker and Lutz 2001). 

Knowledge about the ‘Other’ is perpetually repeated in contemporary cultural, social, and political discourses of dominant ideologies in which stereotypical representations of minority groups in film, media, political debates, and policy-making processes are a continuation and reiteration of long-lasting racist representations developed during the historical period of colonialism and slavery by the West. Furthermore Orientalism itself has produced the ‘consent’ of the ‘Other’, who eventually comes to accept Orientalist thinking and attitudes, and to admit, even adopt and support its implementation, be it in terms of ‘better’ knowledge in medicine or ‘better’ dressing practices (Lewis 1996, 17). The “Other” woman is an outstanding illustration of these discourses of representation, because women are perceived to be the bearers of a culture’s essence. 

Orientalised feminist epistemology 

According to Chandra T. Mohanty (1991), Western feminisms have analysed the ‘Other woman’ in colonialist terms and still lack the self-consciousness of the effects that their texts and assumptions are producing. Braidotti states that feminist discourses are still Eurocentric (Braidotti 2005). According to Meyda Yeğenoğlu (1992, 1998), we have to be attentive to the assumption that feminism is working for the sake of every woman's emancipation. We cannot neglect the terms within which some Western feminisms dealt with the ‘Other woman’.
 When engaging with Third World, minority, and immigrant women, Western liberal feminists adopted discursive presumptions of these women as oppressed in patriarchal and backward societies, with no means of individual action and sovereignty as Western women, allegedly enjoyed. In their knowledge and methodology, Western feminists applied discourses that included the opposition between developed and undeveloped parts of the world, namely between the ‘West’ and the ‘East’.

Yeğenoğlu brings attention to the complicity of Western feminist discourses with colonialist and Orientalist discourses, because a feminist discourse that analyses the ‘Other woman’ from a position of power only reproduces colonialist and Orientalist discourses (Yeğenoğlu 1998, 2005, Erdoğan 2000). The supposedly sovereign and free woman of the West claimed the privilege and the power to intervene and assist ‘helpless’ women in the Third World. However, Volpp (2001) states that the presumption of Western women's liberation depended upon the notion of Third World communities as sites of aberrant violence, so that the Orient became the crucial symbol of oppression in feminists' struggle for women's rights. Western women's liberation was initiated in confrontation with Oriental women, represented as un-liberated. The idea that the ‘Other woman’ is subjected to extreme patriarchal oppression has been developed in relation to the vision of Western women as secular, liberated, and in control of their lives.
 As Volpp (2001) states: ‘Rather, Western women’s liberation is a product of discursive self-representation, which contrasts Western women's enlightenment with the suffering of the Third World woman’. Western feminisms thus needed the ‘Other’, as The Subordinated, for self-definition. 

Liberal (and secular) Western feminist discourses still claim to possess the authentic and ‘true’ representation of the ‘Other woman’. Indeed Western women claim to be the only entity able to bring about the salvation and liberation of Third World women, since Western liberal feminists supposedly work for the sake of all women. Against this assumption of a ‘sisterhood’ of all women, based on shared problems and oppression, Audre Lorde (1984)  presented a criticism. Although it is true that women around the world share many of the same problems and oppression, Lorde says that ‘some problems we share as women, some we do not’ (Lorde 1984). When white Western women have worked to address the kinds of oppression they were experiencing, and pursued a struggle for liberation of women, they ignored the built-in privileges of whiteness. They did not take into account the manifold interconnections and intersections between white colonial power and the subordination of colonised women of different ethnicity, class, culture, and religion (cf. Wekker and Lutz 2001, Zine 2001). 

The struggle against inequalities based on gender was privileged over other types of struggles against other forms of oppression, such as gender in connection with poverty and racism, which contributed to a mutually constitutive discrimination of women, something which the colonial rule indeed helped to construct and maintain. Today the failure to see the influence of colonising powers, and by ignoring the context that differentially shaped women's experiences
 and produced specific intersectional discriminations of ex-colonised people (women), is a symptom of racism based on culture, which today defines that non-Western women are being oppressed by their cultures/religions. Because of this it is necessary to ‘call into question’ (Butler in Lombardo et al. 2009) the knowledge, the production of knowledge itself, and the NORM, because the assumption of unitary feminist identity (‘sisterhood’) may result in creating ‘hegemonic feminist discourses’ (Lombardo et al. 2009).

Such hegemonic approaches and knowledge have constructed a range of categories that are actually a product of normativization (normativity), which concludes that there is a neutral category or norm, according to which, other categories can be compared and treated. Besides, many authors have noted (Braidotti 2005, 171, Lourde 1984, 116, Wekker and Lutz 2001, 4, Mohanty 1991, 69) that a Western Subject that positions itself as a norm, as a neutral nomos, that is supposedly unmarked, non-gendered, non-ethnicised, and non-religious, is in fact characterised as Western, white, and secular (or Christian). 

Europe and its differentiations

Hegemonic knowledge, normativization, and ‘differentialist racism’ are apparent today, particularly in the post 9/11 United States and also in the harsher immigration and assimilation policies in EU. Differentialist racism is at work under the cloak of defending European culture, lifestyles, and values against the growing influence and presence of ‘foreigners’. The differentiation is based no more on race distinctions but on cultural distinctions, where religion plays the decisive role (Balibar 1988/1991, 17 – 28).

We can clearly see the rise of islamophobia in the banning of religious symbols in schools, where we are led to think that not all religious symbols are equally acceptable and that there is a ‘border’ between religious symbols, which are acceptable and those which are not.
 A question is what is secularism then about and how do we apply the 9th article of the European Convention of Human Rights, which provides for freedom of religious expression. In fact we are led to think that secularism does not stand with its own definition, because the established relationship between Europe and Christianity becomes disturbed when the religion of the ‘Other’ is present and Europe seems to be secular as long as Christianity is taken for granted. 

Balibar states that Europe did establish a secular system in society and state governance but points to the fact that secularism in Europe was established within a society in which Christianity has always had a dominant role. In this context we can understand secularisation as a defence against other forms of religious universalism, particularly Islam, which are perceived and represented as antagonistic to Christianity. Secularism therefore becomes an instrument of protection of ‘our’ cults/forms of worship (Balibar 1988/1991, Balibar, 2004). 

A dominant form of European secularism, within which French laicité is an example par excellence, is a resistance against religious pluralism, because many religions are assumed to be ‘too religious’ to be included and accepted in Europe. However at the same time, these same statements do not always pertain to Christianity. According to Balibar, this is not far from transforming Western culture into a secular form of religion (Balibar 2004, 225) but where we can clearly see the privileged status of Christianity. In fact Christianity and Christian practices are far more acceptable and even indisputable on European soil than other religions, the best example of which is Islam, because Islam and Muslims are viewed as incompatible with Europe and secular or Christian norms.

Is veiling different from non-veiling?

The heritage of normative knowledge is best represented in encounters with the ‘Other- Muslim woman’, who constitutes herself in religious terms by wearing the veil. In fact Islam (perceived as something contrary to rational thinking and incompatible with secularism – the only acceptable ‘epistemology’) and the veil (as a means of excluding the body from being observable and therefore controllable) are the antipodes of the Western subject’s position. That position is believed to be one of free will (free from religion or free to undertake a choice between (the Christian) religion and secularism) and free body (free from oppression and in control over one's body), which the Western subject (woman) supposedly enjoys and is presented as the universal norm worth achieving. For this reason the argument that the veil must be banned is put forward, so that ‘oppressed’ women can reach emancipation, be liberated, and shaped according to the ‘norm’.

In Europe, the rhetoric of the ban on Muslim religious symbols is based on the assumption that Islam and the cultures it encompasses subordinate women. This assumption positions the un-veiled women as the norm. But, in the words of Meyda Yeğenoğlu, 'if veiling can be seen as a specific practice of marking and disciplining the body in accordance with 'cultural' requirements, so can unveiling. /.../ In /.../ practice both /.../ veiling and unveiling are culturally specific procedures of corporeal inscriptions, conditioned by specific cultural histories. What needs to be examined here is the presumption of the truth and naturalness of the unveiled body /.../. Not-to-veil is also another way of turning the flesh into a particular type of body. However, the body that is not veiled is taken as the norm for specifying a general, cross-culturally valid notion of what a feminine body is and must be' (Yeğenoğlu 1998, 115).

It is Muslim women and their bodies in particular, which are used as objects for interpretation and representation of the ‘Other’ by different discourses, since Islam is seen as inherently oppressive to Muslim women. Jasmin Zine (2004) has stated that religion (especially Islam, because Christianity is part of the indisputable norm) is not accepted as a legitimate epistemology neither within anti-racist movements nor feminisms. I find interesting Zine's suggestion of a spiritual (religious) feminist epistemology, which is, however, still rejected in post-modern feminism, as legitimate knowledge within which Muslim women could expose their own Quranic hermeneutics and therefore pursue a new representation of themselves.

Zine states that Muslim women indeed do stand in between two different discourses within which they have to fight to acquire power for a new Muslim feminist epistemology and representation of a faithful Muslim woman. Secular and radical orthodox religious discourses (mostly male and patriarchal) have in fact taken from the Muslim woman the possibility of being a subject. Muslim women who observe religious practices are therefore dismissed and silenced in their attempts to present ‘another mode of being female’, although they are trying to take into their hands the possibilities of making representations of their own bodies and subjectivities (Zine 2004). 

Although it is understandable to adopt a certain scepticism towards radical religious explanations or any other (including secular) ideological discourses, which use (women's, minority, ‘different’, and the ‘Other's’) bodies as the object of power, and do in fact oppress women in some societies (including in Western societies), it is again wrong, as Mohanty states, to take a specific version of Islam and make it THE Islam, as THE source of oppression of women (Mohanty 1991). It is necessary to avoid double standards. While certain practices within a specific community, culture, or religion can be identified as subordinating to women, it is important to ask who is identifying those practices as oppressive (are they identified by women themselves living in those communities?). Similarly it is important to acknowledge the fact that the perspectives of women within those communities, who may reject claims that they are oppressed, are generally ignored (Volpp 2001).

Harmful ‘cultural’ practices

It is furthermore problematic to see only non-Western cultures as subordinating women or subordinating them as such.
 Many authors have pointed to the necessity of acknowledging Western aggressive practices on bodies (Volpp 2001, Grosz 1990, 1995, Jeffreys 2005). Indeed we can see that Western ‘culture’ can be as oppressive to women as other cultures. But, we have a problem with the term ‘culture’. Sheila Jeffreys (2005) points to the fact that ‘the idea that the West has a ‘culture’ that produces ‘practices’ at all may seem foreign.’ Culture is seen as something reactionary that exists only in non-Western cultures, while the West has science, medicine, fashion, and the market, which define and justify practices of bodily inscriptions and make them seem ‘normal’, therefore normative. 

Similarly, Leti Volpp has shown how incidents of subordination of women in the Third World or in immigrant communities in the West are thought to characterize the cultures of entire nations and are based on assumptions that immigrants import wholesale cultures from their countries of origin, while on the other hand, incidents of subordination and violence against women in the West are thought to reflect the behaviour of a few deviants rather than reflect   the entire culture. Therefore ‘culture’ is invoked to explain violence against Third World, immigrant, and minority women while it is not similarly invoked to explain violence that affects Western women (Volpp 2001).

Elizabeth Grosz (1990, 1995) states that all societies, cultures, and civilisations produce inscriptions on bodies to create social order, including Western society. Grosz (1990, 1995) sees the body as a socially inscribed entity, which produces subjects of different kinds. This production of subjects is connected to the production of knowledge, which we have seen is directly connected to power relations. Western practices of bodily inscriptions (non-veiling as a specific way of clothing, make-up, hairstyles, nail painting, aesthetic surgeries, diets, sports, liposuction, and so forth) produce a particular kind of body and not at all a neutral nomos or normative, universal way of being. Jeffreys (2005) thus rejects the idea that women 'choose' beauty practices and states that many Western cultural practices, in regards to appearance, (aesthetic surgeries, diets that lead to anorexia and bulimia, prescription drug abuse, and so forth) should also be considered harmful to women. The task of feminism and Western epistemology in general should be to acknowledge specific, particular modes of corporeality of bodies, modes of being, and their varieties. 

Conclusion

As Volpp (2001) legitimately states, we do not have to prioritize culture merely because we respect group rights, but we should look to particular historical contexts and European involvement in them in order to determine whether justifications of practices based on culture (if based on culture at all) should be supported or not. It is necessary to open space for new ways of interpreting culture from within. It is necessary to acknowledge as legitimate those knowledges and ways of ‘being’ that have been until now perceived as ‘different’. They are not different. They ARE. And they are legitimate. In these terms, all ‘subalterns’ in ‘spaces of difference’ (Spivak 1988), who were historically silenced and limited in their access to the founding knowledges must have a voice in explaining themselves.

�	Although the author is aware of the problematic categories of “East” and “West”, “White and Black”, etc., since they presuppose a homogeneous identity, the author employs this terminology in terms of “discourse”, as a narrative, which produces “representations” of geographical, religious, cultural, and gendered phenomena. A critique of these concepts is not the topic of the paper, due to space restrictions.  


� 	 See note vii.


�	 In the analysis we do not claim that all feminisms undertook such an interpretation. Yeğenoğlu uses the term liberal feminism, with which she has in mind those feminist interpretations that reproduced in one way or another colonialist or Orientalist discourses. 


�	 For accounts of Oriental representations of the Orient and the “Other woman” as a strategy for policies of “liberation” in the colonies and continuation of subjugation of women in Western democracies see Reina Lewis (1996, 2004), Mohja Kahf (1999), and Irvin Cemil Schick (1999).


�	 Indeed, colonial and contemporary immigrant identity has affected women's access to resources and women’s rights. See Kimberlé Crenshaw for intersectional analysis and accounts of women's shelters for battered women that refuse to house women with various immigration statuses or would not serve women who do not speak English (Crenshaw 1991).


�	 One of the arguments against the ban was that “visibility” of religious symbols is a criteria for the ban, since “personal” wearing of necklace crosses is perceived to be “normal” as compared to the “too visible” veil and has no political statements – as being limited to one’s “personal sphere” is not a “threat” to the secular state and public sphere. The “size” and “visibility” (discrete vs. conspicuous symbols) argument is one more example of normative definitions of acceptability. 


�	 For an account of relations between Islam and Christianity and the identification of Christendom with Europe see Tomaž Mastnak (1995, 1996, 1997) and Denys Hay (1957/1995). 


�	 We may think that culture subordinates per se. But generally, as Volpp (2001) states, women's problems are rooted in forces beyond a woman’s individual community or culture, so that structural forces shaping cultural practices are hidden from view. Specific structural practices are connected to forces that indeed help shape culture and cultural practices that then deny women economic and political agency (Lata Mani examines how the tradition of sati was constructed through the collaboration of British colonial officials; how the Taliban in Afghanistan were established with US support when fighting against the communist regime; how the United States supported Pakistan, etc. (Volpp 2001); additionally, we could think of suicide terrorism or discourses of nationalisms, too).


�	 For example Uma Narayar (in Volpp 2001) analysed female deaths by the practice of sati in India (roughly 5,000 per year) and female deaths by gun violence in the United States (approx. 1,400 per year). Due to the fact that India's population is four times that of the United States, violent murders in the United States are just as numerically significant and a part of American “culture” than sati is a part of Indian “culture”. We could consider honour killings vs. passion killings as well. Although the rationale of honour and passion killings is different, referring to community vs. individual motivation, the outcome is the same. Lama Abu-Odeh (in Volpp 2001) examined both phenomena and revealed the fallacy of the Orientalist construction of East as radically different from West.
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