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Portraying the lives of North African and Middle Eastern
women and girls in places as diverse as Argentina,
Canada, France, India, and the United States accentuates
the artificiality of the concept "Arab diaspora." As many
of the articles in this file point out, a constructed sense of
group identity was initially externally imposed. It was
based more on the defining power of host societies than
on any common denominators easily recognized by the
respective Arab immigrant communities themselves. 

Historically, Arab pioneer migration was predominantly
Eastern Mediterranean and Christian, either from Syria,
Lebanon, Egypt, or Palestine. These first generation
migrants often had more in common with neighboring,
early 20th century Greek, Southern Slav or Italian diaspo-
ra communities in the Americas, Australia or Western
Europe than they did with the predominantly Muslim
societies from which they came. This was nowhere more
obvious than with the issue of gender. 

Until the collapse of the European colonial empires after
World War II, Arab emigrants settled mainly in the tradi-
tional countries of immigration, i.e. North and South
America, Australia, New Zealand, and South Africa. As

Europe began to recover from the effects of the Second
World War, the ensuing shortage of labor led to a large
scale recruitment of young, able-bodied men from North
Africa, South Asia, the Balkans, the Middle East, and the
Caribbean. A significant number of these new immi-
grants were Muslim and as the "guest workers" stayed
on to form immigrant communities, migration became
increasingly feminine. This laid the foundation for one of
the most contentious issues surrounding Arab migration
to the West, i.e. the role of Islam in determining the posi-
tion of women in industrialized, liberal democracies. 

This issue of Al-Raida covers a wide variety of topics,
encompassing seemingly unrelated issues such as war,
the arts, forced migration, motherhood, the ICT commu-
nications revolution, the anti-colonial rebellions in the
Middle East, and the roles played by religion and politics
in the self-construction of Arab diaspora community
identities. It deals with a timeframe of over 100 years
and, with the exception of Australia and Africa, covers all
significant regions of immigration. On the surface, most
of these articles share only one common denominator,
i.e. their focus on women and girls from North Africa and
the Middle East. As editor of this file I hope, however,
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that the reader will soon realize that these contributions
also reflect the manner in which Arab diaspora women
have gradually begun to take control of their own fate;
defining themselves in opposition to both the prejudice
inherent in their host communities and the entrenched
gender traditions still predominant in their countries of
origin. 

In the first four articles of this file, the authors deal with
the often politicized nature of the role of Arab women as
seen from within their immigrant communities and from
the perspective of the majority populations in the West.
María del Mar Logroño Narbona deals with the conflicts
that rocked the Syrian and Lebanese communities in
Argentina with respect to French occupation of the
Middle East after World War I. She highlights how this
issue impacted the portrayal of Arab women in the dias-
pora print media. Along similar lines, Nina Sutherland
deals with the collapse of the French colonial
empire in North Africa and how refugee and
migrant women from Algeria began to
gradually redefine themselves. Rachel
Epp Buller introduces four artists,
from Algeria, Iran, Morocco, and
Palestine, who deal with the
thorny issue of the Muslim
women's covering in very per-
sonal and contradictory ways.
The hijab, like no other symbol,
clearly marks the transition from
the historical, predominantly
Christian Arab emigration of the
past, to a modern, overwhelmingly
Muslim exodus. 

Gunther Dietz and Nadia El-Shohoumi
deal with a phenomenon which is typical of
the traditional countries of emigration in the north-
ern Mediterranean. As they gradually became more mod-
ern and secular in the late 1980s and 1990s, countries
like Greece, Spain and Portugal experienced a wave of
predominantly Muslim labor immigration for the first
time. Drawn by job openings in the burgeoning Spanish
economy, as a result of European Union accession, North
African women were caught in a triangle of cultural
alienation, which they shared with post-fascist indige-
nous women. 

These four case studies, which all make important points
about the history of women in the Arab diaspora, are fol-
lowed by two articles with a strong cultural-sociological
emphasis. In "Arabs, Copts, Egyptians, Americans,"
Phoebe Farag demonstrates how current day Egyptian
Christians are torn between multiple identities, which
have unique implications for Copt women in the United

States. Helen Vallianatos and Kim Raine report on the
way giving birth in Canada can contribute to a mutually
experienced sense of Arab female identity. In both arti-
cles, the authors offer insights into the way being "the
Other" in a largely benign environment makes Arab
women aware of the costs and benefits of living away
from a "homeland" that they largely only know from a
visitor's perspective. 

The final section of this file is dedicated to personal, anec-
dotal, and self-reflective opinion pieces, interviews and
reports about distinctive aspect of the Arab diaspora. In an
interview with Guita Hourani, Al-Raida managing editor
Myriam Sfeir asks LERC's director how her experience as a
refugee and emigrant in North American and Japan, dur-
ing and after the Lebanese Civil War, has affected her work
as an administrator and scholar in the field of diaspora
studies. In "'Aqlah Brice Al Shidyaq: A Woman Peddler

from Northern Lebanon," Guita Hourani tells the
story of a pioneer Lebanese migrant to the

United States, whose individual courage,
perseverance and integrity laid the

foundation for her family's future.
Hourani illustrates that 19th centu-
ry Arab emigration was also femi-
nine. During the 2006 Summer
War in Lebanon, the Lebanese
Emigration Research Center
(LERC) monitored the mass evacu-
ation of Lebanese dual nationals
and summer vistors of Lebanese

origin. In "Gender Mainstreaming
Forced Migration Research," Hourani

and I reflect on the difficulties inherent
in developing gender sensitive research

methods in the midst of a crisis situation.
Rita Stephan recalls how the introduction of

the internet transformed the nature of Arab-
American feminist activism over the last two decades.
Based on personal experience, she underlines the link
between the anti-colonial Arab struggle and the fight for
gender equality. 

Running parallel to Stephan's portrayal of Arab female
activism, Nancy Jabra tells the story of Lebanese activist
women in southern California. In a personal opinion
piece, Jehan Mullin deals with the exclusion of Lebanese
daughters of foreign fathers from Arab society, because
of the sexist nature of Middle Eastern citizenship laws.
Finally, Naine Athalye, an Indian graduate student,
describes how she "discovered" the Arab diaspora com-
munity in her native town of Pune City, and discusses
how Muslim Arab female students rediscovered and
redefined their own identity in a largely Hindu environ-
ment. 
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In the last two decades, Spain has experienced a remark-
able increase in its immigrant population (Cornelius,
2004), of which North Africans make up a significant per-
centage. Concurrent and concomitant to this increase,
since the end of the Franco regime, a strong tendency for
conversion to the Islamic religion has been observable in
Andalusian cities like Granada and Cordoba. In the face
of these two phenomena, anti-Islamic and anti-
“Moorish” attitudes reflecting the combination of ethni-
cal, religious, and nationalist dimensions of discrimination
now prevail amongst large segments of the Spanish pub-
lic. These attitudes are deeply-rooted and can be inter-
preted in one sense as historically transmitted stigmatiza-
tions of “the other”. As Stallaert (1998) explains in detail,
since 1492, when the process of the so-called recon-
quista resulted in the “Christian reconquest” of the
Iberian peninsula from the various Muslim ruling dynas-
ties beginning with the final fall of Granada after a
lengthy siege by the “Catholic kings”, the Spanish
nation-state mission has been founded on a mixture of
ethnically-based “arabophobia” and religiously motivat-
ed “islamophobia” (Runnymede Trust, 1997). The con-
struction and imposition of a common Spanish-Castilian
hegemonic identity has always relied on measures of reli-
gious persecution —  such as the institution of the Santa

Inquisición, originated in Spain — as well as “ethnic
cleansing”, implemented since 1492 through “laws of
blood purity”, which constantly blur supposedly biologi-
cal, ethnical, and religious terminology.

Accordingly, even before the September 11, 2001 attacks
on New York City and Washington and the March 11,
2004 bombings in Madrid, increasing xenophobic and
particularly islamophobic tendencies were observable
within Spanish society; the Madrid bombings have now
made former inherently hidden deeply-rooted attitudes
more visibly explicit. Particularly affected by this newly
emerging islamophobia are Muslim women, whose soci-
etal functions, in the opinion of the majority, are reduced
to motherhood and obedience to their husbands. For sev-
eral centuries now, Islam and in particular Muslim women
have been misperceived, misunderstood, misinterpreted
and consequently portrayed as the opposing reflection of
the West's self-portrait as a modern, secularized, and
inclusive civilization (Martín Muñoz, 1999). Regardless of
their age, profession, ethnical or social class background,
citizenship and immigration status, the West focuses on
Muslim women as being the stereotypical prototype of
“otherness”. The recent feminization of North African
migration reflects that many Moroccan women from

Gunther Dietz and Nadia El-Shohoumi1
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urban areas have been migrating alone to Spain, which is
contrary to the traditional pattern of female North
Africans migrating from rural areas as dependents of
their husbands and families. Currently, Muslim women
are becoming the most important protagonists in the
process of forming and developing a Muslim diaspora
community (Martín Muñoz & López Sala, 2003).

In the Context of Southern Spain
An ethnographic study has been conducted (Dietz & El-
Shohoumi, 2005) in order to address the largely
unknown daily living conditions of these “different”
female migrants living within a secularizing, yet still main-
ly Catholic, southern Spanish society. Their daily lives are
profoundly shaped by diverse, but often overlapping and
mutually reinforcing, sources and forms of discrimination
and exclusion. Gender-related, citizenship-based, ethno-
national and religiously motivated discriminatory atti-
tudes and behaviors are simultaneously at work — both
from the “outside”, the non-Muslim majority in Spanish
society, and from within Muslim minority communities. 

Granada was the local setting of the research. In this
Andalusian city of approximately 300,000 permanent
inhabitants, a highly differentiated migrant population
has arrived and settled during the last two decades. The
main reasons for choosing this city are economic.
Granada is the principal commercial city in eastern
Andalusia, with economic relations with both the north-
ern province of Jaén, dominated by olive monoculture,
and the eastern province of Almería, which has been
transformed over the last decade into one of Spain's
most vigorous agricultural export regions. Since the first
non-European immigrants started to settle in Granada in
the second half of the 1980s, a complex economic pat-
tern of urban construction work (dominated by
Moroccans), and urban informal trade (controlled by
Senegalese) and seasonal migrations to the olive harvest
in the north as well as to the tomato plantations in
Almería, has evolved. Further advantages of Granada
derive from its character as a university city. On the one
hand, the flat market responds to the demands of 60,000
students for cheap rental property, from which the
migrants also benefit, and on the other hand, the univer-
sity has attracted highly skilled immigrants. Furthermore,
the “orientalist” legacy of the city has turned it into a
point of confluence for Muslim converts as well (Dietz &
El-Shohoumi 2005).

Emerging Muslim Life-Worlds
The infrastructure of the Muslim community in southern
Spain is still rather inadequately developed. After emi-
grating from Morocco, Algeria, and other Muslim coun-
tries, what were previously routine religious practices fre-
quently become seriously problematic to fulfill, or at

least a challenge for one's sense of duty. Different strate-
gies are developed in order to cope with these chal-
lenges. Some women try to compensate for the lack of
context and of cultural embeddedness by increasingly
internalizing their faith. In many cases, however, the sud-
denly missing framework of family and kinship networks
imbuing a deep feeling of personal isolation weakens
their willpower for the daily practice of Islam. This sup-
posedly only temporary loss of social support is exacer-
bated by the lack of a migrant community existing in
many of the cities or villages to which some Muslim
women migrate. If anything, the recently emerging “reli-
gious infrastructure” of mosques, community meeting
points, shops that offer halal food, as well as products
from the migrants' respective homelands, observable in
cities like Granada and Cordoba, paradoxically strength-
ens the impression of losing the “naturalness” and
deeply-rooted characteristics of religious faith. In con-
trast to the converts, who welcome the “changing face
of their city” as a development towards its “oriental
legacy”, some of the migrants even feel somehow
“instrumentalised” by orientalist tourism policies. The
sense of the above-mentioned loss is also promoted by
the surrounding social context. Members of the Spanish
and Catholic majority society are frequently reported to
show not just “mere” rejection, but complete ignorance
and a lack of interest when interacting with Muslims. In
response, some women have abandoned certain salient
customs like observing all daily prayers, participating
fully in Ramadan or wearing the headscarf. Finally, sev-
eral younger women have developed “double stan-
dards” in order to face the challenge of bridging the
expectations of their own family and those of the major-
ity society. This strategy, however, is not only a result of
migrating to Spain; since adolescence many of the inter-
viewees were found to systematically change codes of
conduct when spending time outside their parents'
direct sphere of influence. 

These more pragmatic and selective approaches towards
practicing Islamic traditions and obligations are com-
pletely absent when it comes to converts. They perceive
their religious duties not as something negotiable with
and against the “forces of tradition” and/or the “sur-
rounding social context”, but as the result of an individ-
ual choice. In the same way as their conversions are expe-
rienced in rather mystical terms, their religious practices
are seen as a unique opportunity of encountering divini-
ty in the daily routine of life.

Another frequently discussed issue is the significance and
necessity of wearing the headscarf. In Spain, despite the
fact that there have been no major public conflicts sur-
rounding the issue of the headscarf,2 (women are “even
allowed to wear it when taking a passport photograph”,

as one Moroccan interviewee gratefully acknowledged),
nevertheless, the veil is seen as a prejudicial obstacle
when searching for employment or trying to rent a flat.
Institutions and NGOs see the “problem” of veiling as a
major indicator of the host society's “racism”. Even
though tolerance towards veiling is always expressed,
some institutional representatives say that Muslim
women “should not exaggerate” and should not look
“as if they were in Morocco”, as this would make it dif-
ficult for their Catholic neighbors to “accept” them. A
social worker dealing with Muslim women even claimed
that some of them are covering their head as a means of
“self-isolation”.

In order to avoid this kind of discrimination, some
migrant women in certain situations strategically
remove the headscarf; however, this conforming action
does not counter the underlying prejudice concerning
the phenotypical distinction arising from wearing the
headscarf, which results in islamophobic attitudes and
the overt rejection of Moroccans. A majority of women
who wear the veil regard it as an integral part of their
religious and gender identity, and therefore an unques-
tioned part of their traditions. However, there is a
minority of women, mainly of Amazigh origin, who
reject the headscarf, which they identify as “something
imposed by the Arabs” and above all by “the macho
attitude of Muslim husbands”. For this minority, the
preservation of an archaic religious symbol, which has
nothing to do with higher or lower degree of religiosity,
is one of the factors preventing Muslim women from
liberating themselves. This perspective, which is aston-
ishingly similar to the mainstream Spanish public's per-
ception of Muslim women as victims, is sharply contra-
dicted by other women, who emphasize that the vari-
ability of veiling customs is just as susceptible to
changes and fashions as any other “article of clothing”.
Ironically, several Muslim women, immigrants as well as
converts, even claim the hijab serves as an erotic device,
while Christian Spanish women are criticized as boring-
ly “naked”.

However, in the migration context of a non-Muslim host
society, some women perceive the headscarf not as a
question of custom or fashion, but as a strictly religious
symbol of identifying oneself vis-à-vis the Christian
“other”. The Spanish converts, while being dressed mod-
estly covering their heads in order to be recognized as
Muslims, share this attitude. However, other Muslim
women openly reject this tendency of using the hijab as
a religious distinction or even as an “ethnical marker” in
inter-religious contexts. In their view, it turns the issue of
veiling into a superficial question of belonging to a reli-
gious minority regardless of one's individual faith and
attitude towards religion.

Struggling for Community Formation 
Above all, unmarried migrant women, and even many
young Muslim women studying at Spanish universities
who normally feel well integrated, suffer from loneliness,
and especially isolation from their families. Their feelings
of isolation also reflect the poor community relations
which characterize their daily lives in southern Spain. To
some extent, an emerging “transnational” and “trans-
Mediterranean” migration network can counter the
problem, i.e. experienced by frequent visits from and to
families living in the region of origin (González Barea,
2003). On the other hand, even married women who
migrated in the context of a family reunion opportunity
complain about difficulties in establishing more stable
social and neighborhood relations. This is due to their
heavy dependence on their husband's social and work
relationships or on their own employment in the shadow
economy, which will be addressed below. While the
necessity of community building in the migrant situation
is reflected in all of the interviews conducted, immigrant
community life is still strongly fragmented and depart-
mentalized according to the needs of the first immi-
grants, mainly unmarried male employees. The immi-
grant sections of the two major Spanish trade unions that
still dominate associational life are controlled by male
representatives, and their union activities are accordingly
focused on sectoral issues relevant above all to male
employees. Additionally, men also dominate the religious
organizational life that is emerging through newly estab-
lished mosques and recently created groups such as the
Consejo Islámico de Granada at the local level or the
Comunidad Musulmana de España at the national level
(Rosón Lorente, 2005). Therefore, these organizational
frameworks unfortunately cannot satisfy the require-
ments of migrant women, who above all seek the oppor-
tunities to meet other Muslim women, in order to hold
informal encounters and exchange practical information
without the presence of men. The participation of
Muslim women in activities carried out by migrant asso-
ciations and/or by Spanish NGOs supporting them is actu-
ally very weak, either because they are not allowed to by
their husbands or because they simply have no contact
with or knowledge about these associations or NGOs. On
the other hand, the “assistentialist” connotations con-
ferred on such institutions often produce feelings of
being somehow “stigmatized” when turning towards
them — an attitude that is promoted by the often-criti-
cized “charity” approach explicitly used by several NGOs
of Catholic orientation (Dietz & El-Shohoumi 2005).
Similar apprehensive attitudes are expressed concerning
social services offered by the Spanish welfare system.
Apart from those women who have never heard of the
existence of such services, many female migrants deploy
strategies of simply ignoring and/or explicitly avoiding
them. According to one social worker's opinion, this
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resistance stems from the “illegal” immigrants' fear that
these public institutions will denounce and deport them.

While many Muslim women criticize the frequent NGO
practice of “diverting” them from one organization or
institution to another, NGOs are also critical of interacting
and cooperating with Muslim women's groups and asso-
ciations due to the lack of stability, continuity, and
accountability in the daily operations of these organiza-
tions. In the opinion of the director of the Albayzín neigh-
borhood Community Social Services Centre, the Muslim
communities' organizational diversity prevents them from
having a stronger impact on local issues. Apart from
internal divisions and sectarianism, the main distinction
that presently divides Muslims in Spain is between
migrants from Muslim societies of origin and local
Muslim converts. Due to their different approaches to
and perception of Islam noted above, most converts
implicitly distance themselves from the Maghrebin immi-
grants. In fact, these converts are the only Muslim group
that succeeded in building up strong and stable,
although rather small communities. This difference seems
to be related to the process of conversion itself, which
takes place not only as a personal revelation, but also in
parallel as a “voyage” of initiation into the midst of a
community of already-initiated fellow travelers. Besides,
the strength of the convert communities is also the result
of the necessity of compensating for one's own experi-
ence of being uprooted from immediate family, relatives,
and other social relations that existed before conversion.

Between Gender, Religion and Ethnicity:
Experiences of Discrimination and Racism
Many Muslim women report discriminatory attitudes in
the local and personal contexts of their immediate neigh-
borhoods. As one example, overt or subtle rejection is
experienced when addressing the initial challenge of
renting an apartment. According to public institutions
and NGOs, the major factor preventing migrant families
from renting a well-equipped apartment is the impossi-
bility of paying simultaneously the first month's rent and
the deposit. Due to this and to the stereotypical opinion
that Moroccan immigrants “don't clean” and “leave
apartments in a mess”, real-estate owners feel very inse-
cure when dealing with migrant people. In addition to
the financial factor, public institutions also perceive “cul-
tural differences” as a source of “misunderstandings”
between local owners and immigrant tenants. When
sharing a flat, Moroccan students are said to “lack toler-
ance” towards fellow Spanish students, particularly
regarding alcohol, diet, and sexual habits. Another sup-
posedly “cultural” factor is their refusal to accept the
local urban habit of many older people who want to rent
them a room in their flat, but who share the flat with
their domestic animals.

From the point of view of all the Muslim women who
were interviewed, these obstacles do not seem to be
completely “culture”-based or economically motivated,
but related to a generalized, historically-rooted islamo-
phobia. The fear of, and skepticism towards, their ethnic
and religious “otherness” are experienced by Muslim
women in the neighbourhood as being the main sites of
daily interaction with members of the majority society. It
is in these places where converts and immigrants alike
feel permanently observed and scrutinized. They become
bored and tired of “proving” to their neighbors through
their day-to-day behavior that they are “different” from
the general prejudices leveled against them. This perma-
nent requirement of arguing and justifying one's “differ-
ence” vis-à-vis the mainstream society — according to an
Algerian woman — often leads to self-restricting leisure
activities, and relating socially solely with other Muslim
women or families instead of striving for “integration”
into the social networks of their non-Muslim Spanish
neighbors. Meanwhile, in the perception of the majority
society and its institutions, this phenomenon of self-iso-
lation is seen as an undesirable enclosure and “self-ghet-
toisation”.

In the view of many women, discrimination, which fun-
damentally takes place on a personal and not on an insti-
tutional level, may range from mere joking and stereo-
typing experienced in daily interactions to legal distinc-
tions between Spaniards and aliens, and finally to overtly
racist threats or attacks. For several interviewees, it is not
sufficient to explain the discriminatory experiences they
are currently suffering by reference to the host society's
simple ignorance about the immigrants' region or culture
of origin. In particular, the converts stress the negative
impact of the Spanish mass media in producing a gener-
ally negative and often false picture of the Muslim-Arab
world, full of religious, phenotypical, culture-related as
well as gender-related stereotypes, which inevitably guide
the perceptions and interactions of the local majority
society. Many women express how fed up, despondent,
and insulted they feel when always having to counter
allusions to “machista Muslim men” and “submissive
Muslim women”, to the “hideousness” of Arab men and
the “lasciviousness and eroticism of Arab belly-dancers”.
They are further angered by having to answer explicit
questions about the supposed customs of “Arab revenge
and blood-feuds”, or even about the strangely cultivated
rumor according to which “the Arabs” are trying to
reconquer the “Spanish shores” by sending their preg-
nant women illegally to the peninsula offering them
money for giving birth to “so many moritos”. The con-
verts, however, who do perceive institutional and struc-
tural forms of discrimination, describe these attitudes and
questions not as mere expressions of stereotypes, but as
new forms of reproducing structurally rooted historical

phobias. Since to the converts' mind a mono-cultural and
mono-religious core persists inside the supposedly secular
and “neutral” Spanish public institutions, conversion to
Islam is treated as an act of “disloyalty” and “national
betrayal”.

Many interviewees perceive this permanent confusion
between national, ethnic, and religious dimensions of
identification throughout the Spanish majority society's
stigmatized and essentialized view of “the other” as the
main obstacle to establishing and maintaining a genuine
intercultural dialogue. In order to systematize the often
overlapping and intertwined areas and sources of dis-
criminatory attitudes and practices, a double distinction
will be made between exogenous versus endogenous
forms of discrimination (i.e. between discriminatory atti-
tudes whose principal sources are situated outside or
inside the Muslim women's own community); and
between ethno-religiously motivated versus gender-
based discrimination.

On the level of exogenous forms of ethno-religious dis-
crimination, our data show at least five dimensions of dis-
tinction, inequality and supposed superiority, which are
combined thematically in the following stereotypes
against Muslim women:

• the religious and/or “civilizational” division between
Muslims and Christians/Catholics, i.e. between “Orient”
and “Occident” ;
• the ethnic distinction between “Arabs” and “Castilians”,
which reflects historical connotations of “them” and “us”
(Stallaert, 1998);
• the radicalized perception of a supposed phenotypical
bipolarity between “non-Whites” — either “Semites” or
“Blacks” - and “Whites” (Hall, 1996);
• the national and citizenship-based distinction between
“aliens” or “non-Spaniards” and “Spaniards” or
“nationals”, already codified in the Spanish Constitution
(Agrela & Gil Araujo, 2005); and
• the dividing line drawn by public opinion between
“immigrant” minority communities, who are supposed to
be problematic per se, and the “sedentary” host majori-
ty society in charge of solving these migration-related
problems (Dietz & El Shohoumi, 2005).

The blurring of distinctions between the religious and the
ethno-cultural dimensions of being a “Muslim-Arab-
Maghrebin” woman are also suffered by interviewees
inside their newly-emerging communities, where
endogenous forces may also use Islam as an ethnic mark-
er vis-à-vis the host society. As a result, incipient minority
communities are increasingly “ethnicized” from within as
well as from without (Rosón Lorente, 2005). In the case
of Muslim women, this frequently means that particular

cultural and geographically limited traits, customs and
traditions — be they of Arab, Amazigh or other ethnic
origin — are transmitted and acquired as if they formed
part of Islam as such (Jawad, 1998). According to a
Pakistani woman, who refuses the simplistic identification
of one particular cultural horizon with the supposedly
global legacy of Islam, “Religion is an easy argument and
simply a way of controlling women.”

Exogenous forms of gender-based discrimination have
been documented several times in the course of our
study and are mainly based on stereotypes about Muslim-
cum-Arab men and women, which are shaped by a pro-
found dividing line between the sexes. Whereas Muslim-
Arab men are stigmatized as potentially violent, criminal
and vindictive, Muslim-Arab women are supposed to be
inherently ambiguous. Behind the “mask” of the head-
scarf, lasciviousness and potential promiscuity are sus-
pected from the sexist perspective of the Spanish male.

Nevertheless, several Muslim women do define certain
rules and practices, seen as “female” by the male mem-
bers of their own migrant community, as endogenous
forms of gender-based discrimination. The younger
Moroccan interviewees criticize the unequal treatment,
inferior educational opportunities, and lack of personal
freedom they suffered during their adolescence, com-
pared to their brothers. In general, the women acknowl-
edging the existence of discriminatory practices — in
their country of origin or inside their current minority
community in the diaspora — agree that the Islamic reli-
gion is not to blame for such practices. They believe that
the interpretive application of Islamic traditions and gen-
der-biased interpretation of the Holy Quran by male
Muslims are the sources of the problem (Jawad, 1998).
Converts often take a similar view, their tendency to dis-
sociate Islam from Muslim countries, examined above, is
a constitutive part of the converts' religious identity.
Finally, convert as well as migrant women concur in iden-
tifying male interests as construing forces that have
always (also in several other different religions and cul-
tures) ended up “manipulating” and re-interpreting an
original distinction of gender-differentiated role-sets,
which per se were not meant to be discriminatory, but
have become over the course of time de facto sources of
gender-related discrimination. Accordingly, “the problem
of women in Islam is not a religious but a social issue - i.e.
religion being used by a patriarchal society” (Martín
Muñoz, 1999, p. 13). 

Societal Responses and Institutional Perspectives
Finally, these experiences of discriminatory practices are
contrasted, on the one hand, with official public defini-
tions of and attitudes towards discrimination, and on the
other hand, with the awareness of ethno-religious dis-
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crimination and gender-based exclusion as shown by the
NGOs and public institutions. Following Article 14 in the
section on “Rights and Liberties” of the Spanish
Constitution, which limits legal equality to those with
Spanish citizenship, and Article 16, where “the ideologi-
cal, religious, and cult-related freedom of the individuals
and communities” is guaranteed,3 there is neither a par-
ticular official definition of discrimination and anti-dis-
crimination currently existing in Spain, nor are there dis-
tinctive agencies or institutions dedicated to the imple-
mentation of anti-discrimination measures. The debate
on the necessity of introducing clearly defined anti-dis-
crimination issues in Spanish legislation itself, as has
already been accomplished in other EU member states, is
only just beginning.4

Many Spanish organizations and institutions do not
share the differentiated and interrelated perceptions of
exogenous and endogenous discriminatory experi-
ences, practices and attitudes, which in the view of
Muslim women mutually reinforce each other.
Depending on their governmental or non-governmen-
tal nature as well as on their Muslim or non-Muslim
protagonists, each of these institutional actors tends to
perceive only one aspect, source, or dimension of the
multi-level phenomenon of discrimination against
Muslim women. The representative of the Moroccan
immigrant department of the Spanish Unión General
de Trabajadores even argues that men, not women, are
the sector (group) most discriminated against within
the migrant population, since they have more difficulty
in finding employment than women. In his view, also
shared by most of the male-dominated immigrant asso-
ciations, discrimination is primarily only inflicted exoge-
nously on Muslims and/or migrants by the host society;
furthermore, this external form of discrimination is
racist, not sexist in nature. Contrary to this perspective,
the Spanish public institutions dealing with migrant
and/or Muslim communities tend to emphasize only
the internal and supposedly “culture-specific” gender-
based discrimination of Muslim women. In this official
view, discrimination does not produce social exclusion,
but, on the contrary, it is social enclosure and self-ghet-
toization which generate external rejection. While
racist attitudes towards the long-established Spanish
Roma communities, but not towards the small minority
of Muslim migrants, are acknowledged by the host
society, representatives of public institutions generally
deny any significant presence of racist or islamophobic
attitudes inside their organizations. Paradoxically, the
same interviewees cling to the same above-mentioned
stereotypes about the submissive, passive Muslim
woman, “permanently producing children”, which is a
discriminatory view combining islamophobic and
arabophobic elements.

The perspective of Spanish NGOs dealing directly with
migrant populations is more nuanced. Contrary to the
public institutions, all NGOs admit that exogenous dis-
crimination against migrant and/or Muslim women does
exist and on a rather large scale. The sources of this dis-
crimination are perceived to be mainly of legal and polit-
ical origins. Migrant Muslim women are exposed to legal
discrimination when they are deprived of basic citizenship
rights, like voting and social service benefits. Thus, migra-
tion and citizenship, not gender or religion, are the initial
sources of Spanish discrimination faced by Muslim
women. The second most important and distinctive
source of discrimination appears to be internally motivat-
ed within Islam itself. Reflecting the state institutional
perspective, NGOs identify the unequal treatment of
women both in Muslim countries and in Islam as a major
source of gender-based discrimination.

Conclusions
Even prior to the events of September 11, 2001,
Huntington's evidently accurate prophecy of a “clash of
civilizations” (Huntington 1996) was increasingly becom-
ing an attractive and often cited framework for the
debate not only on international relations, but also on
Muslim immigrants and integration policies throughout
Europe. As briefly sketched above with respect to the
issue of Muslim women, a scenario of increasingly visible
and explicit islamophobia, arabophobia and anti-immi-
grant attitudes, which has been existing implicitly before,
has been re-strengthened in Spain. The September 11
attacks on New York City and Washington D.C. and the
March 11 bombings in Madrid have only accentuated this
phenomenon. 

Through the comparison of the experiences expressed by
Muslim women themselves, on the one hand, and by
their Spanish institutional counterparts on the other, the
complexity of the Muslim woman's particular life-world
as part of an emerging minority community inside a non-
Muslim environment has become evident. For the
Spanish case, this complexity results from a “double
dichotomy” to which not only the Muslim women and
their male partners but also the Spanish society and its
institutional framework are exposed: firstly, the dichoto-
my of “oriental” religiosity versus “Western” secularism;
secondly, the dichotomy of Christian-Castilian versus
Muslim-Arab ethno-religious categories (Dietz in press).

As the institutional representatives frequently state, the
“return of Islam” to the Iberian Peninsula challenges the
process of secularization which the Spanish state and
society are currently undergoing. In this perspective, a
fundamental contradiction seems to reside in the relation
between an all-encompassing, comprehensive world-
view (formerly Catholicism, currently Islam) on the one

hand, and Western meta-religious laicism, on the other.
This perspective, however, is constantly challenged by an
ancient rivalry which has been fundamental to the histor-
ical emergence and shaping of Spanish national identity,
and which persists today inside the Spanish majority soci-
ety and culture: the supposed antagonism between
Islam, perceived as “Arab” or “Moorish”, and
Christianity, in general, and Catholicism, in particular,
identified with the predominantly Castilian ethnicity. The
resulting ethnic, intercultural and/or inter-religious con-
flicts analyzed above have a negative impact particularly
on Muslim women. These conflicts have a negative

impact on their daily experiences precisely at the moment
when these first generation Muslim women migrants are
establishing their own communities, struggling for their
positions and networks inside a non-Muslim host con-
text. As reflected in the women's experiences of both
exogenous and endogenous forms of discrimination, eth-
nicized perceptions of religious and cultural otherness,
and gender-based tendencies of female exclusion and
victimization, mutually reinforce each other and end up
restricting the development of flourishing intercultural
life-worlds in the midst of the multicultural legacy of Al-
Andalus.

Endnotes

1. A larger version of this article originally has been published in Studi Emigrazione / Migration Studies, Vol. 39 Nº 145, pp. 77-106,
Rome 2000; cf. also Dietz & El-Shohoumi (2005).
2. For a sketch of this conflict, as it has manifested itself in different European countries, see Verlot (1996); El Guindi (1999) presents
the evolution and diversity of country-of-origin interpretations and uses of veiling. 
3. Nevertheless, in the same article, public institutions are obliged to “consider the religious beliefs of the Spanish society”, and in
this context Catholicism is explicitly mentioned; for details, cf. Dietz (in press).
4. The recent approval of a directive issued by the Commission of the European Union (Directive 2000/53/EC) and aimed at harmo-
nizing the very heterogeneous national legislations of the member states on equal treatment on the basis of race and ethnic origin
will force Spanish legislation to develop its own legal framework on racism, xenophobia, and ethnic, racial, and religiously motivat-
ed discrimination (Dietz (in press).
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