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1. Introduction

Concurrent with what appears to be a trans-Euromemheven global trend, in Belgium,
gender-specific topics have recently come to thentbn of the media or in politics within
the context of debates on multicultural society antkgration of new immigrants and
minorities. In our former paper, we have pointe@dmalyses of the complexity of the Belgian
federal state and the many dimensions of Belgigerdity in which gender diversity seems to
be relatively absent or is given a place at the gmaioof the so-called ‘problem of
diversity/unity’. In this paper we shall provide averview of the relationship between gender
equality and cultural diversity by delineating dtiah levels and pertaining to which issues of
public interest and policy domains this tenuouatrehship has been articulated in Belgium.
The federal context does not allow for a univocadl &omparative picture of the
Flemish or the Walloon and/or Belgian way of degliwith certain issues. Although
immigration policies and the separation betweenrahuand state and the relationship
between religions and world-views are federal aosttutional matters, policies regarding
the integration of minorities and immigrants argioealized. The result is that multicultural
or integration policies in Flanders and Walloni@ amderstood in very divergent walys.
Whereas in Flanders ethnic-cultural minority pagior target group policies and the
compulsory citizenisation trajectory have been ijemspired by the Dutch example, the

philosophy towards newcomers in Wallonia is geatediards social integration and

! This is firstly noticeable in the difference inrgnology. Although in Flanders there is an ongaitiscussion
on the desirability of this terminology, the notitallochthones’ is commonly employed, as appearsfthe
name of the government supported umbrella orgaoisathe ‘Support Centre for Allochtonous Girls and
Women’ (‘Steunpunt Allochtone Meisjes en VrouweThis does not take away the fact that some indadid
women (and men) feel ‘allochtonised’ by this appioand do not wish to identify as allochtonous, riegfard it
as a stigmatising category. This viewpoint is ftonger in the French-speaking and predominamttyatist
region, where socio-economic and class positioreargloyed as a primary frame of reference. The tertnen
rightly problematised in the case of the secondthitd generation: how long does one remain alloabtis? In
Wallonia and Brussels the term ‘immigrant’ is ma@@nmon and ‘allochtonous’ is perceived as steréotyp
The term migrant however, is also wrongly appliedtlgians from foreign origins who can in factrnarked
as neither ‘immigrants’ nor ‘allochtonous’. (Comsigs Interculturele Dialoog, 2004, pp. 41)



combating social exclusion, thus more closely @dywith the French republican model. This
dichotomised representation is nonetheless a stsanglification of much more complex
historical and social realities, as is illustrabgdthe special case of Brussels and the different
historical fractures such as those between frelethin and Catholics, that next to the
linguistic-communitarian and ideological fracturesll influence the Belgian context and the
institutional space in which claims to the fullegtation of newcomers and new citizens must
be translated. Next to this complex constellatibmternal political and social fractures the
Belgian-Flemish multicultural context is also chdesised by receptivity to external and
sometimes contradictory influences from the neigining countries such as France and the
Netherlands. This provides quite a unique framewonkhich the gender dimension next to,
or better put, through which many other dimensiohdiversity, - be it gradually — is
manifesting itself in an unavoidably ambiguous meann

The tension between gender equality and cultureérdity in Belgium was first
brought to the political agenda during the so-caleadscarf debate that developed in the
beginning of 2004 following the law against religgosigns in France. Similar to France, it
was more than a debate on the Belgian secular atateghe interpretation of the neutrality
principle in relation to the freedom of religiors #he equality between women and men was a
central feature of this public discussion. Untilstlpoint the gender dimension had been
largely absent in the otherwise rather sharp anditigagd controversy surrounding
multicultural society and the accommodation ofrisld’he headscarf debate can therefore be
seen as symptomatic for the way the debate on d¢nsian between feminism and
multiculturalism or gender equality and culturavetsity trickled and was selectively and
rhetorically translated into different societal texts and policy practices.

Following the headscarf debate in Belgium ‘coloni@minist arguments on the
incompatibility between feminism and multicultusah were appropriated in order to
underline the thesis of the ‘failure of multiculilism’. This however has also led to a
mobilisation of allochtonous women’s organisatibrend Muslim women who reacted
indignant on the rhetorical exploitation of femmisind women’s emancipation in the context
of a racist assimilationist agenda and the marmeihich the whole debate largely took place
‘over their heads’. White’ women’s organisationsrev@pproached to take a stand and/or

developed initiatives regarding the interculturaiisn process of their organisations.

2 personally we prefer the term used in the Nethddaabbreviated as ‘zmv-women’, that stands fockyla
migrant and refugee women (‘zwarte, migranten- @rchtelingenvrouwen’). However, in order to avoid
confusion, in this paper we also apply the terno&dtonous women’ because this is commonly usetthén
(Flemish-Belgiandebate.



On the political level, next to policy proposalfldaving the French example, initiatives were
taken in view of improving intercultural and inteleological dialogue, and the discussion on
the content of the neutrality principle and thedah secular statevas launched. Whilst it
did not lead to a similar ban of ‘ostentatiousgielus symbols’ in public schools and offices,
the so-called Belgian headscarf controversy cleaWtalised the debate on the neutrality of
the Belgian state. Finally, gender equality polci®r women and men have explicitly
attended to ‘diversity’ although this is concepised differently at the regional and federal
level.

Following the polarisation regarding Muslim mingg in which the so-called
oppression of Muslim women has been a main fotisisisue of forced and bogus marriages
was put on the agenda in late 2004. A law has IpFreposed making bogus marriages
punishable by taking away Belgian nationality fooge that have become Belgian through
marriage.

However, other issues in the conflict between gerdgiality and cultural diversity
that have received vast public and political attentin other European countries such as

“honour related violence” have received relatividlje public attention.

2. The Belgian headscarf controversy: a debate oregder equality or onlaicité?

Similar to other European countries, throughoutléite eighties and nineties most often at the
local level there had been various discussionslamndases on the wearing of headscarves at
public schools, or for example on passport phattmyever, the more recent controversies
that have brought the topic of gender equality emituire diversity to the forefront of media
and political debate in Belgium, followed the exd@me reporting on the findings of the
French parliamentary commission ‘Stasi’ in Novemd@03, and the likelihood of a bill on
the ban against ‘ostentatious’ religious symbolpublic schools. Inspired by the French ban
on headscarves, at the beginning of 2004 the ssnatdhe Walloon socialist (Anne-Marie

Lizin, Parti Socialiste) and liberal parties (Alaiestexhe, Mouvement des Réformateurs

% De Belgian secular state has never been republikarFrance, and does not have a similar colopait in

which the hijab discourse has played an inferinggiole. The Belgian state recognises organisedtigking —
in the French-speaking part of the country refereedhs ‘la laicité’ — as one service among oth@ise

ubiquitous presence of Catholicism in the socfal fias invoked a strong secular opposition, thatdiso been
partly been revived in the wake of the headscarhte ‘Organised’ freethinking nevertheless, senie more
closely aligned with pleas for active pluralism.eT$trong political and social embedding of the &fan pillar

and the Christian-democratic party in Flanders $iald another mirror to new cultural-religious mities to

develop their claims to social integration.



Libéraux) launched a proposal to ban the headsnagdublic schools and services. The
Minister of Societal Integration and Equal Oppoities Marie Arena (Parti Socialiste)
reacted negatively at this proposition and in & mal to limit the intercultural debate to the
headscarf, took on the initiative of establishingammission on Intercultural Dialogue.

This federal commission, which took a start in ey 2004, was instructed to draw
up a state of affairs on intercultural relationstbe basis of consultations with practitioners,
representatives of religions and world-views, musibnal representatives and academic
experts around four working themes: citizenshipadity between men and women, the basic
principles of governments services and the statusligion in a society with a predominantly
non-confessional character. Whereas the repotiefCtommission, published in May 2005,
did not offer a clear advice on the way the separaif church and state or the neutrality of
the state should be interpreted in relation to wearing of religious symbols in public
services, it did stimulate the opening of a largecietal debate by presenting different but
acceptable interpretations of the meaning of ‘rediiyt. The wearing of the headscarf is not
discussed in the report under the heading of geisdees, which mainly concerned the legal
status of women in international family law, butsaianplicated under the heading of state-
neutrality and religious signs. The only genderedcern which is left in the report is a
suggestion to measure the impact of a possibleobame wearing of religious signs on the
employment of women in public services.

From an initial focus on gender equality, the headsdebate shifted towards a focus
on public neutrality and the Belgian secular st@tee Commission considers three different
viewpoints as defendable regarding the meaningeafrality in fulfilling state positions. The
first position, that of freedom of religion and lasive neutrality, regards the exclusive
understanding of neutrality as problematic in tharedominantly excludes signs that do not
belong to the North European tradition and thusagl®r a no-limits approach to wearing
religious signs by civil servants. The defenderstlus first position argue that non-
discrimination and neutrality should follow frometlacts rather than the outward appearance
of civil servants. The second viewpoint concernkirad of state neutrality and therefore
demands ‘restraint’ or a prohibition on any kindexjoression of religious conviction on the
part of civil servants, yet only for those who iifice come into contact with the public and/or
have a kind of authority relation. The third — rbjpcan — position, asks for strict neutrality
with absence of any religious sign for all govermiefficials, including those who do not
come into contact with the public. In this viewpipublic neutrality is prioritised above

freedom of religion and neutrality is not only urgteod as an issue of deeds but also applies



to the appearance of civil servants. The CID ultetyadoes not defend one of these positions
over another, but does in fact launch the idea tigaftrality does not have to imply the
eradication of all religious and ideological sigram clothing in government services. It thus
does not suggest that the principle of neutratgglf (like that of freedom of religion and the
equality principle) would be at stake, but ratheesfions how it must be applied in practice;
whether one should strive to a further neutralisiofg public spaces and services, or
conversely, if a more inclusive kind of neutraligypossible that on equal footing can give

expression to the diversity of multicultural sogiet

3. Islam in the Belgian state

Among the more profound dimensions of cultural dsitg, religion assumes a fundamental
position. Secularisation in Belgium has not resllite a strict separation between state and
church as in France, but in a mutual accordanegelly privileging the Catholic Church. All
Belgian citizens contribute to the financing of tbervices of religious and philosophical
communities (including the secular humanists), méigas of their personal conviction or
income. The state, therefore, on the one hand appe#ake a neutral and tolerant stance vis-
a-vis religions and the Weltanschauungen of itgedits, yet decides on which religions and
communities it shall recognise and finance. Offigjahis recognition and financing is based
on the general social, humanist and moral concévaisthey may represent, but in practice
recognition and financing is mostly a case of labgyand the Catholic Church is clearly
privileged in the allocation of government resostt&ollowing the settlement of ‘guest
worker’ immigrants from Muslim countries such asgcco and Turkey, Islam became the
country’s second religion. Although it was recoguisas an official religion in 1974, this has
not entailed equal treatment on par with othergretis and worldviews. Despite the
progressive decline in the practice of Catholicistrstill enjoys a privileged position and
receives the vast majority of financial resourcéghereas in counting the number of

adherents, Islam is the second largest religiorth@a country, only a tiny proportion of

* At the beginning of the nineteenth century, Catliein and Protestantism were recognised, followgdhie
Anglican, Israelite (1870), Islamic (1974) and odbx (1985) services. A number of non-confessional
communities have been subsidised by the state di868. Despite the fact that the number of pragjisi
Catholics has dwindled substantially during the theee decades, Catholicism still enjoys a prgele position
and receives the vast majority of the financiabtgses. Its dotation is determined by the numbeéntadibitants

of a parish, regardless of the fact if these aeetming Catholics. Although in numbers, Islamhg second
biggest religion of the country, only a tiny propon of the subsidies is allocated per practisingsMn. (cf.
Husson, 2004) In order to rectify this imbalancethe allocation of resources, initiatives are beiaken on
designing a kind of ideological and religious réigison of inhabitants at the local level.



subsidies are distributed per practising Muslimthéugh the extent to which ‘Islam’ is a
determinant of Muslim identity is debateable, ah@ twvay in which it is defined and
experienced among Muslim minorities varies considlt, in general there is an evolution of
socio-ethnic stratification at a religious level.

Prudential arguments will probably have a largéiluence upon a fair subsidising of
Islam in Belgium than distributive justice arguneerfeor financing would also imply that the
Belgian government can place demands and exettemmée and control, and for example
form a counterbalance against the often conseevadivd fundamentalist influences from
foreign donor countries.

One of the most striking and fairly unique effecfsthe secularisation process in
Belgian society has been that of ‘pillarisatiorfietcreation of a network of resources and
instruments (from political parties, trade unioashbliday resorts) carried by the community
of citizens. As Timmerman (2003: 20) argues, timbars stand in ambiguous relation to the
nation state in which they function; they diminigte identification of the citizen with the
nation state through the feeling of belonging t@'srown — catholic, socialist or liberal —
nest, yet simultaneously contribute to its soc@lesion. For immigrants this has meant that
despite not having gone through a similar procésecularisation, in order to claim a place
within the host society they are forced to apply same pillarisation logic. Hence, the debate
on the formation of an ‘Islamic pillar’. On the ohand it is doubted that this will benefit the
emancipation — e.g., through erecting Islamic stheoof Muslim minorities. On the other
hand it cannot be denied that the ‘pillarisatios’ still a reality in Belgium, and that
withholding the same opportunities to religious amities implies a breach of the equality
principle. However, at this moment reality is famoved from the creation of an allochtonous
or Islamic pillar. The established pillarised orgations — for example the labour unions —
have embarked on efforts to accommodate new miesriinder the heading of diversity
(Flanders/Brussels) and/or anti-discrimination (Miah) policies.

Like in other European countries, Islam as a retigbut also as a collective identity is
now part of the Belgian political space, upon whalochthones are mobilising. Following
events such as 9/11/2001 and the headscarf corggoire Belgium, certain Muslim women

are claming their right to symbolise their religsotonvictions publicly.

4. The mobilisation of Muslim girls and women




In the headscarf controversies a (false) ideolofyfeminism as the mark of western
civilization was strategically being co-opted incalonial discourse that pits any form of
gender justice against cultural pluralism. At woitsthas contributed to an essentialist
discourse on Islam as inherently oppressive to woamal irreconcilable with western values,
whereas discussion took place ‘over the headshefactual women concerned. During the
headscarf debate in the media and political agenagatwithstanding various protest marches
on Antwerp and Brussels — the voices of Muslim womeere hardly listened to and the
discussion mostly took place ‘over their heads’ aAgaction to this exclusion, and the way in
which the liberation of the Muslim woman had becoime stake of a polarisation between
minorities and the dominant society in Belgium, ed82 allochtonous women’s organisations
signed an open letter to Minister of Internal AféaPatrick Dewael, in reaction to his essay
“forced veiling is unacceptablé.This mobilisation further crystallised into theeetion of
self organisations such as the Action CommitteeMoklim Women in Flanders (AMV,
2005a: 4). The platform ‘Keep off my headscarf'ifBlan mijn hoofddoek) in Mechelen was
also established and launched a petition againgtrale that would curtail wearing the

headscarf at school. (www.bismillah.be/blijfvannhigpfddoelk The Centre for Allochtonous

Girls and Women (SAMV), an umbrella organisatioraébchtonous women’s organisations

that is supported by the Flemish government, was dismayed at the way the discussion

®The peak of the headscarf debate in Flanders avdsllow the publication of the essay “Forced vailiis
unacceptable” by Patrick Dewael (2004), the libevaé prime-minister and minister of Internal Afiof the
federal government, which was published simultasBoin main French and Dutch-language newspapers on
January 19. According to Dewael in his essay (2004), althoggtups demanding for their freedom of religion
defend the ‘right’ of Muslim women to wear the heeakf, in practice this would often come down te th
“implicit acceptance of the order by Muslim mentttteeir women must be veiled.” The author concuith the
claim of Chirag that “the degree of civilization pds on the position of women in that society” and
consequently any kind of forced veiling is unaceéj# in as much as forced marriages, sexual muofiland
polygamy. Although it is noted that one “shouldpest those that veil voluntarily,” the “true motssef those
enforcing the veil must be unmasked” and “throuigh flaw we must protect those who need our protectio
This essay unleashed a host of responses, andtalisibsthe newspapers had their special rubricshenso-
called ‘veil debate.” Noticeable is the way Dewdwdtorically links the headscarf to practices sashsexual
mutilation, forced marriages, gang rape, and soVdhat is especially remarkable is that he drawgram-
academic) publications by Muslim women ‘in their rowoices’ who have ‘cast off the veil.” Among other
Dewael refers to the Iranian writer Chahdortt Djavawhose essagas les voileswas translated into Dutch the
following month. In the mean time Djavann has bewarviewed in many a journal and on prime time Hér
basic view is that any kind of veiling would symizel the status of women as ‘sex objects’ and ‘@akn
sinners,’ and that those Muslim girls in the Frebatonvilles would merely be veiling out of protieect against
male sexual aggression. Another ‘liberated’ secMaslim woman'’s voice that the author refers tdhat of
Ayaan Hirsi Ali. Hirsi Ali gained much public attéan with her sharp critique of ‘Islam,” as whatesperceives
to bethe central factor accounting for the problem of theegmation of minorities in the Netherlands (Hirdi A
2002). Before she was — once more - forced intdngichfter a series of death threats, among whiet th
following the murder of the director Theo van GaghiNovember 2004, for which she wrote the scripttfe
film SubmissionHirsi Ali had become increasingly popular amohg tight-wing faction of Flemish liberal
politicians (mostly male) and was often invited $peeches in those contexts.



took place ‘over’ instead of ‘with’ the groups iuegtion an supports a kind of ‘positive
neutrality’ in which pupils, teachers and civil gants have the right to wear the headscarf.

Seeing that the dominant discourse on the presamftat headscarf wearing women
would be ‘forced’ or could impossibly be ‘emancigdit was not supported by any research
on empirical evidence, organisations such as AMMhar Brussels-based Al-Marifa have
organised their own surveys among Muslim women oganmg and not-wearing the
headscarf. More recent research in Belgium (cf. Dala, 200&n\Wer Heyden, Geets &
Vanderwaeren, 2005; Vanderwaeren, 2005) and neighigpcountries (cf. Afshar, Aitken &
Franks, 2005; Amiraux, 2003; Bartels, 2005) als@esi the floor with the simplistic
association between the headscarf and oppressidhdo/ast majority of Muslim women in
the West. It is then often referred to the growimgjvidual emancipatory identity politics for
the second or third generation of Muslim womenhid faith based practice.

Typical of the headscarf controversy is the onegiday in which in very essentialist
terms the relation between gender inequality atigioe was discussed. The position of
women had only been related to Islam, whereas dt iever been an argument before to
guestion, for example, the privileging and governtrsaibsidising of the Catholic Church that
among others still refuses to open the priesth@dvamen. Whereas gender equality is
anchored in the Belgian constitution, it also aboler an exemption in the framework of the
equally constitutionally protected freedom of radig This additionally illustrates how the
feminism-multiculturalism debate is selectively dise stigmatise Islamic and Muslim

minorities.

5. Gendering inclusive neutrality?

In general, the headscarf debate can be contesgdaliithin a broader debate on citizenship
and the definition of national/regional identity pmsed to other European countries on
cultural and religious pluralism with the Belgiaation state. Thus a headscarf ban as in
secular-republican France has not been issuedojumiong others, the specificity of state-
church relations, the history of ‘pillarisation’ érthe refracted school system. However,

schools and organisations are still allowed to an@nt restrictions. Schools boards decide

® AMV undertook a select sample of 225 Muslim wonzem girls from the province of Antwerp in the age
category of 11-52. The largest group was of Moraozdgin, but women and girls of Turkish origingldnake
up an important percentage. A small minority ofoghtonous Muslim converts with and without headsesir
also took part. Both girls and women with and withtheadscarves participated. (AMV, 2005b). Al'Marif
(‘The Knowledge’) distributed and processed a syime2004 among predominantly 1000 women of Moroacca
and Turkish origins from the capital region of Bsels (Al'Marifa 2004).



autonomously whether they either allow or forbi@ thearing of the headscarf by pupils
and/or teachers. This applies to various educdtismmactures, including catholic, official,
provincial and local educational networks. Not oh¢he institutional organisations has taken
in a general position, but leaves the issue irhtdreds of the local autonomy of the schools. A
number of court cases initiated by Muslim womenirgawearing head coverings at their
schools have been rejected.

Currently being discussed are issues such as watatrseutrality might actually mean
for civil servants, and whether one may wear religi signs. The principle of neutrality as
such is not at stake, but rather how it should fy@ied: by the inclusion of differences, or
conversely, through their neutralisation. Belgiumug sways between on the one hand the
political project of a ‘religious allotment countrys Paul de Hert (2006: 122) describes the
situation in the Netherlands and Germany, and enother the French republican ideal that
prioritises a further secularisation of the pullahere and space.

The new ‘intercultural’ notion of ‘active pluralisns also a concept that is gaining
more and more popularity among politicians (cf.vaet, 2005) and the broad public. The
concept — even though the reflection upon this ephs only in its initial phase — refers to a
position in which religious diversity must be maxihy supported and thus moves beyond the
Rawilsian-liberal notion. Active pluralism implielsat after a deep encounter with one’s own
tradition, one can actively explore the other bywéan open intercultural dialogde.

Some public services, such as the VDAB (FlemishliPimployment Service) have
already adopted a stance in favour of inclusivetnadity; among others it is currently being
discussed. Pleas for inclusive neutrality in schaold public services are also supported by
referring to the less appealing alternative offdrenation of an Islamic pillar.

Notable is the way the Flemish Women’s Delibera@mmittee (Vrouwen Overleg
Komitee, VOK) also defends the idea of inclusiveitradity that would allow for Muslim
women to wear their headscarf in their professighereas the same organisation had for
years striven vehemently against the ubiquitousi@mice of the Catholic Church within the

"Ludo Abicht, for example, sees active pluralismaashentic pluralism: “Authentic pluralism, wherebpe

aspires to approach the other actively as well &heg to preserve the plurality of life stances,simoe

understood as an interest in, an inter-est forrdifeestances. For it is important, to all of usget to know the
other approach to shared life questions and aseiewo place ourselves in the mentality of theenttio

understand as much as we can from the inside afeetcdhow others solve, look at and try to solve #ame
general human problems.” (Abicht, 2006: 231). HoereWPaul De Hert (2006) is also highly critical tbie

project of active pluralism and warns how easy ¢bacept can be (mis)appropriated by the well-orggahi
catholic block as means to hold on to the waniffigiémce of its own life stance among the publice Tact that
the public space in Flanders is a pillarised spaeenot be sufficient argument to strive towardsaative

pluralism in the place of retaining the alreadyiaetd status quo, according to De Hert. (2006: 122}
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public sphere. Clearly inspired by the report & @ommission on Intercultural Dialogue, the
VOK defends the position of inclusive neutralityathwvould allow Muslim women to wear the
headscarf in their employment in public servic®&OK, 2005) It thus clearly chooses for an
anti-racist position to which secularisation is @nated.

However, pleas for inclusive neutrality are priralp not limited to the wearing of the
headscarf. What is advocated here is not an exempti a general rule in favour of the
emancipation of minority women, but a revision otwarent — however implicit and not

realized — interpretation of neutrality in the paldomain.

6. Towards a feminist viewpoint on interculturality in white women’s organisations

Whereas a few allochtonous politicians had putetmancipation of allochtonous women on
the political agenda, none of these have conceikiedheadscarf affair to be a priority in
Belgium. Some individual ‘white feminists’, neveethss publicly defended an anti-hijab
stance during the headscarf debate, out of a corioethe perceived detrimental effects for
the position of allochtonous women according toulducal relativist view on religion and
culture. (cf. Mia Doornaert iDe Standaard10/11/04).

Women’s organisations such as the Dutch-speaking m&is Council
(Nederlandstalige Vrouwenraad) did not immediatetynulate a point of view regarding the
headscarf yet rejected the way in which women ‘sripation was being instrumentalised
by ‘white knights’ who ‘in their name’ were suppd$e defending the rights of oppressed
veiled Muslim women. To date the Women’s Councg hat achieved consensus as to which
position should be taken regarding the headscashs€quently, the debate initiated a
discussion on the relationship between feminismrmantticulturalism and has even led to an
interculturalisation process in Flemish women’s amigations (cf. S'Jegers, 2006). The
Dutch-speaking Women’s Council - an umbrella orgation of different Flemish women’s
organisations that in 2005 celebrated its 100 yeérsxistence - started with an internal
diversity process ‘Towards a colourful Women'’s Catirff2005-2006), aiming among others,
- and encouraged by the subsidising Minister — meclude allochtonous women’s
organisations in its organisation. The Women’s Ipetation Committee (Vrouwen Overleg
Komitee - VOK), the oldest still remaining orgartiea of the second feminist wave in
Flanders, in which individual women represent thelwes, now also counts Muslim feminists

among its active members. In 2005 the Committedighéd the brochurd feminist look at
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multiculturality (Een feministische kijk op multiculturaliteit)n which, for example, the

‘western Eurocentric appropriation’ of feminism amnaversal values is criticised.

7. Policies in gender quality and cultural diversiy

Whereas the headscarf debate in 2004-2005 carebeedias the most salient example of the
way the tensions between gender equality and alldiversity have been played out in
Belgium with various concrete effects on publiccdigrse and policies pertaining to broad
issues such as multiculturalism, the relationsk@wieen religion and state and the status of
minority women, the latter has also received somecific attention during recent years
within equal opportunities policy. After decennilefeminist struggle gender equality in itself,
as in other countries, is anchored in the Belgiansttution, law and policy. Current equal
opportunities policies in Belgium are implementadoath the federal and the community
level and are defined both horizontally (gendernstieaming in all department policies) and
vertically (specific measures for achieving geneéeguality). Nominally, besides women,
allochthones, disabled people, LGBs and the eld®s aome under equal opportunities
policy.

At the federal level, the current Minister for Qigervices, social integration, cities
policy and equal opportunities, Christian Dupordr(PSocialiste) has prioritised attention to
‘migrant women’ in his policy. This mainly involvethe finalisation of the International
Private Law (the problem of repudiation) and sefisdiion surrounding the Moudawana (the
reform of Moroccan family law and repercussiongebéfor Moroccan women in Belgium).
Priority is being given to the legal status of waonwé foreign origins through the erection of
‘Support Centres International Private Law for Wonoé foreign origins’. These centres have
the task to inform women and to assist them inruifeg their rights. A second priority but
little concretised theme is the ‘impact of policg the social and professional mobility of
women of foreign origins’ (www. christiandupont.tiEleid - interculturaliteit)

Differences in the communitarian conceptions ofateupportunities policy explicitly
aimed at women in minority groups already becompasmt in the way this group is
conceptually designated and forms a first importstake in the articulation of policies:
‘allochtonous women’ (Flemish policy) and respeelyv ‘migrant women’ (federal and
Walloon policy). The last, although theoreticaltxcludes second and third generations.
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In sum we can state that Flemish minority policjows ‘allochtonous’ women more
‘visibility’ in terms of policy measures, whereas the French-speaking side the stigmatising
effects of the focus on ethnicity are emphasisedl #we way this artificially deepens the
divide between groups among the population.

Whereas minority women were practically invisiliethe previous Flemish legislature
(which focused on issues such as parity or thelgzpléical representation of women on the
one hand and the emancipation of minorities onather), the current Flemish minister of
Equal Opportunities has set out in her policy tetf2004-2009) in the language of a
transversal equal opportunities approach and inlyeqap intersectional terminology, to
completely prioritise the emancipation of allockaas (in particular Muslim) women, next to
‘the emancipation of men’, and achieving equaldy lfGBs, single mothers, low-income and
older women. Characteristic for the greater pargefder equity philosophy and policy in
general, is the underlying idea that for the vashjamity of autochthonous women
emancipation and equality are already achieved.

The same minister has approached Muslim women’'silae@nd religious (self)
organizations, and is entertaining the route ainsls a means to emancipation for Muslim
women. This appears as a striking move in the gbwtfea secular democracy, and especially
in a climate in which the place of religion in thablic sphere and the relationship between
religion and politics are being debated anew. Thppsrt Centre for Allochtonous Girls and
Women that is subsidised by the Flemish governnsestarting up an experimental project in
2006 in a number of Muslim women’s groups in Flasden the Koran as an instrument of
emancipation.

The cabinet has also recently approached Muslim emdnorganizations through
‘living room conversations’ in order to start upli@logue that may lead to concrete actions.
This included, for example an invitation to theypldhe Veiled Monologues’ followed by
discussion between the organizations, the Mingtdrthe director and actors of the play. A
number of Muslim women walked out during the playd afterwards much critique was
launched at the Minister for the way such initiaivonly contribute to the portrayal of
Muslim women in an orientalist and ‘sexualized’ man whilst Muslim men are portrayed as
oppressors. Grass root organizations (cf. ‘Keepnoff headscarf’) have also criticized the
way ‘art’ is being used to deal with what they @g@ve to be ‘political’ problems, such as
discrimination in education and employmede{ Nieuwsblad18/04/05).
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In Wallonia, the Ministry of Social Action, Healttnd Equal Opportunities has
prioritised the following issues after taking stoock Beijing+10: domestic violence, social
housing for battered women, parity on communalragibnal election lists, and practical and
institutional support for (the mostly female) caiedrs of the aged and disabled. Finally, the
current minister plans to combat sexism in edupagmd employment, with particular
attention to immigrant women and women from fordigickground§.

Next to equality policy, the Flemish minority palies also an institutional space in
which allochtonous women as a specific categorytrgreg to articulate their concerns, next
to numerous other domains, institutions and strestusuch as education, health care,
welfare, etc. Acquiring a strategic-emancipatorysifpon as a specific target group is
nevertheless an ambiguous undertaking, that withi&Wekker (2002) can be best described

metaphorically as ‘building nests in a windy place’

8. Family and honour related violence

The current National Action Plan against Partneol&fice (2004-2007) is solely directed
towards (ex)partner violence, opposed to an eaatiion plan (2001-2003) that comprised a
much broader notion of violence including domaiostsas violence within the contexts of
the workplace, human trafficking, asylum policytemational relations and development
cooperation. This narrowing down has implications the attention to violence against
women of minority and immigration backgrounds.

On the other hand, research into the prevalenceyges of violence against women
(in its broadest definition) of minority groups hlasen rather scant in Belgium, which can
partly be explained by a reluctance to registenieity in data banks and social analyses,
especially in the sphere of violence and crimigal@pponents on the multiculturalists’ side
have argued that registration often leads to acesibn of target groups that may acquire a
pejorative connotation.

Minor media attention has been given to the peezkirise among ‘allochtonous’
women in women’s shelters. According to a reporhomelessness and general welfare work

in Flanders in 2003, allochtonous women make upentiban the half of the inhabitants of

8 The Direction for Equal Opportunities of the FreWalloon government broadened its notion of edyali
beyond that of equality between women and men @91#8mong its actions has been the development of
pedagogical material on the status of women in redg&qy education, the support of projects pertairtimg
combating violence against women, and the repratsentof women in local politics. In 2004 the gaverent
ordered an exploratory study on forced marriagesthie French-speaking community in order to offer
suggestions on prevention and aid to both femadenzaile victims of the practice.
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some shelters. It often concerns women of the skaonthird generation with Belgian
nationalities that have left their husbands. Howetrgs does not lead to the conclusion that
partner violence would be more prevalent than itmehthonous families in Belgium. It can
also be explained by the fact that allochtonous ammeside longer in the shelters than
autochtonous women, due to their often precaricxe@mic and social status. Another
assertion is that minority women are almost comsfetbsent in ambulant social care
settings.

In contrast to other countries and those casesadhittat have received some press
coverage, until recently similarly hardly any atten has been given to honour-related
violence on Belgian territory. On 16 December 26@5Kurdish Institute in Brussels together
with the Federation of Flemish Women'’s groups oiggoh a conference on honour-related
violence. With this conference they hope to stirteutiifferent governments and authorities in
Belgium to deal with the phenomenon of HRV. Thatesaof HRV do prevail in Belgium is
shown by e.g., Clycq et al. study (2004) in whidnwersations with social workers on
‘honour revenge’ and the locking up of partnersnisntioned as a typical form of violence
and as a specific form of legitimizing. Autochtholsgperpetrators of violence are less apt to
account for their acts of violence in terms of hanor refer to their culture or religion, but
will refer to serious acts of violence as ‘passteha

In response to some interpolations, inspired bycbustudies, on this topic the
Minister of Justice explained that honour relatedence is not retained as a parameter in the
national police data bank, nor do police officeezaive any specialised training on the
subject. Other interpolations have been met witmiers like some 5 honour killings having
been committed in Belgium during the last 6 yeard without any notable increase. The
Minister of Justice has nevertheless promised (imdigg 2006) to start up an action plan on
intra-familial violence following experimental pegts in the Netherlands. The problem of
honour revenge would also be taken up in the contéx'partner violence’ in higher
education.

Despite the absence of or minimal attention byhbpbliticians and the media,
according to fieldworkers and practice expertshsae those present at the HRV conference
in Brussels, honour related violent practices sagHorced marriages’, ‘forced abortions’ and
‘forced virginity’ (with consequent requests forrhgn repair) are nevertheless present among
minority and immigrant communities in Belgium.

However, there is also some reluctance to categ@isl address violence against

women as honour-related, since the notion itsdé#rseto ‘other’ cultures and can therefore
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easily used to stigmatise certain minority groulpstead of ‘culturalising’ the needs of
minority women, fieldworkers and self-organisatiosisch as the SAMV give preferential
attention to the ‘interculturalisation’ of services society, working towards a greater

inclusiveness and responsiveness for the needofity groups.

9. Genital Mutilation

Genital mutilation is described as another fornviofence against women, which regardless
of its general ‘orientalist’ fascination among tpablic and in the media, its incidence in
Belgium has not been problematised to any greanéxbespite the fact that Belgium passed
a specific criminal law provision prohibiting feneagenital mutilation in 2000, to date no
national court cases concerning FGM have occui@dthe basis of a limited case study
(excluding factors such as ethnicity, illegal immaigts and migrants with a Belgian
nationality) researchers from the International {@efor Reproductive Health in Ghent have
roughly estimated the number of women and girlBetgium that could be affected by FGM
at 2.745 on a total population of over 10 millidde(Leye & Deblonde 2004). Although
health workers admit to being confronted with tbesequences of FGM and with the request
for reinfibulation, knowledge among aspects of F@Mong professionals is scarce, nor are
the legal aspects known (De Leye, Deblonde & Timmaer 2004). In May 2006, a
parliamentary question was raised to the Ministefustice, inspired by actions in Denmark
and Finland, and proposing to effectively pursueeps who send their children abroad for

this form of mutilation.

10. Concluding remarks

The way in which gender and multicultural issues articulated in any case illustrates the
different fractures and complex political relatiost mark the Belgian landscape and the
diverse and ambiguous impact of developments ighfigiuring countries, which are utmost
difficult to ascertain. On the one hand the congeelelectoral victories and the xenophobic
populism of the right-wing party Vlaams Belang (Rish Interest) have exerted a profound
influence upon integration and minority policieser@er issues, such as the presumed

oppression of ‘the allochtonous or migrant womare #ereby often symbolically and
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literally deployed in view of assimilationist agersd These attitudes no doubt mirror general
tendencies such as immigration policies in othemtwes (for example on forced and bogus
marriages), or the idea of a ‘clash between cafies’ in which the West is celebrated as the
sole and ultimate defender of women’s rights. Wormemigrant and minority groups are
thus often the stake of an agenda that transcéedsinterests as they are active participants
and actors struggling to be recognized as equalngrar in debates and policies on
multiculturalism and equal opportunities.

On the other hand a radical shift in multicultypalicies has not (yet?) taken place as
is the case in the Netherlands and France; Flamdeantrast to the Netherlands by whom it
was inspired, still holds on to a group orientdthet minority policy. The explanation for this
is a very complex one and is partly related totelat dynamics and the political embargo
(cordon sanitair) to form a coalition with the extre right wing party Vlaams Belang (cf.
Jacobs, 2004). Some events, such as the anonymeatls tthireats in 2005 which demanded
the resignation of Naima Amzil, because of her bead, also held a mirror to the Belgian
population, to which terrible intolerance the stagisation of other cultures and religions
could lead. Because of her composed reaction, apécally her West-Flemish accent,
Naima gained much sympathy among the Belgian pubhés appreciation thus seems to
testify to multicultural toleration, yet at the sartime reveals the astonishment on how a
headscarf-wearing woman of Moroccan origin couldggay be integrated to the extent that
she had mastered the local dialect. This case teless contributed to a certain shift in the
debate on the emancipation of Muslim women, bydinig the problem of racist and gender
specific ethnic discrimination in the workplacedrihe public eyé®

The recent shooting by a young Flemish man withilfatres to the extreme right
party the Flemish Interest of two minority womerdam young girl in broad daylight in the

city of Antwerp and a number of other violent ra@#acks in the Spring of 2006, have also

® After the death threats regarding the Amzil c&emish Interest party president Filip Dewintecksi to his
viewpoint: “Who wears a headscarf, shows unwilliegm to integration (...).”"Het Laatste Nieuws28/12/04:
website Vlaams Belang/Filip Dewinter)

19 Recently the low labour rate of ‘allochtonous’ wemhas been denounced. Here we can similarly detect
different ideological discourses: on the left atitem is focussed on the problem of neglect in etdanaand
discrimination and racism on the labour market.ilUatently little attention was given to the gend@anension.
The misconception (cf. Martens, Ouali, e.a., 2@1:is that ‘allochtonous’ girls by virtue of the&irgher school
achievements would experience relatively less tiigsnation on the labour market compared to ‘allocius’
boys. On the right the low labour participationatibchtonous women is often translated in ‘cultistaterms.
Bart Somers, president of the Flemish Liberal P@viyD) explains the low working rate among Turkiahd
Moroccan women through ‘the social pressure fromefample the husband’ (websitéijfkamp voor aanpak
werkloosheid bij allochtonej’ The impact of negative image regarding Muslimmen (cf. E-Quality, 2005) is
not acknowledged in this kind of discourse, neitteethe ethno-stratification of the labour marked ahe
problem of underachievement that highly educatdéoclionous women suffer from (especially in Brussel
(Brussels Observatorium van de Arbeidsmarkt en Kieaties, 2004: 25).
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opened up a public debate on the extent to whiatisma has become structurally
institutionalised in all of Belgian society. Paradm@lly, within this context critiques on
current multicultural policies as contributing todangerous “group-oriented thinking” are
also articulated by spokesmen of the Flemish liqeawety.

Whereas public attention for integration and multieralism never seems to cease in
Flanders, at the moment of writing this paper thestion of gender equality and cultural
diversity is not a very prominent one in public d&b It however remains salient in other core
debates such as on religion and the state, anidastaken up and implemented in policy-
making and different civil society organisations dannstitutions, e.g. within the
implementation of diversity policies and/or gendaainstreaming. Theoretically included in
both domains of policy-making, in practice minontgmen still have to go a long way in the
struggle for recognition - as women in minoriti¢sas minority women - within the different
societal and institutional domains such as labonions, political parties, health care,
education, social services. It is beyond the sadphis paper to discuss this in a fair manner
but the issue of the integration and accommodatfominority women'’s claims and needs
‘from below’ is nevertheless a very important ohattshould not be neglected, and more in
particular in the pillarised Belgian society whémne so-called ‘midfield’ (middenveld) is very
important to policy-making and social cohesion.

Finally, the focus in this paper on minority womeith a Muslim background does
not imply that they are the only significant minignivomen’s group in Belgian society. As we
have already explained in our first paper, dueltbamd new immigrant flows, Belgium is a
very multi-ethnic/multicultural and diversifying siety. Nevertheless, in line with global
dynamics regarding Islam and Muslim minorities, #tiention in public debate is very much
focused on Islam and Muslim identities, Whereagials identification is stimulated by the
strategic opportunities for recognition it offere minorities by the Belgian state, the
historical-pragmatic — and to a much less extemiatil - outcome of the typical Belgian
secular state is now being questioned and/or rdddnin these discussions gender-related
issues have played, and will no doubt continue hay,p- albeit often selectively and

strategically - an important part.
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