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Outline of the topic and relation to existing research 

In the last decade religious, ethnic and cultural differences have become highly contested issues 

in many European countries. Particularly, the presence of Islam as a “migrating” religion has 

been on the political and academic agenda for some time now. Conflicts have evolved around 

issues such as wearing Muslim headscarves in public institutions (Göle 2002; Berghahn 2004), 

building mosques and minarets in European town centers and so called traditional violence 

against women, as for example female circumcision and arranged or forced marriage (Phillips 

2007). Some of these conflicting issues did not only trigger heated debates but also have been 

leading to a wide range of policy action across European countries as for instance bans of 

headscarves in public institutions (France, Turkey, Germany) (Saharso 2003), changes of laws for 

abroad marriage (Denmark, UK), amendments of penal laws to punish genital cutting (Austria, 

Germany) and municipal norms of the length of minarets. 

 

Obviously, migration to western societies has challenged the ideas, institutions and processes of 

how liberal democracies should accommodate and deal with religious, cultural and ethnic 

differences. Due to the transformation of global migration patterns – the feminization of 

migration to the European Union – integration policies and modes of living together have 

changed tremendously: Migrants and their families will not return to the countries they once 

migrated from and religious, cultural and ethnic diversity became part of everyday live in western 

European countries. Therefore the question of recognizing religious and ethnical differences has 

become an issue of major importance for liberal democracies (Kymlicka 1995; 

May/Modood/Squires 2004; Bader 2007). However, multiculturalist policies have been disputed 

since the mid 1990s: After the attacks of 9/11, the Madrid and London bombings and the murder 

of Theo van Gogh tools of multiculturalism are not perceived as an appropriate approach to deal 

with religious, cultural and ethnic different minorities. More and more multiculturalism is 



associated with the development of “parallel societies”, with ghettoization and non-integration of 

ethnic and religious minorities.  

 

The contested issues mentioned above reveal that gender is at the core of public discussions and 

political responds to religious and ethnic differences. Challenges to western European societies 

created by migration are deeply entangled with gender relations in several ways: On the one hand 

debates about the “crisis of multiculturalism” point to gendered topics such as veiling or forced 

marriage. What, if different “cultures” are harmful to women from these minority cultures? How 

should liberal states react to illiberal, harmful practices towards women? On the other hand, in 

political controversies about immigration gender equality is used as an argument against “other” 

cultures and ethnicities in order to show their lack of modernity, as for instance in the Dutch 

policy debates on domestic violence or Austrian right-wing party campaigns. Thus, debates on 

religious, ethnic and cultural differences also re-negotiate gender relations in European countries. 

 

And indeed, these issues of religious difference at the intersection of gender and ethnicity 

challenge fundamental values of liberal democracies as for instance individual freedom of 

religious practices, toleration, equal treatment of religious beliefs and communities, and equal 

treatment of the sexes. Moreover, in debates over these issues, European values are being 

negotiated and collective identities are being constructed. Therefore, this use of discursive logic – 

especially the discourse on gender equality – runs the risk of being instrumentalized to bring 

forward racist sentiments and prejudice and anti-foreigner policies. 

 

Scholarly literature in the field of migration and minorities, citizenship and multiculturalism, and 

religion has been growing in the last 15 years (for instance Bodeman/Yurdakul 2006; 

Joppke/Morawska 2003; Koopmans et al. 2005; Modood 2007). Also research on “minorities 

within minorities” became an issue (Eisenberg/Spinner-Halev 2005). While these studies were 

initially gender-blind, a feminist approach on the issue of multiculturalism developed – starting 

with the provoking question of Susan Moller Okin if “Multiculturalism is bad for women” 

(Moller Okin 1999, 2005; Shachar 2001). Another strand of related scholarly debates covers the 

concept of intersectionality, studying how several structures of inequality – gender, class, 

religion, race, ethnicity – interact not only in individual identity building but also in policy 

processes (e.g. Crenshaw 1991; McCall 2005).  



 

The workshop wants to shift existing debates on multiculturalism, feminism and gender equality 

and give them a new spin by focusing on the governing of religious difference at the intersection 

of gender and ethnicity. The aim of the proposed workshop is to bring together research on 

multiculturalism, governance and intersectionality and to critically assess the research on 

governing religious difference at the intersection of ethnicity and gender. It tries to show the 

potential of a gendered analysis and of the perspective of intersectionality in explaining and 

analyzing policy-making and policy outcomes in the context of religious and ethnic differences.  

 

The key research questions addressed in this workshop are: 

• In the “crises” of multiculturalism, how do European countries govern religious, ethnic 

and gender differences?  

• Which alternatives to multiculturalism are being discussed?  

• Which democratic procedures have been developed to address the above mentioned 

issues?  

• Which are the main factors that might explain differences and similarities in governing 

religious differences in European countries?  

 

The workshop intends to discuss differences and similarities in governing the above mentioned 

issues, particularly the issue of dress codes in various public settings, with a specific focus on 

“new” and “old” EU-member states, but also in comparison to Turkey. Four aspects may serve as 

explaining factors for the governance of religious difference at the intersection of gender and 

ethnicity as well as differences and similarities across European countries: First, historically 

established state-church-relations (secularism, neutrality), the current public role of religion and 

the recognition and accommodation of religious communities (Fetzer/Sooper 2005); second, 

citizenship regimes (civic-assimilationist, ethno-cultural or multi-cultural); third, gender 

relations, gender images and institutions of gender equality and anti-discrimination; and fourth, 

the role of frames, embedded in national master frames such as sex equality, national security, 

secularity or freedom of religion. 

 

The papers might show how state institutions and NGOs in the field frame the issues, how they 

interact and co-operate and how the different frames (and actors) shape the policies in the context 



of multilevel governance in the European Union. Moreover, the workshop asks questions about 

processes of policy homogenization, policy diffusion and Europeanization – mainly due to 

integration and asylum policies. Also, the workshop wants to discuss ambivalent outcome of 

policies. The picture of governing religious differences is puzzling: Anti-discrimination policies, 

which try to target discrimination due to gender, religion and ethnicity (Skjeie 2007).  

 

The workshop aims at contributing to theory building in the field of political intersectionality and 

on governance literature (Pierre/Peters 2000; Benz et al. 2007). Papers presented in the workshop 

will deliver empirical knowledge about “political intersectionalilty”, i.e. how political actors – 

state actors as well as civil society actors – actively create intersections, though with possibly 

different aims (Verloo 2006). 

 

Finally, the workshop wants to discuss how values on a national but also international level of the 

EU are socially constructed and politically negotiated. Do the debates and policy action at the 

intersection of religious, ethnic and gender difference (intentionally) contribute to construct a 

“European identity”? How is the argument of gender equality used in the policy debates? How do 

gender difference, religious difference and ethnic difference intersect in the policies? Are policy 

makers aware of the intersections? How do NGOs in the field deal with intersecting and perhaps 

contradicting norms and values and structures of inequality?  

 

Types of papers solicited 

We are looking for in-depth empirical research, which aim at answering the questions raised in 

this outline. We would like to discuss widespread issues in the field of “governing religious 

difference”. Papers are welcomed which compare the regulation of issues of gender, religious and 

ethnic differences in national and European contexts. Cross-national comparisons are very 

welcomed. However, the empirical work should also give insights in theories and methodologies 

used for empirical study. The papers are supposed to focus either on the question of governance 

of difference respectively diversity (with a focus on policy processes and policy analysis), on the 

role of values and norms in the policy process and public debates and/or on the issue of 

construction of European identity. All papers should raise the question how they deal with the 

problem of political intersectionality. As there are a number of funded research projects (EU, 

national science funds), the workshops aims at bringing together senior and junior researchers 



from the different projects. Funds will be partly available from the research projects as well as 

from national science foundations. 
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