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CHAPTER THREE

WHY WEAR A HEADSCARF IN PARLIAMENT? DANISH SECULARIST, 
NATIONALIST AND FEMINIST IDEAS ABOUT MUSLIMS

Signe Kjær Jørgensen

Muslim candidates have had a hard time gaining positions in the 
Folketinget, the Danish parliament. Several of them became centres of 
heated debates between 2001 and 2007, due to their membership of spe-
cial immigrant associations, or the way they practised their faith. These 
debates caused some of the candidates to withdraw, and made people 
reluctant to vote for Asmaa Abdol-Hamid, an immigrant Muslim candi-
date who chose to stay in the race (Hervik 2002, Jørgensen 2011). In this 
chapter, I analyse the critique levelled at Abdol-Hamid, who ran for 
the Socialist Red-Green Alliance (Enhedslisten), in the period preceding 
the 2007 general election. I also analyse her responses to the critique of 
her identity as a headscarf-wearing candidate. The aim of this chapter is 
therefore to illuminate the various positions held by the Danish public 
with regard to her political identity. It begins by providing a short intro-
duction to Danish integration politics in order to clarify the cultural, ideo-
logical and political context of the debate about her identity.

1. Danish Integration Politics

In relation to integration, a range of restrictive policies were adopted by 
the Liberal-Conservative minority government that gained power on 20 
November 2001 and remained in offfĳice until 2011. The most important of 
these policies were the tightening-up of requirements for family reunifĳica-
tion, the introduction of socio-cultural and economic requirements to 
obtain citizenship rights, and the so-called ‘24-year rule’ prohibiting young 
Danes from living with their foreign spouses in Denmark (Jensen 2010, 
189–91). The introduction of these policies was accompanied by negative 
rhetoric directed at Muslims (Gad 2010, Jacobsen 2008). Conse quently, 
many people perceived these measures as discriminatory towards Mus-
lims, specifĳically. Anders Fogh Rasmussen, who served as Prime Minister 
from 2001 to 2009, was himself a fĳirm critic of any claims by Muslims for 
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special rights. He advanced what may be termed a Protestant secular dis-
course (Berg-Sørensen 2006, 37), hinting at the Lutheran basis of Danish 
(political) culture in a broad sense (Gundelach, Iversen and Warburg 
2008). Over time, a broad parliamentary consensus on ‘integration’ as 
implying assimilation was reached by changes in the chairmanship of the 
three major opposition parties, the Social Democrats, the Social-Liberal 
Party (Radikale Venstre), and the Socialist People’s Party, between 2005 and 
2007. Thus, it chimed with the negative attitude towards Muslims shown 
by the government. An exception to this was represented by the Red-
Green Alliance (an alliance of three Socialist and Marxist parties, but 
which also includes Communists in a broader sense). This was probably 
one of the reasons why Abdol-Hamid chose to run for election as a repre-
sentative of this party. Having introduced the context of the debate about 
Abdol-Hamid, I move to clarify my conceptual framework, basic assump-
tions and reflections on method.

2. Identity, Discursive Interchanges and Public Debate

My theoretical approach relies on a critical discourse analytical percep-
tion of reality that emphasises its discursively constituted character. 
Hence, I take discourses to be constitutive of identity. However, I also, to 
some extent, acknowledge material factors as well as relatively fĳixed ideas 
and perceptions as entities that form identity (Fairclough 1992, 43, 91). 
Basically, I perceive a discourse as “diffferent perspectives on the world … 
associated with the diffferent relations people have to the world, which in 
turn depends on their positions in the world, their social and personal 
identities, and the[ir] social relationships” (Fairclough 2003, 124). 
Consequently, discourses are, on the one hand, perceived as determina-
tive for individual identity—they may be said to identify individuals—
but, on the other hand, individuals also possess some latitude to choose 
the discourses with which they wish to identify.

Returning to the defĳinition of discourse, diffference and equivalence are 
perceived as basic to it (Fairclough 2003, 88). By diffference, I mean distinc-
tions that separate discourses from one another. One way to see that two 
discourses are distinctive is that it is possible to substitute words from one 
to another. This might be expressed as an argument of analogy where the 
basic structure of an argument is maintained, but where one or more 
words are substituted between them. However, this kind of substitutabil-
ity may simultaneously work to underscore similarities between diffferent 
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discourses. Thereby it may make the reader’s mind open to the replace-
ment of one discourse with another one (Chilton 2005, 40).

As an example, we may take the right-wing discourse that represented 
the headscarf as a symbol of a totalitarian ideology, drawing comparisons 
with the swastika and thereby invoking memories of the indoctrinated 
Germans of the 1930s (Mikkelsen 2007). The analogy may make readers 
think of headscarf-wearing Muslims as indoctrinated because of the sym-
bol they carry. Thus, by means of a familiar sentence structure, similarity 
of arguments may help to introduce a new discourse. When someone 
attempts to change the perception of somebody’s identity by means of 
associating words in alternative ways, I generally apply the metaphor 
of emptying or detaching content. Conversely, I use the concept of equiva-
lence to refer to associative linkages among words that temporarily consti-
tute a discourse (Fairclough 2003, 101). In the debate about Abdol-Hamid 
and her headscarf, what may be classifĳied as a neo-feminist linkage 
between feminism, headscarf, and self-determination was important 
(Andreassen 2007). It aimed at fĳixing the identity of Abdol-Hamid as an 
independent, modern, and strong-willed Muslim woman. As we see, the 
processes of diffferentiating and associating are closely intertwined. Since 
they take place successively by articulations in public debate, I have 
underscored the temporality of any discourse.

As regards public debate, I take it to be composed of discursive inter-
changes aiming to maintain or change perceptions of Abdol-Hamid’s 
identity. I apply the term hegemony as far as one specifĳic perception of 
her identity is viewed as stronger than competing ones (Laclau and Moufffe 
1985, Fairclough 2003). I assume that the relative influence of one dis-
course vis-à-vis other ones afffects public opinion in a broad sense, since 
most opinion-makers and citizens with an interest in politics regularly 
read the major newspapers.

As concerns method, I have delimited my material to interviews and 
opinion material that included Abdol-Hamid’s fĳirst name, Asmaa, com-
monly used when speaking about her, and which dealt with her heads-
carf. The sources are the fĳive major Danish daily newspapers: Berlingske 
Tidende, Information, Jyllands-posten, Kristeligt Dagblad and Politiken. 
The period is from the time of the formation of an anti-religious network 
in the Red-Green Alliance during the fĳirst weeks of September 2007 
until the date of the election, 13 November 2007. This is due to the fact 
that the internal debate about Abdol-Hamid’s candidacy was closely 
intertwined with broader public debate, so any causality is hard to discern 
precisely. The debate material of the fĳive newspapers is assumed to be 
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representative, since the newspapers, due to their large circulation, 
receive a signifĳicant amount of debate material from the public. A total 
sample of 47 articles has been surveyed. To identify discourses, I have 
applied a relatively narrow operationalisation of a discourse as an argu-
ment consisting of, at a minimum, a claim and some kind of premise. 
In my analysis, I have quoted selected, typical discourses to illustrate the 
diverse positions on whether Abdol-Hamid ought to become an MP 
or not.

3. Discursive Challenges to Abdol-Hamid and Her Headscarf

The fĳirst argument against Abdol-Hamid selected for analysis was articu-
lated by Kjeld Kjeldgaard Ghozati on 19 September 2007 in the Kristeligt 
Dagblad, where he wrote:

1 Asmaa Abdol-Hamid’s problem is not that she wears Muslim headgear.
2 The problem is those countries in which you risk imprisonment for not
3 wearing it. As long as there are countries where women do not have the
4 option of choosing not to wear headgear, Muslims must accept that
5 some people will have great difffĳiculties in accepting their headgear.
6 Similarly, some people would perceive a cross in a necklace as a symbol
7 of oppression, if there were any countries in which you could risk
8 imprisonment for not wearing one.

First, we see how Ghozati makes punishment the basis for his claim that 
Abdol-Hamid and other Muslims must accept that some people will have 
great difffĳiculty in accepting their headgear (lines 1–5). His argument may 
be perceived as an expression of a general empathy that some people may 
feel on behalf of Muslims upon whom a headscarf or veil has been 
imposed, as in Iran, for example. However, this discourse relies on the 
assumption that people who react to Abdol-Hamid’s headscarf, a hijab, do 
not know how to distinguish between an imposed headscarf and one 
which is self-chosen as Abdol-Hamid repeatedly says her headscarf is. 
Thus, Ghozati deprives headscarf-wearing Muslims of individuality by pre-
senting them as subsumed by one specifĳic reason for wearing it. Finally 
(lines 6–8), Ghozati applies an analogy with a hypothetical situation in 
which someone would be punished for not wearing a Christian cross. He 
thereby aims at legitimising the antipathy that some people feel towards 
Abdol-Hamid’s headscarf by universalising the scope of such feelings to 
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cover all upon whom a symbol has been imposed. However, since the 
analogy refers to a hypothetical state, it instead reinforces the perception 
of his argument as a critique of Muslim practices in particular.

The following day, 20 September 2007, two long-standing supporters of 
the Red-Green Alliance, Eva Jørgensen and Franck Johnsen, wrote in 
Politiken:

1 It is because religious values form the basis of her political identity [that
2 we do not support the decision to let Abdol-Hamid run for offfĳice].
3 Her religious beliefs oblige her, among other things, to accept
4 that women should wear headscarves; i.e. to accept some degree
5 of inhibition—and a hierarchical, unequal relationship between the
6 sexes.

In the fĳirst line, Jørgensen and Johnsen disapprove of the decision to 
appoint Abdol-Hamid as a candidate because they perceive religion to be 
the basis of her political identity. They sustain their claim by arguing that 
by wearing a headscarf, she accepts a practice that imposes headscarves 
on women (lines 3–4). The reason why a woman would accept a headscarf 
is presented as subjugation to the demands of Islam, and, consequently, 
Abdol-Hamid is presented as someone who is forced by her faith to do so. 
In lines 4–6, we see how they further associate the headscarf with con-
strains and inequality. It is clear from Jørgensen and Johnsen’s initial argu-
ment (line 1) that they want a strict separation of religion and politics, 
which they do not think Abdol-Hamid is able to represent. Their discourse 
can be classifĳied as secularist. However, their subordinate argument (lines 
3–6) also touches on features of a feminist discourse.

After a long holiday abroad, Abdol-Hamid herself then entered the 
debate. A relatively long interview published in Politiken on 23 September 
2007 included the following interchange:

1 Politiken: You have said that a woman in a burqa ought to be allowed
2 to speak from the Folketinget’s rostrum. Could you elaborate on that?
3 Asmaa: Our democracy works, and if the voters say they want a burqa-
4 wearing woman, it must be up to them to decide. I would never wear a
5 burqa myself. But if the voters think they can be represented by a woman
6 in a burqa, they should be free to choose that.

The reporter’s question regarding the burqa is based on an assumption 
that veiled women—here broadly perceived as wearing either a hijab 



© 2012 Koninklijke Brill NV  ISBN 978 90 04 23103 0

48 signe kjær jørgensen

(covering a woman’s hair and part of her shoulders), a niqab or a chador 
(covering parts of the lower face and the body as well as the hair), or a 
burqa (like the niqab and chador, but covering the woman’s face so that 
she has to look through a loosely-woven cloth in order to see)—are not 
allowed to become MPs in the Folketinget. In lines 3–4, Abdol-Hamid con-
fĳirms the reporter’s assumption, and she takes the electoral mandate of a 
burqa-wearing woman as the basis for asserting that there should be a 
legal right for veiled women to speak. Abdol-Hamid’s view of the right of 
burqa-wearing women may be perceived as analogous to her perception of 
her own right if she was elected. Thus, by defending the right of a hypo-
thetical burqa-wearing candidate, she at the same time defends her own 
right in case she becomes an MP.

To summarise, we see that Abdol-Hamid aims to legitimise her reli-
gious appearance, through the democratic legitimacy she may receive 
from the Red-Green Alliance’s voters. Hence, she counters critique of the 
type advanced by Jørgensen and Johnson.

Keld Albrechtsen, a former MP for the Red-Green Alliance and a mem-
ber of the party’s anti-religious network was quoted in Politiken on 24 
September 2007. He added the following perspective to the debate:

1 People are welcome to have a religion but not to signal it in politics.
2 The right to religious freedom must apply all the way up to the rostrum of
3 the Folketinget. But the right to speak about it ends at its fĳirst step.

In this quote, we learn that Albrechtsen perceives religious faith as accept-
able among MPs (lines 1–3). However, in line 1, he says that he disapproves 
of signalling religious  identity, and this is a direct reference to Abdol-
Hamid’s headscarf. Further, in line 3, his stated disapproval of MPs who 
speak about their faith expresses a typical secularist standpoint. The shift 
from “signal” (line  1) to “speak about” (line 3) is a narrowing-down of 
meaning. This may be due to the primacy of speech as a way of communi-
cating in politics compared to, for instance, body language, individual 
identity markers, or symbols. However, it may also be an expression of a 
prejudice saying that signalling easily leads to speaking about religion. At 
any rate, the quote sustains a claim that Abdol-Hamid ought not to run for 
a seat in the Folketinget.

On 25 September 2007, in Politiken, two MPs from the Red-Green 
Alliance, Line Barfod and Rune Lund, wrote a reply to Jørgensen and 
Johnsen, and those whom they termed “sceptics” in general:



© 2012 Koninklijke Brill NV  ISBN 978 90 04 23103 0

 why wear a headscarf in parliament? 49

1 We are the only party aiming for total separation of state and religion;
2 however, we have always emphasised the right to practise one’s
3 faith, and it has never been an obstacle to anyone acquiring a position of
4 trust in the Red-Green Alliance. Nor do we regard it as a problem if
5 religious members of the party fĳind coincidences between the political
6 programme of the Red-Green Alliance and their own personal beliefs.

At the beginning of the quote, Barfod and Lund clarify their stance on free-
dom of conscience among active members (lines 1–4). However, in lines 
4–6, they delimit the room for religious arguments and practices by writ-
ing that they are legitimate only insofar as they coincide with the aims of 
the Red-Green Alliance. The liberal stance makes their discourse share 
features with, what I will later defĳine as a neo-feminist discourse that 
makes room for religious and cultural diversity.

The exchange between Jørgensen and Johnsen, and Barfod and Lund, 
respectively, reflects some of the internal debate in the Red-Green Alliance 
earlier in September 2007, when between 20 and 30 members created 
an anti-religious network. Keld Albrechtsen’s secular discourse (quoted 
above) is an expression of the secularist, anti-religious position in this 
debate.

Departing from the debate about secularism and religion, we fĳind 
another critic of Abdol-Hamid’s candidature. Ruben Olrik, then member 
of the Liberal Party (Venstre) and a participant in local politics in 
Copenhagen, wrote in Jyllands-Posten on 27 September 2007:

1 In view of the recent stay by disguised Palestinian Asmaa Abdol-
2 Hamid (Red-Green Alliance), at a madrasah in the dictatorship of
3 Yemen, Danes ought to be smart enough to see that it would be a slippery
4 slope if she was allowed to speak from the rostrum of Folketinget
5 wearing a headscarf, if elected as an MP ….
6 It is prohibited to adorn oneself with a cross in Saudi Arabia, and it is
7 forbidden to bring a Bible into the country. Asmaa Abdol-Hamid
8 ought to consider this because after all it is legal for Muslim women
9 in Denmark to wear headscarf, veil and burqa on the street.

At the beginning of his letter to the editor (lines 1–5), we see how Olrik 
associates the fact that Abdol-Hamid has visited a Quran school in Yemen 
with extremist aims. Labelling Abdol-Hamid as a “disguised Palestinian” 
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connotes furtiveness both visually and politically, as well as a perception 
of her as a stranger, from Palestine, and not as a Dane, able to represent the 
interests of Danes. Further, he argues that allowing her to go on the ros-
trum of the Folketinget would have far-reaching consequences. Finally, 
Olrik presents the current Danish practice of allowing headscarves as 
something Abdol-Hamid ought to be satisfĳied with by counterposing 
Saudi Arabia, which rejects Christian symbols such as the cross and the 
Bible, to Denmark. Thus, by invoking an analogy, he makes her aim to gain 
access to the rostrum of the Folketinget appear excessive.

From the quote, we see that Olrik, like Ghozati, presents Danish prac-
tices as liberal compared to practices of selected Muslim states. Moreover, 
we see how they both fuse the distinction between an individual Muslim, 
Asmaa Abdol-Hamid, and other Muslims, e.g. those living in Yemen, Saudi 
Arabia, or other countries where a veil is imposed on women. This type of 
fusion is basic to stereotyping (Pickering 2001, 10), and therefore it is often 
articulated in populist discourse critical of Islam. In view of the cherishing 
of Danish practice and the counter-positioning of this to a stereotypical 
perception of Muslim practice, I consider the quoted passages as articula-
tions of a nationalist discourse.

On 26 September, in Information, the well-known, left-wing opinion-
maker, author and feminist Bente Hansen wrote:

1 Yes, everyone should be allowed to express their opinions, and that is
2 why we have diffferent parties. But then she should afffĳiliate
3 herself with a party that promotes hierarchy between the sexes as her
4 headgear shows that she does …
5 Sometimes people ask me how I can be a Socialist and a practising
6 Christian. This is only possible for me because the National Church,
7 unlike most other Christian churches, allows women to preach. If it did
8 not allow them to do so, then I would not be a member, and I would, so
9 to speak, “practise it in private”. I will use the same argument towards

10 the Red-Green Alliance: If they do not support equal opportunities,
11 I will leave. It is that simple.

First, Hansen implicitly argues against the discourse of neo-feminists 
who, since the spring of 2007, had argued that the Red-Green Alliance 
ought to give a voice to individuals of diffferent cultures, despite the fact 
that their views on some issues might depart from the party’s general posi-
tion (lines 1–2). Then, Hansen concludes that Abdol-Hamid ought to join 
a party that promotes inequality between the sexes, since she sees her 
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headscarf as implying that (lines 2–4). Hansen then moves on to defend 
her own identity as a Christian Socialist by pointing out that women are 
allowed to preach in the National Church (lines 5–9). Since she does not 
think this is permitted by Muslims, she makes equal opportunities the 
demarcation line of beliefs acceptable within a Socialist party. In lines 
8–11, Hansen argues by analogy from the particular concern with equal 
opportunities within the Church to the general concern of the Red-Green 
Alliance, and she makes her membership of both organisations depen-
dent on their support for equality of opportunity to preach.

From Hansen’s defence of her own identity as a Christian and a Socialist, 
we see that in theory she sympathises with the principle articulated by 
Barfod and Lund. However, since the Red-Green Alliance aims to promote 
equality between the sexes, and she views this as incompatible with 
including a headscarf-wearer as a member. Hansen’s association of heads-
carf hierarchy and permission to preach confĳirms that she occupies a 
headscarf-critical position. However, her concern for equality means that 
her discourse can be considered a feminist one.

A few days after this critical letter to the editor, Abdol-Hamid replied. 
In an open letter, published on 29 September 2007 in Information, she 
wrote:

1 You perceive the headscarf as a symbol of repression and a symbol of
2 male domination. That is not what it means to me. For me, wearing the
3 headscarf is a personal choice that only expresses my afffĳiliation to
4 Islam, and religious symbols change over time and have diffferent
5 meanings due to changing circumstances. In comparison, wearing the
6 Christian cross does not mean that you are afffĳiliated with the Ku Klux
7 Klan.
8 I am aware that in some countries, such as Iran, the headscarf is a
9 univocal symbol of the subordination of women, and I have clearly

10 dissociated myself from that. But right now, I am experiencing the
11 opposite: some try to force me not to wear a hijab at any rate, if I am to

12 be ‘allowed’ to call myself someone of leftist observance.
13 But as I have said before, I will fĳight for women’s right to decide for
14 themselves how they want to live their lives and what to do with their
15 bodies.

In her letter, Abdol-Hamid begins by taking exception to Hansen’s dis-
course by stating that for her, wearing a headscarf is a personal choice 
(lines 2–3). Then, she detaches a particular meaning of the headscarf as 
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well as the Christian cross from the possible symbolic meanings they may 
have (lines 4–7). In the case of the headscarf, this is the subordination of 
women, and in the case of the cross, it is the racist discourse articulated by 
members of the Ku Klux Klan. Further, by pointing to the fact that the 
cross may be associated with racism, she implies that the headscarf is only 
perceived as a symbol of subordination by a minority of Muslims, occupy-
ing a position similar to the marginalised situation of the Ku Klux Klan 
among Christians. In this way Abdol-Hamid aims to dissolve Hansen’s dis-
course linking the headscarf with subordination.

Abdol-Hamid also takes exception to the meaning of the headscarf in, 
for example, Iran (lines 8–10), and she thereby shows the limits to her own 
acceptance of headscarves. Simultaneously, she acknowledges the cri-
tique, like Ghozati’s, that points to imposed wearing of such garments. 
In lines 10–12, she associates the criticism expressed by many Danes of 
what they perceive to be a contradictory identity—on the one hand, a 
Muslim who wears a hijab and, on the other hand, a left-winger—with the 
type of censure applied in totalitarian, theocratic Iran. In this way, Abdol-
Hamid suggests a linkage between respect for a practice that she considers 
fundamental to her as a person, and adherence to tolerance and liberal 
ideas in a more general sense. This suggestion is underscored by lines 
13–15, where she assures the public that she is committed to fĳighting for 
women’s rights. In her fĳinal remark, “and what to do with their bodies” 
(lines 14–15), she acknowledges that choosing what to do with one’s body 
is not necessarily included in choosing how to live one’s life. The equiva-
lence between the two notions is often upheld by associating from choos-
ing for oneself how to live to making use of equal opportunities in the 
labour market, typical of Danish feminists of the 1970s (Dahlerup 1998), 
who, due to the need for unrestricted movement in many kinds of work, 
often perceived a headscarf as inhibiting. However, Abdol-Hamid shows 
that she sees the question of what to do with one’s body (to wear a hijab) 
as a part of choosing for oneself how to live one’s life.

Thus, by her discourse, Asmaa Abdol-Hamid seeks to empty the con-
cept of feminism of the content with which Hansen and other feminists 
have fĳilled it and to refĳill it with a neo-feminist aspiration towards equal 
opportunities, despite diffferent ways of dressing. This is a typical aim; 
since neo-feminists have often emphasised that what may have been per-
ceived as liberating to women in the West not necessarily is perceived as 
such by other women (Andreassen 2007). Abdol-Hamid ended her reply, 
writing:
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1 Just as you and other feminists proved that women were able and
2 willing to participate in society on an equal footing with men,
3 I hope to be able to prove that one can at the same time be a Muslim,
4 a woman, a Socialist, and a part of this society.
5 And Bente, there actually already are several female preachers of Islam
6 and I think we should have many more of them.

First, Abdol-Hamid attempts to dissolve the tension between Hansen’s 
position and her own (lines 1–2). By pointing to Hansen’s own feminist 
aim to participate on an equal footing, Abdol-Hamid tries to enclose 
Hansen’s argument in her own. In lines 2–4, she links her Muslim identity, 
her female identity, and her Socialist identity, implicitly assumed to show 
concern for equal opportunities, with her ambition to take part in society 
by becoming an MP. Finally, in lines 5–6, Abdol-Hamid addresses Hansen 
directly and points out that female Muslims are already allowed to preach, 
though without specifying that this is only accepted within some branches 
of Islam. By pointing to the shared respect for the rights of women among 
many Christian and Muslim believers, she underscores her and Hansen’s 
shared concern with equal opportunities. Further, Abdol-Hamid dissolves 
Hansen’s distinction between Islam and Christianity, making both of 
them acceptable within a Socialist party.

A few days later, on 5 October 2007, Abdol-Hamid once again articu-
lated a neo-feminist discourse. During an interview with journalist Karen 
Syberg, published in Information, the following exchange occurred:

1 The right to self-determination
2 Asmaa Abdol-Hamid emphasises women’s right to self-determination.
3 “Fundamentally, I believe it is my right. Women must have the right to
4 self-determination. No one should tell them what to wear.”
5 However, it is not just individual headgear that you wear but a
6 collective symbol?
7 “But whether you choose to wear it or not may be a personal choice.”
8 Is it just an outward symbol, or does it reflect a spiritual practice, too?
9 “My personal relationship with my religion is reflected in the way I

10 dress. It has actually come as a surprise to me that there is now a new
11 struggle to be fought for the right to self-determination. I thought that it
12 had been fought, and that there was a broad consensus that women had
13 the right to self-determination. However, if you talk about women who
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14 wear headscarves from the perspective that they are repressed, you
15 deprive them of their individuality and ignore their own reflections on
16 their choices.”

In the quoted passage, we fĳirst see three statements that are basic to 
Abdol-Hamid’s perception of self-determination. First, she states her own 
right to wear a headscarf. She then broadens this claim to give it a univer-
sal aim, and, fĳinally, she encloses her vision by rejecting the right of any 
authority to determine how women should dress (lines 3–4). In line 6, the 
reporter’s choice of the term “collective symbol” establishes a distinction 
between an individual choice and wearing something that constitutes a 
symbol for a community, the latter is presumed to be a fĳixed structure of 
identifĳication. In her reply (line 7), Abdol-Hamid does not directly chal-
lenge this distinction but upholds her own position by equating the right 
to self-determination with considerations of whether to wear a headscarf 
or not. Abdol-Hamid explains that what may be perceived as a collective 
symbol ought to be perceived as an individual marker of identity if that is 
the meaning that the individual ascribes to it. Thus, “self-determination” 
becomes the process of making up one’s mind on how to appear. She 
thereby transcends the reporter’s distinction between ‘the collective’ and 
‘the individual’. In line 8, when the reporter asks whether the headscarf is 
only an outward symbol of identity, or whether it is also linked to spiritual 
practice, s/he is presumably hinting at the types of spiritual practices asso-
ciated with Sufĳism. In her answer, Abdol-Hamid once again emphasises 
her individual choice (line 9). Since she thinks the present political con-
sensus fails to take women’s individual reflections on their reasons for 
wearing the headscarf into account, she also expresses the need to engage 
in a new struggle for self-determination (lines 10–16). This may be read as 
a critique of the Danish feminists of the 1970s for having had too narrow a 
perception of self-determination. This may then be perceived as yet 
another attempt to denationalise feminist discourse to make her own 
Muslim identity become accepted as a feminist one by critics such as 
Hansen.

Later in the same article, Abdol-Hamid is quoted again. Asked about 
her own reflections prior to choosing to wear a headscarf, she replied:

1 “When I was 14 years old, I was concerned about the huge focus on
2 women’s bodies in advertising. It was something I discussed with
3 my friends: how people were so focused on how one looked, not on
4 how one was as a being. I do not think it is so important how one looks,”
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5 says Asmaa Abdol-Hamid, and emphasises that women
6 who choose to act in advertisements of course must remain free to do so,
7 but that she thinks there is an increasing abuse of the female body in
8 public.
9 Does the headscarf imply that you reject the idea of presenting yourself

10 as a sexual object?
11 “I am not saying that other women turn themselves into sexual objects.”

First, Abdol-Hamid points to what in Denmark is a typical teenage girl’s 
concerns over the public exposure of the female body in advertisements 
(lines 1–2), and says that she aimed to counter the tendency to focus on 
appearance (line 4). These reflections supported her choice to wear a 
hijab, since it covers the hair and bust, which, as everyone knows, is often 
a concern for vain teenage girls. However, in the latter part of the quote 
(lines 5–6), Abdol-Hamid emphasises that, in her view, other women may 
choose for themselves whether to act in advertisements. In lines 9–10, the 
reporter asks whether wearing the headscarf means that Abdol-Hamid 
rejects presenting herself as an object for sexual fantasies, a question that 
directs our attention to the tacit implication that women who do not wear 
a headscarf are perceived as presenting themselves as such. Abdol-Hamid 
rejects this (line 11), underscoring her neo-feminist discourse by saying 
that similar ideas, such as critique of exposure, may underlie diffferent 
choices of appearance.

The last quote that I will present here is from Karen Jespersen, a mem-
ber of the Liberal Party, who was appointed Secretary for Social Afffairs 
and Secretary for Equality in the early autumn of 2007. On 10 October 
2007, she wrote in Politiken:

1 Asmaa is a committee member of the association Muslims in Dialogue.
2 When this association holds meetings, men and women sit apart. That is
3 the way orthodox Islam prescribes it to avoid women provoking men.
4 This perception often also implies that women’s conduct should be
5 controlled by the men in their family. At the same time women should
6 be veiled, and they should avoid shaking hands with men—rules that
7 Asmaa Abdol-Hamid herself follows.

The quoted passage is part of the argument for a statement made earlier in 
the letter to the editor, saying: “Asmaa represents a perception of the role 
of women that needs to be scrutinised” (Jespersen 2007). Analysing the 
quote, we see that Jespersen identifĳies Abdol-Hamid with an association 



© 2012 Koninklijke Brill NV  ISBN 978 90 04 23103 0

56 signe kjær jørgensen

of which she is a committee member, and that organises its meetings 
according to especially strict Islamic guidelines (lines 1–3). Further, 
Jespersen explains that men and women sit apart because women are per-
ceived as being sexually provocative (line 3). One ought to note that 
Jespersen presents to “sit apart” as something the members are required 
to do by the prescriptions of Islam as implemented by the committee 
(line 3). Jespersen thereby neglects the possibility that the decision to sit 
apart has been agreed upon by the members to make it attractive for a 
minority to participate in the meetings, as commonly happens in Danish 
associational life.

Jespersen proceeds by referring to constraints on Muslim women 
(lines  4–5). Since the reasons for the practices—that women are per-
ceived as being sexually provocative by nature—are articulated as the 
same (line 4), they appear as closely intertwined. Finally, when Jespersen 
says that women are required to wear veils and to avoid touching male 
strangers by shaking hands, she links these ideas of what she terms 
“orthodox Islam” to Abdol-Hamid by pointing to the fact that she 
follows these practices (lines 5–7). Thus, Jespersen makes it appear as 
though Abdol-Hamid thinks that women by nature are sexually provoca-
tive and therefore should be surveyed by male family members, should 
wear some kind of headgear, and abstain from approaching men in 
general.

As regards the debate about Abdol-Hamid’s identity, Jespersen counters 
Abdol-Hamid’s own discourse explaining why she wears a headscarf. 
Abdol-Hamid had argued that her hijab prevented other people from 
perceiving her as sexually attractive, and she thereby emphasised that 
sexuality was something ascribed to her body by those influenced by 
advertisements when she did not wear a headscarf, but it had not been 
something essential as Jespersen assumed she thought. To Abdol-Hamid, 
her headscarf was a defence and not a symbol of adherence to a percep-
tion of women as unacceptable and temptresses by nature. Due to 
Jespersen’s concern for women’s equality, I classify her discourse as a femi-
nist one, which in its critique of the headscarf resembles that articulated 
by Hansen. However, the two discourses are not similar in their arguments: 
Jespersen’s emphasis is on the sexually provocative nature that she thinks 
the headscarf expresses, whereas Hansen’s emphasis is on equality of 
opportunity. Moreover, we should note that Jespersen’s discourse shares 
features with the nationalist discourse, since it erases the  distinction 
between Abdol-Hamid and other Muslims through reference to what 
she perceives as orthodox Islam. Summarising, the quote from Jespersen 
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illustrates the basis on which feminists and nationalists sometimes suc-
ceeded in forming a forceful alliance in their critique of Islam during 2007 
(Syberg 2007).

4. Conclusion

My analysis has showed that the debate about Abdol-Hamid’s headscarf, 
and the headscarf in a more general sense, was closely linked with the 
debate about the appropriateness of her nomination as a candidate for 
parliamentary election. In the section below I briefly summarise the 
debate and provide some explanations as to why it evolved as it did. 
The debate in September 2007 was primarily a debate about the compat-
ibility of politics and religion within a Socialist party. It reflected a general 
scepticism towards religion among Socialists but also a concern for the 
inclusion of minorities. The reason why the secularist discourse of 
Jørgensen, Johnsen and Albrechtsen was not re-articulated later may be 
that Hansen, for instance, promoted a feminist and Socialist perspective 
in the debate. Due to Hansen’s arguments concerning the chauvinist 
nature of Islam, the concern for Muslim women’s rights may have appeared 
to be more important than secularism. Moreover, feminism was important 
to the broader Danish public, and this may have been the reason why it 
became so prominent in the debate.

I also showed how Hansen and Jespersen formed a feminist, headscarf-
critical opposition to Abdol-Hamid. One of the causes of their critique is 
the historical linkage between the women’s movement of the 1970s, on the 
one hand, and special ways of (un-)dressing, on the other (Andreassen 
2007, 205–7). By choosing their manner of appearance feminists showed 
their ability to compete unrestrictedly for positions in the labour market 
and to control their sexuality.

However, we have also learned that the young Abdol-Hamid articu-
lated a discourse saying that she rejected the imposition of such 1970s 
expressions of womanhood. She emphasised that she exerted control of 
others’ sexualised perceptions of her by hiding part of her head and shoul-
ders. She also emphasised that the right to liberation (self-determination), 
in her view, ought to be perceived as including a right to dress as one 
pleased. She thereby countered both the claim that the headscarf was 
inhibiting in a way that could not be overcome, and that her headscarf 
was an expression of a sexually provocative nature. To her, wearing a 
headscarf as an MP would only reflect a personal choice as how to dress 
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and not any special ideas about women’s opportunities. The nationalist 
discourse occupied a relatively weak position in the debate during the 
autumn of 2007. This may be due to some very harsh statements uttered by 
Danish right-wing politicians during the spring of 2007. The public 
criticism of these MPs may have caused them to withdraw from the 
debate, and their position was adopted by debaters such as Ghozati and 
Jespersen, who fused nationalism and liberal concerns in their critique 
of the headscarf. Hence, we have learned how Abdol-Hamid attempted 
to dissolve the discourses levelled against her. This may have had impor-
tant implications for the recognition of headscarf-wearing women in 
the public sphere. Furthermore, it may be perceived as indicative of a 
Danish neo-feminist movement (Andreassen 2007, 121–8). Finally, it coun-
tered critique, making sure that Abdol-Hamid achieved a position as a 
substitute MP.

A central aim of this chapter has been to show how some Danes per-
ceived Abdol-Hamid as a potential headscarf-wearing MP. However, hav-
ing answered this question, I have also reflected on why Abdol-Hamid 
became a centre of debate. One reason may be that her headscarf was a 
visible marker of her religious identity. This made it easy for opponents to 
categorise her ideas as deriving directly from her faith and not, as is 
considered typical of Danish MPs, as being expressions of well-considered, 
personal standpoints concerning how to appear, and how to behave. 
Another associated reason may be that the headscarf has an ambivalent 
symbolic meaning. It may be perceived as a marker of cultural identity in 
a world of migration and ‘cultural flows’; or as a marker of individuality, as 
in the case of Abdol-Hamid; or it may be imposed on women due to their 
sexuality, as in Iran or Saudi Arabia, or by Muslim parents for various rea-
sons. These latter perceptions touch upon expansionary aims associated 
with the headscarf, viewed as a symbol, which aroused fear in some critics 
(see, for instance, the quotes from Olrik and Jespersen). Further, feminists 
of the 1970s also perceived the headscarf as restricting women’s opportu-
nities to compete in the labour market and thereby gain equal recognition 
and economic independence. Since all these diffferent meanings may be 
reflected in the same garment, the meaning of the headscarf is unstable 
and is always likely to be contested by someone.

In general, I suggest that identities characterised by identity markers 
that may also function as symbols are likely to be contested by those who 
point to a symbolic value of the identity marker. However, the high degree 
of exposure of Asmaa Abdol-Hamid to discursive attacks may also be a 
consequence of her weak position as a member of a minority group that is 
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marginalised in many ways, and as a fĳirst-time candidate for a small oppo-
sition party. Her distinctive self-presentation has made her vulnerable to 
attacks both by those critical of Islam and by those hostile to Socialism of 
the far left.
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