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Chapter 4 
Difference and Globalization 





Thinking Islamic Difference in 
Pluralistic Democracies 
Nilüfer Göle 

Islam: Absent Present in the European Mind 

The question of difference is a central theme that has shaped and con-
tinues to shape the intellectual and political agenda in European de-
mocracies. In the post-68 period, counter-cultural and identity-based 
movements addressed criticisms to mono-cultural national democra-
cies, introduced the categories of gender, race and ethnicity into the 
political domain and claimed the recognition of differences as the basis 
of an equalitarian society and citizenship. The politics of multicultur-
alism is developed in response to these movements, trying to provide 
an intellectual framework to translate these claims of identity politics 
into politics of recognition. We can draw two succinct lessons from 
the post-68 movements and its impact on democracy. In the first 
place, the category of difference ceased to be defined as a biologically 
determined, referring to an unalterable “essence” and entered into the 
realm of human action, social change and politics. The claims of dif-
ference, whether they are racial, sexual or ethnic, were socially con-
structed and collectively expressed, therefore linked to human agency 
and to a particular social and cultural movement. Second, the differ-
ences in question played a positive role in deepening the boundaries of 
egalitarian democracy and promoting politics of anti-discrimination. 
The manifestation of difference, whether it is ethnic, racial or gender 
based, disrupted and transformed the hegemonic constructions of the 
social order based upon the powers of the national, white and patriar-
chal heterosexual norms. The recognition of difference is not there-
fore in opposition to the principle of equalitarian democracy but on 
the contrary a pre-condition for the enlargement of its boundaries to 
social categories that are subordinated, negated or excluded by the 
hegemonic power. The claims of difference address a radical challenge 
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to the prevalent norms and thereby provoke a societal debate. Politics 
of recognition are possible to the extent that such a public debate 
takes place, lead to self-criticism and mutual reflexivity of actors. Poli-
tics of recognition should be thought not only as a state-centered, 
procedural and legal action, but as an outcome of a societal process 
and confrontation. One has to recall the historical process through 
which the feminist and gay minority movements provoked cultural 
antagonism and resentment in European publics before becoming an 
accepted, prevalent norm in the present day. 

During the last two decades, the European public sphere witnesses 
a different kind of politics of difference. The eruption of Islamic dif-
ference in the public life of European societies have triggered a series 
of societal debates and brought forth the categories of religious and 
cultural difference. In difference from the previous period of counter-
cultural movements, Islamic claims are not acknowledged as claims of 
difference and criticism of prevalent secular Western norms linked to 
a religious-cultural movement. Instead, Islam is reified and essential-
ized as non-historical, unalterable category, alien to modern Europe. 
However during the last two decades, Islam is becoming part of Euro-
pean history, reinvigorating debates on religion and secular norms of 
modernity both for Muslims and non-Muslim citizens. Debates over 
Islamic presence in Europe have become omnipresent, it haunts public 
mind and yet its presence is not acknowledged as an indigenous reality 
and approached as an issue of cultural difference and pluralism. On 
the contrary, these debates reveal the difficulties in framing and ac-
knowledging Islamic difference and produce a series of arguments 
underlying the mutually exclusive character between Islamic religion 
and European way of life, namely norms of secularity, sexuality and 
equality. In my contribution to this volume, I will try to introduce 
the “absent present” character of Islamic difference and reflect upon 
the ways it can contribute to our ways of thinking the relations be-
tween religious-cultural difference and democracy. I will elaborate in 
this contribution the ways Islam is becoming “present” in Europe, an 
indigenous reference, carried to public visibility by Muslim migrants 
in quest of citizenship in Europe. 

Not only Muslims from migrant origins, but also convert citizens 
seek to make their religious claims public. To the extent that pious 
Muslims try to live in accordance with Islamic prescriptions, new 
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issues around religious obedience and moral citizenship appear in 
public life. The adoption of Islamic dress and covering, the construc-
tion of mosques and places of worship, the dietary rules and halal 
commerce, can be enumerated among the practices and symbols that 
bring visibility to Muslims in European public spaces. 

Islam introduces new issues around religion, equality and freedom, 
reinvigorates public debates and blurs old political distinctions and 
introduces new cleavages. Islam unveils religious-cultural and civiliza-
tional difference and provokes new controversies that circulate and 
are multiplied across Europe. What is the difference in question that 
Islam unveils in European public life? It is defined at different levels 
and takes a different meaning in relation to the debates. Sometimes it 
is the religious dimension that is emphasized as alien to Christian 
heritage and spiritual roots of Europe; in other times it is the cultural 
dimension and the incompatibility between Islamic prescriptions and 
European secular values that comes under public attention. 

First, the public sphere is the privileged site in which these reli-
gious and cultural differences are played out. Second, the difference in 
question is carried by bodily practices, dress codes, forms of architec-
ture, dietary habits manifesting different ethical and esthetical norms. 
Islamic difference manifests itself visually, transforming landscapes, 
opening new markets, and disciplining pious bodies. The Islamic way 
of life appears as a disruptive visibility and practice in the public life of 
European countries. Pious Muslim citizens break from the consensual 
secular habits and values of public life. Third, the debates on Islamic 
difference join the general societal debates. Consequently, the claims 
of religion are not circumscribed within the discourse of minority 
rights or freedom of religion, but become a concern for all, and join a 
general debate on the secular norms and values of Europe. The claims 
of young Muslim students to cover their hair in public schools, 
namely the “headscarf affair” is not framed as an individual freedom 
but becomes part of a general debate on gender equality; halal food and 
ritual slaughtering is not approached as a right of minority-religion 
but condemned as not respecting animal rights; and mosques and 
minarets are considered more and more as symbols of Islamic invasion 
and not considered as expressions of freedom of religion. In other 
words, the religious and cultural difference of Islam in European pub-
lic spheres is not solely debated within the discourse of minority- or 
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religious rights but becomes a concern for the majority. It ceases to be 
debated among Muslims and joins a wider societal debate, becoming 
both a concern for all as well as a source of resentment and antago-
nism. 

The claims and practices for religious visibility illustrate the dy-
namics of a sociological process in which Muslim migrants are pursu-
ing their life strategies and anchoring their political claims in Euro-
pean societies and thereby turn Islam into an indigenous reference. 
The antagonism arises because of the very nature of this process that 
cannot be resumed, at least for some Muslims, within a smooth model 
of integration, understood as an act of dissimulation of one’s original 
religion and culture and capacity of adaptation to prevalent norms. By 
making their Islamic difference visible, some pious Muslims manifest 
their difference but also their presence in disrupting the hegemonic 
public European norms. In return, a strong reaction of resentment 
and fear takes place among those who try to reassert European iden-
tity and its civilizational frontiers. 

Discourse on Civilization:  
From Universalism to Exceptionalism 

Public discourse captures the religious-cultural difference of Islam as a 
civilizational discord; it stresses the incommensurability of Islamic 
difference from the Western world as well as its externality with re-
spect to European democracies. It situates the antagonistic dimension 
outside the realm of politics, and turns it into an inevitable clash, a 
global war. 

The notion of civilization makes a comeback with the advent of Is-
lam on the global scene. The notion was abandoned following the 
post-colonial studies that have criticized the imposition of Western 
cultural values upon colonized countries by means of civilizing mis-
sion. Samuel Huntington’s work, The Clash of Civilizations, brought the 
notion back into the academia and public parlance. The book became 
popular at the world wide level as he pointed to the question of in-
commensurability of religious-cultural difference. He argued that the 
“conflict along the fault line between Western and Islamic civilizations 
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has been going on for 1,300 years” (Huntington 1996, 28) and that the 
confrontation was inevitable. Huntington’s influential argument is 
that, whereas the main lines of conflict during the Cold War were 
openly political and derived their explosive nature from considera-
tions of national and international security, the lines of fracture today 
correspond to major cultural antagonisms involving a clash of values 
between civilizations. The culture, identity, and religious faith that 
used to be subordinated to political and military strategy now define 
priorities on the international political agenda. We are witnessing the 
invasion of politics by culture. Divisions between civilizations are 
becoming threats to international stability and world order. 

One has to recall that the notion of civilization did not remain the 
same and changed its meaning in time; the contemporary use of the 
notion in world politics differs radically from the one in the colonial 
times. During the nineteenth century, with the advent of modernity, 
the notion of civilization has lost its pluralistic meaning, ended up 
meaning basically Western civilization and with its claim for univer-
sality acquired a new semantic power of establishing hierarchy be-
tween different parts of the world. Norbert Elias has shown the dis-
tinction between the French Universalist understanding of culture, 
named as civilization and the German particularistic notion of culture. 
The link between Western modernity and universal civilization kept 
its strength during all the twentieth century. Outside the Western 
world, it provided a model of secular modernization and political 
reformism. In Turkey for instance, where there is no colonial past, it 
became a reference for voluntary adoption of Western modernism. 
The Ottoman intellectuals and reformists were engaged in a rich de-
bate on the distinctions between “culture” (hars) on the one hand and 
material “civilization” (medeniyet) on the other that have prepared the 
terrain of ideas for the building of a modern secular nation-state. The 
universal conception of modernity and the desire to belong to the 
circle of civilized nations became the motto of Turkish modernizing 
elites of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. 

In the present day, the notion of Western civilization undergoes a 
semantic shift. The claims of universality are leaving its place to cul-
tural exceptionalism. Hence in the work of Huntington, the notion of 
civilization is revisited and the Western world is invited to abandon 
all claims of universalism and retreat back to its frontiers. It is an 
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irony to observe that the novel usage has become tacitly attractive and 
widely used in France, a country that historically most contributed to 
a universalist notion of “Civilization” as opposed to a German notion 
of “Kultur”. It is also in France that this equation is most noticeably 
challenged in the present time, where the encounter between Islam 
and Europe is publicly staged in a confrontational mode. 

The idea of Europe as a distinct civilization from Islam came to be 
expressed during the debates that started in 2002 over the membership 
of Turkey in the European Union. Turkey played a cathartic role in 
prompting a public debate on European identity and cultural values. 
Until then, European issues were mainly restricted to economic and 
political issues and were discussed within the political realm and 
among European bureaucrats. Likewise, Turkish membership was 
considered to be a question of international politics, belonging to the 
domain of foreign affairs. However, in the space of a few years, issues 
over Turkish membership have mobilized public opinion, bringing 
the question of European identity and values to the forefront. In par-
allel to this shift, not only did the Turkish application for member-
ship become part of “domestic” politics in European countries, but it 
also provoked a wider debate over the cultural and religious defini-
tions of Europe, its frontiers, and its identity. The very legitimacy of 
the membership of Turkey in the European Union was to be first 
questioned in France (and not in Germany where most Turkish mi-
grants live). According to opponents to Turkish membership, Turkey 
belonged to a “different culture, to a different civilization” and her 
acceptance would mean to put an “end to Europe”. The arguments 
against Turkish membership brought the notion of civilization into 
public discourse, but with a semantic shift away from French Univer-
salism; it resonated with that of Huntington’s use, drawing on cultural 
boundaries and exceptionalism. 

The debate on Turkish membership turned into one about Euro-
pean frontiers and European identity. Whether Turkey belonged to 
Europe or not was discussed in different European countries, in refer-
ence to differences in the geographical borders, historical heritage, and 
cultural values. The distancing and othering of Turkey from Europe 
was also meant to draw the boundaries of Europe in geographical, 
historical, and religious, namely civilizational terms. 



 T H I N K I N G  I S L A M I C  D I F F E R E N C E  165  

Turkey as a Muslim-majority candidate for the European Union 
and a Muslim-migrant country crystallized in different ways the “ab-
sent-presence” of Muslims in Europe, both from within and outside 
Europe. Some feared Islamic invasion and considered Turkish mem-
bership as a “Trojan horse” that will carry Islam into Christian lands; 
some criticized political elites who imposed Turkey as a “forced mar-
riage” and defended popular sovereignty of Europe; for others Europe 
meant the conservation of past historical memories and reminded that 
Turkish membership in the Union would mean renouncing the vic-
tory of Europe over the Ottoman Empire in 1683 at the gates of Vi-
enna. In general, for Europeans accepting Turkey would mean blur-
ring European identity and extending its frontiers towards the dan-
gerous East. 

A second move towards redefining European identity can be lo-
cated in regard to the debates over its Christian roots. A tacit equation 
between Europe and Christianity has been expressed more and more 
overtly in recent public debates. Pope Benedict XVI in his widely 
quoted speech at Regensburg in 2006 argued that Christianity, con-
trary to Islam, is a religion of reason and invited European intellectu-
als not to dismiss Christian spiritual sources in defining European 
identity and tolerance. Whether or not there should be a reference to 
Christian values in the European Constitution was the subject of in-
tense debate among the member countries of Europe before it was 
refuted by the leadership of France. These examples enable us to de-
pict the changing self-presentation of Europeans in their encounters 
with different facets of Islam. European self-presentation goes back to 
its civilizational roots, but the notion of civilization shifts from uni-
versalistic tunes towards European distinctiveness and exceptionalism. 

In other words, European historical experience, the unquestioned 
universal model of modernity, an example of aspiration for others, a 
model whose impact resonated beyond its boundaries, in the present 
is in quest for self-protection and self-closure. The phenomenon of 
immigration and the manifestation of Islam in Europe provoked an 
inward-looking politics of identity, stressing the need of drawing na-
tional boundaries against what is considered to be a threatening differ-
ence. These new dynamics of closure risk damaging not only democ-
ratic pluralism but also works against the ideals of European Union 
that try to create a model of pluralism beyond nationalism. 
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Contemporary Islam and Competing Chronotopes 

The discourse of civilizational differences, albeit its popularity, does 
not capture the social realities and imaginaries of late modernity 
where flows of migration, new technologies of communication and 
mutual cultural borrowings and hybridations transgress and blur fron-
tiers. Islam becomes part of a lived experience, expressing new subjec-
tivities of those pious Muslims making part of secular life-spaces in 
global cities, re-interpreting cultural and religious norms, belonging to 
different communities of language and to networks of communica-
tion. The macro-level civilizational discourses do not make sense from 
the prism of life-strategies and experiences of migrant Muslims. The 
comfort of geographical distance and segregation is lost and the cul-
tural avoidance cannot be maintained any longer within the bounda-
ries of a protected community. The novelty of the experience origi-
nates from the very location of this encounter, namely the old Europe 
is becoming a site of novel experience where we can no longer speak 
of two distinct and separate civilizations in time and in space. 

The displacement of Islam and its re-territorialization in Europe al-
ters the religious practices and subjectivities of Muslims, but also de-
fies autochthones citizens to redefine the place of religious difference 
in secular Europe. Far from taking place in a linear and quiet process 
of immigration, adaptation and accommodation, the eruption of Is-
lamic difference in public life disrupts the shared collective imaginaries 
and self-perception of Europeans. During the last three decades, one 
witnesses the ways in which the visibility of Islamic signs and symbols 
in the European public life becomes a major source of cultural disso-
nance and political dispute. They also illustrate the process of re-terri-
torialization of Muslims and concomitantly the visibilization of Is-
lamic religious signs and symbols in Europe. Islam turns from a longue 
durée theological and macro entity into a social phenomenon; contro-
versies illustrate the ways Islamic difference is manifested and shaped 
in the European public life. Therefore, by Islam I am not referring to 
a historical, theological macro-entity, but to its mode of manifesta-
tion, interpretation and perception in European societies. The contro-
versies around Islam have engendered a series of controversial debates 
ranging from veiling to gender equality, from martyrdom to violence; 
from blasphemy to freedom of expression. In different ways each 
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debate contributes to the ways Islam is being anchored in the Euro-
pean public sphere, becoming part of new imaginaries, memory and 
law. 

The narrative of modernity was based upon the conviction that Is-
lam like other religions was going to disappear from the historical 
scene, loose its capacity of change and agency as Muslim societies en-
ter into the spheres of influence of modernity. However, Islam that 
we have expected to disappear from the historical scene, comes back 
and Muslims make their religious difference appear in public life, in 
places that were not initially reserved to them and challenge the foun-
dations and secular norms of the modern institutions. Sharing the 
same space and time is a source of antagonism between those who are 
situated at the center of relations of power and those who are ex-
cluded from it. 

The Western narrative of modernity, especially the ethnographic 
rhetoric, as the anthropologist Johannes Fabian argued, is based upon 
the denial of “coevalness” to others. The non-Western is not modern 
in the sense that they are not sharing the same time zone, the contem-
poraneity with the Western world. Fabian calls this process the denial 
of coevalness, that is to say the intersubjective sharing of the same 
historic time and space (Fabian 1983; see also Göle 2000, 46–49). In the 
present day, Islam—which was once thought to be a ghostly presence 
from the past, a relic expected to fade away with the process of mod-
ernization and secularization—enters into the same time zone, be-
comes contemporary of Europe, albeit in anachronism. As a result of 
immigration and globalization, the issues over Islam are not confined 
to one geographic space, such as the Middle East, or to a Muslim-ma-
jority nation-state, like Turkey or Iran, but have become part of 
European reality. The presumed time lag in modern discourse be-
tween those who are advanced and those who lag behind disappears; 
the geographical separation between those who are considered to be 
civilized and the rest ceases to reassure. The proximity in time and in 
space underpins the nature of contemporary encounters between Is-
lam and Europe. 

Islam comes to the forefront of the contemporary European 
world, while revealing its anachronism in relation to that modern 
world. The public expression of Islam through everyday signs and 
symbols recalls the longue durée of religion, even its immutability. The 
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actors of Islam create a new socio-religious imagination by engaging 
with the present moment and simultaneously building, in a genealogi-
cal manner, chains of continuity with the prophetic tradition. Sunnah, 
which refers to the sayings and deeds of the Prophet Mohammad, acts 
like a complement to divine revelation, or the message of the Quran, 
by providing a common matrix, a repertory, that connects Muslims 
with the genesis of Islam and provides them with a guidance in the 
deceptive labyrinths of modern society. Religiosity establishes a mem-
ory chain both with past traditions and among Muslims; Islamic piety 
and its chains of transmission which is broken under the conditions of 
immigration and acculturation, is thus reactivated by Muslim actors 
(Hervieu-Léger 1993). 

The contemporary manifestation of Islamic actors in the European 
public life brings forth issues related with belonging and believing. 
The individual stories and life trajectories of Muslim migrants are 
shaped by “in-between” realities; they belong to several communities, 
and transgress national boundaries. They are related with the country 
of origin of their parents via language and satellite television at home 
but also they adhere to religious and transnational networks. Their 
eruption in the public sphere immediately signifies a transgression of 
national borders and also functions as a source of perpetual suspicion 
regarding their place of belonging and loyalty to the host country. 
They are “here” and “now” in Europe, but also make appear realities 
from “elsewhere”. Their names relate them to the countries of origins 
of their parents and remind perpetually of their immigration back-
ground. Their adherence to Islamic piety is perceived as failed integra-
tion to the secular culture of host countries. The transnational aspect 
of immigration is often seen as a symptom of failure of integration, 
but also as a sign of failure of adherence to national values and there-
fore as a source of suspicion of loyalty to national community. Con-
sequently, they are not fully included in the community of the nation 
and recognized as full citizens. Their mere presence signifies the trans-
gression of national borders towards other countries: and hence the 
emergence of a “Middle East” in Europe. Transnational networks 
include not only the fields of peaceful commerce, entertainment, 
communication, and humanitarian organizations but also terrorist 
networks that increase feelings of resentment and fear towards Mus-
lims in Europe. 
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The presence of Islam disrupts the “time-space” constructions of 
secular modernity in European countries. In fact, it is conceivable that 
all human and social action unfolds in a defined “time-space,” which 
we can call a “chronotope”, following the work of Mikhail Bakhtine. 
In order to deal with the anachronistic presence of Islam in European 
public sphere I suggest therefore adopting the notion of chronotope. 
According to Bakhtine, the chronotope, which translates literally as 
“time-space,” is the “essential correlation of spatio-temporal relations, 
as integrated by literature” (Bakhtine 1987, 235–237). Bakhtine defines 
chronotopes as socio-cultural constructions that are essential to gener-
ating the plots, the stories, of history and fiction (Scholz 1998, 156). 
This socio-cultural and anthropological definition allows us to make 
use of his literary concept and adopt in our approach to the public 
space. The notion of chronotope, which suggests a variety of compet-
ing presents embedded in different spaces, proves ingenious for explor-
ing the complexity of the modern experience and for understanding 
the contemporariness of social experience that is lived along different 
rhythms of time. For if we see social reality from a Bakhtinian per-
spective, we can observe that time and space are social products and 
that diverse groups of individuals fashion qualitatively different ideas 
of time-space. In this sense, the chronotope can be considered as a 
mediator of human experience, some coexisting alongside one another 
and some contradicting each other (Good 2001, 21). 

The public sphere reassembles different actors in spatial proximity 
and engages them within the temporality of the present. Contempo-
raneousness is not merely a chronological experience of time, but a 
political occurrence of recognition between actors. It is an experience 
that draws people close and makes them feel close (Ricoeur 2000, 161–
162). In that respect, public sphere has the function of reassembling 
people together, fostering competition, interaction and recognition 
between different actors. In the European context, the public sphere is 
the site that brings Islam and the autochthones together, albeit in con-
frontation. The difference of Islam is deployed in the public sphere 
where the comfort of spatial distance disappears and the issue of prox-
imity with religious and cultural difference appears forcefully as a 
democratic issue. European public sphere is put to a democratic test in 
its capacity to draw people of different origins, beliefs and opinions 
close to each other and get familiarized with each other’s differences. 
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The public sphere fosters democracy to the extent that it mediates 
between different human agencies, social experiences and cultural 
differences acting them out in a common space and in the present 
time. Public sphere is the site that enables the possibility of the emer-
gence of the unspoken, hidden, taboo subjects into collective con-
sciousness. A democratic public sphere is not static and homogeneous 
but open to unpredictability and innovation. 

By using a Bakhtinian notion of chronotope as a mediator of hu-
man experience, we can recognize the heterogeneity of human action, 
and rid the public space of its connotations of homogeneity, thereby 
opening it up to the invention of the social. Only then we can explore 
the potentials of Islamic difference and engage a critical reading of 
secular modernity. Indeed, secular modernity has a particular capacity 
to mediate human experience by means of homogenization of space 
and flattening of time. Islamic difference is disruptive to the extent 
that it alters the very foundations of modern space-time constructions. 
Muslim actors get acquainted with secular chronotopes in the Euro-
pean public sphere yet become composers of a different chronotope; 
they remind the sacred in the public space and the past Prophetic link 
in the present. The notion of Islamic chronotopes does not stand for 
an unaltered civilizational difference but is composed as an outcome 
of a novel experience of Muslims who are no longer circumscribed by 
historical continuity with past traditions and values of the sacred. 
Islamic chronotope can be read as a reminder for an alternative to 
secular modernity that mediates human experience increasingly by the 
values of the present and by means of public exposure at the expense 
of the values of the sacred, intimate and private. Islamic chronotopes 
mediate human action from the prism of the sacred both in public life 
and in present time, thereby leading to different juxtapositions of 
space and time, private-public distinctions and past-present constructs. 
Islamic difference can be conceptualized as the eruption of a disruptive 
and heterogeneous chronotope in secular modernity. 
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Visibly Different Islam 

We generally speak of the notion of difference in abstract terms; the 
categories of religion and culture are thought in cognitive systems and 
discursive practices. However, Islamic visibility in the European pub-
lics forces us to tackle the question of difference in less abstract and 
more concrete ways. 

When and how do religious symbols disrupt and become visible to 
the public gaze? The headscarves of grandmothers and immigrant 
women are hardly visible to the public because the former remains at 
home and the second belong to the underprivileged classes of society. 
They are given a special public status, tinged with nostalgia, which 
renders such gestures docile, innocent examples of religious expres-
sion, a kind of spontaneous, traditional gesture, reminiscent of the 
rusticity of peasant life. The symbolic meaning of the headscarf 
changes, acquires a visibility, when it becomes associated with Islamic 
political action and a public appearance of women (Göle 1993/2003). 
In a sense, the expression of piety loses its innocence when it becomes 
a matter of individual agency and self-reformation, when it is affirmed 
in public and observed in places of education: schools and universities. 
The semantic shift from headscarf to veiling, hijab and burka translates 
the feeling of anxiety stemming from the difficulty in naming a novel 
phenomenon by searching its roots in Islamic lexicon. In a paradoxical 
way, the recent experiences of the young headscarf girls reveal their 
deeper integration compared with their mothers, particularly in terms 
of their access to education and their adoption of host countries cul-
tural codes and language. 

The construction of mosques and minarets in European countries 
follows the same dynamics of the indigenization of immigrants on the 
one hand and the visibilization of Islam on the other (Göle 2009a; 
2010). Everywhere in Europe numerous Islamic centers and prayer 
rooms exist, most of which are constructed in an improvised manner. 
These structures exist in significant numbers. However, the presence 
of mosques and their minarets is now a source of increasing contro-
versy and resentment, as illustrated in the debate that ended up with 
the 2009 referendum in Switzerland and the ensuing legislation to 
prohibit the construction of minarets. Mosques in Europe are gener-
ally impromptu and hidden, constructed without distinguishing 
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marks, housed in unrecognizable buildings and in old, abandoned 
industrial zones and, therefore, do not pose a serious threat in terms 
of visibility. They do not represent a public nuisance. On the other 
hand, it is the signs of Islamic exceptionalism such as the dome and 
the minaret that singularize the cultural difference of Islam in city-
centers, thereby making Islam visible to the public eye. The contro-
versy over the Cologne Mosque illustrates the ways in which con-
struction of a mosque becomes a public issue about space (Klahn 
2008). What kind of a mosque one can build in Cologne so that it can 
become part of the same landscape as the Cologne cathedral that is the 
symbolic marker of the city? 

How do we make our differences visible? Or how do we manage 
them? How could we make them perceptible to the other or on the 
contrary adopt strategies of dissimulation? How could we communi-
cate them in public? So there is this inner and outer kind of work in 
constructing identities and differences. As Charles Taylor argues, be-
ing true to yourself requires an inward looking reflexivity to build up 
your identity as distinct from others, but you also need to engage with 
an outward work if you make your difference visible. What is more 
important than diversity is what you do with it, how difference is 
worked out, appropriated as an action and interaction (Taylor 2004). 
Before some Muslims make their difference visible in the public 
sphere, through an outward work, they first build their identity 
through an inner work by relearning their religion in contexts of mi-
gration. Religion is not a given fixed category, same in all times and 
contexts, that they have carried in their luggage as the holy Quran. 
They have to relearn their religion in distance from the national ori-
gins. It is not the religion which is handed down from their parents or 
from the mosque of their Turkish village or from Algeria. There is a 
process of remaking, relearning one’s religion that we can name as a 
process of refashioning of religious self in contexts of migration. In 
that sense, difference as action-oriented, as a mode of refashioning of 
Muslim subjectivity in a secular European context is a conceptual tool 
for understanding Islamic visibility and its public disruptiveness (see 
Landfried, this volume). 
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Turning Confrontation into Interpenetration:  
A Process of Anverwandlungen 

Christine Landfried suggests exploring the positive potential of differ-
ence, to depict actors, structures and decision making that respects 
systemic difference and enhances ways of dealing with difference de-
mocratically and communicatively (Landfried, this volume). How to 
rethink religious cultural difference which is divisive, disruptive and 
conflictual in a potentially creative, constructive way? As I have ar-
gued, the confrontational aspect of the encounter among European 
citizens of Muslim confession and others is intrinsic to the process of 
indigenization of Islam and its public visibility. One cannot simply 
dismiss the discord and the feelings of resentment in preaching politics 
of multiculturalism or adhering to values of universalism. One needs 
to develop a micro-level analysis of the nature of the discord and cho-
reography of the relations and try to explore the possibilities of turn-
ing confrontation into mutual transformation. I will try to illustrate, 
by means of a micro-level empirical case study, the ways in which 
controversies oppose as well as bring into closer contact Muslims and 
non-Muslims in Europe. 

I choose a controversy from the realm of art; a sculpture made by a 
well-known contemporary German artist, Olaf Metzel, entitled Turk-
ish Delight and exposed in Vienna (see illustration 1). Art is both indi-
vidualistic and public; it expresses the subjective perceptions of the 
artist and represents the “Muslim other”; it is open to different pub-
lics, it attracts an intercultural gaze; it can be provocative, putting to 
test the limits of tolerance and freedom. My aim is not to engage in a 
reading in terms of sociology of art but try to understand the disrup-
tive nature of the art-work, the controversy in question, intercultural 
meanings and confrontations it entails. In sum, how art creates pub-
lics, brings different people in close encounter, opens up the need for 
translations of cultural complexity and enhances a public culture re-
spective of differences. 
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Illustration 1: Olaf Metzel, Turkish Delight 
Sculpture, bronze, 150 cm, 2006 

Source: Kunsthalle Wien public space/Photo: Wolfgang Wößner (2007) © VG Bild-Kunst, Bonn 2011 

The sculpture in question is a life-size bronze female nude figure with 
a headscarf covering her hair. When it was first exhibited in a museum 
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in Wuppertal in 2006, it has not been a subject of controversy. The 
second time in 2007, when it was exhibited in front of the Kunsthalle 
museum in the public garden of Karlsplatz, situated at the very central 
district of Vienna, it did not escape public attention. The statue’s title, 
Turkish Delight, made it clear that it was addressed to the Turkish com-
munity and not to Muslim migrants in general. Not surprisingly, the 
artwork failed to delight many members of the Turkish migrant 
community living in the city; for some it was offensive to Turkish 
women, for some an affront to national pride, and for others an insult 
to their religious values. Whether to defend gender, national, or reli-
gious dignity, or all three at once, members of the Turkish commu-
nity raised their voices and requested its removal. A few weeks later, 
the statue was wrenched from its pedestal and left lying on the ground 
in the public garden (see illustration 2). Two men who damaged the 
statue were caught on security video; although they were not officially 
identified, they were presumed to be members of the Turkish migrant 
community. Later, a young Turkish businessman bought it for his 
private museum. Through his performative action, he participated 
silently to the debate and stood up for the freedom of art (Göle 
2009b). 
 

 

Illustration 2: Olaf Metzel, Turkish Delight 
Sculpture wrenched from its pedestal on December 8, 2007 

© Kunsthalle Wien public space, 2007 
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Although the controversy transgressed the boundaries of Vienna and 
found an echo in the Turkish public and media, overall it remained 
contained within national boundaries and did not circulate across 
Europe. Therefore, it is not a well-known public controversy but it 
crystallizes many significant aspects and features of Islamic presence, 
namely the centrality of the categories of gender and religion, its 
changing representations in Europe and the issues related with free-
dom of expression. 

In the first place, the sculpture conveyed a provocative gesture in 
combining a symbol of modesty, the headscarf with nakedness of a 
woman. Muslim women cover their hair and body in conformity 
with the Islamic prescriptions and to remain within the boundaries of 
sexual modesty and to protect them from the male gaze. Secondly, 
exposure of a woman’s body in the midst of a public garden strips the 
protective shield from woman and makes her accessible to all gazes, 
including Muslim and non-Muslim male gaze. Whereas nudity is not 
scandalous for Austrian viewers and the headscarf irritates them as a 
cultural difference, for Muslim women the situation is different. For a 
Muslima who wishes to signal her modesty by means of a headscarf, 
her public presentation of nudity is a form of violence. 

However, beyond the provocative gesture, the sculpture reveals at 
a tacit layer the changing perceptions and representations of Muslim 
women in Europe. Although the title Turkish Delight has oriental con-
notations, the representation of women in this sculpture is opposed to 
the oriental imagery of Muslim women. By contrast, in the famous 
oriental painting Odalisque by Ingres the woman is naked but lying 
down on a sofa, segregated in an interior space highly decorated with 
colorful fabric, in company with other women, children and servants. 
The woman of Turkish Delight is standing by herself without the com-
pany of her children, neither of her male relatives; she represents the 
uprooted migrant worker in the European public. The two represen-
tations differ radically from each other. The oriental woman conveys 
an exotic and erotic aura, captures the imagination of difference in 
time and space, and conveys the aura of the exotic other and the erotic 
interiors of the Harem, whereas the migrant woman of Turkish Delight 
is nearby, in proximity, yet disturbingly different. The artist is trying 
to deal with this novel experience, engaging his work, changing the 
artistic imaginaries. There is certainly a confrontational aspect in this 
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encounter. The provocative gesture of the artist translates the desire to 
strip women from their shield of sacredness and sexual modesty and 
let them appear naked as common human beings. The confrontation 
creates opposition, anger and resentment, but it also brings into closer 
contact and familiarity different publics. Difference in proximity cre-
ates aggression, transgression of norms and confrontation with each 
other, but also it becomes a way to relate with each other. 

The intercultural and transnational conflict on the work of art re-
vealed the many facets of Islamic difference and transformed the sim-
ple difference between acceptance and rejection of wearing a headscarf 
into a complex problem between cultures and religions. The work of 
the artist had aroused awareness of the complexity of Islamic differ-
ence. If we wish to create an inclusive public culture, we need to un-
derstand the complexity of differences and render its multi-layered 
and multi-faceted demonstrations without reducing it to simplicity, 
and to stereotype representations. 

The discourse of multiculturalism puts the emphasis on the recog-
nition of differences and their peaceful cohabitation. Yet, the relation 
between the issue of difference and pluralistic democracy can be con-
ceptualized not only in procedural terms but also in terms of a con-
frontational process that can lead to mutual transformation. One 
needs to approach cultural differences not as a given, fixed category, 
but as constantly revised and recomposed by human experiences and 
collective agencies. Multiculturalism in general is criticized for falling 
short of promoting social intermingling and maintaining different 
communities living side by side, thinking that cultural avoidance is 
possible. However, a process of cultural intermingling takes place; 
instead of leading to peaceful co-existence this has given rise to a series 
of antagonistic debates and events, through which both sides are trans-
formed. I have tried to capture this process in terms of “mutual inter-
penetration” between Islam and Europe and highlight its embodied, 
gendered, and violent dimensions (Göle 2005). The German word that 
captures the process of change by means of getting closer with each 
other is Anverwandlungen (Göle 2008): an old word, now seldom used, 
which conveys well the sense of the transformation of the self and the 
other in becoming closer to each other; it puts the accent not on the 
identity but on the mutual change, on the metamorphoses (Göle 
2008). 
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We need therefore to address the issue of democracy from the 
prism of sociological processes and perspective and seek the possibili-
ties of turning confrontation into a process of mutual “interpenetra-
tion”. Since the post-68 period, our sociological perspective has been 
shaped by politics of identity and multiculturalism, in the present we 
face new challenges both intellectually and politically. We need to 
decipher the nature of confrontation, the disruptive effect of Islam in 
secular modernity and the conditions under which the confrontation 
does not lead to exclusionary dynamics but to mutual borrowings and 
metamorphoses. 

What are the conditions for interaction and communication that 
can turn confrontation into a process of cultural interpenetration? 
How can public sphere be a site for linking culture and politics, foster-
ing cultural innovation and political pluralism? The empirical case on 
the sculpture controversy that I have succinctly discussed can provide 
us with avenues of prospection. The statue of the Turkish Delight case 
illustrates the confrontational aspect in public, the importance of art 
in the representation of the Muslim other and the changing subjectivi-
ties of European artists. It brought different publics into closer contact 
with each other, but it remained prisoner of the provocation it caused; 
it could not go beyond the miscommunication and resentment among 
different publics, and therefore could not provide an experience open-
ing up at a micro level the realm of public culture to new imaginaries, 
linking different people and interweaving different cultural codes. 
Nevertheless, the case that we have discussed can be taken as a missed 
opportunity, an unexplored potential to turn confrontation into mu-
tual engagement. 

What are the conditions, then, to enhance a public sphere open to 
cultural criticism and political innovation? First, we need to acknowl-
edge that we are no longer living in mono-cultural, one-language 
community societies and we need cultural translations, shifts between 
different language codes, and provide a language for in-between prac-
tices and subjectivities. This means that we need to go beyond the 
equation between identities and differences. In putting at the center of 
the analyses the notion of the public sphere, I intend to go beyond 
politics of identity and recognition, and stress the process of encoun-
ter, interaction and confrontation among actors. In this perspective, 
the definition of the public sphere needs to distance itself from the 
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national community and open up to the multiplicity of perspectives. 
Hannah Arendt’s notion of public sphere can be heuristically fruitful 
to adopt an approach that privileges multiplicity of views, horizontal 
ties between actors and visibility of differences (Arendt 1983). Public 
sphere inclusive of cultural differences means complexity and exis-
tence of diverse layers of meanings. 

Secondly, we need to broaden our approach to agency, and include 
different forms of visibility, signs and symbols, cultural artistic repre-
sentations, pious personal performances, but also subversion and hu-
mor. For instance, Turkish inhabitants of Vienna could have come up 
with a more humoristic way of dealing with the offensive art and 
dress up the woman statue in Austrian traditional attire. Such a per-
formance would have signaled a deeper and peaceful engagement with 
each other’s culture. 

Thirdly, instead of avoiding the conflictual dimensions, we need to 
decipher the disruptive element in public staging of Islamic difference; 
the ways in which Islam addresses a criticism to hegemonic definitions 
of emancipation, freedom, private-public definitions, in sum to secular 
modern “chronotopes”. 

Fourth, we need to explore the ways public culture underpins poli-
tics of recognition and enforces democratic pluralism. The ideal public 
sphere is conceptualized as a home of democratic and dialogical space 
(Habermas 1991). In modern times, technologies of communication 
accelerate the global, transnational dynamics of the public sphere, 
whereas the political sphere remains national. The acceleration of 
communication brings different cultures and people in closer contact, 
but this process does not lead in a peaceful and linear way to democ-
racy. One needs to rethink the relations between public sphere and 
democracy. Public sphere becomes a site of confrontation of differ-
ences, but also reproduction of stereotypes, cross-cultural provoca-
tion, circulation of controversies and violence-producing scandals. 
Islam plays an active role in creating public sphere, in making people 
visible and audible. Both, those who adhere ostensibly and those who 
oppose fiercely to Islamic values gain anger but also public attention. 
Stereotype oppositions, cultural clashes and political polarizations risk 
becoming part of public life. A process that encourages cultural trans-
lations, critical reflexivity and mutual transformation requires con-
structing alternative public spheres, counter public spaces. In this 
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sense, a withdrawal from the crude limelight of the public sphere is a 
precondition for engaging, deciphering and recognizing cultural dif-
ferences. As much as we need public sphere for communicative de-
mocracy, we need alternative spaces, retreats, where reflexivity and 
humor can turn confrontation of differences into cultural criticism, 
playful action and social creativity. 
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