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ABSTRACT

In this dissertation I explore the relationship between women, the state, and religious 
institutions in western Austria—the most conservative part of the country.  The fall of the 
Iron Curtain triggered widespread fears of massive migration flows from Eastern Europe, 
and created strong sentiments against migrants, especially those from the East and South 
and led to a rise in ethnocentrism and xenophobia.  Turks, who comprise the largest 
migrant population, are especially vulnerable to the resulting discriminatory practices and 
attitudes. 

The questions I posed focused on how Turkish women who have arrived since the 
economic boom of the 1980s, their children born in Austria, and women of pre-WWII 
Austrian ancestry deal with the challenges integration brings.   Further, I examine the 
effect patriarchal, elitist discourse has on both Austrian and Turkish migrant women’s 
self-perception, sociopolitical status and their worldviews.
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GLOSSARY

German words are spelled according to German norms regarding capitalization.  
Sometimes, as in the case of “Ausgreiste”, Austrian vernacular is used because ‘proper’ 
German cannot convey the same message.

General note in regard to the “Binnen-Buchstabe”:  In the words you see below, you 
notice the new way of denoting gender neutrality by using capital letters either at the end 
of a word (AusgreisteR) or within the word (AusländerIn).  This eliminates the need to 
either invent gender-neutral terms for concepts or to be politically incorrect.  It is 
comparable to writing “fe/male” to denote both, female and male.  This way of writing 
appears to be the accepted and correct way of spelling gendered terms in public discourse 
and can be seen in newspapers, billboards, and some—but not all—publications.

AusländerIn: someone from outside the country; the opposite is an InländerIn, or 
someone who comes literally from inside the country.  These designations are
mostly used in normative German, Austrians are prone to use the term 
EinheimischeR, that denotes a somewhat more intimate connection with the land

AusgreisteR:  an emigrant, or someone who has left her place of birth—
but not necessarily the country

bewältigt: overcome; is used in the context of having worked through an issue and 
having resolved it

Bundesland:  federal state; Austria is a federal republic consisting of nine Bundesländer 

EinheimischeR: someone born and raised in a given locale; someone who belongs in a
locality because multiple generations have settled there

EU/EWR: European Union /European Economic Zone (Europäischer Wirtschafts Reich)

Fremdenfeindlich (n. Fremdenfeindlichkeit): enmity towards foreigners; this term 
encompasses hostility, fear, and a general distrust of all things associated with 
people who do not originate from the same locale.  This need not be someone 
from a different country; this enmity could be directed at someone who comes 
from the next town.

Fremdenpolizei: specific police department that deals with all affairs pertaining to non-
nationals in Austria.  They check immigration status, work permits, residency 
permits, political activities, economic status, and everything else that has to do 
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with foreign-born residents of Austria.  In case of criminal activities perpetrated 
by foreigners they also deport them, if the act warrants this.

Gastarbeiter: guest worker; a migrant worker who was expected to provide cheap labor 
and return home when his erstwhile employer no longer needed him

Hausfrauen: (s. Hausfrau) housewives

Im/migrantIn: this dual term denotes migrants from other EU countries and immigrants 
from countries outside the Union

Land: (pl. Länder): see Bundesland 

MigrantInnen: (s. MigrantIn)  the politically correct and preferred term (at least by
those who care about such things) used to describe migrants and immigrants of 
both genders

MigrantInnenbeauftragte:  administrator in charge of MigrantInnen issues

Vorarlberger Landesregierung:  government of Vorarlberg

Weiber (s. Weib): somewhat derogatory term for woman; usually carries the connotation 
of a somewhat rebellious, or at least non-conforming girl/woman
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INTRODUCTION: Connecting Self and Other in Contested Territory

1.  Introducing the Questions

I am a migrant of privilege.  I have migrated multiple times before discovering

my final destination.  My country of origin is Austria, one of the wealthiest countries of 

the European Union; hence I was a privileged migrant.  I had choices, and my sole 

motivation to migrate was my innate sense of curiosity and adventure.  Turkish women 

migrants, the group I am most interested in, are rarely privileged in the same manner.  

They more commonly migrate to better their economic situation and sometimes to escape 

political oppression.    

Migration is never a phenomenon that concerns just one people.  It always affects 

both the migrant and the host population.  For my dissertation, I went to Austria to 

research Turkish and Austrian women’s way of coping with issues of acculturation and 

integration, or even possible assimilation.  I focused on how individual migrant women 

manage to negotiate their place in an alien society, what the natives expect from these 

women, and how both groups perceive each other.  My secondary concern was to 

determine the effect patriarchy has—both the Austro-Catholic and the Turko-Muslim 

version—on women’s self-perception. Religious norms and practices were also integral 

to the cultural aspects and patriarchal worldviews espoused by both Turks and Austrians.  

In short, my research concentrated on women’s ability to adapt to changing 

circumstances and the range of mechanisms they employ to that end in Austria and by 

extension, the European Union today.  
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Migration has always been part of the human experience.  Today, as distrust of 

the other has grown more pronounced in response to global terrorist activity, such an 

inquiry into the dynamics that develop between native and migrant groups of women can 

be useful in determining what mechanisms might be useful in facilitating acculturation 

and integration of migrants into European nation states.  Muslims are the largest religious 

minority not only in Austria, but also in the rest of Europe.  Women’s experiences and 

the difficulties they encounter in their quest for acceptance in an alien environment could 

help those who will come later.  Women produce and reproduce the nation.  Furthermore, 

they are charged with the creation of homes and safe-havens for their families.  The 

coping strategies they develop can one day lead to the creation of a different Austria, and 

by extension, of Europe.  

2.  The Choice of Locale 

Walking down the street of the small Austrian town I lived in thirty years ago, I 

see women wearing hejab and hear the voices of children speaking Turkish and Slavic 

languages among those who call out to each other in German.  When I went to school 

there, the “other” was rarely noticed. The dark, foreign looking men finding comfort and 

release from loneliness in small groups clustered around the benches near the railway 

station were the only visible signs that foreigners lived among us.  

Women and children, whose features represent the multi-ethnic tapestry of 

Eurasia, can now be seen in shopping areas and schools. They are visiting with friends in 

public spaces, cafés, playgrounds and picnicking in parks.  The appearance of women on 
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the scene is a clear sign that Muslims are settling in Europe permanently and that the 

myth of the eventual return to the homeland has been relegated to the background.1

Hence, I found it necessary to look at the conditions under which migrants are 

incorporated into the communities where they have settled.

Austria might seem an odd choice for someone concerned with women’s roles 

and experiences with migration.  Yet, what better place to look than in a country that is 

atypical; Austria never had colonies in Muslim lands, unlike the French and British. It 

has a longstanding historical connection with Turkey and, being located in the center of 

Europe, has been at the center of trade routes since ancient times.  The legacy of 

colonialism does not affect Austria’s dealings with migrants, nor do the individual 

migrant populations harbor any post-colonial sentiments towards Austria’s government.2

I consider Austria a worthwhile place of study because it represents the average European 

country comprising an average mix of ethnicities among its population.  Today, Muslims 

constitute the third largest confession found in Austria, with Roman Catholics being the 

majority and Protestants the second largest group.

I also limited myself to the Land (state) of Vorarlberg, Austria’s westernmost 

Bundesland.  As Dr. Herman Denz stated, Vorarlberg is somewhat anomalous and not 

truly representative of Austria.3  Yet its position in the West of the country, and its 

1 The “myth of the return” is part of both Austrian and Turkish migration ideology.  Many Austrians 
believe that all foreign workers will eventually return to their home country without leaving a mark on the 
cultural landscape.  The Turks (in this particular instance) believe(d) that they will at some point return to 
their home communities without having been tainted by westernization.
2 The historical context will be dealt with in the chapter concerning Austria’s history.
3 Personal communication with Dr. Hermann Denz, Professor at the Institute für Soziologie at the 
University of Innsbruck, August 2003.
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distinct population, position it as the link between Western and Eastern Europe.  The 

people are closely related to the surrounding Germanic peoples in language and 

worldview.  While Vorarlberg may not be representative of Eastern Austria, and is not 

representative of Switzerland or Germany—given those countries’ historical background, 

Vorarlberg is a borderland and in its marginality, the most representative part of the 

German speaking countries.  

Today, European migrants and those from outside the boundaries of the European 

Union are highly mobile.  This fairly recent phenomenon has been made possible by the 

creation of the European Union.   It is now possible to move to different countries and 

find work in places that were inaccessible only ten years ago.  Political boundaries are 

more permeable and social and economic changes are coming more rapidly now.  

Everyone needs to adjust to those realities, not only MigrantInnen.  

The people who have lived in Vorarlberg for generations and those who have 

settled there more recently have to adjust to each other.  There are children involved, 

some are third generation migrants, and a fourth generation is being raised as well.  The 

changing demographics demand changes in education policies, social programs, and 

health initiatives.  To this end, small towns, like the ones where I observed and spoke 

with the women who interact with the other on a daily basis, can provide important 

insights into the social dynamics that determine how some people succeed where others 

fail to integrate and/or adapt in an alien cultural environment.  
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3.  Official and Unofficial Consultants

Austria is a microcosm of what is occurring in other parts of the European Union 

and civil societies elsewhere in the world.  Catholic and Muslim women are often 

repressed by entrenched patriarchal traditions.  Nevertheless, women as the nurturers and 

child-raisers are charged with the transmission and preservation of the cultural, ethnic, 

and religious identities of their respective communities.  This is why I concentrated my 

inquiries on women and did not solicit men’s input, with the exception of Mr. Amir and 

Dr. Denz.   I spoke to these two men separately and in private, while I usually spoke with 

my female consultants in small groups to make it seem less like a formal interview but an 

exchange of ideas and opinions.

I wanted to know how women actually dealt with each other within the confines 

of a patriarchal state system and a conservative, class conscious society.  The 

expectations of both Austrian and Turkish society still are that women act fulfilled in 

their roles as mothers and wives.  Work and educational aspirations are assumed to be 

only secondary interests, subordinate to their roles as caretakers and nurturers.  

As Turkish and native Austrian women do not appear to socialize much outside 

the workplace, I decided to limit the conversations with my consultants to public spaces.    

Therefore, I talked with Turkish women in stores owned by Turks, parks, and the 

occasional playground.  As far as Austrian women were concerned, I thought that some 

sacrifice on my part was in order.  In order to connect with my former compatriots on a 

deeper level, I met them in café houses.  With the help of coffee and cake, I managed to 

sustain myself through the grueling interviews that usually lasted hours. 
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With the exception of the individuals named below, all my conversation partners 

preferred to remain anonymous.  Only Dr. Juffinger, the director of Femail, and Ms. 

Ender, a reporter, did not mind being named.  My other consultants did not wish their real 

names to be revealed.  Anonymity was not requested for fear of being associated with this 

project, but mostly because the women I spoke with felt that it would be presumptuous of 

them to be quoted in some scholarly context.  This sense of not being important enough 

to have an official voice appeared to be deeply engrained in all my consultants with the 

exception of Dr. Juffinger, who is an official representative of women and works under 

state and EU mandate.4

I also contacted representatives of the Catholic Archdiocese in Feldkirch and 

those of the Islamische Glaubensgemeinschaft in Österreich, the official voice of Islam in 

Austria.  Through the IGGÖ website I could access official statements regarding Muslims 

in Austria.  For information on the position of Muslim women, I could email an official 

spokesperson for women’s issues.  I did read a variety of articles on this website, but I 

did not contact them after an initial phone call.  First, my Turkish consultants told me that 

they personally could care less what some Arab men in a far off city (Vienna is at least an 

eight-hour train ride away from where we were) thought about their status within Austria, 

and then I also realized that most women had no way of contacting them even if they 

cared to do so; not everyone has internet access.  In any case, what would this 

4  I felt strange hearing that my dissertation research was considered to be some official record of my 
consultants’ thoughts.  They were right of course, once word is put on paper, a record exists.  Yet, I also 
remembered that I too, was taught as a child that my voice was of no consequence, that females were of no 
importance, and that they should not be heard.
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organization do for Turkish women, given that it served as liaison to the Austrian state 

and was the official representative of a sponsoring Arab country acting in the interests of 

its governments?

When I called, I was given the distinct impression that no one was available to 

talk to me.  I arrived at that conclusion after being transferred between three, or maybe 

four different secretaries for at least twenty minutes, at which time lunch hour had arrived 

and no one was available anymore.  Someone, who must have picked up the phone by 

mistake during my transfer session, did say that I should submit my questions in writing 

because people in the organization did not want to be misrepresented, and that a written 

response might be easier to get than a verbal interview.  At this point I took the hint, 

accepted the inviolate tradition of lunch hour quietude, and stopped pursuing this angle.  

After all, what good is an official position on women’s issues when it merely reflects 

some government’s ideas of what ought to be?  As one of my anonymous sources said, 

“those men don’t care about my problem with my daughter’s school, they just shake 

hands with politicians and lie about how great things are”.5

My attempts to discover the official position of the Archdiocese ended with the 

same basic conclusion: why bother?  After I asked for an appointment with a woman who 

seemed to be the one most likely source of pertinent information, I was informed that 

after consultation with her superiors, she had come to the conclusion that a male 

5 Conversation with an anonymous informant, June 2004.  With the exceptions noted above, all my 
consultants, including this Turkish woman in her early thirties, did not wish to be identified.  Also, my 
method of simply speaking to everyone willing to talk to me did not lend itself to an exchange of 
biographical details, hence only official spokespersons willing to be quoted are referred to by name.  
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colleague, who was a missionary in Mesoamerica, might be a better conversation partner 

than she who worked with migrant women in Austria.  

Knowing well enough from past experience that one cannot argue with the 

Catholic Church hierarchy when one is a mere female constituent who lacks any official 

standing, I accepted this judgment.  I made an appointment with the man.  I went to the 

office, announced my reason for being there, and began to wait in the reception area.  The 

hours passed.  Occasionally I was assured that he would see me any minute now, but that 

he was still busy.  As the magic hour of noon approached, some woman came out of an 

office and asked why I was there.6  I told her about my appointment for nine o’clock with 

this particular missionary.  She looked somewhat confused and said that he had left over 

an hour ago and that I should make another appointment.  At this point I decided to ask if 

there was any woman available to speak to me about the church’s position on women 

migrants.  I was told that there was no one available for an interview, and that I needed to 

submit all questions in writing first before someone would speak to me.  I was also asked 

for my credentials and a written explanation for why I requested an interview.  

My initial interview request to the archdiocese had included a short statement of 

purpose in which I had noted my academic affiliation.  I pulled the correspondence out 

and handed it over.  After a cursory reading of the emails, she told me to start the process 

over again and someone would eventually get back to me.  To this day, thirteen months 

later, I am still waiting.   Finally getting the message, I went to the station to board the 

6  A detailed explanation of why noon is such an important cultural marker and why most activity stops at 
that time will follow later.  For now it is sufficient to know that noon/lunch time is observed religiously.
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next train back to the town where I stayed.  During this forty-five minute train ride I 

decided not to pursue any organization’s official position on matters concerning women.  

If I had difficulties getting any kind of official to respond to some general questions I had 

in regard to the problems both migrant and native women faced in Austria, then these 

women probably could not get adequate responses either.

There really was no purpose in collecting opinions and politically motivated 

statements from organizations that considered women footnote material.   It would have 

been a waste of time and energy to track down spokesmen who did not want to answer a 

woman’s questions about women’s lives.  Furthermore, there was no particular value in 

collecting handouts and articles from official organizations.  The women I spoke to did 

not trust these groups to represent them or their position in society.  I had undertaken this 

project because I wanted to know how Muslim and Catholic women interact in real life, 

because that would provide some insight into what kinds of programs and incentives 

could be created for both migrants and natives to facilitate integration.  During this train 

ride I decided to limit my inquiries to willing sources that anyone, especially those not 

conversant with Austrian bureaucracy, could easily access.

I did meet with four representatives of local and state government respectively.  

Those were in order of appearance, Mr. Amir, Ms. Halide, Mrs. Bauer, and Dr. Juffinger.

I found Mr. Amir by looking in the phonebook.  He is a social worker in charge of 

(among others) Turkish migrants at the Institute for Social Services.   He told me about 

Ms. Halide, who is the Migrant Specialist for the city of Bregenz, the capital of 

Vorarlberg. Ms. Halide is a rare woman indeed.  Not only is she a naturalized citizen 
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who came to Austria as a young girl, she is also one of the few women in Austria with an 

engineering degree.

Mrs. Bauer was brought to my attention by an Austrian consultant who mentioned 

her in passing.  I was told that there was a woman who “supposedly helps women with 

problems.”  This vague reference led me to call the woman mentioned.  She informed me 

that she had finished her term and the position had passed to someone else.  She then told 

me that she would speak to that woman and tell her to call me.  The next day I received a 

call from Mrs. Bauer, who agreed to meet me in the café of my choice.  We met, shared 

three pots of coffee, tried some slices of cake and talked for a few hours.

I discovered Femail, only because I had to take numerous trains to get from town 

to town and their few advertisements made me curious.  These were sparse, pastel 

colored banners with an email address and little else.  After visiting their website, I called 

to make an appointment with anyone who would talk to me.  Again, my concern was to 

contact only people that could easily be reached and who did not require me, or anyone 

else for that matter, to ask for special dispensation to meet with an ordinary woman.  I 

was told to come to the office at two o’clock the next day to meet with the managing 

director of the organization.  This is how I met Dr. Juffinger.

Ms. Ender, a reporter for a weekly magazine inserted in various newspapers, 

called Wann und Wo? was someone I discovered because of an article she wrote about 

discrimination and prejudice against MigrantInnen in schools.  I emailed Ms. Ender and 

she agreed to meet with me in a cafe a few days later.   I met with Ms. Ender and the 
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young woman who accompanied her to discuss her generation’s experience with 

MigrantInnen.  

Mihri was the wife of a supermarket owner who primarily catered to Turkish and 

other Muslim MigrantInnen.  It was a small store as far as supermarkets go, but you 

could find all sorts of things from Turkey and other Middle Eastern countries.  She and 

the women I met at the store were my most valuable sources of information.  I spent 

numerous hours sitting around the store and just talking to everyone who came in.  This 

provided a nice break from my onerous cafè sessions.  Everyone needs a break from 

chocolate cake, after all ice cream is not to be despised either.  Mihri and her clientele

were very forthcoming with their opinions and ideas, yet they did not wish to be named,

and like my other consultants they preferred that I not mention them individually.  

One more item of interest should be mentioned at this juncture.  Wherever I went 

I brought my sons along.  This gave me status and legitimacy with both groups.   Turkish 

and Austrian women are conditioned to consider motherhood as their primary function.  

As mother of two sons, I could blend in with my consultants; we would compare notes on 

sociocultural idiosyncrasies, educational opportunities, and the generally sad state of 

affairs regarding adolescent behavior.  Making my research a family affair created a non-

threatening, relaxed atmosphere.  The interviews were unscripted and simply followed 

the natural flow of conversation.  

I did not want to collect statistical data, but rather the impressions of the people 

most concerned with the problems posed by migration—the women charged with 

maintaining cultural identity and social norms.  This is why I simply talked to women 
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about the things they worried about, such as social prejudices, work related issues, 

discrimination in schools, and any other topic that arose during our conversations.   

Therefore, the voices of official state and religious institutions will not occupy a 

prominent position, but those of my consultants will.

4.  The Confusion of Names and Terms

 Translations are always problematic, particularly when terms in the vernacular 

are at issue.  While it would be possible to translate everything that was discussed into 

English, much is lost in regards to the more subtle meanings the local terminology 

conveys.  In order to achieve a balance between meaning and expression, I will use 

American terminology except when there is no equivalent of the term in question, at 

which point I will use the written approximation of the vernacular.  I find it difficult to 

convey the meaning of words like Zuagreiste in English.  Zuagreiste is used instead of 

foreigner, alien, immigrant, or even Ausländer, the German term most closely related to 

the original word, but none of those terms truly captures the meaning of the word as it is 

used in Austria.  I somewhat standardized the expressions used in the dialect to allow for 

easier reading and explained them in the glossary.  

Another development in Austria, which is in the throes of language reforms at this 

time, is the Binnen-I.  This device allows for a more ungendered way of written 

communication.  Some of the more politically correct journalists and newspapers employ 

this new, more gender-neutral mode of writing, while the more conservative and 
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traditionalist communicators eschew it in favor of androcentric styles of writing.  The 

mechanics thereof are also explained in the glossary.

5.  Theories and Literature

International migration has engendered a new theoretical approach.  The complex 

webs of interactions between migrants and their communities in their country of origin 

and the new homeland has given rise to transnational theory.  This still controversial

paradigm tries to explain how ties between countries are maintained by migrants who not 

only affect the economies of their countries but also the political landscape of their host 

country. In 1999, Alejandro Portes and his associates asserted that  “transnational studies 

form a highly fragmented, emergent field which still lacks both a well-defined theoretical 

framework and analytical rigor”.7  While the field of transnational studies had been 

refined of late, and a distinction is being made between transnational practices and 

transnationalism of being, transnational studies are of limited usefulness for this study.8

Transnational studies seem to be limited in scope, at least where women are 

concerned. The field apparently wishes to establish a unifying theory that spans an 

increasing number of possible applications.  Regardless of what political scientists deem 

important to discover about the motivations and actions of migrant populations, hardly if 

ever do they concern themselves with individuals, and I have yet to discover if they 

7 Alejandro Portes, Luis E. Guarnizo, and Patricia Landolt. “The Study of Transnationalism: Pitfalls and 
Promise of an Emergent Research Field.” Ethnic and Racial Studies 22, no. 2 (1999): 217-37, 218.
8 For a survey of recent literature and a critique of transnational studies see the paper by Roger D. 
Waldinger and David Fitzgerald. “Immigrant ‘Transnationalism’ Reconsidered” (Paper 5) University of 
California, 2003 [cited 10-10 2005]. Available from http:// repositories.cdlib.org/uclasoc/5.
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actually ever address women in their concerns with transnational religious movements, 

politics, economics, and/or politics.  Again, my concern is with women’s experiences and 

not the fact that, theoretically, they exist and participate in these processes on some ill- to 

non-defined level.

Scholarship concerned with national and individual identity is much more 

relevant to the issues under consideration here than transnational studies, a field in search 

of identity itself.  As Stuart Hall points out, “instead of thinking of identity as an 

accomplished fact, which the new cultural practices then represent, we should think 

instead, of identity as a ‘production’ which is never complete, always in process and 

always constituted within, not outside representation.”9 The idea that national identity 

and ethnicity are internalized categories has been theorized by Clifford Geertz, Anthony 

Smith, and Etienne Balibar, to name only a few scholars.10

One of the feminist scholars who look at the way women conceptualize identity is 

Teresa de Lauretis.  She states that identity and the self “are always grasped and 

understood within particular discursive configurations.  Consciousness therefore is never 

fixed, never attained once and for all, because discursive boundaries change with 

9 Stuart Hall. “Cultural Identity and Diaspora.” In Colonial Discourse and Post-Colonial Theory, edited by 
Patrick Williams and Laura Chrisman, 392-403,392. New York: Columbia University Press, 1994.
10 Etienne Balibar. “Fictive Ethnicity and Ideal Nation.” In Ethnicity, edited by John Hutchinson and 
Anthony D. Smith, 164-68. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1996.  Clifford Geertz. “History and 
Anthropology.” In History And . . . Histories within the Human Sciences, edited by Ralph Cohen and 
Michael S. Roth, 248-62. Charlottesville, VA: University Press of Virginia, 1995.  ——. “Primordial and 
Civic Ties.” In Nationalism, edited by John Hutchinson and Anthony D. Smith, 29-34. Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1994.  Anthony D. Smith. The Nation in History: Historiographical Debates About 
Ethnicity and Nationalism, The Menahem Stern Jerusalem Lectures. Hanover, NH: University Press of 
New England, 2000.  ———. Nationalism: Theory, Ideology, History, Key Concepts. Cambridge, UK: 
Polity Press, 2001
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historical conditions.”11  The discursive configurations in this case are determined by the 

changing sociopolitical landscape based on the European Union’s developing population

agendas.

Antonio Gramsci’s idea that hegemony creates and asserts cultural homogeneity, 

or is at least a step towards this goal is exemplified by the (almost sacred) lunch time 

ritual which has become a marker of acculturation, if not integration, in Austria.12  Anne 

Allison examined the importance of lunch boxes as a cultural battleground that gives 

women not only a locale to compete but also to resist hegemonic practices.13 Kate 

Crehan states that the power relationships, upon which a given state of hegemony rests, 

are experienced on a spectrum that ranges from “direct coercion through brute force at 

one pole and willing consent at the other.”14  Again, the lunch paradigm is within this 

spectrum of hegemonic assertion of identity will become clear later in the text when I 

address the issue of acculturation versus assimilation.

In Austria, as elsewhere, women are considered repositories of national identity.  

Hence, their practices and demeanor are construed to directly reflect on the nation and 

ethnic affiliation, as Nira Yuval-Davis and Pnina Werbner have shown in their work on 

11 Teresa de Lauretis. “Feminist Studies / Critical Studies: Issues, Terms, and Contexts.” In Feminist 
Studies / Critical Studies, edited by Teresa de Lauretis, 1-19, 8. Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 
1986.
12 Antonio Gramsci. The Modern Prince and Other Writings. New York: International Publishers, 2000.  
——. Selections from Cultural Writings. Translated by William Boelhower. Edited by David Forgacs and 
Geoffrey Nowell-Smith. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1991.
13 Anne Allison. Permitted and Prohibited Desires: Mothers, Comics, and Censorship in Japan. Boulder: 
Westview Press, 1996.
14 Kate Crehan. Gramsci, Culture and Anthropology. Berkley: University of California Press, 2002, 101.
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women’s roles in the creation of nationalist sentiments and identity.15  Ann Stoler has 

pointed out in her work on women’s multifaceted roles as bearers and transmitters of 

cultural and national norms and ideals in connection with colonial practices how sexual 

politics inform ethnocentric discourses.16 The relationship between colonizing (ethnic) 

Austrians and colonized Turks is also defined by the same sexual politics Stoler 

describes.  It is a discourse of honorably behaved “white” women and their hypersexual 

“dark” counterparts.

Stoler’s sexual politics are congruent with Homi Bhabha’s observation that 

colonial discourses depend on “the concept of 'fixity' in the ideological construction of 

otherness”.17 Within the context of Austro-Turkish relations, Bhabha’s theoretical 

framework concerning stereotypes that are held up as undisputed "truth" create social 

policies meant to reshape migrant societies in the mold of what the natives consider 

normative.  Otherness is fixed as a conglomeration of foreignness and substandard modes 

of behavior, which then justifies all behaviors meant to assimilate the foreign element. 

15 Nira Yuval-Davis and Pnina Werbner, ed. Women, Citizenship and Difference. Edited by Richard 
Werbner and Pnina Werbner, Postcolonial Encounters. London: Zed Books, 1999.   Nira Yuval-Davis. 
Gender & Nation. Edited by Bryan S. Turner, Politics and Cultures: A Theory, Culture & Society Series. 
London: Sage Books, 1997.
16 Laura Ann Stoler. “Carnal Knowledge and Imperial Power: Gender, Race, and Morality in Colonial 
Asia.” In Gender at the Crossroads of Knowledge: Feminist Anthropology in the Postmodern Era, edited 
by Micaela di Leonardo, 51-101. Berkley: University of California Press, 1991.  ———. “Making Empire 
Respectable: The Politics of Race and Sexual Morality in Twentieth-Century Colonial Cultures.” In 
Dangerous Liaisons: Gender, Nation, and Postcolonial Perspectives, edited by Ann McClintock, Aamir 
Mufti and Ella Shohat, 344-73. Minneapolis and London: University of Minnesota Press, 1997.
17 Homi K. Bhabha. The Location of Culture. New York: Routledge, 1994, 66.
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Amilcar Cabral points out that domination can only be maintained “by the permanent 

organized repression of the cultural life of the people concerned.”18

Within these theories concerning colonizing dialectic, Turkish MigrantInnen are 

perceived as a sexual and cultural threat because they, like most other migrant groups,

have a higher birthrate than ethnic Austrians.  Clearly, the orientalist mindset still exists.  

As Benedict Anderson has shown, the power of worlds created by artists is not to be 

trifled with even today.  The images of the other created by painters and poets is still 

strong in Austria, even hundreds of years after their first appearance in the collective 

imagination’s mind.19  As more Austrians have begun to visit Turkey as tourists, the 

image of the sensual, yet backward and slothful oriental who hails from a debauched 

culture is apparently kept alive by people who visit the country for a short time and 

observe “the natives” in a habitat that by its nature can only  reinforce their stereotypes.20

As Pierre Bourdieu has shown, possessing cultural and symbolic capital is of 

great importance for migrant populations trying to create a new homeland for themselves 

within the matrix of an alien culture.21 Symbolic capital, the prestige and renown 

attached to a family and/or a name is easily translated into economic capital.  Austrians 

greatly value symbolic capital and indeed, as Bourdieu states, it is often maintained at the 

18 Amilcar Cabral. “National Liberation and Culture.” In Colonial Discourse and Post-Colonial Theory,
edited by Patrick Williams and Laura Chrisman, 53-65, 53. New York: Columbia University Press, 1994.
19 Benedict Anderson. Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism. 
Revised ed. New York: Verso, 1991.
20 I gathered this from a number of conversations with Austrians when we discussed where they usually go 
on vacation.
21 Pierre Bourdieu. The Logic of Practice. Translated by Richard Nice. Stanford, CA: Stanford University 
Press, 1990.
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expense of economic capital.22  Among Turkish families, symbolic and cultural capital is 

equally significant, and the concept of honor, especially the honor attached to a family’s 

women and their conduct, is a powerful component of symbolic capital. 23

Among the writings concerned with the issues faced by migrant populations and 

the peoples of the destination countries are few that address the situation of Turks in 

Austria. The country is small in size and population as well as atypical in historical 

regards, when compared to the colonial undertakings of France and Great Britain, or the 

historical relationship Spain had with its Muslim overlords and the subsequent 

Inquisition. Franz Mathis’ and Peter Thaler’s essays on the historical roots of Austrian 

identity myths, Alan Hertz’ historical survey of the relationship between the Habsburg 

and Ottoman empires, and Sabine Kroissenbrunner’s contribution concerning Islam in 

Austria are short, yet concise and informative introductions to the way Austrians perceive 

and relate to self and other.24  Anyone interested in a comparative analysis of the position 

of Muslim migrant groups, including but certainly not limited to Turkish nationals, can 

find a plethora of essays in the edited works of Yvonne Yazbeck Haddad, Shireen T. 

22 This statement is based on personal observations spanning more than thirty years.
23 Pierre Bourdieu. “Structures, Habitus, Power: Basis for a Theory of Symbolic Power.” In A Reader in 
Contemporary Social Theory, edited by Nicholas B. Dirks, Geoff Eley and Sherry Ortner, 155-199, 174-6. 
Princeton, NJ Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1994.
24 Sabine Kroissenbrunner. “Islam in Austria.” In Islam, Europe's Second Religion: The New Social, 
Cultural, and Political Landscape, edited by Shireen T. Hunter, 141-56. Westport, CT: Praeger Publishers, 
2002.  Franz Mathis. “1,000 Years of Austria and Austrian Identity: Founding Myths.” In Austrian 
Historical Memory & National Identity, edited by Günter Bischof and Anton Pelinka, 20-31. New 
Brunswick: Transaction Publishers, 1997.  Peter Thaler. The Ambivalence of Identity: The Austrian 
Experience of Nation-Building in a Modern Society. Edited by Charles W. Ingrao, Central European 
Studies. West Lafayette, IN: Purdue University Press, 2001. 
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Hunter, Barbara Metcalf, David Westerlund and Ingvar Svanberg.25  The authors of these

essays detail the experiences of Muslims in the developing European Union, and provide 

the reader with an insight into the problems MigrantInnen face in their attempts to 

acculturate and /or integrate into nation states with historical ties to the Muslim world 

that, depending on the country under consideration, may have been at times acrimonious, 

neutral, or mutually beneficial for short periods throughout history.

Among Austrian scholars who engage questions concerning religious traditions, 

gender, and identity are Ursula Hammacher-Zuba and Wolfgang Moll.  Their efforts 

concentrate on the role of religions in the construction of Austrian gender and national 

identity.26  Almut Höfert provides an analysis of how the perception of Turks as an 

ancient enemy and current economical and social threat underlies the discrimination they 

face in present day Austria, while Peter Mandaville presents information  concerning the 

prejudices young MigrantInnen face in the labor market and in educational institutions.27

Research into the phenomenon of migration and the sociopolitical ramifications 

mass movements of peoples create is a growing field within the context of the European 

25 Yvonne Yazbeck Haddad ed. Muslims in the West: From Sojourners to Citizens. Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2002.  Shireen T. Hunter, ed. Islam, Europe's Second Religion: The New Social, Cultural, 
and Political Landscape. Westport, CT: Praeger Publishers, 2002.  Metcalf, Barbara Daly, ed. Making 
Muslim Space in North America and Europe. Edited by Barbara D. Metcalf. Vol. 22, Comparative Studies 
on Muslim Societies. Berkley: University of California Press, 1996.  David Westerlund and Ingvar 
Svanberg, ed. Islam Outside the Arab World. Richmond, GB: Curzon Press, 1999. 
26 Ursula Hammacher-Zuba and Wolfgang Moll. “Weibliche Und Männliche Wertewelt in Europa(?).” In 
Die Europäische Seele: Leben Und Glauben in Europe, edited by Hermann Denz, 205-27. Vienna: Czernin 
Verlag GmbH, 2002.
27 Almut Höfert. “The Order of Things and the Discourse of the Turkish Threat: The Conceptualisation of 
Islam in the Rise of Occidental Anthropology in the Fifteenth and Sixteenth Centuries.” In Between Europe 
and Islam: Shaping Modernity in a Transcultural Space, edited by Almut Höfert and Armando Salvatore, 
39-70. Bruxelles: P.I.E. Lang, 2000.  Peter P. Mandaville. “Muslim Youth in Europe.” In Islam, Europe's 
Second Religion: The New Social, Cultural, and Political Landscape, edited by Shireen T. Hunter, 219-31. 
Westport, CT: Praeger Publishers, 2002.
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Union.  While this short survey of some of the available literature is by no means 

exhausting, it does provide a glimpse of the concerns faced by both MigrantInnen and 

native populations, both of whom are faced with social and cultural dilemmas in their 

dealings with the “foreign” element.  

6.  Chapters 

In the introduction, I introduce the locals and the researcher, who as a temporary 

interloper took the liberty of selecting locales and consultants according to true and tried 

scientifically sound criteria—random selection and the principle of maximum return for 

minimum expenditure of energy and resources.  In short, my rationale for interviewing 

my consultants in cafés, supermarkets, parks, and the street is laid bare—easy access to 

women of different backgrounds, anonymity is guaranteed, and libations are available.  I 

also explain the importance of involving other family members in research, because in 

order to be an acceptable interviewer, I had to have to have credentials.  My sons gave 

me legitimacy in a social space where women are defined by their ability to perform as 

“wivesandmothers”.

The literature review is meant to give a cursory overview of some of the available

sources.  These help us understand the nuanced relationships between different Muslim 

migrant groups and local natives not only in the present but also within the historical 

context of colonialism (France and Great Britain); the exploits of a pluralist empire 

(Austria); and the nations peripheral to Muslim trade and conquest (Scandinavia). 
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In the first chapter, I will situate Austria and its relationship with MigrantInnen in 

the present by examining the nation’s historical antecedents and its relationship with 

different ethnic groups, in particular those from Muslim regions.  I will briefly explore 

demographic information and policies regarding MigrantInnen.

In the second chapter, I concentrate on cultural identity as defined by national 

policies.  Both ethno-religious identities, integral parts of national identity, are studied 

within the framework of gendered discourses and intercultural dialogues. I will not make 

a categorical distinction between observant and/or cultural Muslims.  Neither will I 

distinguish between social and practicing Catholics, as I discovered that religion is 

treated as a private matter that does not enter into most dialogues.  As far as religious 

identifiers are concerned, they are mentioned primarily when they are part of self and/or 

other identification. In this chapter I address the disquietude created by fear of 

sociocultural and economic changes brought about by mass migration, a phenomenon 

created by the formation of the European Union.

In chapter three, I concentrate on the role of women in the nation building 

process, their roles as stabilizing force within family and nation, and their self-perception.

Here I examine the role of women’s networks, be they formal or informal, and address 

local women’s understanding of their role in the creation of the community and, by 

extension, the nation.  I address, among other things, the presence of mosques, ethnic 

businesses, and possibility of developing a pluralistic society in the face of some 

resistance.  The chapter explores how cultural, religious, and social institutions are 

represented in the common social space.  
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In the fourth chapter, I examine the sociopolitical reality of the changed nation as 

part of a united continent.  Austria is basically reverting to the days of empire when 

multi-nationalism was the order of the day and social class, not ethnicity, determined the 

way people lived and what status they had within their community.  I will look at the 

needs and wants both native and Zuagreiste populations have in this new world of opaque 

boundaries and shifting identities.  I also discuss children, the educational system, and

gender in the context of religiocultural space.  It is among women that a group’s identity 

is shaped.  Mothers show their children what is appropriate for ‘us’ and what makes the 

‘other’ so alien.  Language, deportment, habits, attitudes, and the social graces are 

acquired at home first.  
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CHAPTER 1: Austria

1. History

Austrians are and have been part of a pluralistic society with roots that reach into 

the late 1200’s, when the House of Habsburg expanded its territory and started to rule 

over parts of Europe.  Austria became a multi-ethnic empire in the late 1520s when 

Bohemia, the Hungarian Estates and Croatia decided to become part of the Habsburg 

holdings.28 Islam has been present in Europe ever since the Umayyad dynasty founded 

the emirate of Cordoba in 756.  During the 800s Muslim Arabs conquered Palermo, made 

incursions into Rome, established an emirate in Bari, occupied the island of Malta, and 

were a strong mercantile and military presence across the Mediterranean region in 

general.  

The Mongols—after their conversion to Islam—and the Ottomans came to 

conquer Europe and moved through Austria, as it happened to be in their path on their 

way west.  Muslim soldiers, merchants, camp-followers, and mendicants eventually 

settled wherever the armies went, and moved into cities when opportunities presented 

themselves.  The Ottomans laid siege to Vienna in 1529 and 1683, but never actually 

conquered the area.  Throughout the history of the Ottoman and Habsburg empires, 

Christians and Muslims managed to co-exist in Eurasia. By the 1730s, a community of 

Turkish merchants had been established in Vienna.  The Ottoman Empire had an embassy 

28 Dov Ronen. The Challenge of Ethnic Conflict, Democracy and Self-Determination in Central Europe. 
London: Frank Cass & Co. Ltd., 1997, 16.
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with a mosque and an imam in Vienna by 1781, after Joseph II issued his Declaration of 

Tolerance.  In 1878, Austria formally incorporated the former Ottoman provinces of 

Bosnia and Hercegovina into the empire, adding approximately one million Muslims to 

its population.29 Today, Turkish nationals comprise the largest group of MigrantInnen in 

Austria.

Vorarlberg, the westernmost state, has a population of about 350,000 inhabitants

today.  It is the smallest of the states and possesses the distinction of being the most 

economically diverse of the republic.  Narrow valleys distinguish its location high in the 

Alps and high mountain passes, which have made it a haven for smugglers in the past, 

have also kept the peoples of the region fairly isolated throughout history.  Unlike the 

eastern parts of Austria, which have been home to sizeable numbers of Slavic peoples 

throughout time, Vorarlberg has seen mostly western migrant groups since it was 

integrated into the Habsburg Empire in the 1400s.  Due to the influx of Alemannic 

speaking populations, there is an audible difference between the people ‘before’ the 

Arlberg and those ‘behind’ that mountain range.30 If we start with the Tyrolean version 

of German and move further east we can hear the Bavarian dialects and a considerably 

softened and melodious speech pattern created by the influence of multiple Slavic 

languages. 

Why then study this small polity with its distinct population and not some state in 

the eastern part of Austria?  Dr. Herman Denz, Professor at the Institute für Soziologie at 

29 Kroissenbrunner, 142.
30 “Vorarlberg” translates into “before the Arlberg”; this state is cut off from the rest of Austria by a 
mountain range.
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the University of Innsbruck, stated that Vorarlberg is somewhat anomalous and not truly 

representative of Austria.31  He was referring to the fact that people native to the area are 

of the same ethnicity as their Swiss neighbors and that Vorarlberg is economically more 

diversified and industrialized than the rest of Austria.  Economic diversity, access to trade 

routes, and its central location in Europe all help make Vorarlberg a useful place to study.  

The small towns have a diversified work force comprising a  mixed population of 

MigrantInnen with varied skills levels, and families of Turko-Austrians who settled 

generations ago, making the region a good place for research.  Besides, Austria does not 

have to carry the burden of a colonial past with all the political and emotional baggage 

that entails.32

Turks and other migrant groups came to Austria and the rest of Europe originally 

to help rebuild the countries in the post-WWII climate of reconstruction and to escape the 

crushing poverty of Turkey.  Successive waves of Turks, as well as other migrants, came 

to Europe in the next decades during times of economic boom when cheap labor was 

needed.  Then, starting with the 1970s, during periods of recession, they were rounded up 

and sent back ‘home’.  Migrants were used as dispensable labor and treated as such.  

In regards to its relationship with Muslims, Austria is unique in Europe.  It was 

the first polity that officially recognized Islam as a legal entity in 1874.   Emperor Josef II 

had issued the Declaration of Tolerance in 1781, during a period of enlightenment and 

tolerance towards the Other in its many guises, including Muslims and Jews, which had 

31 Personal communication, with Dr. Denz, Professor of Sociology, University of Innsbruck, August 2003.
32 For information regarding the effect colonialism has on policies and sociocultural dynamics see Homi 
Bhabha, Ann Stoler, and Nira Yuval-Davis’ works listed in the reference section.
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paved the way for such an official act.  The Fundamental Law on the General Rights of 

Citizens was passed in 1867 and granted “freedom of belief and conscience and 

independence to all churches and religious communities that were legally recognized by 

the state”.  This law was followed by the first Law of Recognition in 1874 that allowed 

legally recognized religious communities to practice their traditions and rites in public.  

The Law on Religious Education at School, enacted first in 1868, and the Law on Private 

Schools granted Muslim organizations to use public funds for religious education.  In 

1912 Islam, delineated by the Hanafi rite, was confirmed by the Law of Recognition of 

Islam.  This led to the establishment of Islam as a legal, corporate body in Austria in 

1979.33

Austria was/is at the crossroads of Central Eurasian trade routes, with its many 

easily traversable Alpine passes and valleys and the eastern planes, which have 

historically served to transport goods and peoples through Europe.  The Danube, the 

Rhine, and the Inn are the most significant rivers that help connect Austria with the rest 

of Europe.  This interconnectedness of major transportation routes, the rivers and steppes 

in the east, and the mountain passes that allowed access to the more remote valleys of the 

numerous mountain ranges have allowed constant movements of migrant groups that 

constitute the thread that connects the history of Eurasia.34 Constant intermixing of 

ethnic groups also created populations who saw locality as the primary marker of 

identity.

33 Kroissenbrunner, 141-2. 
34 Panikos Panayi. Outsiders: A History of European Minorities. London: The Hambledon Press, 1999, 63.
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The days of the multi-ethnic Habsburg and Ottoman empires are past, and identity 

has become a most complex question among the citizens of the European Union.  The 

creation of the Union and a concomitant increase in im/migration has wrought havoc with 

most Europeans’ sense of identity.  Most often, the cornerstone of identity is an 

individual’s place of origin.  Identity is mostly limited to local identity, rather than ethnic 

concepts of self and other.  After all, ethnicity is a fluid concept in a world where 

migration is the norm.  Individuals, families, and larger social groups are moving 

constantly in search of religious, social, political, and cultural tolerance, as well as 

economic opportunity.  On the way from here to there, these diverse populations mix 

with settled ones.  

Pluralism may be a legacy of Empire, but some Austrians are increasingly 

becoming as confused and xenophobic as most other Europeans with the increasing 

presence of non-European settlers.35  As the reports published by the United Nations and 

the Human Rights Watch illustrate, violence against migrants is on the rise and reflects 

the growing unease Europeans appear to feel as each nation is faced with the reality of 

changing demographics.36

35 William Echikson. “Europe Must Get More People of Working Age: A UN Population Expert Talks 
About the Continent's Changing Demography,” BusinessWeek Online. 
http://www.businessweek.com/2000/00_09/b3670025.htm, 2-28-2000. (accessed 3-4-2003).
36 Regarding the seriousness of this issue, see the report of the United Nations Commission on Human 
Rights Fifty-sixth Session, 20 March to 28 April. “Refugees, Asylum Seekers, Migrants and Internally 
Displaced Persons.” http://www.hri.ca/uninfo/unchr00/thematic_4.shtml#violence#violence (accessed 6-3-
2004).
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           “What is an Austrian?  Why ask me, I am from Innsbruck”.
            (consultant who prefers anonymity)37

2.  Identity and Demographics

This statement reflects the attitude shared by many of my consultants who, when 

asked how they identified themselves, would look at me in confusion.  Clearly, I had lost 

what little common sense I may have had in the past when I still lived there.  What a 

stupid question.  Of course they were Austrians, but that was not how they identified 

themselves, that was merely the designation assigned to them by the passport office.  It 

was an identity that made them official citizens, nothing more.  “Nationality is not where 

the soul lives”, said Mihri, “it’s just something that creates problems”.38 Mihri said that 

she will always be from Erzurum, never mind anything else.    

Nationality and ethnicity are clearly situational and can change abruptly when the 

circumstances demand it.  It seems safe to state that most individuals who consider 

themselves to be Austrians pick the identity that seems expedient at a given point in time, 

or simply ignore the subject.  In many cases people make distinctions between officially 

ascribed and self-assigned identity.  

37 Vorarlberg is the Austrian state where I conducted my research.  It is also the region where people are 
most vocal about their separatist tendencies.  To compare it, we could look at the “Free State of Texas” 
model in the US, or the separatist leanings of Quebec in the context of Canada.
38 Personal communication, summer 2004.  We were discussing what motivated people to leave their 
homes until we discovered that we could not even agree what the term home meant.
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Austria’s population surpassed the eight million mark at the turn of the 

millennium.  The average life expectancy for men is seventy-five years; that of women is 

eighty-one years.  Ninety-eight percent of Austria's population speaks German and there 

are six officially recognized ethnic groups, members of which can be found in all nine 

states of the federal republic.  In general, Croats and Hungarians have settled in 

Burgenland; Slovenes are found in the Gail, Rosen and Jaun valleys of southern Carinthia 

and in some villages in the southern part of Styria; Czechs and Slovaks live mostly in 

Vienna and in Lower Austria.  The Romani and Sinti, who were recognized as ethnic 

groups in 1993, live primarily in Burgenland and Vienna.  These particular ethnicities 

were legally recognized in The Ethnic Groups Act of 1976.  The act only recognizes a 

group as an indigenous and autochthonous ethnic group if its members have lived in 

Austria for at least three generations.   The Ethnic Groups Act of 1976 thereby accords 

them Austrian citizenship and its concomitant duties, rights and privileges.39

The census published in 2002, stated that approximately 338,998 Muslims lived 

in Austria in 2001; the equivalent of 4.2% of the country’s population.40   According to 

statistics collected by the Frauenreferat der Vorarlberger Landesregierung, 4.3% of 

Austria’s population lives in Vorarlberg, of those 50.5% (171,410) are women. The 

average age of the population is relatively low, and women represent the highest 

percentage of the population only in the group of 65 years and above.  Vorarlberg 

39 Statistics have been adapted from the website of the Austrian Press and Information Service, unless 
otherwise noted.  APIS  disseminates official state news, statistics, and general information published by 
the Bundesministerium für Bildung, Wissenschaft und Kultur.
40 Islamische Glaubensgemeinschaft in Österreich. “Volkszählung 2001 in Österreich:Kommentar Zu Den 
Islambezogenen Ergebnissen.” http://www.derislam.at/ (accessed 6-22-2004).
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possesses a relatively high proportion of male Gastarbeiter.41 The birthrate is the highest 

in all of Austria.  In short, Vorarlberg has a younger than average general population in 

comparison to the rest of Austria, as well as a higher percentage of males to females 

among the under 65 years of age population.42

The data provided by the Amt der Landesregierung der Arbeiterkammer 

Vorarlberg also shows that in 1998, fourteen percent (48,470) of the population was 

foreign born.  Of those, 44% were women.  Forty-three percent of MigrantInnen were 

from Turkey and thirty-five percent were from the former Yugoslavia.  In regards to 

membership in a particular confession, statistics for the year 1991 state that 82% of 

Vorarlberg’s population consider themselves to belong to the Roman Catholic Church, 

6.6% profess to Islam, roughly three percent state that they are confessionless, if not 

outright atheist, while 2.4% are Protestants.43

The numbers also indicate that rural populations are more overtly religious than 

urban dwellers.  Furthermore, they also seem to reflect a global phenomenon, namely that 

urban life is less conducive to religious contemplation, or maybe that the social pressures 

to conform lessen in the increasing anonymity of larger population centers.  Another 

trend seems to be the growing disenchantment with organized religion.  Every year, 

approximately 1,500 people rescind their membership in the Catholic Church.  That has 

41 The term denotes foreign born workers who are expected to eventually return “home”.
42 Susanne Feigl. “Frauen in Vorarlberg: Zahlen, Fakten Und Probleme.”  Amt der Vorarlberger 
Landesregierung, der Arbeiterkammer Vorarlberg und dem ÖGB Vorarlberg, 2000, 11.
43

 Ibid
.
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led to a five percent drop in people who claimed membership in the Church since the last 

time census had been taken in 1981.44

For most Austrians, identity is grounded in the only two markers they have had in 

common historically: Catholicism and German, the official language of empire and 

republic.  Today, post-imperial reality mandates that one accepts that times are changing.  

Austrians have to adjust to the fact that multiple religious traditions are gaining a 

foothold in the erstwhile Catholic domain as growing numbers of im/migrants bring their 

own faith with them.  German is still the country’s official language, but the growing 

number of MigrantInnen and the children they bring and/or bear in Austria, has made it 

necessary to start teaching second languages in Kindergarten.  The language of the largest

minority group in a given school district is what determines which second language will 

be taught to native German speakers.  

Roughly thirteen percent of all children are born to foreign born mothers.  This 

reflects a drop in births from a high of 18% in 1989, registered to women who do not 

have Austrian citizenship.  This drop in births by foreign born mothers primarily reflects 

a change in im/migration laws that made it possible for women to gain citizenship since 

then.45  The trend heretofore still is that foreign born women have a higher birthrate than 

native born Austrian women.  Among the most prominent groups who settle permanently 

44
Ibid.

45
Ibid.
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in Austria are Thais, Russians, Dominicans, people from the Czech Republic and the 

Russian Federation, Rumania, Mexico, the Philippines, Brazil, Hungary and Ukraine.46

The upheaval caused by current shifts of populations within the European Union 

raises the question how displaced persons—regardless of motivation or circumstances of 

displacement—recreate themselves in an alien environment.  Europeans are confronted 

with internal migrants who wish to relocate within Europe, and those who come from 

Africa and Asia in search of a more stable political and more economically prosperous 

environment.  Some people are leaving postsoviet space and the Middle East in their 

search for freedom from poverty and political oppression.  Migrants are no longer merely 

passing through on their way to the Americas and Australia; they are coming to Europe 

with the intent to stay.  Europe is trying to incorporate a host of ethnicities that originated 

outside the comfortable Euro-Christian world, something most Europeans find difficult to 

do, because Europe is changing colors.

The erstwhile comfortable cultural homogeneity of the constituent nations is 

being upset by the influx of foreign looks, smells, sounds, and tastes.  The boundary 

between migrant and tourist is no longer easily recognized; the settled populations have 

to adjust to a new category of “visitors”, namely permanent ones.  Change does not come 

easy; fear and uncertainty appear to dominate public discourse.  Migrants are a challenge 

to the status quo and the way life has been lived to this point as they have different ideas 

about how to live and socialize; what clothes to wear; even the way children interact at 

46 Petra Stuiber. Österreich in Männerhand? Ein Land als Herrenclub—Und wie es Frauen trotzdem 
schaffen. Vienna: Carl Ueberreuter, 2004, 18-9.
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school is changing.47  The political aftermath of the demise of the Soviet Union, the wars 

fought in Iraq, the Iranian Revolution of 1979, and the numerous political crises in 

Africa, all have contributed to a new era of small and large Völkerwanderungen.

Statistics show that, as far as children are concerned, urban and suburban women 

expect to bear one or two children in their lifetime, while rural women are more likely to 

bear more children than their urban counterparts.  Unwed mothers bear roughly twenty-

two percent of the children in the state of Vorarlberg each year, a number that still lags 

behind the Austrian norm of thirty percent.  The average age for a woman to have her 

first child is 26.7 years, and twenty-seven seems to be the preferred age for women to 

marry a man who is statistically speaking, two to three years her senior. 

 Another trend that might bear repeating, although it is by no means unique to this 

country or any other for that matter, is that the number of children a woman bears is in 

direct relationship to the amount of formal education she has achieved.  Although this 

gap is perceptible, it too is slowly changing as all women seem to be less inclined to bear 

more than two or even only one child.  Statistics from the year 1998 show that of all 

women in the state of Vorarlberg (from age 20 to 85), 25.8% have never had a child.  

This number, too, seems to remain constant as in the current generation of women one in 

five does not wish to have children.48

47 The changes “new” people bring with them seem to frighten the Austrians I spoke with regardless of 
age.  A seven year old boy told me that the “foreigners” acted weird, when I asked him why he did not 
want to play with the other kids on the playground. 
48 Regarding those statistics see Feigl.  My Austrian consultants also emphasized that having more than 
one child is too demanding, expensive and that they had to choose between a career and a family.  It seems 
that having both is not yet feasible, as the pressure to be a stay-at-home-mother is great.
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The political situation of the postsoviet era and the attempts of the European Rim 

countries to join the European Union is changing the way the Austrian government deals 

with foreign nationals that arrive in the country hoping to find a secure place to live and 

raise families.  Current political developments reflect the needs of the European Union to 

counter a negative birthrate and the demand for highly skilled workers.  Austria is no 

exception to the rule of supply and demand.  It too, needs to counteract the effects of low 

birth numbers and the effect they have on the age profile of the nation.  If Austria wants 

to retain its current level of social services and standard of living, it needs to attract a 

young workforce, willing and able to pay taxes to maintain what is actually one of the 

highest living standards in the European Union.  

 A new other is currently under construction in Austria, because “We” have to 

know who “We” are as opposed to everyone else.  Along with a readjustment of identity 

comes an adjustment in ideology.  This ideology has to reflect an understanding of what 

Austrianness is becoming and who will be in- and excluded.  Turkish Muslims seem to be 

the natural choice.  Statistically, Muslims are the largest religious minority, and Turks the 

largest ethno-national minority.  Turkish Muslims are at this time the new other.

3.  Policies Regarding MigrantInnen 

First, I will explore the definition of the term MigrantInnen.  Rather than calling 

foreign born nationals AusländerInnen or GastarbeiterInnen, both terms fraught with 

negative connotations, Femail, a state sponsored women's organization, prefers to use the 
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term instead.49  I will use this term to refer to wo/men born outside of Austria, who have 

arrived in the country to settle for whatever reason they may have had to do so, because 

calling said individuals and groups “immigrants” is incorrect.  Not everyone who moves 

from one state to another immigrates, some simply migrate.  The distinction is a technical 

one, granted, but important in regards to working and residency permits, as will become 

apparent later on. 

There is a special group of migrants who are not restricted in their movements 

within the European Union, namely the union’s citizens.  EU citizens are those who hold 

citizenship in any one country of the Union and have parity of citizenship in any country 

of the EU/EWR.  These people can move anywhere within the Union and have the right 

to settle where they wish and to find employment anywhere within Europe.

There are three steps to acquire a permanent residency permit that actually confers 

permanent status.50  A MigrantIn has to be able to show that she can economically sustain 

herself; this does not apply to children, teens and young adults who have lived in Austria 

for a prolonged period of time.  A quota system regulates how many people from a given 

country will be admitted into the Austria every year.  People admitted through the family 

reunification program fall outside this quota. The same is true for family members of 

Austrian citizens, journalists, artists, EU/EWR citizens, and Swiss citizens, who are also 

excepted from the quota system.  But for everyone else the system means that once the 

49 Femail.  Infomappe: “ ImmigrantInnen.”  Frauen Informationszentrum Vorarlberg, 
http://www.femail.at/femail_vlbg.asp, (accessed 6-21-2004).  In regards to the “Binnen-I” and other terms 
with a capital letter in uncustomary places see the glossary.
50 Femail, all information regarding definitions has been taken from pages 1 through 3.
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yearly limit has been reached, those who fall outside it are placed on a waiting list and are 

admitted on a first-come-first-served basis, which means that remain on the list, moving 

ahead in increments until their number comes up as it were.  

MigrantInnen face a convoluted legal situation depending on their country of 

origin.  The political parties are exceedingly slow in acknowledging that their 

constituencies are changing.  The population is becoming increasingly heterogeneous and 

political engagement is slowly becoming an issue.51  Local parties in Vorarlberg and the 

rest of Austria are finally recognizing the fact that minority groups, in particular Turko-

Austrians, constitute a sizeable number of people who are eligible to vote in local and 

national elections.  This realization is contributing to a slowly shifting sociopolitical 

agenda, where a few young politicians are starting to court the minority votes.

Yet, as both Mr. Amir and Ms. Halide, among others, pointed out repeatedly, 

minorities are currently not cooperating politically to represent a unified front; there is no 

overarching organization that concentrates their voting power, which could be used to 

pressure the government into enacting migrant-friendly legislature.  Apparently, minority 

groups are fractionalized along ethnic and religious lines, a fact that does not help in the 

quest for political representation.

It is not only ethnicity and cultural difference that are at issue in the pursuit for 

power.  That Islam is not monolithic, but comprises different schools of law and is split 

into Sunni, Shi’i, Ismaili, and Alevi factions as well, does not make for a unified voting 

51 The information contained within these paragraphs has been gathered in multiple interviews with Mr. 
Amir, Ms. Halide, and Mrs. Bauer as well as other consultants and is summarized here.



45

block either.  Still, a few local politicians seem to begin to vie for minority voters, often 

without a clear understanding whom they are courting.  Ms. Halide stated that some 

junior political hopefuls come to cultural festivals for example and speak with Turkish 

businessmen and professionals, but there does not seem to be an organized agenda at this 

point.  This may change, when more Turks feel they have a stake in the future of Austria 

and the European Union, something that may not happen until Turkey is accepted as a 

full member into the European Union. 
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CHAPTER 2: Culture and Nation

Nations like narratives, lose their origins in 
the myths of time and only fully realize their 
horizons in the mind’s eye.
(H.K. Bhabha, Narrating the Nation, 1)

1. Ethnicity, Identity and Nation Building

a. Ethnicity and Identity

Until recently, I never even thought about my identity in terms of a nationality or 

even ethnicity.  Selecting a bounded identity was too inconsequential to bother with, and 

mostly meaningless, given that I felt no need to define myself according to these 

sociopolitical terms, and was/am lacking in patriotic sentiment.  I usually define myself 

as having been born in a particular region of Austria, and as possessing the usual multi-

layered ethnic background that makes/made me a typical Austrian and/or American 

citizen.  In that regard, I am like most Austrians, who identify themselves primarily 

regionally and only delve into ethnic identity when pressed to do so. 

First, we have to decide upon a definition of what constitutes an Austrian.  At its 

most basic, being ‘Austrian’ means possessing an Austrian passport.  It has little to do 

with ethnic identity, considering Austria is a pluralist nation-state and home to a number 

of different ethnicities.  There is one caveat, though, in regards to pluralism, a term that is 

commonly associated with tolerance of and among multiple others that are situated in a 

web of co- and interdependency.  Austrian society does suffer from hierarchical valuation 

of otherness/ethnicity.  While pluralism may be a desired state of affairs in regards to 



47

population politics by many, the truth is that it does not (anymore/yet) truly exist 

anywhere, not even in Austria, a country that used to pride itself in its pluralistic history.

A sense of belonging to a nation instead of a loosely constructed empire is created 

when a pre-existing sense of ethnic ancestry and election combines with revolutionary 

ideals and rising expectations of autonomy and the possibility of participation in the 

political process developing among intellectuals and the middle classes.  Starting in the 

late eighteenth century, non-western polities combined the idea of self-determination and 

“national identity, based on criteria as diverse as language, ethnicity, territory, religion, 

history, and pigmentation”.52

The growing interest in national identity in the late 1800s evolved from the 

revolution in 1848 and developed in a period of the great sociopolitical and economic 

turmoil that followed.  It developed in a climate where the responsibility for establishing 

“national purity and preventing further ethnic creolization” became women’s primary 

social function.  “Both the nationalists of the 1880s and the more traditional cosmopolitan 

liberals believed that women instilled culture and language in children within a domestic 

world imagined as separate from the public world of work and politics.”  A mother’s role 

as guardian of the (imagined) nation’s core identity became increasingly politicized, and 

required that they actively protect their community’s ethnic purity “through overt 

52 Anthony D. Smith Nationalism: Theory, Ideology, History, Key Concepts. Cambridge, UK: Polity Press, 
2001, 115-6.
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regulation of marriage habits and prohibition of intermarriage”.53 Considering the 

seemingly deeply ingrained reluctance to accept anyone and anything from the outside—

however constructed and bounded—it seems to have been an almost ‘natural’ inclination 

that needed to become a nation with easily discernible boundaries and categories for who 

was part of it and who was not.

According to Peter van der Veer, we understand the term nationalist discourse to 

refer “to a commonality of experience that generates similar habitual dispositions” and 

that is generally centered on the family at its most basic level.  We consider the family to 

be the cornerstone of the nation.  “It is not only the mystique of the blood but also that of 

‘belonging’ that creates the emotional force of nationalism.”  Nationalist ideology 

reinterprets the emotional and practical routines of social life with the terminology of 

family interaction and interdependence to align loyalties, expectations, and obligations 

with the sentiments accorded to the nation.54

Who we are is more than just a passport denoting nationality.  Identity is a 

composite construction of shared experiences, values, language, and symbols that convey 

compatible images and evoke comparable emotions.  Ethnicity is part of this composite 

and a concept constructed along the same parameters.  In essence, identity and ethnicity 

are interwoven aspects of an individual’s concept of self.  Depending on the situation in 

which the issue of identification and ethnic affiliation arise, each individual will respond 

53 Pietr M. Judson.  "The Gender Politics of German Nationalism in Austria, 1880-1900." In Austrian 
Women in the Nineteenth and Twentieth Centuries: Cross-Disciplinary Perspectives, edited by David F. 
Good, May J. Maynes and Margarete Grandner,1-18. Providence: Berghahn Books, 1996, 5. 
54 Peter van der Veer. Religious Nationalism: Hindus and Muslims in India. Berkley: University of 
California Press, 1994, 85.
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to the query with the—to her—seemingly most appropriate response.  Hence, an 

individual can be a Montafoner, a Muslim, an Austrian, and European at the same time.55

In Austria in particular, ethnicity has always been a protean concept.  In the 

region that was once part of an empire and is now reduced to a small Alpine republic,

peoples of many different cultural traits and points of origin met through the millennia.  

The constant intermixing makes it difficult to state unequivocally where one ethnicity 

begins and another ends.  In the end, individuals will align themselves with a group 

whose members sound, look, and “feel” familiar and are deemed a safe choice .  It is this 

feeling of familiar ease that makes membership in an ethnicity worthwhile and it is also 

the reason why people invest in the concept of ethnicity.  

Clifford Geertz theorized the origin of ethnicity as a concept and internalized 

category.  At this point, consensus seems to be that the term ethnicity denotes a reality. It 

does not really matter how we construct this reality; it is a reality nonetheless.  Once an 

ethnicity has been established as a reality, those who find that it speaks to them on a 

visceral level will add it to their identity repertoire, and use it if advisable and/or useful.  

As Geertz stated, depending on the circumstances, the ethnic label can be rejected, 

adjusted, or ignored.56

Ethnic identity presupposes some basic level of cultural homogeneity, a 

hegemonic language, and textual tradition.  Etienne Balibar points out that ethnicity has 

55 There are certainly other possible identities available; it just depends on how detailed an individual wants 
to get.  A Montafoner is someone from the Montafon valley, the place where I did most of my research.
56 Clifford Geertz. The Interpretation of Culture. New York: Basic Books, 1973, 193-344.  See also his 
articles “Primordial and Civic Ties.” 
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to be “produced in such a manner that it does not appear as fiction, but as the most 

natural of origins”.57  Apparently, the most efficient and ‘natural’ way ethnicity can be 

constructed is by using language and ‘race’.  “Most often the two operate together, for 

only their complementarity makes it possible for the ‘people’ to be represented as an 

absolutely autonomous unit.”58  Race, of course is a chimera that reifies some outward 

commonality; it is a social construct that depends on the need of one group to represent 

itself as superior—or at least different from another.  Nonetheless it is conceived to be a 

real, tangible thing that condemns people to live according to boundaries established to 

delineate the differences between “us” and “them”.

In Austria as elsewhere, a group’s identity is related to ideal constructs of 

community, sovereignty, and includes the naming of groups.  Hence, we find Tyroleans, 

Viennese, Bregenzer, and the like. An important factor in the creation of a collectivity’s 

identity is that a cohesive ideology and its core values are expressed in an appropriate 

group language that unites and distinguishes one such collectivity from another.59

Apparently, an individual’s connection to a people is a matter of choosing among a range 

of roots anchored in the land and the acceptance of a common language that is able to 

express the value system adequately and group specific.  

57 Etienne Balibar. "Fictive Ethnicity and Ideal Nation." In Ethnicity, edited by John Hutchinson and 
Anthony D. Smith, 164-68, 165. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1996.
58

Ibid.
59 Edward A Allworth. The Modern Uzbeks: From the Fourteenth Century to the Present: A Cultural 
History.  Edited by Wayne S. Vucinich. Studies in Nationalities. Stanford, CA: Hoover Institute Press, 
Stanford University, 1990, 5.
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Adding mythology and its close relative history, we can then create an official 

identity and make it palpable.  History is mythology dressed as fact and reality, rife with 

documents and their interpretations.60  It matters little that mythology/history is a core 

element of national identity that is consistently and constantly adjusted to reflect 

sociopolitical realities, rather than remaining constant over time.  We still consider it to 

be an objective record of events imbued with meaning.61 As participants in the national 

collectivity we adjust with it to the best of our ability or opt out and find a new 

collectivity to belong to.  

Visible and concrete—in the form of written text—history has become an official 

and formalized version of the past.  It then provides the present with a narrative, which 

shows the ‘naturalness’ of the prevailing social order.   Historic antecedents of the given 

group’s existence are constructed and interpreted to assure its continuing existence in the 

future.  This official history serves to reify ethnic identity and thereby created a value 

system that ranks groups according to their proximity—physical and ideational—to the 

centers relevant in the political, religious, or geographical context.62

Identity, especially ethnical identity, is “a dynamic, processual and contextual 

phenomenon that answers human need for categorization and classification of the world.  

60 And as Dr. Linda Darling has pointed out in a comment concerning the “history is myth” assertion, it is 
also process, critique and anti-myth. Personal communication, 1-31-2006.
61 Regarding the imagination’s role in the creation of the nation see Benedict Anderson. Imagined 
Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism. Revised ed. New York: Verso, 1991.
62 The role of hegemony and how it is created and disseminated by the elites is described in Antonio 
Gramsci’s works. Among those who apply Gramsci’s theories see Kate Crehan. Gramsci, Culture and 
Anthropology. Berkley: University of California Press, 2002.  In her book, Crehan examines the links 
between culture, and power, making use of Gramsci’s preprison journalism and prison letters and 
notebooks.
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Classification is the means by which we make sense of the world around us.”63  And so 

we look for a place and a people to belong to, because we want to know that we are 

real—that we have a history and a future.  

The need for membership in a group of like-sounding and acting people is at the 

core of ethnic identity, and, like other forms of social identity, it is subjective.  Not only 

do we discover our own place within a collectivity, we can also assign otherness to those 

outside our comfort zone.  Ethnicity therefore engenders a sense of belonging, and gives 

“a definition of self and one’s own group in relation with others.”64 In Austria it makes 

sense to define the self regionally or locally, rather than according to some concept of 

ethnicity.  Using an individual’s place of origin as primary identity marker appears to 

makes sense in Austria, where people often have multiple ethnicities in their background.

Language, another marker of identity, does indeed sound different from one town 

to another; and the looks of people can be deceiving as well, because the EinheimIsche

can be short and blond, or tall and dark, or any combination thereof regardless of place of 

origin or purported ethnicity.  Therefore, most people construct identity on the basis of 

locale and their personal sense of belonging and not a matter of ethnicity—few people 

actually know their ethnic origin other than by tracing back the ancestral names which do 

betray the origin of the original settlers of a given locality.65

63 Zdzislaw Mach. Symbols, Conflict, and Identity. Albany State: University of New York, 1993, 5.
64

 Ibid.
65 Of all the people I asked not one named an ethnicity, yet they would gladly tell me where they and their 
ancestors came from.  Apparently the concept of “ethnicity” is understood to mean point of origin.  The 
following volume theorizes locality and the importance of place in identity formation.  Linda McDowell. 
Gender, Identity & Place. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1999 (see especially pages 211 to 
214).  The entry “Identity”, in the following volume, provides an overview of current theories concerning 
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History—real and imagined—is one of the most important issues in a country 

that benefits greatly from cultural tourism.  Thus, history and ties to the once glorious 

past—mostly perceived and never challenged—of the Habsburg Empire are still 

important.  Traditional social values are just as relevant today as they were in the time of 

the emperor.  It is not just tourists who come to see and experience the shadows of the 

past.  Many Austrians, at least those who voted for the current conservative government, 

appear to wish to return to the past as well.  The wish to live in a simpler past explains 

many Austrians often view ethnic labels as irrelevant or inconsequential. After all,

during empire ethnicity mattered less than class, and it is still a classist state.  At this 

time, social status and regional identity still supersede all other available identity

markers.  If you are a Zuagreiste, your ethnicity matters little; you simply belong to the 

category of Other.  

An identity might not be wholly embraced or welcome, yet something that is 

pervasive and part of the sociopolitical discourse will eventually be integrated into the 

hegemonic model.  In the context of the new Austria, this may very well mean that the 

‘natives’ may yet develop a sense of ethnicity that enters the sociopolitical discourse on a 

public level, especially in this climate of growing xenophobia, but most people still think 

of regional, if not local identity first and foremost.  Considering the changing political 

climate and the adjustments people have to make to the new realities, locality as identity 

marker still makes sense.   

the role of locality in the construction of identity as well.  Linda McDowell, and Joanne P. Sharp, eds. A 
Feminist Glossary of Human Geography. London: Arnold, 1999.
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b. Identity Bounded: The Nation

A nation is created by its environment—its physical and ideational landscape—

rather than by some intrinsic sentiment, the call of “blood” as it were.  Nations are 

constructed when the boundaries of ethnic identity, religion, and the traditional cultural 

norms of diverse groups share territorial boundaries created by political power, force, and 

circumstance.  The construction of the European Union has created strains in the social 

fabric of its constituent nations, including Austria. Austria has been a nation state 

confined within its current borders only since 1918.  Then, after World War II, the Iron 

Curtain descended over Eastern Europe and the once non-existent borders became 

minefields and barbed-wire fences.  In the span of roughly thirty years, Austria’s spatial

and ideational boundaries changed irrevocably.  Where people once moved about 

freely—during the time of empire—stepping across border could now be a deadly 

undertaking.66 Today, countries like Hungary and Poland for example, are no longer 

difficult to enter or leave.  Europe is once more accessible to all Europeans—east and 

west—with equal ease.

The quest for hegemony and the power it confers on those who wield it to shape 

and enforce the supranational norms of the new Europe, creates sociopolitical tensions 

that translate into power struggles.  The rapid development of technology, the possibility 

of unrestricted (by political borders) migration, and the influx of growing numbers of 

MigrantInnen all contribute to the growing insecurities that plague those whose existence 

66 While critiquing this work, Dr. Linda Darling was kind enough to point out the changing meaning of 
borders in the context of Austrian-European identity in a personal communication, 31 January, 2006.
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is becoming more precarious as the particular governments try to agree on a new 

socioeconomic and political paradigm that puts all of Europe’s constituent states on even 

footing.67

These changes provoke uncertainty among Europeans who have grown up 

surrounded by political boundaries manifesting in border check-points accompanied by

crossing procedures and passport controls.  Formerly, possessing a given nationality 

conferred status, rights, and privileges; now, there is little of that left.  Official boundaries 

have disintegrated and left a sense of bewilderment.  It appears that this new concept of 

Europeaness has led many to reassert their local identity rather than wander off into that 

inchoate region of ethnic identity.  Clearly, national narratives have to be reconfigured to 

reflect the idea that all the nation states of the new union can exist peacefully within the 

confines of a federation.  Considering the violent history of Europe, this is no easy 

undertaking.  Historical narratives, starting with those disseminated in schoolbooks, need 

to be reformulated to diminish enmity and emphasis communality.  Eventually history 

will have to reflect the new political realities; else the European Union will have a

difficult time succeeding in its goals of uniting the continent as one political, economical, 

and cultural entity.68

Ethnicities are usually other-defined because every collectivity commonly sees 

itself as ‘regular’ people while the other is seen as possessing certain characteristics, such 

67 The EU has agreed on a constitution on June 28, 2004, but it will not enter into force until all member 
states ratified it. Developments regarding the European Constitution can be found at 
http://europa.eu.int/futurum, where it can be read in its present form. The site also contains a summary 
thereof.  Considering that the constitution, as it stands to this date is 325 pages long, the five page summary 
is a very useful tool.
68 For more information concerning the EU constitution see http://europa.eu.int/futurum. 
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as language, customs, social habits and traditions that make ‘them’ distinct from ‘us’.  A 

nation in contrast will self-define itself along sociopolitical lines that can include a 

number of ‘others’ as long as all those ‘others’ can be perceived to be in compliance with 

the—usually negative—image we have of said other.  We maintain and reproduce the 

nation ideologically by constructing boundaries so that we can classify people as 

members or outsiders of ‘our’ particular collectivity.69

In the case of many Europeans, being other is not necessarily a hindrance to 

settling among strangers.  It does become problematic when religion is added to the mix.  

Christianity is hegemonic in Europe to this day.  Immigrants from Africa or South 

America can be seen as refugees who aspire to embrace European cultural norms, but 

Muslims, regardless of country of origin are not considered to be such.  They are 

assumed to be unwilling to participate in Western culture and even to reject it outright.70

European states regulate and interact with non-Muslim immigrants at the level 
of individuals.  But, partly because of the assumption of policymakers about their 
communities, European states have tended to interact with Muslims and attempt 
to regulate them at the level of larger groups, often in cooperation with the 
authorities of the migrants’ country of origin.71

Another factor that bears remembering is that many MigrantInnen fear authority.  

Their experiences with state institutions in their country of origin makes them unwilling 

to either get involved in the political process, or to approach state authorities and 

69 Umut. Özkırımlı. Theories of Nationalism: A Critical Introduction.  New York: St. Martin's Press, 2000, 
171.   
70 Sami Zemni and Christopher Parker. “Islam, the European Union, and the Challenge of 
Multiculturalism.” In Islam, Europe's Second Religion: The New Social, Cultural, and Political Landscape, 
edited by Shireen T. Hunter, 231-44, 237. Westport, CT: Praeger Publishers, 2002.  
71

Ibid.  
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bureaucracy when problems occur in their new domicile.72  Many migrants prefer to 

consult with members of their own group who have been settled in the new country for 

some time and resolve their issues within their sociocultural network under the auspices 

of respected local community leaders.  As of yet, there are no officially sponsored 

networks that connect MigrantInnen with local organizations.  I asked Mrs. Bauer, the 

local Frauensprecherin, if there were any grassroots organizations run by Austrian 

women to help MigrantInnen acculturate.  She asked, “and what is a grassroots 

organization”?

After explaining to her what the term meant, I was informed that no woman she 

knew would ever get involved in such a group.  The reason for that, Mrs. Bauer 

explained, is that

the women here don’t think that they have anything worthwhile to contribute, and 
it is impossible to just get them involved in something like charity work if some 
national or corporate organization does not officially sponsor it.73

Mrs. Bauer emphatically stated that the distrust concerning private initiatives and 

suspicions in regard to people’s motivations makes it highly unlikely that women would 

consider starting any program that would benefit them and their migrant counterparts.   

72 This refers in particular to Kurds and their treatment by Turkish authorities—an example repeatedly used 
by Mr. Amir and Ms. Halide.
73 Apparently, women’s war-time experiences and individual achievements are discounted by the women 
themselves.  In her essay, Erna M. Appelt states that women’s self perception is shaped by hegemonic 
patriarchalism grounded in traditional bourgeois gender hierarchies, authoritarian Catholicism, and 
traditional male chauvinism, all of which are embedded in cultural habits.  Erna M.  Appelt. “Women in the 
Austrian Economy.” In Women in Austria, edited by Günter Bischof, Anton Pelinka and Erika Thurner, 83-
103, 86.  New Brunswick: Transaction Publishers, 1998.



58

Simply put, Austrian women are not used to organizing themselves, they prefer to be 

asked to join a group that is already established.74

As far as Turkish women are concerned, Ms. Halide informed me, it is the norm 

that women form extended networks to help them deal with the demands of family life, 

dealings with authorities, educational institutions, and employers.  Ms. Halide and Mr. 

Amir both agreed that Turkish women get together and help each other out, because that 

is how it is done at home.  Ms. Halide stated that 

they know better than to wait for the government to do something for them, they 
just get things done.  There are some mosques that have after school programs for 
kids and others that provide women with language classes because it is the law 
that MigrantInnen learn German within two years of their arrival in the country.  
There are also some imams who invite health workers and lawyers to speak to 
their constituents about a variety of subjects that are relevant in their new 
circumstances.

So far, neither Austrian nor Turkish women have made an effort to reach across 

the cultural divide to make connections and facilitate discourse. The creation of a new 

nation is still in the beginning stages.  Austrians seem to think that foreigners ought to 

assimilate or go home.75 Not everyone, it was explained to me, wants to be assimilated 

into an alien culture.  Religion may be part of the reason why assimilation may not be the 

choice of many MigrantInnen, but that is only a minor issue, it appears.  Nobody I spoke 

with ever mentioned a fear of having to convert to Christianity, but many wished to retain 

74 Mrs. Bauer was adamant in her assertion that the women of her acquaintance were hard to mobilize, even 
when it was for their own benefit.
75 The idea that assimilation is the “natural” way for anyone who migrates to become a member of a nation 
is widespread.  None of my Austrian consultants considered another option, such as acculturation and the 
possibility that MigrantInnen might want to retain their cultural identity.   
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their cultural values regarding traditional gender interaction under the onslaught of 

westernization in their new environment. 

Assimilation, a wholesale acceptance of another culture’s habits, language, social 

norms and patterns of behavior, may be the preferred by a host community/nation.  Most 

MigrantInnen though perceive acculturation as less traumatic in this regard.  

Acculturation requires less in the way of identity erasure.  Individuals are able to adjust to 

the prevailing cultural model by making adjustments to local conditions and norms 

without needing to copy alien social codes in their entirety.  Judging by personal 

experience, stories recounted by consultants, and historical records, I venture to assert 

that Muslims, among others, have incorporate everything they found usable of a new 

culture and did not contradict Islam’s guiding principles into their cultural repertoires 

during times of migration.  This made it possible for them to eventually adapt some of the 

cultural expressions Europeans have developed over time and make them their own.  It 

worked before in Asia and Africa for example; it will work in Europe too and create 

European Islams, just as different African Islams developed wherever Muslims settled.  

Europeans simply need to understand that Muslims will adapt themselves to Europe 

rather than commit religious and cultural suicide by assimilation.76 Muslims have already 

accepted the fact that Friday is a regular workday, that laws are based on Christian and 

not Islamic principles, and that they live in an environment that allows the genders 

unrestricted interaction in daily discourses.  

76 Tariq Ramadan. “Europeanization of Islam or Islamization of Europe?”  In Islam ,Europe's Second 
Religion: The New Social, Cultural, and Political Landscape, edited by Shireen T. Hunter, 207-18. 
Westport, CT: Praeger Publishers, 2002.
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The presence and continuing growth of Muslim communities in Europe is an

obvious and established fact in even the smallest Austrian communities.  Almost every 

little town and village has a mosque, or at least a house of communal prayer.  There are 

numerous women—usually in hejab, regardless of age—children who yell at each other 

bilingually; and Turkish markets that offer ritually clean meats and a great variety of 

items and foods directly imported from Turkey and numerous Middle Eastern countries.  

One true sign that Turkish nationals are making progress in adapting to Austrian norms 

and that Austrians, as well as the rest of Europe is adapting to them—albeit slowly—is 

the success Turkish restaurants enjoy.  There are by far more Kebab shops than 

McDonalds’ restaurants in Austria—at least as far as I can tell and judging by what my 

consultants, who have traveled more widely across Austria than I have, tell me.

Still, acculturation takes time.  Not only MigrantInnen but native people too, need 

to be willing to accept each other’s idiosyncrasies, values, and norms.  Modes of 

behavior, dress, custom, religion, language, and artistic production all serve to guard the 

boundaries that ultimately define the nation.77  In the Austrian context this means a 

paradigm shift has to occur.  Instead on insisting that Turks wear Lederhosen and drink 

schnapps, Austrians have to adjust to seeing women wearing head scarves and accept that 

there are cafés that do not cater to women but where men sit and play board games, drink 

tea and coffee, smoke and spend hours discussing soccer, politics and other items of 

interest.  

77 Özkırımlı, 207.
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This of course directly contradicts the long held Austrian practice and belief that 

the café is a female space, during most of the day.  Women are supposed to meet over 

coffee every day to chat about banalities, thereby creating a female space where the only 

male intrusion is the occasional waiter who brings trays of coffee paraphernalia and 

cakes.  The café is the place where many women meet while waiting for children to come 

home from school, for husbands to leave work, or simply to meet their friends.  The café 

is a social institution that provides women with a public forum where information is 

exchanged, connections are made, and social status is established and maintained by 

those who meet.

Austrian children are initiated into this cultural practice at an early age.  By the 

time boys go to school they understand that this is not a place for them to be found.  Girls 

will sit quietly near their mothers and listen to the conversations.  I would venture to state 

that the café is pivotal in the development of the culturally accepted female gender role.  

The café is therefore one of the contested spaces where Turkish and Austrian cultural 

paradigms clash.  As far as I have been able to ascertain, the cultural division is still 

observed, none of my female Turkish consultants have acquired the habit of café house 

sitting, nor will Austrian men go to socialize there unless accompanied (this usually 

means forced to go) by a significant other.  Men will congregate in bars to play cards and 

drink alcohol for hours on end, but not in a café where women meet.  There are 

exceptions to those general rules.  Some men of local high society do congregate in cafés, 

while women of working class background frequent the beer halls and bars with their 

male peers.   This means that gender, social ranking, and cultural background are still 
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determining factors in how public space is divided, and shows that both Austrian and 

Turkish social practices are in effect congruent. Maybe the next generation will break 

down the cultural barriers and the café becomes a non-gendered meeting ground of native 

and migrant populations.78  Cafés and bars are fascinating places to study, and they could 

undoubtedly provide us with great insights into the workings of Austrian society.  Alas, 

such a study is beyond the scope of this inquiry. 

It is of course with children that the hope for the future lies. Finding a place in 

the world that has yet to come to grips with the changing composition of its citizenry is 

difficult for children of MigrantInnen.  At this time, when many Austrians suffer from a 

prolonged and deepening identity crisis, right-wing ideology posits the maintenance of 

political homogeneity as the last barrier against cultural disintegration and economic 

hardship.  Right-wing politicians presents simplistic answers to socioeconomic problems 

that can be summed up with the facile cry for the return to traditional values—whose is 

unclear—and the deportation of all foreigners; of course only those of the “wrong” color 

and religion.  Simplistic answers appeal to many disenfranchised Austrians who cannot 

find a comfortable place in the economy and are confronted with the reality that the 

78 The café is a place where Austria’s classist society stakes out territory according to social ranking.  As 
far as I could ascertain, it is not ethnic background that prevents Turkish women from joining café society, 
but social ranking.  Not all Austrian women frequent cafés, working class women rarely indulge in that 
luxury.   I did hear that there are some Turkish women do go to the café with their Austrian peers.  One of 
them is married to an engineer, another to a chemist.  It was impossible to find out if the women themselves 
are professionals or not.
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social programs they expected to be there for them are diminishing in scope and 

availability.79

So far, the newly created citizens have not become a political force to be reckoned 

with, primarily because they do not organize themselves in political parties or 

organizations with a political program.  Austrian politicians are only slowly waking up to 

the fact that the naturalized citizen is a voting citizen; and at this time foreign-born 

citizens are approaching sufficiently large numbers to become agents for sociopolitical 

change.80 As more second, third, and fourth generation MigrantInnen become naturalized 

citizens they also become voters.  Both Mr. Amir and Ms. Halide think that this is why 

politicians, especially young and ambitious ones, are beginning to court them.

Austria is slowly accepting the fact that naturalization of ‘foreign’ elements is a 

social and political reality that needs to be addressed on the local, regional, and national 

level.  It has become clear that, at this point, it is unrealistic to expect that loyalty to the 

European “nation” will develop any time in the foreseeable future.  Among Austrians the 

concept of nationality is still deeply ingrained.  While most people primarily define 

themselves regionally, they still profess loyalty to the state or nation.  There are 

Austrians, Chinese-Austrians, Mexican-Austrians, Croatian-Austrians, and Turko-

Austrians just like there are Afro-Americans and Hispanic-Americans.  At some point a 

number of individuals will leave the hyphenated state and decide to adopt one identity 

over the other.  Some will not see the need to decide which identity to claim, as they do 

79 Hermann Denz. “Krise Der Demokratie--Wiederkehr Der Fuehrer?”  In Die Europäische Seele: Leben 
Und Glauben in Europe, edited by Hermann Denz, 95-117, 106. Vienna: Czernin Verlag GmbH, 2002. 
80 Personal communication with Mr. Amir, June 2004.



64

not see it necessary to reduce their identity to one or the other appellation.  Currently, my 

Austrian consultants still conceive of the hyphenated state as a sign of disloyalty to the 

nation.

MigrantInnen are often most concerned with establishing a new and independent 

identity.  Among the young people I met, I noticed an awareness of their unique position.  

They wanted to be recognized for their unique status of being neither one nor the other.  

They are Turko-Austrians—not Turkish and not Austrian, but both.  They want to be 

themselves, representatives of a new world where it is alright to pick and choose among 

the best parts of an individual’s ancestry, or simply create a totally new one that fits their 

reality.  Their parents often think that choosing to apply for citizenship in Austria 

constitutes betrayal of their core identity.  Clearly, the idea of the nation is a powerful 

symbol of the Self, one that is not easily cast aside.

2.  Woman and Nation

a. Of Self and Other

Nations are at times imagined to be brotherhoods of men who are in charge of 

their women.  They are ideational places where men are constructed to be strong and 

powerful and protect women who are perforce portrayed as relatively weak and 

powerless.  Men exert authority, women submit.81  In reality, the genders exist within a 

continuum of power relations that adjusts to the current needs of society and therefore the 

nation.  Women have a place in the debate over nation and identity.  Both, EinheimIsche

81 van der Veer, 85.
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and the AusländerIn, play a role in the creation of a space that allows for the existence of 

the respective other.

Often, women, as symbols of the nation are excluded from fully participating in 

present and future concerns of said nation.  Men, though, play an active part in material 

life.  Images of women are frequently used to represent the nation and the motherland. 

As Linda McDowell and Joanne P. Sharp state, “the trope of the family serves to 

naturalize the social hierarchy of the nation, apparently sharing common interest but in 

reality under the control of the father.”82 If the traditional patriarchal family is the 

foundation of western society, it makes sense to assume that a state government embodies 

that particular ideology.  This is certainly true of Austria where traditionally women are 

supposed to remain happily in the background facilitating their men’s work in politics 

and curtail their role in the economy to fulfill their role as caretakers of the family to the 

best of their ability.83

As Mark Beissinger has pointed out, nationalism is an human invention.  It 

requires care and maintenance.  It is therefore necessary that state institutions and 

nationalist intellectuals construct standardized languages, a unifying past, and shared 

traditions.  Some models of nationalism, such as primordialism and instrumentalism, 

concentrate on the emotional appeal of a ‘nation’ and include some display of self-

interest.  The so-called emotional model indicates the kind of determinism in which 

82 Linda McDowell and Joanne P. Sharp. Space, Gender, Knowledge, 178.
83 In my conversations with women who I knew since childhood and their friends and, in some cases 
sisters, it was often mentioned that these women accepted the role of “wifeandmother” caretakers and 
thought that it was only natural to remain in the background and lead from the rear. 
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action flows logically from structurally determined identities and interests.  In contrast, 

constructivism delineates the acts of representing nationhood through a variety of media, 

and shows how the division of political space into bounded spheres has shaped “the ways 

in which collective action itself may be constitutive of nationhood”.84

Generally, both woman and nation are seen as something natural.  It appears that 

this categorization of women makes them into the ‘natural’ repository of tradition and 

cultural values.  Usually, a line is drawn between public and private sphere, as if those 

two realms were actual, discreet units or categories of analysis.  The public sphere is 

associated with politics, formal institutional structures and men.  The private domain is a 

nonpolitical space “dominated by family and particularist identities in which women have 

their greatest scope for activity.”  Nevertheless, this line is not as solid and impermeable 

as many seem to assume.85 In realty, many women work in the public sphere, and some 

men stay home to take care of the children.

Woman can also be the very icon of progress—in any of its incarnations.  That 

classification scheme makes women’s bodies an ideal canvas on which to paint the 

national agenda.  In Austria, visibly other women, especially those who wear hejab, need 

to be converted to look like the average—hence normal—woman.  The women 

themselves are certainly not asked their opinion concerning dress code.  Hejab is a 

cultural expression of moral values and cannot be equated with religiosity of an 

84 Mark R. Beissinger. Nationalist Mobilization and the Collapse of the Soviet State. Cambridge, UK: 
Cambridge University Press, 2002,10-11.
85 Dale F. Eickelman and James Piscatori. Muslim Politics. Edited by Dale F. Eickelman and James 
Piscatori, Princeton Studies in Muslim Politics. Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1996, 80-1.
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individual.  Yet in western discourse, headscarves are viewed as badges of religio-

political fundamentalism and equated with the migrants’ unwillingness to assimilate, an 

opinion that many of my Austrian consultants shared.  

As far as I have been able to ascertain, it has not been requested that women 

wearing saris don western garb, or that Vietnamese, Korean, and/or Chinese women 

exchange their ethnic sense of fashions for jeans and t-shirts either.  But their modes of 

dress are not associated with Islam.  It is the fear of the Christian to be conquered by the 

Muslim that rears its head in this case.  Maybe it makes people feel safer when they 

cannot see the difference between them and those they fear.  That could be the reason 

why most westerners, including but not limited to Austrians, expect Muslim women to 

forgo their traditional head coverings once they settle in western countries.  

Some of my café house consultants stated, “if they don’t care enough to become 

Austrians to change how they dress, then they should go home.”  Clearly, they assume 

that only those women who conform to local dress code show a desire to assimilate and 

want to become part of ‘us’.  That many Turkish wo/men do not wish to assimilate and 

want to retain their identity seems unacceptable. 

On the other side of the coin is emotional distance.  As a young Turkish women 

pointed out, it might become more appealing for some of the MigrantInnen to conform 

somewhat to local expectations if they were made to feel more welcome, if acculturation 

programs existed, and if local communities would help them integrate into Austrian 

society, rather than marginalize them.  So far, no such program exists.
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Assuming that Zuagreiste’s outward conformity with local norms is paramount to 

her being accepted as part of the nation, betrays cultural prejudices that equate (visual) 

otherness with an unwillingness to acculturate.  Little thought is given to family 

dynamics, cultural norms, and personal ideologies of the people concerned.  Women are 

perceived as symbols of political agendas with or without their consent.  Private and 

public sphere compete over access to women’s biological and traditional function in her

traditional role—mother of the nation.

A young Turkish woman who wears a headscarf, unlike her mother and older 

sister, said during one of our conversations in the supermarket, 

I am not like those twits who talk about those stupid actors and what they wear; I
want to talk about things that matter.  I want to be a lawyer or a chef and those 
people who look at me funny now will have to pay a lot of money to have me 
work for them.86

Her sister, at twenty-four is roughly eight years older, then turns around and says to no 

one in particular that she had done the same thing—wear a scarf—a few years ago when 

she had become tired of all the insensitive and ignorant remarks she had had to endure 

regarding the so-called oppression of Muslim women.  

What’s the difference?  I wear a headscarf; my friends wear short skirts, ripped 
pants, too much make-up, or listen to music their parents don’t like.  In the end 
we all do the same thing, we rebel against other people’s ideas of what is 
respectable and acceptable, and how we ought to look.87

86 These conversations occurred during June and July 2004 in Bludenz, Austria with a group of young 
Turkish women and their mothers.  The youngest was twelve, the oldest approximately fifty years old.  We 
sat in front of the store, drank Turkish coffee provided and served by the storeowner, who true to form 
made a remark concerning women’s ability to gossip for hours.  His daughter told him that we were doing 
important scientific work and his response was that we were free to lie to ourselves, but should have the 
decency not to do so to his face.  
87 Apparently female resistance to prevailing gender ideologies also exists in Austria, one of the remaining 
bastions of  patriarchal ideology.  I translated and paraphrased (when necessary) the quoted material.  



69

It seems that young women’s provocative clothing styles, exaggerated make-up, and non-

conformist behavior is seen as the rebelliousness of youth, whereas other women’s 

modest dress, head coverings, and—by their social and/or cultural standards rebellious 

behavior is considered the mark of oppression and backwardness.  Oppression is clearly a 

matter of interpretation.  Most of the Turkish women I spoke with thought that the 

European women they knew accepted their roles as sex-objects without question or 

trepidations; their Austrian counterparts saw them in turn as oppressed by cultural values 

that they considered backward and barbaric.  Yet, both groups conceived themselves as 

liberated and independent members of their society.

Women are often singled out by the respective polities as the more easily 

corrupted—by foreign values, for example—part of the sociopolitical group.  While the 

patriarchal family structure exists in both Austrian and Turkish populations, the 

assumption that women from Turkey, especially those who wear headscarves, are 

oppressed and unenlightened prevails among westerners.  Austrian women, whose lives 

are controlled by social values grounded in the hegemony of the Catholic Church—the 

foundation and legitimizing force of the state—share a vulnerability concerning 

androcentric norms with their Turkish counterparts, who in turn are beholden to the value 

system of Islamo-Turkic culture. 88

88 My informants did make a strong distinction between their way of life and that of the others.   I could not 
discern any great difference in the way they lived.  The Austrian women did not seem any less the victim of 
patriarchal mores than the Turkish ones. 
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Individual and national identities are bounded.  Often, individuals not only define 

themselves but also their ethnicities and/or nations “not by reference to their own 

characteristics but by exclusion” and denial of characteristics that are deemed unflattering 

or carries negative connotations.89  And the more noticeable that imaginary difference, the 

safer a person feels within the matrix of their value system.  Popular opinion holds that 

Austrian and European women are emancipated; hence, Turkish, and by extension all 

Muslim women are oppressed by sexism.  Circular reasoning creates a wholesome and 

benign picture of the established norms and makes it easier to condemn and dismiss other 

manners of social structures and value systems as ‘bad’.  That in turn raises self-esteem 

and arrogance blinding those who subscribe to such simplistic worldviews to the realities 

of their own existence.  

In reality the two sociocultural systems are not that far apart.  In traditional 

Austrian and Turkish society women maintain family reputation and honor by staying in 

the background, not by being active and doing things, but by exercising restraint and 

acting demure.  In this respect traditional Austrians and Turks agree upon the function of 

“their” women.  In either case it is assumed that women’s “flaws are inherent and gender-

based, part of their nature as women, redeemable only by control by self and by others.  

Men, on the other hand, must actively maintain honor in the public arena, looking after 

89 Özkırımlı, 171. 
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family interests and defending family reputation from insult or threat.”90  It appears that 

both Turks and Austrians share similar social norms. 

Women’s presentation of self is bounded by socio-cultural norms based on a local 

ideal of woman.  This usually includes a woman’s mastery of the domestic realm, her 

interpretation of motherhood, her constellation of relationships, and her participation in 

the religious sphere.  In other words, how a woman performs woman, determines her 

social standing and her legitimate access to the public space.91  The same is true of men, 

who are equally bound by social expectations.  Austrian and Turkish men look at each 

other across the imaginary boundary that separate them and their expectations of women 

and congratulate themselves that they are performing their roles according to social 

expectations.  Like women, Austrian and Turkish men perform within the perimeters of 

their cultural norms; the only perceivable difference is that Christian men drink and talk 

about politics and sports in the pubs and bars while their Muslim counterparts are still 

more likely to debate events in coffee houses that cater to them, while a few have entered 

the pub scene as well where they do their best to emulate their Austrian compatriots in 

the beer drinking department.   

That does not mean that Turks are equally accepting of women who wish to act 

like their Austrian counterparts.  As one young Turkish man pointed out with obvious 

disgust was that ‘loose’ women—women who treat the public sphere as if they could 

enter it at whim—are visible among both ethno-religious groups and distract men from 

90 Jill Dubisch. In a Different Place: Pilgrimage, Gender, and Politics at a Greek Island Shrine, Princeton 
Modern Greek Studies. Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1995, 198.
91

Ibid. 212.
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the strenuous duty of running the world.  These wayward individuals serve as reminders 

that their women are safely contained in their proper place—at home with the children.92

Martin Luther’s famed demarcation of woman’s physical and mental space—Kinder, 

Kirche, Küche—is still adhered to.  Tradition is sacred.  

Austrian women perform gender within established boundaries.  They also meet 

in the public sphere, but their spaces are bounded by their children’s mobility.  It is 

common for Austrian housewives to meet either before or after the almost daily shopping 

trip, in a café to talk, and/or meet in the afternoon in a café to socialize and wait for their 

offspring.  This appearance in the public sphere helps reinforce social norms and censure 

transgressors.  Every member of a particular women’s social group who is present adds 

her comments and offers opinions about the demeanor, mode of dress, children’s 

behavior, family life, financial situation, and all and sundry things that make gossip worth 

pursuing, of those not present.  Within this domestic discourse the women assert their 

own status, chip away at other’s social standing, reinforce local norms and values, and 

position themselves within their social structure more advantageously.93

Turkish women do much the same with the exception that they meet mostly on 

the playground, stand in small groups near shops, or sit on benches in the town square for 

92 The conversation occurred in a street café in July.  We were sitting at adjoining tables and I asked him 
what he thought about the group of girls that had just passed.  He considered them alright to have “fun” 
with, but they were clearly not marriage material that he or his mother would approve of.  In his eyes, the 
fact that they were out on the street, laughing, talking, and smoking made them less than desirable as 
prospective mates.
93 This exercise in social assassination is a fascinating thing to observe.  Most women go shopping for food 
almost daily.  This is not only due to the eating habits of most Austrians, who insist on buying fresh bread 
daily, but also because it provides women with the ability to socialize, exchange information, and divide 
their days up into manageable segments of time.
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a chat.  Their discourses center on much the same issues as their Austrian counterparts, I 

was told.  Apparently women of both ethnic groups act according to cultural norms that 

may differ in detail and nuance, but are essentially the same.94  The division between 

public and private does exist, albeit the division has moved into the realm of internalized 

space.  It is not about who goes where and when, it is mostly a matter of carrying the 

public and/or the domestic sphere within and centering the discourses on issues 

commonly accepted as pertaining to either in the thereby created gendered spaces.

b. Women and the Nation’s Policies

Austria has to comply with the gender-parity programs that are part of the effort 

to forge the European nation states into a new entity—the European Union—if it wishes 

to be part of this union.95  One way the country tries to comply with the mandate to create 

more opportunities for women to enter the workforce and become politically engaged has 

been the creation of outreach programs on national and regional levels.  For example, 

local offices of the labor ministry sponsor programs that invite young women to step out 

of the traditional job market and enter the world of men and technology.  

In order to comply with this mandate, the Vorarlberger Landesregierung employs 

a Migrantenbeauftragte, a woman who is in charge of issues pertaining to MigrantInnen 

94 Sitting around and listening to people’s conversations without asking questions provided me with this 
insight.  The women were willing to talk and let me listen.  We exchanged stories and I refrained from 
asking leading questions.  This was far more useful for my purposes and a formal interview.  After all, I 
just wanted to know what they would normally do if they were among themselves.
95 Details and general information about gender parity policies can be found at the European Commission 
on Gender Equality website http://europa.eu.int/comm/employment_social/equ_opp/index_en.htm
(accessed 7-19-2004). 
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and their needs.  This position, created in 2002, is currently occupied by Ms. Halide who 

was one of my consultants.  She was born in Turkey, has become a naturalized citizen 

and possesses an engineering degree.  She helps all MigrantInnen, regardless of gender or

country of origin, to find their way in society by assisting them with the demands of 

Austria’s unwieldy bureaucracy, the health care system, and matters pertaining to 

MigrantInnen education.  The person occupying the position of Migrantenbeauftragte is 

the sole arbiter of thousands of foreign born individuals who have to navigate the hostile 

seas of a new culture and political system.  Still, things do not look much different for 

non-hyphenated Austrian women.  They too, face discrimination and roadblocks on their 

way to self-sufficiency and autonomy.

The Vorarlberger Landesregierung also created a position of Frauensprecherin, 

literally translated this means women speaker (or speaker for women).  Mrs. Bauer, 

another one of my consultants, informed me that this project was meant to create a 

position for one woman in each township and/or city to act as facilitator between 

individual women and agencies and/or individuals such as lawyers, therapists, and other 

providers of social services.  The Frauensprecherin does not personally intervene to help 

women in crisis, those who need training, education, and myriad other services, but to 

provide them with information as to what agency can help them.  Frauensprecherin is a 

voluntary position and as I discovered, the position is one that very few women actually 

want to fill.  Mayors appoint—if there actually is a candidate—a woman who is 

supposedly beyond local political intrigue.  I was informed that most of the positions 

cannot be filled due to the sentiment that it is unseemly for women to “carry their dirty 
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laundry outside”.96  Although it is supposed to be an apolitical office, no one can escape 

the local politics thereof.97

In the beginning I tried to organize roundtables and discussion groups to find out 
what kinds of things would be most helpful for those who come to me.  But it was 
mostly my friends who thought they needed to give me moral support who would 
show up, and the few who thought that I would do something like talk to my 
husband about their or their families problems who would come.  Once they 
figured out that I will not go to my husband for them, they stopped pretending that 
they care about other women.  It is discouraging.  But after all there are also 
rewarding moments when women call me secretly to ask where they can go to get 
help and I can actually do something for them.98

On the regional level, there is also the newly created women’s organization, the 

Frauenreferat der Vorarlberger Landesregierung, a forum that addresses the most 

pertinent issues that confront women.  It has, at least theoretically, begun to focus on 

raising women’s sociopolitical consciousness.  Some of the issues the forum addresses 

are human trafficking, legalizing prostitution versus criminalizing it, the feminization of 

poverty, and domestic violence.99  This organization, created and sponsored by the state,

is part of a general political agenda meant to address social and political inequities 

encountered by women in light of the European Union’s gender-parity program.

96 The ideal woman is supposed to keep her problems to herself and put up a good front.  This is still a 
widely accepted truism.  It was taught to me when I was living there and it is still the current ideal, 
according to my consultants.
97 The women who were occupying these positions locally will have their voices heard in following
chapters.  Ms. Halide and Ms. Bauer were very helpful women who took time and initiated me into the 
polemics of their different offices.
98 Mrs. Bauer’s husband was a vice-mayor at the time of my research.
99 An interesting aside here is that the criminalization referred to pertains to men, because women are seen 
to be victims of circumstance while men, occupying the position of power are exploiters.  Hence, men are 
to be prosecuted and punished for abusing their sociocultural privileges.
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3. Having Culture

a. Living in Hegemony

Clifford Geertz postulates that culture is a “transmitted pattern of meanings 

embodied in symbols, a system of inherited conceptions expressed in symbolic forms by 

means of which [wo]men communicate, perpetuate, and develop their knowledge about 

and attitudes towards life”.100  These meanings, symbols and the whole system of 

communication must be learned.  They are not hardwired into an infant’s brain, although 

cultural practices appear to be a ‘natural’ given.  Most of us seem to instinctively know 

how to behave in our world.  That we have to learn other cultures’ patterns and symbols 

becomes clear to most people once they travel abroad and realize that that they just made 

an ill-received gesture without intentionally doing so. 

Culture is learned behavior, attitudes, and deportment.  Becoming culturally 

literate is an important aspect on the way to integration for migrants.  Speaking from 

experience, it is almost possible to learn another culture by spending decades among the 

natives, but even after prolonged exposure, it is still not possible for me to comprehend

fully the intricacies of American culture and act properly according to local rules of 

engagement.  Presumably the same problems plague MigrantInnen from Turkey.  Many 

are still isolated from mainstream society due to the expectations traditional families have 

of women, and the closed, fremdenfeindliche attitude displayed by many natives.

Sometimes it is not enough to integrate hegemonic values and act in concert with 

established norms.  Many have tried, given it their best, honest effort and—due to 

100 Geertz, The Interpretation of Culture, 89.
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circumstances beyond their control—still remain marginalized by established social 

groups.  The circumstances they cannot control are local fremdenfeindlichkeit, political 

apathy, and/or non-representation.  Another factor is an internalized ‘beleaguered 

minority-think’ encapsulation that does little to facilitate entry into an unsympathetic and 

often insensitive society.

‘Beleaguered minority-think’ needs some explaining.  I gathered from informants

that it is by no means rare for MigrantInnen who followed the industrialized world’s call 

for (really cheap) labor starting in 1950 and ending in 1975, to have arrived (culturally) 

ill prepared from the poor rural regions of southern and eastern Europe, as well as Turkey 

and North Africa.  Turkish migrants’ sociocultural background usually meant that they 

had little if any formal education, were more often than not illiterate, and were of a 

traditionalist, patriarchal background.101

Although Turkey was westernized by Kemal Attatürk starting in 1923, not every 

rural community was swept up in the modernization process and enacted Attatürk’s ideas 

with zeal and fervor.  Traditional lifestyles and values did not disappear overnight.  Early 

Turkish migrants who left their homeland in the 1950s and 60s came from the most 

conservative and religious pockets of rural Turkey where Kemalism had not penetrated as 

deeply as in the cities.  They form the most traditionalist segments of Turko-Austrians in 

Vorarlberg today.  These original settlers and their families are different from those who 

have arrived after 1990, and who were raised in urban, secularized, and modernized 

101 Not only did Ms. Halide and Mr. Amir mention this, but many of my first and second generation 
consultants spoke of their poor, uneducated parents struggle to make a decent living in the West.
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urban Turkey, as Mr. Amir and Ms. Halide, among others, had informed me.  Their 

values reflect a bygone era that not only isolates them from mainstream Austrian society, 

but also from the more recently arrived Turkish MigrantInnen.102

Most recent migrants are educated. Many come from Turkey’s big cities and 

experience significant culture shock when they arrive in provincial Austrian towns that 

have few of the amenities Istanbul, Ankara, or Izmir can offer, especially to women with 

education and professions.  Acculturation is often made even more difficult when 

communication is hampered by lack of language skill and total legal dependence on a 

husband many women only meet on the day of their arranged wedding in Turkey.  It is 

common for naturalized Turko-Austrian men to follow their families’ wishes and marry a 

‘girl from back home’.  This is not only a reflection on the fact that relatively few Turkish 

women of marriageable age actually live in Austria, but also conforms to the 

stereotypical assumption that the women who were born and/or raised in the West are 

contaminated by their respective communities’ generally immoral values.  

This does not mean that there are no cross-cultural families.  Still, marriage across 

the religio-cultural divide is by far less objectionable for Turkish men who marry outside 

their religious and/or cultural group than it is for Turkish women who wish to marry non-

Turkish men.  It is apparently assumed that the sexual purity of women as gatekeepers of 

the nation, or in this case, the Turkish community in exile is the one guaranty that their 

identity is safe from predation.  Hence, the strong interdiction against exogamy as far as 

102 This has been repeatedly pointed out to me by the Turks I spoke with.  Regardless of their own 
background, they agree that a social gulf between rural and urban population exists.  One of the reasons 
given is the lack of access to secondary education in rural areas.
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concerns women.  That Austrian women who marry into Turkish families experience 

public censure is a given.  Depending on the social status of their husband, they suffer the 

consequences to a harsher or milder degree.  In any event, these women’s experiences run 

the gamut from barely perceptible alienation to total isolation from their natal families as 

well as distrust and extreme scrutiny from their Turkish family.  It can be assumed that 

the men experience their new cross-cultural family life in similar terms.103

Women in intercultural families are usually carefully watched for any missteps 

they might make, and any ‘questionable’ behavior can lead to tension if not violence, just 

as it happens in any situation where boundaries have been transgressed.  Sexual purity 

and/or unavailability of women reflect the integrity of a given community.  

Concomitantly, impurity—usually defined as promiscuity (one of those all-encompassing 

concepts) and miscegenation—as well as efforts at assimilation with a different cultural 

paradigm, signals the disintegration of “natural” boundaries.104  It is of course just such a 

minimization of boundaries that would help migrants integrate with the local 

sociopolitical structures most efficiently.  Yet, intermarriage is usually also the most 

contested way of achieving integration.  

Still, I have noticed that the people who have friends that crossed the 

religiocultural chasm that separates ‘us’ from ‘them’ are more open to learning about 

103 During my time in Austria, I was at times reminded of my own experiences with cross-cultural dating 
and the reactions I got when people discovered that I had an Iranian boyfriend.  The common reaction was 
that “thank God he’s not a Turk or an Arab”.  What I heard during my stay for this project made me realize 
that attitudes toward intercultural relationships had changed little.  National and/or ethnic identity is still 
used to make value judgments.
104 Margaret Jolly. “Embodied States--Familial and National Genealogies in Asia and the Pacific.” In 
Borders of Being: Citizenship, Fertility, and Sexuality in Asia and the Pacific, edited by Margaret Jolly and 
Kalpana Ram, 1-35, 12. Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2001.
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Turkish, respectively Austrian, culture, religion, and sociopolitical issues.  It usually 

starts small, with a visit to the local Dönner-Kebab store or restaurant, followed by 

invitations to a private dinner party, and the acquisition of the occasional phrase in the 

other’s language.  Many Austrians have already been exposed to Turkish culture during

their stays in the country that is rapidly becoming the newest European tourist paradise.  

All Austrians who went to public school are certainly familiar with the history that binds 

the former empires.  Ottoman history is a subject taught with all the trappings of 

orientalism and the usual Austrian flair for high drama and assumptions of (imaginary) 

cultural superiority.  What Austrian does not remember the story of how the Turks 

inspired the creation of the typical breakfast and afternoon snack, the croissant with 

coffee?105

Integration ought not to be a stumbling block in the creation of an hyphenated 

society considering that “cultures, identities and ethnicities are hybrid, composite and 

responsive to structural inequalities and exclusions”.106  In the case of Turkish 

MigrantInnen, the boundaries began to become more plastic and opaque starting with the 

second-generation, but the structural inequities are wired into the sociocultural system 

and have been for centuries.  Discrimination in the educational system, the labor market, 

105 The story goes that the celebration of the defeat of the Turks in their last campaign against Vienna, 
which introduced an enterprising young merchant to the delights of coffee, was also the occasion when 
Viennese bakers fashioned crescent-shaped baked goods to commemorate the disappearance of the 
heretofore ever-present Ottoman half-moon.  Et voila, Café und Kipferl—two staples of Austrian culture—
were born.  
106 Aleksandra Alund. “Feminism, Multiculturalism, Essentialism.” In Women, Citizenship and Difference,
edited by Nira Yuval-Davis and Pnina Werbner, 147-61, 158. London: Zed Books, 1999.
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and legal and political issues certainly exist.  It is more a class issue than a matter of 

ethnocentrism.  

Social class is still the foundation upon which people build their conceptual 

frameworks.  It is the man’s social ranking, which is assigned to his wife regardless of 

her own achievements or lack thereof, that determines to this day how the family as a 

whole is viewed and ranked within a collectivities social structure.  I discovered that it is 

still more important to be the wife of a doctor (or any other professional) than to be one 

yourself if you happen to be female.  I was reminded of that every time I explained that I 

was working on a dissertation for a Ph.D.  After telling me how nice that was, people 

asked me what my husband did for a living.

The two consultants, who helped me understand the issues MigrantInnen face 

most clearly, both work for the regional government.  Mr. Amir is the son of migrants 

from Turkey, who arrived in Austria in the mid-1960s.  He now works for Social 

Services.  His experiences reflect that of many Turks in Vorarlberg.  His parents came in 

the early years of recruitment from poor rural backgrounds, his father having had a few 

years of primary education, his mother none at all.  They eventually were reunited with 

their children, who entered the Austrian school system and despite the usual language 

problems, succeeded in building a life in their new country.

When Mr. Amir had established himself professionally, he decided to get married.  

His marriage had been arranged by a professional matchmaker who had found him a 

young woman with a university education who wanted to emigrate.  And so, Mr. Amir 

followed his mother’s wishes and did what so many young MigrantInnen do when they 
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decide to settle down and get married: go to Turkey on a “vacation” in order to find a 

spouse.  

Ms. Halide came to Vorarlberg when she was ten.  Her parents are from Istanbul 

and were already westernized professionals when they arrived in Austria.  Although she 

is already in her early thirties, she is still single and plans to remain so for a few more 

years.  She told me that she is not willing to give everything up for a husband and 

children just yet.  Like all women in Austria, she too would be expected to dedicate her 

life to being a ‘motherandwife’, a position that does not seem to agree with her.  Her 

work as a representative of MigrantInnen for the city of Bregenz, Vorarlberg’s state 

capital, gives her the opportunity to observe the dynamics that the discourse between 

government and private citizens creates.  

It is Ms. Halide’s responsibility to mediate between MigrantInnen and the social 

and political apathy and wariness displayed by governing officials and industries.  

Austrian attitudes towards others stems partly from the knowledge that we were and are 

dependent on the other’s longtime contribution to the economy and the distrust of all that 

is other.  Many Turks, who after having lived in this country for decades, are now in need 

of Ms. Halide’s assistance with state and other bureaucracies.

Education is another issue that affects the migrant population.  Mr. Amir and Ms. 

Halide both agreed that they, as part of the first wave of ‘sent-for’ or second-generation 

children, experienced little discrimination when they compare their experiences with 

what is currently happening in schools.  They attribute this to the ‘exotic other’ factor.  In 

short, when they went to school there were not enough Turkish children attending to be 
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considered a threat to local identity and the few who were there did not cause any furor as 

their behavior fell within locally accepted norms of inconspicuous conduct.  They had 

Austrian friends, were made to feel part of the community, and managed to acculturate 

with the aid of local children.  Neither of them felt especially discriminated against 

during their youth.  

But things apparently changed once there were second-generation Turkish and 

Turko-Austrian children.  Those who were born in the country experienced a different 

social reality.  The locals began to feel threatened once the presence of the other became 

visible and noticeable and ‘their’ space was invaded by strange sounds and sights.  Men 

congregated in parks and other public spaces, notably the railway stations.  They looked 

foreign, wore large dark mustaches, spoke incomprehensible words, and stared at the 

women who pushed past them as if the women had transgressed against them in some 

fashion.  Then came women in strange clothing, wearing headscarves and often clashing 

color and patterns that offended local sensibilities more accustomed to muted gray and 

beige scales.  These women flashed the same gold teeth the foreign looking men did and 

seemed equally incensed at the unescorted girls and women who walked across town 

squares staring straight at the men and boys who in turn stared at them not 

comprehending the dynamics at work.

b. Developing the New Hegemony

Hegemony is not a fixed phenomenon.  It is a shifting, mutable force that can 

assume different forms, depending on context.  As local social, ethnic, and religious 
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groups adjust to each other, a hyphenated society will develop in Austria.  Power 

relationships, upon which a given state of hegemony rests, are experienced on a spectrum 

ranging from “direct coercion through brute force at one pole and willing consent at the 

other”.107  Coercion will not work.  This means that integration can be achieved most 

efficiently if the state takes steps to make it easier for MigrantInnen to adjust to their new 

circumstances.

What better way to reconstruct a hegemonic relationship than to start with the 

education of the very young?  Education essentially constructs the next generation of 

citizens.  Children are socialized and inculcated with communal values and norms 

according to the hegemonic model.  Cultural capital thus acquired can be translated into 

economic capital.108  Therefore, educational systems are aimed at creating individuals 

who grow up within the hegemonic system and absorb and integrate the national ideals at 

the core of their identity.  This is the purpose of the hidden curriculum.109  “Education 

systems are the context for the production of new ideas about society that undermine and 

destabilize holistic concepts of society”.110  Sometimes this may be true.  But more often 

these systems serve to enshrine hegemonic norms and ideas of what it means to be part of 

the collectivity.

107 Kate Crehan. Gramsci, Culture and Anthropology. Berkley: University of California Press, 2002, 101.
108 Regarding the function of the various “capitals” see the works of Pierre Bourdieu.
109 The term hidden curriculum refers to the ideology disseminated in textbooks and by teachers who are 
often not aware of the fact that there is no such thing as objectivity in history and other academic subjects.  
Every textbook has an agenda because those who write them and those who buy them want a certain point 
of view to persist and be maintained—or in some cases changed. 
110 Gareth Ward. "Education Systems in Inner Asia: An Examination of the Interface between Social 
Practice and Cultural Representations." In Culture and Environment in Inner Asia: Society and Culture (2), 
edited by Caroline Humphrey and David Sneath, 30-48, 42. Cambridge, UK: White Horse Press, 1996. 
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In Austria, education is the prerogative of the state.  While the individual states 

are primarily in charge of educational policy, the Austrian state’s Ministry of Education 

coordinates and determines educational policies on the federal level.  Currently there are 

three tracks of secondary education.  The Hauptschule is designed to channel students 

into the crafts and industry by providing four years of secondary education with an 

additional four years of apprenticeship in an industry.  This is the least prestigious and 

sought after kind of secondary education.111  The second track is the Handels Academie, a 

secondary school that offers entrance into white collar occupations and low level business 

management positions.  The third and most prestigious educational track is the 

Gymnasium.  It prepares students for an university education and is the most difficult 

educational track for Turkish MigrantInnen to enter.112

Since the early 2000s, efforts have been made to address issues of pluralism

within educational institutions.  Still, it seems that popular sentiment constructs pluralism 

as a loss of national identity—a truly inchoate and protean concept.  As most Austrians—

foreign or native born—identify themselves by their place of birth rather than ethnicity 

ethno-cultural identity within a pluralistic framework, it ought to be possible to adjust the 

curricula, starting with the elementary schools.  An early start in the creation of a new 

nation can only be beneficial, considering the very real economic need for MigrantInnen.

111 Barbara Freyer Stowasser. "The Turks in Germany: From Sojourners to Citizens." In Muslims in the 
West: From Sojourners to Citizens, edited by Yvonne Yazbeck Haddad, 52-71, 62-3. Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2002.
112 Barbara Stowasser’s essay “The Turks in Germany”, encapsulates the experience of Austrian Turks as 
well.
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Before embarking on the role of public education, we might want to examine the 

role women play in the creation of hegemony and its favorite offspring, the nation.  The 

role of women is often discounted because of assumptions about their low status in 

society and family.  It appears that the attitudes of westerners, steeped in their own 

androcentrism, often portray Muslim women in particular, as inconsequential members of 

migratory populations, combining androcentric attitudes with the image surrounding the 

oriental other.113

The importance accorded to girls’ head coverings in school by the politicians and 

consequently the media, positions Muslims as backward and alien, as they are portrayed 

as being incapable to adjust to freedoms and demands the modern western world.114

Concerning the other within, it is clear that western intellectual thought still assumes that 

there is one distinct version of femininity/masculinity, one version that is universally 

appropriate.115  Gender is part of the hegemonic discourse and thereby part of national 

ideology.  

Nationalist ideology is built upon three fundamental ideals: national autonomy, 

national unity, and national identity.  National autonomy allows those who consider 

themselves part of a nation to live according to that nation’s “own internal laws or 

113 Orientalism, as described by Edward Said, is still an issue in Austria, which has created its own 
particular version in light of its history with the Ottoman Empire.
114 Reports about controversies concerning school girls who wear headscarves are found in newspapers 
across Europe.  They appear sporadically and seem to agree insofar as they all present individuals’ 
adherence to cultural practices—such as wearing hejab—as hindrance to integration as well as disloyalty to 
the nation.
115 McDowell, “Gender, Identity & Place”, 11.
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rhythms” and do so free from external interference.116  The nation needs to be maintained 

physically as well as ideologically.  Therefore the role of woman as symbol of the nation 

is delineated in a manner conducive to the transmission of traditional values.  She is 

constructed as subservient to men’s needs and the conservative steward of cultural norms 

and social values.

Women as reproducers and teachers of the nation are territorialized.  They are 

conceived of as ‘breeding grounds’ of the nation.  Muslim women who dress traditionally 

are seen as the bearer of the ‘backwardness’ of their societies by Austrians.  Within their 

own cultural communities the same practice elevates them to symbols of cultural 

authenticity and integrity”.117  The Austrian women I spoke with most often remarked 

upon the perceived oppression and backwardness that a headscarf symbolized for them.   

But as far as I could find out, not one of those women had actually asked any Muslim 

woman what wearing a head covering meant to them personally, or how they perceived 

women who did not wear something to cover their hair.

The practice of veiling does not necessarily imply that all women who wear hejab 

are equally ‘controlled’.  There is a physical similarity between veils worn by women in 

Muslim societies, but the specific meaning attached to the ‘veil’ differs from society to 

society and usually also from woman to woman, given the specific cultural and 

116 Smith, Nationalism, 24.
117 Deniz Kandiyoti. “Reflections on the Politics of Gender in Muslim Societies: From Nairobi to Beijing.”
In Faith and Freedom: Women's Human Rights in the Muslim Women, edited by Mahnaz Afkhami, 19-32, 
22. Syracuse, NY: Syracuse University Press, 1995.
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ideological context.118  In short, women who wear hejab in Austria, France, or any other 

western country do so for a variety of reasons among which religion is only one of many.

The sociocultural system of a community is communicated through formal 

education and the individuals’ exposure to the dominant culture in the workplace, media, 

movies, advertisement, and literature, to name the most prominent channels of 

transmission.  The earlier an individual is exposed to the system that frames hegemonic 

discourse, the easier it becomes to internalize the values portrayed therein.  Early 

internalization of local and national values and norms causes problems for the individual 

within the family; while it facilitates discourse with peers and society on some levels, it 

does not eliminate discrimination and prejudices.  

As some young women informed me, those who try to assimilate are forced into a 

liminal position within the family, something that affects women especially.  For many 

girls, trying to look like their Austrian peers and wishing for more personal autonomy, 

are often at the root of conflict in many families with daughters.  Even today, the gender 

regime of culture expects women to retain ‘traditional’ manner of behavior and dress, 

while men are free to dress and be as ‘modern’ as they wish. And so girls suffer the 

consequences of trying to assimilate.  "Having embraced values of individual equality 

118 Chandra Talpade Mohanty. “Under Western Eyes: Feminist Scholarship and Colonial Discourse.” In 
Colonial Discourse and Post-Colonial Theory, edited by Patrick Williams and Laura Chrisman, 196-220, 
209. New York: Columbia University Press, 1994.
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espoused by the dominant society, they are seen by their families to be betraying family 

values and social expectations for their fulfillment of family roles as women."119

The controversy about school attendance with or without headscarves is not the 

only issue facing Muslim girls.  Another and equally important aspect of public 

education, besides inculcating social norms, is the creation of a workforce.  All education 

systems create a differentiated labor force in response to the needs of the local market 

economy.  The state, with help of the education system, is thereby “reproducing and 

stabilizing society by accommodating changing conditions.”120 Exactly how much of this 

‘accommodation’ is shaped by ethnocentrism and xenophobia is debatable.

Ms. Halide and Mr. Amir both mentioned that the tracking of students is still a 

common practice, especially in the case of migrant children.  During the time when I 

went to school, the children of the local elites were supposed to enter the Gymansium, 

and if they did not pass the entrance exam, they would be expected to enter one of the 

private schools operated by the Catholic Church.  Those who were of less illustrious 

background were usually discouraged from attempting the exams. 

I was told by my elementary school teacher that I need not bother trying; after all,

I was just a girl who could not follow directions.  After passing the exam and having 

completed five years of classes, I was then informed that I should not have any illusions 

in regard to passing the entrance exams of any Austrian university.  One of my male 

119 Timera, Mahamet. “Righteous or Rebellious? Social Trajectory of Sahelian Youth in France.” In The 
Transnational Family: New European Frontiers and Global Networks, edited by Deborah Bryceson and 
Ula Vuorela, 147-54, 154. Oxford: Berg, 2002.
120 Ward, 42.
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teachers made sure that I understood that I was not entitled to attend university, because 

everyone knew that girls only want to go there to find a husband.121  My educational 

profile is an example of how tracking and gender bias affected my schooling.  Being 

weak and easily influenced, I dropped out of school at the age of fifteen and left Europe 

because I felt I could not fight “the system” and remain sane.

This was in the mid-1970s; as Ms. Halide and Mr. Amir explained, in the new 

millennium, gender discrimination and elitism have been augmented by ethnocentrism, 

which has simply added a new wrinkle to the system.  Even in the age of political 

correctness, tracking is by no means a subtle thing.  Society is reproduced and social 

stratification is created by following the values the hegemonic group assigns to its 

constituent members, and that means children are channeled into schools according to the 

existing class system.  Tracking exists in the United States as well.  Having children in 

school and being a teacher myself, I see the results of discrimination and the results of

tracking students every day.  It might not always be a conscious effort on part of the 

educational system and its workforce to replicate the class system, but it happens 

nonetheless.

In practice this means that children who are born into the upper social strata are 

groomed from an early age on to succeed—particularly if they are boys.  This pattern 

reproduces social strata and thereby generates a mass of people whose talents go 

121 He was screaming at me and literally foamed at the mouth.  He had asked everyone in his zoology class 
what they planned to do in the future.  I was the only girl who did not want to become a hairdresser or 
nurse, or work in any other service industry.  He obviously took exception to my wish of becoming an 
archaeologist.  After his screaming fit was done, not one of the other students wanted to even look at me for 
the rest of the day.
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unnoticed due to a system that rewards ‘breeding’ and does not lend itself to the 

development of an individual’s aptitudes—should they happen to fall outside the 

predetermined framework.  Tracking is bounded by social prejudices and discrimination 

patterns.  Teachers and parents commonly support and nurture their male students to the 

detriment of female students; they also make more allowances for their locally prominent 

and/or wealthier students than those of the lower socioeconomic strata, who are often 

considered to be less intelligent and of less overall ‘merit’.122  Tracking and its result are 

not unique to Austria by any means, and wherever it is practiced, it is officially denied.  

Not one teacher would admit to it, but some mentioned that it is ‘natural’ that children of 

the elites are smarter and ought to have more opportunities.  It appears that classism is 

still alive.  That individuals deny the practice exists is primarily due to the national 

mythos that implies that everyone has unlimited potential.

Regarding formal public education, starting in 2002, the state of Vorarlberg began

begun to provide elementary school students with foreign language classes.  Depending 

on what language the largest local minority group speaks, and if there is a bilingual 

teacher available, first grades will be able to learn a second language such as Turkish, 

Serbo-Croat, or Vietnamese.  According to mothers with children in such multilingual 

classes, every effort is made to make multiculturalism part of the curriculum.  Parents are 

involved with the creation of so-called international evenings, where a country’s national 

cuisine is presented, music and art is displayed, sometimes there are dance performances, 

122 Conversations with Ms. Ender, Ms. Halide, Mr. Amir, and the women I went to school with in Austria 
convinced me that tracking is still a problem.
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and stories are told.  It all depends on the ingenuity and willingness of parents and 

community businesses to contribute.

For example, the mother of a second grader from my hometown told me that the 

elementary school principal occasionally invites parents of students to organize cultural 

evenings to bring all students and their families together.  The last time the parents had

gotten together in the assembly room of the school, the owner of the local Chinese 

restaurant set up a buffet for his daughter’s class, a Turkish family provided musical 

entertainment and the grandparents of a Greek girl danced for the audience.  Two Serbian 

families brought pictures of their former homes and neighborhoods, and a Vietnamese 

family put some costumes on display and explained the meaning of their culture’s 

traditions.  In a conversation with some of my consultants’ children I discovered that 

these events are very popular with both children and parents, and are organized at least 

one time during a semester.  

An older Turkish woman I met in Mihri’s supermarket spoke favorably of these 

programs.  Her grandchildren always look forward to these events.  The whole family, 

including an uncle without children of his own, participates and contributes to the 

evenings’ festivities.  She has started to take language classes with another woman her 

age—they both seem to be in their late forties—and we discovered that we could practice 

proper German together.  The classes offered the women a chance to learn not only 

language skills, but also helped with the acculturation process by basing lessons on the 

experiences taken from daily life.  The women learn how to use the appropriate language 

for interactions with state institutions like schools and social services; for some of the 
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older women and the young ones from Turkey’s rural areas, it is often the first formal 

schooling they receive.  For them, the language courses offered by the state are also their 

first exposure to literacy.

By the reactions and comments I encountered, I venture to state that these

language classes for children and adults do offer MigrantInnen a sense of inclusion.  I 

also found another purely voluntary program for children. It was started by one teacher 

who decided that homework buddies would help non-German speaking children adjust to 

the new language and cultural practices.  Migrant children go to the home of a volunteer 

family after school to do their homework with their classmates, play with them, and have 

dinner there.  This combination of cultural evenings and homework buddies works at the 

elementary level, and within a relatively small community of six thousand people.123

Thus, with the help of the educational systems, Austrian society makes an attempt 

to reconfigure itself.  In spite of the predominant inclination to favor the status quo, the 

hegemonic group, and the collectivities which subordinate themselves to it, have found it 

necessary to incorporate the alien elements into the social fabric of the nation state.

Through social and educational programs geared to school them in the ways of the 

normative population, they in turn can teach their children the way of the (Austrian) 

nation.  Teaching the young, is of course the second most important function of women, 

right after giving birth to those they are supposed to lead in the (appropriate) ways of the 

nation.

123 There is no other data available to compare with this program.  It has been in place for two years and 
depends on the cooperation of teachers and parents in this particular town.  
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CHAPTER 3: Women and Community

1. A Woman’s Place is in the House 

One afternoon, sitting in a café, I joined a conversation at a nearby table.  Five 

women in their fifties were discussing their non-involvement in politics.  It was a 

somewhat surreal conversation.  They spoke about the sorry state of the economy; how 

politicians had no clue as to what was going on; the problems MigrantInnen caused; and 

the deplorably low standards in education.  Every other sentence was prefaced with 

remarks such as, “being a woman I certainly don’t know much, but ….”, or “I’m just a

housewife, but…..”, and my favorite, “we old hags should not interfere with men’s 

business, but someone needs to tell them what to think”.

After I explained why I was interested in their conversation, I asked what they 

thought about the Austrian government’s attempt to adjust to the demands posed by being 

part of the European Union.  In their opinion, such inquiry was utter nonsense.  In their 

unanimous opinion, for women are apparently non-political bodies.  They said they are 

wives, mothers, and/or daughters who have no influence concerning political and public 

matters.  It seemed that these middle class women have little desire to appropriate 

political space.  

Sometimes I discussed political issues and events that had been highlighted in the 

media with my consultants.  Regardless of age, ethnic background, and socioeconomic 

background, they agreed that it was not a woman’s place to enter the political arena with 

her own agenda; public discourse was primarily a male domain.  It was up to women to 
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influence the men located within their domestic sphere of influence, if they wished to 

have an input into political matters.  One twenty-six year old doctor’s wife stated that 

politics are too vulgar for her.

Still, the women discussed political decisions made in regard to their personal 

interests, such as changes in pension laws or health care issues.  They merely assumed 

that they had neither the power nor the ‘right’ to demand accountability from the state; in 

their opinion, women were neither rational nor logical enough to have the mental 

wherewithal to exert authority and political power.  In their own view, they “had no 

head” for politics.  Even those who worked part-time felt guilty for this obvious sign of 

self-indulgence and many mentioned that they only work as long as it does not interfere 

with their wifely duties.  It was ingrained in their view of themselves as women restricted 

by traditional gender norms.  They took the position that the assigned gender roles were a 

natural, if not divine, law.  One woman said:

We women don’t get involved with politics, we don’t have the 
capacity to understand all that political talk.  That’s men’s business. 
We just make sure they get it right.  It’s our job to make sure that 
the (male) politicians take care of things that have to do with 
family issues and common welfare.124

This statement reflects an attitude nurtured by the patriarchal system and the 

ability of women to function in spite of it. The moral authority claimed by the Catholic 

Church encompasses all aspects of sociopolitical discourse and is accepted without much 

resistance.  Accordingly, woman is mother first, wife second, and an individual last—if at 

124 Conversation  with an acquaintance who prefers anonymity, 7-31-2003.
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all.  Austrian men’s claim to authority has been enshrined in feudal paternalism stemming 

from the days of empire and was/is reinforced, maintained, and supported by the Catholic 

Church, an institution known for its uncompromising position regarding women’s roles in 

society.  

One day, during a café house session with one of my Austrian consultants and 

five women who joined into our conversation during the course of the afternoon, the 

discussion centered on the role of religion in women’s understanding of self. My 

conversation partners seemed to agree that the model most commonly emulated is the 

submissive and suffering Virgin Mary.  When the discussion centered on their vanished 

dreams of an independent life, they insisted that women simply had to sacrifice their 

hopes for a future to serve the needs of their families.  It clearly did not come easy, this 

loss of identity and autonomy, but each one of the women I spoke with managed to 

rationalize her choices in terms of duty and obligation concerning the expectations and 

needs of others.  I got the impression that the women I spoke with that day clearly 

expected that God would take care of them in the next life, and that all else was out of 

their hands.  

The official opinion was that Austrian women do not lead, they contribute; they 

do not make decisions, they support and acquiesce.  Women are patient and suffer.  They 

are not capable of bold action as men are purported to be.  Hence, the male dominated 

family unit finds its natural habitat in the nation state, which is similarly ordered as the 

family.  The ‘family’ is a ‘natural’ unit with a head and a tail end that, according to the 
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evolutionary model, developed to assure the survival of the fittest.125 That means that 

women maneuver and exert the power they wield within the family to further their social 

interests.

As McClintock states, the nation state is an extended family and structured 

accordingly.  Women’s roles are seen as ‘naturally’ subordinate to those of men, because 

women’s contributions to the family are not understood to be of intrinsic value in their 

own right.  This is why “[a] woman’s political relation to the nation [is] thus submerged 

as a social relation to a man through marriage.  For women, citizenship in the nation [is] 

mediated by the marriage relation within the family.126 It is within that structure that they 

exercise their influence.  They also agreed that their status depended on their husbands’ 

stature in the community and that it was their responsibility to do whatever it took to help 

them reach their potential.  

I was then initiated into the café society ranking system.  Apparently, every café 

is divided up into social zones.  Each part of the café is assigned a rank in an informal 

system that is somewhat fluid.  The highest ranking female of the community selects a 

particular table.  Those women of similar ranking sit either with her or on tables near the 

one she selected.  The lower a woman is situated socially, the further away she will sit.  

Social status is therefore marked as a spatial territory.  Then there is, of course, a ranking 

125 Usually, when sitting in the café with one or more consultants, women on nearby tables would join in 
our conversations, or I would ask them what they thought in regards to a particular subject.  I always 
explained in general terms what my purpose was.  I think that the women who talked with me gave their 
honest opinions as they were guaranteed anonymity.  After all, we did not know each other and I did not 
ask them any personal questions 
126 Ann McClintock. ““No Longer in a Future Heaven”: Gender, Race, and Nationalism.” In Dangerous 
Liaisons: Gender, Nation, and Postcolonial Perspectives, edited by Ann McClintock, Aamir Mufti and Ella 
Shohat, 89-112, 91. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1997.
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system among a town’s cafés.  Some are known as hangouts for professional women—

this usually means that their husbands are professionals and only rarely does it indicate 

that the women themselves work in any profession—others are frequented by white collar 

wives.  There are some who cater to a cross section of the population, but these are few 

and usually found in bigger cities.  Tourists and other flotsam (including me) are 

tolerated as temporary trespassers.  The initiated will not transgress the invisible 

boundaries without risking severe censure by her peers, especially if she chooses to flaunt 

social norms during prime socializing times, such as late morning or mid-afternoon.

Mature women are often cast into the role of “the cultural reproducers of ‘the 

nation’ and are empowered to rule on what is ‘appropriate’ behavior and appearance and 

what is not.”  They also have the power to sanction ‘deviance’ in other women.  Those 

women, who have no means of exerting control and/or power any other way, become 

strongly engaged in their roles as ‘moral’ police, perpetuating the hegemonic status 

quo.127  Some of those I met do just that—they perpetuate the status quo with a severity I 

had not expected.  This is the other side of café culture.  Women sit in judgment over 

each other while sipping a cup of coffee. 128

127 Nira Yuval-Davis. Gender & Nation. London: Sage Books, 1997, 37.
128 I went to a café to meet Mrs. Bauer for our initial chat.  I sat down outside on the terrace of the café; I 
wanted to be visible so that she could spot me.  One day later, my mother told me that one of her friends 
informed her that I had been really rude in public.  Seems I had had the audacity to sit in the area reserved 
for the local high society without having been invited to do so.  And I compounded that error by staying 
there for over two hours.  Only after I assured her that I had been with someone of high social ranking was 
she somewhat mollified.  But she let me know that her reputation had suffered considerably not only by my 
uncouth behavior, but also by my inappropriate clothing.  Apparently the grapevine had voiced a complaint 
that someone of my status—mature woman with children—ought to dress different.  As an aside, the café 
was almost empty when I arrived.  Only two other women came in and sat down in the back the whole time 
I was there.
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Many women measure themselves against others by comparing their symbolic 

and cultural capital. They do this whenever they meet socially for coffee in the 

afternoon, or get together in each other’s homes.  In Austria, as elsewhere in the world, 

honor (especially the honor attached to a family’s women and their conduct) is a 

powerful component of symbolic capital.129 Women maintain and add to this power by 

devoting their energies to cleaning house, cooking, keeping a close watch on the behavior 

and cleanliness of their children, and dressing appropriately.  This also means that 

women need to carefully navigate their course in the service of image building within the 

boundaries established by their social status, without appearing to step over the bounds of 

propriety and good taste.  Ostentatious display of wealth is frowned upon, flashiness is 

deemed trashy, and any transgression against local norms of deportment can lead to loss 

of status for the whole family.  Gossip is a sharp weapon that can cause children to lose 

friends and destroy men’s chances at advancement in the local labor market.  

The authority of symbolic and cultural capital can only be maintained when those 

who wield the authority vested in the bearer of said forms of capital act in accordance 

with the postulated norms they supposedly represent.130  This must be the primary reason 

why women, especially married ones, rarely if ever transgress against the local norms 

that bound their existence.  Too much depends on their compliance with the system.   

Those who find life too confining usually leave the region when they are old enough to 

do so.  In this manner compliance with the hegemonic system is maintained and the status 

129 Bourdieu, “Structures, Habitus, Power: Basis for a Theory of Symbolic Power”, 176.  
130

Ibid. 188. 
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quo does not need more than subtle adjustments.  The rebellious element has removed 

itself.

Breaking out of the mold means isolation for all women, regardless whether they 

are Turkish, Austrian, or Turko-Austrian of any generation.  According to my 

observations, it appears that there are quite a few women who do leave to escape the 

limitations of the gender discourse that has developed since the rise of ultra-conservative 

political parties and the concomitant growing influence of the extreme-right wing 

members of the Catholic Church.  They do occasionally return to visit family, but in 

general their absences are valued higher than their attendance of family functions.  

2.  The View from the Other Window

Ausländerinnen live in the same patriarchal world as the rest of Austria’s women.  

“Kirche/mosque, Kinder, Küche” seems to be the overarching theme for both groups of 

women.  Austrian and Turkish women seem to share the same basic lifestyle, even if the 

parties concerned do not see things quite that way.  The local population’s assumption

that Muslim women are oppressed because some of them wear headscarves while they 

themselves are free to pursue their ambitions still prevails.  Some of my Turkish 

consultants were of the opinion that their Austrian compatriots were oppressed 

housewives and exploited sex objects.  Clearly, Catholics are just as limited as Muslims 

by their respective gender roles and the limitations ascribed to women.

With regard to acculturation, Turkish women are, at least in the first and second 

generation, somewhat circumscribed by their ability to integrate into the larger society.  
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Traditionally, women are not supposed to be involved in discourses with individuals they 

are not related to; girls are guarded against the “corruptions of the West and modernity”

by the males of the family.131 This curtails their ability to move and connect outside their 

social circles.  Ms. Halide and Mr. Amir have also pointed out that Turkish students have

formed gangs that intervened—often violently—in relationships that developed between 

Turkish girls and local boys and girls.

On the whole, I did not meet any Turkish or Austrian women who had formed a 

friendship with the “other” woman.  As far as personal relationships are concerned, 

Turkish women are usually part of large and well connected informal networks that 

address their needs and allow them to share information about changes in law, political 

developments, and social events that can affect their lives.  For example, illiterate women 

have a chance to find out about programs geared toward them.  Illiteracy is primarily an 

issue that affects first and second generation MigrantInnen who originated in Turkey’s 

rural areas where education for women was rarely available thirty or forty years ago, and 

where traditional families rarely educated their female children due to the cost involved 

and/or the possible taint that mixed gender environments presented for the girls.

Femail, Vorarlberg’s women’s organization for example, relies on this network to 

reach individual women whenever political or legal developments warrant it.  Word-of-

mouth is the most efficient way of advertisement, not only for Femail, but also for the 

services offered by the Office of Migrant Issues of the city of Bregenz, the Institute of 

131 I would like to point out that the remarks here are a generalization and summation of the discussions I 
had with a variety of women I met in Turkish stores, Mr. Amir and Ms. Halide, and Dr. Juffinger.  It is 
especially the Turkish shop keepers and their customers who were most forthcoming with information.
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Social Services, the office of the Frauensprecherin, and Caritas, the Catholic Church’s 

social outreach organization that deals with, among other things, refugees and 

MigrantInnen.  Among the many ethnic groups represented in Vorarlberg, Turkish 

women have the largest, most well-connected networks.  Small wonder: they are the 

numerically strongest migrant group within the boundaries of Austria.132

One important difference between Turkish and non-Turkish women is their 

respective ability and/or willingness to network.  Native Austrians—and by that I mean 

individuals who are from a north-western cultural background, who have been within the 

boundaries of the country and/or the empire for at least four generations—rarely, if ever, 

form social networks that extend past a small number of friends.  As I learned, these 

networks are usually limited to comparing notes for social ranking purposes only.  

Former schoolmates found my questions regarding networking just as perplexing as 

earlier questions about getting organized at the grassroots level.  Those seem to be 

concepts alien to their worldview and/or mindset.

But among Turkish and other women of southern and/or eastern descent, social 

networks constitute a significant aspect of daily life.  The neighborhood network is where 

a woman can find assistance with the many and frequent demands of local and regional 

bureaucracy, the public school system, finding doctors, and getting legal help to finalize 

the requirements of the naturalization process.   Within those social nets, women can also 

get help with child care problems, assistance due to illness, and moral support whenever 

132 Mrs. Bauer, Dr. Juffinger and Ms. Halide agree on the importance of social networks and the lack 
thereof among native Austrians.  Networking was not mentioned by Mr. Amir or Dr. Denz.  
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needed.  Mosques as a rule organize women’s groups so that women have a place to 

meet, pray and receive religious instruction.  Some of the mosques offer German 

language courses as well.  These mosques, each of which has a local imam, are safe 

places for women to connect with each other.  It is there that newcomers are introduced 

into the community and where they learn how to fit into the local MigrantInnen culture—

an ideational space that mediates between the diaspora experience and the demands of the 

new world.

Besides informal networks, Turkish women can also avail themselves of Turkish 

parent organizations, almost exclusively run by and for women, that offer language and 

computer courses and teach basic writing skills to under- and uneducated women.  Parent 

organizations are of course especially sensitized to the need of the illiterate to acquire 

language skills.  After all, the success of the children depends on the ability of the 

mother, who is usually the primary caretaker, to be involved with their education.  

Governmental or local political and social organizations, such as those in the city of 

Bregenz, organize women’s meetings where different professional women, sponsored by 

the regional government, give talks about law, child development, domestic abuse, health 

and hygiene topics, and other domestic issues.  This is done in an effort to facilitate 

assimilation of the MigrantInnen, although very few of them wish to assimilate. Most 

prefer to be part of the local culture and retain their ability to pick and choose which part 

of the western way of doing things can be successfully adapted to their personal 

circumstances.
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A common thread runs through the narrative that constructed the Turko-Austrian 

community; it is shared by most of the Turks in the rest of Europe.133 MigrantInnen who 

arrived in Austria forty or fifty years ago came under the assumption that they would 

remain a few years, earn and save money, and return to Turkey.  In most cases, it turned 

out that they came to stay.  Eventually they brought their families from Turkey and 

settled in urban centers.  The early migrants usually originated in the rural regions of 

Anatolia and were barely educated and often illiterate.  The few women who came with 

their husbands in the initial days of migration rarely bothered to learn German and lived 

restricted lives within the walls of their homes and those of their few compatriots.  As 

elsewhere, the sociocultural norms of these women were traditionalist and conservative, 

given their rural roots.134

Their children, although born in Austria, were registered as foreigners and the

government made no concentrated effort to integrate them into society—the assumption 

was that they would eventually leave to live in Turkey, among “their own kind” as it 

were.  By the 1980s it became obvious that this “temporary” living arrangement did not 

actually develop the way it had been imagined.  Turks who returned every summer to 

Turkey for vacation soon realized that they and their children were not able to fully 

reintegrate into Turkish society any more than they managed to assimilate to the cultures 

of their respective countries of employment.  Living in the west, they had become 

133 The following paragraphs represent a summation of the information obtained from informants and 
written texts, such as the biography of Cem Özdemir. Ich Bin Ein Inländer. Munich: Deutscher 
Taschenbuch Verlag, 1999, among others.
134 This was the narrative of many of my consultants, including Mr. Amir and Ms. Halide.  It is part of 
many family histories.



105

accustomed to the ways of their host countries and expected to benefit from available 

social services, a health system, and modern conveniences commonly found in the 

West.135

Thus, instead of returning to Turkey to raise families and work in local industries 

or agriculture, many remained in Europe.  Some of the original migrants applied for 

citizenship in Austria once this became possible.  Many of the second generation migrant 

did become naturalized citizens because they realized that their lack of mastery of the 

Turkish language and their acculturation to western cultural norms did little for them in 

Turkey, where they were now considered foreigners.  Identity became problematic for 

them.  They were not accepted by the majority of Austrians as being Einheimische

although they had been born in the country, nor were they accepted in their ancestral

country as being ‘real’ Turks. They did not truly belong in either place.  For the majority 

it was easier to try and fit themselves into Austrian society.   They dealt with prejudices 

and discrimination and low socioeconomic status rather than move to a country that was 

alien to them culturally and where they could not communicate adequately with the 

native population.  In short, many Austro-Turks no longer possessed the cultural capital 

necessary to be successful in the land of their ancestors.  

Today, Turkey is a modern country with big cities, and many of the women who 

migrate to the West are highly educated, have skills, and are professionals with careers in 

Turkey.  They arrive in the country, usually after having married a naturalized citizen and 

135 This information was shared by Ms. Halide and Mr. Amir; it can also be found in Özdemir’s book.



106

are lost emotionally, intellectually, and professionally.136  Some were highly respected 

professionals (teachers, technicians, business owners); others had worked as skilled 

tradeswomen.  Many have at least undergraduate degrees in one field or another.  Yet, 

once they arrive in Western Europe, they are treated as dependent children.  For the first 

five years of residence in Austria, they will depend totally on the good graces of their 

husbands, who can divorce them at will.  Divorce automatically leads to their immediate 

deportation.137

This feeling of dependence diminishes their self-worth lf, their sense of 

accomplishment, and demoralizes many greatly.  The reunification laws that require one

spouse to spend five years completely dependent on the other create a large number of 

unproductive, depressed women and men, who could be successfully integrated into the 

socioeconomic life of the country, given that most of them possess skills and education, a 

fact that differentiates them from earlier MigrantInnen.138

Starting in 2002, the government began to mandate that MigrantInnen take 

language classes, but those classes are often expensive to take; some of the women 

cannot attend them because they are expected to stay home and take care of the children 

and the household.  It seems many MigrantInnen live in a schizophrenic environment that 

demands that they stay home and do nothing besides unpaid domestic labor and 

136 Some of my consultants fall into this category.  Their frustration with a political system that keeps them 
dependent and idle is palpable.
137 Both Ms. Halide and Mr. Amir, mentioned the Austrian Fremdenpolizei acts with unprecedented 
efficiency and swiftness when it comes to deporting divorced women who are not naturalized citizens.
138 The following paragraphs combine personal observations and information provided by the people who 
discussed their experiences with me.
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fulfillment of the required language courses. Popular opinion in turn resents what 

Austrians perceive as laziness and preferential treatment of foreigners at their expense.  

That the resentment ought to be leveled at the government for creating such policies and 

laws that are in general meant to discourage naturalization and concomitant creation of 

‘foreign’ families on native soil, does not seem to occur to too many individuals just yet.  

3. Where the Bridges are to be Built

Bringing people together across the religio-cultural divide appears to be a truly 

daunting task.  According to the einheimischen consultants, religion is not the issue.  In 

Austria, as elsewhere in Europe, religiosity and the observance of traditions are 

considered personal. Hence, the presence of Islam, a religious tradition with considerable 

historical presence in Europe does not cause friction, but the fact that some Muslim

women are not willing to blend in by dressing in western style, and this visible reminder 

of otherness has caused some northern Europeans to react negatively.

In the contested arena of public space where cultures meet and intermingle that 

conflict arises.  I asked about the discrimination Muslims, especially Turks, face in regard 

to work, education, and housing.  The reply I received from my Austrian consultants, and 

which never varied, was that “they are unwilling to blend in and insist on behaving as if 

they were in their own country”.  Well, as far as the “own country” theory goes, they

actually are in their own country once they have become naturalized citizens.  Islam was 

never mentioned as detrimental in regards to integration into the hegemonic culture.  The 

remarks I heard most often were that “they” stood out and did not look “right”.  It should 
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be mentioned that women from India who wear their traditional saris face no such 

opposition, nor do the Vietnamese women who arrived in the 1980s.  Here is the other 

issue that Turks in particular and Muslims in general face: numbers.  The other ceases to 

be exotic, once it is no longer a curiosity seldom encountered but becomes a visible 

presence. 

Turks constitute the largest migrant group in Western Europe, and also in 

Austria.  You can encounter them everywhere.  Turkish men congregate in street cafés 

and parks and often play cards and drink beer with their Austrian coworkers in bars.  I 

can walk past Turkish restaurants and shops; see groups of women wearing hejab in parks

and playgrounds watching children play; and bump into girls in head scarves in shops.  

There are many Turkish restaurants and shops that cater to those who have a taste for 

their offerings—regardless of ethno-religious affiliation, and there are many more 

Dönner Kebab restaurants in Austria than there are McDonald ’s franchises.  

Given the resistance displayed by the natives to accept the other on their own 

terms, as far as display of cultural idiosyncrasies is concerned, it is difficult to envision 

women of any and all cultural backgrounds to form an alliance to address the issues that 

concern them all—genderism and discrimination at all levels of sociopolitical discourse.  

This is primarily due to the difficulty of convincing einheimische women to form civic 

groups and organizations of any kind.  Turkish women, who have traditionally 

maintained social networks that cooperate and pool resources to help themselves and 

others in their community, do not suffer from the same limitations that Austrian women 
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do, namely that of perceiving themselves as solitary entities in constant competition with 

other, equally solitary bodies.

As far as cross-cultural dialogue is concerned, my consultants agree  that the 

language barrier is the primary stumbling block in the creation of discourses.  Women are 

restricted by social conventions that relegate them to the domestic sphere.  Both cultures 

Turko-Islamic and Austro-Catholic, are extremely patriarchal.  Therefore, both groups 

are bounded by androcentric paradigms that devalue women’s contributions to the public 

sphere.  As I repeatedly mentioned, Austrian women rarely work with or for a collectivity 

on their own initiative.  Furthermore, society as a whole does not appear to accept or 

embrace the idea that worthwhile projects can originate at a private level or as a grass 

roots project.  If the government does not sponsor “it” then “it” does not get done; it is 

not developed or even considered as a viable option. 139

The initiative needs to come from Turkish women, who traditionally network on 

their own behalf.  In the context of Mediterranean cultures, networking among women 

who wish to divide domestic labor in order to reduce the monotony and stresses 

associated with their daily routines, is quite common. Women’s networks are mentioned 

in historical records concerning social life in Ancient Greece.  Some of these records

concern religious festivals that were organized and financed by women’s networks.140

Concerning Italian women and their networks, research has shown the importance of 

139 This lack of political involvement and/or interest was often mentioned by Dr. Juffinger, Ms. Halide, and 
Mrs. Bauer.
140 Cartledge, Paul, Paul Millett, and Stephen Todd eds. Nomos: Essays in Athenian Law, Politics and 
Society. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2003, 157.
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women’s networks in anchoring themselves as focal points of household organization and 

family life.   Inter- and intra-family ties function as reciprocal systems that redistribute 

resources and information and establish the social standing of individual women.  They 

determine the positions of women of a particular family in relationship to other local 

households.141

In other western European countries such as Spain and Portugal, women’s 

networks are primarily created to offer mutual assistance.  Women organize themselves 

into associations autonomous from those of men and establish relationships with other 

homes.  Yet these are not large public groups equivalent to masculine ones.142  Instead 

they are usually confined to specific neighborhoods and/or extended families within a 

given area.  Being part of an Italian-Austrian family myself, I remember the way women 

relied on each other for mutual assistance and support whenever occasions, such as 

family celebrations and small and overwhelming tragedies occurred.  Sometimes, when 

junior members of the family needed to establish their social ranking, they too would ask 

or offer their help with projects.  This eventually gained them reputation and status within 

the network.143

In a Turkish community, women’s reliance upon each other is the norm.  Not only 

do they cooperate with each other to facilitate daily life, they are also willing to work in 

141 Ginsborg, Paul. Italy and Its Discontents: Family, Civil Society, State. New York: St. Martin’s Press, 
2003, 78.  I remember the formidable regime of my extended family’s women and the way the matriarchs 
ruled the roost, quite well.  Their power could reach across the Italian-Austrian border with ease.
142 Vale de Almeida,  Miguel. The Hegemonic Male: Masculinity in a Portuguese Town, New Directions 
in Anthropology Series. Providence: Berghahn Books, Inc., 1996.
143 I heard about the power structure created by the women of the Italian part of my family throughout my 
childhood and adolescence.  My Austrian relatives rarely cooperated and asking for help was frowned 
upon.  Apparently, working together to ease someone’s burden was considered shameful.
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privately sponsored interest groups and ethnic, political, religious, and cultural 

organizations.  Within the last two years, these affiliations have concerned themselves 

less with membership drives and more with creating programs, especially for women and 

youth, that enhance the lives of the members they already have.144 It is conceivable that 

Turkish women will eventually organize as politically motivated interest groups, given 

that the more liberal elements of the Austrian political machinery, especially the Green 

Party, are working on making political engagement interesting for minorities and women 

of all ethno-cultural backgrounds.145

One of my consultants mentioned that she and her friends hope that their 

generation will be the first one who manages to break down the barrier between them and 

their Austrian peers.  She said that, 

there are all kinds of different ethnicities going to  my school and we grow up 
together in the same towns.  When we get to know each other, we will sooner or 
later learn to accept each other and get along better.  

She was adamant in her assertion that both, native Austrians and children of Turkish 

background will benefit from sharing classroom space.  The teenage girl also mentioned 

that she noticed that her cousin who lives in a smaller town seems to be more isolated 

from her Austrian classmates than she is herself, living in Bregenz, the largest town in 

Vorarlberg.146

144 Personal communication with S. Amir, 6-29-04.  See also Kroissenbrunner, 148-9. 
145 Dr. Juffinger, Mrs. Bauer, Ms. Halide, and Mr. Amir all agreed that networking as modeled by 
MigrantInnen presents an important model for all Austrian women.   
146 This sixteen year old consultant was introduced to me by her grandmother, a client of Mihri’s, because 
the grandmother thought that I could prevail on the girl to go to university.  Her grandmother had plans for 
her that the girl did not share.  According to her grandmother, she would make a great scientist.  The girl 
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Apparently, larger towns are more open to transnational traffic, and people seem 

to be more accepting of the other.  The fact that most MigrantInnen live in the towns 

reflects the fact that a more accepting environment coincides with employment 

opportunities.  Given that most of the work is to be found in the towns and cities, it is 

only logical that the majority of the Turkish residents and Turko-Austrian citizens live in 

the larger cities where work is easier to obtain and their numbers can sustain viable 

communities.  Their social organizations run parallel to those of other Austrians and 

provide them with support and assistance in case of need.

4. The (Cultural) Battle Zones: In/Visible Veils 

The fact that Muslims do represent a sizeable migrant group, especially the 

Turkish population which is visibly present in urban centers, is perceived as a threat to 

the religious and cultural homogeneity of the state.  The mistrust exhibited toward 

Muslim MigrantInnen can be located deep within the collective consciousness of 

Christian Europe.  The fear of and fascination with the Muslim other harkens back to the 

days of the Crusades, the Mongol forays into Europe, and the Ottoman sieges of Vienna.  

It has yet to be acknowledged—both by the general population and the Austrian 

government—that Austria, like many other European countries, needs MigrantInnen and 

their children to help maintain a large enough pool of working adults to assure that the 

economic system can sustain at least some of the social services they currently provide 

wanted to become a teacher.  I weaseled out of the tug-of-war by suggesting she do both; after all, she was 
bright, young, and had extraordinary support from her family.
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their citizens.  Within the European Union, movement of individuals in search of 

economic opportunities has become easier as border controls disappear.  “At the same 

time, the southern and eastern boundaries of the EU have become more tightly controlled 

in an attempt to keep out economic and racial undesirables from eastern Europe and 

Africa, leading to the development of the concept of Fortress Europe, which countless 

people wish to enter but which is guarded like a medieval castle under siege from the 

infidel.”147

There is of course an additional wrinkle in this tightly woven fabric of 

Fremdenfeindlichkeit, socioeconomic interdependence, and the mounting confusion over 

Austrian and European identity.  Most MigrantInnen do not consider assimilation—the 

preferred mode of integration as far as Austrian politicians are concerned—to be the only 

or best choice to make in their quest for a new identity.148 The women I spoke with 

informed me that they would like to be able to hold on to some parts of their original 

culture while picking and choosing what to adapt from the new culture to create a hybrid 

identity that suits their circumstances and personal and/or individual idiosyncrasies. 

Identity is the locale of the real conflict.  Identity ideologies are in conflict and 

confusion reigns supreme.  The creation of the European Union has brought 

socioeconomic turmoil and changes in the political landscape.  As is common during 

times of stress, when social and economic paradigms shift, people have a tendency to 

147 Panayi, 147.
148 The issue of assimilation as the preferred mode of dealing with MigrantInnen was explained to me by 
Dr. Denz who, as a sociologist, has researched people’s attitudes concerning migration.  His work also 
includes the role religious practice and beliefs play in this regard. 
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look for scapegoats and enemies. The others are ascribed enemy status because of their 

potential as reproducers who multiply the number of outsiders and conspire to dilute and 

destroy our nation with numerous offspring.149  In this particular instance, images of the 

ignorant, over-sexed, immoral, undisciplined Turkish Other overtake otherwise rational 

minds.  Austrian nationals, themselves members of a wide variety of ethnic forbears, are 

concerned with maintaining the nation‘s character.  As far as my consultants are 

concerned, Austrians view themselves as members of a white Christian nation that feels 

threatened by the growing numbers of non-white, non-Christian MigrantInnen.

An article available on the website of the Islamische Glaubensgemeinschaft in 

Österreich, gives a concise description of a newly discovered disease: Islamophobia.  It 

is apparently a new term introduced in Austria not long ago.   According to the 

anonymous author there are three periods when Islamophobia is to be dealt with in a 

specific way: 

1. 1999, when we needed to find a word to name what the FPÖ (Freedom 
Party) had made populist use of during the elections – awakening fears 
against the Muslim population.

2. September 11th 2001 with all its consequences.

3. Autumn 2002 when a broad discussion on the topic of a probable Turkish 
EU membership started and focused on Islam.150

149 Julie Mostov. “Sexing the Nation/Desexing the Body: Politics of National Identity in the Former 
Yugoslavia.” In Gender Ironies of Nationalism, edited by Tamar Mayer, 89-112, 91. New York: Routledge, 
2000.
150 Islamische Glaubensgemeinschaft in Österreich. “Expertengespräch in Brüssel zu “Islamophobia” am 
6. Februar 2003.”  www.derIslam.at (accessed 4-11-05).
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The same article also mentions that Islamophobia can be found across all social 

strata, and that MigrantInnen—no matter how highly educated they are—face 

discrimination in the labor and housing market.  Women who wear headscarves also face 

aggression, ranging from insults to rude and threatening behavior that sometimes includes 

violence.  None of my consultants had been threatened with violence, but some of them 

did complain about rude stares and comments, as well as a general lack of friendliness 

and good manners exhibited towards them. The article also reminds its readers that just 

because violence and terrorism is disseminated via media, does not mean that all Muslims 

are terrorists and that many of them are in fact loyal members of a democratic society.

Insular thinking and fear of the ubiquitous other slows the process of integration 

of Turkish MigrantInnen and other naturalized citizens.  Both Turkish and Austrian 

consultants agreed that there are few opportunities to make social contact with each other. 

Ms. Halide pointed to an additional problem many Turkish women face, the social and 

cultural disparity between earlier and more recent MigrantInnen.  Ms. Halide and Mr. 

Amir, among others, mentioned that the difference in socioeconomic and educational 

backgrounds between the two groups of migrants is marked.  Among the current arrivals, 

the majority hail from Turkey’s larger cities, while earlier MigrantInnen usually came 

from rural regions.  One of the newly arrived women told me that she experienced

extreme culture shock when she arrived in the Bregenz, the largest town in Vorarlberg.151

151 We met in the park when I had to take a break from my incessant coffee consumption.  She was 
watching her toddler play in the sandbox and looked somewhat sad and bored.  Never one to miss an 
opportunity to talk, I asked her where she came from and all those questions that establish some common 
ground.  The information in the following paragraph is distilled from our conversation that Saturday 
afternoon in July, 2004. 
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“Now that I am here in the West, where everything is supposed to be better and more 

modern than at home” she said, “I am always bored and frustrated.”  She bemoaned the 

lack of social interaction with her neighbors, and the fact that she did not have any close 

friends, even after having lived in Austria for more than two years.  Taking care of the 

boy was certainly part of her role as a mother, but what of her role as a high school math 

teacher?  She told me that in Turkey, her mother and her aunts would have taken care of 

her child, while she went to work.  In Ankara, the city of her birth, she would have had 

social discourses with colleagues, peers, friends, and family.  The intellectual and social 

stimuli a city like Istanbul or Ankara can provide are gone; instead, small town mentality 

and corresponding lack in creative, educational, and social outlets had relegated her to a 

life of boredom, restricted further by lack of communication skills. She was completely 

dependent on her husband’s ability and willingness to mediate between domestic and 

public space.  She spoke English well, but she had only started to learn German a few 

weeks ago.

As Mihri among others pointed out, another divide apparent in the social structure 

of the migrant population is that second and third generation Turks are more conservative 

and traditionally oriented that their newly arrived counterparts, who come from a modern, 

westernized and technologically advanced country that furthers women’s independence 

to a greater degree than Austrian society does.  The two groups inhabit somewhat 

different worlds.  Those who settled in Austria in the last two decades and who came here 

to join families that had migrated earlier are not only better educated than their 

precursors, they are also from a different ideological environment—the cities. 
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These differences between the two groups can be quite striking.  Every time I 

took my sons to the local Turkish store to shop and socialize, I would find women to talk 

to.  They ranged across all age groups, some dressed in hejab, others in western dress.  

There were teenagers and young women in formfitting dresses who wore head coverings 

that framed their faces.  Mihri, the proprietress, took it upon herself to initiate me into the 

social structure of her community, she had a business woman’s keen eye for detail and a 

remarkable sense of humor.  While her husband sat outside the store and met with the un-

and underemployed men of the neighborhood, she ran the store and wo/manned the 

register.

This small supermarket is the social focus of the neighborhood and the first place 

the newly arrived MigrantInnen usually see welcoming them as they stepped off their 

trains.  We first met when I came to her store where she and her husband sold everything 

from Turkish food, clothing, and household goods imported from Turkey to a Döner 

Kebab, or gyro as it is called in the United States.  I went in to get a snack for my 

youngest son and a bottle of water for the older one and me.  It was a hot and humid day 

and I was walking very slowly with my cane.  As I stood there and paid, she asked me if I 

was having a bad day.  I explained that I was not feeling particularly bad; it was merely 

an effect that humidity had on me.  This was how we became acquainted.  Our first 

conversation centered on women’s clothing and what could be learned from appearances. 

She admitted that I looked like a frumpy housewife without basic fashion sense 

and she assumed that my husband had long ago left me for a more sophisticated and 

enticing woman.  When I told her why I had come to Austria, namely to do research, she 
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amended her low opinion of me and changed it to the more favorable assumption that I 

was an “intellectual”, who  simply had more important things to do than worry about 

appearance.  Therefore, my husband was now the proud father of two good sons and 

lucky to have such a wife who could raise the boys right.  Had not Muhammad insisted 

that women needed education to fulfill their duty to raise good, moral, intelligent 

children?  I was now a mother who had value in her eyes; I was a learned woman.   How 

fast things can change; how differently jeans and a t-shirt can be interpreted.

I soon took up residence in the train station’s café across the street from the store. 

The café was owned by some entrepreneurial young men who were themselves third 

generation Turko-Austrians. Some days I would simply watch the people who went 

shopping in the store.  There, being at the main transportation node of the city, I could 

observe all kinds of women walk past me.  I do include non-Muslim women in this 

account for the simple reason that they too follow socio-cultural models that prescribe 

traditionally acceptable dress for women.  

Among the women who walked past me were young ones in very tight fitting 

dresses who wore head scarves.  Some older women wore the traditional loose fitting 

pants, loose dresses and headscarves commonly associated with rural women from 

Anatolia.  It was not unusual to see groups of women, some of them clearly related, in 

varying stages of hejab.  A more rarely encountered grouping was a mix of Austrian and 

Turkish girls together, whereas women in their twenties and older were more often 

visible in mixed groups.
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The reasons for wearing hejab are certainly as varied as the styles the women 

seemed to prefer.  From casual conversations with willing subjects, it appears that for the 

majority of the women concerned, hejab is a personal preference that sometimes runs 

counter to the wishes of their families; other times it is supported but not mandated; then 

there are instances where hejab is the family norm and the young women conform at the 

lowest level of compliance possible—a compliance that ends once they leave the family 

household, either because of marriage or because they enter the work force or the 

university.  There are also small numbers of women who wear head coverings out of 

religious conviction.152

Apparently, hejab is a political barometer as well as a visible identity marker; one 

that says, “I am not like you and I do not wish to be confused with you!”  It makes an 

ideological and political statement that positions the wearer on the other side; a side 

populated by those who do not want to blend in with the natives but wish to stake out a 

new territory located between the recent MigrantInnen from the cities and the old women 

who never even bothered to learn German because they still believe in the popular myth 

of the return to the motherland.  

The question of identity is often at the root of the veiling issue.  Wearing clothing 

in a manner that is not consistent with the way the normative Austrian woman is dressed 

is an act of rebellion against the rigidity of a social system that has not yet made space for 

152 I spoke to two women who said that they and their daughters—who appeared to be in their mid-teens—
covered their heads because this is what the Qur’an demanded.  None of the other women present spoke out 
on the topic of scriptural interpretation.  Apparently religious conviction is accepted as such and needs no 
further comments.   Four middle-aged women simply stated that they had always worn them and saw no 
reason to change their habits.  These six women had lived in Austria between three to eleven years.
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a new reality that includes a hybrid culture.  The perceived threat to the cultural 

homogeneity and the pride of Mozart’s nation and their alleged cultural superiority makes 

the idea that cultural hybridity is becoming a reality too scary to contemplate or accept.

The issue of veiling and the opposition to it by the majority of Austrians who 

view Muslims who wear their religio-cultural heritage visibly in the public sphere is 

marked.  What most opponents to veiling do not seem to comprehend is that some form 

of “veiling” is practiced by every culture, including their own.  It is part of a sociocultural 

dress code. Some individuals’ non-adherence to a commonly accepted dress code 

threatens the cultural ideal of a homogeneous people and is understood as an attack on 

the nation.  As my Austrian consultants repeatedly pointed out to me, “they do not even 

try to fit in; they wear funny clothes.”153  The issue that causes the most consternation is 

apparently clothing.  Or more precisely, the fact that some clothing is culturally 

sanctioned by the hegemonic group, while other items are visible markers of 

heterogeneity.  Hejab is a symbol of the growing influence of globalism.  

It is also a symbol of warring ideologies and individual women’s struggle for a 

clear identity.  Shirin Ebadi, the Iranian Nobel Peace Prize winner, stated in a conference 

entitled “European Conference Cities for Human Rights”, held in Nürnberg, Germany in 

December of 2004, that while in Iran, women were forced to wear hejab, in Europe hejab 

was forbidden.  “Why,” she asked, “could women not decide for themselves if they 

153 This is the comment most often heard when I asked why MigrantInnen have such a hard time finding 
social acceptance in Vorarlberg.  
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wanted to wear hejab or not?”154  Ebadi is not the only one who struggles to find an 

answer to this politically loaded question.

A round table discussion moderated by Birgit Sauer, professor at the Institute for 

Political Science at the University of Vienna, in January 2005, tried to sort out just 

exactly what the issue with hejab is.  As it turned out, the members of the public who 

came to the discussion saw women’s head coverings predominantly as a sign of women’s 

oppression and a general refusal to fit in with the local population.  Amena El-Zayat, 

political scientist and Islamic studies scholar, contributed to the apparently emotion laden

discussion by asking the participants if they really thought that all Muslim women were 

one undifferentiated mass, or could they be seen and treated as separate individuals?  The 

catholic theologian Clausia Mitscha-Eible reminded the audience that hejab is usually 

more of a problem for those who debate it than those who wear it.  In that vein, Jale 

Akcil, an historian and journalist, added that most women did not experience hejab as a 

tool of suppression, but as a way of expressing their own individuality and identity.  It 

was a way to differentiate oneself from the other.155

The idea that the other is not an undifferentiated body of people, but a number of 

individuals with different motivations, traditions, needs, and agendas is slowly being 

introduced into the sociopolitical discourse.  Austria is a country with constitutionally 

154 “Ebadi befürwortet freie Entscheidung: Iranische Friedensnobelpreisträgerin verurteilt "Kultur des 
Chauvinismus", nicht den Islam.”  dieStandard 12-9-2004  http://diestandard.at/ (5-10-2005).  The 4th 
“Europäische Konferenz Städte für die Menschenrechte" was held on 12-9/10-2004, in an effort to address 
human rights issues particular to metropolitan areas in the EU.  The conference cities referred to are 
Barcelona, St. Denise, Lyon, Venice, and Nürnberg.
155 “Viel mehr als ein Stück Stoff: Expertinnen diskutierten am Podium rund um Kopftuch und Schleier im 
öffentlichen Raum.” http://diestandard.at (accessed, 5-8-2005).
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guaranteed freedom of religion, where hejab is not a matter for the courts as it appears to 

be in France and Germany.  Liese Prokop, minister of the interior who tried to push for a 

new law forbidding teachers to wear head scarves in schools, was rebuked by education 

minister Elisabeth Gehrer, who reminded her and the rest of the ministry of the interior 

that such a law would be unconstitutional and against EU anti-discrimination policies.156

The conferences and round tables organized by associations, institutes, and 

universities like the ones mentioned above, show the need for broad based dialogue on 

matters concerning identity and plurality.  Apparently, many Austrians feel that their 

cultural homogeneity is under attack.  Like other Europeans, Austrians view culture as a 

category commonly divided into an idealized and presumably esteemed “high” culture 

and its compliment “popular” culture, which is mostly considered to be of lesser value.  

This fear of losing the cultural high-ground is embedded in the slowly developing 

awareness that Austria is just another speck on the constantly evolving map of the 

European Union.  Like other nations, Austrians have constructed an ideal past, complete 

with heroes, memorable events, and a canon of literature that immortalizes the social and 

aesthetical values that reflect the traditional norms of a (mostly) mythical Golden Age. 

Thus, the created culture-on-a-pedestal represents the model against which all actions 

and behaviors are judged.  Now there are MigrantInnen who have come to stay, and they 

wear clothing that makes them look other—the cultural paradigm needs a facelift and 

reorientation, it seems.

156 “Bildungsministerium: Es gibt kein Verbot in Österreich.“ dieStandard 3-8-2005. http://diestandard.at
(accessed 5-17-2005).
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Clearly, the threat women in hejab pose to the political and social order of Austria 

operates on two levels. First, it openly documents the presence of women who refuse to 

be assimilated into the hegemonic culture.  Second, it shows that the end of a cherished 

ideal—that of a superior and hence unassailable culture—has arrived.  Austrian identity 

is under assault, and it is not a matter of victory over an enemy who can be repelled and 

sent back to its point of origin.  It is a battle fought on ideological grounds that will 

decide if Austrians can insist on assimilation of the foreign elements, or accept the fact 

that integration does not necessitate the other’s capitulation and denial of identity.

As far as Turkish MigrantInnen are concerned, the first generation knew they 

were Turkish and would never be anything else.  They came to earn money and 

eventually return home, although most stayed and had their families join them.  Their 

priorities were of an economic, rather than political nature.  The second generation,

though, has identity issues: they are neither “real” Turks nor “real” Austrians, but a blend 

of both, hence understood by neither group and mistrusted by the political system.  

Hybrid status has both advantages and disadvantages, it seems.  One advantage is 

bilingualism; the other the freedom to create a new social order; after all, neither the 

Turkish nor the Austrian elements of the nation can quite decide where to put them, other 

than in a category of their own.

The obsession of many Austrians with their notions of culture, nation, order, and a 

conformist bourgeois lifestyle does not meld well with a more relaxed, less rigid 

approach to life that is more commonly found south of Austria’s borders.  The possible 

battle over political influence between Islam and Christianity is not even considered at 
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this time.157  The current conflict concerning identity and possible cultural pluralism is 

expressed in the sociopolitical arena.  Sooner or later religion will officially enter the fray 

as well.  In due time, the values of yesterday’s Austria will be challenged by Islam, which 

already constitutes a visible presence in the socioreligious landscape.

5.  Religious and Social Institutions

Within the context of the sacred, women and men exist in an uneasy truce.  

Scriptural traditions clearly delineate female and male social standing, and by implication 

delineate women’s spiritual functions.  A woman’s role as mother and sacrificial pawn 

might be exalted and used as a model for earthly woman to emulate. But, idealism aside, 

women are constantly confronted with the reality that they are categorically subordinate 

to men.  In the sphere of spirituality, this is achieved by reference to scripture and the 

hierarchical structures that administer and govern the world’s faiths.  “[C]ross-cultural 

studies show that women’s position in religion is often a reflection, however oblique, of 

women’s status in society.”  Religious traditions commonly “reflect and reinforce cultural 

values and patterns of social organization.”158 In Austria, a Catholic state, women base

part of their self-image on a canon that portrays most women as deficient on spiritual and 

moral grounds, and from which women’s contributions have been largely excluded.

157 Adam Lebor. A Heart Turned East: Among the Muslims of Europe & America. New York: St. Martin's 
Press, 1997, 192. 
158 Ursula King. “Introduction: Gender and the Study of Religion.” In Religion and Gender, edited by 
Ursula King, 1-38, 17. Oxford, UK: Blackwell Publishers, 1995.
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Today, the European Commission on Gender Parity attempts to raise women’s 

social and economic status.  The Catholic Church, historically embedded in the political 

process of empire and nation, is loath to share its power with any one entity, be it 

religious or secular. The presence of the largest religious minority group—Turkish 

Muslims—is a painful reminder of a time when the Ottoman Empire ended at the gates of 

Vienna.  Now it appears that Islam has finally conquered the West—in a fairly bloodless 

manner, it might be added.  Therefore, it is not a farfetched notion that Islam will become 

a factor in how the country constructs is developing identity.  The creation of the 

European Union has made it necessary to contemplate just what the nature of the new 

polity ought to become.  

Many of Europe’s Muslims are second- or third-generation MigrantInnen who 

were born and raised in Europe and consider it their home.  Some are fully integrated into 

their adopted countries.  “Others, because of a sense of economic deprivation, social 

isolation, or overall alienation from the broader society, are looking to their cultural roots, 

especially Islam, in order to gain a sense of identity and frame of reference.”  Then there 

is another group of Muslims who want to be both Muslim and European.  They are the 

Muslims who pose the greatest challenge to other Muslims (those who wish to assimilate 

and those who try to maintain a traditionalist life style), and to European societies.159 One 

young consultant spoke to me about her choice in lifestyle.

159 Shireen T. Hunter, and Simon Serfaty. “Introduction.” In Islam, Europe's Second Religion: The New 
Social, Cultural, and Political Landscape, edited by Shireen T. Hunter, xiii-xvii, xiv. Westport, CT: 
Praeger Publishers, 2002. 
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My parents complain that I’m too much of an Austrian, my friends say I’m too 
much of an Anatolian bumpkin, and I tell them to just let me be myself.  I’ve 
never been in Turkey, I never dressed like my grandma, and I don’t have any 
brothers to harass me.  I’m just a normal Austrian girl with a great fashion 
sense.160

And the girl is right about the need to look “right”.  Looks matter greatly, as 

Shireen Hunter and Simon Serfaty have pointed out.  When mosques are built and 

women in hejab walk through towns, Islam becomes visible. This causes the level of 

discomfort to rises among the natives, who consider the visibility of the other a threat to 

their sociocultural norms and secular traditions.161  That this applies even to the smallest 

polities in Austria became clear to me when I spoke to Austrian women of my and my 

mother’s generation.  We remember the exotic other of the 1970s and 80s.  These  

women were exotic because they were rarely noticed, as there were relatively few of 

them, or so we thought, because the majority of MigrantInnen were men who worked 

long hours in factories and at menial jobs.  In their free time, they stayed amongst 

themselves and segregated in Gastarbeiter ghettos, unless they were professionals with 

social standing—a rare thing indeed, until recently.

But by the 1990s the change in composition of migrant population became 

noticeable.  Suddenly, Austrians noticed that there were entire communities of Muslims 

living among them.  The other had become visible.  As long as the other was primarily 

160 Concerning my translations of conversations with consultants, I would like to point out that I translated 
them to retain the spirit of what was said.  It is difficult to get the flavor of the vernacular into English 
without resorting to slang, something I feel is inappropriate in this instance.  The comment about fashion 
sense was directed against me.  We had been discussing hejab and what constitutes appropriate dress for 
women of my advanced age and I had been told for the hundredth time just how terrible my fashion 
transgressions were.
161 Hunter and Serfaty, xiv.
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represented by men, the ideology and/or mythology associated with the Gastarbeiter

phenomenon could be and was acceptable.  But then the women appeared, walking 

around in unusual garb, wearing colorful clothing, speaking foreign languages, and 

occupying our space.

The myth of return died—not only for the European host countries, but also for 

most MigrantInnen who became aware that they no longer blended in with their families 

and friends in the old country.  At this time the fear of cultural annihilation or at least loss 

of cultural identity entered the picture on both sides of the migrant equation.  Apparently, 

for most Austrians, this happened overnight.162

Turks, too, were/are concerned with loss of cultural identity.  Austrians, firmly 

ensconced on the pedestal of  high culture, grounded in the creations of its illustrious 

artists and the contributions made by imperial patrons of the arts, fear that “their” cultural 

identity will be sullied by the newest addition to the nation—MigrantInnen.  Turks, the 

largest cultural minority in the country, often worry that their cultures will be lost in the 

hegemonic sociocultural system.163 The fear of losing connection with their roots 

dominates much of the sociopolitical discourses among MigrantInnen.  The awareness 

that the new home-country is somewhat reluctant to make intellectual and even physical 

162 I gathered this from the conversations I had with numerous women during our ubiquitous café sessions.  
I left Austria before family reunification became the norm rather than the exception.  It seems that most of 
my informants literally woke up one day and noticed Turkish women and their families living among them. 
163 I use culture in the plural here, because Kurds, Alevis, rural and urban, as well as illiterate and educated 
migrants might all share an overarching Turko-Islamic identity, yet that does not mean that they are of a 
monolithic “Turkish” identity.  As regards religion, neither Muslims nor Christians automatically qualify as 
being religious; neither group identifies itself first according to religion, but according to nation of origin.  
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space for its new inhabitants, can lead to a retrenchment in traditional norms and an 

engagement of Islam as the most relevant source of identity.

And so Turks, who under most circumstances would keep their religious life 

private and out of the public arena, especially in a country where they are a minority, join 

religious groups that are mostly sponsored by Arab states and private Islam-based 

organizations.  The Turkish state, possessed of a secular ideology, sponsors only cultural 

organizations abroad.164 This helps maintain the appearance of a monolithic Turkish 

identity primarily geared toward western consumption.  Kurds and Alevis exist as 

discreet, self-contained groups who prefer to remain separate from the majority of ethnic 

Turks who comprise the Sunni majority.  For Turks who are confronted by an alien 

religio-cultural environment, Islam has become important as a sign of self-conscious 

group identification, more so than in modern Turkey, where Islam may be mostly 

ascriptive.165

For Turkish women, who cannot easily join mixed-gender social groups of any 

kind, belonging to a mosque-sponsored organization or a parent group involved in 

matters pertaining to their children’s education is a valid alternative to membership in a 

political or church-based social organization that caters to the interests of Christian 

Austrians.  I was informed that Austrian women are most reluctant to start or participate 

164 Mr. Amir informed me that those cultural festivals/events are mostly organized for western Europeans 
to introduce them to Turkish culture and entice them to travel to Turkey.  He also said that sometimes older 
Turks bring their grandchildren to those events to introduce them to their culture.
165 Moustapha Diop, and Laurence Michalak. “Refuge” and “Prison”: Islam, Ethnicity, and the Adaptation 
of Space in Workers' Housing in France.” In Making Muslim Space in North America and Europe, edited 
by Barbara Daly Metcalf, 74-91, 86. Berkley: University of California Press, 1996.



129

in an organization that does not have official endorsement.166  This official sanction can 

come from the Church, a political party, or a local guild.  Women do not seem to be 

interested in privately organizing on a political and/or social level.  As Mrs. Bauer had 

repeatedly mentioned, that would lay the individual women who joined together open to 

accusations of being feminists—a truly insulting accusation.

Turkish MigrantInnen have not yet internalized this attitude towards women’s 

agency and therefore still follow their traditional patterns.  Judging by the information I 

gathered from my consultants, most Turkish women are part of large community or 

mosque based networks that serve them well during the acclimatization process.  They 

can rely on each other for help in all aspects of life, be it a private matter or dealings with 

the governmental agencies that regulate everyone’s existence.  In general, Turkish 

women take advantage of the networks they create and maintain.

In Vorarlberg, the only non-governmental, non-religious organization that tries to 

help women navigate through Austria’s androcentric environment is Femail, an 

organization funded by a number of local and national governmental agencies, and 

corporate donations.  As Dr. Juffinger pointed out, multiple funding partners help 

maintain the organization’s independence.  Yet, even Femail only exists because of a 

political directive.  Austria, like all other member countries of the European Union, has to 

comply with the policies aimed at establishing gender parity within the union.  In order to 

166 Dr. Juffinger, Mrs. Bauer and Ms. Halide, among others have repeatedly pointed out to me that without 
official sponsors there is hardly any interest in joining a group of any kind.
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address the problems women face in daily discourses, organizations such as Femail were 

established.

The organization’s primary function is to serve as a clearinghouse for women.  It 

is a place where they can get information and referrals to aid them in their attempts to 

help themselves.  Dr. Juffinger emphasized that

the purpose of Femail is women’s empowerment.  It is a place where they 
are safe; where they can talk to each other and make connections; where 
they have access to information and where they can learn how to deal with 
bureaucracy.  We have translators available, can get them set up with 
lawyers and social workers, and enroll them in language classes.  All 
women can come here. Ethnicity, religion, nationality and marital status or 
age do not matter.  They find us through word of mouth and they keep 
coming as long as they need us.

This is why an organization like Femail is so important.  There, women of all 

nationalities, religions, and cultural backgrounds can get help with personal, educational, 

legal and any and all other problems that arise in daily discourses.  

There are faith- based organizations for Christian Austrian women as well.  Yet, 

women’s organizations sponsored by the Church are general charities and not women’s 

self-help groups, and while they sometimes do help mothers in distress, they are not set 

up to promote women’s independence or empower women to become autonomous.

Groups working under the auspices of the Catholic Church hierarchy traditionally 

relegate women to helper roles in the social programs advocated by the Church.  Women 

provide Church-based charities with a dedicated and extremely cheap source of labor.  

Any program sponsored by the Church is constructed to reinforce and affirm the 

patriarchal social stratification typical of both Catholicism and traditional society.  
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Another unfortunate result of the way women are incorporated and employed within 

charitable organizations is that the hierarchical make-up serves to reinforce the attitude 

that women, regardless of their activities, need to be supervised by men.

Religious tradition is of course one of the foundations of an individual’s identity. 

Social norms and the internal dialogue created by informal and formal education all work 

together to affirm a woman’s place in this world.  An individual’s understanding of her 

religious tradition develops from the information transmitted within the family and the 

social environment.  Her sense of self is mediated by the expectations society has of her 

as representative of the (current) ideal woman.  A woman constructs her self under this 

pressure.  From conversations with local women I gathered that the social pressure to 

conform results in a fairly low evaluation of woman’s role as human being.  My 

consultants see themselves mirrored in the eyes of a misogynistic church that is 

intimately linked to the political power structure, which in turn espouses traditionalist and 

conservative social values that limit women to their biological functions.

The Catholic Church has historically emphasized “the family as woman’s place of 

life and work, apart from appealing to their wish to uphold Catholic ideals.”167  In this 

respect, service positions such as nursing, clerical work, and teaching—but not in 

institutions of higher education—were most compatible with middle-class values and the 

Catholic Church’s idea that women ought to live in service to men, and by extension the 

167 Brigitta Bader-Zaar. “Women in Austrian Politics, 1890-1934: Goals and Visions.” In Austrian Women 
in the Nineteenth and Twentieth Centuries: Cross-Disciplinary Perspectives, edited by David F. Good, 
May J. Maynes and Margarete Grandner, 59-90, 74. Providence: Berghahn Books, 1996 . 
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state.168  Being raised in such an ideological environment can also explain the self-

effacing demeanor of so many women, as Mrs. Bauer mentioned multiple times when we 

spoke about the unwillingness of women to form self-help groups or forge organizations 

without official sponsorship.169

After listening to what my Turkish consultants had to say about their social 

networks, I am of the opinion that these provide them with opportunities to create a sense 

of community and a safety net in times of need.  In that, these groups seem to serve 

women better than the organizations that Austrian women have so far been able to create 

under the auspices of state or church.  To reiterate what many of my dialogue partners 

stated, Austrian women will not get together to form social networks unless some 

political, church- or union-based group sponsor it.  The usefulness of such women’s 

organizations for the women who comprise them is limited to the prestige the individual 

participant can derive from their membership.  Their purpose is commonly directed 

towards goals the church hierarchy or political leaders deem of value in the service of the 

state.  As closely aligned as church and state elites are, there is virtually no difference 

between their sociopolitical agendas, and a group’s ideology can be safely substituted for 

the other. Turkish MigrantInnen and their extended social networks are less affected by 

the hegemonic model than other Austrians.  The fact that the Catholic Church has no

168 Erna M. Appelt. “Women in the Austrian Economy.” In Women in Austria, edited by Günter Bischof, 
Anton Pelinka and Erika Thurner, 83-103, 122. New Brunswick: Transaction Publishers, 1998.  See also 
Gertraud Diem-Wille. “Femininity and Professionalism: A Psychoanalytical Study of Ambition in Female 
Academics and Managers in Austria.” In Austrian Women in the Nineteenth and Twentieth Centuries: 
Cross-Disciplinary Perspectives, edited by David F. Good, May J. Maynes and Margarete Grandner, 157-
77, 157. Providence: Berghahn Books, 1996.
169 Mrs. Bauer was openly discouraged regarding the disinterest she encountered when trying to get women 
to create unofficial networks that would ultimately benefit them in a variety of endeavors. 
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influence over their social spaces or that the local mosques are not primarily invested in 

maintaining the current political power structure lets Muslim women continue their 

traditional social structures unfettered by the constraints put on Christian Austrians.  

As far as cross-cultural dialogue is concerned, my informants all agreed that the 

language barrier is the primary stumbling block in the creation of discourses.  Not only 

are women restricted by social conventions that relegate them to the domestic sphere and 

concomitant social background, but both, Turko-Islamic and Austro-Catholic cultures are 

patriarchal.  Therefore, both groups are bounded by androcentric paradigms that devalue 

women’s contributions to the public sphere.  Nevertheless, many women do try to 

improve their situation within the perimeters of the allowable and traditional ideational 

framework.
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CHAPTER 4: Gender as Cultured by Church Politics

1. Gender, Cultural Space and Religious Politics 

Cultures are not solidly bounded entities.  Clifford Geertz posits that they develop 

and adapt to changing circumstances.  This means changes are the norm and ‘culture’ is a 

transitory state of becoming.  Cultures are bodies of knowledge and performances held 

together by porous nets that allow change and transformation.  This is why those who 

leave their homes for another place can never go home again.  

This not merely my private observation but also an assertion proven to be a fact in 

the case of my Turkish consultants whose families came to stay for a few years decades 

ago, and are now raising the fourth generation of Turks in Austria.  Although many do 

and did return to Turkey periodically to spend their vacations in the old country, most 

soon realized that their expectations and lifestyles had changed during their stay in the 

West, and that the westernization process could not be undone.  They had become 

strangers in their own country and remained such in the new one.170

Culture, gender, and nation are closely intertwined.  As elsewhere, Austrian 

women bear the brunt of nationalistic ideals as they are bound to represent the ideals of 

national culture.  “Women are represented as the atavistic and authentic body of national 

tradition (inert, backward-looking, and natural), embodying nationalism’s conservative 

170 Ms. Halide and Mr. Amir informed me that every time they were sent to Turkey as young children and 
later in their adolescence, they had difficulty fitting in and it seemed that their relatives seemed to be glad 
to see them leave again as they were perceived to be disruptive influences.
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principles of continuity.”171    Women are often constructed as an anchor of all that is 

staid, dependable, self-sacrificing, and unmoving. This makes them valued accomplices 

in the creation of the idealized “high culture” they are supposed to maintain and transmit 

to the next generation.  Yet, women are usually viewed as incapable of participating fully 

in the nation, especially on the political level.  They are commonly perceived as marred 

by irrationality, emotionality, and mental deficiency; these “failings” are also culturally 

constructed but/and internalized nevertheless. 

In contrast, men are the presumed to be progressive, forward-looking, rational 

agents “embodying nationalism’s progressive, or revolutionary, principle of 

discontinuity”.  The rupture of the imaginary time line into the past symbolized by 

woman and the future categorized as male is then experienced as a natural division, just 

like gender.  Man, nation, progress—seemingly related concepts—are ensconced on one 

side striving forward; woman, family, tradition—again ostensibly related—are anchored 

in the past; together these terms are construed to be the ‘natural’ framework of human 

existence.  The past—embodied by woman—is then presented as safe-haven to which 

man can retreat in time of stress.  Woman, on the other hand, has to maintain the myth of 

this retreat or be in peril of losing life and/or soul should she be otherwise inclined.172

The cultural comfort zone is this safe-haven.  Within its framework reside firmly 

established official history, gender roles and socioeconomic status groups that create the 

illusion that life is ordered and predictable.  

171 Ann McClintock. ““No Longer in a Future Heaven”: Gender, Race, and Nationalism.” In Dangerous 
Liaisons: Gender, Nation, and Postcolonial Perspectives, edited by Ann McClintock, Aamir Mufti and Ella 
Shohat, 89-112, 92.  Minneapolis and London: University of Minnesota Press, 1997.
172 Ibid.
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The purity of high culture is at the heart of many of the conflicts that arise 

between the Austrian state structure and the constituents of a changing nation.  Political 

rhetoric and public opinion seem to agree that Austrian culture is being undermined by 

the presence of MigrantInnen.  This fear of contamination presupposes a level of cultural 

purity that cannot realistically exist anywhere.  Still, those Austrians I spoke with 

appeared to be worried that this nebulous concept of “Austrianness” was in danger of 

disappearing under the growing influence of the many foreign elements that have been 

making their presence felt of late.  

The attitude that foreign elements within cultural and sociopolitical boundaries 

are a threat to cultural purity simply proves that most people are woefully ignorant of 

history and are still plagued by the specter of Austria’s Nazi past.173 Considering 

Austria’s history as a multi-ethnic empire, the assumption that a monolithic Austrian 

identity can exist is unrealistic. It then follows that Austrian culture is an amalgam of the 

contributions made by the country’s colorful tapestry of constituent cultural groups.

The unease concerning the changing social order is palpable among my 

consultants.  The Austrians worry about the influence the MigrantInnen’s behaviors and 

social norms might have on their way of life.  The Turkish women’s main concern was 

the isolation they felt.  During one of my visits to Mihri’s supermarket, a mother of three 

school-age children told me that most Austrian women give her dirty looks when she

wears a scarf and make comments about how oppressed and backward Turkish women 

173 That numerous peoples have moved across and settled in Austria throughout history is hardly news.  
That they all left their mark on its current cultural paradigm need not be documented either as it is self 
evident.  Nazism brought with it the assumption that Austrians ought to possess pride in their Germanness. 
For a detailed account of the establishment of “racial purity” see Pietr M. Judson’s essay.
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are. She also said, “but when we dress like them we get dirty looks from our own 

families, because that makes us look traitors to our heritage”.

It’s so stupid, this whole debate over clothes.  What’s the difference between a 
designer dress I buy here and one I buy in Istanbul, besides the price?  Not all of 
us are farmers from Anatolia, I have never even been outside a large city until I 
came to Austria, and believe me, people are backwards here when compared to 
my city.174

The issue here is a clash of social norms and cultural values.  Although the 

women I became acquainted with saw it as a culture clash, it seems more likely that the 

unease with how the other presents herself in public was rooted in the differences 

between rural and urban lifestyles.   After listening to women of both ethnicities, and 

observing them interact with the each other, I do not see a marked and/or substantial 

difference in how Turkish and Austrian women perform their roles as wives and mothers.

It seems that the differences both groups perceive are mostly in the eye of the beholder.

Austrians are concerned that their cultural heritage is lost among the clutter of cultural 

paradigms that apparently lost their moorings once the borders disappeared in the 

European Union.  Turkish MigrantInnen, too, fear that their heritage is lost in this

amalgam.  Their unease concentrates on what they perceive as threat to their autonomy—

the insistence of the host country that all migrants assimilate.

MigrantInnen inhabit the liminal spaces where they are classifiable as part of a 

clearly identified collectivity.  They are the perpetual other.  Legally, this otherness ends 

with the acceptance of a new nationality and participation in the secular rituals that 

174 This conversation took place on a rainy July evening in 2004, and like so many others centered on 
clothing and the difficulty of maintaining cultural autonomy.
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accompany such an event.  In reality, the new citizen’s integration into her/his new 

sociocultural and political environment depends on just how other s/he is perceived.  “On 

applying the concept of liminality to emigration, it becomes clear that the emigrant is in a 

situation of ‘betwixt-and-between’ which, in this context, means between cultures and 

countries.”175  Anja Hänsch points out, that this leads us who have emigrated to question 

both our culture of origin and the new culture we try to embrace.  It also allows us to 

select the aspects of the two cultures we can embrace and pass those on to our 

descendants, while leaving the more unappetizing ones aside.

It remains to be seen if Europeans are able and/or willing to blend their cultures 

and create an overarching identity that supersedes local loyalties.  For example, American 

identity can include Italian, Brazilian, or Chinese cultural practices and values without an 

individual of any particular ethnicity and/or national background having to choose one 

over the other.  The fact that the European Union exists does not mean that its inhabitants 

necessarily identify as citizens of Europe.  Not one of my consultants could conceive of 

the day when they would become Europeans rather than Austrians, Turks, Germans, 

Serbs, Italians, or French, to name just those people I spoke with.  Yet, most of them 

stated that they assume this to be different for children born into this new polity.  

Mrs. Bauer informed me that schools across the continent have begun to 

emphasize cultural pluralism in textbooks.  She thinks that today’s school children will be 

better prepared to deal with the complexity of multi-culturalism.  She, and many other 

175 Anja Hänsch. “Emigration and Modernity: On the Twofold Liminality in Arab and Franco-Arab 
Literature.” In Between Europe and Islam: Shaping Modernity in a Transcultural Space, edited by Almut 
Höfert and Armando Salvatore, 143-62,144. Bruxelles: P.I.E. Lang, 2000.
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women of her generation, feel that they are the last of the “real” Austrians and Turks. 

And while they bemoan the loss of their historical identity, they also hope that the 

construction of Europeaness will make their children and grandchildren’s lives easier.

After all, the consensus appears to be that the European Union cannot be deconstructed at 

this time.176

Religion is also part of our cultural baggage.  It is no secret that religious 

traditions and practices relegate women to second class status regardless of the tradition 

involved.  Man, associated with order, structure, formal learning, rational thought, and 

intellectual ability, performs the normative aspect of religion because he is apparently 

singularly well equipped to do so.  Within this conceptual framework, woman can merely 

aspire to emulate man, and—given her assumed proclivities for disorder, irrationality,

emotionality, and her limited intellectual ability—is forever restricted to inhabit the lower 

rungs of the spiritual ladder.  Apparently, women are not spiritual enough to be included 

in the rarified air of true piety.   Where man is pious and orthodox, woman is 

superstitious and heterodox.  

An example of this schizophrenic approach to spirituality is the popular practice 

of local women to go on pilgrimage.  My mother and her contemporaries have gone on 

annual pilgrimages to different Marian shrines for over sixty years.  The following 

narrative highlights their experiences with popular religion and the attempts by the 

Catholic Church to exert control over them and their activities.

176 Ms. Halide and Mrs. Bauer agreed that it would be in the best interest of all concerned if people were 
less concerned with national identity and more with the real problems that face Europe.  During our 
conversations we spoke primarily about education, gender, and the economy.
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For years we organized the pilgrimages ourselves.  Mary would ask us who was 
interested in going and took a headcount.  Erika reserved the bus from the local 
bus company and then she would make reservations in the local Pensionen.177  It 
used to be fun; the bus trip was the best part of the pilgrimage.  We had time to 
talk about our problems and our families.  We looked forward to being in the 
presence of the Virgin Mary.  Some of us would stay together in small groups 
during our two to three day stay in places like Einsiedeln, Mariazell, or Altötting.  
Others preferred to visit the shrines alone.  We looked forward to the pilgrimage 
season every year.  Then about ten years ago the local priest got involved.  In a 
number of sermons he told us that we went on those non-sanctioned pilgrimages 
because we were misguided and gave in to our base needs for recognition.  He 
also talked about how vain we were to think that we would be heard by Mary in 
our state of spiritual impurity.178  He then sent out a letter to the congregation that 
told us about how the church was going to “help” us.

The end result was that the local priest now organizes yearly pilgrimages to 

whatever Marian shrine he deems appropriate any given year.  The church secretaries 

make all the arrangements regarding transportation and accommodations.  This has led, 

according to my consultants, to a dramatic rise in cost.  Furthermore, each bus now 

carries a young priest—the man in charge of spiritual purity—as well as a compliment of 

at least four nuns.  The priest gives a number of sermons meant to remind the women of 

their shortcomings and status as lowly petitioners.179  The nuns are supposed to lead 

prayers between the priest’s speeches.  The general feeling I got from this conversation 

was that this official intrusion into “their” spiritual space is deeply resented by my 

consultants.

177 A Pension is something like a Bed and Breakfast and ranges in comfort level from the very basic to the 
luxurious.
178 I am paraphrasing here, but I try to give voice to the women’s outrage at the priest’s presumptions that 
obviously still upset them so many years after this happened.
179 Apparently this is how my consultants perceive what is said to them.  I did not get any specific details of 
what the priests might say during those trips other than that the sermons were meant to remind women of 
their duties and failings.  It might be worth mentioning that most of my mother’s peers no longer go on 
those trips.
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A woman my age later told me that she and some of her friends go on pilgrimage 

together and avoid any such event if it is sponsored or controlled by the church.  Judging 

by that conversation, it was clear that the fact that the younger women usually have a 

driver’s license made a big difference in how a pilgrimage might be planned.  They also 

do not seem to wish to travel in large groups like the older generation did.  Locally at 

least, it appears that pilgrimage is no longer as popular as it was before the church started 

to regulate it.  As my mother said, “what’s the point of going if you can’t get away from 

men who want to control every move?”

Clearly, the church hierarchy takes issue with women’s hankering for 

independence and autonomy.  With subordination comes devaluation of everything 

women do and contribute to society in general.  No wonder then that women, regardless 

of religious denomination, concentrate their efforts in the realm of popular religious 

performance, where they can assert agency.  They can initiate and actively participate in 

rituals meant to affect their own and their family’s life.  A shrine is a public space where 

orthodoxy and heterodoxy meet.  There, woman is not subordinate to man but his equal—

a petitioner.  Pilgrimage and shrine visitation empowers women because the experience is 

not mediated by a male authority figure.  There may be male caretakers, but they do not 

interject themselves into the spiritual experience.  And if they do, as the above cited 

example shows, women eventually rebel and employ subversive methods to reinstate a 

more equitable state of affairs.

Besides pilgrimage there are of course other religious performances, such as 

prayer meetings, healing and curing ceremonies.  All women can participate in these 
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activities regardless of their social status, and many do so.  A particular performance is 

bounded by local norms or the ritual repertoire of the community.  Orthodoxy—however 

it may be interpreted—is of secondary importance.  It is in the realm of the “popular” that 

women can develop their social identity and position themselves within their community.  

Their involvement in the social aspect of the local religious tradition situates women 

within a power structure.

If they—consciously and/or unconsciously—manage to accrue prestige due to 

their involvement in ritual performances, they can gain sociopolitical power in the 

community.  Scholars like Anne Betteridge, Nancy Tapper, Michael Fischer, Fariba 

Zarinebaf-Shahir, Peter Berger, Glen Bowman, John Eade, and Jill Dubisch who have 

investigated the role of shrine visitation, describe the importance that active participation 

in ritual life has for women.  It enhances their reputation and influence within their 

communities, and positions them in a power structure parallel to that of men.  Active 

involvement in popular religious traditions can therefore close the gap between women’s 

informal power and men’s formal authority within a given community.

Some of my Turko-Austrian consultants spoke of the hajj, because all good 

Muslims want to go there at least once in their lives.  Even those women who only went 

to Turkey to visit relatives once in a while spoke of the local shrines they had visited as 

children with their mothers. One woman in her sixties told me that she went every 

summer to a local shrine to pray for health and the blessing of the saintly woman buried 

there.  Mihri, when asked what her idea concerning pilgrimage was, responded that she 

had no time to make a prolonged trip to visit her preferred shrine somewhere near Sivas 
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in central Anatolia.  Yet, she and other women agreed that regardless of the comments 

men made about women’s superstitious nature, all of them expected “their” women to 

petition the divine on their behalf.  On that my mother and Mihri agreed: going on 

pilgrimage and imploring the saints for help in time of crisis is every woman’s duty and 

part of being a mother and a wife.180

2.  Women and Control Issues

There is a marked difference in how Austria’s Catholic women use sacred space 

and the social maneuverability it provides, and the way the country’s Muslim women 

shape their lives around a sacred center.  Physical space affects an individual’s perception 

of the physical and ideational self.  Entering a sacred space such as a mosque or church 

evokes more than merely the presence of the numinous.  The symbolism employed in 

marking sacred space, a qibla, minbar, or a mihrab, or a cross and an altar also serve to 

affirm an individual’s social and personal identity.  This identity can supersede ethnic 

and/or national boundaries and create a sense of belonging to a greater whole than that of 

a bounded territory, language, and culture.  The thereby created community exists, 

endures, and flourishes in an imagined reality, and, among transnationals, this sense of 

belonging to a greater community constitutes an important anchor in a shifting world.

Women are mostly excluded from the normative sacred because both culture and 

religious tradition inculcate a sense of inferiority and servility in the female gender.  Both 

180 I discussed the subject of pilgrimage with different groups of women throughout the time I spent in 
Austria.  Regardless of the women’s ethnic backgrounds, age, and marital status the general agreement was 
that women are expected to concern themselves with their families’ spiritual as well as mundane welfare.
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Catholic and Muslim women suffer from an inability to exert authority and autonomy 

within their respective normative religious institutions.  Hence, they need to look toward 

other venues to assert individual agency.  

It is within popular religious and cultural discourse that they can exert their

agency.  Women form aid societies and community service groups to benefit state, 

church, and society.  Caritas is one of those organizations run by the Catholic Church.  It 

is a global network of charitable institutions where women serve the church in paid and 

voluntary positions. Caritas is a charitable organization that serves the needs of humanity 

based on Christian principles as they are interpreted by the papacy.  In general, the 

church does not encourage women to show independence and/or initiative on their own 

behalf, preferring for them to follow tradition and remain in the lower echelons of an 

officially sponsored organization.

Being active in a community’s religious structure can provide women with a 

sense of belonging that is important not only for those who wish to communicate with the 

divine.  The construction of a sacred space in exile can be beneficial for MigrantInnen, as 

it allows them to meet others of similar backgrounds.  Austria’s Turkish Muslim 

MigrantInnen are not as restricted in their construction of charitable and self-help 

networks as their Catholic counterparts.  Leaving officially organized and controlled 

organizations aside, as those operate on levels that are beyond the purview of this project, 

I will instead address the private and individual efforts of women to find and define their 

place in transnational discourse.
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Membership an a women’s group, whether officially recognized or privately 

formed, presents MigrantInnen with support and an opportunity to exercise agency. As 

far as Turkish women are concerned, I discovered that although there are mosque based 

learning groups, women also form secular interest groups on a local level.  Austrian 

women apparently do not see any value in forming grassroots organizations or create 

institutions outside the confines of the official political and religious structures.  They do 

not avail themselves of the power they could yield as independent agents if they were to 

cooperate with each other apart from official channels.  Turko-Austrian women, who 

grew up in a cultural environment more conducive to women’s cooperation and the 

creation of extended family based networks, are not as restricted by such culturally 

imposed notions of irrelevance.  Many MigrantInnen have become members of small 

networks that are based in local mosques.  A young woman who had just arrived from 

Erzerum in eastern Turkey, told me:

Being part of the women’s group helps keep me sane. There I met other women 
who did not speak much German and did not know how to shop, or figure out 
how to work with the bureaucracy.  Now I have friends and my daughter has 
someone to play with when we meet in the park.181

The communal space of the mosque serves as the center from which social 

services, cultural events, legal help, and parent groups operate.  Often the religious 

leaders of the community organize gatherings initially and are nominally in charge of 

events, but it is usually women who decide what is needed and who invite guest speakers.  

181 This conversation took place on one of those rainy June afternoons in a café house near a playground.   I 
had met her before in Mihri’s supermarket, but she had not said anything then.  That day I asked her and 
the woman who was with her to join me for coffee.  I asked them about how they managed to deal with 
bureaucracy and the conversation turned to the local mosque’s women’s group.
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Ms. Halide told me that the local or state government occasionally sends experts in 

subjects as diverse as domestic or immigration law, hygiene, prenatal care, education, job 

counseling, and language training to work with groups of MigrantInnen.  Hence, the local 

mosques are the center of local networks as well as the spiritual heart of the communities. 

Dr. Juffinger and Mrs. Bauer repeatedly emphasized that Austrians are highly 

unlikely to engage in cross-cultural discourse without official governmental or Church 

mediation.  This is why most interactions occur when representatives of institutions plan 

and facilitate such exchanges of ideas or sponsor cultural events.  Apparently, Austrians 

are still somewhat stuck in the elaborate protocol and performance of official political 

etiquette that has changed little since the First World War.  They expect inter-cultural 

communication to be conducted by official figureheads—usually male—who mediate 

between local and national interests.  According to information I gathered, it would be 

considered heretical if MigrantInnen and local women were to interact in a group setting 

on a purely social level without the mediation of representatives of official institutions.182

It is difficult for Austrian women to assert their autonomy and make meaningful 

connections with other women or independent interest groups that could benefit them, 

given that they are not prepared for such independent action.  Throughout their lives they 

have been indoctrinated by the teachings of the Catholic Church and the patriarchal 

worldview it engenders.  At home and in school the submissive female is still the model 

upon which women’s identity is constructed.  The monarchy ruled under the auspices of 

182 Again, Mrs. Bauer and Dr. Juffinger as well as Mr. Amir and Ms. Halide stated that they did not think 
that Austrian women  would form informal networks anytime soon.
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the papacy; neither institution had any pretensions towards creating a sociopolitical 

climate that would have contributed to a liberalization of gender politics.  As the Austrian 

state system evolved and the ties between the secular and spiritual elites strengthened, 

erstwhile ideologies changed from nuanced egalitarianism to fully developed 

patriarchy.183  Fathers became all-powerful.  Senior males outranked junior males and all 

females regardless of age social status.  Women were/are under direct and systematic 

control of men, either by blood or by marriage.184 To this day, women are expected to 

look toward male authority before they make decisions or plans regarding their lives.

The state, in turn, sees itself as the ultimate authority over social discourses, and 

the general population appears to accept this assessment.  Women are expected to know 

their place and remain confined within its boundaries.  This is what girls learn in school 

where they sit alongside boys, who in turn are apprised of the “fact” that they are the 

crown of creation.  Considering what I learned from observation and practice throughout 

the years of a somewhat nomadic life, I venture to assert that the male of the species has 

been infected with this idea globally.   In my view, the difference between Catholic and 

Muslim women appears to be one of nuances.  Christian women are conditioned to 

persistently submit to individual male authority, the patriarchal state, and religious 

authority.  Turkish women are less hampered by misogynistic state propaganda; instead, 

183 According to Johanna Gehmacher, the change from “nuanced egalitarianism” Ortner describes (see 
reference below) happened in Austria during and after WWII.  Johanna Gehmacher. “Men, Women, and 
the Community Borders: German-Nationalist and National Socialist Discourses on Gender, “Race,” and 
National Identity in Austria, 1918-1938.” In Nation, Empire, Colony, edited by Ruth Roach Pierson and 
Nupur Chaudhuri, 205-19, 213. Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1998.
184 Sherry B.Ortner, “The Virgin and the State.” In Making Gender: The Politics and Erotics of Culture, 
edited by Sherry B. Ortner, 43-58, 50. Boston: Beacon Press, 1996.
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they are contained by the socioreligious power of Islam and its ensuing cultural paradigm 

that restricts them within their allotted domestic space.  

The compartmentalization of gender appropriate behaviors and activities is of 

course mitigated by real-life demands on the family unit.  MigrantInnen usually find at 

least low paying jobs in the service sector, even when men cannot find or will not look 

for such work.  This forces many families to adjust their performance of gender roles to 

reflect the fact that women are the primary bread winners.  The public/domestic debate 

has gone on for decades now and consensus seems to be that the lines between the two 

spheres of influence cannot be as neatly drawn as once assumed and may not apply in 

many non-literate and postmodern societies at all.185 Clearly, economic necessity often 

pulls women into the public sphere where they start to work in the service industry, while 

men who are under- or unemployed stay home and/or congregate in public spaces to 

socialize.  According to my consultants, women still carry the burden of housework 

themselves.  Regardless if it is the women of households who are the breadwinners or 

not, neither Turkish nor Austrian men feel it is appropriate or necessary for them to 

perform unpaid domestic work. 186

185 Concerning Ortner’s ideas on the female/nature, male/culture dichotomy and Rapp’s division of 
societies into public and domestic spheres, see Faye D., Ginsburg and Rayna Rapp, eds. Conceiving the 
New World Order: The Global Politics of Reproduction. Berkley: University of California Press, 1995.  
Also, see the essays in Jane Fishburne Collier and Sylvia J. Yanagisako, eds. Gender and Kinship: Essays 
toward a Unified Analysis. Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1994. 
186 Granted, this was an informal survey of consultants of all ages, both genders, and a number of national 
and ethnic backgrounds (Austrian, Italian, German, Turkish, Lebanese, Swiss, Iranian, Kurdish), still not 
one of them thought that a man’s proper place is in the kitchen with the children.  Even the women who 
were the sole providers of their families could not conceive of their husbands doing domestic chores.
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Women generally inhabit the sphere of informal power—the occasional token 

politician and entrepreneur notwithstanding.  Women are part of a sociocultural 

dichotomy based on official authority exercised and administered primarily by men and 

informal power wielded by women.  While this may make it seem that discreet female 

and male socioeconomic spaces exist, these are not clearly delineated and cannot be 

simply divided into domestic and public spheres. Gendered space can be conceived of as 

interlocking circles that expand and contract throughout time.  Their porous borders can 

temporarily solidify as well as dissipate to reflect the demands of the economy or the 

politics of the nation state by positioning the two ostensibly separate domains on a 

continuum, rather than as polar opposites.  

As far as Austrian nationals of western extraction are concerned, Austrian 

politicians will remind every woman that it is her duty to bear children for the nation—

the more the better—and they also make sure that women understand that they should be 

content to be reduced to their wombs, and not ask for gender-parity within the socio-

economic and political framework of the state.  Women are de facto under the control of 

men because they depend economically on them, but more so because they learned early

on that they only have value as mothers; any contribution they might think they could 

make is automatically devalued because they happen to be female.  The pro-natal 

propaganda of the government does not seem to entice too many Austrian women to bear 

more than one or two children—if they want children at all.187

187 A recent commentary by Barbara Tóth, “Kommentar: Von wegen Gebärstreik: Warum etwas mehr 
Markt und viel weniger Ideologie der Familienpolitik gut täte.” dieStandard (5-27-2005).  
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Statistics for the year 2000 show that Austria’s birthrate is one of the lowest ones 

in the EU, with an average of 1.34 births per woman, with the EU average being 1.53 

children per woman.  Only the fact that foreign born migrant women are more willing—

how much familial pressure this includes remains unanswered at this time—to bear more 

than the one child makes the current birth-rate as high as it is.188

The message for non-western Austrians is somewhat different.  Women of eastern 

ancestry, such as Turkish MigrantInnen, are considered to be a threat to the cultural and 

social fabric of the nation state due to their—assumed—uncontrolled sexuality and 

obvious fertility.  There are of course a great many assumptions included in an 

assessment of this nature.  The behaviors and characteristics assigned to the other are 

gender coded.  Women are eroticized and identified with immorality; men are relegated 

into the realm of violence, and uncontrollable sexuality.189

The sexualization of the other finds currency in Austria insofar as male 

migrants—who are predominantly from the East and South—are stereotypically 

conceived of as ravishers of “innocent” (northern ) Christian women, while their female 

counterparts are constructed to be lazy, uneducated women who prefer pregnancy and 

http://diestandard.at/?url=/?id=2062060 (accessed 5-31-2005), addresses the issue of political pressure on 
women to have more children, while also remarking on the lacking resources for mothers with small 
children regarding available daycare opportunities.  The plight of MigrantInnen is not addressed in this 
article.
188 Stuiber, 16-21.
189 The idea of the other threatening the moral fabric of our society and physical security has been 
discussed in detail by authors such as Joel Martin, “Almost White: The Ambivalent Promise of Christian 
Missions among the Cherokees.” In Religion and the Creation of Race and Ethnicity: An Introduction, 
edited by Craig R. Prentiss, 43-60. New York: New York University Press, 2003.  Laura Ann Stoler. 
“Making Empire Respectable: The Politics of Race and Sexual Morality in Twentieth-Century Colonial 
Cultures.” In Dangerous Liaisons: Gender, Nation, and Postcolonial Perspectives, edited by Ann 
McClintock, Aamir Mufti and Ella Shohat, 344-73. Minneapolis and London: University of Minnesota 
Press, 1997.
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childrearing to “real” work.  Edward Said and Meyda Yegenoğlu, for example, provide 

us with portraits of the exotic, eroticized other—a construct of unbounded sexuality and 

debauchery.  In effect, a projection of our desires and fears onto said other.  These 

images are given credence by the statistics that show the disparity in birth rates between 

western Europeans and those from the east or the non-industrial world.  The low 

fertility/birth rate of InländerInnen compared to AusländerInnen, adds to the fear that the

other will not only corrupt, but soon also outnumber us.190

The value ascribed to motherhood and mothers as the guardians of the nation 

reflects the fear of many politicians that their hegemony is threatened by all those Others 

arriving every year.  Austria has a birthrate of 1.34 children per woman, one of the lowest 

birthrates in Europe.191  This number seems to inspire fear in many traditional politicians 

who often claim that it is every female’s duty to procreate—the more often the better.  

That most young women want none to a maximum of two children is a fact that many 

bemoan.  True, there are social programs in place to facilitate child rearing, but becoming 

a mother is not made attractive just by throwing money at mothers-to-be, or women with 

children. 

An example of the attitudes displayed by the political powers is the proclamation

by Education minister Elisabeth Gehrer, who stated that young Austrians ought to be 

more concerned with having children than with partying.  According to her, the future of

everyone is secured if adults of childbearing years get on with their duty to become 

190 For statistics regarding population growth see the chapter “Relevant Statistics”
191 Stuiber, 16-21.
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parents and stop being hedonistic individuals only concerned with their own pleasures.192

This may very well be true, but as this article and others like it subsequently show, 

paying women a premium for every child they bear goes only so far.  There is a noted 

lack of daycare and Kindergarten spaces; the EU’s gender parity mandate in regard to 

paid labor has yet to be instituted; and women suffer far more from under- and 

unemployment than men.193

Something that is never mentioned in all the verbiage originating with religious 

and political leaders is that not every female has the predisposition to be content within 

the confines of motherhood.  But once the first child is born, Austrian women are 

pressured to embrace domesticity fulltime—an economically unsustainable ideal for most 

women.  Still, social pressure basically limits a mother’s prospects to one thing—child 

rearing.  Mothers are not supposed to divert their time and energy from their primary 

task, taking care of child and man.  Hence, my consultants thought it most prudent to find 

leisure activities that ultimately were family oriented, such as tennis or swimming classes 

with the children, or gardening.  These activities keep women closely connected with the 

domestic sphere and reinforce familial ties.194

192 Bader, Alexandra. “Kommentar: Obergehrergeil!” dieStandard  8-26-2003.  
http://diestandard.at/?url=/?id=1401205 (accessed 6-5-2004).
193 Regarding financial policies aimed to “reward” childbirth see Bader’s article “Oh diese hedonistische 
Jugend! Kommentar zu Äusserungen von Ministerin Gehrer.” Ceiberweiber. http://www.ceiberweiber.at
(accessed 1-6-2005).  Also see the publications of the European Commission on Gender Equality available 
http://europa.eu.int/comm/employment_social/equ_opp/index_en.htm (accessed 7-19-2004), concerning 
the commission’s mandates and policies.
194 The need to conform to an idealized version of domesticity was evident in all the conversations with my 
childhood acquaintances when we discussed matters pertaining to family life, the dreams we all had when 
we were in school, and the reality of the labor market.
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Considering how similar both Austrian and Turkish ideals of gender roles are, it is 

difficult for me to understand that the two groups conceive of themselves as being 

culturally incompatible.  Yet, many find the prospect of a borderless Europe daunting.  

Even those consultants who viewed the creation of the European Union as a positive 

event still feared the changes migration brought with it.

That fear numbs many people to the opportunity for growth that migration also

brings with it.  Fear of change and of losing an accepted and comfortable way of viewing 

the world prevents many from developing an expanded vision of themselves and the rest 

of humanity.  It seems that at the root of xenophobia lies the need for a stable identity in 

an age where ignorance is no longer safeguarded by a lack of reliable communication 

systems.  People are inundated with information, generally lack a frame of reference 

within which to locate same, and are confronted with a rapidly changing social and 

political landscape.  The European Union, like it or not, has come to stay.  It has 

engendered a new way for Europeans to relate to each other, now that the official borders 

are gone and the conceptual framework of what constitutes Europe has been redefined by 

the addition of countries that once were satellite states of the Soviet Union and 

considered to be beyond the pale of Europeaness.  

Still, the specters of Europe’s past surface occasionally.  A religio-cultural 

dichotomy that declared the non-Christian other the enemy par excellence since the time 

of the Crusades is being revived and the positions are redrawn.   Christianity and western 

culture are juxtaposed with Islam and the orient of western construction. This means that 

racism, once considered being on the wane—bewältigt as it were—has grown stronger.   
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Conflict is inevitable in such a sociopolitical climate and has been amply documented in 

the media, where veiling is treated as if it were the blight of the millennium.195

The vilification of the non-Christian other has deep roots in history.  The “Turk” 

embodies Islamic civilization in the European consciousness. He (women are, as usual, 

dismissed as inconsequential) is presumably as threatening today as he was hundreds of 

years ago when, in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, the Turkish Threat constituted a 

key factor in the political alliances and contracts among European powers.  “[T]he 

Turkish Threat became a platform to which practically every political issue could be 

linked.  Within this context, the dichotomy of Christian/Turk became the most important 

and powerful otherisation of the period.”196

Today, this perceived threat is no longer a military one.  The Turkish Threat is 

much more immediate and threatening than mere military aggression.  It is a matter of 

feared cultural annihilation.  The Turkish other is no longer exotic because there are too 

many Turks living in Austria to be conceived of as such.  Individuals of Turkish origin 

have become a threat to the cultural survival of this nebulous concept “Austrianness”.  

Because their high fertility rate makes them a apparent menace to the cultural landscape,

they are seen as contaminating with their foreign ways and their seeming unwillingness 

to assimilate.  Many Austrians cannot accept integration as a possible model for the 

developing polity; to them, assimilation and submergence of the migrant’s native culture 

195 There are numerous articles on veiling to be found in European newspapers almost on a daily basis.  
While I could list a dozen headlines and their sources, the list would be outdated and superseded by another 
one almost immediately.  Anyone interested can simply do a web search on the issue and see that the topic 
is popular in every polity in Europe.
196 Höfert, 48. 
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to the hegemonic model seem to be the only viable options in the creation of the new 

Austrian.  Most seem to expect that MigrantInnen who come to remain in the country 

have to accept loss of identity in exchange for a passport.197

3. . . . .and private life….

At this time, what appears to be missing is neutral territory where people can 

explore each other on an individual level rather than as (perceived) monolithic groups of 

otherness.  Mrs. Bauer told me that some women do ignore ethno-cultural boundaries.  

They make an effort to reach out and strike up friendships with MigrantInnen.  This 

commonly happens when men of different ethnicities meet at work or practice the same 

sport.  Eventually the families begin to socialize and the boundaries diminish. Yet, Ms. 

Halide explained that even after years of acquaintance and friendship, prejudices against 

the other’s community still exist and the individual is generally held up as an exception 

to the rule, and therefore acceptable company.  Regardless of how individuals are 

perceived, the respective ethnic groups are considered too foreign to associate with in 

general.  

Mrs. Bauer gave an example of another issue that causes a rift in inter-ethnic 

relationships.  One of her friends had married an educated Turkish man who plays soccer 

on the local team.  This friend had always been an outgoing and active woman who 

participated in a variety of local events and had an active social life until one Christmas 

197 The Turkish women stated that they could not understand why they could not retain the parts of their 
identity they considered important while accepting those aspects of Austrian culture that suited them.  The 
Austrian women were of the opinion that if they want to live among them, they better assimilate.
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party, when she danced with a man she had known since kindergarten and who was also 

married and a father.  This was, according to Mrs. Bauer, the last time that particular 

woman attended a social event sponsored by the town or her husband’s organization.  

Mrs. Bauer stated that in her experience this “disappearance” of women married to 

Muslims—regardless of the men’s ethnicity—is apparently a common phenomenon.  The 

women often feel that they have to choose between loyalty to their natal community or 

that of their husband.198

It may sound strange in this day and age that modern, secular western women 

would withdraw from life and isolate themselves to the degree described above.  But 

Austrian women are still mired in the swamp of the repressive ideologies espoused by 

both the conservative Catholic hierarchy and the ultra-conservative political ruling parties 

whose agendas embrace social values based on female submission to male dominance.  

Regardless what official channels may state about women’s capabilities and their right to 

self-determination, the truth is that women are still perceived, and—what is even more 

relevant—still perceive themselves as bounded and constricted by women’s traditional 

role of caretaker.  Her first loyalty is owed to her husband; then the children; then she is 

expected to follow the agenda set by her natal family; and if there is any energy left over 

she might acquire a hobby like arts and crafts.199

198 Mrs. Bauer is part of the local power structure, given that her husband is vice mayor of her town.  As 
such she has a wide circle of acquaintances and participates in the social scene.  Hence, she knows where 
the bones are buried.
199 I was really astonished to find out to what extent the need to conform to local norms dictates the lives of 
the women I met.  I grew up in that social climate myself and remember the price non-conformity exacts.  I 
just had hoped that things had changed.
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One of my consultants had wanted to become a doctor when she was younger, but 

her family insisted she work as a secretary in the family business.  Today, married with 

two children, she channels her spare energies into creating small sculptures and cartoons.  

She is constantly reminded by her mother and sisters that she should not waste so much 

time on her selfish pursuits and be more involved in her family.  She told me that she did 

feel guilty about working on her artistic projects; an indulgence she practices at night 

when the children are asleep and her husband is playing around with his computer or 

game console.  She speaks wistfully about her dreams of a career, but also chides herself 

about even having illusions of a life as a doctor or artist.  She, and other women I had 

known in my youth, all had had dreams of an independent, autonomous life and ended up 

mothers and wives, resenting the ones who managed to escape the limitations they 

themselves accept as God-given.  In the meantime, they watch each other carefully to 

ensure compliance with the rules that govern gendered space in Austrian culture, and that 

they insist on imposing on each other and themselves.

Although both Austrian and Turkish women seem to be equally limited by their 

respective sociocultural systems, neither group views itself as constricted by their own 

community’s norms.  They merely note the repressive nature of their counterparts’ 

society without realizing that both Christian and Islamic cultures are, in practice if not 

intent, repressive where women are concerned.  It is up to the women themselves to 

maneuver between the restrictions that their communities place upon them, the 

expectations of families, and their own goals for life.
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The Muslim women I met in the Turkish supermarket had often remarked on what 

they saw as an infringement on their autonomy, namely this deeply entrenched Austrian 

tradition that married women’s lives are dominated by the need to have food on the table 

at (precisely) noon, when husbands arrive home for lunch.  A woman’s reputation 

depends on the ability to adhere to a schedule determined by her husband’s work hours.  

The Turkish women, old and young alike, were disturbed by this cultural idiosyncrasy 

and complained that their husbands and children expected them to adhere to this—to 

them ridiculous—feeding ritual.  The children, they said, wanted to follow the same 

routines as their schoolmates; they wanted to fit in with them. Acculturation has 

occurred in many cases.  Both Mr. Amir and Ms. Halide have mentioned that many 

women, especially those with school-age children, make efforts to conform to local 

customs.  They apparently recognize that their children’s acceptance into society is 

somewhat easier when local norms are observed.

I eventually asked Mihri’s husband and five of his companions what they thought 

about that.  His answer followed the same line of reasoning.  He stated that the husbands 

also felt it was to their advantage if they conformed to local practice; they too did not 

wish to be different from their cohorts.  The other five men agreed with him.  The oldest 

of them, a man in his sixties, mentioned that his mother in Turkey had always brought his 

father’s food out to the fields when he was a child.  Later, when he migrated to Austria in 

the 1960s to work in a chemical factory, he had to eat lunch in the cafeteria at noon every 
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day.  So he was used to this regimented eating schedule. Still, he thought that it was “not 

natural to let life be dictated by the ticking of a clock”.200

What a surreal scene.  There I stood, asking about my own culture’s norms and 

how they are perceived by intimately linked strangers—Turks who had lived in “my” 

country longer than I had—and saw, for the first time in stark relief the reality of this life 

I had fled.  It was 12:30 PM, I ought to have been home feeding my husband and kids.

Instead, my sons and I sat in front of the supermarket, drank water and chatted with the 

owners and their customers.  Mihri would slap me on the back laughing every time we 

said anything about what we referred to as ‘the lunch dogma’.  We laughed because we 

had the freedom to sit around and not have lunch at noon sharp.  Our husbands did not 

dream of demanding a noon feeding.  My sons knew how to fend for themselves without 

traumatizing their mother with inane demands.  I was not enslaved by the clock.  We 

laughed, because the well-groomed Hausfrauen who walked past our table pitied us for 

our lack of “proper” family life.

Observing mealtime rituals is one concession to the hegemonic social model. 

Obviously, compliance with some lifestyle choices is not very traumatic and can be 

integrated into a family’s daily routines without major upsets.  Performing Austrianness 

like colleagues and neighbors certainly will not hurt anyone socially either, but can be 

constructed as an effort at integration.  As Bassam Tibi notes, “no prudent person would 

200 Personal communication, July 2004, with men who had shown some interest in my presence in the store.  
They thought it was strange that anyone cared what they thought about the subject.  That I wanted their 
opinions about Austrian cultural practices made them wonder what my agenda was.  The women 
apparently told them what they wanted to hear, and from then on, they cooperated fully. 
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choose to be alien forever”.201  My conversations and observations lead me to believe that 

most MigrantInnen will sooner, rather than later, succumb to the lunch dogma.  Once it 

becomes commonly accepted, a step towards integration has occurred.

The lunch issue is not perceived as a question of patriarchy versus a more 

egalitarian model of behavior.  It is understood as a sign of acculturation.  The 

MigrantInnen I had contact with Turks, Moroccans, Indians, Lebanese, Kurds, Iranians

and one Vietnamese all made a point of stating that they were worried about losing their 

identity because of the push by Austrian society for conformity and assimilation.  Having 

lunch ready at twelve and thereby conforming to a daily regimen that is strictly

observed—stores have precisely regulated opening/closing hours, offices, institutions, 

schools, and stores all close at twelve for one or two hours respectively—is limiting and 

often resented by newcomers to the country.  MigrantInnen do conform; what choice is 

there after all?  Yet they also resent it deeply and complain about losing their culture and 

autonomy.  None of the Austrian women I know have complained of having to conform 

to the hegemonic time regimen they have lived with all their lives.  “It’s natural to eat at 

noon, everyone does it”, said my mother on more than one occasion when neither my 

sons nor I felt like eating at that time.  Needless to say, we did not dare refuse the 

mandatory repast.

201Bassam Tibi. “Muslim Migrants in Europe: Between Euro-Islam and Ghettoization.” In Muslim Europe 
or Euro-Islam: Politics, Culture, and Citizenship in the Age of Globalization, edited by Nezar AlSayyad 
and Manuel Castells, 31-52, 32. Lanham, MD: Lexington Books, 2002.
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4. Religion and Conflicting Norms

There are, of course, other issues besides the intricacies of cultural literacy.  

Religious institutions can help smooth the path of acculturation by providing access to 

community networks.  Muslim MigrantInnen often avail themselves of the services local 

mosques can offer, primarily to make initial connection in a new locale and/or to 

maintain ties within their community.  Mosques can provide refuge and surcease from 

stress when the demands of an alien way of life threaten an individual’s equilibrium. For 

many women the mosque is the first point of contact with other Muslim women; where 

they can learn about local customs and the cultural idiosyncrasies of another country.  

Frequently, it is also an important point of contact with the familiar life left behind and 

the new lifestyle yet to be accepted.

Three of my consultants were actively participating in the programs offered 

locally at the time we met; the others had done so at least once in the past. The women 

agreed that local mosques and the groups that meet there do much good for the children 

and give some women a much needed social outlet.   It is mostly less educated and 

socially conservative individuals who use the structure mosque-based organizations 

provide to offer language classes for women and children.  They sometimes invite social 

service institutions to send instructors to teach classes in hygiene and health, or job skills 

training.202

202 According to Ms. Halide and some of the older women, men do not take language classes because they 
learn German at work. 
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Regardless of education level, Turkish MigrantInnen do not wish to lose their 

cultural identity and adopt a cultural system that appears to be in conflict with a 

traditionalist value system.  Many also experience alienation from more westernized 

and/or educated Muslim communities.  Traditionalist workers who originate in rural areas 

and lack exposure to western norms often find a voice in their imams, who are at this 

time still imported from abroad and are commonly ignorant of their community’s

needs.”203  The fact that many mosques rely on imams from outside their communities 

often creates problems.  

Mr. Amir informed me that imams who come from Turkey are not trusted because 

they are sent by the Turkish government, an entity that is not held in high regard.  That 

these men usually do not understand the issues MigrantInnen face, does not make them 

popular either.  In some cases imams might be highly educated, but do not understand 

German and are unwilling to learn the language as they do not plan on staying; or they do 

not want to deal with community members from rural areas who are mostly illiterate and 

expect the imam to intercede with bureaucracy on their behalf.

Another problem is the tension between the different ethnicities.  Apparently, the 

relationship between Muslims of Arab, Turkish, Iranian, and Indonesian origin is less 

than optimal.  I heard from the few Arab Muslims I met that they did not wish to 

socialize with Turks because they were so “primitive and uncivilized”.  Mr. Amir 

remarked upon the lack of interaction between the respective Muslim communities, 

which he perceived as problematic insofar as the numerous small Muslim groups had no 

203 Tibi, 34.
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united voice to challenge public perceptions, or even just enter into dialogue with 

Catholic communities.  He also mentioned that there are very few, if any, points of 

contact between different Muslim communities, as old prejudices were still strong and 

Turks, Iranians and Arabs viewed each other with suspicion.  

There is little doubt that dialogue between Muslim communities and Austrian 

social institutions takes place within a “framework determined by the discourse and 

structures of their countries of origin, its politics, plus the politics of Islam, minority 

politics, and the policies of the host country.”204 That framework is the foundation of the 

distrust and reticence shown to “official” spokesmen.  My consultants informed me that 

they would prefer to have religious leaders born, raised, and educated in the West, 

because they feel that imported religious specialists cannot adequately represent them to 

Austrian society, nor can they successfully deal with the problems that MigrantInnen face 

across the board. Ms. Halide and Mr. Amir mentioned repeatedly that communication 

between religious officials and/or between official representatives of Muslim and 

Christian communities is lacking, because the imams who are supposed to represent their 

constituents in the host community lack the skills needed to hold meaningful dialogue.205

On occasion, a limited amount of dialogue between official spokesmen of the 

Catholic Church and one or another foreign-sponsored Islamic organizations occurs, but 

this usually concerns political or legal issues connected to affairs of state.  Not one of my 

consultants saw these—in their opinions—superficial events as relevant to their lives.  

204 Kroissenbrunner, 146.
205 The same is obviously also true in other European countries; see Tibi, “Muslim Migrants in Europe”.



164

Mihri informed me that the imam in Vienna does not speak for them;  he is merely a 

mouthpiece of his government.  This perception seemed to be shared by the Turkish 

community in general, judging by the reaction of the other women present during our 

conversation.  

It was repeatedly pointed out to me that the Turks settled in Austria do not 

particularly rely on or trust imams and other religious figureheads sent by the 

governments of Turkey, Pakistan, or any of the Arab countries to represent them in an 

official capacity.  But so far, ‘homegrown’ imams are few in numbers.  Their 

communities cannot support them financially.  Therefore Muslims either rely on 

volunteer part-time religious leaders from within their communities, or those sent by 

Saudi Arabia, Morocco, or Iran.  These men operate Qur’an schools and  teach children 

their version of proper behavior and Islamic values, while the mosque provides all 

members of the community with a safe social space.

The Catholic Church, on the other hand, has no shortage of official spokesmen.  

The problem with inter-faith dialogue is that it does not translate into inter-community 

dialogue.  It is one thing to have politically engaged religious leaders talk to each other 

about issues that touch their purported constituents peripherally.  The general consensus 

among my consultants is that these meetings are nothing but moments of self-

congratulatory photo opportunities when the government, which is of course closely 

intertwined with the Catholic elite, needs to make some sort of political gesture towards 

Islamic governments.  Mr. Amir was not the only one who remarked that official religion 

and its representatives are too far removed from real life to have much impact on the 
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local Turkish population.  The religious specialists sent from Turkey to oversee their 

former countrymen are generally distrusted and the officially recognized Arab imams, 

residing in Vienna, are government officials and dismissed as such. 206

In the wake of 9/11, relations between Muslims and Europeans suffered.  Some 

Muslims were attracted to the Islamist discourse and a small minority acted on it.  This 

resurrected the old, negative images of Islam that had been passed down through history, 

starting with the days of Ottoman conquest.  Political developments in the Muslim world 

“led to a competition between the Arab states for the hearts and minds of Europe’s 

Muslims, thus complicating the process of identity formation among Muslims and their 

adjustment to their new environment; and some anti-Western Muslim states tried to 

manipulate Europe’s Muslims to their own ends or to pressure European countries to 

adopt certain foreign policy postures.”  The ensuing tensions among Europeans, Muslims, 

and the political machines, called into question the loyalties of individuals to their 

countries of origin, Islam and/or their countries of residence.207

Arab Muslims are a highly diverse group and a clear minority in Austria.  Yet 

they are the ones who hold leadership positions in Muslim organizations.  Not all of their 

organizations were created with the primary mission to enlighten Austrians about Islam, 

206 Austria is an elitist state. The Catholic elite is also the political and social elite.  If political expedience 
dictates, members of the Catholic Church’s hierarchy will make official statements to lend additional 
weight to the position of government.
207 Shireen T. Hunter, and Simon Serfaty. "Introduction." In Islam, Europe's Second Religion: The New 
Social, Cultural, and Political Landscape, edited by Shireen T. Hunter, xiii-xvii. Westport, CT: Praeger 
Publishers, 2002, xv. The issue of divided loyalties has to be assessed on a case to case basis, and an 
exploration of the subject matter is beyond the scope of this work. As an immigrant myself, I can agree 
with the sentiments expressed by my consultants.  Namely, when we leave our home country to make a 
new life elsewhere we hope to become part of our new, chosen homeland.  If we feel accepted, then 
political loyalty need not be questioned.
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or teach its tenets to second and third generation Arab-Austrian children and youth.  

Some of these organizations either promote economic and diplomatic relations, or are 

created to inform people about Arab cultures and countries. Islam is only part of the 

overall sociocultural perspectives offered in the spirit of cross-cultural bridge-building.208

There is very little contact between Turks and Arabs.  From what I could gather, they 

rarely socialize at work, they have their separate mosques, and if they cannot afford 

separate buildings, they share one according to a schedule convenient for both parties.209

School and education are focal points of social interaction for migrant families, 

more so than mosque based activities.  Education and skill specialization are perceived by 

many MigrantInnen to be the only way for their children to find entrance into Austrian 

society.  Parents’ hopes and dreams for their children often collide with the reality of 

ethnocentrism.  To provide an insight into the way schools reflect society as a whole, I 

will narrate Ms. Halide’s, Ms. Ender’s, and my own recollections.  

As I am the oldest of us three, I will start with my experience.  In the 1960s and 

70s, there were no migrant children in any of the schools I either went to or was familiar 

with.  This is a reflection of the fact that at that time, migrant workers from the south and 

east of Europe did not bring their families with them.  The assumption then was that they 

were a temporary workforce that would go ‘home’ as soon as they were no longer needed 

or as soon as they deemed it advisable to go back to their country of origin, whatever the 

reason may be.  

208 Ibid., 148. 

209 I did speak to a few Arab men about inter-ethnic relations and they agreed with the Turks in their mutual 
negative assessment of each other. 
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Ms. Halide, who went to school in the 80s and 90s, is a second generation 

MigrantIn.210  According to her recollections, she made friends easily when she arrived in 

Austria at the age of ten and entered school.  At that time there were very few migrant 

children enrolled and this, as she put it, gave her ‘exotic’ status.  She also attributes her 

easy acceptance to the fact that both her parents were skilled professionals from Istanbul 

who were westernized and urbane.  Ms. Halide made friends easily and was well received 

by her friends’ families, because children like her were still a rarity and not perceived as 

a threat or inconvenience.

She also informed me that this began to change by the 1980s, as migrant families 

became more visible due to the liberalization of family reunification policies.  The 

‘exotic’ status that had allowed her to be easily integrated disappeared as Austrians began 

to fear a loss of their national identity and began to exhibit their latent xenophobia.  An 

increase in isolation from the native population has become the norm for most migrant 

children and youth.  Ms. Halide managed to hold on to her ‘exotic’ status to this day.211

Not only was she the first Turkish child to go to her particular school, she was 

also an anomaly when she entered secondary education and insisted on becoming an 

engineer.   Not only did she put the prejudicial idea that all foreigners (especially Turks)

are stupid, lazy, and generally backward to rest, she also transgressed against a much 

deeper prejudice: that females were intellectually and emotionally deficient creatures who 

210 I did not include Mr. Amir in this instance as he did not come to Austria until he was a teen and also 
because his experience is reflected to a great degree in Ms. Halide’s account.  
211 For example, she is one of those Turkish Austrians who speak the language with a perfect local accent 
and whose demeanor and appearance blend flawlessly with the natives. I, on the other hand cannot even 
speak the locals patois anymore and I was told that I do not act ‘right’. 
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were not capable of ‘making it’ in a man’s world.  To this day, she is one of very few 

women engineers in Vorarlberg.

Ms. Ender, a young woman in her early twenties, had a very different story to tell. 

The conversation with Ms. Ender also included one of her friends who had accompanied 

her to our interview.  This young woman had attended another secondary school and her 

experiences coincided with those of Ms. Ender to some degree.  During their school 

years, starting in the 1980s and ending in the early 2000s, things had changed.  Migrant 

children were more common now and generally isolated from their Austrian peers.  By 

the time children moved from elementary school to secondary educational institutions, 

gangs had been formed.212  At this time, the officially non-existing tracking system had 

assured that none or at least very few MigrantInnen were attending the gymnasium, and 

most of the recent migrant youth were concentrated in the Hauptschule or special 

education programs.  

In order to be enrolled in most of the vocational programs, the student has to be 

hired first by a company or tradesman, because these schools are structured to provide 

students with on-the-job experience and work-specific education at the same time.  The 

week is split between working hours and in-school theoretical learning.  According to 

212 The split between primary and secondary education happens after fourth grade, when children are 
usually 10 years old.  There are a variety of secondary schools available to choose from.  Ms. Ender went to 
a gymnasium, the same type of school I and Ms. Halide had enrolled in as well.  There are also vocational 
programs, business schools, and special education programs, as well as the Hauptschule, the closest 
equivalent to the American high school Austria has.
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Ms. Ender, secondary schools have become home to ethnic gangs that had brought an 

element of fear to schools that neither Ms. Halide nor I had encountered. 213

Ms. Ender and her friend spoke of the effect those gangs had outside school.  

Clearly the gangs inspired fear in female students and quite a few males as well.  

Members of gangs control the behavior of girls of their ethnic groups.  For example, 

Turkish girls are not only forbidden contact with Austrian boys, but boys in general. Girls

of all ethnic groups had to constantly worry about whom they had contact with; what they 

could say; and where they were allowed to go after school and at night.  Ms. Ender told 

me that many young women, including her and her friend, were careful in public spaces 

the gangs were known to frequent.  So far, physical attacks had been limited to migrant 

girls, but Austrians had been verbally intimidated by adolescent boys also.  I do not 

remember ever having to worry about walking around town at night, other than in regard 

to giving people an occasion to gossip.  Ms. Halide said much the same; gossip was the 

worst that she had needed to worry about.  

The picture Ms. Ender and her friend painted was more a reflection of the 

experiences of my high school students here in the U.S. than anything I ever encountered 

during my years in Austria.  It appears that young women need to be very careful with 

whom they speak in school and whom they socialize with in public spaces.  Should they 

become too friendly—and what constitutes ‘too friendly’ varies from place to place and 

213 Young Turks form gangs in high school. The lack of jobs, apprenticeship programs, and a general 
alienation from Austrian society due to prejudice and openly expressed discrimination all play part in the 
formation of gangs.  In short, the same dynamics that create US gangs are at work in Austria.  
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changes over time—with members of the opposite sex of another ethnicity, they will be 

either censured or brutalized by their families and/or peers.  

This behavior is basically the same I observed among my high schools students in 

the U.S. which are equally divided along ethnic lines, and where young women are also 

considered to be the bearers of a family’s (if not a community’s) honor.  To Ms. Ender, 

her friend, and my other consultants, gang behavior was new and frightening, although it 

is not anywhere as intense and developed as gang activity is in the U.S. Considering 

local standards, a gang of young, menacing looking men gathering on the street or 

congregating around benches on the promenades, bus stops, and train stations is an 

unsettling sight.  They appear to perceive any young woman who walks past them fair 

game for harassment.  

I did occasionally see small groups of young men stand around the fountain in the 

center of town in the evening.  Although I did not observe open hostility expressed 

against them, women who walked around them did appear somewhat uneasy.  Many of 

the young Turkish women who observe some form of hejab walk straight past them 

without flinching and are not bothered by them either.  Yet these same young women 

dare not speak to their Austrian peers for fear that their brothers and/or cousins and 

friends might beat them or inform their fathers of their behavior. This creates an 

atmosphere of distrust and alienation among all concerned.214

214 Dr. Juffinger stated that this is not only something that happens to Turkish girls, but also afflicts young 
women from Mexico, Pakistan, Vietnam, Serbia, and any of the African states who comprise Vorarlberg’s 
MigrantInnen.
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I also heard from my Turkish consultants that it is not uncommon for girls to be 

sent to Turkey to live with distant relatives because the family fears to be dishonored by 

their behavior when they become teenagers.  That devastating threat seems to hang over 

the heads of many young girls.  When discussing daughters and young women’s lives, 

Mihri and the women in her store all agreed that the only way to make sure that their 

daughters, and in some cases granddaughters, could maintain family honor was by 

sending them ‘home’.  

This is a truly scary idea for girls who had never even been ‘home’ except maybe 

once or twice when they were toddlers.  Most of them do not speak local or standard 

Turkish very well and cannot read it.  In most cases, it also means that being sent ‘home’ 

means living with relatives in the most backward parts of rural Anatolia.  I gathered that 

the threat of having to go to live with relatives in the old country is what keeps most of 

the girls in line.  I also heard from Ms. Halide and Mr. Amir that some girls had 

committed suicide rather than wait to be sent ‘home’ as punishment for having been seen 

talking to or playing with boys.215  There is a marked conflict between the norms and 

traditions that Turkish MigrantInnen try to retain and transmit to their children and the 

lifestyle these same children see modeled by their peers and wish to emulate. They live in 

cultural no man’s land where they are often ridiculed for their ‘backward’ ways and 

punished for their westernized demeanor.

215 I heard about this way of controlling girls from Ms. Halide and Mr. Amir as well.  According to Ms. 
Ender, elementary school girls are afraid to be seen talking to Austrian children of either gender, because 
older Turkish children will inform on them.
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5. Ethnicity and Education

The conflict between old and new identity is remarked upon by, among others,

Bassam Tibi, who asserts that Turks born and living in Germany “are despised in Turkey 

as allemanci (something negative like “germanized”)”. This is equally true in Austria, 

where “austrianized” Turks are not considered to be Austrians, even if they were born 

here.216  In Turkey, MigrantInnen born in Austria—or elsewhere in Europe—are

commonly despised as tainted by western values, being socially inept, and prone to 

contaminating local youth with alien and utterly immoral ideas.217

The hope for change has to lie with the younger generation.  The children who are 

being raised in an environment shaped by the forces of developing globalism and 

concomitant pluralism (even if pluralism is still a concept that is greatly resisted) grow up 

with the politics of nationalism and its exclusionary ideology.  In order to have an impact 

on the worldview migrant children acquire, their teachers and the educational system

would have to be committed to a multi-cultural agenda and not merely allow time and 

space for additional language courses—although this is a valid first step.  Of course, such 

a commitment would presuppose that both the government and the Catholic hierarchy 

return to a more liberal agenda and rigorously pursue a program geared towards instilling 

a sense of acceptance of the other as a necessary and valued contributor to the economy 

as well as the cultural landscape.

216 Tibi, 36.  Remarks similar to these sentiments are also expressed by Cem Özdemir in his book Ich bin 
ein Inländer.  I heard that second- and third generation Turks generally do not like to visit family in Turkey 
because of the negative attitudes displayed by the native population.
217 I discovered that the negative reception encountered when visiting relatives in Turkey is upsetting to my 
consultants, who all experienced it at some point.  Many will not visit unless circumstances demand it. 
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Ms. Halide recounted her clients’ experiences with the educational system. She 

spoke of the prejudice experienced by parents who want their children to receive an 

adequate education in the face of blatant discrimination practiced by many teachers and 

school administrators.  Ms. Halide stated that too many Turkish children end up in special 

education schools, because teachers assume that they are incapable of integrating well 

with other children; are too backwards to keep up with Austrian students; and suffer from

learning disabilities that render them incapable of competing in regular schools. Turkish 

children are often discriminated against and classified as either retarded or incorrigible if 

they exhibit behavior that would be considered boisterous or “a bit slow” when displayed

by ‘normal’ Austrian children.

An example of the way teachers and schools view MigrantInnen was provided by

Ms. Halide.  She once had to accompany a family to a school in her role as official 

translator, a position she occupied in 2002, to assist them in their fight with their son’s 

teacher and the school’s principal.  They first spoke to the teacher who insisted that the 

boy had to be sent to a special education school because he appeared to have a mild case 

of dyslexia.  The teacher insisted that the boy be removed from her classroom, stating 

that arrangements had already been made and could not be unmade.  The principal of the 

school asserted much the same thing, confirming the teacher’s initial assessment.  Only 

after the intervention of a psychologist hired by the parents, who stated that the boy had 

no need of special education, and the threat of a lawsuit, could the placement be averted.  

Even the superintendent of schools was not willing to advocate for the child unless a 

convincing reason was available to overrule the teacher and the principal.  The parents, a 
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true rarity among MigrantInnen because of their willingness to battle authority, finally 

decided to move to another town to assure their son’s placement in a regular school.218

Ms. Halide mentioned that, due to the low birthrate in the region, schools are 

competing for students. It is this competition that has the potential to harm Turkish 

Austrian children most.  In order to create a special education class there needs to be a 

minimum number of students.219 If a special education class does not have a sufficiently 

high number of students to justify its existence, then it is highly likely that migrant 

children are reclassified to fill up the spaces.  This is partially due to the fact that migrant 

parents rarely know that they have the right or dare to challenge decisions concerning 

their children’s education.  They do not know that they can voice their reservations, as no 

one will explain to them what their options are. Most MigrantInnen do not challenge

teachers because they are from environments where teachers are trusted individuals with 

prestige.220

An article Ms. Ender wrote for the local newspaper addresses the issues of 

prejudice and discrimination in schools.  When we met, we discussed how she and others 

of her generation viewed their migrant counterparts.  In her article she had stated that 

racism and prejudice are growing problems in Austria’s schools.  A foreign born student 

had explained to her that he had been forced to take a German summer class because the 

director of the school thought he would benefit from additional language training.  The 

student, whose identity was kept confidential, told Ms. Ender that his German—written 

218  She told me that the boy has had no learning problems and is doing very well in school.
219 Unlike in the U.S.; Austrian schools do not subscribe to the idea that integrated classrooms benefit all 
students.
220 This information comes from both Mr. Amir and Ms. Halide.  
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and spoken—was better than that of many native speakers.  It was the assumption of the 

principal that all MigrantInnen were ‘behind in everything’ and because ‘it could not 

possibly hurt him’ that he was forced to repeat a year of schooling..  The student stated 

that his parents did not complain, because Ausländer rarely do.  Performance pressure, he 

stated, was a fact in elementary school; that prejudice and discrimination are part of the 

educational experience is not commonly admitted.221

From the conversations I had with Austrian and Turkish teens, I have to agree 

with Peter Mandaville’s assessment that “[f]or many young Muslims, the experience of 

life in Europe has been profoundly disenchanting.  They find themselves caught between 

the culture of their parents and that of Western society, which either refuses to accept 

them as bona fide members of society—or—often actively discriminates against them on 

their basis of “otherness””.222

Otherness will eventually disappear as MigrantInnen and natives become 

acculturated to each other.  Once teachers and administrators start looking at their 

students as individuals rather than as members of a disliked and distrusted group, these 

same students can live up to their potential.  Opportunities for social advancement and an 

increased level of social acceptance may also diminish the growing trend towards gang 

formation.  At this point, these issues have not been addressed in any depth by social 

scientists.  It is clearly a subject that warrants some study, though. Perhaps once 

Austrians are made aware of the problems they create for themselves with their treatment 

221 Nadine Ender. "Sag, Bist Du Faul Oder Bloed?" Wann & Wo am Mittwoch, 7-7-04 2004, 4-5.
222 Peter P. Mandaville. “Muslim Youth in Europe.” In Islam, Europe's Second Religion: The New Social, 
Cultural, and Political Landscape, edited by Shireen T. Hunter, 219-31, 220. Westport, CT: Praeger 
Publishers, 2002.
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of new citizens, the next generation of Turkish Austrians will have a chance at a more

equitable share of educational resources and the job market.
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CONCLUSION

I had gone to Austria to see how people were adjusting to being part of a 

federation and the changes its creation had brought.  I found that Austrians are struggling 

with defining who they are.  Since all citizens of the European Union are free to move 

and find employment anywhere within the Union, people have been forced to redefine 

themselves.  Large numbers of migrants have moved to Western Europe in search of 

higher living standards.  This has, it seems, brought with it growing insecurities and 

unease.  My consultants certainly were not thrilled with the changing political landscape.  

Yet a massive influx of working age migrants is essential to maintain European 

prosperity and its social welfare systems.  Legal, social, and political reforms are needed

to keep pace with the changing demands of a growing heterogeneous European society.  

One way to accomplish integration of multiple ethnic and religious groups is to create a 

culturally diverse curriculum for schools.  This will eventually construct ideational spaces 

that allow room for the formation of multiple ethno-cultural identities.  

People usually migrate because they expect a better life elsewhere.  They expect 

to make sacrifices; they understand that migration also means loss of the familiar.  

Migrants like me can acknowledge each other’s right to exist in a pluralistic space.  

Benedict Anderson suggested that the nation is an imaginary space.  That means that it is 

possible to expand the imagination and add a few new threads to the existing weave.

Europeans need to create an environment that allows for dialogue between native 

and migrant populations everywhere. The most serious problem MigrantInnen face 
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across Europe is discrimination and exclusion from the political process.  In 2005, France 

experienced repercussions of its colonial mindset and discriminatory socioeconomic 

practices.  MigrantInnen who had come to France from former colonies and other Third 

World countries exploded in violence, riots, and the destruction of property after two 

young men died under questionable circumstances.  Hopefully, Europeans have learned 

something from these riots, which started in France and spread into neighboring 

countries. These riots, which began on October 27, showed that relegating migrants to 

the margins, using them as cheap labor when necessary, and isolating them socially at all 

times is destructive to all of society.223

The situation is somewhat different in Austria.  The country had once been a 

pluralistic empire without ever becoming a colonial power the way France and Great 

Britain had been.  Hence, there is no legacy of colonial racism to be bewältigt. This 

makes the relationship between native and migrant peoples less tension ridden.  Modern 

Austria is a small country.  There are no urban centers comparable in size to London and 

Paris.  Most MigrantInnen who call Austria home live in small towns where they form 

small ethnic enclaves within the larger society, this means that integration into the 

socioeconomic fabric of a region is somewhat easier for migrants in Austria than 

elsewhere. At this time, it seems unlikely that the same violence that alerted the French 

to the plight of their immigrant population will also occur in Austria.

223 Anyone interested in the details of the riots can find them on the internet. I am sure that there will be 
sufficient scholarship available in the near future.  The colonial history of the French in North Africa and 
Asia can serve as background reading as well.
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An important step in the integration process is education.  Schools are integrated

and most Turkish mothers are members of parents associations.224 The creation of a new 

national identity requires women to be involved in the construction process.  School 

children bring their friends home, where they spend more time with their mothers than 

their fathers. Elementary school teachers are commonly women; Muslim women are 

part of parents’ organizations that work to improve their children’s future; charitable 

work under the sponsorship of the Catholic Church is usually performed by women.  That 

shows that women are instrumental in the creation of a new polity, even if they rarely 

receive credit for their many contributions.

My Austrian consultants, teachers and mothers of school age children alike, 

informed me that membership in parent organizations is mostly limited to women and the 

rare, divorced father.  From my Muslim informants, I heard that community groups 

sponsored by mosques are usually limited to women as well. Aapparently men would 

rather play soccer against their Austrian co-workers and go to a bar after, than sit in a 

lecture hall and listen to some government official expound on the importance of bleach 

in the wash.  I will not belittle the contribution male bonding makes in regards to the 

integration of MigrantInnen.  But the topic is beyond the scope of my inquiry and needs 

to be addressed separately.

Sooner or later, Austria will become an hyphenated society, just like the U.S.  

Regardless of ethnicity, it is women’s work to transmit and maintain cultural paradigms

224 Ms. Halide told me that it is the norm of Turkish mothers to be part of a parents association and that 
these women are usually highly motivated to further their own education because they want to be able to 
help their children succeed in school. 
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and social traditions. Hence, women will bear the major responsibility to teach the next 

generation transcultural values that allow a mix of ethno-cultural groups to co-exist

within a given space and create a local identity that .  What binds people to one identity

rather than another is the fact that they share cultural norms, and are able to elicit the 

same meanings from particular symbols.  The same idea can be applied to the developing 

Austropean identity that will include a Turko-Austrian ethnic component. 

I think that this gradual acculturation is already taking place.  Both Austrian and 

Turkish women see each other as possessing different values and adhering to different 

norms. Yet they mostly agree in their perception of their roles as mothers, wives, and 

citizens.  Most importantly, they are united in that they want their children to prosper in a 

peaceful society.  Throughout history, migrant groups have settled in Austria.  Each of 

these groups eventually acculturated and enriched Austrian society with their 

contributions.  This newest wave of MigrantInnen is no exception.  They too, will 

become part of the landscape, just as the mosques already are.

Neither the Catholic Church, nor official spokesmen of the various Islamic 

organizations concern themselves much with facilitating interfaith and intercultural 

discourses at the popular level.225 Ideally, women should work together at the grassroots 

level to affect change from the ground up. The primary problem here is that without 

official sanction and support, it would never occur to the Austrian women I met to start 

any grassroots movement.  Just explaining that concept to Ms. Bauer and Dr. Juffinger 

225 My consultants of both faiths agreed that the religious hierarchies do not make any noticeable efforts to 
bring women together or try to involve them, other than as unpaid volunteers.
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took some effort.  They agreed that no woman would be willing to participate in an 

organization that had not been sponsored by either local, regional, or national government 

agencies.  The main problem with private initiative is that it would make the ‘founding 

mother’ stand out as a non-conformist, and that idea seems to provoke significant anxiety 

among my acquaintances.

Turko-Austrian women probably have an edge here.  They are used to networking 

within their social circles; a skill they transmit to their daughters.  Intermarriage and peer 

interaction should eventually lead to a new way women interact.  The hope always lies in 

the future.  Things have changed in the last thirty years.  Just about everyone I asked 

could tell me where to find a mosque.226   Even the smaller towns have Turkish, 

Lebanese, Greek, Iraqi, and/or Iranian stores and restaurants next to the Chinese, Thai 

and Italian places.

Many things have changed over the last three decades.  Even the small towns 

have become heterogeneous.  There is a women’s museum in Hittisau, a town of 

approximately 1900 inhabitants.  Director Elisabeth Stöckler works with women artists, 

scholars, and authors to create two exhibits a year.227  The museum, an airy space on top 

of the local fire station, is donated by the town.  I gathered from her and Dr. Denz that the 

exhibits are popular with locals and tourists alike.  The museum plays a vital and visible 

226 It is not necessary to ask anyone where the churches are, they are always visible.  Mosques are usually 
harder to detect because Muslim communities usually buy or rent buildings that served different purposes 
before being made into mosques.  There are of course some traditional looking buildings in the larger cities, 
usually these had been built decades, if not centuries ago by sufficiently wealthy communities.
227 When I went there in July of 2004, the director of the museum was kind enough to open it early for me 
so that I could look at the exhibit that chronicled the history of local witch persecutions through the 
centuries.  When I left, tourists from Germany came to see the exhibit. The museum website is located at:  
http://www.frauenmuseum.com.
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part in a developing female conscience. The existence of the museum is an encouraging 

sign that women are more engaged in the cultural process.

Children born of migrant parents already constitute a new kind of Austrian.  They 

are part of a hyphenated society that is slowly constructing a new identity.  Austrians, 

regardless of where they were born and what their ethnic background may be, are all 

going to have to adjust to the new European Reality.  MigrantInnen and natives are in the 

process of engendering a new culture.  They might not officially acknowledge it, and 

maybe they are not even aware of it.  But as an outsider I can see that things are moving 

towards a new understanding of what it means to be an Austrian. 

Politics aside, migration is vital to the European economy.  Migration has 

certainly been an integral fact of Austrian history. My own grandparents migrated 

through the modern states that once constituted the Habsburg Empire.  Acculturation 

goes both ways and enriches every culture by keeping it vital.  Women as the traditional 

transmitters of culture are therefore key players in the process.  Caring for family is the 

traditional role for both Turkish and Austrian women and ought to create some common 

ground that will further the integration process.

Current political discourse is somewhat discouraging for those who favor the 

socioeconomic integration of MigrantInnen and the liberalization of naturalization laws.  

Still, considering that official discourses held in the European and/or Austrian 

parliaments are removed from lives in the rural and small town areas of Austria and the 

rest of Europe, there is hope that women will continue to take on the role of cultural and 

social leaders—quietly and without much official recognition, as usual—and continue 



183

their efforts at making Austria a home for all that come.  I would suggest to get started 

with a visit to the Frauenmuseum in Hittisau and a nice long café house session 

afterwards.  I tried it and it worked.  It is amazing what results one gets if one is willing 

to open the doors to unscripted dialogue.
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