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Abstract 
 
In the interwar period, the popular newspapers of the European colonial powers discussed a wide 

range of Islam-related issues. Yet while their representations have influenced the perception of 

Muslims up until the present day, the interwar press discourse has remained remarkably under-

studied. This thesis tries to fill that gap and draws attention to the diversity of newspaper repre-

sentations: How did popular European newspapers frame Muslims in the 1920s and 1930s? Which frames 

were used for different Muslim-related topics? And to what extent did national contexts matter in this regard? To 

answer these questions, I examine the French and Dutch newspaper framing of three key themes: 

mosques, the pilgrimage to Mecca and the position of Muslim women. France and the Nether-

lands both had colonial empires with a large number of Muslim subjects, yet adopted different 

approaches for dealing with religion and colonialism. A quantitative content analysis of over 

1,400 articles is used to systematically identify the news frames. I then zoom in on individual arti-

cles to understand the social, cultural, political and historical context in which the texts were pro-

duced. 

This thesis shows that the interwar newspaper discourse was rich and complicated. Seem-

ingly contradictory representations of Muslims co-existed throughout the 1920s and 1930s. 

French and Dutch representations reflected the national contexts in which they were produced. 

Yet despite some notable differences, the French and Dutch press largely framed Muslims in 

similar ways, which suggests the existence of a European discourse that transcended national 

boundaries. This thesis puts forward three imperialist discursive strategies that dominated the 

interwar press discourse on Muslims: exoticism, criticism and appropriation. These discursive 

strategies often seemed contradictory at the surface and led to very different arguments. Howev-

er, all three of them offered substantial support for the civilising mission and, consequently, the 

continuation of European imperialist rule over Muslim societies. 
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1. Introduction          

 

By elevating mosques and madrasas, by granting its care to religious foundations, 

by facilitating the pilgrimage, France has repeatedly given Islam signs of a dedica-

tion that bestows a profound truth on the title of Muslim power, which it derives 

from the twenty million Muslims who live under the auspices of its liberal laws1 

(President Gaston Doumergue, cited by Le Petit Parisien’s correspondent Jean 

Rogier, 17 October 1930, p. 2). 

Here [in Jerusalem] everyone is amazed to learn the little-known fact that the 

Netherlands rule over more than 40 million Muslims in their properties in the 

Indies; and govern them with little controversy and highly successfully. A coloni-

al government that sincerely aims and works for the prosperity of the area en-

trusted to her; colonial officials who have a heart for their task and the people 

they govern – those are clearly factors for a success that we get to fully appreciate 

and compare to the failure of others here2 (Algemeen Handelsblad, 8 August 1930, 

p. 5). 

 

In the interwar period, colonial empires had reached their maximum extent, placing a considera-

ble part of the world’s Muslim population under European control. This led to discussions in 

Europe on how to deal with various issues involving Islam, ranging from polygamous marriages 

to the financing of mosques. In the aftermath of the First World War, anti-colonial activists were 

soon disappointed to realise that their calls for self-determination proved fruitless. Moreover, the 

colonial powers were unwilling to grant colonial subjects full legal equality and citizenship. There-

fore, they looked at alternative ideologies for support, including communism and pan-Islamism 

(Manela, 2007; Derrick, 2008; Lawrence, 2013). The efforts of pan-Islamists helped revive the 

“illusion of the Muslim world” (Aydin, 2017, p. 136). The interwar years also saw an increased 

presence and visibility of Muslims in Western Europe, marked by the construction of mosques 

                                                           
 

1 Throughout this thesis, French and Dutch citations have been translated into English. The original texts 
can be found in the footnotes. 
“En relevant des mosques et des médersas, en accordant ses soins aux fondations pieuses, en facilitant le 
pèlerinage, la France a donné à l’Islam des marques répétées d’une sollicitude qui prête une vérité pro-
fonde au titre de puissance musulmane que lui valent vingt millions de musulmans vivant sous l’égide de 
ses lois libérales.” 
2 “Hier te lande [in Jerusalem] is een ieder verwonderd bij het vernemen van het niet algemeen bekende 
feit, dat Nederland in zijn Indische bezittingen meer dan 40 milliloen Moslems regeert; en weinig ge-
ruchtmakend en hoogst succesvol bestuurt. Een koloniale regeering die oprecht streeft en werkt voor den 
bloei van het haar toevertrouwd gebied; koloniale ambtenaren die hart hebben voor hun taak en voor het 
volk dat zij besturen – ziedaar stellig factoren voor een succes dat wij hier te apprecieeren en met anderer 
falen te vergelijken volop de gelegenheid krijgen.” 
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and the establishment of Islamic associations by Muslim migrants, who developed international 

networks (Nordbruch & Ryad, 2014; Agai, Ryad & Sajid, 2016). At the same time, Mustafa Ke-

mal rose to power in Turkey and launched a series of radical reforms, including many that were 

related to religious affairs. European observers were surprised by the pace of the Turkish mod-

ernisations (Hanioğlu, 2011; Bein, 2011; Cagaptay, 2006; Grassi, 2008). 

 It is often assumed that present-day Islamophobia and depictions of Muslims are rooted 

in orientalist discourses that originate in imperialism (cf. Said, 1981; Aydin, 2017; Poole, 2002; 

Saeed, 2007; Eide, 2008). Thus, a better understanding of discussions about Muslims during the 

heydays of imperialism would be of great scholarly interest. Some insightful historical studies 

have already looked at the perception of Muslims and Islam in Europe in the twentieth century 

(cf. Poorthuis & Salemink, 2011; Davidson, 2012). However, these studies have focused mostly 

either on Islam policy or on discussions among the intellectual elite, rather than concentrating on 

the popular press. This is remarkable, since it is widely accepted that the ‘framing’3 of discussions 

or events by the mass media has a subtle but decisive influence on public opinion (Tankard, 

2001).  

During the interwar years, mass media (i.e. newspapers) had reached unprecedented popu-

larity and circulation figures. For a considerable part of the population, the popular newspapers 

were the only source of information (Martin, 2005, p. 282). Furthermore, improved means of 

transport enabled journalists to travel faster, further, safer and more comfortably than ever be-

fore (Martin, 2007, p. 122). This resulted in an increase in on-site reporters overseas, including in 

colonial territories (Harbers & Broersma, 2016, p. 227). Thus, the press paid considerable atten-

tion to Muslim-related topics. This makes it even more striking that the framing of Muslims in 

the interwar press has remained such an under-researched topic.  

This study aims to move beyond the all-encompassing concept of orientalism by trying to 

answer the following questions: How did popular European newspapers frame Muslims in the 1920s and 

1930s? Which frames were used for different Muslim-related topics? And to what extent did national contexts 

matter in this regard?  

                                                           
 

3 According to one of the most influential definitions, “To frame is to select some aspects of a perceived 
reality and make them more salient in a communicating text, in such a way as to promote a particular 
problem definition, causal interpretation, moral evaluation, and/or treatment recommendation” (Entman, 
1993, p. 52). This definition is further discussed in Section 2.1.5. 
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Since media content is known to reflect the cultural context in which it is produced (cf. 

Riffe, Lacy & Fico, 2015), this thesis looks at the newspapers in two different countries: France 

and the Netherlands. Both of these countries possessed colonial empires with a very large num-

ber of Muslim subjects. However, they opted for rather different approaches to dealing with reli-

gion, which makes a historical comparison between their discourses particularly relevant (Sunier, 

2010, pp. 11–6). The models of secularisation in France and the Netherlands, especially after 

1917, have been characterised as “opposite extreme[s]” (McLeod, 2000, p. 56). Even though the 

differences could turn out to be smaller in their practical implementation (Kennedy, 2010), 

France and the Netherlands indeed developed contrasting models of secularism: the French one 

has been noted for its strict separation, while the Dutch one was typified as structural pluralism 

(Maussen, 2009, p. 43). 

The differences between the French and Dutch models of colonialism have also been high-

lighted. Although the advocates of both the French mission civilisatrice and the Dutch ethische politiek 

claimed to defend the interests of colonial subjects and prided themselves on their efforts to 

modernise the colonies, the approaches differed considerably. While the French colonial authori-

ties interfered actively in Islamic religious affairs (Vermeren, 2016, pp. 165–202), the Dutch 

propagated religious liberty and were more reluctant to meddle in the religious practises of Indo-

nesian Muslims, except in cases where Islam gave rise to political movements (Salim, 2006, p. 

684). According to an early French Islamologist (Bousquet, 1938, pp. 154–5), the Dutch ap-

proach was more pragmatic and modest, as it mostly aimed at keeping the colonial population 

satisfied to maximise economic gains. In contrast, the French colonial ideal was characterised by 

a strive for moral and spiritual conquest, to eventually turn the colonial subjects into surrogate 

Frenchmen. More recent studies have also drawn attention to the contrasting colonial Islam poli-

cies of France and the Netherlands. For example, it has been noted that the Dutch approach to-

wards the Hajj was more facilitating, while the French policy was more restrictive (Chantre, 2016, 

p. 89). 

This study examines over 1,400 articles that were published in four French and four Dutch 

newspapers with different editorial lines: left-wing, right-wing, Catholic and politically unaffiliat-

ed. To analyse such a large corpus, this thesis uses a quantitative content analysis. The distinct 

advantage of this method is that it offers the possibility to study a large number of articles in a 

systematic way, by categorising the media content. This allows for the empirical identification of 

so-called ‘frames’: coherent, common narratives that focus on particular elements of perceived 

reality and connections between them, thereby promoting a specific interpretation (Entman, 
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2007, p. 164). Moreover, the quantification makes it possible to establish which frames were 

more common. An important assumption of this method is that the media discourse is rich and 

that the same topic can be represented in subtly different ways (Tankard, 2001).  

The specific type of quantitative content analysis used in this thesis is the so-called ‘frames 

as clusters of frame elements’ approach that was first introduced by Matthes and Kohring (2008). 

Rather than defining frames before the content analysis and subsuming each article under one of 

these pre-defined categories, they propose an alternative method. It is based on the idea that 

units (articles) within a frame share characteristics that distinguish them from other frames. Thus, 

Matthes and Kohring propose to code a large number of so-called ‘content analytical variables’. 

Each of these variables contain very basic and simple information about an article, such as the 

presence or absence of a specific topic, metaphor or argument. When the coding is finished, a 

hierarchical cluster analysis is used to group all articles into categories with similar characteristics 

(corresponding patterns across the content analytical variables). The main benefit of this ap-

proach is that it reduces the influence of the researcher’s own expectations on the classification 

of frames and thus makes it possible to identify frames that the researcher would never have 

thought of. In addition, this approach also makes it easier to detect sub-frames: different narra-

tives within one frame. Once the frames have been identified, the researcher has to give them 

appropriate names and interpret the results. In order to properly understand the very diverse and 

subtle ways in which French and Dutch newspapers framed Muslims, this thesis then zooms in 

on individual articles that exemplify each frame and sub-frame. Indeed, one has to examine the 

context in which these narratives were produced to give meaning to them: this ranges from the 

individual background and motivations of the authors to the social, cultural, political and histori-

cal context in which they operated (Riffe et al., 2015). 

This study focuses on three of the most important themes that were discussed in the 1920s 

and 1930s: mosques, the pilgrimage to Mecca (Hajj) and the position of Muslim women. Many 

studies of present-day representations of Muslims have focused on mosques or Muslim women 

(Ahmed & Matthes, 2017). First, mosques have drawn attention because they serve as highly visi-

ble symbols of Islamic presence in cities (Maussen, 2004). The interwar period saw the construc-

tion of the Great Mosque of Paris. It was initially conceived as a symbol of gratitude towards 

Muslim veterans of the First World War, but would primarily become the focal point of celebra-

tions of French imperialism (Hassett, 2016; Vermeren, 2016, Davidson, 2012). In contrast, recur-

ring initiatives for the construction of a mosque in The Hague failed to materialise (Ryad, 2013). 

Second, the yearly pilgrimage to Mecca was a topic of considerable concern for the colonial pow-
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ers. Not only were they preoccupied with a number of practical issues, such as matters of pov-

erty, safety, hygiene and public health. They were also worried that Mecca was a hotbed of sub-

versive, anti-colonial ideas (Ryad, 2016; Le Pautremat, 2003; Tagliacozzo, 2014). Third, the posi-

tion of women in non-Western societies was used as a so-called ‘index of civilisation’ in imperial 

rhetoric. Condemnation of their allegedly bad treatment by non-Western men served to demon-

strate their inferiority and to justify continued colonial rule (Levine, 2004). The representation of 

Muslim women as oppressed and in need of saving has been highlighted as a key feature of the 

orientalist discourse (Yeğenoğlu, 1998; De Groot, 2013).  

Chapter 2 starts with a discussion of two crucial concepts – Edward Said’s orientalism and 

Robert Entman’s framing (2.1), which are the two most commonly used theoretical approaches in 

studies that analyse media representations of Muslims and Islam (Ahmed & Matthes, 2017). 

Next, it sketches the context of Muslim-related news events in the 1920s and 1930s, by first dis-

cussing the state of the colonial empires and then French and Dutch approaches to secularism 

and Islam (2.2), before explaining the methodology (2.3). Chapters 3, 4 and 5 present the results 

of the empirical research. Each chapter focuses on one of the three main themes, respectively 

mosques, the pilgrimage to Mecca and the position of women. These chapters all start with a 

section describing the historical context of the three themes. After a brief description of the gen-

eral characteristics of the articles in the corpus, the frames and sub-frames are identified. These 

are then further analysed and discussed in the second half of these chapters. Chapter 6 brings 

together elements from the previous three chapters to look across the themes. First, it looks at 

the development of the framing of Muslims over the course of the interwar period. Second, dif-

ferences between French and Dutch representations are singled out. Third and finally, the chap-

ter identifies three imperialist discursive strategies: exoticism, criticism and appropriation. The 

conclusion highlights the most interesting findings of this study and underlines its contribution to 

the existing literature in the field. 
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2. Theory, context and methods  

 

2.1 Theory: The Orientalism debate and mass media framing 

2.1.1 Edward Said’s Orientalism and Covering Islam 

 

Since the publication of his eponymous book, Edward Said’s concept of orientalism has had a 

“continuing impact throughout the academy” (Gran, 2013, p. 18). Many scholars have argued 

that it is still indispensable for understanding the history of representations of Muslims and Islam 

(see for example Eide, 2008. p. 153; Poole, 2002, pp. 28–43; Thum, 2007, pp. 389–93; Landry, 

2013, p. 55). In this section, I will first briefly discuss the most important ideas from Said’s books 

Orientalism and Covering Islam. Next, I will show how Said’s work received both acclaim and criti-

cism. After that, I will look at the particularly passionate academic debate on his work after the 11 

September 2001 attacks, when some scholars even accused Said of ‘offering intellectual ammuni-

tion’ to Islamic fundamentalists and terrorists. This section will be followed by a discussion of 

some recent and more nuanced contributions and additions to the orientalist debate. 

 Said describes orientalism as a way of thought that is based upon a strong imaginary dis-

tinction between East and West, in which Western cultures and societies are considered superior 

to the Eastern ones. The West needs the opposition to the East in order to define itself. This idea 

is completely institutionalised in the West and thus strongly embedded in the Western discourse. 

Media representations of other cultures are inevitably characterised by a form of ethnocentrism 

(Said, 1981, p. 4). Said defines orientalism as follows: 

Taking the late eighteenth century as a very roughly defined starting point Orientalism can be 

discussed and analyzed as the corporate institution for dealing with the Orient – dealing with 

it by making statements about it, authorizing views of it, describing it, by teaching it, settling 

it, ruling over it: in short, Orientalism as a Western style for dominating, restructuring, and 

having authority over the Orient (Said, 1978, p. 3). 

He further argues that “without examining Orientalism as a discourse one cannot possibly under-

stand the enormously systematic discipline by which European culture was able to manage – and 

even produce – the Orient politically, sociologically, militarily, ideologically, scientifically and im-

aginatively during the post-Enlightenment period” (Said, 1978, p. 3). Orientalism became the lens 

through which Europeans unavoidably looked at the East: a set of assumptions that could neither 

be ignored nor abandoned. Authors writing about the East in the late nineteenth century were 

inevitably influenced by older texts, dominant ideas and pre-existing stereotypes. Since these au-
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thors were unable to escape the existing orientalist framework, they in turn produced new orien-

talist texts. Hence, the orientalist discourse was constantly reconfirmed and reinforced. The Eu-

ropean view on the East was an ‘ahistorical’ one: the East was presented as an unchanging, undif-

ferentiated entity. 

For Said (1978, p. 201), the late eighteenth century marked the starting point of oriental-

ism, although he underlines that the negative image of Islam in the West is much older. He states 

that “Islam has never been welcome in Europe” (Said, 1981, pp. 12–3). Orientalism reached its 

peak between around 1870 and the First World War. It is no coincidence that the ‘Scramble for 

Africa’ took place in the same period: the development of orientalism was inextricably bound up 

with the rise of European imperialism. Said (1978, p. 17) argues that orientalism originated in 

France and Britain, “the pioneer nations in the Orient and in Oriental studies”, which possessed 

“the two greatest colonial networks in pre-twentieth century history”. Both countries competed 

for control over Muslim territories. To legitimise this conquest, they produced the orientalist dis-

course in which the West is considered superior to the East. European colonial powers not only 

had political and economic hegemony over a large part of the Muslim World: they also had scien-

tific hegemony. ‘Oriental studies’ became a popular academic discipline. European scientists col-

lected data in their colonies, because knowledge was considered essential for the control over the 

colonies (Harrison, 1988, p. 3). Geographical societies for example organised expeditions into the 

East, where they applied theories of racial determinism to study the people. Both literary and 

academic texts supported the alleged necessity of Western rule over the East, propagating the 

view that Muslims were backward people who could not be trusted to rule their own countries. 

Imperialism was presented as a way to modernise (and thus ‘Westernise’) the Islamic World.  

 In 1981, three years after the publication of Orientalism, Said published a sequel Covering Is-

lam. In this book, he asserted that the media play a crucial role in the construction and diffusion 

of an essentially negative image of Muslims and Islam in that they reflect the orientalist idea of a 

fundamental opposition between European and Islamic values. According to Said (1981, p. 46), 

these negative media representations of Islam are “the result of a complex process of usually de-

liberate selection and expression”. 

 Said (1981, pp. 9–43) argues that abstract concepts like ‘Islam’, ‘Muslims’ and ‘The West’ 

can only exist through the means of human interpretation. Media play a key role in the creation 

of these interpretations, as they mirror the dominant interests in the society in their representa-

tion of Islam. The imagined binary opposition between Islam and the West leads to a large num-

ber of stereotypes. These generalisations about ‘the Other’ have an intrinsic significance, inde-
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pendent from the reality to which they supposedly refer. The study of media representations can 

reveal important underlying assumptions. For example, the widespread media usage of the oppo-

sition ‘Islam versus the West’ (rather than ‘East versus West’ or ‘Islam versus Christianity’) shows 

that Westerners consider themselves as having surpassed the stage of religion. After a long pro-

cess of secularisation, religion has lost its role as the main binding force within Western society. 

Since ‘Westerners’ observe that religion still plays an important role in the Islamic World, they 

consider Muslims as ‘primitive’.  

 

2.1.2 The Orientalism debate: acclaim and criticism 

 

Many scholars were inspired by Said’s books and elaborated on his ideas. Like Said, Turkish cul-

tural theorist Mahmut Mutman (1993) and Malaysian political historian Farish Noor (1997) states 

that the contrast between the modern West and the traditional East was a recurring theme in the 

imperialist discourse. The author (1997, pp. 46–9) claims that the West has produced what he 

calls an epistemology of terror. Colonialism and imperialism have been of utmost importance for the 

creation of this epistemology, as they reinforced the idea that Muslims are inferior to Christians. 

The negative image of Islam served as a justification for the conquest and submission of the Is-

lamic World by European colonial powers. In Mutman’s (1993) view, one of the key ideas was 

that the Modern West had surpassed the stage of religion. The old idea of a clash between Chris-

tianity and Islam was now replaced by the notion of a sharp opposition between the secularised 

West and Islam. To some extent, this antagonistic construction became a self-fulfilling prophecy. 

Unintentionally, European imperialists encouraged Muslims in the colonies to focus on Islam as 

the dominant feature of their identity. In other words, Mutman (1993) argues that orientalism 

could even influence the actual behaviour of Muslims, resulting in a spiral-like development of 

orientalism and the religious practices of Muslims in the colonies. Turkish sociologist Meyda 

Yeğenoğlu (1998) also elaborates on Said’s work by proposing a feminist reading of orientalism. 

She stresses the “homology between the structures of patriarchal/sexist and colonial/imperial 

discourses” (p. 10). Moreover, she suggests that the representations of cultural and sexual differ-

ence in orientalist discourse are inseparable. She illustrates this by analysing the particular role of 

the veiled woman in the Western view of the Orient. 

Others have been more critical of Said’s work. Albert Hourani (1991, p. 63), prominent 

scholar of Middle Eastern history, states that “Mr Said is right to say that ‘orientalism’ is a typical-

ly ‘occidental’ mode of thought, but perhaps he makes the matter too simple when he implies 
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that this style of thought is inextricably bound up with the fact of domination, and indeed is de-

rived from it”. He points at the long history of trade and the exchange of ideas between Muslims 

and European Christians, which contradicts the idea that the relations between both groups have 

merely or predominantly been characterised by conflicts and contrasts. Hourani (1991, p. 58) 

largely accepts the Saidian claim that “western thought and scholarship have created a self-

perpetuating body of received truths which have authority in intellectual and academic life, but 

bear little relation to the reality of the object which is studied”. He admits that scholars use cate-

gories of explanation to understand complicated subjects and that these categories tend to repro-

duce themselves. However, he denies that western scholarship in general has been politically mo-

tivated and served to justify western domination. While some scholars indeed collaborated with 

the colonial authorities, many others opposed the imperial policies of their countries or advocat-

ed a more sensitive attitude towards the Muslims in the colonies. Finally, Hourani (1991, p. 57) 

also contradicts the idea that western scholars have always presented a strongly simplified, static 

and ‘essentialist’ image of Muslims and Islam. He argues that at least from the late nineteenth 

century onwards, scholars generally accepted the complexity and diversity of Muslim cultures and 

religious practices. Yet he also acknowledges that the mass media still echo older, essentialist 

views. 

India-based Marxist literary theorist Aijaz Ahmad (1992) expresses more fundamental criti-

cism of Said’s Orientalism, calling it “a deeply flawed book” (pp. 160–1). He argues that Said im-

plicitly accepts the traditional humanist assumption that “there is [a] unified European/Western 

identity which is at the origin of history and has shaped this history through its thought and its texts” 

[emphasis in the original] (Ahmad, 1992, p. 167). Moreover, Ahmad highlights some fundamental 

contradictions in Said’s work, for example regarding the start of orientalism. On the one hand 

Said describes the uninterrupted history of Western hostility against the East since Antiquity, on 

the other hand he mentions the eighteenth century as a starting point of orientalism. Whereas 

Said criticises the way the Orient has been represented as a fixed, unified concept, he ironically 

treats the West in a similar fashion:  

It is rather remarkable how constantly and comfortably Said speaks […] of a Europe, or the 

West, as a self-identical, fixed being which has always had an essence and a project, an imag-

ination and a will; and of the ‘Orient’ as its object – textually, militarily, and so on. […] Said 

quite justifiably accuses the ‘Orientalist’ of essentializing the Orient, but his own essentializ-

ing of ‘the West’ is equally remarkable (Ahmad, 1992, p. 183). 

In Ahmad’s (1992, pp. 183–4) eyes, this makes Said an ‘orientalist-in-reverse’ and in fact also an 

orientalist, because he seems to confirm the ontological and epistemological distinction between 
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the Orient and the Occident. He underlines that the process of drawing essential boundaries be-

tween groups of people is not unique to the West. Historically, there have been innumerable ex-

amples of Others being inferiorised, be it on the basis of ethnicity, religion or sex. He argues that 

the European prejudices gained particular force because of the power of colonial capitalism (i.e. 

European dominance over large parts of the world), rather than from the discourse itself. Ahmad 

(1992, pp. 185–214) further questions Said’s postmodernist objective to study ‘representations as 

representations’, without looking at the correctness of these representations. He states that an 

assessment of the correctness is necessary to make a distinction between representations and 

misrepresentations. He pays little attention to Said’s Covering Islam, but concludes that Said is so 

obsessed with the Western media coverage of Islam that he turns a blind eye to the actual crimi-

nalities of Islamic regimes. 

The 1990s also saw Samuel Huntington launch his essentialist ideas of a binary opposition 

between the Islamic and the Western civilizations, a theory that united all stereotypes that Said so 

strongly contested. Huntington (1996, pp. 254–65) defends the idea that Islam is an inherently 

violent religion (a ‘religion of the sword’), which ‘glorifies military virtues’ and lacks a concept of 

nonviolence. For him, this militarism explains ‘the historical Muslim propensity to bellocity and 

violence’. Moreover, he argues that Islam merges religion and politics to such an extent that as-

similation between Muslims and other civilizations is impossible. Huntington’s Clash of Civiliza-

tions has been panned by fellow historians. Varisco (2007, p. 296) for example suggests that “the 

real clash is between Huntington’s highly subjective reading of a history he does not know very 

well and a current reality he does not like”. 

 

2.1.3 Renewal of the Orientalism polemic after 11 September 2001 

 

The 11 September 2001 attacks breathed new life into the discussion of Said’s conept of oriental-

ism, with predictably contradictory contributions from scholars on both ends of the political and 

academic spectrum. On the one hand, some scholars showed a renewed interest in Said’s work 

and confirmed all of his conclusions, sometimes even going a step further. Like Said, these schol-

ars argued that Muslims have played the role of the fundamental Others in European imagination 

for many centuries: Islam has been represented as the polar opposite of Europe (Shadid & Van 

Koningsveld, 2002, p. 180). They argue that the construction of a common enemy is a crucial 

tool for the identification and recognition of one’s own cultural identity. Accordingly, the opposi-
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tion to Islam is described as a way of limiting the risk of fragmentation in Europe (Trumpbour, 

2003, pp. 90–107).  

These followers of Said state that Muslims have been depicted as the enemy of Christianity 

since the late eleventh century. They claim that the Catholic Church has actively created, 

strengthened and exploited this image to unify the Christian society, culminating in the Crusades. 

In the centuries that followed, the confrontation with Islam strengthened European self-

consciousness. Solidarity among Europeans could only exist through this binary opposition, one 

that was confirmed by many of the most famous thinkers of European history (Mastnak, 2003). 

These Saidian scholars (see for example Mernissi, 2003, pp. 52–3; Zemni, 2002, p. 166) confirm 

that up until the present, the West is described as rational and progressive, while the East is sup-

posedly irrational and barbarian. More than any other religion, Islam is considered incompatible 

with the values of Western liberal democracies: democracy, tolerance and human rights.  

On the other hand, the decade that followed the 11 September attacks also saw a strong 

backlash against Said’s work (Spencer, 2013). Kramer (2001), Irwin (2006) and Ibn Warraq (2007) 

have voiced some of the most vicious criticisms, calling Said’s Orientalism “a work of malignant 

charlatanry in which it is hard to distinguish honest mistakes from wilful misrepresentations” 

(Irwin, 2006, p. 4), “intellectual terrorism” (Ibn Warraq, 2007, p. 18), “intellectual dishonesty” 

(Ibn Warraq, 2007, p. 24) and stating that “it is a scandal and damning comment on the quality of 

intellectual life in Britain in recent decades that Said’s argument about Orientalism could ever 

have been taken seriously” (Irwin, 2006, p. 309). Martin Kramer is a neoconservative American-

Israeli scholar of Middle Eastern Studies. A strong supporter of Israel, Kramer accuses the cur-

rent generation of Middle East scholars of propagating anti-American and anti-Israeli viewpoints. 

Ibn Warraq is an author and self-declared former Muslim of Pakistani origin, who has earned a 

reputation as a strong critic of Islam. He has assumed the pseudonym ‘Ibn Warraq’ for safety 

reasons: his true identity remains obscure. Robert Irwin is an orientalist historian and novelist 

who strongly rejects Said’s negative evaluation of the academic discipline of orientalism. 

Both Irwin and Ibn Warraq point out that Said made numerous factual errors and dispute 

his interpretations of several major literary works. Like Ahmad (1992), they say that this ironically 

results in a misrepresentation of orientalism, Christianity and imperialism in a book that criticises 

the West for misrepresenting Muslims and Islam. Ibn Warraq (2007, p. 32) even goes a step fur-

ther and accuses Said of ‘Anti-Westernism’: 

The golden thread running through Western civilization is rationalism. As Aristotle said, 

“Man by nature strives to know.” This striving for knowledge results in science, which is but 
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the application of reason. Intellectual inquisitiveness is one of the hallmarks of Western civi-

lization. […] European man, by nature, strives to know. […] Hence, the desperate attempts 

by Said to smear every single Orientalist with the lowest motives are not only reprehensible 

but also fail to give due weight to this golden thread running through Western civilization 

(Ibn Warraq, 2007, p. 38). 

Both Kramer (2001) and Ibn Warraq (2007, pp. 33–8) criticise Said’s ‘biased’ choice of evidence, 

arguing that he only selected the texts that supported his theory of an orientalist discursive for-

mation and excluded everything that would have contradicted his thesis. If Said would have 

looked at other sources, these would have demonstrated “that the Western understanding and 

representation of the East – especially the Arabs and Islam – had grown ever more ambivalent, 

nuanced and diverse” (Kramer, 2001, p. 29). For this reason, Kramer argues that there was no 

such a thing as an essentialist, inflexible circle of interpretation: on the contrary, new insights 

constantly led to a re-evaluation of previous assumptions. He admits that prejudices and stereo-

types played an important role, but denies that they ever formed a coherent, unified discourse.  

Irwin (2006, p. 284–91) also points at several important inconsistencies in Said’s work, for 

example with regard to the moment orientalism began. Another crucial inconsistency stems from 

his combined use of Foucault’s discourse and Gramsci’s hegemony. As both scholars contradicted 

each other on the role of individual intellectuals, Said is “unable to decide whether the discourse 

of Orientalism constrains Orientalists and makes them the victims of an archive from which they 

are powerless to escape, or whether, on the other hand, the Orientalists are the willing and con-

scious collaborators in the fabrication of a hegemonic discourse which they employ to subjugate 

others” (Irwin, 2006, p. 290). This results in the confusingly contradictory statements in Said’s 

book. On the one hand, he criticises several scholars and authors for their misrepresentations of 

Islam, while on the other he claims that orientalism is an unescapable, self-confirmatory dis-

course. Ibn Warraq (2007, pp. 43–5) highlights another contradiction. On the one hand, Said 

claims that orientalists have been complicit in imperialism by providing indispensable knowledge 

about Muslims, Islam and Arabs. On the other hand, he accuses them of producing a false image 

of the Orient. Ibn Warraq argues that both claims are mutually exclusive, as false information 

cannot possibly have helped European imperialists to conquer the world. 

In addition, Irwin (2006, pp. 286–9) criticises Said’s tendency to constantly consider East-

erners as the victims of Western misrepresentation, ignoring examples of Eastern imperialism. 

Irwin denies that Islam has represented the main Other for the West since many centuries. The 

Othering between Protestants and Catholics was often much more obvious. He also states that 

Said conveniently ignores the contribution of German orientalists, as this would contradict his 
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claim that orientalism was first and foremost a discourse produced by the imperial powers France 

and Britain to justify their colonial expansions. In addition, Irwin denounces Said’s Covering Islam. 

Referring to Said’s critical evaluation of the media coverage of a beheading in Saudi Arabia, he 

states: “It was typical of his style of thought that he seemed to find Western coverage of the be-

heading more reprehensible than the beheading itself” (Irwin, 2006, p. 306). 

Moreover, Kramer (2001, pp. 38), criticises Said’s Orientalism for insinuating “an ethnic test 

for admission to the field”. In his view, Said’s work resulted in the idea that Westerns scholars 

cannot properly study Islam-related topics, since they are always prejudiced. What is worse, Is-

lamists interpreted Said’s work as a confirmation of their ideas about a Western conspiracy 

against Islam and used his texts as ‘intellectual ammunition’. Kramer (2001, p. 47) states that Said 

“had stoked the fires of suspicion in the Muslim World”, making him “complicit in [Islamism’s] 

sweeping indictment of the West”. Ibn Warraq (2007, p. 18) makes a similar claim, arguing that 

Said’s work “taught an entire generation of Arabs the art of self-pity […] encouraged the Islamic 

fundamentalist generation of the 1980s, bludgeoned into silence any criticism of Islam, and even 

stopped dead the research of eminent Islamologists who felt their findings might offend Muslim 

sensibilities and who dared not risk being labelled “Orientalist”.” 

Other scholars have defended Said’s Orientalism against these criticisms. Spencer (2013, p. 

156) for example writes about what he calls ‘anti-intellectual projects’ to discredit Said: “Warraq, 

Kramer and Irwin have chosen to either slander Said and those influenced by his work or to dis-

tract from the substance of Said’s argument with quibbles about errors of fact and interpretation 

contained in Orientalism”. He reproaches them for rejecting a reasonably critical reflection on aca-

demic methods, theory and presuppositions. Spencer (2013) acknowledges that Orientalism con-

tains factual mistakes, exaggerations, contradictions and some selective choices of evidence, such 

as the exclusion of German orientalists. Yet he refuses to dismiss the entire book on this ground. 

The important and valid point Said makes is that bias and prejudice are at the basis of all 

knowledge. Spencer argues that self-criticism is at the basis of Said’s book, making it a fundamen-

tally humanist work. All in all, Spencer (2013, pp. 165–6) concludes that “[d]iatribes like Warraq’s 

and Kramer’s suffer far more grievously from the faults of which they accuse Orientalism: the co-

pious use of sweeping and utterly unsubstantiated generalizations, the cursory and selective use of 

evidence, an intemperate and polemical tone, not to mention a bullying contempt for alternative 

points of view”. 

Shah (2011, pp. 62–4) states that a closer reading of Said’s work would debunk the miscon-

ception of his alleged ‘anti-westernism’ and Orient-centrism. He argues that Said was neither anti-
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West nor pro-Islam; he simply aimed to “redress the East-West imbalance in knowledge and 

power relations and create a sense of humanity based on equality and justice” (Shah, 2011, p. 62). 

Even though some Islamists have referred to Said’s work to support their cause, it should really 

just be read as a multiculturalist critique of orientalist essentialism, rather than an Oriental attack 

on the Occident. All in all, Shah (2011, pp. 65–6) argues that Said’s Orientalism is much more so-

phisticated and nuanced than its critics suggest. He admits that Said is occasionally rather harsh in 

his judgements, but denies that he was motivated by hatred or aggression towards the West. 

 

2.1.4 More nuanced views on Orientalism 

 

As Thomas (1991, p. 4) remarked, “there seems only a choice of hypercritical and uncritical posi-

tions” in the debate on Said’s Orientalism. In a massive critical study of both the book Orientalism 

and the academic debate that followed, American anthropologist and sociologist Daniel Martin 

Varisco (2007) reveals a more nuanced view. He appreciates Said’s book because it showed that 

much of the writing about Muslims revealed more about the people who produced the texts than 

about the actual Muslims. This way, Orientalism provoked a useful and necessary debate about 

representation. He strongly rejects Martin Kramer’s personal attacks against Edward Said and 

ridicules his ‘conspiracy scenario’, in which Said is held indirectly responsible for terrorist attacks. 

However, he does criticise Said’s interpretation of representation as a unidirectional process, in 

which Muslims are always the victims and Westerners land all the blame. Varisco underlines that 

Said overplayed his hand by putting all previous scholars who wrote about Islam in the same 

negative category. Moreover, he questions the historical foundation of Said’s work: “The histori-

cal backdrop is hastily arranged, not systematically researched, to authorize the staging of his ar-

gument. The past becomes the waggishly drawn rationale for pursuing a present grievance” (Var-

isco, 2007, p. 293). 

Varisco (2007, p. 291–7) also argues that while Said rightfully criticised misrepresentations 

of the Orient, he does not offer a solution to the problem; he rejects the discursive construction 

of a binary East-West antagonism but does not propose a viable alternative. Therefore, Varisco 

proposes a subtle modification of Said’s interpretation of orientalism. Rather than considering 

orientalism as a single united discourse, it should be seen as a ‘style’: “Representation of the Ori-

ent thus becomes a matter of fashion, in which any particular mode is meaningful only in com-

parison to others” (Varisco, 2007, p. 297). In the narrow sense, these styles differ by nationality 

and often follow linguistic lines. In the broadest sense, the number of styles matches the number 
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of ‘Oriental’ individuals. He argues that the historic texts used by Said to exemplify orientalism 

are “time-bound hoary diversions that detract from the progress made” (Varisco, 2007, p. 300). 

In reality, discourses on the Orient have developed over time and conflicting views co-existed at 

any point in time. 

Despite the before-mentioned criticisms, Said’s work continues to influence and inspire the 

recent work of scholars across disciplines. Landry (2013) for example defends the continued rele-

vance of Said’s Orientalism and expands it to the early modern period, for which she proposes the 

term proto-orientalism. Graf (2011) also elaborates on Said’s work by distinguishing three phases of 

orientalism, in a study on the framing of ‘violence in Indonesia/the Dutch East Indies’ in aca-

demic texts published from 1880 to the present. First, there was a period of structural orientalism. 

The colonizer, the Netherlands, had a virtually monopolistic intellectual hegemony in the produc-

tion of academic knowledge. Euphemisms were used to frame violence from the side of the col-

onizer, while Indonesian violence was generally depicted as savagery, especially during the War of 

Independence (1945–49). This was in line with the Dutch portrayal of its military interventions as 

‘civilizing missions’ or ‘pacification’.  

After the independence of Indonesia, this period of structural orientalism was followed by 

half a century of contested orientalism. This phase was characterised by an “emerging academic self-

consciousness of the formerly colonized” (Graf, 2011, p. 161). Yet the former colonial centres of 

orientalist knowledge continued to play a key role. Some dissident Indonesian intellectuals opted 

to work there, rather than under the authoritarian regime in their newly independent home coun-

try. The personal encounters between these former victims of colonialism and their colonizers in 

an academic setting, often in continued asymmetric power relations, contributed to a strong ide-

ology of anti-colonialism and anti-orientalism. Extending the observations of his study to other 

cases, Graf suggests that Edward Said’s work should be seen in a similar light. Finally, he distin-

guishes a phase of post-orientalism, which, in the case of Indonesia, started with the increased de-

mocratisation after the fall of the New Order Regime of President Suharto in 1998. In this most 

recent phase, the Netherlands have ultimately lost their intellectual monopoly and Indonesian 

perspectives have become hegemonic. The academic discourse shows a remarkable shift in atten-

tion away from military violence and towards violence against women, making the gender prob-

lematic an important characteristic of what Graf calls post-orientalism. 

The gender problematic is at the core of De Groot’s (2013) critical assessment of Oriental-

ism, just like in Yeğenoğlu’s (1998) book fifteen years earlier. She highlights the paradoxical influ-

ence of Said’s work. On the one hand, Said’s book included statements that could inspire gen-
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dered analyses of orientalist representations. For example, he suggested that Orientals were de-

picted as being effeminate and that greater sexual opportunities played an important role in Eu-

ropean fantasies about the East. Yet on the other hand, Said largely ignored the academic debate 

on gender and imperialism. He did not propose a structural analysis of the gendered character of 

orientalism. According to De Groot (2013, p. 193), this has led to the contradictory situation in 

which gender and sexuality have remained relatively under-exposed in the critical studies on Ori-

entalism, while Said’s paradigm has been widely embraced by scholars of gender and sexuality. 

Both the insights from Said’s Orientalism and those from gender studies are relevant for the study 

of the media attention for gendered Islam-related issues like headscarves, arranged marriage, (fe-

male) circumcision and ‘honour killings’. Regarding the Muslim veil, De Groot (2013) challenges 

present-day “Orientalizing or Islamophobic” depictions in the media. She credits ‘critical and 

gender aware anthropology’ for offering crucial insights into the complexities of the veiling issue. 

She convincingly shows that over history, the veiling issue has been shaped by many different 

factors that are much more complicated than the binary contrasts of “religion/secularism, repres-

sion/emancipation, modernity/tradition, Muslim/Western and reactionary/liberal” (De Groot, 

2013, p. 208). 

As Elmarsafy and Bernard (2013, p. 7) correctly note, “even when Said’s putative errors are 

removed, there remains something particularly valuable about Orientalism as an intervention”. It 

launched the idea of the Orient as a discursive construction, expressed through arts, literature and 

academic texts. Landry (2013, p. 55) also defends the continued importance of Said’s work: “The 

book has endured, tragically, because its object of critique is so robust; Orientalism remains rele-

vant precisely because Orientalism continues to prevail.” She states that the discourse of oriental-

ism has remained largely intact up until the present day, despite Said’s attempts to show the 

Western bias in the representation and perception of the East.  

One of the most important and valid criticisms of this kind of argument is that it wrongful-

ly depicts the Western discourse on the Orient as homogeneous and unchangeable. As men-

tioned before, Varisco (2007) challenges this notion of orientalism as a single united discourse. 

The alternative he proposes is to accept that the styles of representing the Muslim Other have 

differed over time and across boundaries. In line with this, Lisa Lowe (1991, p. 4) also strongly 

objects to “totalizing orientalism as a monolithic, developmental discourse that uniformly con-

structs the Orient as the Other of the Occident”. Rather than (re-)constructing one ‘master narra-

tive’, she proposes “a conception of orientalism as heterogeneous and contradictory” and ob-

serves that “on the one hand, […] orientalism [consists] of an uneven matrix of orientalist situa-
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tions across different cultural and historical sites, and on the other, that each of these orientalisms 

is internally complex and unstable” (Lowe, 1991, p. 5). In other words, ‘orientalisms’ (plural) are 

highly heterogeneous and changeable: different orientalisms can be found at different historical 

moments or in different national cultures. These national and historical contexts have a profound 

impact on the representation of the Orient, as discussions in the own society are projected on to 

the image of the Oriental Other: 

The Orient as Other is a literary trope that may reflect a range of national issues: at one time 

the race for colonies, at others class conflicts and workers’ revolts, changes in sexual roles 

during a time of rapid urbanization and industrialization, or postcolonial crises of national 

identity. Orientalism facilitates the inscription of many different kinds of differences as ori-

ental otherness, and the use of oriental figures at one moment may be distinct from their use 

in another historical period, in another set of texts or even at another moment in the same 

body of work (Lowe, 1991, p. 8). 

This study strongly subscribes to Lowe’s and Varisco’s interpretations of orientalism(s) as hetero-

geneous and context-dependent. Conflicting representations of the Orient indeed co-existed at 

any given moment, depending on the position of authors in a range of (national) debates. Like 

Said, I will study Muslims and Islam as a discursive construction, yet it is presumed that the me-

dia coverage has been more complex than simply a repetitive confirmation of the binary opposi-

tion between Europe and Islam. Said’s critics have rightfully warned against reducing very differ-

ent opinions and points of view to one ‘Western discourse’. This thesis also takes account of the 

contributions by critics like De Groot (2013) and Yeğenoğlu (1998), who have justly argued that 

questions of gender are of utmost importance in the representation of the Orient. 

 

2.1.5 Key concept: Mass media framing 

 

As Said (1981) already stated in Covering Islam, media play a decisive role in the creation of new 

stereotypes and hence also in the diffusion and maintenance of the negative image of Islam. Eide 

(2008, pp. 156–61) states that journalists constantly construct Others through polarisation and 

simplification. These Others are “always constructed as an object for the benefit of the subject 

who stands in need of an objectified Other in order to achieve a masterly self-definition” (Picker-

ing, 2001, p. 71). The media representations of the Other are often based upon a binary and 

strongly hierarchical opposition (Eide, 2008). As a result, journalists frequently use words like 

‘Islam’ and ‘Muslims’ as if they designate a unified and homogeneous group. In this section, I 
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look at some of the key concepts in the study of media representations, in particular the notion 

of framing. 

‘Representation’ has been defined as the continuous construction of identities in a culture 

(First, 2004, p. 191), and as the way texts (and other media) present images of the world (Rigney, 

2007, p. 415). It can also be seen as a ‘stereotyping force’ (First, 2004, p. 191). The reason for this 

is that authors (including journalists) select certain groups or individuals to represent a bigger 

group or even a whole nation. When they describe these persons, they project certain characteris-

tics upon the entire group or nation. In this way, “ ‘representing the group’ through language is 

not only a (more or less) accurate reflection of existing states of affairs, but also a way of calling 

that group’s identity into being” (Rigney, 2007, p. 416). As these representations provide simpli-

fied images, they result in the production and reproduction of stereotypes. Stereotypes have been 

defined as “one-sided characterisations of others, and as a general process, stereotyping is a uni-

linear mode of representing them” (Pickering, 2001, p. 47). Selective perception and imagination 

lead to differences being accentuated. That is why stereotypes generally reveal more about the 

sensitivities and needs of those who construct or maintain them than about the people who are 

the object of the stereotyping (Yumul, 2004, p. 36). Moreover, while stereotypes usually remain 

relatively stable over time, it is important to study their historical origins and lineage to under-

stand the interests they served. This is particularly relevant for stereotypical images of ‘primitive’ 

non-European peoples that were shaped in the context of imperialism:  

The process of becoming modern and building empires profoundly altered the ways in which 

people in Europe thought about cultural difference. Western societies classifying themselves 

as modern and civilised relied heavily on the contrast between their own sense of advance-

ment and the idea of racially backward and inferior societies. Those who were conceived as 

inferior in this way became interior to national identity in the West by becoming its Other, its 

decivilised counterpart (Pickering, 2001, p. 51). 

This brings us to the concept of framing, which has been widely used in studies that analyse the 

media coverage of Muslims and Islam. However, these studies have focused on recent media 

output, especially after September 11, 2001 (cf. Morey & Yaqin, 2011; Rane, Ewart & Martinkus, 

2014). A helpful definition of a media frame is the one proposed by James Tankard (2001, p. 

100): “A frame is a central organizing idea for news content that supplies a context and suggests 

what the issue is through the use of selection, emphasis, exclusion, and elaboration.” A few im-

portant assumptions are at the basis of this definition. First, it presupposes that the same issue 

can be ‘framed’ in a number of different, non-objective ways, depending on which information is 

included and excluded, which elements are emphasised and how they are commented. Second, it 

suggests that these frames can be nuanced, subtle and complicated: they go beyond simply being 
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pro or contra a certain issue, or merely offering a positive or negative opinion: “Framing […] reflects 

the richness of media discourse and the subtle differences that are possible when a specific topic 

is presented in different ways” (Tankard, 2001, p. 96). Third, these different ways of presenting a 

topic matter because it is presumed that media have the power or potential to set the terms for a 

debate.  

The most influential definition of framing is probably the one introduced by Robert M. 

Entman (1993, p. 52): “To frame is to select some aspects of a perceived reality and make them 

more salient in a communicating text, in such a way as to promote a particular problem defini-

tion, causal interpretation, moral evaluation, and/or treatment recommendation.” In a later pub-

lication, he phrased it somewhat differently, but essentially preserved the important elements of 

the earlier definition: framing is “selecting and highlighting some facets of events or issues, and 

making connections among them so as to promote a particular interpretation, evaluation, and/or 

solution” (Entman, 2004, p. 5). In other words, by highlighting specific aspects of a subject, cer-

tain perspectives are made more ‘noticeable, meaningful or memorable’ to the audience. This 

reflects the before-mentioned idea that texts have the power to influence how people see reality. 

Moreover, Entman’s original definition contains the four functions typically found in frames: 

they define problems, diagnose their causes, make moral judgements and suggest ways to solve 

them. It is not necessary for a text to include all four frame elements. Entman stresses that even 

when journalists try to remain ‘objective’, they generally make one interpretation of a problem 

more salient than others. However, he also suggests that more balanced reporting could be pos-

sible. Entman (1993, p. 57) advises that “The major task of determining textual meaning should 

be to identify and describe frames”. He criticises forms of content analysis that simply count all 

positive or negative utterances. Instead, he proposes to analyse “the most salient clusters of mes-

sages – the frames”. This corresponds to the method favoured in this thesis (see Section 2.3.2). 

 

2.1.6 Media logics influencing the representations of Muslims 

 

While the newspaper framing of Muslims in the interwar period has so far received little attention 

from scholars, numerous studies have analysed the factors that influence the representations of 

Muslims in a more contemporary context. Although some of their observations are evidently less 

relevant for the interwar period, others help understand media logics that were as important in 

the 1920s and 1930s as they are today. 
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An example of this is the observation that the content media produce is the result of a wide 

range of choices and restraints. Many of these are related to the profession of journalism, such as 

different ideas about ‘newsworthiness’, the availability of (on-scene) reporters, guidelines for style 

and structure, and language. Furthermore, in their ‘news judgement’, editors generally consider 

the (supposed) interests of their public. This is why the media output “reflects both the profes-

sional culture of journalism and the larger society” (Riffe et al., 2015, p. 9). 

In line with Said, some scholars have argued that Western media purposefully depict Mus-

lims in an inhumane way to legitimise (military) action against them (e.g. Noor, 1997). Said (1981, 

p. 48) himself stated that whereas it would be overly simplistic to consider all newspaper articles 

as Western propaganda, “a great deal of what is really propaganda is churned out by the media 

and even by reputable scholars”. Others (for example Shadid & Van Koningsveld, 2002) have 

rightfully stressed that media representations are not necessarily the result of deliberate choices 

on the part of the journalists. Instead, they are often simply unable to escape the images and ste-

reotypes that exist in the society in which they live. For example, journalists who visited Middle 

Eastern countries in the early twentieth century often made references to the Arabian Nights. 

Due to the popularity of these stories, they strongly impacted the observations of the travellers: 

By the early twentieth century, knowledge of the Nights was assumed to be so common that 

virtually any traveller’s or journalist’s account of the Middle East referenced the Nights as 

shorthand for that which he/she was witnessing, or, more likely, imagining. Though of an-

cient origin, the Nights was assumed to mirror a still existing present (part of the timelessness 

ascribed to the East) (Bland, 2013, p. 157). 

Edward Said (1981, p. 48) convincingly argued that “what the media produce is neither sponta-

neous nor completely ‘free’: ‘news’ does not just happen, pictures and ideas do not merely spring 

from reality into our eyes and minds, truth is not directly available, we do not have unrestrained 

variety at our disposal”. Rules and conventions shape the images presented by the media. Media 

compete with each other to make profit and address themselves to a public to which they attrib-

ute certain common assumptions and expectations. That explains why they often present a very 

uniform, monochrome and reductive image of Muslims and Islam. Although the media are 

strongly heterogeneous, they share a tendency to choose certain representations and points of 

view over others.  

This tendency to focus on particular topics, associations and images that together shape a 

coherent, homogeneous and mostly negative image of Muslims and Islam, is caused by several 

interrelated factors. In this regard, Richardson (2004, pp. 34–49) distinguishes some decisive 

characteristics of newspapers. Although he focuses on contemporary newspapers, these observa-
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tions would largely be valid for the interwar newspapers as well.  First, newspapers need to make 

profit, which means that they have to meet the demands and expectations or their readers. News-

paper articles need to be attractive, easy to read and have a certain ‘news value’. Articles about the 

different and ‘strange’ aspects of Islam are considered far more interesting (‘newsworthy’) for 

readers than articles about the similarities between Muslims and non-Muslim Europeans. There is 

often relatively little room for nuance; extensive historical analyses and complicated interpreta-

tions are quite rare. This way, the media fail to show the complexity of Muslims and Islam 

(Shadid & Van Koningsveld, 2002). Thus, it has been suggested that “In respect to the Muslim 

world, orientalism has influenced news values, which prioritize stories that are negative, contro-

versial or unusual, including crime, violence, conflicts and crises” (Rane et al., 2014, pp. 180–1). 

Second, there is traditionally little ethnic and racial diversity among journalists: white mid-

dle-class men dominate the press (Richardson, 2004, pp. 39–42). This contributes to a general 

lack of knowledge about Islam among journalists, which results in the use of simplifications and 

generalisations. Since journalists must deal with tight deadlines, they often do not have the time 

to consult experts who could give more nuanced explanations (Shadid & Van Koningsveld, 

2002). This is still an issue today, but was obviously also (or even more so) the case in the inter-

war period. 

A third decisive factor is the phenomenon that has been labelled ‘the burden of representa-

tion’. According to Richardson (2004, p. 43), the perspectives and values of journalism are inher-

ently ‘white’ and hence culturally exclusive of other, ‘non-white’ views. Some journalists (both 

white and non-white) try to rectify distorted images and misrepresentations of minority groups. 

However, in doing so, they are also constrained by the same negative representations. By con-

stantly countering stereotypically negative images, they unwillingly reproduce these representa-

tions. For example, a well-intended article about Muslims condemning terrorism contributes to 

the existing discursive relationship between Islam and terrorism. Richardson argues that it even 

grants credibility to the racist argument by suggesting that both sides are debatable positions. 

The fourth key characteristic that influences newspaper representations of Muslims accord-

ing to Richardson (2004) is the professional norm of objectivity. In present-day journalism ethics, 

this means that journalists are generally supposed to be neutral and distance themselves from the 

truth-claims in their texts. As we will see in Section 2.2.4 and 2.2.5, the French and Dutch jour-

nalistic norms and standards of the interwar period were different from those of today: while 

impartiality was strongly valued, reporters were also relatively free to include their own personal 

observations and experiences. Yet even when journalists do not express their personal views, this 
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does not mean that the resulting texts are necessarily unbiased. Richardson (2004, pp. 44–7) ar-

gues that the strategies they use to guarantee the objectivity of their texts are in fact supportive of 

dominant (racialised) power relations. For example, journalists quote sources (often ‘experts’) that 

represent conflicting truth-claims. Yet they have the power to decide whom to quote (and hence 

who ‘gets heard’); only a small elite actually has access to the media. Besides, even when journal-

ists quote people with opposing views, they can also decide about the order in which they are 

quoted. Arguments mentioned first are often more salient. In other words, the presence of di-

verging opinions in an article does not render it objective: the order and context of the arguments 

may still ensure that it privileges a particular point of view.  

As a result of these mechanisms, the opinions voiced by people quoted in the media are of-

ten very one-sided (Shadid and Van Koningsveld, 2002, pp. 188–91). When dealing with Islam-

related topics, media cite non-Islamic politicians and scientists more frequently than Islamic ones. 

Eide (2008, p. 163) confirms that Western journalists rarely interview Muslim intellectuals. If they 

do interview Muslims, they often focus on aggressive crowds. It is also not uncommon for Mus-

lims cited in the media to confirm generalisations, for example by presenting themselves as repre-

sentatives of the Islamic World (Qureshi & Sells, 2003, p. 14).  

According to Noor (1997), Western media generally depict Muslims as being corrupt, im-

moral and sexually oppressed. Muslims are stereotypically presented as primitive people, who 

become enraged with the West because they do not know how to cope with modernity (Zemni, 

2002, p. 166). Media give the impression that all Muslims are ‘radical Islamists’ or even terrorists 

(Abu-Lughod, 2006, p. 5). There is little Muslims can do to improve this image, since Islamic 

organisations hardly manage to gain the attention and sympathy of the European media. Besides, 

many Europeans assume that Islam is inherently linked to an authoritarian and anti-democratic 

political culture. Noor (1997) states that Western media sometimes even ‘dehumanise’ Muslims. 

Their human side and human qualities are ignored and instead they are presented as being diabol-

ical and beastly. 

In a study of British newspaper representations of Muslims in 1998, Richardson (2004, pp. 

75–93) distinguishes four ‘archetypical prejudicial strategies or topoi’ that are typically used in 

texts about Muslims. The first of these argumentative strategies is to focus on the military threat 

posed by Muslim countries. Second, newspapers pay much attention to the threat of Muslim extrem-

ism and terrorism. The incivility and primitivism of the Muslim actors is underlined by describing 

them for example as ‘bearded tribesmen’. The third prejudicial strategy distinguished by Richard-

son is to present Islam as an (internal) threat to democracy: the idea that Islamic despotism inherently 
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undermines democracy. Fourth and finally, newspapers pay much attention to the social threat of 

Muslim gender inequality. The social position of Muslim women is described in terms of repression, 

sexism and backwardness, which leads to Islam in general being presented as illiberal and contra-

ry to Western values. Chapter 5 of this thesis investigates to what extent this last ‘prejudicial 

strategy’ could already be found in the interwar period. 

Poole (2002, p. 31) argues that the aim of scholars who study media representations of the 

East should not be to determine whether these representations are right or wrong. In fact, media 

construct their own ‘media reality’, which in itself is a very interesting and relevant object of re-

search. She also warns against simplistic criticisms of ‘media representations of Islam’, because 

such claims often tend to reduce ‘Western media’ to a simple, homogeneous unity, ignoring the 

complexity of these media. Said (1981, pp. 44–5) also noticed this problem and underlined that 

the media are very complex and cannot be seen as a homogeneous unity, just as ‘The Muslims’ 

cannot be seen as one homogeneous group. A brief survey of the editorials of newspapers reveals 

their diverging political positions. 

This chapter I have stressed repeatedly that the content media produce is strongly influ-

enced by dominant ideas about journalistic professionalism. Thefore, it is important to under-

stand the state of journalism in France and the Netherlands during the interwar period, which 

will be discussed in Section 2.2.4 and 2.2.5. However, Section 2.2.1 will begin by outlining the 

general state of the colonial empires in the interwar period 2.2.1, before zooming in on the situa-

tion in France (2.2.2) and the Netherlands (2.2.3). 
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2.2 Context: Imperialism, secularism, Islam and the press (1920–39) 

2.2.1 The state of the empires after the Great War: Reflections on colonialism 

 

The Great War has been called “a turning point for the Muslim presence in the whole European 

continent” (Clayer & Germain, 2008, p. 9). During the war, Muslims from the Maghreb and West 

Africa served in the French army and worked in French factories. An estimated 565,000 soldiers 

and 220,000 workers from the colonies were committed to the French war efforts and 91,700 

colonial soldiers lost their lives. The French military command and politicians expressed gratitude 

for the sacrifice of the loyal North African troops (Vermeren, 2016, pp. 300–12). This was an 

important argument for the construction of the Great Mosque in Paris after the war (see 3.1.5). 

In the wake of the First World War, many in the colonial world hoped that their status in 

international society would be radically altered. The war had damaged the image and prestige of 

the colonial powers and undermined the European claim of moral superiority. Moreover, having 

contributed to the war effort at the cost of significant loss of life, many in the colonies felt enti-

tled to more self-rule. Thus, colonial subjects saw the Paris Peace Conference of 1919 as the op-

portunity to demand self-determination. Erez Manela (2007) has dubbed the short period from 

the autumn of 1918 to the signing of the Treaty of Versailles in June 1919 the ‘Wilsonian mo-

ment’. The President of the United States, Woodrow Wilson, had created high expectations with 

his statements in the last months of the war (most strikingly in his Fourteen Points speech of 

January 8, 1918): he promised a new world order in which self-determination was the leading 

principle. Numerous representatives of colonial people embraced his rhetoric and the plan to 

establish a League of Nations. They petitioned Wilson and the American delegation at the Paris 

Peace Conference to take their interests into account and respect the equality of nations also 

when it concerned those in the colonial world. However, in reality the American president did 

not envisage a radical breach with imperialism. Although he did not explicitly exclude non-

European people from the right to self-determination, he thought they could only reach an equal 

status through a very gradual evolutionary development under the benign tutelage of ‘civilised’ 

powers.  

For this reason, anti-colonial nationalists hoping for rapid change were ultimately disap-

pointed by the outcome of the negotiations in Paris. Whereas self-determination of nations was 

indeed used as a leading principle for European states (especially in redrawing the borders of 

central Europe and the Balkans), any claims for autonomy that went against the interests of the 

European leaders were ignored. Yet although the Treaty of Versailles did not challenge the colo-
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nial empires, the rhetoric of self-determination became ingrained in anti-colonial nationalist dis-

course. According to Manela (2007, p. 11), this would ultimately prove to be the beginning of the 

end for imperialism: “Rather than bolster or expand the imperial order, the events of 1919 in fact 

laid the groundwork for its demise.” As soon as it became clear that the Treaty of Versailles 

would not lead to self-determination for people in the colonies, uprisings broke out throughout 

the colonial world, in places as diverse as Egypt, India and China. 

Anti-colonial nationalists who had put high hopes on the newly-founded League of Na-

tions would also be disappointed. Soon after the foundation of this intergovernmental organisa-

tion, it became clear that it would not dare to defy the colonial empires. Its Permanent Mandates 

Commission, which convened its first meeting in October 1921, oversaw the administration of 

former German and Ottoman territories in the Middle East, Africa and the Pacific. The German 

overseas territories and Ottoman Arab provinces had bene occupied by the Allied Powers during 

the First World War. Rather than granting these countries the status of fully independent states, 

the League of Nations put in place a mandates system: the countries that were not yet ready to 

rule themselves would fall under the tutelage of more ‘advanced’ nations. The institutionalisation 

and internationalisation of the mandates system contributed to the idea that imperialism would 

ultimately not be infinite. Building on existing, dominant ideas of a mission civilisatrice, the estab-

lishment of the mandates was emphatically justified by stressing the importance of the interests 

of the ‘native peoples’: the tutelage by more advanced nations was supposed to be beneficial for 

them. Even though this was mostly a way to legitimise continued non-consensual rule over peo-

ple and territories outside Europe, it also implied that colonised people would go through several 

stages of development to finally stand on their own feet. This belief in civilizational stages was 

expressed in the League of Nation’s division of mandates into three classes. Class A mandates 

(Syria, Palestine, Mesopotamia) were provisionally recognised as independent nations that should 

only receive ‘advice and assistance’ from a mandatory power. Class B mandates (Cameroon, To-

go, Tanganyika and Ruanda/Urundi) had a longer way to go and Class C mandates (New Guinea, 

South West Africa and Pacific islands) were still so underdeveloped that they should be adminis-

tered as integral parts of the colonies (Pedersen, 2015). 

In practice, these mandates often hardly differed from regular colonies or protectorates. 

Indeed, France’s ‘tutelage’ of Syria and the Lebanon went far beyond ‘advice and assistance’. In 

fact, it governed this mandate territory in a similar way to its other overseas territories. The ad-

ministration of the mandates was hardly more humane and in some cases even more oppressive. 

In Syria, this led to the outbreak of Druze Revolt in 1925, which quickly escalated into a full-scale 
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nationalist uprising. France violently suppressed this uprising, thereby not steering clear of con-

troversial attacks and cruelties against civilians. The bombardment of Damascus in October 1925 

particularly shocked foreign observers. Yet although the Permanent Mandates Commission 

(PMC) of the League of Nations initially criticised France for its harsh oppression in Syria, it did 

not take any serious actions and gradually grew more supportive of the French policy (Pedersen, 

2015, 142–68). It gradually became more evident that the PMC did not really prioritise the inter-

ests of the native peoples, which were nominally the core concern of the mandates system.  

Moreover, it must also be noted that it never laid out a roadmap to full independence for 

the mandate territories: it did not envision this to happen in the foreseeable future. Most mem-

bers of the PMC were therefore surprised or even horrified at Britain’s 1929 announcement of 

preparations for the full independence of Iraq. British officials hoped that the independence of 

Iraq would lead to lower financial and military costs, while a bilateral treaty would ensure very 

close and favourable ties. Iraq would de facto remain a client state of Britain. In response, the PMC 

formulated minimal requirements mandate territories needed to meet to be considered ready for 

independence: “a settled administration, the capacity to maintain its territorial integrity, the ability 

to keep internal order, adequate financial resources, and a judicial apparatus that would afford 

equal justice to all” (Pedersen, 2015, p. 267). After considerable political pressure from Britain, 

the PMC grudgingly accepted the independence of Iraq, which went into effect in 1932. Since the 

PMC had underlined that the fate of Iraq’s religious and ethnic minorities was one of its main 

concerns, it was particularly painful to see that already the year after the independence, Iraqi 

troops opened fire on Assyrians. This further strengthened the PMC’s reluctance towards allow-

ing or encouraging the independence of mandate territories. Finally, in 1937–38, the mandates 

system was damaged further and decisively when British Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain 

offered to return Nazi Germany its former African colonies in exchange for peace in Europe. 

Even though Hitler turned down this offer, it undermined the whole reason for existence of the 

mandate territories (advance the native people and protect their interests) as well as the interna-

tional system of supervision. 

As a result of the international community’s failure to satisfy the demands of anti-colonial 

nationalists, many of them looked for ideological alternatives to liberalism. During the First 

World War, Germans and Turks had already actively encouraged uprisings in the Allied colonies. 

After the war, three social and political ideologies had an impact on the anti-colonial movements, 

as they each sought collaboration with these nationalists to undermine the colonial powers: 

communism, Pan-Islamism and finally fascism. To begin with communism, Lenin and the Rus-
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sian Bolsheviks were prepared to go considerably further than the Americans or the League of 

Nations in emphatically and uncompromisingly condemning (Western) imperialism and calling 

for a new world order that would respect the autonomy of colonial people (Manela, 2007). Lenin 

proposed to support national liberation movements in the colonies, even though others desired a 

‘revolution from below’. Indeed, communists gained considerable influence in numerous anti-

colonial independence movements. Activists from the colonies were invited to study in Moscow. 

Communist independence moments were founded throughout the colonized world. Even though 

the Communist International (Comintern) tried to control these movements as much as possible, 

they operated largely independently, as they had to react to the changing circumstances in their 

specific national contexts. Many anti-colonialists saw communism as a welcome source of sup-

port (Derrick, 2008). 

The Parti Communiste Français (French Communist Party: PCF) was strongly linked to anti-

colonial organisations in Paris. Many of the anti-colonial activists residing in Paris were members 

of the PCF. Although colonial affairs were often not the main concern of the French com-

munists, they expressed support for independence movements in the French colonies and even 

encouraged soldiers from the colonies who were serving in the French army to mutiny: “Com-

munists were almost alone in accepting the idea of colonial independence, and were ready to defy 

most of French public opinion in that way and by their encouragement to soldiers to disobey 

orders” (Derrick, 2008, p. 136). Some of the anti-colonialists in North Africa actually became 

communists, while many others simply welcomed their support. One of the most notable exam-

ples of French communists supporting an anti-colonial nationalist insurgent was that of Abd el-

Krim, who led the Berbers of the Rif Mountains (Morocco) in a war against Spain and later 

(1925–6) France. This was shocking to many people in France, as the Communists openly sup-

ported an enemy of France and even encouraged French soldiers to desert and join the ranks of 

Abd el-Krim. Even more importantly, the communists had close ties with the radical North Afri-

can nationalist party Étoile Nord-Africaine (‘North African Star’; ENA), which was founded in 

1926 by Algerians living in Paris. However, the ENA broke with the communists in the early 

1930s and instead became more oriented towards (pan-)Islamism (Derrick, 2008). 

The colonial security services in the Dutch East Indies saw communism as one of the most 

dangerous influences on the emerging nationalist sentiments. They noted that nationalism and 

communism were strongly related: they observed that the propaganda of the Soviet Union ex-

ploited the pre-existing dissatisfaction among Indonesians. The Partai Komunis Indonesia (PKI), 

which had been founded in 1914, kept growing in the early 1920s. It joined the Comintern and its 
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members regularly travelled to Moscow. Because of this, the other influential Indonesian nation-

alist movement, Sarekat Islam (SI, ‘Islamic League’) criticised the PKI for being a tool of Europe-

an communists. Moreover, the PKI criticised Islam, while the SI emphatically presented itself as 

an Islamic movement. The colonial authorities gradually intensified their repressive measures 

against the PKI and its communication channels (Maters, 1998, pp. 125–68). 

Pan-Islamism was the second important ideological source of inspiration for anti-

colonialists that made its breakthrough during the interwar period. It gained momentum due to 

the widespread disappointment over the failure of the ‘Wilsonian moment’ (Aydin, 2017, pp. 

122–7). Prominent Pan-Islamic ideologues pragmatically combined Islamic reformism with re-

sistance against imperialist expansion. For example, the influential Pan-Islamist Rashid Rida 

(1865–1935) proposed a restoration of the caliphate, which he thought could unify Muslims in 

their fight against European domination (Ryad, 2014, pp. 138–47). Initially, many Pan-Islamic 

anti-colonialists looked at Turkey’s Mustafa Kemal in admiration: his successes against the Euro-

pean powers inspired anti-colonial nationalists to rebel. In Tunisia for example, the Parti Libéral 

Tunisien (‘Liberal Tunisian Party’, eventually renamed as ‘Destour’) was founded in 1920 and was 

one of the first parties to campaign for full independence. Pan-Islamic admirers of Kemal were 

later disappointed when he abolished the Caliphate and pursued a strongly secular policy. How-

ever, Pan-Islamic solidarity among anti-colonial activists throughout the colonial world remained 

an important factor. Muslim nationalists in the Western Mediterranean often looked at Islamic 

intellectuals in the Eastern Mediterranean for inspiration and support. One reason for this is that 

the countries in the Eastern Mediterranean were notably closer to independence: Egypt was al-

ready nominally independent, Iraq became independent in 1932 and the mandate territory of 

Syria had its own indigenous government. Moreover, the Al-Azhar mosque and university in Cai-

ro was the most prominent and influential centre of Islamic study and learning in the world. In 

1931, the foundation of the Association des Oulémas Musulmans Algériens (‘Association of the Muslim 

Ulama of Algeria’; AOMA), marked a more Islamist turn of Algerian anti-colonial resistance. This 

organisation united Islamic scholars (ulama) with a reformist agenda, who were critical of tradi-

tions that deviated from a ‘pure’ Islam and strongly attacked the French colonial rule. The slogan 

of the AOMA was: “Algeria is my country, Arabic is my language, Islam is my religion” (Derrick, 

2008, p. 268). 

Pan-Islamic ideas also had a profound impact on anti-colonialism in the Dutch East Indies. 

Increasing numbers of Indonesian Muslims came to study at the al-Azhar University in Cairo, 

where they were exposed to Rashid Rida’s reformist ideas (Laffan, 2004). The before-mentioned 
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Sarekat Islam (‘Islamic League’) was the most prominent Indonesian political organization of the 

interwar period: although it had originally been founded in 1911 to unite Muslim entrepreneurs 

against Chinese competitors, it developed into an anti-colonial movement that sought liberation 

from Dutch rule. The Islamic anti-colonial resistance remained predominantly non-violent during 

the 1920s and 1930s (Knaap, 2014, pp. 224–5). The idea of Pan-Islamic solidarity among Mus-

lims striving for freedom had particular salience within the Sarekat Islam and became increasingly 

important. In the late 1920s, its Pan-Islamism still took the form of transnational cooperation 

with Muslim anti-colonialists across the world. Starting in 1930, the Sarekat Islam went further, as 

it presented Indonesian independence as a step towards the eventual unity of the whole ummah, 

the Islamic community across the world (Formichi, 2010, pp. 132–3). 

In the 1930s, adherents of a third ideology sought the support of anti-colonial nationalists. 

Nazi Germany and Fascist Italy tried to exploit the anti-French and anti-British sentiments in the 

colonies. Mussolini attempted to convince Muslims elsewhere by presenting Libya as a showcase 

of the Fascists’ high esteem for Muslims and Islam. Starting in 1934, Italy broadcasted Arabic-

language radio from Bari. Its propaganda strongly focused on Tunisia, but found relatively little 

support. The Nazis translated excerpts from Mein Kampf into Arabic, cunningly leaving out the 

fragments on Muslims and Orientals. A project to complete an official translation of the full 

book faced many difficulties and in the end it was never published. The Germans followed the 

Italian example of Arab-language radio broadcasts in 1939, cooperating with pro-Nazi Arab exiles 

in Berlin (Herf, 2010). Although some small anti-colonial organisations evidently collaborated 

with the Nazis or fascists, most of the Maghrebian nationalists saw through the Nazi and Fascist 

propaganda, as they were aware of the racism of these regime: “As potential allies for opponents 

of British and French colonialism, [Nazi Germany and Fascist Italy] were not in the same catego-

ry as Russia, for the Communist ideas did suggest support for the underprivileged of the world 

(whatever the actual practise was under Stalin), whereas Fascists and Nazis proclaimed the right 

of the strong”(Derrick, 2008, p. 434). Many Muslim leaders were suspicious of Hitler’s racial ide-

ology: even though some shared Hitler’s views about Jews, they feared that his anti-Semitism also 

extended to Muslims. A notable Muslim ally of the Nazi regime was the Mufti of Jerusalem, Haj 

Amin el-Husseini, who shared the anti-Jewish sentiments of the Nazis. He was an early admirer 

of Hitler, as he already congratulated the German Consulate in Jerusalem with his election in 

1933 and expressed hope that fascism would spread to other countries. In the late 1930s, the 

relation between the Nazi regime and the anti-Zionist Arabs in Palestine would be ambiguous. 

Whereas the anti-Jewish propaganda of the Nazis largely corresponded to the view of anti-

Zionist Arabs, the direct result of their policy in Germany was that there was a gradual increase in 
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the number of German Jews migrating to Palestine, infuriating some Arab leaders (Herf, 2010, 

pp. 15–35). 

While I have so far mostly looked at people who frontally attacked colonialism and de-

manded full independence, many others resisted in different, more subtle ways. Adria K. Law-

rence (2013, p. 4) has rightfully stressed the importance of these strategies of dealing with coloni-

alism: “Submitting to imperialism or demanding independence were not the only choices. Activ-

ists aspired to a better life, they asked to be treated as equals, they defended religion, and they 

proposed a variety of solutions for the injustices of colonial rule, including federal arrangements 

and incorporation.” A key demand of local elites and activists in French colonies was political 

equality: they asked to be granted full French citizenship. According to Lawrence (2013, pp. 18–

20), they did not criticise French colonial rule for its foreignness, but for its authoritarian nature. Un-

equal treatment was at the core of many people’s dissatisfaction with colonial rule. In fact, Law-

rence claims, people in the French colonies cared more about being treated as equals than is of-

ten assumed, and less about national divides. Cemil Aydin (2017, p. 7) also stresses that Muslim 

leaders were generally not anti-imperialists: they mostly sought fair treatment from the British, 

Dutch, French and Russian empires. 

Within Europe, anti-colonialism had little support. Although it was quite common to criti-

cise colonial policy, most critics should rather be described as reformists, as very few proposed to 

abolish colonialism altogether. Missionaries for example condemned oppression of colonial peo-

ple, yet they also disagreed with colonial policies they deemed too secular. Socialists throughout 

Europe were generally critical of imperialism, but struggled over the question what exactly should 

be done. Many simply insisted on the idea that imperialism should be humane or even for the 

benefit of the colonised people: they opposed the most overt exploitative, abusive or oppressive 

excesses, without challenging the system as a whole. They were often also very critical of anti-

colonial nationalists. In France, many socialists sympathised with the idea of bringing French 

civilisation to the colonies. This became particularly clear when the left-wing government of 

Prime Minister Léon Blum was in office, in 1936–7: his minister of Colonies emphasised the im-

portance of assisting the masses in the colonies in their development (Derrick, 2008). 
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2.2.2 France: Laïcité, the mission civilisatrice and increased immigration 

 

Since the late nineteenth century, France and the Netherlands developed contrasting approaches 

to dealing with religious difference. Similar struggles between secular and clerical forces, for ex-

ample over the funding of religious education, resulted in different outcomes for both countries. 

In France, the secular-republican ideology of laïcité triumphed over Catholic clericalism, resulting 

in a militant secularism that tended to exclude the religious from the public sphere. In the Neth-

erlands, religious parties and liberals reached a compromise and created a “system of organized 

diversity in which all the religious groups enjoyed the status of ‘minorities’” (Sunier, 2010, p. 13). 

The French model of secularism has been noted for its strict separation and universalism, while the 

Dutch one was characterised by its structural pluralism and pragmatism (Maussen, 2009, p. 43; 

Kennedy, 2010, p. 158). The ensuing French civil culture has been labelled as liberal-republican, 

while the Dutch civil culture has been typified as liberal-communitarian which means that their dis-

courses with regard to religion have been different: “France may depict itself as a ‘nation above 

(ethnic or religious) communities’, while the Netherlands are a ‘nation despite communities’ ” 

(Sunier, 2010, p. 14). This section will first outline the key characteristics of French secularism 

and then look at its implications for the discussion about citizenship in the French colonies. The 

next section will discuss the situation in the Netherlands and the Dutch East Indies. 

The French church-state regime has been characterised by three principles that alternately 

strengthened or contradicted each other, creating a situation that is more complicated and nu-

anced than the before-mentioned label of ‘strict separation’ of church and state suggests 

(Maussen, 2009, pp. 43–6). The first and oldest of these principles is a strong tendency of the 

French state to assert control over organised religion. This principle can be traced all the way 

back to the medieval French kings, who continuously struggled with the popes over spiritual au-

thority. Moreover, it was confirmed time and again during the numerous religious conflicts up 

until the Revolution. The Reformation and other new religious movements were violently re-

pressed. In other words, France certainly did not have a tradition of peaceful accommodation of 

religious pluralism. Despite subsequent developments, the idea that the state should regulate or-

ganised religion continued to influence French politics. This was particularly evident in colonial 

Algeria, where the French authorities appropriated religious real estate during the nineteenth cen-

tury. As a consequence, France gained direct control over the Islamic religious services, which 

became dependent on French state funding (Frégosi, 2011, pp. 201–3). 
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The second principle of the French church-state regime, Republicanism, originates in the 

French Revolution and the Declaration of the Rights of Man and Citizen (1789). Influenced by the 

Enlightenment principle of Individualism, Republicanism placed the rights of the individual at the 

centre of its conception of religious freedom. It introduced the idea of a distinction between pri-

vate faith (croyance) and organised religion (culte), emphasising the potentially destabilizing influ-

ence of the latter on the unity of the people. When religious groups did not conform to the ‘uni-

versalist’ republican norms and demanded public recognition, they were accused of communitari-

anism (setting themselves apart from the rest of society). A strong commitment to group identi-

ties was perceived as a threat to French unity. Or, as Brubaker (1992, p. 107) puts it: “Since the 

Revolution, the self-styled “nation une et indivisible” has been violently intolerant of anything that 

could be interpreted as a “nation within the nation” ”. 

Third and finally, the second half of the nineteenth century saw the rise of strict secularism 

(laïcité) and the idea that religion should be restricted to the private sphere. The debate concen-

trated on the so-called school struggle, the conflict between supporters of the Catholic Church 

and anti-clerical Republicans over the separation between state and church in the sphere of edu-

cation. This struggle was decided in favour of the anti-clericalists when Jules Ferry introduced his 

laws on secular education in 1882. It was followed by a law that prohibited religious signs in pub-

lic cemeteries in 1884 (Maussen, 2009, p. 45; Bouretz, 2000, pp. 170–91) and a series of other 

secularising laws. However, the law that really set the basis for laïcité as we know it today, was the 

1905 Law on the Separation between Churches and the State. The direct cause for this law was a 

conflict between the French government and the Holy See over the appointment of bishops and 

Catholic education. Socialist politicians, including the later President Aristide Briand, took the 

initiative for the establishment of the 1905 law. Despite receiving some strong opposition in the 

beginning, the law was eventually passed by a large majority (482 against 52 in the Assembly), as 

the moderate right decided to support it as well. Pope Pius X strongly condemned the law and 

there were some violent demonstrations in regions with a strong Catholic tradition. What fol-

lowed was a process of appeasement and normalisation, but the diplomatic ties between the 

French government and the Holy See would only be re-established in 1921 (Weil, 2007, pp. 13–

23). 

 According to the 1905 law the state guaranteed freedom of religion and remained strictly 

neutral in religious affairs. The law was constructed around three crucial principles that together 

shape French laïcité: freedom of conscience (liberté de conscience), freedom to manifest religion (libre 

exercice des cultes) and the separation between Churches and the State (Schwartz, 2007, p. 147). The 
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main architect of the law, socialist deputy and later prime minister Aristide Briand, stressed that 

the ‘laïque’ state was areligious and not anti-religious. Nevertheless, the law left room for two dif-

ferent interpretations. Moderate secularists stressed that the law protected the freedom of reli-

gion. They also argued that the state could still support religions under certain circumstances. In 

contrast, militant secularists focused on the provision that stated that the Republic did not recog-

nise any organised religion. For them, this meant that there could be no state financing of religion 

in any form. The public sphere had to be completely freed of religious influences (Maussen, 2009, 

p. 46). 

Hence, the 1905 law was in the first place designed as a measure against the influence of 

the Catholic Church on public affairs in France (Weil, 2007, p. 16). Still, it was supposed to be 

applicable for the entire Republic, including the colonies. Yet within months after the introduc-

tion of the law, concerns arose over its compatibility with Islam. It was feared that the strict ap-

plication of the new law would cause considerable political unrest among Muslims. Those who 

were in favour of the application of the 1905 law in the colonies, incorporated it in their rhetoric 

of the mission civilisatrice. They argued that the law would help emancipate the colonial subjects 

from the dogma of Islam. Others objected by calling the 1905 law ‘anachronic’ for the colonies. 

In their view, the application of the law would not make any sense if the colonial society had not 

been secularised first (Achi, 2007). The idea that French imperialism contributed to the civilisa-

tion of other races was widespread in the French discourse. This was part of the argument that 

French imperialism was more humane than British imperialism, because it was based on the val-

ues of the Enlightenment and the Revolution (Le Cour Grandmaison, 2009, p. 75). 

 Behind these civilizational arguments, very pragmatic political considerations were at least 

as important. Strong (financial) ties between the colonial government and Islamic institutions 

guaranteed a degree of control that would be lost if the 1905 law was fully applied. The result was 

a compromise: in most colonial territories with a predominantly Muslim population, only some 

elements of the 1905 law were applied (Achi, 2007). Exceptions were introduced for Algeria by a 

decree in 1907, as it was argued that the ‘special situation’ there required closer political and ad-

ministrative control over the religious practices of Muslims. Although this exception was initially 

announced to be valid for a period of ten years, it would ultimately last until Algerian independ-

ence (Vermeren, 2016, pp. 197–200; Davidson, 2012, pp. 29–33; Boyer, 2006, pp. 743–4). Thus, a 

hybrid situation was created in which the French state was formally secular, but continued to 

exert direct control over Islamic religious services in Algeria. This control was even intensified in 

the 1930s, as measures were introduced to prevent allegedly subversive Muslim reformists from 



35 
 

preaching in mosques (Frégosi, 2011, pp. 205–11). At the same time, secular French education 

was imposed on Muslims in the mandate territory of Syria. This led to protests, which strength-

ened the anti-colonial nationalist movements there (Watson, 2003, p. 69). 

Already since the nineteenth century, the French administration of Algeria had seen Islam 

as a potential threat to its authority. Many French politicians considered France a great Muslim 

power and believed it was important to develop a Muslim policy to maintain control over the 

colonial empire. To limit the subversive power of Islam and turn it into a favourable force for 

French imperialism, France developed an ‘official Islam’. Schools were founded to educate 

imams, Muslim judges and interpreters, who were loyal to the French Republic. In contrast, Is-

lamic schools not supported by the French government were prosecuted and closed. France cre-

ated a semi-governmental Islamic clergy, which was first subordinated to the Ministry of Interior 

and later the Ministry of Fine Arts. This remained the case after the 1905 law and 1907 degree: 

this was meant to ensure that employees of mosques were loyal to France (Vermeren, 2016, pp. 

165–202; Boyer, 2006, pp. 743–4). In 1911, the Interministerial Commission on Muslim Affairs 

(Commission Interministérielle des Affaires Musulmanes; CIAM) was founded to streamline the Islam 

policy. In practice, this policy was highly incoherent, since there was no clear empire-wide strate-

gy to manage Muslims and Islam: different approaches were used in each territory (Clancy-Smith, 

2014, pp. 93–6). Moreover, Islamic practises also differed considerably throughout the colonial 

empire. In comparison to the Islam français associated with the Grand Mosque of Paris, which was 

modelled after Moroccan Islam, the Islam of West Africans was very unorthodox (Davidson, 

2012, p. 26). 

Many of those involved in the colonial policy-making shared a certain admiration for Islam 

and Muslim culture: for example, Hubert Lyautey, the influential resident-general of Morocco 

and architect of the French protectorate, feared that Islam could be wiped out as a result of the 

colonisation. However, they were also afraid of Islam’s power to unite colonial subjects against 

French imperialism: they believed Islam had a high potential as an alternative worldview to 

‘French Catho-secular modernity’ (Davidson, 2012, pp. 16–7). 

One of the key arguments against the extension of citizenship to Muslim subjects in the 

French colonial empire was “the perceived impossibility of separating people identified as Mus-

lim from their religious practises” (Davidson, 2012, p. 15). It was believed that Muslim societies 

were permeated by Islam in a way that made it impossible for European forms of secularism to 

be applied there: virtually every aspect of daily life was thought to be related to the Islamic reli-

gion. It was also thought that Islam was profoundly rigid and unchangeable. Some orientalists 
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and policy makers who held favourable views towards Muslims advocated the creation of a 

‘French Islam’, by introducing the ‘French’ values of fraternity and liberty. Yet while they be-

lieved Islam could develop in a way that was more compatible with French values, they also in-

sisted that Muslims were fundamentally too different to be accepted as fully equal citizens: 

What marked Islam as irrevocably different from secular French civilization in the imagina-

tions of French Islam’s protagonists was their belief in Islam’s immutable physicality and in 

the embodied nature of the Muslim everyday experience. What marked Muslims as irrevoca-

bly different from secular French subjects, in the eyes of French policy makers and intellec-

tuals, was the French perception that this bodily discipline was part of a totalizing system 

that controlled all aspects of Muslim daily life. […] By this logic, French Catholics, Jews, and 

Protestants, then, did not have “ways of living in society” that structured their everyday in-

teractions as well as their private, innermost live – only Muslims did [emphasis in the origi-

nal] (Davidson, 2012, pp. 18–9). 

As a consequence, Muslims were thought to be incapable of making the distinction between pri-

vate and public lives that French laïcité requires and to limit their religious acts to the private 

sphere.  

Algerian Muslims were assigned a statut personnel (‘personal status’), which meant that they 

were subject to Muslim law: Islamic family law in particular was seen as incompatible with French 

values. Thus, Algerian Muslims possessed French nationality, but not French citizenship: instead, 

they were considered as subjects. They could only obtain full French citizenship by abandoning 

their personal status through a complicated naturalisation procedure, which rarely happened (Le 

Pautremat, 2003, p. 231; Weil, 2006, pp. 585–8). Following a law passed in 1919, Algerian Mus-

lims had to meet a number of requirements in order to be eligible for French citizenship. Those 

who met these conditions but did not want to renounce their personal status were now labelled 

‘indigenous citizens’, an intermediate status between subject and citizen. The law implicitly made 

clear that most Algerians would never become full French citizens. The Blum-Viollette proposal 

of 1936 sought to change this by allowing a selective group of Algerians to obtain French citizen-

ship while keeping their personal Muslim status. However, the proposal was abandoned due to 

the considerable opposition from both right-wing politicians in metropolitan France and French 

colonists in Algeria (Frégosi, 2011, pp. 220–1. Other territories of the French colonial empire had 

different citizenship arrangements. Tunisians who had served in the French army or public office 

could be naturalised. Residents of the Four Communes of Senegal also had French citizenship. 

However, the vast majority of Muslims living in French West Africa could only obtain French 

citizenship in highly exceptional cases (Davidson, 2012, pp. 27–8). 
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While the French government alternately propagated the secular principles of laïcité or de-

fended its continued political control over Islam, some Catholics still advocated a third approach: 

they felt it was their duty to convert Muslims to Catholicism. Most active in this regard were the 

Pères Blancs (White Fathers), which had been founded in 1868 by the Archbishop of Algiers, 

Charles Lavigerie. However, the results of their mission, which particularly focused on Kabylie, 

were disappointing. Despite the considerable effort and investment, relatively few people were 

converted to Christianity. Moreover, the religious schools lost the competition with the secular 

schools, which were free due to the state funding. The White Fathers became increasingly aware 

of their failure to reach impressive results. In the 1930s they reconsidered their activities, advocat-

ing more culture-sensitive and less evangelical approaches. They started putting more effort in 

the study of Islam and Muslim societies (Vermeren, 2016, pp. 152–64 & 392–5). In the mean-

time, various Catholic congregations (especially Jesuits, Marists, Brothers of the Christian 

Schools, Lazarists and Capuchins) had founded schools in the French mandate territories of Syria 

and Lebanon, where they managed to draw many students alongside the secular public schools. 

Moreover, French Catholic schools were also successful beyond the French colonial empire: in 

1933, one out of eight Egyptian students went to a French Catholic school (Vermeren, 2016, pp. 

242–50). 

The French experience with Muslims and Islam was not limited to the colonies. During the 

interwar period, Metropolitan France also had the largest Muslim population of Western Europe 

(Clayer & Germain, 2008, p. 11). North Africans mostly came to the French cities to work in the 

factories. The number of North African labourers in Metropolitan France initially dropped after 

the end of the First World War, as immigrant workers were expelled. Yet as Algerians could trav-

el freely to mainland France, the number of North African workers then increased from 36,000 

in 1921 to 102,000 in 1931 (Schor, 1985, p. 38; Le Pautremat, 2003, p. 289; Davidson, 2012). 

Starting in 1924, measures were reintroduced to limit the free movement of Muslims from North 

Africa to metropolitan France (Le Cour Grandmaison, 2009, pp. 147–64). There was a strong 

concentration of Muslim labourers in Paris and its suburbs and in other industrial cities like Lyon, 

Saint-Étienne and Clermont-Ferrand, as well as the port cities of Marseille, Bordeaux and Le Ha-

vre (Clayer & Germain, 2008, p. 12). Within these cities, workers generally lived together in en-

claves close to the factories, in harsh circumstances (MacMaster, 1997, pp. 88–94). Many of the 

Algerian workers living in Paris were politically active and contributed considerably to the for-

mation of Algerian nationalism (Derrick, 2008, p. 92). 
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Muslim immigrants were structurally treated differently from other immigrants. Whereas 

European immigrants could use the same public services as the French, Muslims were adminis-

tered separately. As American historian Naomi Davidson explains (2012, p. 69), “by requiring 

them to make use of separate Muslim services, the French state made it impossible for Muslim 

immigrants to be anything but Muslim”. In other words, the French state imposed the inescapa-

ble category of ‘Muslim’ on the North African immigrants, even on those who were not ob-

servant. For example, Muslims patients living in the Paris area had to use the Muslim hospital in 

Bobigny after its completion in 1935. The segregated healthcare primarily sprang from fears over 

the spread of venereal diseases allegedly brought from North Africa. Yet it was presented as a 

benevolent gesture from the French state to the Muslim immigrants, to offer them a hospital 

where they would supposedly feel more at home. In contrast to the French hospitals, the Muslim 

hospital boasted a Moroccan architecture, Arabic-speaking doctors, halal food, an Islamic prayer 

room, a cemetery and observance of Islamic holidays (Sbai, 2006). Nevertheless, many Muslim 

patients in fact preferred to use an ordinary French hospital, but were forcibly moved to the 

Muslim hospital. Some of them did not want to have a special Islamic alimentary regime imposed 

on them; others feared that the quality of the healthcare would be lower than in ordinary hospi-

tals. Moreover, many disliked being labelled first and foremost as Muslims, regardless of their 

self-identification. Even though Islam played an important role in the lives of many Muslims, this 

did not mean they all wanted to be identified exclusively by their religion. Or, as Davidson (2012, 

p. 76) puts it: “they were rejecting a regime that kept them outside of the boundaries of the 

French public sphere, supposedly for their own comfort, on the basis of their presumed religious 

identity”. 

Muslim immigrants in France encountered significant discrimination. Racism was rife, as it 

was not uncommon to consider the immigrants from the colonies as a threat to the French race 

(Le Cour Grandmaison, 2009, p. 152; Frader, 2008, pp. 30–3). As explained above, there was a 

widespread belief that the lives of Muslims were so heavily permeated by their religion, that it was 

impossible for them to grasp the basic principles of laïcité. As a result, it was thought that integra-

tion into French society would be difficult for them. Moreover, North African workers were of-

ten considered to be primitive, irrational, child-like and prone to give in to basic emotions, mak-

ing them more aggressive and violent. Critics emphasised hygienic problems and diseases among 

migrant workers as evidence of their backwardness. Yet others, notably leftists and Catholics, 

showed more compassion for the immigrants and saw them primarily as victims of economic 

exploitation. Nevertheless, they generally did not refute the popular claim that North African 

workers were less effective than the French (Schor, 1985, pp. 165–8). 
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2.2.3 The Netherlands: Verzuiling and the ethische politiek 

 

The church-state regime in the Netherlands was based on three principles: freedom of religion, a 

non-secularist interpretation of state neutrality and the idea that organised religions form the bed-

rock of a strong civil society (Maussen, 2009, pp. 48–52). The first of these, individual freedom of 

religion, dates back to the Union of Utrecht (1579). This treaty united the northern provinces of 

the Netherlands in their war of independence against the Spanish Habsburg monarchy: the Span-

ish repression of the Calvinist Reformation in the Netherlands was one of the causes for this 

revolt. Because of its opposition to the Inquisition, the newly founded Dutch Republic became a 

haven for Protestants and Jews from other European countries. However, freedom of religion 

was limited to the private sphere. It did not extend to the public exercise of worship and certainly 

did not guarantee the equality of religions. Anti-Catholic sentiments remained widespread for 

centuries after Dutch independence. The official state church, the Dutch Reformed (Hervormd) 

Church, was the only church allowed in public space and membership was a prerequisite for pub-

lic office. This only changed during the French Period (1795–1814), when the legal foundation 

was laid for religious pluralism and the equality of religions. The Dutch Reformed Church lost 

some of its privileges and Catholics, Jews and Protestants of other denominations were no longer 

excluded from public office. These innovations were maintained by the Constitution of 1815. 

The new liberal Constitution of 1848 strengthened both the freedom of religion and the separa-

tion between church and state, prohibiting state intervention in church affairs. 

The second fundamental principle of the Dutch church-state regime was the non-secularist 

interpretation of state neutrality and equality of religions. In the second half of the nineteenth 

century, the struggle over church-state relations was fought mainly in the field of education, just 

like in France. Christians of different denominations united in their protests against an 1878 law 

that restricted state funding to secular public schools only. Orthodox Reformed Protestant intel-

lectual Abraham Kuyper, who would later become prime minister (1901–5), successfully contest-

ed the idea that secularism was a neutral, universal principle: he propagated that it was just a par-

ticular worldview related to liberalism. In his eyes, the suppression of state funding for confes-

sional schools was unfair: religious communities should have the same right to their own state-

funded institutions as liberals. The confessional parties managed to adapt the 1878 law a decade 

later, in 1889. In 1917, the school struggle ultimately ended with the adoption of a new constitu-

tion, which guaranteed equal state funding for secular and confessional schools (Maussen, 2009, 

pp. 51–2). The new constitution was dubbed ‘the Pacification of 1917’, as it also resolved other 

long-standing issues that divided Dutch politics deeply. Most notably, it introduced general suf-
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frage for men and passive suffrage for women (Lijphart, 1982, pp. 99–106). By 1930, 25% of the 

primary school pupils attended a Protestant school, 36% a Catholic school and 38% a secular 

school (Boekholt & De Booy, 1987, p. 248) 

The third key principle of the Dutch church-state regime was the idea that organised reli-

gions formed the bedrock of a strong civil society (Maussen, 2009, p. 49). After their victory in 

the school struggle, the Catholics and orthodox Protestants continued to create their own institu-

tions in other fields as well, such as the media, health care and recreation. The emancipation of 

these religious groups coincided with the rise of socialism in the Netherlands. Like the Catholics 

and Protestants, the Socialists also founded their own institutions in many different fields. To-

gether, the three groups challenged the political dominance of liberalism. It has been argued that 

the Pacification of 1917 marked the start of the so-called socially pillarised society (verzuiling), a 

society strongly divided into different religious and political-ideological groups (Bryant, 1997, p. 

165; Lijphart, 1982). 

The metaphor of pillars (zuilen) first entered the public discourse following a newspaper ar-

ticle in De Telegraaf on 20 February 1940, although by then civil servants had already been using it 

for some time (Blom, 1981, p. 11). De Telegraaf distinguished four social pillars: Catholic, 

Protestant, Socialist and Neutral. The most institutionally and politically coherent of these was 

the Catholic pillar. The Socialist Pillar (also referred to as the Modern or Marxist Pillar) was also 

politically united. Most of its members voted for the social-democrats, even though a small num-

ber among them supported the communists or even the fascists. The Protestant Pillar on the 

contrary was internally heterogeneous and divided along the lines of the numerous Protestant 

churches, with some strong contrasts between liberal and orthodox Protestants. Finally, the Neu-

tral Pillar (sometimes referred to as the Liberal Pillar) comprised those who did not belong to the 

other three. As such, it was politically heterogeneous, but its members were essentially united in 

their opposition to pillarisation. The four pillars largely had their own institutions, with minimal 

cross-pillar interaction in daily life. Yet there were some exceptions: most notably, the Socialists 

and Neutrals shared the same (secular) schools. 

These observations have generally been supported by later academic studies. The pillarised 

society has been described as a system of parallelism: the members of the different pillars essential-

ly lived in parallel societies. In its academic use, the concept of pillarisation refers to both the 

institutional framework and the coexistence of different subcultures (the institutional and cultural 

perspective). The number of pillars had been the subject of much debate. While the original as-

sumption of four pillars has remained the most commonly accepted one, some only distinguish 
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three pillars, excluding the Neutral Pillar. Others count more than four pillars, by splitting up the 

Protestant Pillar into smaller ones (Blom, 1981, pp. 14–21; Lijphart, 1982, pp. 27–46). Although 

the country was strongly divided, the stability was guaranteed by the so-called ‘pacification poli-

tics’: the political leaders of the four pillars acknowledged that compromise and consensus were 

necessary to preserve the peace between them. This contributed to considerable political stability. 

The pillarised society lasted roughly until 1967, after which the pillars became less isolated and 

inward looking and the borders between them gradually started to fade (Lijphart, 1982).  

In academic discussions, there has been some criticism of the word verzuiling for suggesting 

a development (like the English translation pillarisation), while it is in practice used to refer to the 

period in which the process was completed. For this reason, some have suggested verzuildheid 

(‘pillarisedness’) as a more accurate alternative (Righart, 1986, pp. 16–7). Some scholars have 

questioned the uniqueness of Dutch verzuiling, as social segmentation was a common phenome-

non in all Western European countries, for example also in Belgium (Hellemans, 1990). What 

mostly set the Dutch case apart from others was the co-existence of orthodox Protestants and 

Catholics, as well as the salience of verzuiling as a metaphor in public discourse (Blom, 2000). 

However, others have warned against excessively revisionist views (Wintle, 2000). They stressed 

that the segmentation of Dutch society was probably more extreme than that in other countries. 

Dutch consociationalism or ‘vertical pluralism’ contrasted with the horizontal class divisions that 

were more commonly found elsewhere (Wintle, 2000; Thung, Peelen & Kingmans, 1982, p. 127). 

Moreover, the political consensus between the pillars led to a proportional distribution of social 

goods among them. For example, it was relatively easy to obtain subsidies for association with a 

religious identity (Kennedy & Zwemer, 2010, p. 261). 

The population of the Dutch East Indies lacked citizenship rights during the interwar 

years. From the turn of the century, the Dutch colonial policy was dominated by the so-called 

ethische politiek (‘ethical’ policy). This approach combined simultaneously educating the people of 

the East Indies and subjugating them to Dutch colonial rule. The ideology of educating, protect-

ing and elevating the Indonesians became a dominant theme in the Dutch discourse about the 

East Indies: this contributed to a widely-shared belief that the Dutch colonial policy was remark-

ably ethical (Waaldijk & Legêne, 2009). One man had an exceptionally large influence on the Is-

lam policy in the Dutch East Indies during this period: the scholar Christiaan Snouck Hurgronje 

(1857–1936), who has been called “one of the most controversial figures in Dutch colonial histo-

ry” (Steenbrink, 2006, p. 87). Even though he already left the Dutch East Indies in 1906, he con-

tinued to have a considerable impact, as he became a professor at Leiden University. Moreover, 
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advisors working for the Kantoor van Inlandsche Zaken (‘Office of Native Affairs’) in the Indies 

were his former students (Laffan, 2011, pp. 207–32).  

Snouck Hurgronje had defended a dissertation about the pilgrimage to Mecca in 1880 and 

spent a year in Mecca and Jeddah in 1885 to study the Indonesian community there. To travel 

there safely, he formally converted to Islam. This conversion has been labelled “a conversion of 

convenience”, as it was merely an instrument to go to Mecca and get accepted by the Muslim 

community (Van Koningsveld, 2016, pp. 90–2). Snouck Hurgronje was an influential advisor of 

the Dutch government and the colonial authorities. He held seemingly contradictory views: he 

advocated a violently repressive approach towards anti-colonial independence movements, but 

also strongly backed respect for the freedom of religion in the Dutch East Indies. Snouck Hur-

gronje supported a coexistence of Islam and Christianity in the East Indies: he thought that the 

Christian Mission could unintentionally feed Pan-Islamic sentiments by seeking the confrontation 

with Islam. Instead, he persuaded colonial administrators to demonstrate respect and understand-

ing for Islam. As an advocate of the ethische politiek, he was in favour of involving Muslims in the 

civilising mission in the Dutch East Indies and believed that education could help modernise 

Indonesian Islam and emancipate Muslims from their traditional society. Eventually, this was not 

only supposed to bring Indonesians economic prosperity, but also strengthen the ties between 

the Dutch East Indies and the European part of the Netherlands (Waardenburg, 1997, p. 74; 

Poorthuis & Salemink, 2011, pp. 50–1; Steenbrink, 2006, pp. 87–91; Noer, 1973, pp. 27–9). 

In the mid-1920s, Snouck Hurgronje and fellow advocates of the ‘ethical policy’ faced in-

creasing criticism from conservatives. As a result, the influence of the Office of Native Affairs on 

colonial policy rapidly declined. The critics accused the ‘ethicists’ of having ignored or even fos-

tered the rise of Islamic nationalism, including the before-mentioned Sarekat Islam (Laffan, 2011, 

p. 217). It could be argued that the ethicists had indeed unintentionally contributed to the spread 

of European ideals of nationalism and self-determination by exposing Indonesians to European 

education. In addition to the schools in the Dutch East Indies, intellectual Indonesians were also 

encouraged to study in the Netherlands (Formichi, 2010, p. 126–7). Over the course of the inter-

war years, Dutch colonial policy became increasingly conservative. Nevertheless, Dutch politi-

cians clung to the idea that its educational approach in the East Indies was distinctively humane 

and ethical (Waaldijk & Legêne, 2009, p. 190).  

Georges-Henri Bousquet (1900–1978), a French social scientist and Islamologist, studied 

the Dutch Islam policy in the 1930s. He argued that the Dutch approach was characterised by 

three leading principles (Bousquet, 1938, p. 50). First, the colonial administration demonstrated 
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tolerance towards religious practices, by neither encouraging nor discouraging them. Second, the 

attitude towards Islam was marked by so-called ‘favourable neutrality’; ‘desirable’ modernising 

forces within the Muslim community were welcomed, but not actively supported. Third, the co-

lonial authorities fiercely oppressed undesirable political movements, especially those that had ties 

with foreign powers. Bousquet (1938, pp. 154–5) claimed that Dutch colonialism was more 

pragmatic and less ideological than French colonialism. He stated that while the French aimed for 

spiritual and moral conquest by turning colonial subjects into surrogate Frenchmen, the Dutch 

rather avoided imposing their own norms as they feared it would upset the colonial population. 

Keeping the colonial subjects satisfied was seen as the most effective way to maximise economic 

benefits, as Bousquet (1938, p. 155) illustrated with the following anecdote:  

I remember having read one day at a store frontage in America: Milk from contented cows. So, I 

have often proposed this phrase to my Dutch interlocutors, which they accepted with a 

smile: “The colonial ideal of the Dutch is to transform the indigenous person into a satisfied 

cow, that of the French is [to transform him] into a citizen, that is a dissatisfied individual.”4 

Indeed, the Dutch government was generally reluctant to interfere in Islamic affairs, as it feared 

that this might upset the Muslims of the Dutch East Indies and cause unrest. However, both 

Protestant and Catholic missionaries were determined to spread Christianity there. Individual 

missionaries not only differed considerably in their backgrounds and motivations, but also in 

their attitudes towards Muslims and Islam (Steenbrink, 2006, p. 98). In contrast to the ideologues 

of the Protestant Mission, Catholics were generally more positive about Islamic mysticism and 

very critical of Islamic reformism. Roughly two different perspectives on Islam were found 

among Dutch Catholic missionaries. On the one hand, some regarded Muslims in a relatively 

positive light, praising their religiosity and piety. They saw the popularity of the Hajj as a proof of 

a widespread religious devotion among Muslims, which Christians could take as an example. On 

the other hand, many other Catholics saw Muslims as the enemy: Islam was in the first place seen 

as a competing force in the struggle to convert Asians and Africans. The latter view gradually 

overshadowed the more positive perspective over the course of the interwar years. Just like their 

French colleagues, Dutch Catholic missionaries also complained that Muslims were particularly 

hard to convert, especially in the 1930s. Even worse, they noted that Christians were increasingly 

converted to Islam (Poorthuis & Salemink, 2011, pp. 125–37 & pp. 180–1). 

                                                           
 

4 “Il me souvient avoir lu un jour à la devanture d’un magasin en Amérique : Milk from contented cows. Aussi 
ai-je souvent proposé à mes interlocuteurs néerlandais, cette formule qu’ils ont acceptée avec un sourire : « 
L’idéal colonial du Hollandais est de transformer l’indigène en vache satisfaite, celui du Français, en ci-
toyen, c’est-à-dire en individu mécontent.» ” 
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The Muslim community residing in the Netherlands was considerably smaller than in 

France. It was mostly composed of students from the Dutch East Indies and, to a lesser extent, 

from Surinam and the Antilles (Clayer & Germain, 2008, p. 13). As part of the ethische politiek, 

Indonesian Muslims, usually from aristocratic families, were encouraged to study in the Nether-

lands. In exchange, they were expected to work in the colonial administration in the Dutch East 

Indies for some years. There were also temporary Indonesian visitors, like teachers, journalists, 

traders and travellers. In addition, there were less visible and more economically disadvantaged 

Indonesians who came to the Netherlands, such as sailors and servants. Their contacts with high-

er-educated Indonesians remained limited for a long time. The Indonesian student movements 

only seemed to become aware of them in the late 1930s (Ryad, 2013, pp. 61–2). 

 

2.2.4 The French press in the 1920s and 1930s 

 

Starting in the last two decades of the nineteenth century, the French press underwent major 

transformations. New newspapers were founded, circulation rose dramatically and journalism 

itself became professionalised. Several factors contributed to the development of newspapers 

into a true ‘mass media’. First, technological developments had lowered the production costs of 

newspapers over the course of the nineteenth century, making it possible to print more copies 

and sell them at a lower price. In turn, these higher sales figures contributed to increased invest-

ments in making the production process even more effective, leading to an upward spiral. Sec-

ond, new education laws and improvements to the primary education led to a sharp increase of 

the literacy rates. By the turn of the century, the vast majority of the French population could 

read and write. In the period 1896–1900, 99.2% of all men and 98.7% of the women were able to 

sign their own wedding contract (Désert, 1985). According to one estimate, by 1921 only 0.089% 

of the French population aged 10 and over could not read and write (Binion, 1953, pp. 123). Alt-

hough exact literacy rates are hard to assess and vary depending on definition and measurement 

method, newspapers had access to a very broad audience. Access to the press was no longer re-

stricted to a small, educated elite. A third and specifically French development that contributed to 

the rise of newspapers as mass media, was the introduction of the Law on the Freedom of the 

Press in 1881. The French state lost its direct control over the press, which led to the establish-

ment of numerous new newspapers (Chupin, Hubé & Kaciaf, 2009, pp. 27–38; Charle, 2004, pp. 

133–55). 
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 The trendsetting newspaper of the late nineteenth century was Le Petit Journal, which 

lacked the clear, explicit political affiliation of traditional newspapers and was also printed on 

smaller sheets. It emphatically aimed for a large public, with shorter articles about diverse news 

events (‘faits divers’) and feuilleton stories. Le Petit Journal also applied effective marketing strate-

gies, which included the sponsorship of sports competitions. The newspapers were sold by street 

sellers, who managed to sell many copies by taking up positions outside factories at the end of 

the working day. This way, Le Petit Journal became the newspaper with the largest circulation in 

the world. In France, its style and approach were imitated by other newspapers including Le Petit 

Parisien, Le Matin and Le Journal. After the turn of the century, Le Petit Parisien overtook Le Petit 

Journal as the newspaper with the largest circulation. By 1914, France had become the country 

with the highest daily newspaper consumption in the world, with a circulation of 9.5 million cop-

ies per day (or 244 copies for every 1,000 inhabitants). Over the course of the interwar years, the 

sales figures remained stable, gradually increasing to 11 million copies at the eve of the Second 

World War, or 261 copies for every 1,000 inhabitants (Chupin, Hubé & Kaciaf, 2009, pp. 41–4; 

Charle, 2004, pp. 102–5; Martin, 2005, p. 167).  

Despite the foundation of a first school of journalism in 1899 (Goulet, 2009), most French 

journalists in the 1920s and 1930s had learned their profession ‘on the job’. Nevertheless, new 

professional standards emerged in France, as the press moved from a highly interpretative style to 

more event-based reporting. The new professional ideal strongly valued independence and impar-

tiality. Yet for French journalists impartial did not mean impersonal. Whereas the Anglo-

American press associated objectivity with a distant, impersonal style, French reporters adopted a 

more literary and personal style. By explicitly describing their own subjective observations and 

experiences, they increased their credibility. However, reporters were generally not supposed to 

give their own opinion or value judgements (Harbers & Broersma, 2016).  

The so-called grand reporters were the paragon of this French ideal of journalism. They were 

the stars of French journalism, travelling around Europe and the world hunting for news, often 

combining investigative journalism with a sense of adventure. Due to new and improved means 

of transport, they could travel faster, further and more comfortably than in the years before the 

Great War (Martin, 2007, p. 122). According to French media historian Marc Martin (2005, p. 

171), the grand reporters of the interwar period had been profoundly influenced by the experi-

ence of the war. More than before, they were interested in human suffering and expressed com-

passion for the misery of people in different places across Europe and the world. While leftist 

newspapers often framed these hardships as class issues, most other journalists focused on indi-
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viduals and their tragedies. Critical reporting partially replaced the travel journalism of the pre-

war era, which had generally been more explorative (introducing readers to mysterious, unknown 

far-away places). The largest newspapers, like Le Petit Parisien, Le Petit Journal, Le Matin and Le 

Journal all had several grand reporters on their payroll: the grand reportage was seen as a genre that 

greatly attracted readers. It was also a way for the large national newspapers to distinguish them-

selves from the increasingly popular regional press (Martin, 2005, pp. 167–74; Martin, 2007, pp. 

122–6; Martin, 2013; Harbers & Broersma, 2016). 

The number of grand reporters increased steadily over the course of the interwar period. 

Martin (2005, p. 174) states that there were about fifty of them in the 1930s. Some had started 

before the war and a few launched their careers during the war, including the reputed Albert 

Londres (see 3.6.2). Yet most of them were quite young and new to the profession. The vast ma-

jority were male. Andrée Viollis of Le Petit Parisien, who was also one of the oldest grand report-

ers in the interwar years, was a notable exception (see Appendix I: Author biographies). Some 

reporters stayed at one newspaper throughout their career, but many were eager to move to 

competitors if they were offered more freedom or a better salary. Grand reporters were generally 

seen as the most reliable journalists, because of their perceived independence and their openly 

personal eyewitness accounts: they gave journalism a sympathetic, human face. This distinguished 

them from political journalists and editorialists, whose reputation had been tarnished by the 

Great War: the large newspapers and particularly the press agencies had been widely criticised for 

being a tool of political propaganda. As a result of the popularity of grand reportages, they were 

often given the most prominent place in the newspaper: large headlines, a lead-in or part of the 

article on the front page, illustrations. Grand reportages could comprise different genres, including 

interviews with political leaders, travel reports, colonial stories and reports about political turmoil, 

conflicts and war (Martin, 2005; Martin, 2013; Harbers & Broersma, 2016). 

Geoff Read (2014, p. 102) claims that French newspapers paid relatively little attention to 

the colonies during the interwar period: “Focused inwardly on domestic politics and, to a lesser 

degree, events in Europe, newspaper editors generally ignored day-to-day events in the colonies 

and turned their gaze on them only when some scandal or anticolonial revolt demanded notice.” 

When they did however turn towards the colonies, the language was often racialized; there was a 

deep underlying assumption of French superiority over the races in the colony. France was often 

presented as a protector of the oppressed people in the colonies. From this perspective, France 

had the responsibility to educate and elevate the colonial population (the so-called mission civilisa-
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trice). According to Read (2014, p. 103), “this colonialist myth of France as benevolent educator 

to her colonial pupils” remained omnipresent throughout the interwar years. 

 

2.2.5 The Dutch press in the 1920s and 1930s 

 

Traditionally, each of the four ‘pillars’ of Dutch society – Catholic, Protestant, liberal and socialist 

– published its own newspaper: (Van de Plasse, 1999, p. 31). The Dutch press was relatively slow 

in adopting the style and approach of successful newspapers in the United States, Britain and 

France. Circulation also lagged in comparison to other countries, although the increase was still 

considerable. In 1910, daily newspaper consumption was over a million, for a population of 

about six million. De Telegraaf was the first to reach a circulation of over 100,000, in 1911 (Wijfjes, 

2007, p. 69). In contrast to many other newspapers, it did not associate itself with one particular 

pillar and instead presented itself as ‘neutral’ (Van de Plasse, 1999, p. 31). 

In the first decades of the twentieth century, Dutch newspapers generally had a very small 

editorial staff, sometimes even consisting of only five or six journalists. Since these journalists 

needed most of their precious time for writing, little attention was paid to editing or organising 

the pages. Consequently, there was often no clear logic or hierarchy in the order of the articles: 

articles about war could be found right next to ones covering a local agricultural fair. Moreover, 

many articles did not have proper titles or headings: instead, they were sometimes preceded by a 

single keyword. Often there were no clear distinctions between different genres of texts either. 

Impersonal, more objective texts could suddenly include a personal observation or cynical com-

ment. A genre that was very characteristic for this period is the foreign or parliamentary ‘over-

view’, long texts in which largely unrelated news events are summed up and linked together 

(Mulder, 2002, pp. 140–6). 

The small size of the editorial staff had two more important consequences. First, the edi-

tors relied heavily on foreign newspapers and press agencies (e.g. Reuter, Havas, and Wolff) for 

the articles about foreign news. Often articles from the Daily Mail or Daily Telegraph were simply 

translated directly. They also ‘borrowed’ extensively from other Dutch newspapers and maga-

zines: in order to fill pages; copying, cutting and pasting were commonplace. Second, newspapers 

also published many articles that were written by readers, or acquaintances of the editors. These 

articles were not necessarily published in separate sections and it was often not even mentioned 

that the authors were not journalists. The latter was related to another important style element of 

these newspapers: the identity of authors was often not clarified. Most newspaper articles did not 
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include names [bylines] at all, to allow all the writers to speak with a collective voice. This was 

both an effective way to protect the independence and objectivity of the journalists and also 

made it easier for managers to quietly replace editors. In other cases, pseudonyms were men-

tioned instead of real names (Mulder, 2002, pp. 140–6, Wijfjes, 2007, p. 70; Kester, 2007, pp. 

124–5). 

Although most of these characteristics remained widespread throughout the 1920s and 

1930s, the journalistic style and profession were going through a slow but steady process of pro-

fessionalization. This was largely the result of three different factors: a sharp increase in circula-

tion figures, the introduction of new (communication) techniques and the impact of the First 

World War. Regarding the latter, three developments were particularly noteworthy. First, the 

shocking events of the First World War (in which the Netherlands remained neutral) contributed 

to the idea that some news was more important and therefore deserved a more prominent place, 

especially on the front page. In other words, the structure of newspapers was more and more 

based on the idea that there was a certain hierarchy of newsworthiness. The usage of titles and 

headings also became common. A second key development related to the war was a more critical 

attitude towards articles published in the foreign press. Because the Netherlands remained neutral 

in the First World War, it became more problematic to simply translate articles from a foreign 

newspaper. As a result, cross-checking and interpreting different sources to offer a more bal-

anced picture became a more common journalistic practice. Thirdly, the war contributed to the 

rise of the reportage genre: correspondents travelled to the warzone to describe what they saw with 

their own eyes. After the war, travelling correspondents would continue this genre in peacetime 

situations (Mulder, 2002, pp. 146–8). As part of the gradual modernisation of journalism in the 

interwar period, journalists became more assertive in actively hunting for scoops (Wijfjes, 2004, 

pp. 167–71). In its professional ideal of journalism, the Dutch press was closer to French news-

papers than British ones. Instead of the British ideal of ‘detached reporting’, the Dutch newspa-

pers embraced the grand reporters, with their emphasis on personal experiences and observations. 

Just like the French reporters, the Dutch ones employed a literary discourse (Harbers, 2014, pp. 

369–70).  

As the demand for newspapers increased and competition intensified during the interwar 

years, newspapers quickly expanded: they hired more journalists to fill more pages. By the end of 

the interbellum, the large newspapers all had more than thirty editors. This allowed for increased 

specialisation among journalists and a diversification of newspaper content. New genres included 

the interview and crime reporting. Radiotelegraphy, telephony and telex facilitated communica-
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tion with local and foreign correspondents; it also contributed to the growth of press agencies. 

The large newspapers placed correspondents in important foreign cities like Paris, London and 

Berlin. In 1908, De Telegraaf already had fourteen foreign correspondents stationed throughout 

Europe and the United States; its network would expand further in the following decades. In 

addition, newspapers hired ‘travelling correspondents’ to report on events and developments in 

other countries. New printing techniques enabled the inclusion of photos. Among the Dutch 

newspapers, the popular De Telegraaf was a front-runner in these developments, to the extent that 

it already looked quite similar to today’s newspapers in the early 1930s. It had also been the first 

newspaper to launch a photo page in 1919. De Telegraaf successfully imitated the accessible style 

and attractive layout of Anglo-Saxon newspapers, particularly the Daily Telegraph. Socialist news-

paper Het Volk also soon followed this example. In contrast, the conservative Catholic newspa-

per De Tijd adapted much more slowly (Van Vree, 2002, pp. 158–60; Hagen, 2002, pp. 51–2; 

Mulder, 2002, pp. 146–8).  
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2.3 Methods: An interdisciplinary approach 

2.3.1 Quantitative and qualitative methods combined 

 

Quantitative content analysis is a commonly used method in media studies, but remains relatively 

little-used in historical research. One of the early developers of the method described it as “a 

research technique for the objective, systematic and quantitative description of the manifest con-

tent of communication” (Berelson, 1952, p. 18). Although academic views have considerably 

changed since Berelson made this claim and academic objectivity is no longer considered attaina-

ble, it is true that the method is very suitable for analysing and comparing large numbers of texts, 

because qualitative information is categorised and then quantified. As part of this systematic ap-

proach, researchers classify complicated information in order to identify patterns of communica-

tion. In a recent book about quantitative content analysis, Riffe et al. (2015, p. 3) have defined the 

method as “the systematic assignment of communication content to categories according to 

rules, and the analysis of relationships involving those categories using statistical methods”. This 

makes it a very useful tool for the study of mass media, especially in a comparative setting (Baker, 

Gabrielatos and McEnery, 2013, p. 265).  

 Despite its name, quantitative content analysis is also almost unavoidably a qualitative re-

search method. Whereas it is easier and consequently more reliable to code manifest content (e.g. 

counting names or key words), content with more latent meaning is often at least as significant. 

As soon as the researcher aims to look beyond the most simple and objective text elements, in-

terpretation starts playing an important role. In most cases, the researcher is also interested in 

more complicated variables, such as themes, topics, opinions and stereotypes. In other words, 

“the analyst is searching not just for manifest content but latent content as well” (Bryman, 2008, 

p. 282). It is important to note that concepts with a manifest and latent meaning exist on a con-

tinuum, in which some are clear to everyone at first sight, while others require more interpreta-

tion. To ensure the reliability of a content analysis, Riffe et al. (2015, p. 98) stress that “variables 

requiring difficult coder decisions, whether because of content complexity or lack or common 

meaning, should be limited”. In other words, very complex categories should be avoided as much 

as possible: when they must be used, it is important to define them as clearly as possible. 

Part of the analysis is that complex textual arguments are reduced to a limited number of 

countable variables and categories. Whereas this means that some nuances may be lost or become 

simplified in the process, the key advantage of this is that the analysis can reveal recurring pat-

terns in media reporting, which could not be identified in a much smaller-scale qualitative analysis 
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only. This way, it helps to offer much-needed insights into ‘the bigger picture’. This method is 

generally used in combination with a complementary qualitative approach, to help interpret the 

graphs and figures and understand why these patterns exist and what they mean (Bryman, 2008). 

In particular, studies of contemporary media representations often combine a quantitative 

approach with a qualitative approach based on (critical) discourse analysis (cf. Poole, 2002; Baker 

et al., 2008; Baker et al., 2013). Critical discourse analysis (CDA) does not refer to a particular 

method or theoretical school, but instead is “rather an explicitly critical approach, position or 

stance of studying text and talk” (Van Dijk, 1995, p. 17, emphasis in original). It has broadly been 

defined as “a process that combines close analysis of language with consideration of social con-

text” (Baker et al., 2013, p. 3). The last element of this definition, the attention for the social con-

text within which discourse is produced, is what distinguishes CDA from ‘non-critical’ discourse 

analysis (Bloor & Bloor, 2007, p. 12). Language and social practices are believed to be thoroughly 

interrelated. Discourse is thus thought to have direct implications for issues like status, solidarity 

and power (Gee, 2004, pp. 32–33). In other words, a key assumption of CDA is that “discourse is 

an integral aspect of power and control” (Bloor & Bloor, 2007, p. 4). Therefore, studies using 

CDA often study the discourse of ‘powerful people’, to understand how their language contrib-

utes to the persistence of unequal power relations. This is why an influential and more precise 

definition holds that CDA is “fundamentally interested in analysing opaque as well as transparent 

structural relationships of dominance, discrimination, power and control as manifested in lan-

guage. In other words, CDA aims to investigate critically social inequality as it is expressed, con-

stituted, legitimized, and so on, by language use (or discourse)” (Weiss & Wodak, 2003, p. 15).  

In principle, CDA does not prescribe any particular method, although in practice it is asso-

ciated with qualitative studies that take into account the “social, political, historical and intertex-

tual contexts” and thus go beyond an analysis of merely the language in the texts (Baker at al., 

2008, pp. 273–274). Practitioners of CDA first read a text on the level of the intended audience, 

experiencing the discourse the way it was intended by the author and in fact allowing themselves 

to be manipulated (Huckin, 2002).  They then analyse the text more deeply and critically for fur-

ther interpretation of patterns that may not be evident at first sight, zooming in on paragraphs, 

sentences and words (Brabham, 2012, p. 398). This way they uncover elements that reveal strate-

gies of manipulation or legitimation, which are linked to underlying ideologies (Van Dijk, 1995, p. 

18). 

This thesis largely subscribes to these general aims and assumptions of CDA. The qualita-

tive part of the study indeed analyses texts in detail and discusses them in their historical and so-
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cial context. This thesis also uncovers patterns of representation that supposedly contributed to 

the continued oppression of Muslims in the imperial context. However, some narrower defini-

tions of CDA have proposed a more activist stance on the part of the researcher than this thesis 

aspires to. CDA has been described as “an interdisciplinary approach to textual study that aims to 

explicate abuses of power promoted by those texts, by analyzing linguistic/semiotic details in 

light of the larger social and political contexts in which those texts circulate” (Huckin, Andrus & 

Clary-Lemon, 2012, p. 107). In the written report of the research findings, CDA practitioners are 

supposed to “critically expose and intervene in the discursive forms, and by opposing them, seek 

positive change” (Brabham, 2012, p. 398). For example, scholars use CDA to denounce biased 

representations of certain groups of people in the media discourse, especially those depicted as 

Others (cf. Caldas-Coulthard, 2003). Thus, CDA often has an overtly activist agenda, as it implies 

“a critical and oppositional stance against the powerful and the elites, and especially those who 

abuse of their power” (Van Dijk, 1995, p. 18, emphasis in original). 

This thesis does not have such an activist goal. It aims to identify and analyse news frames 

to better understand the newspaper representations of Muslims, not to make a political argument. 

Moreover, since this study focuses on a historical period, the authors of the texts in the corpus 

are long dead. Taking a ‘critical and oppositional stance’ against them or their ideologies would 

not only be a pointless exercise, it would also unavoidably lead to anachronistic moral judgements 

(presentism). It is also important to note that this thesis is not grounded in the field of linguistics 

and therefore does not make use of the specific analytic concepts like those proposed by Huckin 

(2002). It does however apply the concept of discursive strategies, which linguists Marin Reisigl 

and Ruth Wodak (2016, p. 33) have defined as “a more or less intentional plan of practice (in-

cluding discursive practices) adopted to achieve a particular social, political, psychological or lin-

guistic goal”. Yet instead of applying the generic discursive strategies they proposed, I identify 

strategies from the corpus that are specifically related to the framing of Muslims (see Section 6.3). 

 While studies of news content generally focus on the media output as such, they can also 

link this to either its effects on the public or, in contrast, to its antecedent conditions (the way the con-

tent was produced) (Riffe et al., 2015, pp. 4–8). Effect studies usually either take the form of ex-

periments with recipients of the media output, or of agenda-setting studies that connect the out-

put to policymaking. This is less feasible with a study of historical media output and it is also be-

yond the scope of this thesis. Thus, this thesis does not attempt to make claims about the precise 

impact of newspaper articles on public opinion; instead it focuses on the articles themselves and 

the context in which they were produced. 
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Studies that relate content to their antecedent conditions are often important for theory 

building: they can look both at the “individual human psychological or social factors and the larg-

er social, cultural, historical, political, or economic context of communication” (Riffe et al., 2015, 

p. 10). This is exactly what this thesis aims to do: the frames will be linked to their cultural, his-

torical and geographical contexts. For this reason, this thesis contains background sections about 

the position of Muslims in the colonial empire (2.2.1–2.2.3) and about the state of French and 

Dutch journalism in the interwar years (2.2.4 and 2.2.5). In addition, each of the thematic chap-

ters also contains contextual sections, zooming in on interwar discussions related to mosques, the 

hajj and the position of Muslim women. To emphasise the individual factors that influence media 

output, the thesis introduces the authors of the articles that are highlighted in this thesis as much 

as possible (see especially Appendix I: Author biographies). This helps clarify their individual 

perspectives and motivations. 

 

2.3.2 Quantitative content analysis: The ‘frames as clusters of frame elements’ approach 

 

In this study, the specific aim of the content analysis is to study media frames: common narra-

tives that focus on particular elements of perceived reality and connections between them, there-

by promoting a specific interpretation (Entman, 2007, p. 164). There are several ways of conduct-

ing such a study, each with their own advantages and disadvantages. In the most traditional ap-

proach, the so-called manual (or singular) holistic approach, frames are defined after a careful 

review of a small sample of texts. Then every text in the corpus is classified in one of these pre-

defined frames. One of the major shortcomings of this method is that the categorisation strongly 

depends on how the researcher perceives the issue and that it is difficult (if not impossible) to 

identify new frames once the frames have been defined and the quantitative content analysis has 

started. There is a strong risk of arbitrariness if the approach is not sufficiently systematic (Tank-

ard, 2001, pp. 97–8). Therefore, this study uses an alternative approach that has been proposed 

by Jörg Matthes and Matthias Kohring (2008) in order to improve the reliability and validy of the 

content analysis of media frames: ‘frames as clusters of frame elements’. They propose that a 

frame consists of several ‘frame elements’. Using Robert Entman’s definition of framing, they 

propose ‘problem definition’, ‘causal interpretation’, ‘moral evaluation’ and ‘treatment recom-

mendation’ as possible frame elements, the applicability of which depends on the particular topic 

that is studied. In turn, these frame elements are further broken down into a considerable num-

ber of topic-specific ‘content analytical variables’, which are generally more specific and manifest 

and thus less abstract than the pre-defined frames used in a manual holistic approach. As ex-
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plained in the previous section (2.3.1), variables that are more manifest make the coding consid-

erably easier and more reliable. 

 It is assumed that some of these content analytical variables group together, forming pat-

terns across the texts in the corpus. A hierarchical cluster analysis can be used to identify these 

patterns. These clusters or patterns of specific text elements are what Matthes and Kohring 

(2008) call frames. Each of these frames is characterised by a specific combination of variables: 

texts within one cluster show strong similarities to each other and clearly differ from texts in oth-

er clusters. A major advantage of this method is that the researchers do not know which frames 

they are coding, which strongly limits the impact of the researchers’ expectations on the frames 

that are eventually found. Thus, this method makes it possible to detect new frames that could 

not be predicted beforehand. The identification of frames only takes place after the coding has 

been completed, through the means of a hierarchical cluster analysis. As Matthes and Kohring 

(2008, p. 264) summarise it: “The crucial difference to the common assessment of frames is that 

frames are empirically determined and not subjectively defined.” By ‘subjectively’ they mean the 

classification of frames based on the presumptions, interpretation or intuition of the researcher, 

rather than deriving the distinction between the frames directly from the primary sources. Indeed, 

this sets the ‘frames as clusters of frame elements’ approach apart from many other types of 

framing studies.  

Nevertheless, while this approach was designed to improve the reliability and validity of the 

content analysis, it is important to note that the interpretation and insight of the individual re-

searchers still play a significant role. First, the researchers decide on the selection and definition 

of the content analytical variables. Second, after the cluster analysis, they assign appropriate labels 

to the empirically determined frames. As Tankard (2001, p. 97) accurately notes, “coming up with 

the names for frames itself involves a kind of framing”. Third, the researchers must interpret and 

explain the meaning of the different frames. Although a content analysis is ideally carried out by a 

team of coders to check for inter-coder reliability, the coding for this study has been carried out 

by one person, just like in many other individual doctoral theses involving content analysis (Ros-

solatos, 2013, p. 369). To ensure replicability, the selection process of the articles is explained in 

Section 3.2, 4.2 and 5.2; the coding schemes are included in Appendix II: Coding schemes. 

The problem definition, causal interpretation, moral evaluation and treatment recommen-

dation in articles about mosques are obviously different from those in texts about Muslim wom-

en. Therefore, different content analytical variables are required to analyse each theme. A separate 

content analysis was done for each of the three themes in this thesis (mosques, the pilgrimage 
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and Muslim women). While the coding schemes partially overlapped, many content analytical 

variables were related to only one of the themes. The coding schemes were established after hav-

ing studied a sample of articles and then further expanded during a first round of trial coding. 

The variables aimed to reflect many different elements and characterics that were typically found 

in articles about each of the themes. This included very straightforward manifest content (for 

example the absence or presence of a certain word or metaphor), but also latent content (such as 

the author’s overall assessment of Muslims). All variables were then transformed to binary varia-

bles to serve as input for the cluster analysis. The number of input variables ranged from 69 in 

the chapter about women to 103 in the one about the pilgrimage. Using the hierarchical cluster 

analysis method, articles were grouped into clusters with similar characteristics (the frames). Each 

of these clusters can be broken down into smaller groups of articles with even more similar fea-

tures (sub-frames). After having introduced each of the frames, this thesis zooms in on these sub-

frames and uses individual articles to exemplify these particular narratives. As mentioned in 2.3.1, 

contextualisation is crucial for a better understanding of these media frames. Apart from the gen-

eral and thematic contextualisations, individual factors also played a role: these receive attention 

in the discussions of individual articles. 

 

2.3.3 The corpus: Newspapers with different political affiliations 

 

In this thesis, I explore Muslim-related articles that were published between 1 January 1920 and 

31 December 1939 in four French and four Dutch newspapers. One of the key criteria in the 

selection of the newspapers is the circulation: this thesis focuses on popular newspapers that 

were widely read. The selected newspapers were consistently ranked among the ten national 

newspapers with the largest circulation in their respective countries throughout the 1920s and 

1930s. Moreover, these newspapers represent different political orientations, to uncover the 

broadest range of contemporary discourse across the political spectrum. For both countries one 

large-circulation newspaper without a political affiliation, one large centre-right newspaper, one 

influential leftist newspaper and finally one Catholic newspaper have been selected.  

Unavoidably some interesting perspectives are excluded from the analysis. For example, no 

Protestant newspaper from the Netherlands is included. First, there would be no satisfying equiv-

alent in France. Second, it also important to note that despite the large share of Protestants in the 
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Dutch population5, Protestant newspapers only constituted a relatively small segment of the 

Dutch newspaper circulation during this timeframe: 5.5% in 1939, while Catholic newspapers 

amounted up to 23.8% (Van de Plasse, 1999, p. 31). 

Table 2.1: Newspapers in the corpus 

 France Netherlands 

Largest circulation, sensation-
alist, politically unaffiliated 

Le Petit Parisien De Telegraaf 

Secular, right of centre: 
Liberal/Conservative 

Le Matin Algemeen Handelsblad 

Secular, left of centre: 
Socialist/communist 

L’Humanité Het Volk 

Catholic 
 

La Croix De Tijd 

 

In both countries, the newspaper with the largest circulation was one that lacked a clear formal or 

informal political affiliation and emphatically presented itself as politically neutral: Le Petit Parisien 

in France and De Telegraaf in the Netherlands. The editorial line of so-called political neutrality 

was a conscious way to attract as many readers as possible from all layers of society. In practice, 

the editorial line of Le Petit Parisien was quite opportunistic. It could generally be characterised as 

‘moderate republican’ during the interwar years: the newspaper was especially supportive of the 

Parti radical. It also defended the principle of laïcité (Amaury, 1972, pp. 1324–8). Le Petit Parisien’s 

circulation remained stable around 1.5 million copies a day between 1919 and 1935, after which it 

dropped to 1 million in 1939. Despite its name, the newspaper was remarkably well-read beyond 

Paris: 82% of its circulation in 1938 came from outside the city (Bellanger, 1972, pp. 512–4; 

Charle, 2004, pp. 309–26).  

 De Telegraaf was the largest national newspaper in the Netherlands: its circulation rose 

from 86,382 in 1924/1925 to 115,657 in 1939. Its Amsterdam edition, which appeared under the 

name De Courant/Het Nieuws van de Dag had an even higher circulation (from 212,305 in 1924 to 

336,443 in 1939), but focused more on local news (Van de Plasse, 1999, p. 193). De Telegraaf was 

strongly influenced by the Anglo-American press. It was the first Dutch newspaper to embrace a 

number of innovations. In the first decades of the twentieth century, it gradually started using 

                                                           
 

5 According to the Dutch census of 1930, 45% of the nearly eight million Dutch citizens belonged to one of the 
various Protestant denominations, 36% were Catholic, 14% had no religious affiliation, 1% were Jewish and 2% had 
a different religious affiliation. However, these numbers do not fully reflect the size of the societal pillars in the 
Netherlands, particularly because moderate Protestants could also identify with the Neutral/Liberal or Socialist pil-
lars. To compare: as mentioned in section 2.2.3, 25% of the primary school pupils attended a Protestant school, 36% 
a Catholic school and 38% a secular school  in 1930 (Boekholt & De Booy, 1987, p. 248). 
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bigger headings, which from 1912 stretched across more than one column. It also started printing 

different types of articles on the front page to draw more attention, such as sports and courtroom 

articles. The style was sensationalist and the newspaper focused more on dramatic events than 

most others. As for the role of journalists, it propagated a more ambitious and less modest ap-

proach: they were supposed to hunt for news (scoops) quite aggressively and not be overly re-

spectful towards the authorities. De Telegraaf continued to innovate after the First World War, 

which contributed to its increased popularity in the 1920s. It expanded its use of genres like re-

ports (reportages), courtroom stories and interviews and put considerable effort into entertaining 

its readers, with the increased publication of sports reports, cartoons, the first photo-page and 

sections that specifically aimed at women and at children. Reporters, critics and commentators 

gained considerable popularity. Moreover, the layout became livelier, with the use of larger head-

ings, different fonts and because adverts were no longer limited to separate pages, but could be 

printed between other articles. By the late 1930s, De Telegraaf enlivened its front page with several 

photos. It also limited most articles on the front page to merely a heading and a lead; these stories 

continued on another page. Yet although its Anglo-Saxon design and approach to journalism 

made De Telegraaf a pioneer among the Dutch newspapers, its ‘sensationalism’ remained relatively 

modest in comparison to the British and American yellow press (Wolf, 2007; Kester, 2007; 

Broersma, 2007, pp. 181–5). 

 The sensationalist focus on spectacular, exciting events and scandals was a key to the suc-

cess of the largest newspapers. Therefore, other newspapers emulated this style, notably Le Matin 

in France and Algemeen Handelsblad in the Netherlands. The latter was an Amsterdam-based 

newspaper that presented itself as politically neutral, while its editorial line was in fact centre-right 

liberal. Founded in 1930, it was one of the oldest active newspapers and was historically associat-

ed with the liberal pillar (Van de Plasse, 1999, p. 31; Van Cuilenburg, 1999, p. 11). It was the na-

tional newspaper with the third largest circulation for almost the entire interwar period, behind 

De Telegraaf and socialist newspaper Het Volk. Its circulation was quite stable, growing from 

39,000 in 1924 to 46,049 in 1939 (Van de Plasse, 1999, p. 193). During the 1920s and 1930s, 

there were still consistently close ties with liberal politicians and the newspaper openly recom-

mended its readers to vote for the liberals. Yet Algemeen Handelsblad refused to be officially affili-

ated with the liberal party, as its editor-in-chief valued the independence of the newspaper. Alge-

meen Handelsblad was highly critical of Nazism (Dijkstra, 1999, pp. 264–6). Le Matin was a similarly 

popular French newspaper on the right side of the political spectrum. By the end of the First 

World War, it had the second-largest circulation of the French newspapers, after Le Petit Parisien. 
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Its circulation figures gradually declined from 1.1 million to 320,000 between the two World 

Wars, as its editorial line shifted further to the right (Bellanger, 1972, pp. 428–520).  

In contrast, the French communist newspaper L’Humanité became increasingly popular 

during this period, although its circulation figures initially dropped from 140,000 in 1920 to 

100,000 in 1923 (Bellanger, 1972, pp. 511–82). L’Humanité was going through a chaotic period in 

the early 1920s. It had been founded as the socialist party paper in 1904, but it became a com-

munist newspaper in 1920, when the communists dissociated from the Section française de 

l’Internationale ouvrière (SFIO). The Communist Party established firm control over the newspaper 

and replaced a considerable number of its journalists (Courban, 2014, pp. 129–76). The newspa-

per explicitly targeted labourers as its readership. L’Humanité underwent several overhauls, nota-

bly in 1935, when editor-in-chief Paul Vaillant-Couturier transformed it into a more popular 

newspaper. He expanded the number of pages from six to eight and hired additional journalists. 

By the end of that year, the communist newspaper reached a circulation of over 200,000, which 

rapidly increased to 350,000 in 1937. The circulation then decreased slightly until L’Humanité was 

abruptly prohibited by the Daladier government on 25 August 1939, two days after the signing of 

the German-Soviet (Molotov-Ribbentrop) Non-Agression Pact (Courban, 2014, pp. 203–20). Just 

like L’Humanité, Dutch socialist newspaper Het Volk also enjoyed increasing popularity. It was the 

main newspaper of the socialist pillar in the Netherlands (Van Cuilenburg, 1999, p. 11) and the 

national newspaper with the second-largest circulation for most of the interwar period, increasing 

from 44,878 copies in 1924 to 51,435 in 1939 (Van de Plasse, 1999). 

Finally, the Catholic newspapers in the corpus are La Croix and De Tijd. The latter was the 

oldest leading Catholic newspaper in the Netherlands, founded in 1848. Its circulation figures 

were relatively low in comparison to the other newspapers in the corpus: they increased from 

6,000 in 1924 to 10,000 in 1939. Over the course of the interwar years, it was gradually surpassed 

by other Catholic newspapers like De Maasbode and De Volkskrant, whose circulation figures rose 

faster (Van de Plasse, 1999, p. 31 & p. 193). De Tijd was the main newspaper for the Catholic 

elite, while De Volkskrant gradually became the most popular newspaper for Catholic labourers 

(Van Cuilenburg, 1999, p. 11). La Croix was the only remaining French catholic national newspa-

per after the First World War. Its style and content were similar to those of popular newspapers 

like Le Petit Parisien, but its editorial line was very conservative (Thiesse, 1984, p. 87). Its circula-

tion figures increased from 160,000 to 177,000 between 1919 and 1926, then gradually decreased 

to 140,000 in 1939. In the early 1920s, the editorial line was strongly nationalist and close to the 

extreme right: the newspaper constantly denounced communism and socialism. It became more 
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moderate from 1927 onwards, expressing loyalty to the Catholic Church but mostly abstaining 

from clear political activism (Bellanger, 1972, pp. 548–50). 

Newspaper articles were found and accessed through keyword searches in the digital news-

paper databases of Gallica (Bibliothèque nationale de France) and Delpher (Koninklijke Biblio-

theek). As these databases are structured and organised differently, two slightly different search 

methods had to be used. Delpher offers an advanced search engine that supports Boolean opera-

tors (search options) and organises newspaper texts by article, which makes finding relevant arti-

cles a relatively straightforward process: the Dutch synonyms for ‘Muslims’ were combined with 

the word ‘woman’ (/women), mosque(s) or pilgrimage (or Mecca) to find all articles related to 

these topics. Gallica offers more basic search options and only enables search commands within 

entire newspapers instead of separate articles. For this reason, the data gathering process required 

browsing through all French newspapers published in this period that contained the word Mus-

lim or one of its derivations: 4,945 newspapers in total. Whereas it is possible that some articles 

have been overlooked during this intricate exercise, it is assumed that this study managed to in-

clude nearly all relevant newspaper articles that were published between 1920 and 1939. This 

means that this study uses a census rather than a sample of articles (see Riffe et al., 2015, p. 74). 
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3. Mosques 

 

3.1 Background: mosques in the interwar period 

3.1.1 Introduction 

 

Still a few months… And then the sonorous call of the muezzin starting the fatiha “Allah il 

Allah Mohammad illa rassou il Allah” will descend from the minaret on a feverish Paris, to re-

mind the Sons of the Prophet, who have come to France looking for a bit of our knowledge, 

of the good life that they were leading there in the towns where, after nightfall, under the 

palpitation of the large stars, the women sing on the terraces, amidst the humming of the 

mandoras and the gusles…6 (Richard, 26 February 1922) 

As preparations were made to start the construction of the Grand Mosque in Paris, journalist 

Gaston-Charles Richard wrote an enthusiastic article for Le Petit Parisien. He was overly optimistic 

in predicting that the muezzin would call from the minaret in only ‘a few months’, as the ground-

breaking ceremony had yet to take place and the construction would eventually take four years. 

Moreover, he seemingly overlooked the tens of thousands of North African labourers who were 

working in French factories, by merely focusing on Muslims who came to France in search of 

knowledge (students). Like many journalists who reported on the Parisian mosque, Richard’s 

discourse was characterised on the one hand by a certain curiosity and fascination with Muslim 

exoticness. On the other hand, it was marked by a tone of self-congratulatory patriotism, high-

lighting the merits of France. He contrasted the romantic exoticness of Muslim cities and Islam 

with the rational knowledge of France. Richard reiterated the idea that the Grand Mosque of 

Paris would be a meeting place for the romantic beauty of the East and the rational science of the 

West in an article published later in 1922:  

At one of its building sites, Paris is the land of Islam. 

It is there, behind the Jardin des Plantes, that soon – in two years, it is said – a high minaret, 

decorated by Fezzan ceramists with precious faience, will dominate from its pulpit the court-

yards and pools, the resting rooms and the libraries, where the Muslim students of Paris will 

                                                           
 

6 “Encore quelques mois […] Et le sonore appel du muezzin lançant la fatiha : « Allah il Allah Mohammad 
illa rassou il Allah ! » tombera du minaret, sur Paris en fièvre, et rappellera aux Fils du Prophète venus en 
France pour y chercher un peu de notre savoir la douce vie qu’ils menaient là-bas dans les cités où, la nuit 
venue, sous la palpitation des larges étoiles, les femmes chantent aux terrasses, dans le bourdonnement des 
mandores et des guzlas…” 
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live according to the rites of their faith, all the while receiving here with us, in our schools, 

the lights of western science7 (Richard, 20 October 1922).  

Mosques played (and continue to play) a crucial role in the media representation of Muslims. 

They are the most visible and therefore most tangible physical expression of Islam and play a 

central role in Islamic religious practice. For this reason, the importance of mosques reaches be-

yond their material appearance to assume a highly symbolic nature. They have also often been 

contested places. Power struggles have often been fought in and around mosques between Mus-

lims and people with other religions, between colonised and colonisers, between traditional Mus-

lims and protagonists of reform. On the one hand, the presence of mosques can be seen as con-

firming that Islam is part of society: the construction of a mosque in Europe thus stands as a 

recognition of (or, according to some, the surrender to) another religion. On the other hand, 

mosques can also be considered as mysterious meeting places for Muslims that have often been 

hard to understand for Europeans due to their inaccessibility. The difficulty to control them and 

the unfamiliarity with the discourse of the imams has contributed to European fears. 

In the interwar years, mosques made their great entry in Western Europe. New mosques 

were constructed in Paris, London, Berlin and Fréjus (Maussen, 2007, p. 982). In other cities, like 

The Hague and Marseille, plans to build a mosque were discussed, but failed to materialise. In 

addition, mosques were discussed in numerous other contexts, ranging from Mustafa Kemal’s 

religious reforms in Turkey to their alleged role as hotbeds of fanaticism in places of conflict, 

such as Palestine. This chapter identifies, compares and analyses the different frames and sub-

frames that were used in the French and Dutch press to represent mosques in the 1920s and 

1930s, by looking at a corpus of 837 French and Dutch articles. After having described the main 

characteristics of these articles, three main frames are distinguished. This is done by using the 

‘frames as clusters of frame elements’ approach to quantitative content analysis, which was intro-

duced in Section 2.3.2. After that, a quantitative comparison is made to see the distribution of 

these frames over the two countries, different types of newspapers and more. Finally, the three 

frames are discussed in detail: ‘interreligious conflict’, ‘tourism and sightseeing’ and ‘the West’s 

civilising influence’. The sub-frames of each of these frames are closely analysed. Yet to begin 

                                                           
 

7 “Dans l’une de ses parcelles, Paris est terre d’Islam. 
C’est là-bas, derrière le Jardin des Plantes, et là, bientôt – dans deux ans, dit-on – , un haut minaret vêtu de 
faïences précieuses, décorées par des céramistes fezzans, dominera de son prêchoir les cours et les pis-
cines, les chambres de repos et les bibliothèques où les étudiants musulmans de Paris vivront selon les 
rites de leur foi, tout en recevant chez nous, dans nos écoles, les lumières de la science occidentale.” 
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with, Section 3.1 introduces some of the most important events and developments related to 

mosques in the interwar years. 

A number of developments around the world influenced the representation of mosques in 

the French and Dutch press considerably. Apart from the events within France, the Netherlands 

and their own colonies, the significant transformation of Turkey and the emerging conflict be-

tween Muslims and Jews in Palestine also had a significant impact on the image of Muslims in 

general and mosques in specific. The Ottoman empire had been the leading Muslim state for 

centuries and as such had strongly determined the way Europeans looked at Islam. Although the 

empire collapsed after the First World War, the Turkish successor state continued to be seen as a 

leading Muslim nation and in fact was one of the rare predominantly Muslim states that managed 

to fend off colonisation. For this reason, before looking to the events in the colonies and in Eu-

rope, I will begin by briefly outlining the most relevant mosque-related developments in Mustafa 

Kemal’s Turkey.  

After that, I will turn to one of the former Ottoman territories, Palestine, where increasing-

ly violent conflicts erupted over the access to holy places and houses of prayer. Next, I will look 

at the most important mosque-related developments in the French and Dutch colonies, especially 

the rise of new Islamic reformist movements and Pan-Islamism. This part is followed by two 

sections on the construction of mosques in respectively France and the Netherlands.  

Finally, I briefly discuss the state of tourism and travel writing in the early twentieth centu-

ry, as travel reports constituted an important part of the writings about mosques and contributed 

to the awareness and knowledge about Islamic practices. The emerging culture of tourism led to 

mosques being seen as potentially interesting and esthetically pleasing attractions for travellers. 

 

3.1.2 In Turkey: Mustafa Kemal and the abolition of the caliphate 

 

In the 1920s, the fall of the Ottoman caliphate led to an increased struggle for power over the 

mosques in the Sunni world. Since the early days of Islam, three dynasties of caliphs had main-

tained continuous nominal hegemony over the (Sunni) Muslim world, as spiritual successors of 

the prophet Muhammad: the Umayyads, the Abbasids and finally the Ottomans. In 1922, Musta-

fa Kemal decided to separate the Ottoman caliphate from the sultanate and abolish the latter. 

The Turkish Grand National Assembly deposed Mehmed VI from both roles and chose his 

cousin Abdülmecid II as the new caliph. Mustafa Kemal then continued to consolidate his posi-
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tion in Turkey and abroad. The Treaty of Lausanne in 1923 guaranteed full international recogni-

tion of the Turkish Republic. Only after that, sixteen months after having brought an end to the 

sultanate, did he dare abolish the caliphate as well. Kemal saw the caliphate as an obstacle for his 

intended secularisation and westernisation of Turkey. The old ulama or religious establishment 

was replaced by a Directorate of Religious Affairs, which was led by the republican administra-

tion. Sufi orders, sharia courts and religious seminaries (madrasas) were abolished as well. Friday 

was dropped as the Sabbath in favour of Sunday. The Directorate also took a series of measures 

to impose its influence in mosques and encourage the ‘Turkification’ of Islam, including – from 

1927 – deciding the topics of the sermons in the Friday prayers. Moreover, considerable parts of 

the prayers and Quran interpretations had to be carried out in Turkish, rather than Arabic. Plans 

to replace traditional clothing in mosques by Western garments were not implemented due to low 

popularity. Although Kemal was inspired by the French model of laïcité, the Turkish form of sec-

ularism turned out to be considerably different. It aimed for profound state control over religion 

rather than a strict separation between state and mosque (Hanioğlu, 2011, pp. 133–59; Bein, 

2011, pp. 105–35; Cagaptay, 2006, pp. 13–4; Grassi, 2008, pp. 276–80). Thus, it in fact mirrored 

patterns of French laïcité in the colonies (see 2.2.2). 

Upon the formal abolition of the Ottoman caliphate by Mustafa Kemal in 1924, several 

Muslim monarchs aspired to claim the title of caliph: King Hussein of the Hejaz immediately 

declared himself caliph, while French general Lyautey hoped to restore the caliphate under the 

Sultan of Morocco. Yet in the end no consensus could be reached and the caliphate was not re-

established. Hussein’s kingdom of the Hejaz was even annexed by the Saudi kingdom of Nejd a 

year later (see 4.1.2). The fall of the Ottoman caliphate contributed to a backlash against the ula-

ma, the leading Muslim scholars, who had generally validated and legitimised the authority of the 

Ottoman caliphs. Their position was further weakened by the collaboration of traditional ulama 

with the colonial authorities. Muslim reformists like the Salafists and the Egyptian Muslim Broth-

erhood rallied against their power, condemning the worship of saints and other forms of super-

stition in the process (Vermeren, 2016, pp. 331–46; Le Pautremat, 2003, pp. 116–24; Al-Enazy, 

2010, pp. 128–49). 
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3.1.3 In the Middle East: Conflict between Muslims and Jews 

 

In Palestine, the 1920s saw an increase in violent clashes between Muslims and Jews. Great Brit-

ain had occupied the former Ottoman territories during the Sinai and Palestine Campaign (1915–

8) of the First World War. It aimed to gain control over the area in the partition of the Ottoman 

empire and was indeed awarded the mandate of Palestine. In 1917, in the midst of the campaign, 

the British Foreign Secretary, Arthur James Balfour, had promised a favourable approach to-

wards the establishment of a ‘National Home for the Jewish People’ in Palestine. His letter would 

become known as the ‘Balfour Declaration’. Although this declaration was rather vague, it creat-

ed hope among Zionists. It also received considerable support in Britain and, importantly, among 

the members of the League of Nation’s Mandate Commission. According to Susan Pedersen 

(2015, p. 359), “Zionism was, in the interwar years, a liberal and progressive cause, and the asser-

tion that it meant no harm to the Arab population – and, indeed, would do more to improve the 

lot of ignorant peasants than the wily ‘effendis’ opposing Jewish settlement – was crucial to its 

appeal.” Nevertheless, the Balfour declaration contributed to unrest among Palestinians, who 

feared to become a minority, even though the declaration stated that the rights of non-Jewish 

communities would be respected. Eventually, the surge in Arab nationalism and the escalating 

tensions between Jews and Muslims culminated in the Nebi Musa riots of early April 1920. After 

a procession, Palestinian Muslims attacked the Jewish quarters of Jerusalem for several consecu-

tive days, leading to considerable material damage and casualties (Sherman, 1997; Ovendale, 

1984; Friedman, 2012). 

Violent outbursts between Jews and Muslims regularly recurred during the next decades. 

The conflicts often revolved around holy places and houses of prayer. The Wailing Wall disturb-

ances of 1929 were one of the most striking interwar examples of a very violent conflict. After a 

long period of increasing tensions over access to the Temple Mount and Jerusalem’s other sacred 

sites, Arabs violently attacked Jews. This conflict received considerable press attention. A third 

large-scale revolt started in 1936 and lasted until 1939. Contrary to the Nebi Musa riots of 1920 

and the Wailing Wall disturbances of 1929, this revolt was aimed directly against the British rule, 

as Arabs demanded full independence. The rebels managed to occupy a considerable part of rural 

Palestine and even Jerusalem, but were eventually defeated by Britain’s harsh military response: 

20,000 British troops were stationed in Palestine by 1938 (Jankowski, 1980; Pedersen, 2015, pp. 

359–76). 
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3.1.4 In the colonies: Reformist movements, Pan-Islamism and nationalism 

 

In the French colonies, Muslim reformists strongly attacked the marabouts, religious leaders who 

were strongly supportive of the French regime. Initially, the French considered Salafism as a re-

formist movement similar to Protestantism, which should be respected and left to its own devic-

es. However, in the 1930s it was increasingly seen as a risk for colonialism. Muslim reformists 

gradually shifted their attention from criticising forms of superstition to attacking the French 

influence. The Salafists ultimately became a powerful force within the North African ulama (lead-

ing Islamic scholars) and the anticolonial movements. Reformist religious leaders in Algeria were 

accused of anti-French propaganda. In the late 1930s, Pan-Islamism and Pan-Arabism became 

considerably more popular in the Maghreb, as well as among North-African students in Paris. 

The Association des Oulémas musulmans d’Algérie (‘Association of the Muslim Ulama of Algeria’; 

AOMA), which had been founded in 1931, played an important role. It combined a reformist 

Muslim agenda with Algerian nationalism. The French oppression of this organisation contribut-

ed to its increased popularity. In 1933, preachers of the AOMA were banned from official 

mosques in Algeria (Vermeren, 2016, pp. 365–80; Le Pautremat, 2003, pp. 88–116; Derrick, 2008, 

p. 320). 

Just like in the French colonies, reformist Muslims in the Netherlands Indies propagated 

the independent interpretation of the Quran (ijtihad) and criticised the traditional ulama. They 

rallied especially against perceived forms of superstition, such as the veneration of saints. The 

radically reformist Muhammadiyah (founded in 1912) established its own European-type schools, 

in which it advocated these principles. Another organisation managed to get even more wide-

spread support among the Indonesian population. The nationalist Sarekat Islam (‘Islamic League’), 

which had also been founded in 1912, was originally a trade union that rallied against the power-

ful Chinese traders. Different movements developed within the Sarekat Islam, ranging from so-

cialists on one side of the political spectrum to the Islamist branch on the other side. The Islamic 

wing strived for the establishment of an Islamic state and regularly used mob outrage as a tool for 

political pressure. The communist and Islamic wings became increasingly incompatible, which 

eventually led to a split in 1919–21: the communist branch became known as ‘Red Sarekat Islam’, 

while the non-communist, more Islam-oriented wing became ‘White Sarekat Islam’. In 1926, the 

latter became further divided when traditionalist Muslims seceded from the reformists and started 

a new organisation. Between 1922 and 1932, Sarekat Islam organised nine Islam congresses, to 

which it also invited representatives of Muhammadiyah and all other Muslim organisations. The 

abolition of the Ottoman caliphate and the search for a new caliph was an important recurring 
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topic at these congresses (Van Bruinessen, 1995; Vickers, 2005, pp. 73–84; Knaap, 2014, pp. 

224–5; Formichi, 2010). 

 

3.1.5 In France: The Grand Mosque of Paris and other plans 

 

Since at least the mid-nineteenth century, proposals to build a mosque in Paris had resurfaced 

several times, but always failed to materialise. A small building referred to as a ‘mosque’ was con-

structed at the Père Lachaise cemetery in 1856. However, this structure was merely intended for 

funeral ceremonies and was hardly used. The most serious plan was discussed in 1895, but it was 

eventually cancelled mostly due to the involvement of the Ottoman Sultan Abdul Hamid II in the 

project. The law on the separation of the Churches and the State of 1905 put a definitive halt to 

these plans, as the Republic feared that actively supporting a Muslim institution would further 

frustrate the Catholics. In the end, the main factor that helped change the tide was the participa-

tion of colonial Muslim troops in the defence of France in the First World War (Le Pautremat, 

2003, pp. 327–9; Vermeren, 2016, pp. 306–7).  

In December 1914, shortly after the outbreak of the war, the French government decided 

to reserve one hospital specifically for injured Muslims. It was located in the Jardin Colonial of 

Nogent-sur-Marne, at the eastern edge of the Bois de Vincennes in the eastern suburbs of Paris. 

Over the course of the war, this hospital would take care of over 6,000 injured and sick people. 

The next year, the government decided that a (temporary) wooden mosque with a small minaret 

had to be added to the complex. There were three reasons for this decision. First, it was a sym-

bolic recognition of the participation of Muslim soldiers in the war. Second, it was a sign to the 

rest of the world that France respected Islam. This was especially important because the Ger-

mans had just built a mosque in their prisoner-of-war camp in Zossen. For the Germans, this was 

a powerful propaganda tool, as it gave Muslim prisoners of war the impression that Germany 

respected their religion more than France or Great Britain. Third, the French authorities were 

concerned about the undisciplined behaviour of the patients in the hospital, who were involved 

with prostitutes and illegal alcohol trade. It was hoped that the presence of a mosque would calm 

them down and encourage them to respect Quranic laws. The mosque in Nogent-sur-Marne was 

rapidly constructed and finished in March 1916 (Le Pautremat, 2003, pp. 328–9; MacMaster, 

1997, pp. 105–6; Renard, 2006, pp. 751–2; Davidson, 2012, pp. 38–9). 

In 1919, the hospital of Nogent-sur-Marne was closed. The same year, several politicians 

and architects decided the time was ripe to finally construct a permanent mosque in Paris. The 
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mosque was supposed to be a symbol of the French commitment to Muslims and, more specifi-

cally, as a commemorative monument for the Muslim soldiers who had perished defending 

France in the First World War. This commemorative function was mostly underlined when the 

early plans for the mosque were presented and during the ground-breaking ceremony. Yet in the 

ensuing years, the focus shifted away from commemoration of the war, towards a celebration of 

the French colonial Muslim policy (Hassett, 2016, pp. 280–8). To respect the law of 1905, the 

project would be executed by the Société des Habous des Lieux Saints de l’Islam (the ‘Society of 

Habous and Holy Places of Islam’), which would ask the government for a financial contribution. 

This organisation, which was led by the Algerian Si Kaddour Benghabrit (1868–1954), had been 

founded in 1917, with the formal aim of defending the interests of Muslims from French territo-

ries in Mecca and Medina. However, in practice it would be considered as the leading organisa-

tion of Islam in France. In the context of the mosque, the Société des Habous was used to bypass 

the 1905 law on the Separation of the Churches and the State, according to which the French 

government could not finance any religion. By using this organisation as an intermediary, the 

government could claim that it did not fund or administer the mosque directly. Nevertheless, 

some critics claimed that the state support for the construction of the mosque was a violation of 

laïcité. However, the state and the municipality of Paris stressed that it was perfectly legal to sub-

side an organisation for “the construction of a multifunctional site that was primarily educational 

but that would also have a place of worship attached” (Davidson, 2012, p. 42). Indeed, the Institut 

Musulman was an important feature of the project, which also included gardens, a library, guest 

houses, a restaurant and a hamam. The institute would study Muslim history and culture and 

serve as a place of intellectual exchange between scholars, administrators and Muslim elites. In 

July 1920, France offered the Société des Habous 500,000 francs for the construction of the Institut 

Musulman (Le Pautremat, 2003, pp. 329–39).  

Morocco, Algeria, Tunisia, Syria, Egypt and Turkey also contributed financially and region-

al committees collected additional money in North Africa and among North Africans living in 

Paris. However, Algerian nationalists, supported by French communists, refused to participate, as 

they saw the mosque as a colonial tool. Indeed, the key incentive to build the mosque was to 

promote imperial interests. In particular, it was based on the idea that it would demonstrate the 

compatibility of the French identity with Islam, as a strategy to counter increasing Algerian na-

tionalism. Thus, it encouraged the creation of an ‘official’ Islam, which was pro-French and could 

easily be monitored. In July 1921, the city of Paris agreed to give two subsidies with a total value 

of 1.9 million francs with which the Society of Habous could purchase the grounds of the former 

Hôpital de la Pitié in the fifth arrondissement, across the street from the Jardin des Plantes (Le Pau-
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tremat, 2003, pp. 329–39; Renard, 2006, pp. 753–8; MacMaster, 1997, p. 106; MacMaster, 2002, 

pp. 72–9; Geisser & Zemouri, 2007, pp. 27–35; Vermeren, 2016, pp. 308–10; Davidson, 2012, 

pp. 40–1). 

The start of the construction was marked by two different ceremonies. In March 1922, the 

direction of Mecca was ceremonially determined. However, General Lyautey was absent from 

this ceremony due to a conflict with Benghabrit. Therefore, a second ground-breaking ceremony 

was organised on 19 October, in which Lyautey participated in laying the first stone of the mih-

rab. The mosque was built in a Moroccan style. According to Naomi Davidson (2012, p. 37), the 

architecture “reflected the French belief that Moroccan Islam was more civilized than Algerian 

Islam, not to mention Sub-Saharan African Islam”. The mosque and the institute were inaugurat-

ed on 15 July 1926 by President Gaston Doumergue of France and Sultan Youssef of Morocco. 

In the years that followed, the popularity of the mosque among Muslim immigrants in Paris 

turned out to be rather low. Many Muslim labourers avoided the mosque because they saw it as 

an extension of French colonial policy. They preferred to confine their religious practices to pri-

vate spaces in their neighbourhood. Still, the mosque drew around 50,000 visitors per year in the 

1920s and was also visited by many Muslim dignitaries who travelled to Paris. The celebrations of 

Muslim holidays were particularly well-attended, also by the Parisian bourgeoisie. Moreover, the 

mosque offered the French the possibility to get acquainted with Islam, especially when the 

mosque started offering Arabic courses, in addition to their French courses for Arab immigrants. 

Thus, it offered many French people ‘a window on Islam’. As the mosque had permanent budg-

etary problems, the French government discretely continued its financial contributions to prevent 

it from looking for foreign sources of funding, which was deemed dangerous. Si Kaddour 

Benghabrit of the Society for Habous would run the mosque and the Institut Musulman until his 

death in 1954 (Le Pautremat, 2003, pp. 335–42; MacMaster, 1997, pp. 106–7; MacMaster, 2002, 

pp. 73–4; Renard, 2006, pp. 758–64; Vermeren, 2016, pp. 309–12; Motadel, 2014, pp. 17–8; Da-

vidson, 2012, pp. 81–4). 

In 1928, a mosque was also built in the military base of Caïs, in Fréjus. As there were many 

black African soldiers encamped in Fréjus, this mosque was modelled after the mosque of Djen-

né in Mali; the concrete structure was painted red to make it look like adobe. In 1935, the Fran-

co-Muslim Hospital was opened in the Parisian suburb Bobigny. This prestigious building was 

designed in a Moorish style by the same architect as the Grand Mosque of Paris. It had 270 beds 

and modern equipment. Two years later, a journalist launched an initiative to build a mosque in 

Marseille as well. He quickly secured the support of the mayor, who decided to preside the com-
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mittee that would prepare the construction. The plan seemed promising, as there were a consid-

erable number of Muslim immigrants living in Marseille. However, the plans were eventually put 

on ice. The main reason was a disagreement over the question who would lead the mosque. Si 

Kaddour Benghabrit demanded that the Society for Habous and Holy Places of Islam would be 

responsible for the management. Yet the committee had already been contacted by religious lead-

ers from Cairo who strongly opposed Benghabrit’s involvement. For this reason, Benghabrit used 

his contacts with the resident-general of Morocco, Charles Noguès, to block the establishment of 

the mosque in Marseille (Renard, 2006, pp. 764–8; MacMaster, 1997, pp. 166–7; Vermeren, 2016, 

p. 312; Motadel, 2014, pp. 17–23). 

 

3.1.6 In the Netherlands: Discussion and delay 

 

In the Netherlands, there had been discussion about the construction of a mosque since at least 

the early twentieth century. The arguments were similar to those in France: it would help attract 

Indonesian students to the Netherlands and make them feel more at home. This way it would 

lead to improved ties between Indonesians and Dutch culture and society. However, the idea to 

build a mosque in the Netherlands always remained quite vague, until gradually more concrete 

plans were developed in the late 1920s. This was largely due to the involvement of former Dutch 

military Charles van Beetem, (1879–1938) who had become close friends with Indonesians living 

in The Hague. Van Beetem would ultimately even convert to Islam, in 1931. Since mosques had 

already been constructed in other European cities (Berlin, London, Paris), it gradually became 

easier for Van Beetem to gain the support of politicians. The regent of Bandung (West Java) ex-

pressed his support for the initiative in 1928. The next year, a committee of Dutch politicians was 

established in The Hague, which asked the municipality for support. Yet the plans failed to mate-

rialise again, mostly because it was asserted that there were not enough Muslims to use it. In addi-

tion, others objected to the idea of a mosque in The Hague because they felt the Netherlands 

were a Christian country (Ryad, 2013, pp. 60–7). 

In February 1932, the Perkoempoelan Islam (‘Islam association’) was founded in The Hague. 

Its main goal was to establish a Muslim cemetery and mosque in the city. Many Indonesians 

joined this society, while the recently converted Van Beetem became its secretary. In the begin-

ning, the association counted sixty official members, including Indonesian students. Perkoempoelan 

Islam was loyal to the Dutch authorities and strongly discouraged its members and supporters to 

engage in revolutionary activities that aimed at Indonesian independence. In December 1932, the 
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municipality of The Hague approved the request from Perkoempoelan Islam to create the first Mus-

lim cemetery of the Netherlands. Three years later, a small prayer room and a building for reli-

gious education were added to this cemetery. However, despite constant negotiations, a real 

mosque was still not constructed (Ryad, 2013, pp. 67–73). 

In 1939, the arrival of an Indian Ahmadiyya missionary in The Hague gave a new impulse 

to the lobby for a mosque. Mirza Wali Ahmad Baig had been sent to the Netherlands by the Qa-

diani Ahmadiyya movement with the specific goal of establishing a mosque in The Hague. This 

development seemed particularly promising, as the Ahmadiyya had already successfully founded 

the mosques in London and Berlin. This movement had (and still has) a strong missionary char-

acter and also some beliefs that significantly deviate from orthodox Islam, especially through its 

veneration of its founder Mirza Ghulam Ahmad (1835–1908). For this reason, many other Mus-

lims see Ahmadis as heretics or heathens. Nevertheless, Baig, who had worked in the Dutch In-

dies for 15 years, managed to cooperate with Indonesian students and quickly acquired an influ-

ential position within Perkoempoelan Islam. As a result, it seemed that the construction of a mosque 

was finally close in late 1939 and early 1940. Yet again, the plans had to be postponed, this time 

because of the outbreak of the Second World War. Baig was imprisoned for the duration of the 

war, from 1940 to 1945. In the end, the Ahmadiyya movement only purchased the ground for a 

mosque in 1950. The mosque, which was financed by female members of the Ahmadiyya com-

munity, was finally completed in 1955 (Ryad, 2013, pp. 74–7; Jonker, 2016, pp. 50–1). 

 

3.1.7 Tourism in North Africa and the Middle East 

 

In the 1920s and 1930s, travel to far-away countries for reasons of tourism was still a relatively 

novel phenomenon. Yet although many people simply did not have the means to travel far 

abroad, a significant culture of leisure travel to the colonies already existed among (upper) middle 

class citizens. It offered people the opportunity to experience direct contacts with distant cultures 

and people, including Muslims.  

Moreover, travel journalism increasingly contributed to this ‘culture of travel’. Starting in 

the second half of the nineteenth century, travelling abroad for leisure purposes had gradually 

become an ideal people found worth pursuing. The ability to fulfil these travel ideals became an 

important marker of social class, but was no longer limited to a very exclusive aristocratic upper 

class, like the ‘Grand Tour’ in the previous centuries. The printed press played a crucial role in 

promoting tourism among the middle class. According to Jill Steward (2005, p. 40), “not enough 
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credit has been given to the role of the press as a promoter of tourism. Arguably, it was the cov-

erage of foreign travel in the press that helped to make the activity seem normal and routine and 

a ‘taken-for-granted’ feature of middle-class life.” As the new middle-class tourists widely felt that 

their considerable expenses on travels required justification, a crucial part of their trip was to re-

port on their impressions of the far-away places they visited. Some reworked their travel report 

into a publishable form and sent them to the press, to reach a wider public. Many newspapers 

welcomed or encouraged these contributions. Steward (2005, p. 41) states that there was often a 

certain fluidity of the boundaries between literature and journalism in these reports by would-be 

professional writers. In addition, professional journalists and writers also wrote about their trav-

els. As competition between these different authors intensified, writers tried to distinguish them-

selves from others both by their style and the places they visited. As for style, they often tried to 

demonstrate a particular sensitivity to the cultures they encountered. With regards to the targets 

of their travels, reports increasingly focused on the European borderlands and beyond. There 

these authors, who were soon followed by more tourists, hoped to encounter more ‘authentic’ 

places with which the public in Europe was less familiar. 

Thus, the colonial empires increasingly developed into ‘empires of travel’ (MacKenzie, 

2005). The elite of the European countries travelled through their colonies to entertain them-

selves and enjoyed exploring cultural heritage. Using modern forms of transport and communica-

tion, the European bourgeois saw their travels as a confirmation of their own modernity and the 

success of imperialism. As John M. MacKenzie (2005, p. 20) explains, “In the European empires, 

travellers pursued an essentially schizophrenic purpose. On the one hand, they appeared to seek 

other cultures, of both past and present, other climes, other landscapes, other flora and fauna, 

sometimes other morals; on the other hand, they also charted the comforting extension of what 

they saw as their own achievements and their own mores.” Travel guides were popularised over 

the course of the nineteenth century. In the first half of the century, these handbooks were most-

ly limited to European travel destinations. In the second half, influential publishers like Baedeker, 

John Murray and Macmillan, as well as a travel agency like Thomas Cook and Son, also printed 

guides for countries like Egypt, India, Algeria, Palestine and Syria. This development continued 

into the first half of the twentieth century. In comparison to the aristocratic ‘Grand Tour’ travel-

lers of earlier periods, the new middle-class tourists were more focused on leisure and less on 

self-education. Moreover, their free time was more limited, while transport was more efficient. 

Their travels were thus more condensed and they covered more ground in shorter periods. The 

travel guides adopted accessible writing styles, offered practical advice and outlined possible itin-

eraries for these modern consumer tourists. According to Koshar (1998), national identity was 
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one of the key significations that arose from tourism, as both depended on experiences that were 

opposed to the everyday. Through encounters with the extraordinary, tourism contributed to a 

sense of national belonging. 
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3.2 Corpus 

 

As explained in Section 2.3.3, this study looks at articles published between 1 January 1920 and 

31 December 1939 in four of the biggest French and Dutch newspapers. The four newspapers 

from each country represent different political perspectives: one newspaper from the secular right 

and one from the left, one Catholic newspaper and one without an explicit political affiliation. All 

articles that combined both the word mosque and the word Muslim (or one of its synonyms) 

were read. Some of these articles still had to be excluded from the analysis because they did not 

really deal with mosques, but in the end 837 mosque-related articles were included in the analysis 

(Table 3.1). 

 The total number of mosque-related articles published in both countries was relatively 

close, but higher in France than in the Netherlands: 441 versus 396 articles. Dutch right-wing 

secular newspaper Algemeen Handelsblad published the most articles about mosques (174), fol-

lowed by the extremely popular and politically unaffiliated French newspaper Le Petit Parisien 

(161). Both leftist newspapers published considerably fewer articles about mosques than all oth-

ers: 46 in L’Humanité and only 28 in Het Volk. The average length of the articles in the corpus 

was 643 words. 

Table 3.1: Newspapers in the corpus 

 France 
n=441 

The Netherlands 
n=396 

Largest circulation, sensation-
alist, politically unaffiliated 

Le Petit Parisien 
n=161 

De Telegraaf 
n=105 

Secular, right of centre: 
Liberal/Conservative 

Le Matin 
n=133 

Algemeen Handelsblad 
n=174 

Secular, left of centre: 
Socialist/communist 

L’Humanité 
n=46 

Het Volk 
n=28 

Catholic La Croix 
n=101 

De Tijd 
n=89 
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3.3 General characteristics of the articles 

 

Before turning to the frame analysis, I will first look at some other characteristics of the mosque-

related articles in the corpus, starting with the type of article. It must be noted that many articles 

combined elements of different genres, for example a background article in which the author 

anecdotally recalled a personal experience, like in a report. That being said, a dominant genre 

could be found in every article in the corpus (Figure 3.1). News articles were by far the most 

common type of article in both countries: 67% in France and 54% in the Netherlands. These 

articles informed the readers about recent events. They generally had a formal, factual tone. Alt-

hough the journalist played an important role in selecting the content (and thus for example in-

fluenced who would be represented as a victim or a perpetrator), their personal opinion was not 

explicitly stated in these articles. 

 

Figure 3.1: Types of articles by country 

 

In contrast to the news articles, background articles had a considerably less direct connection to 

recent events. The aim of these articles was to give readers a deeper insight into the context of 

the news. For this reason, they often cited ‘experts’. The journalists’ own interpretation was much 

more important and their own opinion or point of view was often more apparent in these articles 

than in the generally more objectively written news articles. In France, 11% of the mosque-

related articles were background articles, versus 17% of the Dutch articles 
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 Both the news and background articles could largely be written by journalists without ev-

er leaving their offices, using the articles of press agencies (communicated by telegraph), other 

newspapers and (in case of background articles) books as sources. Newspaper reports or ‘reportag-

es’ were different, because they were based on the personal observations of the journalist ‘in the 

field’. In some cases, these reports could be directly linked to recent news events, when the jour-

nalist travelled somewhere to report on a somewhat predictable happening, for example elections. 

A more common type of report frequently found in the 1920s and 1930s was that of the travel 

report. Rather than having stationary correspondents in many countries, a limited number of 

reputed journalists travelled around the world to inform the readers about developments in other 

countries. The personal opinion and perspective of the journalist were generally quite clear in 

these articles. This was the second most commonly found genre among the articles about 

mosques: 25% of the Dutch and 15% of the French articles. 

 Opinion pieces were much rarer, constituting 6% of the French articles and only 2% of 

the Dutch ones. These were the articles in which authors expressed their opinion most explicitly: 

they defended a certain view, commented on news events and tried to convince the reader that a 

particular interpretation was the right one. Opinion pieces could represent the ‘official’ perspec-

tive of the newspaper (editorials), the view of a particular journalist, expert or guest author (col-

umns) or that of a reader (letter to the editor). 

 Finally, pieces of fiction were very rare among the mosque-related articles, with only 1–

2% of them belonging to this genre. The most common type of fiction was the feuilleton: a long 

serial story, usually printed across multiple columns at the bottom of the page. The style of these 

articles was very different from the other newspaper genres: more literary than journalistic. 

Moreover, the content of these articles sprang from the author’s fantasy rather than from reality. 
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Figure 3.2: Main location of French and Dutch articles on mosques (1920–39) 

 

 

 

 

There were considerable differences between the French and Dutch articles regarding their geo-

graphical focus (Figure 3.2). An absolute majority (68%) of the French articles about mosques 

concentrated on France, its colonies and protectorates. Only 13% of the Dutch articles dealt with 

mosques within the Dutch empire. In fact, there were even more Dutch articles that discussed 

mosques in the French colonial empire (20%). In return, French newspapers paid no attention at 

all to mosques in the Dutch empire. Both the French and the Dutch press frequently published 

articles about mosques in the British empire: Dutch newspapers did so more often (33%) than 

the French (17%). Turkey and Egypt also received a fair amount of press coverage: 8% of the 

Dutch articles and 5% of the French ones dealt with Turkey, while 6% and 4% respectively con-

centrated on Egypt. Other countries were each featured less often individually, but still amounted 

to 20% of the Dutch articles (versus only 6% of the French ones). Notable countries in this cate-

gory were Yugoslavia, Italian Libya, (Saudi-)Arabia and Persia/Iran. 
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3.4 Frames 

 

After a first explorative, qualitative study of a sample of newspaper articles, a large number of 

content analytical variables was included in the coding scheme. The variables were selected to 

roughly match the potential frame elements distinguished by Matthes and Kohring (2008): ‘prob-

lem definition’, ‘causal interpretation’, ‘moral evaluation’ and ‘treatment recommendation’. First, 

variables under ‘problem definition’ include the topics discussed in the article, specific elements 

or characteristics of mosques that are mentioned, explicit references or qualifications and finally 

specific arguments that were regularly used. Second, the causal attribution element includes the 

question of whether Muslims are depicted as perpetrators, victims or both in those articles that 

deal with interreligious violence. It also contains the question of whether views propagated in 

mosques are moderate and peaceful or radical and violent. Third, ‘moral evaluation’ groups varia-

bles that reflect clear value judgements: whether mosques are beautiful and impressive, whether 

Muslims are loyal and grateful towards the colonial state and how developed they are. It also con-

tains the ‘overall assessment’ of Muslims in the article, which can either be favourable, neutral or 

unfavourable. Finally, the fourth frame element, ‘treatment recommendation’, is operationalised 

as policy recommendations that are made in the article: does the West have a positive influence 

on Muslims? Should Western governments interfere in Muslim affairs? And is the construction of 

new mosques desirable or not? 

 These variables were later transposed into 85 dummy (binary) variables, in order to exe-

cute a cluster analysis: non-dichotomous categorical variables cannot serve as input for a cluster 

analysis. The hierarchical cluster analysis was carried out with the statistical analysis software 

SPSS, using Ward’s method as the cluster algorithm and Squared Euclidean distance as the meas-

ure of similarity. Ward’s method is seen as an effective technique to find appropriate clusters 

(Matthes & Kohring, 2008). The elbow criterion was used to determine the optimal number of 

clusters. Ideally, the number of clusters should be small enough to be easily interpretable and 

offer insights in larger patterns, yet be large enough to do justice to the relevant differences 

between the cases (articles). The clusters are supposed to be relatively homogeneous groups of 

articles that can easily be distinguished from the other clusters (Mooi & Sarstedt, 2011, pp. 244–

55).  

 According to the elbow criterion, one looks for the step in the clustering process in which 

there is a strong increase in the heterogeneity within clusters (i.e. the average distance or 

dissimilarity between articles within the same cluster). This indicates a ‘natural’ break: one should 
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select the number of clusters right before the sharp increase in intra-cluster heterogeniety. A scree 

plot shows how this heterogeneity increases in each step of the clustering process: when there are 

only two clusters, the average distance between cases within the same clusters is always larger 

than when there are three clusters. In this case, the scree plot shows a clear elbow at three 

clusters (Figure 3.3). 

Figure 3.3: Scree plot 

 

Although the scree plot indicates that the three-cluster solution is the most natural division, it 

does not give any information on the actual differences between the clusters, nor does it tell what 

articles within one cluster have in common. To discover that, we have to compare the scores of 

the three clusters on each of the separate content analytical variables (Table 3.2).  

Two of the three clusters are distinguished by their focus on a specific topic. Since 92% of 

the first cluster has ‘interreligious conflict’ as its topic, this is simply labelled as the interreligious 

conflict frame (n=232). Mosques were often either described as the site where conflicts started or 

as a target of violence from people with different religions. Elements frequently found within 

articles of this frame are the description of mosques as centres of resistance to authority (30%) 

and Muslims being depicted as violent (48%). The second cluster has a similar focus on a single 

topic: 87% of these articles discuss mosques in the context of tourism, travel and sightseeing. For 

this reason, tourism and sightseeing is an accurate name for this frame (n=181). These articles regu-

larly mentioned specific mosque elements like minarets (53%), tombs and relics (28%) and de-

scriptions of the mosques interior (20%). They also often stressed that the mosque was a histori-

cal monument (39%) and described mosques as beautiful (44%). In comparison to the other two 
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frames, the articles with the tourism and sightseeing frame generally possessed a weaker link to 

topical news events and instead offered seemingly more timeless descriptions of mosques. The 

third and last cluster groups articles that deal with several different mosque related topics, none 

of which was clearly dominant. However, what these articles have in common is that they largely 

focused on the Western impact on Muslims, either through colonisation or through example. It is 

therefore labelled the West’s civilising influence frame (n=424). This frame contained many of the 

more topical articles that discussed mosques, such as Muslim dignitaries visiting mosques (34%), 

Islamic holidays (23%) and the construction of mosques (21%), each of which emphasised the 

close ties between Muslims and the West. As we will see below, these articles were often related 

to the colonial context, but for example also discussed modernisation and reforms in Turkey. 

Although these three ‘frames’ all focus on specific elements of mosques, they are arguably 

too broad to really promote a specific interpretation, which according to Entman’s (2007, p. 164) 

definition is one of the characteristics of a news frame. In fact, one could say that these three 

frames are rather general themes than actual perspectives or narratives. Using the hierarchical 

cluster analysis, the three frames can be divided into ‘sub-frames’, which are more specific and by 

definition more homogeneous (Figure 3.4). Having tested several different numbers of clusters, it 

was concluded that the 16-cluster solution was the most optimal one: it provided frames that 

were clearly distinguishable and easy to interpret. Five of these sub-frames are part of the interre-

ligious conflict frame, three sub-frames were found in the tourism and sightseeing frame and the 

West’s civilising influence frame was divided in eight sub-frames. These sub-frames will be dis-

cussed and explained further in the sections that focus on each of the three frames (3.6–3.8). In 

the next section, I will first make a quantitative comparison between the three main frames. 
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Table 3.2: Distribution of the frames over the content analytical variables (%) 

 Interreli-
gious  
conflict 
(n=232) 

Tourism &  
sightseeing 
(n=181) 

The West’s 
civilising 
influence 
(n=424) 

Total 
 
(n=837) 

Problem definition: Topics 

Construction of a mosque 3 3 21 12 

Inauguration of a mosque 2 1 10 6 

Financing of a mosque 2 1 8 5 

Muslim dignitaries visiting mosque 2 2 34 18 

Non-Muslim dign. visit mosque 1 4 16 9 

Islamic holidays 2 9 23 14 

(Abolition of the) Caliphate 2 2 4 3 

Interreligious conflict & violence 92 3 3 27 

Intrareligious conflict & violence 2 2 11 7 

Incitement to hatred or violence 9 0 0 3 

Tourism, travel & sightseeing 3 87 3 21 

Religious reforms 1 9 6 5 

Muslim law (/sharia) 0 2 6 4 

Conversion to Islam 0 1 6 3 

Christian Mission 0 2 6 4 

Education 3 4 10 7 

Problem definition: Specific mosque elements 

Minaret(s) 2 53 6 15 

Call for prayer 0 22 3 6 

Ritual washing 0 13 1 3 

Remove shoes 1 13 3 4 

Kneeling for prayer 0 11 3 4 

Description of a mosque’s interior 0 20 2 6 

Orientation towards Mecca 0 9 3 4 

Mosque is a former church 0 12 1 3 

Pilgrimage/Hajj 1 6 2 3 

Tombs, cemeteries & relics 4 28 6 10 

Imam 3 3 12 8 

Muezzin 0 14 3 4 

Marabouts and Sufis 2 7 2 3 

Ahmadiyya movement 0 0 1 1 

Halal food 0 1 1 1 

Quran 5 13 14 11 

Mufti 7 3 7 6 

Problem definition: Explicit references 

Arabian nights & fairy tales 1 9 1 3 

Oriental beauty 0 11 1 3 

Pierre Loti 0 3 0 1 

Sunni-Shia distinction 0 3 2 2 

Muslims & Arabs used as synonyms 15 2 2 6 

Comparison to Christian clergy  0 1 1 1 

Indigenous 11 9 10 10 

Fanaticism 8 4 5 6 

Mysticism & spirituality 0 8 1 2 

Fatalism 0 1 0 1 

Problem definition: Recurring arguments 
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Mosque accessible to non-Muslims 3 23 7 9 

Limited access for non-Muslims 1 6 2 3 

Inaccessible to non-Muslims 2 6 1 2 

Mosque accessible to women 0 1 0 0 

Limited access for women 0 5 0 1 

Inaccessible to women 0 1 1 1 

Centre of resistance to authority 30 1 6 12 

No depictions of humans allowed 0 2 1 1 

Islam is a growing religion 0 1 3 2 

The Sultan is/was the Muslim pope 0 0 0 0 

Sultan is/was not the Muslim pope 0 0 0 0 

Mosque is a historical monument 3 39 1 10 

Mosq. had important role in science 0 3 1 1 

Mosque is symbol of colonial power 0 1 2 1 

Causal attribution 

Violent/radical ideas in mosque 10 0 2 4 

Moderate/peaceful ideas in mosque 0 0 2 1 

Muslims depicted as victims 16 0 1 5 

Muslims depicted as perpetrators 22 0 1 7 

Muslims = both victim & perpetrat. 27 0 0 7 

Moral Evaluation 

Mosque = beautiful 1 44 7 13 

Mosque = ugly 0 0 0 0 

Mosque = impressive 1 18 0 4 

Mosque = unimpressive 0 2 0 0 

Mosque construction = benevolent 0 0 7 4 

Construction ≠ benevolent 4 0 1 1 

Mosque = threat to Western values 0 0 1 1 

Mosque ≠ threat to Western values 0 1 1 1 

Muslim subjects/citizens are loyal 1 2 18 10 

Muslim subjects/citizens = disloyal 3 0 1 2 

Muslims are violent 48 2 6 17 

Muslims are grateful 1 1 15 8 

Muslims are ahead in development 0 0 1 0 

Muslims are equally developed 1 0 1 1 

Muslims are backward 4 8 9 8 

Overall assessment = favourable 10 19 17 15 

Overall assessment = unfavourable 13 2 8 8 

Treatment recommendation 

West has positive influence on Musl 3 5 11 7 

West has negative influence 12 2 1 4 

West must intervene in Mus affairs 2 2 3 2 

West should not intervene 8 0 1 3 

Construction of mosque is desirable 0 2 8 4 

Construction is undesirable 4 0 2 2 
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Figure 3.4: Dendrogram hierarchical cluster analysis 
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3.5 Quantitative comparison of the frames 

 

The average number of words in the mosque-related newspaper articles was 643. However, there 

was a considerable difference between the tourism and sightseeing frame and the other two. On 

average, tourism and sightseeing articles counted 1,235 words, whereas interreligious conflict 

articles counted 486 and the West’s civilising influence 476. This was mostly due to the predomi-

nance of the tourism and sightseeing frame in long (travel) reports or reportages, as we will see later 

when comparing the types of articles. 

Figure 3.5: Boxplot showing the variation in article length for each of the frames 

 
We can further compare the variation in the number of words for every frame by looking at a 

boxplot (Figure 3.5), which shows the median8 length of the articles per frame, as well as the 

                                                           
 

8 The median is a much-used measure of centrality and an alternative to the arithmetic mean. It indicates 
the ‘middle’ value of the data set: when all cases are ordered from low to high, the median divides them in 
two groups of equal size (each 50%). In contrast to the mean, it is not influenced by a limited number of 
extreme outliers. For example, if the vast majority of the newspaper articles counted circa 500 words, a 
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range (minimum and maximum) and the quartiles. This demonstrates for example that over 75% 

of the articles in both the interreligious conflict and the civilising frames was shorter than 600 

words, while this was the case for only 25% of the tourism and sightseeing articles. Half of the 

tourism and sightseeing articles counted more than 1,200 words and 25% even more than 1,700 

words. Except for three exceptions (outliers), the maximum length of the articles was 3,000 

words: one exceptional article counted almost 6,000 words. 

Figure 3.6: Distribution of frames by country 

 

 

The West’s civilising influence was the most common frame in both France and the Netherlands: 

45% of the Dutch mosque-related articles and 55% of the French articles belonged to this frame 

(Figure 3.6). The tourism and sightseeing frame was considerably more widespread in the Nether-

lands (30%) than in France (14%). Finally, the interreligious conflict frame was slightly more 

common in France (31%) than in the Netherlands (25%). When looking at the development of 

these three frames over the course of the interwar period (Figure 3.7), a striking difference is visi-

ble between the French and Dutch press. In the early 1920s, the West’s civilising influence frame 

was considerably more common in France than in the Netherlands. Moreover, the differences 

between the three frames were much bigger in the French press. This gap only increased as the 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
 

single article with 6,000 words could lead to a considerably higher mean length. The median is not distort-
ed by such extremes and can therefore give a better impression of the ‘typical’ length of the newspaper 
articles. 
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number of French articles using the West’s civilising influence frame rose in the late 1920s, while 

the other two frames remained more stagnant in France. The interreligious conflict frame was the 

only one that rose considerably in the French press in the late 1930s, while the tourism and sight-

seeing frame decreased. In the Netherlands, there was a steady increase in the number of articles 

about mosques until the early 1930s: the three frames developed at a similar rate. In the late 

1930s, the growth of the West’s civilising influence and the interreligious conflict frames stagnat-

ed, while the number of articles using the tourism and sightseeing frame dropped sharply. 

Figure 3.7: Development of the frames by country 
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Figure 3.8: Political orientation newspaper 

 

When looking at the distribution of the frames over newspapers with different political orienta-

tions (Figure 3.8), it is most striking to see that the left-wing newspapers showed a very different 

pattern from the other newspapers. It is important to note again (as we have seen in Section 3.3) 

that the left-wing newspapers also published considerably fewer articles about mosques. Most of 

these dealt with interreligious conflict (64%): articles about the West’s civilising influence (23%) 

or tourism and sightseeing (14%) were quite rare. The politically unaffiliated newspapers had the 

largest share of the civilising frame’s articles (63%) and a lower share of interreligious conflict 

articles (20%) than any other frame. The differences between the Catholic and secular right 

newspapers were small, with the former having the largest share of tourism and sightseeing arti-

cles (29%). 
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Figure 3.9: Type of article 

 

A comparison between the frames used in different types of articles also showed some interesting 

patterns (Figure 3.9). News and opinion articles had identical distributions of the frames: the civi-

lising frame constituted the majority of the articles (58–60%), interreligious conflict made up for 

just over a third (35–6%) and the share of tourism and sightseeing articles was negligible (5–6%). 

The civilising influence of the West was also the largest frame among the background articles 

(50%), but in this case tourism and sightseeing articles were found more often than interreligious 

conflict (33% versus 17%). Reports distinguished themselves from the news, opinion and back-

ground articles by having tourism and sightseeing as the dominant frame (66%). This helps ex-

plain why tourism and sightseeing articles were much longer on average than articles in the other 

two frames, as seen before. Mosques were often discussed in long travel reports. In contrast, few 

reports (10%) linked mosques to interreligious conflict. The tourism and sightseeing frame also 

represented a majority of the fiction articles, but it has to be noted that total number of mosque-

related fiction articles was extremely low (n=9). 

The coding scheme also included some basic variables on the main protagonists in the 

newspaper articles: their gender, religion and profession (Figure 3.10). Protagonists here refers to 

people whose view or opinion are presented in the article through a direct or indirect quotation, 

other than the authors themself. This opinion does not necessarily have to be in line with the 

authors’, who may also prominently cite someone with whom they disagree. A protagonist was 
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found in 15% of all mosque related articles (123 out of 837). A majority of these protagonists 

were Muslim (57%). The differences between the frames used in articles with Muslim and non-

Muslim protagonists were small. Articles with Muslim protagonists used the civilising frame rela-

tively more often than those with non-Muslim protagonists (67% versus 58%). On the other 

hand, the tourism and sightseeing frame was found relatively more often in articles with non-

Muslim protagonists than those that cited Muslims.  

Figure 3.10: Distribution of frames by protagonist (person cited in the article) 

 

 

Finally, there was a strong association between the location on which the articles focused and the 

frame they used (Figure 3.11). Three patterns stood out. First of all, the civilising frame was 

much more dominant among articles that focused on the French or Dutch colonial empire: re-

spectively 67% and 92%. The dominance of this frame in articles about the Dutch empire was so 

strong that hardly any other frame could be found. Second, most articles about the British empire 

used the interreligious conflict frame (72%). This was far more than the articles about any other 

area. It also reveals that, the other way around, a majority (63%) of all articles about interreligious 

conflict dealt with the British empire. Third, the tourism and sightseeing frame was much more 

common in articles about Turkey, Egypt or ‘other’ countries than in those about the French, 

Dutch and British empires. This frame was particularly common in articles about Turkey, where 

it was found in a majority of the articles (53%). 
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Figure 3.11: Distribution of the frames by location of the article 
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3.6 Interreligious conflict 

3.6.1 Sub-frames 

 

As we have seen in Section 3.4, the interreligious conflict frame (n=232) focused on mosques as 

a location of violence and other conflicts between Muslims and non-Muslims. It is important to 

note that while interreligious conflicts were fought in many other places as well, this chapter ex-

clusively focuses on those articles that dealt with mosques. The mosque could for example be the 

location where Muslims were incited to fight others, a place where Muslims attacked non-

Muslims who were passing by or, conversely, where they became the target of attacks by non-

Muslim enemies. The character of the conflicts could also be very diverse: the degrees of violence 

differed and conflicts could be between equals or for example between colonisers and the colo-

nised. This frame was further divided into five sub-frames, which are each more specific and 

provide more detailed information about the actual perspective from which articles were written 

(Figure 3.12 and Table 3.3).  

Figure 3.12: Dendrogram of sub-frames within the interreligious conflict frame 

 

Three of the sub-frames mostly distinguished themselves from each other in their answer to the 

question of who is responsible for the violence. Consistent with its name, Muslims as aggressors 

(n=51) presented Muslims as the perpetrators in conflicts with non-Muslims (98% of this sub-

frame). In 90% of these articles, Muslims were portrayed as violent. Mosques were often men-

tioned as a centre of resistance to authority. Moreover, articles in this frame made a negative 

overall assessment of Muslims more often than any of the other sub-frames within the interreli-
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gious conflict frame (41%). The second sub-frame, Mutual violence (n=58), also usually portrayed 

Muslims as being violent (79%). However, all of these articles (100%) described violence coming 

from two sides: Muslims did not only commit violent acts, but also suffered violence from others 

to a similar degree. As its name gives away, the Muslims as victims or non-violent participants sub-frame 

(n=70) distinguished itself from the previous two by not presenting Muslims as the perpetrators 

of violence. These articles either portrayed them as victims (44%) or another role that did not 

involve them committing violence 

The fourth sub-frame, Mosques as centres of resistance (n=35), had a different focus on the role 

of mosques. Whereas the three before-mentioned sub-frames mostly concentrated on the actual 

conflict between Muslims and non-Muslims, this sub-frame focused more on the role of the 

mosque itself. The mosque was described as the place where the resistance against others began 

or was encouraged, or where Muslims became ‘agitated’. Incitement to hatred or violence was a 

topic in 43% of these articles and they also often claimed that radical and violent ideas where 

being spread inside mosques (40%). 

The fifth and final sub-frame, Anti-colonialism (n=18), contained notably fewer articles than 

the other ones and offered a more specific perspective. The conflict these articles focused on was 

the one between the colonisers and the oppressed colonised. More strikingly, these articles invar-

iably picked the side of the oppressed colonial subjects, the Muslims. The vast majority of these 

articles argued that the West had a negative impact on Muslims (83%) and also that Western 

states should not intervene in Muslim affairs (89%). They offered a positive overall assessment of 

Muslims more often than any of the other sub-frames within the interreligious conflict frame 

(61%). Moreover, this anti-colonialist line of reasoning often led to the conclusion that the con-

struction of mosques (by Western states) was undesirable (50%) and the claim that building a 

mosque was not a benevolent gesture towards Muslims (44%). Instead, these articles strongly 

considered the construction of mosques in the West as part of a colonialist strategy and therefore 

rejected it. 

Looking at the distribution of the sub-frames over the two countries (Figure 3.13), it is 

striking to see that the mosques as centres of resistance and the anti-colonialism sub-frames were 

hardly found in the Netherlands (they were found respectively in 3% and 1% of the Dutch arti-

cles). In France, the former was in fact the second most commonly found sub-frame within the 

interreligious conflict frame (24%). In contrast, the Muslims as aggressors sub-frame was much 

more common in the Netherlands than in France (34% versus 13%). 
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Table 3.3: Distribution of the sub-frames over the content analytical variables (%)9 

 Muslims 
as aggres-
sors 
 
 
 
(n=51) 

Mutual 
violence  
 
 
 
 
(n=58) 

Muslims 
as victims 
or non-
violent 
partici-
pants 
(n= 70) 

Mosques 
as centres 
of re-
sistance 
 
 
(n=35) 

Anti-
colonial-
ism 
 
 
 
(n=18) 

Total 
 
 
 
 
 
(n=232) 

Problem definition: Topics 

construction 2 0 1 0 33 3 

inauguration 0 0 0 0 28 2 

Financing 0 0 0 0 22  

Musl dign visit 0 0 0 0 28 2 

Non-Musl dign 0 0 0 0 17 1 

Interrel conflict 98 100 97 86 39 92 

Incitement 6 0 3 43 7 9 

Reforms 0 0 0 3 11 1 

Problem definition: Specific mosque elements 

Tombs/relics 2 0 13 0 0 4 

Quran 2 0 7 6 17 5 

Mufti 10 2 14 3 0 7 

Problem definition: Explicit references 

Arab synonym 22 9 23 3 11 15 

Indigenous 4 2 9 20 56 11 

Fanaticism 16 2 10 9 0 8 

Problem definition: Recurring arguments 

Centre of resist. 43 9 6 100 17 30 

Causal attribution 

Violent ideas 14 0 1 40 0 10 

Musl=victim 0 0 44 0 28 16 

Musl=perpetr. 98 0 1 0 0 22 

Musl=both 2 100 4 0 0 27 

Moral evaluation 

Constr≠benev 0 0 1 0 44 4 

Disloyal Musl 2 0 1 17 0 3 

Violent Musl 90 79 19 17 0 48 

Musl=equal 0 0 0 0 11 1 

Fav. assessment 0 0 14 3 61 10 

Unfav. Assess. 41 0 7 14 0 13 

Treatment recommendation 

Neg infl West 0 2 13 9 83 12 

NOT intervene 0 0 4 0 89 8 

Cnstr undesir. 0 0 0 0 50 4 

 

                                                           
 

9 For the sake of clarity, content analytical variables that did not have an occurrence of at least 10% for 
any of the five sub-frames have been excluded from the table. 
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Figure 3.13: Distribution of sub-frames within the interreligious conflict frame by country 

 

 

 

In Section 3.5 we have already seen that 72% of the articles about the British empire used the 

interreligious conflict frame: the other way around, a majority (63%) of the interreligious conflict 

articles also focused on the British empire. It is interesting to look at this into more detail, by 

using the division into sub-frames and more detailed locations (Figure 3.14). This adds several 

interesting insights. First of all, two specific areas of the British empire made up for the bulk of 

the articles: British India (which also included present-day Pakistan, Bangladesh and Myanmar) 

and Mandatory Palestine. The ‘mutual violence’ sub-frame was almost exclusively limited to arti-

cles about the British empire: British India alone amounted to over 80% of this sub-frame’s arti-

cles. The article about India and Palestine combined also comprised almost 80% of the ‘Muslims 

as aggressors’ sub-frame, as well as 60% of the ‘Muslims as victims or non-violent participants’ 

sub-frame. The ‘mosques as centres of resistance’ sub-frame mostly dealt with North Africa. 

These articles focused on the French colonies (especially the Maghreb) and Egypt, which con-

tributed to 43% and 23% of this sub-frame’s articles, respectively. Finally, the ‘anti-colonialism’ 

sub-frame was overwhelmingly a French affair. This small sub-frame almost exclusively focused 

on France and its colonies. It is also noteworthy that Turkey, the Netherlands and the Dutch 

East Indies were virtually negligible in the articles with the interreligious conflict frame: the num-

bers of these articles were so low that they were included in the ‘other’ category of this figure. 
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Figure 3.14: Places discussed in the interreligious conflict sub-frames 

 

 

3.6.2 Muslims as aggressors 

 

Now I will analyse the sub-frames in more detail, in order to better understand their different 

perspectives. Many of the Muslims as aggressors articles (n=51) were relatively short news articles, 

which mostly dealt with conflicts between Muslims and Hindus in the British Indies or between 

Muslims and Jews in Palestine. However, this sub-frame was also found in some longer reflec-

tions, like those by Albert Londres (28 October 1929) and Claude Blanchard (2 March 1935) in 

Le Petit Parisien and an article written by Philip Mechanicus (5 August 1933) that was published in 

Algemeen Handelsblad.10 

 Both Londres and Mechanicus visited Palestine and sympathised with the creation of a 

Jewish state. In their long articles, they tried to explain the escalation of the conflict. Both be-

lieved the lion’s share of the blame lay on the shoulders of the Muslims. They mostly focused on 

the conflict over the access to the Western Wall, but discussed this in the context of increased 

hostilities against Jews in Palestine in general. In a reflection on the development of the conflict 

over the last fifteen years, Mechanicus (5 August 1933) described a series of confrontations that 

were each started by the Muslims. Like many others, he used Arabs and Muslims interchangeably. 

                                                           
 

10 See Appendix I: Author biographies. 
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He noted that: “It is remarkable that all outbursts of the Arabs against the Jews began during the 

celebration of holy days and under the same war cry.”11 This war cry or motto, he claimed, was 

usually: “the Jews attack the Arabs and try to take over the mosque.”12 In other words, the link 

between the violence of Muslims and their mosques, was that they used a presumed or pretended 

threat to their houses of prayer as a pretext for their violence against Jews.  

Londres (28 October 1929) supported this argument. He claimed that the Grand Mufti en-

couraged imams to spread false rumours: “The Jews were going to destroy the mosques of Omar 

and Al-Aqsa. Manipulated postal cards, which showed the Zionist flag on top of the [mosque of] 

Omar, went from hand to hand.”13 Londres also stated that the Palestinian Muslim leaders com-

pletely made up even more outrageous accusations against the Jews to legitimize the use of vio-

lence against them. The reason for this, Londres argued, was that Arab leaders feared that the 

‘Jewish invasion’ would result in the loss of their feudal privileges: “Like in the Middle Ages, they 

accused the Jews of carrying nasty diseases. The rumour spread that they gave poisoned candies 

and fruit to Muslim children. Had we not heard say that they assaulted veiled women? But the 

proof was lacking. Only religious fanaticism would be able to raise the masses.”14 According to 

Londres, Muslims also persistently tried to provoke the Jewish population of Palestine. For ex-

ample, he sarcastically stated: “It is not without reason that the Muslims have opened a gate at 

the end of the [Western] wall. It answers an urgent need: bullying the Jews.”15 He described how 

Muslims led their donkeys along the Wall during Jewish prayer hour, making a lot of noise and 

greatly disturbing the Jewish rituals to insult and provoke them. 

Mechanicus and Londres both mentioned examples of Muslims violently attacking Jews. 

Mechanicus wrote for example about the Nebi Musa riots of early April 1920. During the Nebi 

Musa festival, Palestinian Muslims organised a procession to a shrine to celebrate the prophet 

Moses, just as Christians and Jews were celebrating Easter and Passover, respectively. As 

Mechanicus wrote: “Upon its arrival in Jerusalem, the crowd was incited against the Balfour Dec-

                                                           
 

11 “Opmerkelijk is, dat alle uitbarstingen van de Arabieren tegen de Joden begonnen zijn gedurende de 
viering van heilige dagen en onder vrijwel denzelfden oorlogskreet.” 
12 “de Joden vallen de Arabieren aan en trachten zich meester te maken van de moskee”  
13 “Les juifs allaient détruire les mosquées d’Omar et dAl-Aqsa. Des cartes postales truquées, montrant le 
drapeau sioniste au sommet d’Omar, passaient de main en main.” 
14 “Comme au moyen âge, on accusait les juifs de véhiculerd’ignobles maladies. Le bruit courut qu’ils don-
naient des bonbons et des fruits empoisonnés aux enfants musulmans. N’entendait-on pas dire qu’ils 
s’attaquaient aux femmes voilées? Mais les preuves manquaient. Le fanatisme religieux serait seul capable 
de soulever la masse.” 
15 “Les musulmans n’ont pas ouvert sans raison une porte au bout du mur. Elle répond à une urgente 
nécessité : celle d’embêter les juifs.” 
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laration and the intended domination of the Zionists, until the cry was heard that the Muslim flag 

had been insulted. The fanatic Arabs broke into the Jewish quarters, where they resorted to plun-

der and murder.”16 The Balfour Declaration of 1917 was a promise of the British Foreign Secre-

tary, Arthur James Balfour, that a ‘National Home for the Jewish people’ would be established in 

Palestine. Although the declaration also stated that the rights of non-Jewish communities in Pal-

estine would be guaranteed, it contributed to the mistrust and hostility of Palestinian Arabs to-

wards the British Mandate. An increase in Arab nationalism and escalating tensions between Jews 

and Arabs culminated in the Nebi Musa riots, where anti-Jewish violence indeed caused consid-

erable material damage as well as casualties: 9 people were killed and 244 were wounded (Sher-

man, 1997, pp. 12–3 & 53; Ovendale, 1984, pp. 47–8). In late April 1920, two weeks after the 

riots, the Allied Powers reaffirmed their approval of the Balfour Declaration at the San Remo 

conference, after already having supported it before (Friedman, 2012, p. 317). 

Londres mentioned an incident in which Muslims attacked a group of young Jews who 

were playing football and killed one, because their ball allegedly fell on Muslim ground. He de-

scribed another situation of a young Jew literally being stabbed in the back by a group of Mus-

lims, right in front of police officers, who just passively watched it happen. Mechanicus also 

pointed out some other cases in which Palestinian Muslims violently attacked Jews in Palestine. 

He claimed that Arab leaders used the religious sentiments of the Muslim population to reach 

their political goals, like limiting the influx of Jewish immigrants to Palestine: “For this aim the 

Arabs use the religious fanaticism of the people, which they, when they deem it necessary in Pal-

estine, stir up at a favourable occasion and, as was declared to me from Arab side, also arm in an 

orchestrated way.”17 Mechanicus finally concluded that he was pessimistic about the future, 

pointing out that 119 Jews were murdered in 1931. He also stated that a prominent English civil 

servant agreed with him and that the Jews in Palestine also expected more attacks in the future. 

Writing four years earlier, Londres (28 October 1929) was similarly pessimistic. He concluded his 

article with a grim, cynical nod to the Balfour declaration: “The ‘national home’ becomes the 

international slaughterhouse!”18 Mechanicus also concluded that the aversion towards Zionism 

                                                           
 

16 “De menigte werd bij haar aankomst in Jeruzalem opgehitst tegen de Balfourdeclaratie en voorgenomen 
overheersching van de Zionisten, totdat de kreet weerklonk dat de Moslemvlag was beleedigd. De fanatie-
ke Arabieren drongen in de Joodsche wijken door, waar zij zich overgaven aan plundering en moord.” 
17 “De Arabieren gebruiken daartoe het godsdienstige fanatisme van het volk, dat zij in Palestina, wanneer 
zij dit noodig achten, bij een gunstige gelegenheid opzweepen en, gelijk mij van voorname Arabische zjjde 
verklaard werd, ook georganiseerd wapenen.” 
18 “Le “home national” devient la boucherie internationale!” 
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resulted in violence against Jews all over the world, also in places like Morocco, Algeria, Tunisia 

and Aden. 

A few years later, Claude Blanchard (2 March 1935) reported on anti-Jewish and anti-

authority violence in Algeria. Amongst others, he described how a small incident of a drunk Jew 

entering a mosque, was the cause for Muslims to plunder the ghetto of Constantine and murder 

28 men, women and children. He also stated that Muslims repeatedly shouted, “long live Hitler!” 

at a demonstration in Mascara, in north-western Algeria. Reflecting on the causes of the violence 

that started in the mosque, Blanchard claimed that people in metropolitan France completely 

misinterpreted the events:  

We have the tendency to want to bring back everything to a system, although we find our-

selves before a people that does not think like us at all and whose actions are led by thoughts 

that are more imprecise and crooked than ours. The Muslims act in a religious frame, amidst 

prejudices and customs that are the opposite of our views. If one wants to understand what 

is happening in Algeria, it seems to me that it is necessary to see the indigenous and the col-

onist each in his own sphere. The merit of our colonisation is to have allowed the indigenous 

their freedom of conscience; even though they have developed through contact with our ide-

as and progress, they have maintained the soul of the Orient nothing less intact.19 

As this fragment illustrates, Blanchard was of the opinion that the European and Muslim ‘soul’ 

were fundamentally different or even opposite to each other: he reiterated the idea of the rational 

West versus the irrational, impulsive East. This could be seen as a device to justify the colonial 

rule of Europeans over Muslims.  

Blanchard distinguished three causes for the Muslim violence, which alternated as the main 

cause for each separate incident, but were often entangled: economic, religious and ‘moral’ fac-

tors. The latter referred to the political aspirations of the Muslim elite, while economic reasons 

were linked to the crisis that mostly struck the wine, fruit and wheat markets. Yet the religious 

factor was most important according to Blanchard, as he argued that it was “most capable to sow 

anxiety or anger in the fanatic soul of the Muslims […]. The whole anti-Semite passion among 

the Arab peoples is the result of this. What is new, is the growing activity of pan-Islamism that 

                                                           
 

19 “Nous avons tendance vouloir tout ramener à un système, alors qu’on se trouve en présence d’un 
peuple qui ne pense nullement comme nous et dont les actes sont commandés par des pensées plus im-
précises et plus tortueuses que les nôtres. Les musulmans agissent dans un cadre religieux, au milieu de 
préjugés et de coutumes qui sont aux antipodes de nos conceptions. Si l’on veut comprendre ce qui se 
passe en Algérie, il me paraît nécessaire avant tout d'observer indigène et colon chacun dans sa sphère. Le 
mérite de notre colonisation est d’avoir laissé aux indigènes leur liberté de conscience ; s'ils se sont déve-
loppés au contact de nos idées et de nos progrès, ils n'en gardent pas moins intacte l’âme de l’Orient. ” 
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runs along intangible threads throughout the whole Islamic world.”20 Again, Blanchard repeated 

the claim that the Muslim soul was fundamentally more fanatic and emotional. He manifestly 

defended French colonial rule over Algeria and warned that this pan-Islamism threatened to en-

danger the peace and stability France had brought to the region. 

 

3.6.3 Mutual violence 

 

The second sub-frame of the interreligious conflict frame, mutual violence (n=58), differed from 

the previous sub-frame in that it did not just portray Muslims as the aggressors, but also as vic-

tims. The articles of this sub-frame described situations and events in which Muslims and their 

opponents of a different religion were both more or less equally culpable for the violence. The 

vast majority of the articles of this sub-frame (81%) focused on conflicts between Muslims and 

Hindus in the British Indies. Most of these articles were also relatively short news articles, which 

contained little reflection or interpretation from the author’s side. 

To illustrate this sub-frame, I will now look at two articles that were a bit longer than aver-

age and therefore provided more context. Both were published on the same day and dealt with 

the same violent conflict, between Muslims and Hindus in Bombay, British India. One was pub-

lished in French newspaper Le Petit Parisien (18 May 1932), while the other appeared in Dutch 

newspaper Algemeen Handelsblad (18 May 1932). 

Both articles strongly emphasised that Muslims and Hindus were equally responsible for 

the violent conflict, as Hindus intentionally provoked Muslims by making noise in front of their 

mosques and vice versa. Le Petit Parisien wrote: “At the moment, the streets of the most populous 

neighbourhoods of the city are littered with bottles and stones that both the Muslims and the 

Hindus use as weapons, as well as goods stolen by the Muslims from the stores of the Hindus 

and by the Hindus from the Muslim shops.”21 The author carefully balanced an example of vio-

lence from one side with an example from the other side. He mentioned that Hindus attacked a 

                                                           
 

20 “la plus capable de semer l’inquiétude ou la colère dans l’âme fanatique des musulmans. […]Toute la 
passion antisémite chez les peuples arabes est due à cela. Ce qui est nouveau, c’est l’activité grandissante 
du panislamisme qui court par des fils insaisissables à travers le monde de l’Islam.” 
21 “A l'heure présente, les rues des quartiers les plus populeux de la ville sont jonchées de bouteilles et de 
pierres dont les musulmans, aussi bien que les hindous, se servent en guise d'armes, ainsi que des mar-
chandises arrachées des boutiques d'hindous par les musulmans et des magasins musulmans par les hin-
dous.” 
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Muslim procession, while Muslims pillaged and burned down Hindu shops in the bazar. The 

journalist also wrote that the British authorities had great difficulties containing the situation. 

The Dutch newspaper stated that it was indeed extremely difficult to prevent violent clash-

es between the two religious groups, “because in the level-headed West one can hardly get a no-

tion of a hate like the one between Hindus and Mohammedans, who do not only completely dif-

fer from each other in religion, but also in all of their customs. That antagonism is in their blood, 

one feels it everywhere, in the bazars, on the street, in the conversations.”22 To illustrate this an-

tagonism, the correspondent of Algemeen Handelsblad mentioned that on the one hand Hindus 

considered cows as holy animals, while Muslims slaughtered them at religious celebrations. On 

the other hand, Muslims expected silence in their mosque when they recited their prayers, while 

Hindus were making music and singing in their temples. In other words, the author argued that 

the two religious groups were simply polar opposites and were thus both equally guilty of the 

conflict.  

Moreover, apart from underlining this strong, ‘natural’ opposition between Muslims and 

Hindus, the author also assumed an intrinsic superiority of Europeans in the process. He sug-

gested that Westerners were above the primitive kind of irrational animosity that was rife among 

Muslims and Hindus. In this context, it is important to note that the Dutch word ‘nuchter’, 

which in this quotation was translated as ‘level-headed’, could also signify ‘sensible’ or ‘com-

monsensical’. The conclusion that followed from this argument was clear: the British Indies were 

not ready yet for self-rule, as they needed the white British groups as neutral referees, to keep the 

Muslim and Hindu troublemakers apart. The author even suggested that the British were willing 

to grant the Indies autonomy, but were unable to do so because the demographic imbalance im-

peded the formation of a proper democracy. Since Muslims only constituted about 20% of the 

population, they feared being overwhelmed by the Hindu majority. This demonstrates how the 

‘mutual violence’ sub-frame, which in itself seemed more positive for Muslims than the ‘Muslims 

as aggressors’ sub-frame, could in fact serve as a legitimisation for the continuation of colonial 

rule. 

 

                                                           
 

22 “want van een haat als die tusschen Hindoes en Mohammedanen, die niet alleen in godsdienst, maar 
ook in al hun gebruiken algeheel van elkander verschillen, kan men zich in het nuchtere Westen nauwelijks 
een denkbeeld vormen. Dat antagonisme zit in hun bloed, men voelt het overal, in de bazaars, op straat, in 
de gesprekken.” 
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3.6.4 Muslims as victims or non-violent participants 

 

The third sub-frame was Muslims as victims or non-violent participants (n=70), to which around a third 

of the interreligious conflict articles belonged in both countries. In these articles, mosques were 

often either the target of violence or the place where Muslims were mistreated and abused by 

their non-Muslim opponents. Just like in the previous two frames, the conflicts between Muslims 

and Jews in Palestine and those between Muslims and Hindus in the British Indies featured 

prominently among articles of this sub-frame: 37% and 23%, respectively. However, many other 

conflicts were addressed as well, such as the Greco-Turkish War of 1919–22. 

In the context of this conflict, there were some journalists who strongly defended the 

Turks and denounced acts of cruelty by the Greek army against the Muslim population. Good 

examples of this included Magdeleine Marx, writing for French communist newspaper 

L’Humanité, and Dutch ‘grand reporter’ George Nypels of Algemeen Handelsblad (see Appendix I: 

Author biographies). 

Magdeleine Marx (8 November 1921) started an article about the Greco-Turkish conflict 

by stressing that normally a list of atrocities committed during a war only proved the horror of 

war itself: it should not lead to the simple conclusion that one side is completely innocent while 

the other is only guilty. However, she then proceeded to argue that in the case of the Greco-

Turkish War, the Greeks displayed exceptional violence and cruelty that falsified this assumption. 

She cited from a Red Cross report: “The mission has come to the conclusion that the elements of 

the Greek occupation army strived for the extermination of the Muslim population of the penin-

sula. The observations made – the burning down of villages, massacres, the terror of residents, 

the concurrence of places and dates – do not leave room for any doubt in this regard.”23 Marx 

strongly criticised the British government for supporting Greece despite this knowledge. She 

summed up a long list of extreme cruelties committed by Greeks against the Turks, including a 

case in which “they gave the population the order to assemble in the mosque, which they then 

blew up with bomb strikes”24. 

                                                           
 

23 “La mission est arrivée à la conclusion que les éléments de l’armée grecque d’occupation poursuivaient 
l’extermination de la population musulmane de la presqu’île. Les constatations faites – incendies de vil-
lages, massacres, terreur des habitants, coïncidences de lieux et de dates – ne laissent place à aucun doute à 
cet égard.” 
24 “on donna l’ordre de se réunir dans la mosquée qu’on fit sauter à coups de bombes” 
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Similar articles were published in Le Petit Parisien. On 20 April 1921 for example, this news-

paper described atrocities committed by the Greek army, which massacred Turkish men, women 

and children. The newspaper noted that the Greek violence was directed both at the Turkish 

people and their monuments:  

Entire villages have been torched after having been looted. The Muslim populations have 

been massacred. Everything that could be destroyed has been destroyed. 

While retreating, the Greeks have particularly taken it out on the monuments which the 

Turkish nation values immensely, and which she rightfully considers as sacred relics and the 

witnesses of the great periods of her history. 

This way the Mausoleum of Orhan Gazi, in Seuyub, has been destroyed; in Bursa itself, the 

Greeks have vainly tried to blow up the famous mosque of Ulu Cami.25 

The French newspaper not only emphasised the victimisation of Muslims, but also clearly disap-

proved of the destruction of the monuments. 

George Nypels also described cruelties against the Muslim population of Anatolia. On 13 

April 1921, Algemeen Handelsblad published a letter to the editor written by M. Rodas, the director 

of the Greek press agency. Having read a translation of one of Nypels’ earlier reports from 

Smyrna, Rodas accused him of strong pro-Turkish partiality, anti-Greek hostility and even of 

insulting the Greek nation. He denied all accusations of misbehaviour and claimed that even 

Muslims appreciated and admired the dignity of the Greek army. According to Rodas, Nypels 

had published completely made-up stories. He stated that the Turks were responsible for the 

unrest on the day the Greek army landed in Smyrna, on 15 May 1919. Moreover, he claimed that 

the Greek soldiers had not caused any nuisance during their celebrations of the reinstatement of 

King Constantine I, in December 1920. 

Nypels’ reply to these allegations was resolute and biting: he refused to take back anything 

from his earlier reports and instead reasserted that the Greek army had resorted to large-scale 

murder, looting, extortion, rape and theft. In addition to his own observations, he cited excerpts 

from the report of the inter-allied commission of inquiry that had analysed the events of 15 May 

                                                           
 

25 “Des villages entiers ont été incendiés après avoir été pillés. Les populations musulmanes ont été massa-
crées. Tout ce qui pouvait être détruit a été détruit.  
Les Grecs en se retirant se sont acharnés tout particulièrement contre les monuments auxquels la nation 
turque attache un prix inestimable, et qu'elle considère à juste titre comme des reliques sacrées et les té-
moins des grandes périodes de son histoire.  
C'est ainsi que le mausolée d'Orkhan Ghazi, à Seuyub, a été détruit à Brousse même, les Grecs ont tenté 
vainement du faire sauter la fameuse mosquée d'Oulon-Djami.” 
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1919 and supported these statements. Indeed, hundreds of Turks were killed that day (Milton, 

2008, pp. 141–8). Having reflected on these cruelties, Nypels was also particularly cynical about 

the claim that the Greek army did not cause any nuisance upon the return of Constantine I as 

King of Greece: 

If this Greek official thinks that “nuisance” only starts the moment a Greek soldier cuts your 

throat with a knife or smashes your brain in with a rifle butt and for the poor young Turkish 

women and girls when they get the order that is dreaded in the entire occupied area – not in 

Smyrna of course, because we are watching there – to report themselves in their birthday 

suits in the mosque “for inspection” by drunk soldiers, then he is right and only six people 

were bothered that day, as far as I know!26 

The choice of words is noteworthy here. Nypels consciously used the euphemism ‘inspection’ 

(between quotation marks) instead of ‘rape’ and the semi-comical ‘birthday suit’ instead of ‘naked’ 

(Eva’s costuum in Dutch, which literally means Eve’s costume, a reference to the biblical Eve). This 

did not spring from prudishness, as is illustrated by the fact that he did explicitly mention rape 

twice in the same article. Instead, it seems intended to strengthen Nypels’ mockery of Rodas’ use 

of the word ‘nuisance’ (hinder in Dutch), which was a dramatic understatement considering the 

horrors described by Nypels. Part of the same mockery is that Nypels wrote that six people were 

‘bothered’ (gehinderd in Dutch, mimicking Rodas’ use of the word), since he mentioned just before 

this fragment that these people were in fact killed. 

 

3.6.5 Mosques as centres of resistance 

 

The fourth sub-frame of the interreligious conflict frame, Mosques as centres of resistance (n=35), 

focused less on violence and more on the role of the mosque in the circulation of subversive and 

radical ideas. This sub-frame was considerably more common in France, where it was found in 

24% of the interreligious conflict articles, than in the Netherlands (3%). As mentioned before, all 

articles of this sub-frame described the mosque as a centre of resistance to authority. A large 

share also described hate speech or asserted that violent or radical ideas were being propagated in 

mosques. 

                                                           
 

26 “Als deze Grieksche ambtenaar vindt dat “hinder” eerst begint bij het oogenblik dat een Grieksch sol-
daat je met een mes de keel afsnijdt of met een kolf de hersens inslaat en voor de arme jonge Turksche 
vrouwen en meisjes wanneer ze het, in heel het bezette gebied – niet in Smyrna, natuurlijk, want daar kij-
ken wij toe – zoo gevreesde bevel krijgen zich in Eva’s costuum in de moskee “ter inspectie” – door 
dronken soldaten – te komen aanmelden, dan heeft hij gelijk en zijn er dien dag zoover ik weet slechts zes 
menschen gehinderd!” 
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A good example of this sub-frame was found in an article written by Le Petit Parisien’s spe-

cial reporter Gaston de Maizière27 (5 April 1920). The title of this article already clearly reflected 

this sub-frame: “Islam stirs in the Egyptian mosques – and it is not only England that has to 

watch out”.28 De Maizière described how nationalist ideas were discussed and propagated in the 

Al-Azhar mosque in Cairo, from where they spread to mosques throughout the Muslim world. 

He visited the famous mosque and eponymous university and was impressed by what he saw. He 

warned that the dissatisfaction and demands for independence should be taken very seriously, as 

he predicted ignoring it would have enormous consequences: 

Nothing would be more dangerous than to ignore a movement that is in fact upending Is-

lam. The day, which I feel is very close, that the rightful demands of the people that have 

wrongly been disregarded or hypocritically been ignored will take a religious form, which 

they do not have yet, but will have tomorrow, that day, the European powers in contact with 

Islam will find themselves confronted with the terrible force that springs from a sincere con-

fessional conviction. It is not the question of Egypt and its relation with England that is at 

stake at the moment, it is Morocco, Algeria, Tunisia, all the Muslim countries we control, 

that risk coming into contention.29 

De Maizière wrote positively about the legitimacy and sincerity of the demands he heard in the 

mosque and repeatedly underlined that their criticism of colonial rule was well-founded. He 

thought that the discussions he witnessed in the Al-Azhar mosque and university were reasonable 

and praised the theological and moral culture. Still, he did not fully subscribe to the anti-colonial 

ideas to the point of accepting that colonialism should end. 

Fifteen years later, De Maizière’s prediction had, at least partially, come true: this is illus-

trated by an article by Claude Blanchard, which was published on 3 March 1935 in Le Petit Paris-

ien. In this article he discussed the anti-colonial sentiments in Algeria, specifically focusing on the 

role of the Association des ‘ulamā musulmans algériens (AUMA), which had been founded in 1931 and 

was prohibited from preaching in state mosques in 1933. However, in contrast to De Maizière, 

Blanchard had little praise for the demands of the colonized. He believed that Muslims had a 

                                                           
 

27 De Maizière had already been active as a reporter for Le Petit Parisien during the Great War: he reported 
from the Macedonian front (Martin, 2005, pp. 165–71; Martin, 2013, p. 143). 
28 “Dans les mosquées égyptiennes l’Islam s’agite – et ce n’est pas qu’à l’Angleterre d’y prendre garde” 
29 “Rien ne serait plus dangereux que de négliger un mouvement qui, à vrai dire, est en train de boulever-
ser l’Islam. Le jour, à mon sens très proche, où les justes revendications des populations à tort dédaignées 
ou hypocritement ignorées auront pris la forme religieuse, qu’elles n’ont pas encore, mais qu’elles auront 
demain, ce jour-là, les puissances européennes, en contact avec l’Islam, se trouveront en face de la force 
terrible que donne une conviction confessionnelle sincère. Ce n’est pas la question de l’Égypte et de ses 
rapports avec l’Angleterre qui se joue en ce moment, c’est le Maroc, l’Algérie, la Tunisie, tous les pays 
musulmans dont nous avons la charge, qui menacent d’entrer en lice. ” 
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fundamentally more fanatic and emotional soul and did not abide by the same rational logic as 

people in the West, as we already saw in Section 3.6.2, where I discussed another article by 

Blanchard that was published one day earlier and belonged to the ‘Muslims as aggressors’ sub-

frame. He considered religion as the most important factor to explain Muslim propensity to vio-

lence. 

Blanchard repeated this argument in the article published on 3 March 1935, which be-

longed to the ‘mosques as centres of resistance’ sub-frame. He claimed that it was too often as-

sumed in Paris that the economic crisis was the main reason for unrest in North Africa. He stated 

that economic problems were mostly a concern for the colonists, whereas the indigenous pro-

testers were mostly motivated by a religious renaissance. Blanchard suggested that the growth of 

Muslim puritanism probably originated from the Wahhabi King Ibn Saud of Arabia and also not-

ed that the idea of Pan-Islamism was gaining ground throughout the Middle East and North Af-

rica. This had culminated in the establishment of an organisation of ulama in Algiers in 1931, 

which aimed to take Islam back to its roots. 

According to Blanchard, this organisation was the main cause for the unrest, as it spread 

the slogan “Islam above everything”.30 It also rallied against the powerful marabouts who, ac-

cording to Blanchard, “since the conquest have always been the most loyal defenders of our 

cause. The French colonisation owes a great part of its development to them.”31 The AUMA 

used religious arguments against the marabouts, strongly rejecting the veneration of saints and 

accusing the marabouts of abusing the superstition of the people. However, Blanchard supposed 

that their underlying motivation was not merely religious: “In reality, it seems that the aim of the 

association of Ulama has a much more political character than it tries to appear and that anyhow 

its preaches result in the undermining of the authority of France.”32 For this reason, he also ques-

tioned the AUMA’s motives to establish Arabic schools: “Should we believe their love for the 

Arabic tradition of the Middle Ages? We doubt it.”33 This assumption was understandable, as 

indeed the AUMA considered their free schools as the foundation of their reformation move-

ment (Zekkour, 2011, pp. 31–2). 

                                                           
 

30 “L’Islam au-dessus de tout.” 
31 “ils furent toujours, depuis la conquête, les plus fidèles défenseurs de notre cause. La colonisation fran-
çaise leur droit une grande part de son développement.” 
32 “En réalité, il semble que le but de l’association des oulémas ait un caractère beaucoup plus politique 
qu’elle ne voudrait le laisser paraître et, quoi qu’il en soit, ses prêches ont pour résultat de miner l’autorité 
de la France.” 
33 “Faut-il croire à leur amour pour la tradition arabe du moyen âge ? On en doute.” 
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Regarding mosques, Blanchard wrote that the AUMA used them to propagate their radical 

views, just like their Arabic newspapers. The colonial authority had already taken measures: 

“Their sermons in the mosques have been prohibited by two decrees in February 1933 and they 

claim that it is a violation of the freedom of religious worship, which, as we do not deny, allows 

all Muslims to preach in the holy places.”34 Blanchard underlined that traditional Muslims did not 

think the freedom of worship should apply to the ulama, since they had placed themselves out-

side the religious community: in this sense their situation was similar to Protestants, who would 

not be allowed to preach in Catholic churches either. Awaiting a decision on the prolongation or 

cancellation of the decrees by French Minister of Home Affairs Marcel Régnier, Blanchard 

warned that the propaganda of the AUMA was very dangerous. He even claimed that this sub-

versive propaganda could eventually lead to a ‘catastrophe’. 

Indeed, in the 1930s the mosques of Algiers became a contested place in a conflict between 

the ‘official Islam’ (sanctioned by France) and the reformist movement. In 1933, the colonial 

administration had not only prohibited the AUMA to preach in the ‘official’ mosques, but also 

imposed strict controls on their schools (Zekkour, 2011, pp. 28–9).  

That same year, Louis Roubaud35 (1 November 1933) of Le Petit Parisien interviewed the 

Governor-General of Algeria, Jules Carde. He questioned Governor-General Carde about this 

measure and the different citizenship status for colonists and indigenous Algerians. Carde de-

fended both. He claimed that ‘the Arab’ was not simply striving for equality, but for total control. 

Moreover, he also believed that recent incidents of disorder had not been purely religious, but 

either been provoked or exploited for political purposes. Carde argued that the preachers had not 

limited themselves to teaching about the Quran, but had wandered into much more political do-

mains:  

These theologians have often been educated in the mosques of Cairo, in a centre where Is-

lam does not only have religious objectives. We nevertheless did not prohibit them to speak 

in other civil or religious premises than the public buildings. They could even preach in pri-

                                                           
 

34 “Leurs sermons dans les mosquées sont interdits par deux ordonnances de février 1933 et ils déclarent 
que c’est une atteinte portée au libre exercice du culte qui, on ne l’ignore pas, permet à tous les musulmans 
de prêcher dans les lieux saints.” 
35 Roubaud (1884–1941) ranked among the most prominent grand reporters of the interwar years (Martin, 
2005, pp. 279–83). 
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vate mosques. But here, just like in France, houses of worship owned by the state have to be 

reserved for worship.36 

Thus, Carde asserted that the decision was not a violation of the freedom of religious worship, 

but in fact a way to defend this freedom against the intrusion of political propaganda. Regarding 

their citizenship status, Carde stated that the indigenous population was not really discriminated, 

because the considerably smaller European population of Algeria paid more taxes. Therefore, he 

concluded that “one still has to admit that the few civic advantages the colonists have, are com-

pensated by heavy burdens”.37  

Journalist Louis Roubaud suggested that the French mission civilisatrice had been more suc-

cessful than intended, to the extent that Africans now demanded a citizenship status that was the 

same as that of their colonisers. He distinguished three phases of colonisation. In the first phase, 

Africans had resisted the French civilising mission, until in the second phase they had learned to 

appreciate it and decided to cooperate. In the third phase, having completed their moral and in-

tellectual development, they demanded full legal equality. Roubaud illustrated this with an imag-

ined conversation between ‘the African’ and ‘the colonizer’: 

- You have made me exactly the same as you. Despite my jolts of revolt, you have overpow-

ered me. Educated at your school, possessing your knowledge, having adopted your habits, 

obeying your laws, giving my life for the defence of the fatherland and my work for its pros-

perity!... There was a time when I still dreamt of independence. Through your intelligence 

and benevolence, you have made me French… I now only have one aspiration left: being 

admitted without restriction into your family on the same foot as your other children. 

- Stop there! the other replies. I have acted generously by making you my equal. But by 

claiming civic parity, you no longer ask equality from me! There is a at least one point by 

which you have always been my superior: the number! The law that would grant you rights 

that are identical to mine, would make you my master. In this Algeria, which is my creation, I 

would not be more than a humble minority.38 

                                                           
 

36 “Ces théologiens se sont souvent formés dans les mosquées du Caire, dans un centre où l’Islam n’a pas 
que des visées religieuses. Nous ne leur avons pourtant pas interdit de prendre la parole en d’autres locaux 
civils ou religieux que ceux des édifices publics. Ils peuvent même prêcher dans des mosquées privées. 
Mais, ici comme en France, les maisons du culte, propriétés de l’Etat, doivent être réservées au culte.” 
37 “encore faut-il reconnaître que les quelques avantages civiques des colons sont compensés par de 
lourdes charges.” 
38 “- Tu m’as fait tout pareil à toi. Malgré mes soubresauts de révolte, tu m'as vaincu. Me voici instruit à 
ton école, possédant ta science, ayant adopté tes mœurs, obéissant à tes lois, donnant ma vie pour la dé-
fense de ta patrie et mon labeur pour sa prospérité !... Il fut un temps où je rêvais encore d'indépendance. 
Par ton intelligence et ta bonté, tu m’as fait Français […]. Je n'ai plus qu'une aspiration : être admis sans 
restriction dans ta famille au même titre que tes autres enfants.  
- Halte-là ! répond l'autre. J'ai agi généreusement en faisant de toi mon égal. Mais en réclamant la parité 
civique ce n’est plus l'égalité, que tu me demandes !... Il est un point du moins par lequel tu fus toujours 
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Roubaud insisted on his ‘objectivity’, arguing that he represented the conflict in a balanced way 

by outlining the arguments from both sides. However, it is striking to see that the colonizer was 

represented by Governor-General Jules Carde, while the article did not cite anyone who really 

defended the opposite point of view. The ‘argument’ of the colonised was merely brought for-

ward in the imagined conversation above. Although the fictional African in this fragment did ask 

for an equal citizenship status, his phrasing was mostly an appraisal of the French mission civilisa-

trice. 

 An even more unequivocally pro-colonial example of the ‘Mosques as centres of re-

sistance’ sub-frame was found in right-wing newspaper Le Matin (6 November 1937). The news-

paper reported that Moroccan nationalists accused French troops of intruding and desecrating 

mosques. Le Matin called these claims ‘absurd’, because France had always showed the greatest 

respect for these holy places and Islam in general. In contrast, it stated that “it is the troublemak-

ers who have used the mosques to incite their fellow believers to revolt and have used them to 

hide the weapons they held”.39 Le Matin accused Moroccan insurgents of hiding a large quantity 

under the carpets of a mosque in Fez.  

 

3.6.6 Anti-colonialism 

 

The fifth sub-frame within the interreligious conflict frame was a particular one: the conflict it 

dealt with was the one between the colonised (Muslims) and the European colonisers. Moreover, 

this sub-frame clearly sided with the oppressed and strongly criticised colonialism. Anti-colonialism 

was the smallest sub-frame (n=18) and the only one that defended the view that the West had a 

negative influence on Muslim countries and should not intervene in Muslim affairs. It was also 

the only sub-frame of interreligious conflict articles that in majority gave a favourable assessment 

of Muslims. Moreover, half of these articles concluded that the construction of mosques in or by 

France was undesirable. The ‘anti-colonialism’ sub-frame was almost exclusively found in one 

newspaper in the corpus: communist newspaper L’Humanité. Although, indignation over exploita-

tion and oppression in the colonies was not limited to the Communist Party, the communists 

were the only ones who strongly opposed against colonialism as such. In the interwar years, the 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
 

mon supérieur : le nombre! La loi qui t’accorderait des droits identiques aux miens te ferait mon maître. Je 
ne serais plus, dans cette Algérie qui est mon œuvre, qu'une minorité assujettie.” 
39 “ce sont les agitateurs qui ont utilisé les mosquées pour exciter leur coreligionnaires à l’émeute et les ont 
utilisées pour cacher les armes qu’ils détenaient.” 
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Communist Party, with which L’Humanité was affiliated, formed “the main heir of the humanitar-

ian tradition of opposition to imperialism, militarism and capitalism” (Derrick, 2002, p. 60).  

Some of these articles dealt with the same issues as those discussed in Section 3.6.5, like the 

ban against ulama preachers in the Algerian mosques. However, L’Humanité invariably supported 

the anticolonial insurgents and therefore also disagreed with such a ban. The communist news-

paper applauded the anticolonial demonstrations in Algeria that protested against “the strength-

ened interference of French imperialism in the Muslim religion, by the prohibition against the 

Ulama to preach in mosques and the establishment of police control there; the repressive 

measures against the indigenous press; the prohibition of education in the Arabic language in 

private schools” (27 June 1934).40 

 However, the anti-colonial criticism concentrated largely on the construction and inaugu-

ration of the Grand Mosque of Paris. L’Humanité considered this mosque as an instrument of 

French imperialism, which it strongly rejected. The newspaper stated that the imperialists only 

pretended to care about the religion of their subjects. It claimed that the construction of the 

mosque was in fact very unpopular among North African workers living in Paris. To support this 

claim, L’Humanité (1 November 1925) cited an anonymous Algerian who said they would never 

consider the mosque as their holy place. He predicted that the building would serve other goals 

instead: it would be a tourist attraction, a location for upper-class receptions and a place to com-

memorate the massacres of the Great War, all of which he considered a desecration of a mosque. 

Yet the main reason he strongly disapproved of the new mosque was “the fact that our religion is 

put into service for French imperialism, so it can strengthen its yoke on our race, in North Africa! 

We will not allow that!”.41 He also stressed that his ‘comrades’ had all understood as well that this 

mosque was in fact “the result of a bargain between the policy of enslavement and their reli-

gion”.42 

 Another argument against the construction of the mosque, was the contrast between the 

high costs of this project and the hard living circumstances of the North African labourers in 

Paris: “While thousands of indigenous people are exploited in a shameless way by the slumlords 

                                                           
 

40 “immixtion renforcée de l’impérialisme français dans le culte musulman, par l’interdiction aux oulémas 
de prêcher dans les mosquées et l’institution du contrôle policier sur celles-ci ; de mesures répressives 
envers la presse indigène ; l’interdiction de l’enseignement en langue arabe dans les écoles privées.” 
41 “le fait que notre religion est mise au service de l’impérialisme français, pour qu’il puisse affermir son 
joug sur notre race, dans le Nord-Africain ! Ça, nous ne le permettrons pas !”  
42 “le résultat d’un marché entre la politique d’asservissement et leur religion” 
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of the Parisian region, this costly and completely useless monument is an insult to their misery” 

(L’Humanité, 15 July 1926).43 Moreover, L’Humanité also contrasted the construction of this new 

mosque with the destruction of mosques caused by French mortars in Damascus (3 September 

1926). 

L’Humanité strongly condemned the Muslim elite that cooperated with the French imperial-

ists, calling them “traitors to their people”44 (1 November 1925). It claimed that the Tunisian Bey 

Mohammed VI (Sidi Mohammed) had “betrayed his country and his race” (Rivet, 15 August 

1926).45 Sultan Youssef of Morocco was described with the same words (16 July 1926), but was 

also called a “subordinate string puppet” (3 September 1926).46 L’Humanité was creative in its 

insults towards the Sultan, writing for example: “The eunuch sultan, renegade caïds, decorated 

representatives of the bourgeois regime go hand in hand. All aim at tricking the proletariat and 

deserve to gather in the same repugnant puppet collection”47 (L’Humanité, 15 July 1926). This 

criticism clearly reflects the communist discourse of class struggle, pitching the ‘bourgeois regime’ 

against the ‘proletariat’. The ‘decorated representatives’ were military figures who were widely 

respected at the time, like General Lyautey, who regularly visited the mosque while it was still 

under construction and expressed their support. The ‘caïds’ mentioned in this fragment were 

North African feudal leaders whom L’Humanité also accused of collaborating with the imperialist 

regime. More specifically, the communist newspaper blamed them for extorting the Algerians 

living in Paris, forcing them to contribute to the construction of the mosque. When the construc-

tion project had some financial difficulties the year before the inauguration, these caïds allegedly 

started “a true hunt for Algerians with the only goal of taking money from them” (3 November 

1925).48 In this hunt they would even resort to violence (1 November 1925). For this reason, 

L’Humanité called for solidarity with their “Algerian comrades” (3 November 1925).49 

 After the completion of the mosque, L’Humanité ridiculed the way the French govern-

ment would take any Muslim dignitary who visited Paris to the mosque, to inaugurate some new 

                                                           
 

43 “Cependant que des milliers d’indigènes sont exploités d’une façon éhontée par les marchands de som-
meil de la région parisienne, ce monument coûteux et parfaitement inutile est une injure à leur misère.” 
44 “traîtres à leur peuple” 
45 “Ce musulman qui a trahi son pays et sa race, a trahi depuis trop longtemps.” 
46 “un pantin à sa solde” 
47 “Sultan eunuque, caïds renégats, représentants chamarrés du régime bourgeois vont de pair. Tous 
s’entendent à tondre le prolétariat et méritent de s’assembler dans la même répugnante collection de fan-
toches.” 
48 “une véritable chasse aux Algériens dans le seul but de leur soustraire de l’argent” 
49 “nos camarades algériens” 
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feature of the complex. When the Bey of Tunisia visited the mosque a month after the celebrato-

ry inauguration, Jules Rivet50 (15 August) mocked it in his satirical column in L’Humanité: 

In the mosque […], they have looked if there was anything left to inaugurate, the end of a 

balcony, a corridor, a goldfish bowl, anyway, whatever! Finally, they have chosen four tables 

and a blackboard, baptized: conference room. Sidi Mohammed submissively inaugurated it, 

but with some bitterness and not without regret.  

He should consider himself lucky. If they have not made him inaugurate the toilets, it is only 

because they did not think about it or because they were occupied by the janitor.51 

We will see in Section 3.8.8 that other newspapers did not share the scepticism of L’Humanité 

with regards to this particular event and actually presented it as an important and meaningful 

event that marked the solidarity between France and Tunisia. 

  

                                                           
 

50 Besides his recurring column ‘Pointes Rouges’ in L’Humanité, Jules Rivet (1884–1946) was a leading edito-
rialist at the satirical newspaper Le Canard enchaîné throughout the interwar period (Douglas, 2002, p. 14; 
Courban, 2014).  
51 “A la mosquée, car il fallait bien que l’on conduisît ce musulman à la maison des musulmans, à la mos-
quée, que le président de la République et le sultan du Maroc inaugurèrent, on a cherché s’il ne restait pas 
quelque chose à inaugurer, un bout de balcon, un corridor, un bocal de poissons rouges, enfin, n’importe 
quoi ! Finalement, on s’est décidé pour quatre tables et un tableau-noir baptisés : salle de conférences. Sidi 
Mohammed l’a inaugurée docilement, mais avec quelque rancœur et non sans tristesse. 
Qu’il s’estime encore heureux. Si on ne lui a pas fait inaugurer les water-closets, c’est qu’on n’y a pas pensé 
ou qu’ils étaient occupés par le concierge.” 
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3.7 Tourism and sightseeing 

3.7.1 Sub-frames 

 

In Sections 3.4 and 3.5 we have seen that articles with the tourism and sightseeing frame (n=181) 

mentioned several specific mosque elements more often than the two other frames. It was also 

noted that on average tourism and sightseeing articles were considerably longer than the others. 

This was largely because this frame was much more common among the report (reportage) genre 

and, to a lesser extent, the background articles, than among news articles. This frame was found 

twice as often in Dutch articles as in French ones. Lastly, it was noted that this frame was sub-

stantially more common in articles that focused on Turkey, Egypt or other countries, rather than 

on the French, Dutch and British colonial empires. Just like the interreligious conflict frame, the 

tourism and sightseeing frame was also divided into sub-frames that each provided more detailed 

information about the actual perspectives that were found within this frame (Figure 3.15 and 

Table 3.4). 

Figure 3.15: Dendrogram of sub-frames within the tourism and sightseeing frame 

 

Two of the three sub-frames largely focused on mosques as (touristic) sights. In the first one, 

superficial sightseeing (n=85), mosques were often an element in an article that discussed tourism in 

a certain city or country in general. These articles usually mentioned the most striking element of 

mosques that was visible from the outside: the minaret (in 75% of this sub-frame’s articles). 

However, they generally contained little information on what the mosque’s interior looked like or 

what exactly happened there. In contrast, the detailed descriptions sub-frame, which was much rarer 

(n=19), did offer this information. These articles were often based on eyewitness reports of jour-

nalists or writers who actually visited mosques and could therefore give detailed descriptions of 
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the interior (68%) as well as the common practices like the obligatory removal of the shoes be-

fore entering the mosque, the ritual washing before prayer and the act of kneeling during prayer 

(each 37%). The articles with the detailed descriptions sub-frame also often contained positive 

evaluations of mosques: they were usually described as beautiful (79%) and regularly also as im-

pressive (58%). The overall assessment of Muslims was mostly positive (58%). 

 The third and last of the sub-frames within the tourism and sightseeing frame was la-

belled historical and aesthetic value (n=77). Unlike the other two sub-frames, this one did not focus 

on mosques as sights: they paid less attention to the visible and day-to-day practices. Instead, they 

mostly concentrated on the history of mosques, as well as their cultural importance. They often 

described mosques as historical monuments (70%) and frequently stated that they were beautiful 

(60%). 
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Table 3.4: Distribution of the sub-frames over the content analytical variables (%)52 

 Superficial 
sightseeing 
(n=85) 

Detailed de-
scriptions 
(n=19) 

Historical and 
aesthetic value 
(n=77) 

Total 
 
(n=181) 

Problem definition: Topics 

Feasts 7 16 10 9 

Tourism 87 95 84 87 

Reforms 5 11 13 9 

Education 4 21 1 4 

Problem definition: Specific mosque elements 

Minaret 75 63 25 53 

Call for prayer 28 47 9 22 

Ritual wash 15 37 5 13 

Remove shoe 12 37 8 13 

Kneeling prayer 12 37 4 11 

Interior descr 15 68 14 20 

Mecca orient 5 53 4 9 

Former church 1 5 25 12 

Tombs/relics 20 58 30 28 

Imam 0 11 5 3 

Muezzin 20 37 1 14 

Quran 8 32 13 13 

Problem definition: Explicit references 

Arabian nights 11 26 3 9 

Oriental beauty 12 47 1 11 

Indigenous 15 5 3 9 

Mysticism 6 47 1 8 

Fatalism 0 11 0 1 

Problem definition: Recurring arguments 

Acc. Non-Mus 33 42 7 23 

Lim. Acc. N-
Mus 

0 32 5 6 

Lim. Acc. Wom 4 16 4 5 

Hist. monument 6 63 70 39 

Role in science 1 21 0 3 

Moral evaluation 

Beautiful 20 79 62 44 

Impressive 19 58 8 18 

Musl=backward 12 16 3 8 

Fav. assessment 15 58 13 19 

Treatment recommendation 

Pos infl West 5 11 4 5 

Neg infl West 0 11 1 2 

 

  

                                                           
 

52 For the sake of clarity, content analytical variables that did not have an occurrence of at least 10% for 
any of the three sub-frames have been excluded from the table. 
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As illustrated by Figure 3.16, the share of historical and aesthetic value articles in the French and 

Dutch press was very similar (40% and 44%, respectively). However, the superficial sightseeing 

sub-frame was found relatively more often in France than in the Netherlands (59% versus 41%). 

In contrast, the detailed descriptions sub-frame was almost exclusively found in the Netherlands: 

there it was used in 15% of the articles with the tourism and sightseeing frame, while hardly any 

French articles used it (merely 1%). 

Figure 3.16: Distribution of sub-frames within the tourism and sightseeing frame by country 

 

 

 

In Section 3.5 we already saw that just over half of the mosque-related articles about Turkey be-

longed to the tourism and sightseeing frame. Moreover, this frame was more common in articles 

about ‘third countries’ than in those about the French and Dutch colonial empires. However, the 

other way around, a considerable share of the tourism and sightseeing articles dealt with the 

French colonial empire. This becomes clear when we look at the locations in the three sub-

frames in some more detail (Figure 3.17). The French colonies amounted to close to 30% of the 

articles in all three sub-frames. Remarkably, 18% of the articles in the superficial sightseeing sub-

frame concentrated on metropolitan France. Apart from that, third countries were dominant in 

the tourism and sightseeing articles. As mentioned before, there was considerable interest in Tur-

key and, to a lesser extent, Egypt from a tourism perspective. A notable share (19%) of the ‘his-

torical and aesthetic value’ sub-frame dealt with Palestine. Moreover, 15% of the articles within 

the other two sub-frames described mosques in the Balkans. This was a popular destination for 
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those who wanted to experience the ‘Orient within Europe’. In comparison to the previous 

frame, interreligious conflict, it is striking to see that British India is absent as a location of the 

tourism and sightseeing articles. Moreover, mosques in the Netherlands Indies also hardly re-

ceived any attention from the perspective of travel journalism. 

Figure 3.17: Places discussed in the tourism and sightseeing sub-frames 

 

 

3.7.2 Superficial sightseeing 

 

As mentioned before, the articles with the superficial sightseeing sub-frame (n=85) often only de-

scribed the mosque from the outside, even though many of these articles were quite detailed 

travel reports. An example of this was an article by Maurice Toussaint (21 June 1931) in Le Matin. 

He went on a cruise of the Association Guillaume Budé (a cultural society promoting the humanities) 

to the Eastern Mediterranean (Greece, Istanbul and Bursa). He expressed surprise over the fact 

that Constantinople was still a beautiful city, with many touristic sights that were reminiscent of 

its great history, despite the recent decline. Toussaint mentioned the museums, houses, gardens, 

fountains and aqueducts. However, the mosques struck him most of all:  

But what dominates here are the mosques and the cemeteries. Crowned by domes and mina-

rets, mosques appear everywhere. Sometimes they are only chapels (mesdjidis), established by 

private citizens and only used for the five daily prayers. But there are also the official 

mosques, sometimes delightful like the Khariye-Djami, with its so well-preserved Byzantine 

mosaics, sometimes splendid like that of Sultan Suleiman I (Süleymaniye), about which Sinan 

pasha’s epitaph says that “by building it he constructed a mosque to the image of Paradise”, 



117 
 

sometimes magnificent like that unique miracle Saint Sophia, about which has rightfully been 

written that it is “one of the purest creations of architecture”.53 

Whereas Toussaint thus praised the beauty of the mosques, he provided little information on the 

buildings, let alone the religious practices taking place inside. 

Sometimes the reporters actually tried to enter the mosque, but were unable to do so. Ja-

cob Israël de Haan (28 January 1920) described this challenge in some detail in one of his reports 

from Hebron (see Appendix I: Author biographies). He wrote that he desired to visit the 

mosque. However, he was not allowed to do so, because he was a ‘heathen’. Instead, a ‘Sheikh’ 

sitting in front of the mosque, brought him to a flat roof from where he had a good view of the 

mosque: “We see the mosque, a miracle in the white-gold sunlight between two black rainclouds. 

Built by the crusaders on the place of an old Justinian church. Two Mohammedan minarets add-

ed. The muezzins call for prayer. And my sheikh calls them, to show how well he knows them. 

The view is compelling.”54 Like many articles of this sub-frame, De Haan just mentioned mosque 

elements that he could observe from outside: the minarets, the muezzins and their call for prayer. 

He did not easily accept the fact that he was not allowed to enter the mosque: 

The sheikh asks if I am satisfied. The strong desire. I say I am not satisfied. And that I want 

to see the mosque from inside. Then I will certainly give him a nice baksheesh [tip]. He does 

not dare. He does not dare. They will kill him. They will kill me. Another sheikh has joined. 

Would they dare? Would they dare? I praise the beauty of the little monster with the painful 

eyes and the painful nose [the sickly child of one of the sheikhs]. “Min Allah”, the father says 

modestly. I give a baksheesh to the sweet child. And a baksheesh to the father. And a bak-

sheesh to the other sheikh. I promise them even more baksheesh if they take me inside. They 

deliberate vividly and at length. But they do not dare. There is considerable jealousy among 

the different church guards. They do not dare. But be quiet: I can look through a keyhole. 

Unfortunately, even this is not allowed. And old, pugnacious hag arrives. She immediately 

starts quarrelling with the sheikhs. Surely they accepted a baksheesh to show the mosque to 

an unbeliever. She also starts castigating the unbeliever. She says: “thief”. The sheikhs look 

shocked. Saying “thief” to a chawadja who just gave a pound baksheesh! Is she foolish? Are 

                                                           
 

53 “Mais ce qui domine ici, ce sont les mosquées et les cimetières. Couronnées de coupoles et de minarets, 
les mosquées surgissent de partout. Ce ne sont quelquefois que des chapelles (mesdjidis) élevées par des 
particuliers et qui ne servent qu'aux cinq prières quotidiennes.. Mais ce sont également les mosquées offi-
cielles, parfois délicieuses comme celle de Kharié-Djami, avec ses mosaïques byzantines si étonnamment 
conservées, parfois splendides comme celle du sultan Soliman Ier (Suleimanié), dont l'épitaphe de Sinan 
pacha dit qu' « en la bâtissant il construisit une mosquée à l'image du paradis », parfois grandioses comma 
cette merveille unique de Sainte-Sophie; dont ou a pu écrire avec raison qu'elle est une des plus pures créa-
tions de l'architecture ».” 
54 “We zien de moskee, een wonder in het witgouden zonnelicht tusschen twee zwarte wolkbuien. Ge-
bouwd door de kruisvaarders op de plaats van een oude Justiniaansche kerk. Twee Mohammedaansche 
minaretten bijgebouwd. De mueddins roepen op tot het gebed. En mijn sjeikh roept tegen hen, om te 
laten zien, hoe goed hij ze kent. Het uitzicht is aangrijpend.” 
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her parents fools? Does she want the chawadja to complain to the governor? And then she 

walks away, half cursing, half crying. Nothing to see through the keyhole.55 

De Haan even tried to convince the ‘sheiks’ again the next day, but to no avail. Thus, he demon-

strated emphatically that the relatively superficial description of the mosque in his articles was not 

due to a lack of trying. Although the articles with the ‘superficial sightseeing’ sub-frame usually 

only offered relatively limited information on the mosque, they did often reflect important con-

ceptions of the East. Conform to the Oriental stereotype, De Haan’s fragment also presented the 

Palestinian Muslims as simple-minded people: scared, emotional and irrational, only interested in 

a tip (baksheesh). 

 A clearer example of this ‘classic orientalism’ was found in a travel report published 19 

years later in the Catholic newspaper De Tijd (5 January 1939). This article described the city of 

Najaf in Iraq, a holy city in Shia Islam. The opening statement of the report already reflected its 

orientalist point of view: “The Westerner is always strongly attracted by the considerable mystery 

of the East and the deeper one ventures into the East, the more mysterious life becomes.”56 

While this ‘mystery’ could still be both positive and negative, the description of the Arabs be-

comes more negative later: “A long shopping street leads to the centre of the city, the mosque of 

Abbas. The inhabitants are typical Arabs. Long hair, shabby clothes, all armed with guns, full 

cartridge bags and clubs. Here one feels to be in a place of wilderness.”57 This fragment strongly 

supported the view of the East as backward, both by calling it a place of wilderness and by de-

scribing ‘typical’ Arabs as having long hair, shabby clothes and weapons. Regarding the mosque, 

                                                           
 

55 “De sjeikh vraagt of ik tevreden ben. Het gemeene begeeren. Ik zeg, dat ik niet tevreden ben. En dat ik 
de Moskee wil zien van binnen. Zeker zal ik hem dan een mooie baksjisj geven. Hij durft niet. Hij durft 
niet. Men zal hem doodslaan. Men zal mij doodslaan. Er is nog een andere sjeikh bijgekomen. Zouden zij 
durven? Zouden zij durven? Ik prijs de schoonheid van het' monstertje met de zeere oogèn en den zeeren 
neus. „Min Allah", zegt de vader bescheiden. Ik geef een baksjisj voor lieve kind. Een baksjisj voor den 
vader. En een baksjisj voor den andoren sjeikh. Ik beloof hun een nog veel mooiere baksjisj als ze mij naar 
binnen brengen. Ze spreken lang met elkander en dringend. Maar ze durven niet. Er is een groote ja-
loerschheid tusschen de verschillende kerkwachters. Ze durven niet. Maar stil: ik mag kijken door een 
sleutelgat. Helaas, ook dit is niet gegund. Er komt een oud, strijdvaardig wijf. Ze gaat dadelijk kijven met 
de sjeikhs. Zeker hebben ze baksjisj genomen om eenen ongelooyigen de Moskee te laten zien. Ze gaat 
ook kijven tegen den ongeloovige. Ze zegt: “dief". De sjeikhs kijken geslagen. “Dief" te zeggen tegen een-
en chawadja, die pas een pond baksjisj heeft gegeven! Is zij dwaas? Zijn hare ouders dwazen? Wil zij, dat 
de chawadja gaat klagen bij den gouverneur? En dan loopt zo weg, half scheldend, half huilend. Door dat 
sleutelgat is niets te zien.” 
56 “De Westerling wordt door het vele geheimzinnige van het Oosten steeds sterk aangetrokken en hoe 
dieper men het Oosten intrekt, des te geheimzinniger wordt het leven.” 
57 “Een lange rechte winkelstraat leidt naar het middelpunt van de stad, de moskee van Abbas. De inwo-
ners zijn ras-Arabieren. Lange haren, onooglijke kleding, allen gewapend met geweren, volle patroontas-
schen en stokken. Men voelt zich hier op een plaats van wildernis.” 



119 
 

the author continued to describe the façade, focusing on the abundance of gold and silver. The 

article also mentioned that the treasure room of the mosque contained an innumerable wealth 

that was accumulated over the centuries, as ‘princes, shahs and nobles’ came on a pilgrimage to 

Najaf. This also corresponded to the popular image of the mysterious Orient: a place where sav-

ageness and incredible wealth would go hand in hand. 

 

3.7.3 Detailed descriptions 

 

As the name already reveals, the detailed descriptions sub-frame (n=19) provided more detailed in-

formation on mosques than the ‘superficial sightseeing’ sub-frame. Usually the authors of these 

detailed articles actually visited the mosque themselves, so they could describe the interior and 

the rituals taking place inside. The articles of this sub-frame generally described mosques and 

Muslims in positive terms. Although this sub-frame constituted a minority of the tourism and 

sightseeing articles in both countries, it was considerably more common in the Netherlands than 

in France (15% versus 1%). 

 Excellent examples of this sub-frame were found in two articles written by Prof. Willem 

van der Pluym for De Telegraaf (see Appendix I: Author biographies). On 26 February 1933, Van 

der Pluym published an article about the Tunisian city of Kairouan, in which he described the 

Great Mosque, as well as some other mosques. He wrote that the Great Mosque rivalled the 

magnificent mosques of Baghdad, Damascus, Cairo and Cordoba. As could be expected from an 

architectural historian, Van der Pluym had an eye for architectural detail. He particularly noticed 

the materials and the light and described this in a poetic, somewhat pompous way: 

In spotless white marble, her courtyard radiates pure light, while the covered double Iwan 

(corridor) winds around it, shrouded in a mysterious shadow. In the house of prayer itself, 

the light strays only moderately; casting about, it looks for the 8 x 17 pillars of porphyry, 

granite, or marble, and tacit glimmers are reflected and then float dreamily against the rear 

wall. Everything thus emanates serenity; the sound of shuffling human feet is also smothered 

by the finely braided mats and the lightly coloured carpets. Even the great melody of colours 

and shapes sounds like a tender adagio, as it rises from the deep-blue golden lustre tiles of 

the mihrab (prayer niche) and the incredibly rich wood carving of the pulpit. Thus, every 

concrete purpose of the structure fades away and here too the Orient leaves ample space for 

the human spirit to take in the surroundings, before he is forced to embrace the knowledge. 
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Then one returns to the light and through the inner courtyard I climb the heavy minaret, 

which rises up like a tower.58 

Three elements stand out in this very rich description of the Great Mosque of Kairouan. First, on 

a purely factual level Van der Pluym mentioned many components of the mosque: the courtyard, 

the Iwan, the prayer hall, the mihrab, the pulpit and the minaret, as well as the materials of the 

pillars and floors. Second, his choice of words was very romantic, especially regarding the light, 

which is humanised (the light ‘scans’ and ‘looks’ around and floats ‘dreamily’). He also compared 

the architecture to music, with his description of a ‘great song of colours and shapes’ that sound-

ed ‘like a tender adagio’. The language was also rather pompous: in fact, a minaret is a tower and 

thus does not just rise up ‘like a tower’. Third, Van der Pluym emphasised the spiritual side of 

mosques, as he described the purifying effect of this architecture on the visitor, first opening the 

senses to the surroundings before turning to (religious) knowledge. It is striking to see that he 

associated this spirituality with the Orient rather than with Islam.  

Van der Pluym made the same association two years later (9 May 1935), when writing 

about the mosques in Cairo: “With this all, one will certainly be overcome with emotion by the 

beauty, but as a person of the West one stays outside the walls of Eastern mysticism.”59 In other 

words, he again praised the mystical beauty of mosques, but also noted that it was difficult for 

Westerners to reach the essence of that spirituality. He concluded his article with a quotation 

from Rudyard Kipling that was often paraphrased in the newspaper articles about Muslims: “East 

is East and West is West” [“and never the twain shall meet”]. Just like in his article about Kair-

ouan, Van der Pluym described the mosques of Cairo in high detail, mentioning the courtyards, 

the Iwans, geometric ornaments, the numbers of pillars as well as their material and also some 

background information on their history. 

                                                           
 

58 “In smetteloos, wit marmer straalt haar binnenplein een en al licht, terwijl in geheimzinnige schaduw 
gehuld, de overdekte dubbele Eiwan (wandelgang) zich daar omheen snoert. In het gebedenhuis zelf waart 
slechts getemperd het licht, rond tastend zoekt het de 8 x 17 zuilen van porphyr, graniet of marmer en 
stille glanzen weerkaatsen, om verdroomd tegen den eindwand te blijven hangen. Zoo ademt alles rust; 
ook het geluid van schuivende menschenvoeten wordt door fijn gevlochten matten en kleurbezonken 
kleeden alzijdig gesmoord. Zelfs het hooglied van kleuren- en vormen-zwijmel, dat opstijgt uit de diep-
blauwe goudglanstegels der mikrab (gebedsnis) en ’t ongeloofelijk rijk houtsnijwerk van den preekstoel, 
klinkt als een teeder adagio. Zoo wordt aan het concrete der dingen ieder zakelijk doel ontnomen en ook 
hier laat de Orient ruimte aan den mensch om het omringende te ondergaan, alvorens de causaliteit hem 
dwingt tot het weten. Dan keer je terug naar het licht en op het binnenplein bestijg ik de zware minaret, 
die als een toren omhoog bonkt.” 
59 “Met dit al zal men zeker een schoonheidsontroering ondergaan, doch als mensch van het Westen blijft 
men buiten de muren der Oostersche mystiek.” 
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A year after Van der Pluym, the Catholic newspaper De Tijd (14 August 1936) published a 

travel report about the same topic: the mosques in Cairo. Although the descriptions of the 

mosques were similarly detailed, De Tijd focused slightly less on architectural elements and more 

on the rules and rituals. It explained the rule of removing the shoes, included a full translation of 

the call to prayer and described how Muslims kneeled for prayer: “I am moved by an old man, 

kneeling in the direction of Mecca. He softly swings the upper body from left to right, from right 

to left – the virtuous angel and the evil one – mumbling into his big, white beard: Allah, Allah, 

Allah….”60 The reporter of De Tijd repeatedly praised the beauty of the mosques. He mentioned 

that one was reminiscent of the stories of the Arabian Nights, called another “a gem, a pearl”61 

and a third one impressive and unforgettable. Just like Van der Pluym, this also inspired the jour-

nalist of De Tijd to some poetical reflections. Regarding the Ibn Tulun Mosque, he wrote: “Noth-

ing but silence and loneliness floats among her mighty pillars, the silence and loneliness of every-

thing that seems forgotten by time.”62 In this article, De Tijd presented mosques and Muslims in a 

remarkably positive way:  

In Cairo’s mosques one finds impressive dignity, mystic dreaminess, cheerful happiness. A 

spirit of prayer lurks in most of them, which not only touches the heart of the Muslim. They 

are creations of God abiding artists, works of art that testify to God’s existence and to peo-

ple’s need for God; these old mosques, which together with Catholic cathedrals are, in the 

essence of their architecture, the most formidable houses of prayer humankind has erected. 

They are definitely more so than the cold temples of the Protestants.63 

Thus, the Catholic newspaper did not simply praise Muslims and their mosques, it also used this 

positive representation to deliver a punch to the Protestants. 

 

 

                                                           
 

60 “Ik word getroffen door een ouden man, knielend in de richting van Mekka. Hij zwaait zachtjes het 
bovenlijf van links naar rechts, van rechts naar links – de goede en de kwade engel- murmelend in zijn 
grooten, witte baard: Allah, Allah, Allah….” 
61 “een juweeltje, een parel” 
62 “Tusschen haar machtige pijlers hangt niets dan stilte en eenzaamheid, de stilte en eenzaamheid van 
alles, dat door den tijd schijnt vergeten.” 
63 “Men vindt in Kairo's oude Moskeeën indrukwekkende waardigheid, mystieke verdroomdheid, opge-
wekte blijheid. In de meeste hunner schuilt werkelijk een geest des gebeds, die niet alleen het hart van den 
Moslem raakt. Zij zijn scheppingen van God-erkennende kunstenaars, kunstwerken, die van het Godsbe-
staan getuigen en van de Godsbehoefte der menschen; deze oude moskeeën, die met de katholieke kathe-
dralen in het wezen hunner architectuur de voorbeeldigste huizen des gebeds zijn, die de menschheid 
oprichtte. Zij zijn het zeker meer dan de koude tempels der protestanten.” 
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3.7.4 Historical and aesthetic value 

 

Articles with the third sub-frame within the tourism and sightseeing frame, historical and aesthetic 

value (n=77) generally provided less details about the architecture of the mosque and the rituals 

taking place inside than the previous sub-frame. Instead, these articles focused on the historical 

significance of mosques. They also usually described mosques as beautiful. This sub-frame was 

similarly common in both countries (40–44% of the articles within this frame). 

 George Nypels, whom we met before in Section 3.6.4, for example dedicated two long ar-

ticles to the history of the Dome of the Rock in Jerusalem (published on 7 and 9 August 1926 in 

Algemeen Handelsblad). He described the history of the mosque and the Temple Mount in great 

detail, starting with its early biblical significance (as the location of King David’s altar and Solo-

mon’s Temple) and Muhammad’s ascension to heaven. Then he wrote about the construction of 

the first mosque there, by the second Caliph: “Then Omar decided to build a mosque in that 

place, from where Muhammad had ascended to Heaven, which by its beauty would equal even 

the temples of Solomon and Herod.”64 

 Nypels then paid considerable attention to the era of the Crusades. He alternated the in-

formation about the historical background with positive comments about the beauty of the build-

ing, like in this fragment of 7 August 1926:  

The gorgeous building that we still admire today is the very same one the crusaders found in 

1099, but they believed it to be Solomon’s Temple (apparently those gentlemen ancestors of 

ours were not very good at history and architectural knowledge). This is the reason they 

founded the Order of the Knights Templar and built an altar in this mosque on the rock – 

which was, as said before, first built by the caliph Abdul-Malik-ibn-Marwan, who ruled from 

685 to 705.65 

Nypels further elaborated on later constructions and renovations. While some of the articles in 

the ‘historical and aesthetic value’ sub-frame were as detailed as Nypels’ reports, many others 

were considerably more superficial; they often just mentioned the historical importance of a 

mosque in one or two sentences, without elaborating further.  

                                                           
 

64 “Toen besloot Omar op die plek, vanwaar volgens de traditie Mohammed ten hemel gestegen was, een 
moskee te bouwen, die door haar pracht zelfs den tempels van Saolomo en van Herodes zou evenaren.” 
65 “Het heerlijke bouwwerk dat wij thans nog bewonderen en dat de kruisridders in 1099 vonden, - maar 
dat zij voor den tempel van Salomo hielden (die heeren voorvaderen van ons waren blijkbaar niet sterk in 
geschiedenis en kennis van architectuur) reden waarom ze de Orde der ridders van den Tempel stichtten, 
en in deze moskee, op de rots, een altaar oprichtten – werd, als gezegd, eerst gebouwd door den kalief 
Abdoel-Malik-ibn-Marwan, die van 685 tot 705 regeerde.” 
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3.8 The West’s civilising influence 

3.8.1 Sub-frames 

 

As mentioned in Section 3.4, many of the more topical discussions on mosques were found in 

the West’s civilising influence frame (n=424). This frame contained a wide range of different 

mosque-related topics and discussions. Many of these articles placed the mosques in the context 

of colonial policy, often using an imperialist discourse of fraternisation between Muslims and 

their European colonisers. Other articles discussed the role of mosques in developments of pro-

found societal change, like the modernisation and westernisation processes in a country like Tur-

key, which introduced a European-inspired model of radical secularism under the leadership of 

Mustafa Kemal. This frame was dominant in the majority of the French articles and was also the 

largest frame in the Dutch press. The civilising frame was particularly dominant in articles that 

focused on the Dutch and French colonial empires. Considering the variety of topics within this 

frame, it particularly benefitted from a further division into sub-frames: eight in total (Table 3.5). 

Figure 3.18: Dendrogram of sub-frames within the West’s civilising frame 

 



124 
 

The first sub-frame, Islam at a crossroads (n=63), discussed mosques in the context of important 

societal change and developments of modernisation. Topics that were often discussed in these 

articles included education (46%), Muslim law (30%), religious reforms (27%) and the (abolition 

of the) Caliphate. Almost half (48%) of these articles claimed that Muslims were backward. The 

second sub-frame, Conflict among Muslims (n=36) often depicted Muslims as violent (63%) and 

described mosques as centre of resistance (44%), just like the articles with the interreligious con-

flict sub-frame. However, the difference was that these articles focused on conflicts in which 

both sides were Muslims (97%). The third sub-frame, Missions and conversions (n=29) offered a 

distinct perspective on mosques by looking at the Christian missionary work (79%) as well as 

conversions to Islam (41%). The construction of mosques was also a relevant topic in many of 

these articles (31%). They offered an unfavourable overall assessment of Muslims more often 

than any other sub-frame (55%) and they also referred to Muslim ‘fanaticism’ most frequently 

(31%). A significant minority of these articles stressed that Islam was a growing religion (21%) 

and that the West should intervene in Muslim affairs (35%). 

 Next, there were two sub-frames that both exclusively dealt with the construction of new 

mosques. The first of these, Coverage of mosque construction (n=40), usually did not include a clear 

statement about the desirability of building mosques. These articles mainly covered the news re-

garding the construction (98%) and financing (43%) of mosques without either (explicitly) criti-

cizing or supporting it. The second one, Support for mosque construction (n=22), only contained arti-

cles that defended the view that the construction of mosques was desirable (100%). Most of these 

articles argued that the construction of mosques by European states was a sign of benevolence 

towards their Muslim subjects or citizens (82%). They also generally claimed that, in return, Mus-

lims were grateful for the construction of mosques by Western states (64%). The overall assess-

ment of Muslims in these articles was usually positive (77%). In many cases, Muslim or non-

Muslim dignitaries visited the mosque (46% and 32%, respectively) while it was still under con-

struction. 

 The sixth sub-frame within the civilising frame was Islamic holidays (n=83). As the name 

reveals, these articles dealt with holidays (95%), like Eid al-Fitr (the Sugar Feast), Eid Al-Adha 

(the Sacrifice Feast) and Ramadan. Muslims dignitaries often visited the mosques on these holi-

days (46%). While this was mostly a secondary topic in the Islamic holidays sub-frame, prominent 

Muslims coming to a mosque was the main topic of the seventh sub-frame, Muslim dignitaries visit-

ing mosques (n=109). These dignitaries often visited the mosque for the occasion of its inaugura-

tion (31%). The eighth and last sub-frame was quite similar, but focused on Non-Muslim dignitaries 
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visiting mosques (n=42). As could be expected, these articles often stated that mosques were also 

accessible to non-Muslims (41%). They also often claimed that Muslim subjects or citizens were 

loyal to the European state. 

Table 3.5: Distribution of the sub-frames over the content analytical variables (%)66 
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Problem definition: Topics 

construction 5 0 31 98 100 2 10 7 21 

inauguration 2 0 0 8 18 0 31 2 10 

Financing 2 0 3 43 32 0 6 0 8 

Musl dign visit 2 3 3 3 46 46 80 12 34 

Non-Musl dign 3 0 0 0 32 16 7 91 16 

Holidays 8 3 3 3 0 95 7 7 23 

Caliphate 22 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 4 

Interrel viol. 3 14 7 3 0 0 1 0 3 

Intrarel viol. 11 97 3 3 0 0 4 0 11 

Tourism 21 3 0 0 0 0 0 0 3 

Reforms 27 11 0 0 5 0 2 0 6 

Muslim law 30 3 7 0 0 0 4 2 6 

Conversion Isl 3 0 41 5 9 5 2 0 6 

Chr. Mission 0 0 79 5 0 0 1 2 6 

Education 46 3 7 15 5 0 4 0 10 

Problem definition: Specific mosque elements 

Minaret 10 3 7 18 32 1 2 2 6 

Call for prayer 5 0 0 0 18 0 3 2 3 

Remove shoe 11 3 0 3 0 0 2 0 3 

Kneeling prayer 6 0 0 0 0 12 0 0 3 

Mecca orient 2 0 0 0 27 2 4 0 3 

Tombs/relics 10 3 0 5 9 0 11 7 6 

Imam 10 17 3 3 14 15 16 10 12 

Muezzin 5 3 0 3 14 0 2 2 3 

Ahmadiyya 0 0 0 10 5 0 1 0 1 

Quran 40 14 10 15 9 5 12 0 14 

Mufti 5 25 3 8 5 1 7 5 7 

  

                                                           
 

66 For the sake of clarity, content analytical variables that did not have an occurrence of at least 10% for 
any of the three sub-frames have been excluded from the table. 
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Problem definition: Explicit references 

Sunni-Shia 3 11 0 3 0 1 1 0 2 

Arab synonym 2 0 0 0 0 5 1 2 2 

Indigenous 8 11 21 0 18 10 7 17 10 

Fanaticism 14 11 31 0 0 1 0 0 5 

Problem definition: Recurring arguments 

Acc. non-Mus 5 0 0 0 5 7 2 41 7 

Centre resist. 11 44 3 0 0 0 0 2 6 

Growing relig. 2 0 21 15 0 0 0 0 3 

Colonial power 0 0 0 0 18 0 4 0 2 

Causal attribution 

Violent ideas 5 14 0 0 0 0 0 0 2 

Moral evaluation 

Beautiful 8 0 0 10 23 4 10 2 7 

Constr=benev 0 0 0 5 82 1 8 0 7 

Threat W value 0 0 14 0 0 0 0 0 1 

No threat 2 0 0 0 14 0 1 2 1 

Loyal Musl 2 3 0 8 27 16 28 50 18 

Disloyal Musl 0 3 14 0 0 1 0 0 1 

Violent Musl 5 61 3 0 0 0 0 0 6 

Grateful Musl 0 0 0 23 64 7 22 26 15 

Musl=backward 48 6 10 0 9 0 1 5 9 

Fav. assessment 6 0 0 5 77 19 18 26 17 

Unfav. assess. 25 6 55 0 0 0 1 0 8 

Treatment recommendation 

Pos infl West 19 3 17 8 23 0 13 12 11 

Intervene 0 0 35 0 9 0 2 0 3 

Cnstr desirable 0 0 0 8 100 0 8 0 8 

Cnstr n-desir. 3 0 17 5 0 0 1 0 2 

 

There were some striking differences between the French and Dutch press regarding their focus 

on particular sub-frames (Figure 3.19). In France, two sub-frames were clearly dominant (‘Muslim 

dignitaries visiting mosques’ and ‘Islamic holidays’), while many sub-frames had similar shares in 

the Dutch press.  

 ‘Muslim dignitaries visiting mosques’ was the most common sub-frame in France (35%), 

but only the fifth most common sub-frame in the Netherlands (13%). The non-Muslim counter-

part of this sub-frame, ‘non-Muslims visiting mosques’, was also found more frequently in the 

French press than in the Dutch (12% versus 7%). The ‘Islamic holidays’ sub-frame was im-

portant in both countries, but especially in France (23% versus 15%). Most of the other sub-

frames were found relatively more often in the Dutch press than in the French. ‘Islam at a cross-

roads’ was the most common sub-frame in the Dutch newspapers (21%), whereas it was the 

fourth most common sub-frame in France (11%). The sub-frames ‘coverage of mosque construc-

tion’, ‘conflict among Muslims’ and ‘missions and conversions’ were all also considerably more 

common in the Netherlands.  
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Figure 3.19: Distribution of sub-frames within the West’s civilising influence frame by country 

 

 

 

 

 

In Section 3.5, we noted that mosque-related articles about the French and Dutch colonial em-

pires overwhelmingly applied the civilising frame. Now we can look more deeply into the loca-

tions found in the different sub-frames of the ‘West’s civilising influence’ articles and separate the 

events in metropolitan France and the Netherlands from those in their colonies (Figure 3.20). 

This reveals that whereas some sub-frames concentrated more on the colonies or on third coun-

tries, others focused on the European territories. The latter was especially the case for the articles 

with the ‘Support for mosque construction’, ‘Islamic holidays’ and the two ‘Dignitaries visiting 

mosques’ sub-frames. These sub-frames overwhelmingly dealt with metropolitan France and in 

most case even specifically with the Grand Mosque of Paris. On the other hand, the ‘Conflict 

among Muslims’ sub-frame largely concentrated on the French colonies (47%), followed by the 

British (14%) and Dutch colonies (11%). The ‘Missions and conversions’ sub-frame also mostly 

dealt with the colonies, especially the Netherlands Indies (34%) and to a lesser extent the French 

colonies (17%). ‘Islam at a crossroads’ paid relatively more attention to developments in third 

countries like Turkey and Egypt. Combined, the articles in this sub-frame about metropolitan 

France greatly outnumbered those about the Netherlands or even the French colonies. With re-
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gard to the Dutch empire, there were more articles about the Dutch East Indies than about the 

European part of the Netherlands. 

 

Figure 3.20: Places discussed in the West’s civilising influence sub-frames 

 

 

3.8.2 Islam at a crossroads 

 

Articles with the Islam at a crossroads sub-frame (n=63) were found relatively more often in the 

Netherlands than in France. This sub-frame discussed several different topics that looked at con-

siderable developments in Muslim societies, either in relation to education, Muslim law, religious 

reforms or the abolition of the Caliphate. Looking at the developments in Turkey, where Mustafa 

Kemal introduced a swathe of reforms after the fall of the Sultan – and proposed many more that 

did not come to fruition – many authors agreed that the Islamic world was going through a peri-

od of radical change. Others focused more on the colonies, where the influence of European 

powers led to westernisation, which in turn created new dilemmas for Muslims, as well as risks 



129 
 

and opportunities for the colonisers. Predictably, journalists writing for newspapers with different 

political leanings had different views on the most desirable paths of development and on the kind 

of modernisation needed in the Muslim world. The journalists of the Catholic newspapers were 

particularly outspoken. 

 Many articles discussed the developments in Turkey after Mustafa Kemal came to power. 

Catholic newspaper De Tijd (14 August 1926) for example wrote that the fall of the Sultan and 

the abolition of the Ottoman Caliphate had sent shockwaves through the Islamic world: “For a 

long time the sons of the Prophet remained paralysed at the observation of such gruesome sacri-

lege, which snatched away their holiest religious tradition. A flood of protests from every minaret 

and every mosque followed after that, from the Indies to Egypt and from Morocco to the desert 

of the Arabian Peninsula.”67 Despite this fierce opposition, De Tijd reported that Mustafa Kemal 

was stoically continuing his reforms, to the point of even abolishing the religious obligation of 

the ritual washing and removing the shoes before prayer, as well as the bowing for prayer and 

fasting during the Ramadan month. In reality, all these radical reforms were merely draft pro-

posals made by a professor at Istanbul University, which were never (openly) supported by Mus-

tafa Kemal, let alone actually implemented (Azak, 2010, pp. 52–3; Bein, 2011, pp. 126–9). 

 It is possible that the journalist of De Tijd was simply misinformed about the events in 

Turkey, but presenting these reforms as very radical also conveniently supported the arguments 

of the Catholic newspaper. First, it denounced Kemal’s modernisations in Turkey as a kind of 

Islamic Protestantism: “To change, to simplify, to modernise at any cost, behold the password of 

the Mohammedan Protestantism in Turkey”.68 Having established this parallel between Kemalism 

and Protestantism, it was clear De Tijd would not support Mustafa Kemal’s program. However, 

the Catholic newspaper also noted that the newly created power vacuum created both risks and 

opportunities. While the Muslim world was divided over the question how to proceed with the 

Caliphate, De Tijd expressed fear that renewed unity under a more powerful Caliph might make it 

harder than ever for Catholic missionaries to convert Muslims. Yet it was more likely, the news-

paper suggested, that this was “the beginning of the realisation of the words of Christ: “every 

empire, divided in itself, will fall apart”. And for this we have been waiting so long – namely to 

                                                           
 

67 “Langen tijd bleven de zonen van den Profeet als lam geslagen bij het zien van zulk een gruwel van 
heiligschennis, welke de voor hen allerheiligste geloofstraditie wegrukte. Daarna volgde een vloed van 
protesten van elke minaret en elke moskee, van Indië tot Egypte en van Marokko tot aan de woestijn van 
het Arabisch Schiereiland.” 
68 “Veranderen, vereenvoudigen, modernizeeren ten koste van alles, ziehier het wachtwoord van het Mo-
hamedaansch protestantisme in Turkije.” 
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erect on the ruins of Islamism a magnificent castle of Christianity.”69 The ‘words of Christ’ cited 

by De Tijd came from Matthew 12:25, where they were used in a completely different context. 

They were in fact part of an elaborate argument by Jesus to counter the accusation of the Phari-

sees that he only drove out demons by the spirit of Beelzebub, the Prince of Demons: “If Satan 

drives out Satan, he is divided against himself. How then can his kingdom stand?” (Matthew 

12:26). In other words, the claim that the ruin of the Muslim world would be a realisation of 

these words of Christ, was rather far-fetched. Nevertheless, it clearly corresponded to the idea 

that the crossroads on which the Islamic world found itself, offered a great opportunity for the 

Catholic Mission. 

 De Tijd was also a staunch supporter of colonialism and the mission civilisatrice. An author 

writing under the pen name ‘Sapiens’ (7 February 1935) published an article on the French colo-

nisation of North Africa, focusing especially on the efforts of Hubert Lyautey. The journalist 

praised the “magnificent colonial work”70 of France and repeatedly compared it to the Roman 

Empire: “In North Africa, Rome has arisen from among the dead, after over a thousand years of 

resting in the grave, may it live for another thousand years – once more Christianised.”71 Howev-

er, he also strongly criticised Lyautey and the French government for their all overly secular ap-

proach, stating that “the unreligious and masonic clique in the ministries and government agen-

cies gladly coquets with Islam but never wants to hear anything about positive Christianity.”72 In 

particular, Sapiens denounced the inauguration of the Grand Mosque of Paris by Lyautey and 

even criticised the use of non-religious music at his funeral. He accused Lyautey of having con-

tributed to the rise of Islamic fanaticism, by being too accommodating to Islam. Sapiens also 

thought that the French government was allowing Morocco a too large degree of self-rule, since 

Moroccans occupied most positions in the local government. Combined with the growth of a 

poor, urban proletariat, this created a fertile ground for ‘demagogues’ to start a revolt against the 

French rule. If France would not drastically change its policy, Sapiens predicted it would lose 

control over North Africa, even if this could take a few dozen years. 

                                                           
 

69 “Waarschijnlijk zijn ze beide het begin van de verwerkelijking van de woorden van Christus: “elk rijk, in 
zich verdeeld, zal uit elkaar vallen”. En hierop wachten wij reeds zo lang – om n.l. op de ruïnen van het 
Islamisme een prachtigen burg van Christendom op te trekken.” 
70 “schitterend koloniaal werk” 
71 “Rome is in Noord-Afrika opgestaan van de dooden, na meer dan 1000 jaar grafrust, moge het - an-
dermaal gekerstend – er nog 1000 jaar leven.” 
72 “de ongeloovige en maçonnieke bende in de ministeries en regeeringsbureaux gaarne met den Islam 
coquetteert maar nooit iets van positief christendom wil hooren.” 
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 Four years later, on 17 April 1939, De Tijd noted that pan-Arab and pan-Muslim ideas had 

gained ground throughout North Africa and the Middle East. It asserted that the houses of influ-

ential religious orders had become “hotbeds of narrow-minded fanaticism and of an inseparable 

aversion to Christianity and Judaism, to Christian and non-Muslim Europeans, the ‘Rumis’. ”73 

The Catholic newspaper considered the pan-Muslim movement as a serious threat for all colonies 

and protectorates around the Mediterranean. However, it also stressed that Muslims were strong-

ly divided, both ethnically and religiously (especially between Sunnis and Shias). For this reason, 

De Tijd concluded that it was unlikely that a powerful, unitary movement would emerge that 

could challenge the colonial powers anytime soon. 

Whereas these different observations led Catholic newspaper De Tijd to fear the outbreak 

of a Muslim revolt, similar observations fed the hope of communist newspaper L’Humanité for a 

revolt of the proletariat. Its journalist Magdeleine Marx (25 January 1922), who was introduced in 

Section 3.6.4, strongly criticised the large gap between the powerful, rich elite and the poor lower 

class in Muslim societies in general, as well as Islam’s role in making people accept this injustice. 

She particularly condemned Quranic law for being oppressive and for being complicit in the per-

sistence of inequality:  

In short, just by the fact that it explains, justifies social inequality, that it accepts the coexist-

ence of the rich and the poor, that it proposes charity as the only palliative, that it perpetu-

ates this injustice by arranging the principle of heritage, that it gives women an absolutely in-

ferior fate, that it sanctifies war by declaring it holy the moment it concerns fighting infidels 

and expanding the Islamic community, it is a commonplace to say that it goes exactly against 

socialism.74 

Marx believed Muslims could therefore benefit considerably from communism. She encouraged 

her fellow French communists to stay in contact with their “comrades of the Orient”75 and help 

them organise their revolutionary struggle. In other words, Marx agreed with the other authors of 

this sub-frame that Islam was on a crossroads, but proposed an alternative path for the future: 

communism. 

                                                           
 

73 “broedplaatsen van bekrompen fanatisme en van een onafscheidelijken afkeer van het Christendom en 
het Jodendom, van Christen en niet-Moslem Europeanen, de “Roemis” ” 
74 “Enfin, par le fait même qu’elle explique, qu’elle justifie l’inégalité sociale, qu’elle admet ici-bas la coexis-
tence des riches et des pauvres, qu’elle propose la charité comme palliatif unique, qu’elle perpétue cette 
injustice en codifiant le principe de l’héritage, qu’elle fait aux femmes un sort absolument inférieur, qu’elle 
consacre la guerre en la déclarant sainte dès l'instant qu’il s’agit de combattre les infidèles et d’agrandir la 
communauté islamique, c’est énoncer un lieu commun que de dire qu’elle va exactement à l’encontre du 
socialisme.” 
75 “camarades d’Orient” 
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3.8.3 Conflict among Muslims 

 

As its name reveals, the second sub-frame of the civilising frame, conflict among Muslims (n=36) 

exclusively dealt with conflict and violence between different groups of Muslims. It often pre-

sented Muslims as being violent and regularly described mosques as centres of resistance or un-

rest. In that sense, this sub-frame was like the interreligious conflict frame (Section 3.6), but it 

dealt with intrareligious instead of interreligious conflict. This sub-frame was also relatively more 

common in the Dutch press than in the French newspapers (14% versus 4% of the civilising 

frame’s articles). 

 Three different types of intrareligious conflicts could be distinguished. First, there were 

conflicts between the different branches of Islam, especially Sunnis and Shias. Algemeen Han-

delsblad (7 July 1939) for example reported about a violent conflict between these two groups in 

the Indian city of Lucknow: “Thursday afternoon adherents of the Mohammedan Shia sect have 

tried to break through a police cordon to attack the adherents of the Sunni sect, who had gath-

ered in a mosque”.76 However, articles about the conflict between Sunnis and Shias were relative-

ly rare. 

 Coverage of the second type of conflict – the struggle between Muslim anti-colonialists 

and those who were loyal to the colonial regime – was more common . La Croix (20 May 1934) 

mentioned a conflict between “traditionalist Muslims” and “tumultuous nationalist elements”77 in 

a mosque in Taza, in Northern Morocco: “At the hour of prayer, when a large number of wor-

shippers had gathered in the mosque, a young nationalist agitator, Brahim Ouazzani, wanted to 

take the floor to pronounce the “khutbah” (a type of sermon) instead of the entitled preacher. 

The traditionalist Muslims who were present did not approve of this initiative.”78 A fight broke 

out between Ouazzani, supported by some friends, and the other people in the mosque. This 

eventually led to the arrest of fifteen people, including Ouazzani. La Croix stressed that he was “a 

notorious anti-French agitator”.79 It is important to note that the French newspaper suggested 

                                                           
 

76 “Donderdagmiddag hebben aanhangers van de Mohammedaansche Sjia-secte gepoogd een politie-
cordon te verbreken en een aanval te doen op aanhangers van de Soenni-secte, welke in een moskee bijeen 
waren.” 
77 “musulmans traditionalistes” & “certains éléments nationalistes turbulents” 
78 “A l’heure de la prière, alors qu’un grand nombre de fidèles se trouvaient réunis à la mosquée, un jeune 
meneur nationaliste, Brahim Ouazzani, ayant voulu prendre la parole pour prononcer le « khotba » (espèce 
de sermon) à la place du prédicateur titulaire, les musulmans traditionalistes présent n’ont pas approuvés 
cette initiative.” 
79 “agitateur antifrançais notoire” 
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that the ‘traditionalist’ Muslims were supportive of the French regime, as they fought the agitator 

and even asked the security forces to intervene. Moreover, these traditionalist Muslims are pre-

sented as the majority of the worshippers: Ouazzani was only supported by ‘some friends’. 

Hence, even though the unrest itself was supposedly bad news for the French colonial regime, 

readers of La Croix were reassured that most Muslims was still loyal. 

 The third type of interreligious conflict was that between ‘orthodox’ Muslims and ‘mod-

ern’ ones, who proposed religious reforms. This type of conflict was mainly found in the context 

of Mustafa Kemal’s reforms in Turkey. For example, several newspapers reported on a fight in a 

mosque in Antioch (Antakya) in Turkey, in which five people were injured. De Telegraaf (24 De-

cember 1934) wrote: “A priest had directed a fierce attack at the modern Turks, who wear hats 

instead of the fez, and whom he accused of being apostates of the Mohammedan faith. His attack 

unleashed such an uproar that soon the mosque had been transformed into a battlefield, where 

the orthodox and moderns fought each other, with the above-mentioned consequence.”80 Thus, 

the two groups of Muslims fighting each other were the ‘orthodox’ on one side and the 

‘moderns’ on the other. Newspapers underlined that Mustafa Kemal’s reforms were not accepted 

easily and that a considerable part of the Muslim population still clung to the old customs and 

traditions. 

 

3.8.4 Missions and conversions 

 

Articles with the Missions and conversions sub-frame (n=29) mostly dealt with the Christian mission 

in parts of the world that were populated by Muslims, but also with conversions to Islam. More 

often than not, these articles offered a negative assessment of Muslims. They frequently defended 

or advocated Western interventions in Muslim affairs and regularly described Muslims as fanati-

cal. The sub-frame was found in 10% of the Dutch and 5% of the French articles with the civilis-

ing frame. It was most common in the Catholic newspapers, especially in La Croix, but to a lesser 

extent also in De Tijd. 

 The overwhelmingly Catholic authors of this sub-frame argued that Muslims had to be 

converted and regretted that the Apostolate had to operate so carefully, especially in North Afri-

                                                           
 

80 “Een priester had een fellen aanval gericht op de moderne Turken, die hoeden dragen in plaats van een 
fez, en die hij er van beschuldigde, afvallig te zijn van het Mohammedaansche geloof. Zijn aanval ontke-
tende zulk een tumult, dat binnen korten tijd de moskee was herschapen in een slagveld, waar orthodoxen 
en modernen elkander te lijf gingen, met bovengemeld gevolg.” 
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ca. Sociologist Joseph Wilbois81 (16 October 1935) stated that ultimately “we are in North Africa 

to civilise”.82 This civilisation, he believed, was in the first place spiritual rather than material. 

Thus, tight cooperation between State and Church was necessary to achieve this goal. René Potti-

er83 (28 August 1937) fully agreed with him. He noted that the French colonial government al-

ready attempted to civilise the desert nomads by encouraging them to become sedentary and by 

gradually breaking down their “primitive beliefs”.84 However, the colonial government failed to 

replace these beliefs with the Catholic religion, both because it lacked the will to prioritise the 

Mission and because the Pères Blancs (White Fathers) were not numerous enough. Pottier thought 

this was very worrisome, as he believed the Catholic religion was a prerequisite for the proper 

development of the indigenous people: 

The emancipation of the indigenous, about which we speak so much, can only be sustainable 

and good within the frame of religion; if the Quran, which contains all laws (religious, moral, 

civil and even hygienic) is taken away from him, he is made into an inferior individual, yearn-

ing for all pleasures, as he no longer has any restraint on his passions. Only the Catholic reli-

gion possesses the wisdom, the slowness and the prudence to lead this emancipation.85  

For this reason, Pottier argued, it was the duty of all Catholics to contribute (financially or other-

wise) to the Catholic mission in North Africa. 

 The Catholic writers of the ‘missions and conversions’ sub-frame thought that the French 

made a bad impression on the Muslims of North Africa by not sufficiently spreading Catholi-

cism; worse, they would often even hide their Catholic identity in order not to offend the Muslim 

population. According to these authors, this policy had the adverse effect: Muslims actually had 

less respect for the French because of their alleged irreligiosity and thought it was scandalous. 

Pottier recalled that an indigenous Algerian who had served in the French army told him: “Here 

                                                           
 

81 Joseph Wilbois (1874–1952), who was educated at the École normale supérieure, published numerous works 
about sociology and colonialism (Kalaora & Savoye, 1985). 
82 “nous sommes en Afrique du Nord pour civiliser” 
83 In the early 1930s, the painter and engraver René Pottier (1897–1968) travelled extensively through 
North Africa with his wife. He later collaborated with the Musée de l’Homme in Paris and published numer-
ous books about North Africa (Ferretti, 2002, p. 14; Valette, 1973, p. 375). 
84 “leur foi primitive” 
85 “L’émancipation de l’indigène, dont on parle tant, ne peut être durable et bonne que dans le cadre de la 
religion ; si on lui enlève son Coran qui renferme toutes les lois ; religieuse, morale, civile et même hygié-
nique, on fait de lui un individu inférieur, avide de toutes jouissances, n’ayant plus de frein à ses passions. 
Seule la religion catholique, pour mener à bien cette émancipation, possède la sagesse, la lenteur et la pru-
dence.” 
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in El Oued, the Jews have two synagogues; we, Muslims, have a number of mosques; and you, 

the French, do not even have a church: that is sad!...”86 

 For the same reason, these articles were outspokenly negative about the construction of 

the mosque in Europe. According to Wilbois, Muslims mistook French tolerance for Islam for 

approval: “In Fez or Tunis, “They have constructed a mosque in Paris” means that Paris previ-

ously only had one church and that the mosque replaces it now; in short, that the cross has been 

deposed in favour of the crescent.”87 He suggested that the construction of the mosque damaged 

the image of Christianity in North Africa and therefore decreased the chance that Muslims would 

convert. Wilbois’ interpretation of how Muslims regarded the construction of a mosque conven-

iently played into the Catholic criticism of the laïque government. Dutch Catholic newspaper De 

Tijd rejected the idea of constructing a mosque in The Hague for similar reasons, arguing that it 

went directly against Christianity:  

To establish a mosque in a Christian country, which sends its missionaries to all parts of the 

world to spread Christianity, would be a slap in the face of our preachers and would to a cer-

tain extent mean the equalisation of Christianity and Mohammedanism, like an abjuration of 

a Willibrord and a Boniface, a dubious relapse in our Christian cultural life.88 

Willibrord and Boniface were the two most famous missionaries who travelled from Britain to 

the Netherlands (then Frisia) in the late seventh and early eighth century to spread Christianity. 

Both are today venerated as Catholic saints. The author mentioned them to support his view that 

the construction of a mosque in Europe was the complete opposite of what was actually desira-

ble: the conversion of Muslims to Christianity. De Tijd (14 June 1929) mostly blamed secular poli-

ticians for the initiative: 

Now it is odd that always people can be found who do not believe in God or religion them-

selves and are blind for the blessings of Christianity over the course of centuries, yet who are 

instantly willing to devote themselves to some exotic religion, Buddhism or Mohammedan-

                                                           
 

86 “Ici, à El Oued, les juifs ont deux synagogues, nous autres, musulmans, avons une quantité de mos-
quées, et vous, Français, vous n’avez même pas d’église, c’est triste !...” 
87 “ « On a bâti une mosquée à Paris » signifie, à Fez ou à Tunis, que Paris n’avait jadis qu’une église et 
qu’aujourd’hui la mosquée la remplace ; bref, que la croix est déchue au profit du croissant. ” 
88 “In een christelijk land, dat naar alle wereldstreken zijn missionarissen uitzendt om het Christendom te 
verkondigen, een moskee oprichten, zou een slag in het gezicht zijn van onze geloofsverkondigers, zou 
eenigermate de gelijkstelling beteekenen van Christendom en Mohammedanisme, ware een verzaking aan 
een Willebrord en een Bonifacius, een bedenkelijke teruggang, in ons christelijk cultuurleven.” 
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ism, no matter how contradictory to the Christian character that has left its mark on our 

country and our people.89 

The Catholic newspaper also stressed that some Muslims (Turks, Egyptians, Persians and Indo-

nesians) had been living in the Netherlands for a long time and never actually asked for the con-

struction of a mosque. Therefore, it predicted that the mosque in The Hague would be no more 

than a curiosity, albeit one that gave a negative signal to Christian missionaries and Muslims alike. 

Yet De Tijd expected that for these reasons the mosque would eventually not be realised. 

 Non-religious newspapers were considerably more critical towards the activities of the 

Christian mission. Algemeen Handelsblad (14 February 1939) for example warned the conservative 

Christian government, which was based on a coalition of Protestant and Catholic parties, not to 

allow the missionaries more freedom. The secular newspaper feared that the government would 

revoke a law that regulated and limited the mission in the Dutch East Indies. This law had been 

contested for decades (Van Zuthem, 2001). It is important to note that the Dutch newspaper 

consistently wrote “zending en missie”: while both words are translated as ‘mission’ in English, 

‘zending’ referred to the Protestant mission and ‘missie’ to the Catholic one. Algemeen Handelsblad 

underlined the importance of prudence regarding religion: 

Especially in the Indies, the old, always-protected freedom of religion has been one of the 

best pillars of the administration. Above all, the non-Christian subjects should not get the 

impression that their freedom is no longer guaranteed. And this impression could arise from 

an imprudent stimulation of the mission. 

Precisely the Dutch tolerance has prevented Islam from organising itself to a strong extent. 

Too much ambition on the part of the mission could have very bad consequences in this re-

gard.90 

More specifically, Algemeen Handelsblad feared that the activities of the mission would create se-

vere unrest between the newly converted Christians and the Muslim population, as well as lower 

the trust of Muslims in Dutch colonial rule. The political consequences of this could be dramatic. 

The newspaper claimed that recently intensified missionary activities had already damaged the 

                                                           
 

89 “Nu is het merkwaardig, dat er altijd personen worden gevonden, die, zelf aan God noch godsdienst 
geloovend en blind voor de zegeningen van het Christendom in den loop der eeuwen, dadelijk bereid zijn 
te ijveren voor den een of anderen exotischen godsdienst, Boeddhisme of Mohammedanisme, hoezeer 
ook in strijd met het christelijk karakter, dat op ons land en ons volk zijn stempel heeft gedrukt.” 
90 “Vooral in Indië is de oude, steeds beschermde vrijheid van godsdienst een der beste pijlers van het 
gezag geweest. De niet-Christelijke onderdanen moeten vooral niet den indruk krijgen, dat hun vrijheid 
niet langer wordt gegarandeerd. En die indruk zou door een onvoorzichtige aanmoediging van zending en 
missie kunnen ontstaan. 
Juist de Nederlandsche tolerantie heeft voorkomen, dat de Islam zich in sterke mate ging organiseeren. Al 
te veel ijver van zending en missie kan op dit gebied zeer verkeerde gevolgen hebben.” 



137 
 

relations with Muslim subjects. Their dissatisfaction with the missionaries had easily prompted 

discontent about the Dutch government. 

 Fortunately for Algemeen Handelsblad and other secularists with similar fears, the conserva-

tive Christian government was divided on the matter. While the orthodox reformed (‘gereformeerd’) 

Anti-Revolutionaire Partij (‘Anti-revolutionary Party’, ARP) and the Rooms-Katholieke Staatspartij 

(‘Roman-Catholic State Party’, RKSP) were in favour of more support for the mission, the Dutch 

reformed (‘hervormd’) and more moderately conservative Christelijk-Historische Unie (‘Christian-

Historical Union’, CHU) shared the concerns of the seculars. In the end article 177 of the ‘Wet op 

de Staatsinrichting van Nederlandsch-Indië’ (‘Law on the Administration of the Dutch Indies’), which 

regulated and limited the mission, was never revoked nor adapted (Van Zuthem, 2001, pp. 237–

52). 

 

3.8.5 Coverage of mosque construction 

 

The previous section (3.8.4) showed that some articles with the missions and conversions sub-

frame offered a very critical perspective on the construction of mosques in Europe. Yet whereas 

the construction of mosques was often a secondary topic in that sub-frame, this were the main 

focus of the coverage of mosque construction sub-frame (n=40). These articles exclusively dealt with 

this topic. The articles in this sub-frame sometimes contained critical notes or positive com-

ments, but for the most part they were relatively neutral, generally reporting the construction of 

mosques without clearly indicating either support or disapproval. In that sense, they were some-

what in between the clear disapproval found in the articles with the previous sub-frame and the 

very positive views found in the ‘support for mosque construction’ sub-frame. A secondary topic 

often found in these articles was the financing of the mosques. This sub-frame was found in 16% 

of the Dutch and 4% of the French articles within the civilising frame. 

 An example of a critical note that did not necessarily mean full disapproval of mosque 

constructions was found in Dutch newspaper De Telegraaf (13 June 1929). This article was pub-

lished one day before the De Tijd article mentioned in the previous section, which had strongly 

rejected the idea of building a mosque in the Netherlands. The politically unaffiliated newspaper 

De Telegraaf did not share the same fundamental objections against mosque construction, but 

questioned the necessity by asking the critical question: where are the Muslims in The Hague? It 

suggested that in fact there would not be enough Muslims to fill a mosque, even if they were 

joined by every other Muslim in the country. De Telegraaf claimed that only a small share of the 
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Indonesians living in The Hague were Muslim. Moreover, out of those who were nominally Mus-

lims, very few were actively practising their religion and would make use of a mosque. Indeed, the 

plans for the mosque in The Hague were eventually put on ice.  

 Ten years later, when new plans were discussed, De Telegraaf (18 October 1939) seemed to 

have become more open to the idea. It mentioned that there were about 300 Muslims living in 

The Hague and that there was also an association of Muslims. According to De Telegraaf, this was 

part of a religious revival among Muslims, one that was increasingly directed at the West. It men-

tioned that mosques already had been established in other world cities like Paris, Berlin and Lon-

don. This seemed to imply that it could make sense for The Hague to follow the example of 

these other world cities, even though De Telegraaf did not really say as much. However, as we will 

see in the next section (3.8.6), the politically unaffiliated newspaper would eventually embrace 

and support the idea of constructing a mosque in The Hague. 

 The socialist newspaper Het Volk (23 August 1927) offered a different kind of critical 

note, which corresponded to its political perspective. The paper criticised the alliance between 

Capital and the Church. It stressed that the affection of Capital was not limited to the Christian 

Church, but also extended to mosques. To illustrate this, it reported on the financing of mosque 

constructions by the Deli Company in the Dutch Indies. The Deli Company was a colonial trade 

company based on Sumatra, where it financed the construction of a minaret and the renovation 

of an old mosque. As befitted a socialist newspaper, Het Volk was deeply cynical about the inten-

tions of the company: “Capital is tolerant and appreciates Church and priests, regardless of 

whether they call themselves Catholic or Mohammedan, pastor or hajji. It is not wrong: the reck-

less Christianization of the heathens on Sumatra would not be beneficial to the dividends of the 

plantation enterprises.”91 In other words, Het Volk implied that the only reason for companies to 

fund the (re-)construction of mosques was commercial interest. 

  

                                                           
 

91 “Het Kapitaal is verdraagzaam en waardeert Kerk en priester, of ze zich roomsch of mohammedaansch, 
pastoor of hadji noemen. Ongelijk heeft het niet: de roekelooze kerstening der heidenen op Sumatra zou 
aan de dividenden der kultuurondernemingen niet bevorderlijk zijn.” 
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3.8.6 Support for mosque construction 

 

As mentioned before, articles with the support for mosque construction sub-frame (n=22) unanimously 

endorsed the practice. They called it a sign of benevolence towards Muslim subjects and citizens. 

They also wrote overwhelmingly positively about Muslims and stated that they were grateful for 

the construction of mosques by Western governments. This sub-frame was found in 6% of the 

French and 4% of the Dutch articles bearing the civilising frame. Yet although this sub-frame 

was relatively rare, the outspokenness of its articles made it very relevant and important for the 

image of mosques. 

 In France, the articles of this frame were all published between 1921 and the inauguration 

of the mosque in 1926. On 4 January 1921, Jean Mélia92 of Le Petit Parisien reported that the 

committee that was responsible for the construction of the mosque, Society of Habous and Holy 

Places of Islam, had asked Algeria, Tunisia and Morocco for 150,000 francs each. The French gov-

ernment had already promised 500,000 francs the year before. The municipality of Paris would 

soon announce the location of the mosque. Jean Mélia was lyrical and praised this “work of 

French propaganda”93 that would increase the respect for France throughout the Muslim world. 

 According to Mélia, it made sense to build a mosque in Paris, since there were already ca-

thedrals, temples and synagogues. Furthermore, Paris was the perfect location for a mosque, he 

argued, because it formed “the heart of the adoptive fatherland, the centre of contemplation and 

culture, where Muslims from all places in Africa and Asia can come for a pilgrimage of civilisa-

tion, towards knowledge of other habits, other customs, other traditions, with the certainty that 

everything in their way of living and thinking that is most dear to them will be respected”94 (Mé-

lia, 4 January 1921). Hence, the mosque would be part of the French mission civilisatrice and con-

tribute to the elevation of Muslims. France was presented as the benevolent adoptive father of its 

colonial children. 

 Mélia believed the mosque would bring the French and the Muslims closer together, 

which would ultimately be for the benefit of both. Besides the mosque, the complex would also 

                                                           
 

92 Jean Mélia (1871–195?) was a writer who had been chief of staff for the Governor-General of Algeria 
(Zytnicki, 2013, p. 102). 
93 “œuvre de propagande française” 
94 “Ce sera, au cœur même de la patrie adoptive, le centre de recueillement et de culture, où de tous les 
points de l’Afrique et de l’Asie, les musulmans pourront venir, en un pèlerinage de civilisation, vers la 
connaissance d’autres mœurs, d’autres coutumes, d’autres traditions, dans la certitude que l’on respectera 
tout ce qui est le plus cher dans leur manière de vivre et de penser.” 
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accommodate the Muslim Institute and a restaurant. The educated children of the Muslims who 

would come to study in France would immediately feel welcome and at home. They would also 

meet and befriend French scholars and would feel the trust of France. Moreover, he even de-

scribed the convergence between “the old Muslim civilisation” and the “current French civilisa-

tion”95 as a historical inevitability:  

In the deeply troubled state of the contemporary world, Islam can only retake its glorious 

march towards progress with the cooperation of France, because it knows that our country 

does not pursue any plan of imperialism whatsoever, nor any dream of universal hegemony, 

in contrast to enemy or rival nations. And in compliance with its secular tradition as the 

faithful friend of the Muslim peoples, from this day on France can only shine far by leaning 

on Islam. The whole history proves this; the whole history […] determines that from now on 

there can only be one shared history for the Islamic race and France, which has by extension 

become a great Muslim nation. 

The construction of a mosque and the establishment of a Muslim institute in Paris have nev-

er been more welcome, more patriotic and more beneficial.96 

There was an interesting paradox in Mélia’s discourse. On the one hand, he underlined that 

France did not strive for imperialism or hegemony, desiring only a very close friendship with 

mutual benefits. On the other hand, he repeatedly implied that France was superior to its ‘Muslim 

friends’, by calling it the ‘adoptive fatherland’ and by stating that the Muslim world needed the 

assistance of France to advance. For this reason, his claim that France had become ‘a great Mus-

lim nation’ seemed to suggest a kind of imperial state rather than a nation in which Muslims were 

fully equal to non-Muslims. 

 The next year (1922) Gaston-Charles Richard97, an experienced editorialist of Le Petit Pa-

risien, published three articles about the construction of the Paris mosque that also fit into this 

sub-frame. He repeated Mélia’s argument that the mosque would help facilitate the arrival of 

Muslims in Paris, who would learn from France and bring their knowledge back home to the 

                                                           
 

95 “l’ancienne civilisation musulmane” & “l’actuelle civilisation française” 
96 “Dans l’état si profondément troublé du monde contemporain, l’Islam ne peut reprendre sa brillante 
marche vers le progrès qu’avec le concours de la France, car il sait qu’au contraire des nations ennemies ou 
rivales, notre pays ne poursuit aucun dessein d’impérialisme, aucun rêve d’hégémonie universelle, et la 
France, suivant sa séculaire tradition d’amie fidèle des peuples musulmans, ne peut désormais rayonner au 
loin qu’en s’appuyant sur l’Islam. Toute l’histoire vécue le prouve ; toute l’histoire, dont l’aube se lève avec 
« notre Algérie, nos pays de protectorat, nos colonies », comme dit M. Millerand, établit que, désormais, il 
ne peut y avoir qu’une même destinée pour la race islamique et pour la France devenue, par son extension, 
grande nation musulmane. 
Jamais construction de mosquée et fondation d’institut musulman à Paris ne furent choses plus oppor-
tunes, plus patriotiques et plus heureuses.” 
97 Gaston-Charles Richard (1875–?) worked at Le Petit Parisien for almost 45 years (Amaury, 1972, p. 1255). 
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Muslim world. He also mentioned that the new mosque would show the gratitude of France to-

wards the Muslim soldiers who had fallen while defending its soil in the Great War. In return, 

Richard claimed that Muslims were all very grateful for the French plans to build a mosque: 

Throughout the Mohammedan world, there has been an explosion of joy and unlimited grat-

itude when they learned […] that the French government provided the Society of Habous and 

Holy Places of Islam with a sum of half a million to share in the costs of the construction of the 

mosque and the institute and that the city of Paris presented Islam the grounds required for 

the construction (26 February 1922).98 

A few days later (2 March 1922), both Richard (on behalf of Le Petit Parisien) and Le Matin report-

ed on the ceremonial inauguration of construction. The event was attended by prominent French 

politicians and generals as well as representatives of Morocco, Algeria, Tunisia, Turkey, Persia, 

Afghanistan, Egypt and India. All speakers praised the “French-Islamic friendship”,99 referring to 

the sacrifice of Muslims in the Great War and the old Franco-Ottoman alliance. They applauded 

the construction of the mosque as a generous gesture towards the “25 million Muslim subjects 

protected by France”100 and called the Muslims their ‘friends’ and ‘brothers’. After that the Mus-

lim dignitaries ceremonially determined the direction of Mecca and recited some suras from the 

Quran.  

 This event was followed by the ground-breaking ceremony half a year later (20 October 

1922), which was again attended by many prominent guests. Again, both Le Petit Parisien’s Gas-

ton-Charles Richard and Le Matin offered similarly positive reports. At the ceremony, Marshal 

Lyautey gave a speech in which he explained his love for Islam and welcomed the increased sym-

pathy for Islam he observed in France. Le Matin (20 October 1922) cited him as follows: “Liberal, 

orderly and diligent France and renewed and rejuvenated Islam seem to me like two forces, two 

great and noble forces, whose union pursues neither violence nor destruction, nor domination 

but just order, respect for their legitimate demands, the entirety of their national territories. The 

tolerance for all beliefs and convictions should be a decisive factor for world peace.”101 Just like 

                                                           
 

98 “Partout, dans le monde mahométan, ce fut une explosion de joie et d’infinie reconnaissance quand on 
apprit – disons en passant que le Petit Parisien fut le premier à l’annoncer – que le gouvernement français 
mettait à la disposition de la Société des Habous des Lieux-Saints de l’Islam une somme d’un démi-million pour 
participation aux frais de la construction de la mosquée et de l’institut, et que la ville de Paris faisait don à 
l’Islam des terrains nécessaires à leur édification.” 
99 “amitié franco-islamique” 
100 “La France protège vingt-cinq millions de sujets musulmans.” 
101 “La France, libérale, ordonnée, laborieuse; l’Islam, renové et rajeuni, m’apparaissent comme deux 
forces, deux grandes et nobles forces, dont l’union ne poursuit ni la violence, ni la destruction, ni la domi-
nation, mais l’ordre, le respect de leurs revendications légitimes, l’intégralité de leurs territoires nationaux. 
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Mélia before, Lyautey stressed that ‘domination’ was not a goal for France. The complementarity 

of France and Islam in his discourse could also be described as a union of rational wisdom 

(France) and youthful vitality (Islam). According to Richard, the Muslim attendants reacted to 

this speech with spontaneous exclamations of ‘Vive la France’ 

 The mosque was finally inaugurated on 15 July 1926, in the presence of the centrist re-

publican President Gaston Doumergue of France and Sultan Youssef of Morocco. The next day, 

Le Matin (16 July 1926) published a report about the event. It noted that the ceremony had drawn 

a massive crowd and cited excerpts from the Sultan’s and the President’s speeches, as well as the 

speech by Si Kaddour Benghabrit, the President of the Society of Habous and Holy Places of Islam. All 

of them praised the symbolic importance of the mosque and its inauguration. According to 

Benghabrit, “It marks that France, loyal to a thoroughly secular policy, confirms in a grandiose 

way its sympathy for the Muslims of any origin, who are for [France] also its friends.”102 The Sul-

tan focused on the historical respect between France and the Muslim world and called the 

mosque “a magnificent symbol of the respect for our beliefs, which our friend France has always 

held in great esteem and for which it has wanted to provide an even more striking proof by help-

ing our brothers to construct a grandiose monument dedicated to our religion, on its own soil.”103 

The President of France used similar words to celebrate the ‘French-Muslim friendship’ and illus-

trated the solidarity between the two groups by referring to their common struggle in the Great 

War. He also stressed that the mosque was a symbol for the great respect France had for religion 

in general: “The French Republic accepts and protects all beliefs: whatever path human beings 

choose towards their goal, this path is holy for us; we respect it and surround those who follow it 

with an equal devotion.”104 This comment is particularly noteworthy in relation to the comments 

made in the Catholic newspaper La Croix (see Section 3.8.4): the Catholics accused the French 

government of showing more sympathy for Islam than for Christianity. Although Doumergue 

strongly emphasised the ‘friendship’ between the French and Muslim ‘civilisations’ in other parts 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
 

La tolérance pour toutes les croyances et toutes les convictions doit être un facteur prépondérant pour la 
paix du monde.” 
102 “Elle marque que la France, fidèle à une politique plusieurs fois séculaire, affirme d’éclatante manière la 
sympathie qu’elle ressent pour les musulmans de toute origine qui sont pour elle également des amis.” 
103 “un symbole magnifique du respect de nos croyances, que la France amie n’a cessé d’observer en terre 
d’Islam et dont elle a voulu donner un témoignage encore plus frappant en aidant nos frères à édifier, sur 
son propre sol, un monument grandiose consacré à notre religion. ” 
104 “La République française admet, protège toutes les croyances: quelle que soit la voie que l’être humain 
se fraye vers son idéal, cette voie nous est sacrée ; nous la respectons et nous entourons ceux qui la suivent 
d’une égale sollicitude.” 
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of his speech, it seemed that he also wanted to carry out the message that the secular French state 

respected religion in general and did not favour one religion over another. 

 Some months after the inauguration of the mosque, Le Petit Parisien (29 September 1926) 

reported that Sultan Youssef of Morocco had sent a letter to his subjects in which he asked the 

Moroccans to be grateful and loyal to France. He described the construction of the mosque in 

Paris as evidence of the friendship between the two countries: “Does such a gesture not consti-

tute a concrete testimony of the rapprochement between the hearts of France and Morocco, and 

of the strong sympathy for the Muslims who respect their religion?”105 Youssef strongly praised 

the welcoming atmosphere and the enthusiastic people he encountered in Paris. 

 In the Netherlands, several articles also discussed the construction of the mosque in Paris, 

using similar perspectives that mostly emphasised support for the mosque. However, initially 

some more critical perspectives were dominant when it came to building a mosque in the Nether-

lands. Yet the opinion on the construction of the Netherlands mosque seemed to shift. This is 

particularly illustrated by the reporting in the popular, politically unaffiliated newspaper De 

Telegraaf. As we have seen in Section 3.8.5, this newspaper was sceptical about the construction of 

a mosque in 1929, as it believed there were not enough Muslims in the Netherlands who would 

use it. In October 1939, this objection had already largely disappeared. Finally, on 5 December 

1939, the Dutch newspaper published a long article in which it openly supported the construc-

tion of a mosque in The Hague and urged the government to do the same. 

 De Telegraaf (5 December 1939) mentioned that mosques had already been built in War-

saw, London, Paris and Berlin. It stressed that, while Poland actually had Muslims living within 

its European borders, the mosques in Paris and London were mostly aimed at the Muslim sub-

jects in overseas territories. Germany did not even have Muslim colonial subjects. For this rea-

son, De Telegraaf argued that it was remarkable that the Netherlands did not have a mosque yet, 

considering the 65 million Muslims living in the Dutch Indies. It acknowledged that the number 

of Muslims actually living in the (European part of the) Netherlands (at around 400, according to 

De Telegraaf) was lower than in England and France. However, the Dutch newspaper still thought 

it was strange these people did not have their own house of prayer, especially considering the 

Dutch reputation in the field of Islamic studies (mostly because of Christiaan Snouck Hurgronje). 

                                                           
 

105 “Un pareil geste ne constitue-t-il pas un témoignage concret de rapprochement du cœur de la France et 
de celui du Maroc, et de sa vive sympathie pour les musulmans observateurs de leur religion?” 
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 De Telegraaf discussed in some detail the plans of the Ahmadiyya movement to build a 

mosque in the Netherlands. This movement was gathering money for the funding of the con-

struction in the British Indies. The Dutch government seemed to be willing to accept this, yet 

was seemingly not prepared to actively participate in the construction. De Telegraaf was critical of 

this, as it argued that the construction of a mosque in the Netherlands should not be left to a 

foreign organisation. Instead, it strongly believed that the Dutch government should play a lead-

ing role in this. According to De Telegraaf, this would be much better for the relations with the 

Muslim subjects overseas: “There is no doubt that a benevolent gesture from the side of the gov-

ernment regarding the construction of a mosque and the establishment of a Muslim environment 

in our country would have a favourable effect on the population in the Indies and the entire Is-

lamic world.”106 The Dutch newspaper encouraged the government to opt for such a “wise and 

visionary policy”.107 

 

3.8.7 Islamic holidays 

 

The Islamic holidays sub-frame (n=83) focused on feasts and celebrations like Eid al-Fitr (the Sugar 

Feast), Eid Al-Adha (the Sacrifice Feast) and Ramadan. Muslim dignitaries often visited mosques 

for the occasion of these celebrations. This sub-frame was somewhat more common in the 

French newspapers (23% of the civilising frame’s articles) than in the Dutch ones (15%). Most of 

these articles were relatively short and merely mentioned some factual information about events 

taking place. Many were also accompanied by photos. In France, the vast majority of the ‘Islamic 

holidays’ articles described festivities taking place in the Grand Mosque of Paris. In fact, all the 

French articles of this sub-frame were published after the completion of the mosque in 1926. In 

the Netherlands, which did not yet have a mosque during this timeframe, the Islamic holidays 

reported in the press were observed in a range of different places, from the Dutch Indies to the 

mosques in Berlin, London and Paris. 

 On 4 April 1927, Louis Léon-Martin of Le Petit Parisien reported on the celebration of Eid 

al-Fitr in the Grand Mosque of Paris. He stated the importance of this celebration was like that 

                                                           
 

106 “Er behoeft niet aan getwijfeld te worden dat een welwillend gebaar van de zijde der regeering ten aan-
zien van den bouw van een moskee en de stichting van een Moslimsch milieu in ons land zijn gunstige 
uitwerking op de bevolking in Indië en op de geheele wereld van den Islam niet zal missen.” 
107 “wijs en vèr ziend beleid” 
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of Easter among Christians. He also wrote that the mosque was inaccessible for non-Muslims 

during the service. For this reason, he had to stay outside, alongside the shoes of the Muslims: 

It is known that Europeans are not allowed inside the mosques during the services. Howev-

er, as the doors had been left open, I could watch from among the slippers and shoes that lit-

tered the square, to see the gathered crowd, on behalf of whom the imam of the Paris 

mosque first said the prayer and which then heard the word of Allah from the mouth of the 

imam of the Egyptian embassy.108 

León-Martin was impressed by the beauty of the mosque. He was surprised to see that most of 

the Muslims wore caps and hats instead of turbans and fezzes. Eid al-Fitr was another occasion 

to underline the close ties between France and the Muslim world. After the religious ceremony, 

the non-Muslims were welcome to participate with the Muslims in a meal. A telegram by Si Kad-

dour Benghabrit, founder of the mosque, was read aloud .He sent his best wishes to “the Mus-

lims of France and all its Muslim brothers, who are delighted that France offers its hospitality to 

the Muslims of the entire world who are united in Paris.”109 Benghabrit emphasised his own im-

portance and magnified his key position between the French state and the Muslims throughout 

the colonial empire. On the one hand he addressed all Muslims on behalf of France, while on the 

other suggesting that he spoke on behalf of these Muslims or at least represented their views. 

These expressions of gratitude remained a recurrent element of later celebrations of Eid al-Fitr. 

This was for example illustrated by an article written by André Ravaut, also on behalf of Le Petit 

Parisien, on 16 December 1936. Again, Si Kaddour Benghabrit praised the welcoming and hospi-

table attitude of France towards Muslims: 

He expressed his satisfaction to see so many Muslims united in an atmosphere of pleasant 

friendliness, so they do not feel isolated in France despite the distance to their native soil. He 

said how happy he was that the free institutions of our democracy allow the celebration of 

Muslim customs and that this great tolerance proves well that France is a country of a hun-

dred million French people.110 

                                                           
 

108 “On sait que les Européens ne sont pas admis à l’intérieur des mosquées pendant les offices. Cepen-
dant, les portes étant restés ouvertes, j’ai pu, parmi les babouches et les souliers qui jonchaient le parvis, 
regarder la foule recueillie, au nom de laquelle l’imam de la mosquée de Paris dit d’abord la prière et qui, 
des lèvres de l’imam de l’ambassade d’Egypte, entendit ensuite la parole d’Allah.” 
109 “aux musulmans de France et à tous les musulmans ses frères, heureux que la France donne ainsi 
l’hospitalité aux musulmans du monde entier réunis à Paris” 
110 “Il exprima sa satisfaction de voir réunis dans une atmosphère de sympathique cordialité tant de mu-
sulmans qui, malgré l’éloignement de la terre natale, ne se sentent pas isolés en France. Il dit combien il 
était heureux que les libres institutions de notre démocratie permettent la célébration des coutumes mu-
sulmanes, et que cette large tolérance prouve bien que la France est un pays de cent million de Français.” 
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It is interesting to see that Benghabrit here no longer described Muslims as ‘friends’ of France, 

but as members of the French nation, which is why he spoke of ‘a hundred million’ French peo-

ple. One of the things that struck journalist Ravaut most was the mix of Muslims of all layers of 

society who had gathered at the mosque: “Great dignitaries and caïds [leaders] stood next to 

manual labourers from the Grenelle neighbourhood or the suburbs and their djellabas and bur-

nous formed a brilliant note among the sombre coats and khaki uniforms.”111 Just like Léon-

Martin before him, Ravaut acknowledged that the majority of the Muslims gathered in the 

mosque were wearing European-style clothing, but he focused his attention on the more tradi-

tional North African garments of the Muslim dignitaries. 

 One of the more extensive and detailed articles of this sub-frame was published by De 

Telegraaf on 18 February 1931. The Dutch newspaper offered a meticulous description of the 

Ramadan celebrations in the Dutch East Indies. It explained the complicated procedure of estab-

lishing the dates of the Ramadan in the Islamic calendar, clarified the rules of the fast, described 

the prayers and illuminated the spiritual significance: “to wipe out as much as possible all the evil 

of the previous year, to do penance for the many shortcomings committed in the past.”112 How-

ever, De Telegraaf also mentioned that in practice many Indonesian Muslims did not follow all 

religious rules with the same rigidity. It noted some regional differences: Muslims in West Suma-

tra, Aceh and the Sunda Islands followed the instructions for Ramadan more strictly than those 

in other parts of the Dutch East Indies. Moreover, De Telegraaf stated that Europeans in Aceh had 

to be even more cautious than useful, because of the ‘fanatical population’: “If attacks on Euro-

peans are carried out there by those who are weary of life or by stirred-up fanatics, these usually 

happen during this month.”113 

  

                                                           
 

111 “Grands dignitaires et caïds, de passage à Paris, y côtoyaient manœuvres du quartier de Grenelle et de la 
banlieue, et leurs djellabas et burnous jetaient une note éclatante parmi les vestons sombres ou les uni-
formes kaki.” 
112 “al het booze uit het afgeloopen jaar zooveel mogelijk uit te wisschen, boete te doen voor de vele te-
kortkomingen in het verleden bedreven” 
113 “Als daar aanslagen plaats vinden op Europeanen door levensmoeden of door fanatieke opgezweepten, 
in de hoop op een zalig hiernamaals, gebeuren die gewoonlijk in deze maand.” 
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3.8.8 Muslim dignitaries visiting a mosque 

 

The last two sub-frames both dealt with prominent people visiting mosques. The first one fo-

cused on Muslim dignitaries visiting a mosque (n=109), while the second concentrated on non-Muslim 

dignitaries (Section 3.8.9). The inauguration of mosques was also an important topic in these arti-

cles, as inaugurations were often the occasion for Muslim dignitaries to visit European mosques. 

They regularly described Muslims as loyal and grateful. This was the biggest sub-frame of the 

West’s civilising influence frame in the French press (33%). The mosque visits in question nearly 

always took place at the Grand Mosque in Paris, mostly after its completion but also occasionally 

during its construction. In the Netherlands, this was only the fifth sub-frame (13%). 

 The French articles about Muslim dignitaries visiting the Grand Mosque of Paris often 

had a largely self-congratulatory character. The prominent Muslims in question usually praised 

France and its colonial policy. As we have already seen in Section 3.8.6, Sultan Youssef of Mo-

rocco for example strongly praised France at the inauguration of the Grand Mosque of Paris in 

July 1926. Another such occasion was the inauguration of the conference room of the mosque by 

the Bey of Tunis, Muhammad VI al-Habib, a month later. This event was already briefly men-

tioned in Section 3.6.6, to illustrate the sharply mocking and anti-colonial comments of 

L’Humanité. However, other newspapers took the event very seriously and focused on the pro-

French attitude of the Bey of Tunis. Le Petit Parisien (13 August 1926) cited from the Bey’s 

speech, which was read aloud by the Prime Minister of Tunisia in the Grand Mosque of Paris: 

“The establishment of this admirable monument in the very heart of Paris is a new proof of the 

high dedication of France for Islam.”114 In particular, he underlined the significance of the 

mosque and the Muslim Institute as a centre of science and education, stressing the importance 

of the Quran as a guide for human beings. In other words, the conference room he inaugurated 

contributed to one of the crucial functions of a mosque: its educational tasks. Si Kaddour 

Benghabrit, President of the Society of Habous and Holy Places of Islam, also stressed the educational 

function of the mosque and the Muslim Institute three years later, when he gave a speech in the 

same conference room. Le Petit Parisien (4 April 1929) reported that he announced French cours-

es for ‘illiterate Muslims’ and Arab courses for French people who were interested in travelling to 

Muslim countries and communicating with the indigenous people in their own language. These 

courses would make the mosque and the Muslim Institute “a true intellectual centre where the 

                                                           
 

114 “La création de ce monument admirable au cœur même de Paris est une nouvelle preuve de la haute 
sollicitude de la France pour l’Islam.” 
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Orient and the Occident can get to know each other more, understand each other better and find 

new reasons to love each other, under the tutelage of France.”115 

 Over the years, many Muslim dignitaries visited the Mosque of Paris to pledge fealty to 

the French Republic. In 1939, as the fear that France would be drawn into a new World War 

became more tangible, these expressions of loyalty by North African leaders gradually included a 

more combative and militant discourse: they underlined that Muslims would be prepared to repay 

France’s benevolence by defending its territory. On 9 March 1939, both Le Petit Parisien and Le 

Matin reported on the Sheik al Arab Si Bouaziz ben Gana’s visit to the Paris Mosque. The Sheik 

al Arab was a traditional leader of an area in East Algeria, around the city of Biskra. As Le Matin 

and Le Petit Parisien noted, he was fiercely loyal to France. In his speech at the mosque, the sheik 

stressed that “in these troubled times”116 it was a relief for Muslims to be attached to France, 

which respected their customs, traditions and religion, allowing them to live in freedom. There-

fore, he stated, they were glad to live and die under the banner of France. The Sheik al Arab end-

ed his discourse by praying for “the eternal glory and triumph of our beloved mother, France”.117 

 On 23 May 1939, Yves Dautun118 of Le Petit Parisien reported on the visit of another Alge-

rian dignitary to Paris and its mosque. Tidjani Sidi Ben Amor was a descendent of Ahmad al-

Tijani from Algeria, who had founded the Tijaniyyah sufi order, which had significant support in 

the Maghreb and French West Africa. Dautun called him “one of the most powerful religious 

leaders of Islam”.119 This seemed to be slightly exaggerated, especially because Ben Amor was not 

even undisputed as the leader of the Tijaniyyah order at that time. 

 The leaders of the Tijaniyyah order had been supportive of the French administration 

since the 1870s. Because of the cooperation of the Algerian Tijaniyyah with the colonial authori-

ties, France encouraged this branch of the order to expand its influence over West Africa. Upon 

the death of the previous leader of the order in 1934, a conflict broke out over his succession. 

Both the Algerian Si Ben Amor and his Moroccan rival Si Tayyib sought the support of the 

French colonial administration, which was itself internally divided over the question. The conflict 

between Si Ben Amor and Si Tayyib continued until the 1950s. Initially, Ben Amor’s candidature 

                                                           
 

115 “un véritable centre intellectuel où pourront se connaître davantage, se comprendre mieux et trouver 
de nouvelles raisons de s’aimer l’Orient et l’Occident, sous l’égide de la France.” 
116 “dans ces temps troublés” 
117 “la gloire et le triomphe éternel de notre mère bien-aimée, la France” 
118 See Appendix I: Author biographies. 
119 “un des plus puissants chefs religieux de l’Islam” 
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was hindered by the fact that the French governor of Algeria had penalised him in 1928 for the 

serious maltreatment of ‘three negro women’. However, Si Ben Amor gradually distinguished 

himself more and more from Si Tayyib with his emphatically pro-French speeches, which would 

contribute to his final victory in the early 1950s. France promoted his trips to French West Afri-

ca, where he propagated unconditional loyalty to France (Diallo, 2008; Soares, 2005, p. 115). 

 The outspoken pro-French discourse was already evident in Dautun’s article from 1939. 

Dautun noted his enthusiasm about the mosque in Paris: “The building has amazed him, but he 

was especially touched by the motherly idea of France when it constructed this mosque.”120 

Moreover, Ben Amor gave an exclusive declaration to Le Petit Parisien, in which he again praised 

France. 

What I can and have to say to our brothers is that the sons of Islam that live under the folds 

of the tricolour flag have found in France a cautious mother, who is above all concerned to 

respect their customs and beliefs and to guarantee the full development of their emotional 

and mental capacities in a climate of brotherly freedom that makes our French fatherland the 

real spiritual protector of Islam. 

At this moment, when the freedom of the peoples finds itself threatened by evil forces in so 

many parts of the world, we, French Muslims, are pleased to solemnly declare that if the in-

dependence of France is at stake, all sons of Islam that live under its banner will rise like one 

man to defend it in the name of the great principles of freedom and civilisation that in the 

past have secured the appeal of immortal France.121 

These arguments contained many of the elements we have seen before, including four very im-

portant ones. First of all, Ben Amor’s focus on the loyalty and gratitude of Muslims was a typical 

characteristic of this sub-frame. He phrased exactly what the French wanted to hear, namely that 

Muslims supported their rule of North and West Africa. Second, he compared the attitude of 

France towards Muslims with that of a ‘mother’, while he also complimented the ‘brotherly free-

dom’. Just like the family metaphors we have seen before, for example in Section 3.8.6, this re-

flected an ambiguous interpretation of France’s role in the Muslim world: the ‘brother’ meta-

                                                           
 

120 “La construction l’a émerveillé, mais il a surtout été touché par l’idée maternelle de la France lorsqu’elle 
fit construire cette mosquée.” 
121 “Ce que je peux et dois dire à nos frères, c’est que les fils de l’Islam qui vivent sous les plis du drapeau 
tricolore, ont trouvé dans la France une mère vigilante, soucieuse avant toutes choses de respecter leurs 
coutumes et leurs croyances, et d’assurer le plein épanouissement de leurs qualités de cœur et d’esprit dans 
un climat de liberté fraternelle qui fait de notre patrie française la vraie protectrice spirituelle de l’Islam. 
Au moment où, dans tant de contrées du monde, la liberté des peuples se trouve menacée par les forces 
mauvaises, il nous est doux, à nous musulmans français, de déclarer solennellement que si l’indépendance 
de la France se trouve en danger, tous les fils de l’Islam qui vivent sous son drapeau se lèveront comme un 
seul homme pour la défendre au nom des grands principes de liberté et de civilisation qui ont assuré dans 
le passé le rayonnement de la France immortelle.” 
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phors suggested complete equality, while the ‘mother’ metaphor suggested that France was more 

advanced and developed. This was closely linked to the third important element of Ben Amor’s 

discourse: he supported the mission civilisatrice. As a ‘mother’, France educated its children and 

contributed to their development. Fourth, despite this superiority, France respected the faith of 

the Muslims, which Ben Amor also appreciated. 

 Finally, a particularity of this citation in comparison to earlier ones is that Ben Amor fore-

shadowed the outbreak of the Second World War. The declaration that Muslims would be pre-

pared to fight for France and defend its values against evil forces should be seen in the context of 

the increasing tensions. The article was published on 23 May 1939, when the main headlines at Le 

Petit Parisien’s front-page reported the signing of the military and political pact between Germany 

and Italy. This message came less than two months after the full annexation of Czechoslovakia by 

Germany, the Italian conquest of Albania and the Franco-British declaration that they would 

protect the Polish independence in the case of a German invasion. In other words, Ben Amor’s 

words were more than just a passionate declaration of loyalty in peacetime: they were a welcome 

promise of support in the face of very real and tangible fears of war. 

 

3.8.9 Non-Muslim dignitaries visiting a mosque 

 

Finally, we look at the non-Muslim equivalent of the previous sub-frame, Non-Muslim dignitaries 

visiting a mosque (n=42). Half of these articles (which was more than any other sub-frame) stressed 

that Muslims subjects and citizens were loyal to their European state. This sub-frame was slightly 

more common in France than in the Netherlands (12% versus 7% of the civilising frame’s arti-

cles). Section 3.8.8 showed that regarding Muslim dignitaries, the French press almost exclusively 

focused on visits to the Paris Mosque. In the case of non-Muslims, this was different: many arti-

cles reported on mosque visits by European leaders in overseas territories, for example during 

their visits to North Africa. 

 While the articles about Muslim dignitaries visiting mosques usually included expressions 

of pro-coloniser sentiments by these Muslim leaders, the articles about non-Muslims typically 

contained some pro-Muslim comments from the side of the European leaders. On 16 October 

1930 for example, Jean Rogier of Le Petit Parisien reported on a visit to Morocco by President 

Gaston Doumergue of the French Republic. The French president strongly underlined the re-

spect and sympathy of the French for the Muslims: “These words express the sentiments of all 

people in France and I can assure the Moroccan people, just like all Muslims who live under the 
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folds of our banner, that these sentiments will always inspire the [French] policy and behaviour 

regarding them, whatever government is in power.”122 

 The non-Muslim dignitaries in this sub-frame were not always necessarily French or 

Dutch. The press in both countries also paid considerable attention to Mussolini’s state visit to 

Libya in March 1937. Both De Telegraaf and Algemeen Handelsblad published reports that came 

from Agenzia Stefani. This Italian press agency was aligned with Mussolini’s fascist regime: it was 

led by a friend of Mussolini and had become the only authorised press agency in Italy under the 

fascist regime. Its reports were thus strongly influenced by censorship and fascist propaganda 

(Forno, 2012, pp. 99–101). Therefore, it is no wonder that the articles in the popular Dutch 

newspapers were remarkably positive about Mussolini. In every mosque he visited, the qadis (Is-

lamic judges) expressed their warmest sympathy and gratitude to Il Duce. In the mosque of Derna 

(East Libya), the qadi said that “400 million Mohammedans would not remain indifferent to the 

special care that Mussolini had devoted to Islam” (Algemeen Handelsblad, 13 March 1937).123 The 

French Catholic newspaper La Croix (14 March 1937), which based itself on the reports of Egyp-

tian journalists, cited the same speech. The gratitude of the Muslims would also be expressed in 

material and military support, as they had already proven shortly before in Ethiopia. Mussolini 

was honoured in the mosque of every town and village he visited, including Benghazi (Algemeen 

Handelsblad, 15 March 1937; De Telegraaf, 16 March 1937). The qadi of the Gurgi Mosque in Trip-

oli also strongly praised Mussolini and Italy for their generosity: 

Through this visit to our temples […] you have desired to give us another sublime proof of 

the respect you have for Islam and Mohammedans. I make use of your presence in our coun-

try to express our deep appreciation for all acts of benevolence that our countries have re-

ceived from the side of fascism, of which you are the leader. Therefore, we are happy to live 

in the shadow of the glorious tricolour of the exalted fascist regime. We will never forget 

what you have done to the credit of Islam and with which you have gained the sympathy of 

400 million Mohammedans (De Telegraaf, 19 March 1937).124 

                                                           
 

122 “Ces paroles expriment les sentiments de tout le people de France et je peux donner l’assurance au 
peuple marocain, comme à tous les musulmans qui vivent sous les plis de notre drapeau, que, quel que soit 
le gouvernement au pouvoir, ces sentiments inspireront toujours sa politique et sa conduite à leur regard.” 
123 “400 millioen mohammedanen niet ongevoelig zouden blijven voor de bijzondere zorgen, die Mussoli-
ni aan den Islam wijdde” 
124 “Door dit bezoek aan onze tempels […] hebt ge ons opnieuw een verheven bewijs willen geven van 
den eerbied, dien gij hebt voor den Islam en de Mohammedanen. Ik maak gebruik van uw aanwezigheid 
ten onzent om onze diepe erkentelijkheid te betuigen voor alle weldaden, die onze landen ontvangen heb-
ben van de zijde van het fascisme, waarvan gij de leider zijt. Daarom zijn wij gelukkig te leven in de scha-
duw van de glorieuze driekleur van het verheven fascistische regime. Wij zullen nimmer vergeten wat gij 
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It is important to note here that for the second time, a Muslim leader thanked Mussolini on be-

half of 400 million Muslims rather than just those living in Libya or the Italian territories. Catho-

lic newspaper De Tijd (16 March 1937) seemed to be alarmed by these reports that Mussolini em-

phatically flirted with Islam and seemingly received support from the Muslims. Although De Tijd 

also depended on the reports of the Italian press agency Stefani, it was more critical in its inter-

pretation of this information: 

It is evident that this visit has a political character. Apparently he now also tries to generate 

more sympathy for Italy among the Mohammedans, including those who do not live in the 

Italian colonial area. Stefani reports that in every city and village where Mussolini’s caravan 

halts, the inspection of the mosque forms an important element of the visit and the duce re-

ceives tributes from the Arab religious leaders. Everywhere these leaders have read declara-

tions of honour, in which they praise the policy of Italy towards the Mohammedans and ex-

press the gratitude of all Mohammedans, including those who do not belong to the subjects 

of the Italian colonial empire. 

In many cases, Il Duce leaves personal gifts for the mosque. Moreover, it is remarkable that 

the nine Egyptian Mohammedan journalists, who also accompany the duce on his inspection 

tour, are treated with a special preference. The behaviour of the duce towards the Moham-

medans is even more peculiar if one realises that exactly France and England experience 

many troubles from the side of the Arabs lately, namely in Syria, Palestine and Egypt.125 

The qualifications of Mussolini’s actions as ‘remarkable’ and ‘peculiar’ reflect a certain disapprov-

al. De Tijd suggested a link between Mussolini’s excessive coquetry with Islam and the increased 

unrest in the British and French territories in the Middle East. The Catholic newspaper seemed to 

find this development worrisome, as it strongly emphasised (through repetition) that Mussolini’s 

propaganda did not just aim at the Muslims in his own empire, but also those in other places. 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
 

ten gunste van den Islam gedaan hebt en waarmede gij de sympathie hebt verworven van 400 millloen 
Mohammedanen.” 
125 “Dat dit bezoek een politiek karakter heeft, is evident: blijkbaar tracht hij nu onder de Mohammeda-
nen, ook onder hen, die niet in het Italiaansche koloniale gebied wonen, meer sympathie voor Italië te 
wekken. In elke stad en in elk dorp, waar Mussolini’s karavaan stilhoudt, aldus meldt Stefani, vormt het 
bezichtigen van de moskee een belangrijk onderdeel van het bezoek en neemt de duce van de Arabische 
religieuze leiders eerbetuigingen in ontvangst. Deze leiders hebben overal verklaringen van hulde voorge-
lezen, waarin zij de politiek van Italië ten opzichte van de Mohammedanen prijzen en uitdrukking geven 
aan de dankbaarheid van alle Mohammedanen, ook van hen, die niet tot de onderdanen van het Italiaan-
sche koloniale rijk behooren.  
In vele gevallen laat de duce persoonlijke geschenken achter voor de moskee. Het is voorts opvallend, dat 
de negen Egyptische Mohammedaansche journalisten, die den duce eveneens op zijn inspectietocht verge-
zellen, met bijzondere voorkeur behandeld worden. De handelwijze van den duce ten opzichte van de 
Mohammedanen is te merkwaardiger, wanneer men bedenkt, dat juist Frankrijk en Engeland in den laat-
stens tijd vele moeilijkheden van de zijde der Arabieren ondervinden, n.l. in Syrië, Palestina en Egypte.” 
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 In contrast to these Dutch newspapers, Le Matin had its own grand reporter who fol-

lowed Mussolini through Libya: Léo Gerville-Réache (16 March 1937). However, he was hardly 

more critical about Mussolini’s ‘victory march’: he even noted that the enthusiasm of the Libyan 

population about Il Duce’s visit was so great, that Mussolini himself was moved. Gerville-Réache 

also reported that the Italian leader, who visited the mosque of Apollonia (Susa), thanked particu-

larly the Muslims for their loyalty and stated that fascist Italy would never forget their support in 

the Second Italo-Ethiopian War. 

 After having based its earlier articles on the Italian press agency Stefani, De Telegraaf (23 

March 1937) eventually also published a report written by their own ‘special reporter’ who trav-

elled to Tripoli. This reporter compared Mussolini’s triumphal processions to those of the Ro-

mans and referred to him as ‘Mussolini Africanus’, referencing the Roman general Scipio Afri-

canus who defeated Hannibal. He noticed the constant mutual expressions of affection between 

Mussolini and the Muslims: “One could say: every day Il Duce says Allah, Allah, and in every city 

where he says that, the Muslims sing: Duce, Duce, Duce.”126 

The reporter of De Telegraaf also reflected on the question whether the cheering crowds 

along the Libyan streets were orchestrated by the Italian regime, or whether they were really en-

thusiastic about the visit of the fascist leader. He concluded that the latter was probably true. The 

new regime had improved the infrastructure, constructed hospitals, houses and wells. Moreover, 

most of the mosques Mussolini visited on his voyage had also been built by the Italian govern-

ment. Therefore, the reporter suggested, the gratitude of the Libyan population was probably 

sincere. Thus, even the travelling reporters of De Telegraaf and Le Matin hardly deviated from the 

propaganda that was published by the Italian press agency Stefani. They confirmed and repro-

duced the same narrative of Libyan Muslims who were grateful for the Italian colonisation of 

their country and who enthusiastically welcomed Mussolini. 

  

                                                           
 

126 “Men zou kunnen zeggen: de Duce zegt iederen dag Allah, Allah, en de Muzelmannen zingen, in alle 
dorpen en steden waar hij het zegt: Duce, Duce, Duce.” 
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3.9 Conclusion 

 

In this chapter, I have explored the different frames and sub-frames that could be found in 

French and Dutch newspaper articles about mosques (Figure 3.21). I have identified three main 

frames. The first, interreligious conflict, presented mosques as the focal point of conflict and violence 

between Muslims and non-Muslims. The conflicts in which mosques were emphasised most of-

ten were those between Hindus and Muslims in British India and those between Jews and Mus-

lims in the British Mandate of Palestine. The second one, tourism and sightseeing, responded to the 

widespread fascination and curiosity for the Orient and largely focused on the timelessly exotic 

and mysterious character of mosques. Travel reports mostly described mosques in (French) 

North Africa and the Middle East (especially Turkey, Egypt and Palestine). The third frame, the 

West’s civilising influence, discussed mosques in the context of profound societal change and report-

ed on attempts by colonial powers to put mosques at the service of their colonial policy. Articles 

about the French and Dutch colonies overwhelmingly applied this last frame. 

Looking across these frames, it is striking to see the extent to which Islam-critical and very 

favourable articles about Muslims coexisted in the same mainstream newspapers. To start with 

the latter, mosques constructed in Europe were often described in very positive terms. This was 

particularly the case in articles about the Grand Mosque of Paris. These emphasised the positive 

elements of Islam, praised the loyalty and gratitude of Muslims and celebrated the close ties and 

even friendship between France and the Muslim world. Dutch newspapers largely shared the 

enthusiasm of their French counterparts as far as it concerned the mosque in Paris. However, 

they were generally more reluctant to support the establishment of a mosque in the Netherlands, 

partially because of religious objections and partially because there was doubt about the necessity 

due to relatively low numbers of Muslim immigrants. Yet this reluctance faded in the late 1930s, 

as Dutch journalists increasingly felt that the Netherlands should no longer delay as the other 

colonial powers had already constructed mosques in their capitals. In other words, mosques in 

Europe were lauded and praised because they were seen as trophies of imperialism. This particu-

lar perspective was not just found in articles about mosque construction (‘support for mosque 

construction’ sub-frame), but also in the sub-frames about the visits of dignitaries to mosques 

and the celebration of Islamic holidays in the European mosques. While this ‘trophy’ perspective 

was most dominant in articles about mosques in Europe, it could also be found in some articles 

about state visits of European leaders to their colonies in North Africa. 
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Figure 3.21: Frames and sub-frames of the articles about mosques 

 

Yet while these articles that presented mosques as trophies of imperialism offered strongly posi-

tive views on Muslims and Islam, others were much more critical: they presented mosques as 

places that posed a threat to peace and security. This view was found mostly within the interreli-

gious conflict frame. During the interwar years, reformist Muslim movements gradually spread 

throughout the Muslim world, challenging traditional forms of worship and strongly attacking the 

religious establishment (ulama and marabouts), which had collaborated with and even supported 

the colonial regimes. The mainstream newspapers became increasingly wary of reformist and 

(Pan-) Islamist movements and their (alleged) links to nationalism, as well as their suspected role 

in causing unrest and uproar among Muslims in the colonies. Some other articles stressed the 

dangers of communist, fascist and Nazi propaganda on the Muslim colonial subjects. Yet the idea 

that the mosque was a centre of unrest and violence, was not new and neither was it limited to 
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(direct) anti-colonial resistance. Numerous articles described the violence in and around mosques 

between Muslims and adherents of other religions, mostly in the context of Palestine (Muslims 

versus Jews) and the British Indies (Muslims versus Hindus). The fact that the vast majority of 

these reports on violent Muslims in and around the mosques concentrated on the British colonial 

empire was highly convenient, especially for the French press. It supported the idea that the Brits 

were less competent in governing the religious factions in their empire, which was a popular view 

in France as a part of its ongoing imperial rivalry with Britain. 

While it may seem contradictory that the mainstream press simultaneously described 

mosques as a threat and as a trophy of imperialism, these two argumentative constructions were 

in fact highly compatible or even complementary. In fact, both were strongly supportive of impe-

rialism in general and the mission civilisatrice in specific. One of the key arguments for the construc-

tion of mosques in Europe is that they would facilitate the arrival of more Muslim students from 

the colonies, whose education would contribute to the elevation and progress of their homeland, 

as well as guarantee their support of the colonial regime. An important benefit of highlighting the 

threats of Muslim reformist movements and Pan-Islamism, is that it supported the view that 

Muslims were not ready yet to govern their own countries. As long as they clung to the ‘back-

ward’ idea that religious principles and prescriptions should be the foundations on which to build 

society, the mission civilisatrice had obviously not been completed yet. In France, this was expressed 

in a particularly striking way through the use of the ‘mother-child’ metaphor: The usage of this 

mother-child metaphor, or mère patrie has also been noted by Clancy-Smith (2006, p. 28). France 

was presented as the mother of its colonial, Muslim children. These children would be educated 

to the point of eventually being able to take care of themselves, but would have to stay under 

French guardianship for the foreseeable future. In their position as ‘children’ of Mother France, 

Muslims could at once be described in affectionate, loving terms and in words that underlined 

their immaturity. 

A third perspective frequently found in the mainstream press was that of mosques as the 

focal points of religious developments within Islam. This perspective, which mostly correspond-

ed to the ‘Islam at a crossroads’ and ‘Conflict among Muslims’ sub-frames, was especially found 

in the context of Turkey and to a much lesser extent in some other countries, like Egypt. Mustafa 

Kemal’s series of religious reforms astonished European observers. The abolition of the Cali-

phate received considerable attention and led to speculations about the future hierarchy of Islam. 

It was also stressed that these reforms were not welcomed by all Muslims and occasionally met 

fierce resistance. Contrary to the two before-mentioned perspectives, this one did not always fit 
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well into the imperialist discourse of the mission civilisatrice. The fact that the leader of an inde-

pendent Muslim country could carry out secularisation and modernisation reforms without the 

tutelage of a European country contradicted the assumption that Muslims were unable to develop 

on their own. Some observers tried to underplay the importance of the reforms, either by under-

lining that Kemal was a dictator or by highlighting the resistance against his policy. However, 

astonishment and admiration were the more common reactions to the religious reforms in Tur-

key. 

The fourth commonly found perspective in the mainstream newspapers was that of 

mosques as attractions: this corresponded to the tourism and sightseeing frame. Mosques were 

seen as an exotic curiosity and as such figured prominently in the numerous travel reports from 

North Africa, Turkey and the Middle East and sometimes also in articles about the Balkans. 

Some of these articles described mosques in considerable detail, while others focused on their 

inaccessibility for non-Muslims. This perspective was closest to the classically orientalist view on 

Islam: it demonstrated the fascination with the ‘otherness’ of the exotic East. 

 While these four perspectives summarise the views commonly found in the mainstream 

press, some different views were found in certain newspapers with outspoken political orienta-

tions. For example, the Catholic newspapers in both France and the Netherlands were much 

more critical of Muslims than the secular press. These newspapers strongly rejected the construc-

tion of mosques in Europe, as they believed it went against the Christian nature of Europe. The 

Catholics were critical of any state initiative that allegedly favoured Islam over Christianity, espe-

cially in the context of France’s anticlerical policy record. Moreover, the Catholic press thought 

that the construction of mosques in Europe would undermine the efforts of the Catholic mis-

sion. The Catholic newspapers were strongly supportive of missionary activities and believed that 

European countries had the duty to spread the Christian religion in their colonies, as part of their 

civilising mission. In particular, the fall of the Caliphate gave some rise to the hope of bringing an 

end to Islam altogether, as some suggested that dissension among Muslims opened the door to 

conversions to Christianity. These Catholic views were mostly found in the sub-frames ‘Missions 

and conversions’ and ‘Islam at a crossroads’. 

 Finally, the communist newspaper in the corpus, L’Humanité, was the only one to offer a 

distinctively anti-colonial perspective. Regarding mosques, the communist point of view had two 

remarkable particularities. On the one hand, it rejected the construction of a mosque in Paris for 

the same reason as why many mainstream commentators supported it: it was seen as a trophy of 

imperialism. The communists thought that the mosque contributed to the exploitation and op-
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pression of Muslims in the colonies, as well as the surveillance of Muslim immigrants in the 

French capital. Since they saw imperialism as their common enemy and presented themselves as 

the defenders and advocates of the oppressed underclass, the communists sympathised with the 

poor Muslim immigrants. On the other hand, in the long-term communist ideology there was a 

certain tension between this solidarity with Muslims and the communist criticism of religion in 

general. Whereas expressions of sympathy for Muslims were dominant in L’Humanité, the com-

munist newspaper occasionally also criticised the allegedly oppressive character of the Islamic 

religion towards its own adherents. 
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Image 3.1: Photo’s of the Paris Mosque in Le Petit Parisien (16 July 1926, p. 1) and Algemeen Handelsblad 
(18 April 1932, p. 4) 
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4. The Pilgrimage to Mecca 

 

4.1 Background: The pilgrimage in the interwar period 

4.1.1 Introduction 

 

Never in my life will I forget the sight of that procession from my high seat! 

Countless camels, plodding one by one behind each other; on top all kinds of litters, in 

which there are people in white clothing and from which all sorts of coloured cloths and 

carpets, often also black pajons (parasols), stick out. In between, large groups of pilgrims 

who are apparently too poor to arrange a mount go on foot; some also ride mules, adorned 

with tassels and tinkling bells; next to them the drivers with their picturesque attire, constant-

ly urging their animals to keep walking […]. 

The mass of pilgrims was in a religious mood: sacred songs resounded on the plains and the 

same exclamation was heard repeatedly: “Labbaik, labbaik… Allahumma!” (At Your service, 

at Your service, o God!)127 (Dahlan Abdoellah, 29 October 1920) 

It had been a long journey. The young Indonesian teacher Bagindo Dahlan Abdoellah, who re-

ported about his pilgrimage in De Telegraaf, had travelled from Rotterdam to Port Said (Egypt) on 

a Dutch cargo ship and then transferred to an Egyptian pilgrim ship that brought him to the port 

city of Jeddah, in the Hejaz region of the Arabian peninsula (see Image 4.1). After having visited 

the mythical Tomb of Eve there, he put on the mandatory white ihram garments and continued to 

Mecca on the back of a camel. During this final, uncomfortable part of the journey, the camels 

trudged 50 kilometres in two days, without even stopping for the night. Eventually the camel 

caravan reached the holy city of Mecca in the early morning: “And then something happened that 

is unique in the annals of the Hejaz…… that an arriving pilgrim shouted from his camel litter to 

a pedestrian in the streets of Mecca: “Good Morning!”…… and that two Mohammedans in the 

                                                           
 

127 “Het gezicht van dien stoet van af mijn hoogen zetel zal ik mijn leven lang niet vergeten! 
Ontelbare kameelen, een voor een achter elkander golvende; daar bovenop allerlei soorten draagstoelen, 
waarin menschen in witte kleeding en waaruit allerlei gekleurde doeken en kleeden, dikwijls ook zwarte 
pajongs (zonneschermen), uitsteken. Daartusschen groote groepen pelgrims te voet, blijkbaar te arm om 
zich van een rijdier te kunnen bedienen; ook verschillende op muilezels, voorzien van franjes en rinkelen-
de belletjes; daarnaast de drijvers in hunne schilderachtige uitrusting, telkens hunne dieren aansporende 
om door te lopen. […] 
De massa pelgrims verkeerde in een godsdienstige stemming; gewijde gezangen klonken over de vlakte en 
herhaaldelijk weerklonk de uitroep: “Labbaik, labbaik… Allahoema” (in Uw dienst, in Uw dienst, o 
God!).” 
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Holy City introduced themselves and cordially greeted each other…… in the Dutch language!”128 

(Dahlan Abdoellah, 2 November 1920).  

Dahlan Abdoellah was welcomed by an Indonesian doctor who was residing in Mecca and 

who had been informed about his upcoming arrival by mail. In the ensuing days, he explored the 

city and followed all rituals that are required to complete the Hajj. Among other things, he drank 

the holy water at the spiritual Zamzam well and participated in the ‘stoning of the devil’ ceremo-

ny in nearby valley of Mina. Moreover, he performed the tawaf both at the beginning and end of 

the hajj. This is the ritual of walking seven times counter-clockwise around the Kaaba (the cube-

shaped building that has the holy Black Stone set in one of its corners and forms the holiest site 

of Islam). Dahlan Abdoellah described this climactic moment as follows: 

Due to the immense stampede, it is usually not possible to touch the black stone, let alone 

kiss it. And each time the Kaaba guard, a eunuch armed with a long stick, chased away the 

overly passionate believers who lingered for too long, in order to make place for others. And 

that is how, with the help of that stick, I also managed to kiss the stone and loiter for a little 

moment in exalted thoughts (Dahlan Abdoellah, 9 November 1920).129 

The Hajj, the annual Islamic pilgrimage to Mecca, was a topic of considerable concern for the 

colonial powers (Ryad, 2016). The Hajj is one of the five pillars of Islam: all Muslims were (and 

still are) supposed to travel to Mecca at least once in their life, in the last month of the Islamic 

calendar. Pilgrims are expected to possess adequate means for their travel expenses (both to and 

from Mecca), food and the maintenance of their dependents during their absence. In practice this 

often turned out to be a problem, as many of the pilgrims were poor. Because of this, it often fell 

upon the colonial authorities to support and repatriate pilgrims in need. Upon their arrival in 

Jeddah, male pilgrims dressed in the traditional white ihram clothing, while women could wear 

their regular garments. They should then refrain from shaving or engaging in sexual relations. In 

Mecca, pilgrims performed rituals at the Kaaba, the Zamzam well and the hills of Safa and 

Marwah. Next, they visited the are of Muzdalifah to collect pebbles and the valley of Mina, where 

pilgrims participated in the ‘stoning of the devil’ ceremony and celebrated the Eid al-Adha (the 

                                                           
 

128 “En toen gebeurde er iets, wat éénig is in de annalen van den Hedjaz…… dat een aankomende pilgrim 
van uit zijn soekdoef tot een wandelaar in de straten van Mekka roept: “Goede Morgen!”…… en dat twee 
Mohammedanen in de Heilige Stad zich aan elkander voorstellen en mekaar hartelijk begroeten…… in de 
Nederlandsche taal!” 
129 “Wegens het reusachtige gedrang is het meestal niet mogelijk den zwarten steen aan te raken, laat staan 
te kussen. En de ka’bah-bewaarder, een Euneuch, gewapend met een langen stok, joeg telkens de al te 
hartstochtelijke geloovigen, die er te lang bij bleven staan, weg, om plaats te maken voor anderen. En zoo 
gelukte het mij, dank zij de hulp van dien stok, om óók den heiligen steen te kussen en er een oogenblikje 
in verheven gedachten te verwijlen.” 
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Sacrifice Feast). Finally, they paid another visit to the Kaaba. Although this marked the end of 

the actual Hajj, most pilgrims concluded their pilgrimage with a visit to the mosque of Medina, 

where the prophet Muhammad is buried (Le Pautremat, 2003, pp. 187–93; Slight, 2015, pp. 26–

30). While the Hajj necessarily took place during the last month of the Islamic calendar, Muslims 

could also make a (shorter) pilgrimage to Mecca at any other moment: this is called the Umrah. 

 The attitude of European colonial powers towards the 

Hajj was ambiguous: they acknowledged its importance for the 

Muslim population of their colonies, but also feared its potential 

negative influence. European states facilitated the pilgrimage for 

their colonial subjects to underline their respect for Islam. They 

tried to improve the safety of the Hajj in several different ways. 

First of all, there were considerable health concerns. As thousands 

of Muslims from around the world gathered in Mecca, where they 

stayed in deplorable hygienic circumstances, diseases spread easily. 

Throughout the nineteenth and early twentieth century, numerous 

cholera epidemics were spread to different continents by Hajj 

pilgrims on their way home. For this reason, France regularly pro-

hibited the Hajj. Second, there was the problem of destitute pil-

grims. Many poor pilgrims travelled to Mecca with insufficient 

means to return, or did not leave behind enough money for their 

family to survive during their absence. Several measures were 

taken to counter these problems. In Tunisia for example, Muslims 

could only get a special pilgrimage passport if they demonstrated 

that they had sufficient resources not only to cover the costs of 

the full return trip, but also those of family back home (Le Pau-

tremat, 2003, pp. 194–207; Slight, 2015, pp. 207–21). 

 

4.1.2 Political situation: The Saudi conquest of Hejaz and the rise of Wahhabism 

 

In addition to these health risks and financial concerns, political unrest and violence also posed a 

serious threat to pilgrims. During the First World War, it became virtually impossible to travel by 

sea, especially due to the threat of submarine attacks. Moreover, the railroad in the Hejaz was 

largely destroyed during the Arab Revolt of 1916–8. The numbers of pilgrims participating in the 

Image 4.1: The location of Mecca 
in the Hejaz region, on the Arabi-
an peninsula (fragment of a map 
in a report by Albert Londres, 19 
October 1930, p. 1) 
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Hajj were low. In following years, unrest continued, as a conflict erupted between the Hashemite 

King Hussein of the newly independent Hejaz and the Wahhabi King Ibn Saud of Nejd, when 

Wahhabi pilgrims were barred from visiting the holy cities. Hussein had initially been supported 

by Great Britain during the Arab Revolt, but he gradually lost the British backing, mostly due to 

his resistance against the British and French Mandates in the Levant and the Balfour Declaration. 

He was also blamed for mismanaging the Hajj and strongly criticised for his failure to provide 

safety and comfort for pilgrims. He was even accused of extorting pilgrims. King Ibn Saud of 

Nejd was increasingly seen as a potentially more reliable British ally (Slight, 2015, pp. 166–221). 

This is why Great Britain accepted that Nejd invaded Hejaz and occupied Mecca in 1924. King 

Hussein was forced to flee his country. Amidst this unrest, France prohibited the Hajj of 1925 

for its colonial subjects (Le Pautremat, 2003, pp. 202–15). Eventually, the Wahhabis took full 

control of Hejaz in 1925, creating the dual Kingdom of Hejaz and Nejd, which was unified seven 

years later as Saudi Arabia (Al-Enazy, 2010, pp. 129–57; Al-Rasheed, 2010, pp. 42–76; Vassiliev, 

1998, pp. 260–85).  

 Until the discovery of oil in 1939, the Hajj was the most important source of income for 

the Saudi administration. Under its rule, the religious practices of the Hajj underwent significant 

changes, since the Wahhabis defended a particularly strict interpretation of ‘pure’ Islam. The 

movement of Wahhabism was named after Muhammad ibn Abd al-Wahhab (1705–1787), a reli-

gious scholar from Nejd who propagated a return to the Islam of the seventh century. He argued 

that Islam should be purified from all innovations introduced in later times, as well as all forms of 

superstition, such as the worship of saints. During earlier Wahhabi occupations of Mecca and 

Medina, in 1803 and 1805, many tombs and shrines had already been destroyed, including the 

tomb of the prophet Muhammad. This caused widespread indignation throughout the Muslim 

world and tarnished the image of Wahhabism, which gained a reputation of fanaticism and fun-

damentalism. Indeed, the Wahhabis resumed destroying tombs after the annexation of the Hejaz 

in 1924–5 and harshly punished pilgrims who prayed at these places, which particularly affected 

Shia Muslims but also others. Furthermore, the Wahhabis prohibited the use of any other texts 

than the Quran and the Hadith in the religious schools of Mecca, causing many Malay and Java-

nese students to leave the Hejaz. In addition, they forbade the use of all kinds of luxury products 

(including silk clothing, prayer beads and tobacco) and only permitted Wahhabi imams to lead 

the prayers in the Holy Mosque of Mecca. For this reason, many pilgrims recited their prayers in 

their hostels instead. A violent clash between the official Egyptian pilgrimage caravan and the 

Ikhwan (Wahhabi religious militia) severed the diplomatic relations between Egypt and the Saudi 

Kingdom for ten years. As stories about the Wahhabi policies spread through the Muslim world, 
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some pilgrims became more reluctant to perform the Hajj. However, many others kept travelling 

to the holy cities, quietly accepting the new state of affairs. It became more common to skip the 

visit to Muhammad’s tomb in Medina. Some pilgrims even admired or embraced Wahhabism 

(Slight, 2015, pp. 222–58; Le Pautremat, 2003, pp. 202–15).  

Despite the new challenges caused by the Wahhabi religious policies, the start of Ibn 

Saud’s rule marked the end of years of unrest. This led to a surge in the number of pilgrims from 

1926 onwards. Transport within the Hejaz was considerably improved and simplified as result of 

technological progress. Fifteen buses and seven cars offered shuttle services between the harbour 

city of Jeddah and Mecca in 1926. Only two years later, close to 500 cars were in use. The safety 

in Mecca improved considerably due to the presence of professional police. The open slave trade, 

which had so far been rife in Mecca, started to decline as the European colonial powers increased 

their control on the traffic to and from the Hejaz (Le Pautremat, 2003, pp. 216–9). Nevertheless, 

the slave trade persisted for decades more: slavery was abolished in Saudi Arabia only in 1962 

(Chande, 2007, 598–9). The Hejaz slave trade blossomed especially during the Hajj, as buyers and 

sellers gathered. West African pilgrims travelling to the Hejaz over land risked being captured and 

sold into slavery at any point during their hazardous trip, not least within the Hejaz itself. Bedou-

ins raided African parties for the slave trade. Moreover, children and young women were particu-

larly vulnerable, as it also happened that male pilgrims from West Africa brought them along to 

the Hejaz to sell them there (Slight, 2015, pp. 269–74). 

The global number of overseas pilgrims that were registered in Jeddah dramatically in-

creased from 7–8,000 per year during the First World War to 60,000 in 1920. After a sharp drop 

during the Saudi conquest of the Hejaz in 1924–5, the number of pilgrims reached its highest 

peak in 1926–7 (over 120,000 in one year). This was followed by three years in which well over 

80,000 pilgrims travelled to Jeddah by ship. During the Great Depression, the numbers rapidly 

decreased again: in 1932–3, only 20,000 pilgrims reached Mecca yearly. The flow of pilgrims 

slowly recovered to almost 50,000 in 1936 (Dutch East Indies’ Centraal Kantoor voor de Statis-

tiek, 1938, p. 138). 
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4.1.3 Diverse concerns: Health, poverty and Pan-Islamism 

 

Hygiene and the spread of diseases were a major concern for the colonial powers (Ryad, 2016, 

pp. 4–7). In 1930, vaccinations against smallpox and cholera became mandatory for pilgrims 

from all countries. They had to get these vaccinations in their home country, six months before 

departure. Pilgrims arriving by ship from the Mediterranean underwent medical examinations in 

Suez, while those coming from the East (like the Dutch East Indies, India, China and Indochina) 

went through the same procedures on the island of Kamaran, before the coast of Yemen. There 

were also medical controls in Jeddah (Le Pautremat, 2003, pp. 221–3). 

In the 1930s, the Great Depression affected the Hajj. Due to increased poverty, considera-

bly fewer pilgrims could afford to participate in the Hajj. This led to an increase in the number of 

destitute pilgrims travelling to the Hejaz over land. The Saudi income from Hajj revenues 

dropped sharply due to the lower numbers of pilgrims. As a result, there was economic pressure 

to compromise to their Wahhabi policies. For example, it became easier for pilgrims to bribe the 

guards around the tomb of the prophet Muhammad so as to be able to kiss the tomb. Thus, 

gradually more pilgrims included the visit to Medina in their pilgrimage again (Slight, 2015, pp. 

253–62). 

As mentioned before, the European colonial powers were also afraid of the potential nega-

tive effects of the Hajj on their colonial subjects. Most of all, they feared that pilgrims would be 

exposed to Pan-Islamic propaganda: some preachers in Mecca and Medina even called for a holy 

war. To prevent the spread of this aggressive discourse in the colonies, some colonial administra-

tors called for a prohibition of the pilgrimage. Others (including Lyautey) proposed asking influ-

ential Muslims to discourage the Hajj under another pretext, for example the difficulty of finding 

a ship to the Holy Land. Yet some also believed that the risks of increased Muslim fanaticism 

were exaggerated. They believed that the pilgrims would be confronted with so much chaos, ex-

ploitation and poverty in the Hejaz, that it would help convince them that they were much better 

off under European rule. This last line of thought was an important argument for states like 

France to continue facilitating the Hajj (Le Pautremat, 2003, pp. 208–22). 
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4.1.4 The French colonial empire and the Hajj 

 

The Hajj was a constant topic of concern for the French authorities for all the reasons mentioned 

above. While it was deemed impossible to prohibit such an important religious ritual for all Mus-

lims living in the colonies, France consistently tried to expand its influence over the flows of pil-

grims and limit them where possible. On a few occasions, the yearly Hajj was prohibited for 

health concerns (the outbreak of epidemics) or political unrest (Vermeren, 2016, pp. 173–5). The 

French Hajj policy was initially mostly repressive. Especially in the 1880s, the governor of Algeria 

tried to limit the numbers of pilgrims as much as possible. This gradually changed in the 1890s, as 

the consuls in Jeddah and the governor of Algeria realised that a more accommodating attitude 

could eventually be good for French imperialism: it would make Muslims appreciate the benevo-

lence of French imperialism (D’Agostini, 2016). Starting in 1847, France had already established a 

number of medical centres throughout the Middle East to assist Muslim pilgrims. Regulations 

were introduced to limit the sanitary and economic risks. The Governor-General of Algeria 

obliged pilgrims to travel with a return ticket and an additional sum of money that should cover 

their travel expenses. This sum gradually increased over the years. Moreover, the pilgrims had to 

travel with a sanitary passport, which documented the vaccinations they received on their way to 

Mecca in Beirut and Damascus. On the way back, they had to undergo another medical control 

and stay in observation for 48 hours to make sure they were not carrying any diseases (Le Pau-

tremat, 2003, pp. 196–227).  

 In 1917, the Société des Habous des Lieux Saints de l’Islam (the ‘Society of Habous and Holy 

Places of Islam’) was founded. This organisation, led by the Algerian Si Kaddour Benghabrit 

(1868–1954), was tasked with taking care of pilgrims from the French colonies and protec-

torates.130 This ‘outsourcing’ of the pilgrimage to an organisation run by indigènes constituted a 

change in policy: thus far, the French colonial authorities had maintained direct control over the 

Hajj. The Société des Habous administered guest houses in Mecca and Medina, which provided safe 

and hygienic accommodation. However, it also preserved the strict regulations that had been 

introduced before, including the obligatory return tickets (Chantre, 2016, pp. 97–8). 

 Despite these measures, the health risks remained considerable. In the year 1929 for ex-

ample, 213 Maghrebis died in the Hejaz, mostly due to sunstrokes and heat strokes, as well as 

gastric problems. Safe transport also remained an important concern: in 1930, 115 people died 

                                                           
 

130 A few years later, this same organisation would also become responsible for the construction and man-
agement of the mosque in Paris (see Section 3.1.5). 
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when a fire broke out on French passenger ship Asia in the harbour of Jeddah. Regarding the 

threat of Pan-Islamic or Pan-Arab propaganda, French authorities tried to make the journey to 

Mecca as effective as possible in order to limit the time spent in the Hejaz to the absolute mini-

mum: it was thought that the more time pilgrims spent in the Hejaz, the more they would be 

exposed to radical and dangerous propaganda. For this reason, starting from 1933, North African 

pilgrims were obliged to travel between Jeddah and Mecca by car, rather than by camel train (Le 

Pautremat, 2003, pp. 196–225). The numbers of pilgrims were relatively low, especially in the 

early 1920s. Their figures increased when France officially sanctioned the Hajj in 1927: around 

5,000 pilgrims travelled to Mecca from the French territories (Le Pautremat, 2003, p. 218). A 

large share of the pilgrims from the French colonial empire came from Syria and Lebanon 

(Chantre, 2016, p. 98). The numbers gradually increased and reached a peak in the 1930s (Ver-

meren, 2016, p. 174). 

 

4.1.5 The Dutch empire and the Hajj 

 

In comparison to other countries, the number of hajjis coming from the Dutch East Indies had 

been relatively high all throughout the nineteenth century (Noer, 1973, p. 25). Although the 

Dutch colonial authorities had also imposed regulations, the restrictions were considerably more 

limited than those imposed on the Muslims in Algeria. A crucial difference was that the Dutch 

largely left the practical organisation of the Hajj to indigenous Indonesians, whereas France de-

manded pilgrims to use French ships selected by the authorities (Chantre, 2016, p. 89). Before the 

outbreak of the First World War, well over 20,000 pilgrims travelled from the Dutch East Indies 

to Mecca each year, a quarter of the total number in Mecca annually. However, from 1915 to 

1919, hardly any Indonesian pilgrims went to Mecca due to the war and the subsequent partition-

ing of the Ottoman empire. For this reason, the numbers of Indonesian pilgrims reached unprec-

edented heights in the early 1920s (Van Bruinessen, 1995, p. 122). In 1924, Indonesian hajjis con-

stituted almost half of all pilgrims in the Hejaz: 40,000 out of 90,000. Apart from a drop during 

the Saudi conquest of the Hejaz in 1924–5, the numbers of hajjis from the Dutch East Indies 

remained consistently high in the 1920s: about 43–47% of all pilgrims arriving in Jeddah were 

Indonesians. Thus, Indonesian pilgrims accounted for a considerably higher share of all pilgrims 

than the hajjis from the French territories. Several Dutch shipping companies made good busi-

ness transporting the tens of thousands of pilgrims from Indonesia, Malaysia and Singapore to 

the Hejaz (Le Pautremat, 2003, pp. 214 & 223; Tantri, 2013, pp. 122–137). During the Great De-

pression, the number of pilgrims from the Dutch East Indies dropped sharply: from over 50,000 
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in 1927 to a little over 2,000 in 1932–3 (Dutch East Indies, Centraal Kantoor voor de Statistiek, 

1938, p. 138). 

 Several measures were taken to improve the hygienic situation on the Hajj. Vaccinations 

against cholera and typhus were mandatory for all pilgrims, although these medical prescriptions 

were often ignored. A range of measures was imposed to improve the circumstances on board of 

the Hajj ships: there were regulations not only for the quality and safety of the ships, but also for 

the qualifications and experience of doctors, as well as the quantity and quality of food and medi-

cines on board. The consul in Jeddah kept track of the numbers of sick and diseased pilgrims, in 

order to map the routes of contagion (Tagliacozzo, 2014, pp. 78–83). 

 Dutch colonial administrators had considered the hajj as a potential source of unrest since 

at least the nineteenth century. They feared that returning pilgrims would agitate against the 

Dutch rule, as they were exposed to Pan-Islamic ideas. This was aggravated by the high status 

hajjis enjoyed in Indonesian society. Indeed, there were a considerable number of Southeast 

Asians staying in Mecca and occasionally hajjis brought Ottoman flags back home. To keep track 

of the movements of pilgrims in the Hejaz, a Dutch Consulate Office was established in Jeddah 

in 1872. A policy of facilitating the Hajj and making the journey safer went hand in hand with 

increasingly intensive surveillance. For example, hajjis were obliged to purchase return tickets 

with a fixed return date, already before the French took similar measures. The rationale was the 

same: while it was nominally a measure against destitute pilgrims getting stranded in the Hejaz, it 

was also supposed to limit the time they would be exposed to the radical ideas of Pan-Islamic 

preachers (Tagliacozzo, 2014; Van Bruinessen, 1995; Tantri, 2013).  

 However, influential Dutch Islam expert Snouck Hurgronje (1857–1936), who had trav-

elled to Mecca himself in 1885, contradicted the idea that the city was a hotbed of anti-colonial 

propaganda. Nevertheless, he did recommend the Dutch government to keep a close eye on the 

developments going on in Mecca and the ideas that could potentially spread from there. While he 

did not believe that the regular Hajj pilgrims generally posed a great threat to the Dutch authority, 

he was more concerned about the so-called Jawah. This was the Indonesian community that re-

sided in Mecca for a longer period, for example for Quranic studies. Due to their considerably 

longer stay among Muslims from other parts of the world, Snouck Hurgronje believed that there 

was a bigger risk that they would be susceptible to Pan-Islamic sentiments (Noer, 1973, pp. 25–8; 

Tagliacozzo, 2014, pp. 83–7). 

  



170 
 

4.2 Corpus 

 

As explained in Section 2.3.3, this study analyses articles published in four French and four 

Dutch newspapers with diverse political orientations, between 1 January 1920 and 31 December 

1939. From each country, one politically unaffiliated newspaper was selected, one secular news-

paper right of the political centre, one leftist newspaper and finally a Catholic-religious one (Table 

4.1). For the analysis, first all articles were selected that included both the word ‘Muslim’ (or one 

of its derivatives or synonyms) and the word ‘Mecca’. Next, all articles were read and those that 

did not deal with the Hajj were excluded. Examples are those that only mentioned Mecca as the 

direction of Muslim prayers or those that used Mecca merely in a proverbial way (for example 

‘Chicago, the Mecca of crime’, ‘Ierseke, the Mecca of Zealandic oyster farming’ 131). In the end, 

this left 216 articles to be included in the frame analysis. There were considerably more Dutch 

articles that dealt with the Hajj than French ones: 162 versus 54. The Dutch centre-right liberal 

newspaper Algemeen Handelsblad published most articles (68), followed by the popular sensational-

ist newspaper De Telegraaf (53) and the Catholic De Tijd (33). French newspapers Le Petit Parisien, 

Le Matin and La Croix published noticeably fewer articles about the Hajj. However, the two leftist 

newspapers from both countries, L’Humanité and Het Volk paid less attention to the pilgrimage to 

Mecca than all other newspapers. The average length of the Hajj-related articles was 909 words: 

in this regard there was no difference between French and Dutch articles (the average word 

count was respectively 912 and 907 words). 

 

Table 4.1: Newspapers in the corpus 

 France 
n=54 

The Netherlands 
n=162 

Largest circulation, sensation-
alist, politically unaffiliated 

Le Petit Parisien 
n=20 

De Telegraaf 
n=53 

Secular, right of centre: 
Liberal/Conservative 

Le Matin 
n=15 

Algemeen Handelsblad 
n=68 

Secular, left of centre: 
Socialist/communist 

L’Humanité 
n=5 

Het Volk 
n=8 

Catholic La Croix 
n=14 

De Tijd 
n=33 

 

                                                           
 

131 Algemeen Handelsblad (8 January 1931), p. 2 & De Tijd (23 January 1935), p. 4. 
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4.3 General characteristics of the articles 

 

Before turning towards the actual frame analysis (Section 4.4 and further), this section will briefly 

explore some basic characteristics of the articles in the corpus. First of all, it is interesting to look 

at the types of articles in which the Hajj was discussed (Figure 4.1). In both countries, news arti-

cles made up for a similar share of the Hajj-related articles: 37–39%. These news articles in-

formed readers about recent events and generally had a formal and factual style. Background arti-

cles were relatively more common among the Dutch articles about the Hajj than among the 

French ones: 43% versus 30%. These articles were more about providing context and explana-

tion than about informing readers about a very recent news event. The third important genre was 

the report (or ‘reportage’): these articles were eye-witness descriptions of observations ‘in the field’. 

In contrast to the other types of articles, they required the author to physically travel to a place 

and report on his observations. These articles constituted a quarter (24%) of the French Hajj-

articles and 16% of the Dutch ones. Opinion pieces were considerably rarer in both countries: 

5% of the French and 2% of the Dutch articles belonged to this genre. Fiction pieces were com-

pletely absent among the Dutch Hajj-articles, while they only accounted for 4% of the French 

ones. 

 

Figure 4.1: Types of article by country 

 

Most newspaper articles did not mention the name of the author. In those cases where the author 

could be identified, it was also possible to establish whether or not they were Muslims (Figure 
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4.2). There was a striking difference between the two countries in this regard. In France, the vast 

majority (76%) of the Hajj-articles with identifiable authors were written by non-Muslims, while 

in the Netherlands only 41% of the articles were written by non-Muslims.  

 In both countries, Muslim converts wrote about a quarter of the articles about the Hajj. 

These were Europeans who were born as non-Muslims, shared the cultural background of the 

non-Muslim newspaper readers and thus understood their curiosity about the mysterious aspects 

of Muslim culture. Yet because of their conversion to Islam, they were also able to offer an insid-

er’s perspective into the pilgrimage to Mecca: as converts, they could access the holy places of 

Islam that were forbidden territory for all other (non-Muslim) Europeans. Since the number of 

Hajj-related articles with identifiable authors was low, these articles were written by a very limited 

number of Muslim converts. In France, Chérif Ibrahim (1878–1947), who was born as Laurent 

Depui, published a series of articles about the Hajj in Le Matin in 1932. In the Netherlands, both 

De Telegraaf and Algemeen Handelsblad published articles by the influential orientalist Christiaan 

Snouck Hurgronje, whose conversion has been the subject of debate: it was probably more a 

pragmatic decision than a sincere embrace of the Islamic faith (Poorthuis & Salemink, 2011, p. 

50). De Telegraaf also published some translated articles by Muhammad Asad (1900–92), who 

worked as a journalist and repeatedly travelled to Mecca. He was alternately credited under his 

adopted Arabic name, or (more often) under his name of birth, Leopold Weiss. Finally, a single 

author was responsible for the large share of Dutch articles (32%) written by a ‘born Muslim’: 

Bagindo Dahlan Abdoellah (1895–1950) wrote a long series of articles about his pilgrimage to 

Mecca for De Telegraaf, which were published in late 1920. Dahlan Abdoellah was a young Indo-

nesian who worked as the assistant of a professor at Leiden University. His trip to Egypt and the 

Hejaz was part of a study assignment. 132 

Unsuprisingly, the vast majority of the articles on the Hajj focused on the area where the 

pilgrimage took place: the Hejaz region on the Arabian peninsula (Figure 4.3). This was the case 

for 62% of the Dutch and 78% of the French articles. The Dutch press also frequently discussed 

the pilgrimage in the context of its own colonial empire (25% of the Dutch Hajj articles). This 

was less common in France (13%). The attention of the French press for the Dutch colonial em-

pire and vice versa was virtually non-existent. Newspapers in both countries did publish some 

articles (4–6%) about the British empire. 

                                                           
 

132 The illustrious Snouck Hurgronje has already been introduced in Section 2.2.3. Depui, Weiss and 
Dahlan Abdoellah are further introduced in Appendix I: Author biographies. 
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Figure 4.2: Religion of the author 

 

 

 

Figure 4.3: Main location of French and Dutch articles on the Hajj (1920–39) 
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4.4 Frames 

 

In this study, 103 binary (dummy) variables were derived from the original variables in the coding 

scheme. These served as the input for the hierarchical cluster analysis. Most of these content ana-

lytical variables were selected and defined after a first preliminary qualitative study of a small 

number of newspaper articles and a study of secondary literature on the Hajj, while some others 

were added during the testing phase of the coding schedule. As explained in Section 3.4, the vari-

ables match the frame elements proposed by Matthes and Kohring (2008) and include the occur-

rence of a wide range of topics, metaphors, references, arguments, claims and viewpoints. 

The hierarchical cluster method was performed with SPSS, using Squared Euclidean dis-

tance as measure of similarity and Ward’s method as the cluster algorithm. This optimal number 

of clusters was determined with the help of the elbow criterion (Mooi & Sarstedt, 2011, pp. 244–

55). Based on the scree plot (Figure 4.4), there is no very clear elbow that indicates the optimal 

number of clusters, but there seems to be a slightly stronger increase in intra-cluster 

heterogeneity after two clusters (see the red arrow). 

 

Figure 4.4: Scree plot 

 

The dendrogram (Figure 4.5), which makes use of rescaled distance, shows this considerably 

more clearly. This dendrogram displays the complete clustering process: on the left there are all 

216 separate articles, which are then assigned step-by-step to clusters of similar articles. The most 
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similar articles (i.e. having the same scores across the 103 content analytical variables) are 

combined first and then merged with other clusters, until there is only one cluster left (on the 

right of the dendrogram). The horizontal distance between each clustering step shows how much 

the intra-cluster heterogeneity increases. The dendrogram clearly shows that this increase remains 

fairly small in all clustering steps until there are only six clusters left. After that, there is also a big 

jump in intra-cluster heterogeneity in the step from two clusters to one. For this reason, both the 

six- and two cluster solutions are feasible. Both distinctions turned out to be meaningful: 

therefore the two-cluster solution was used to define the main frames, whereas the six-cluster 

solution was used to define the sub-frames. The scores of each cluster across the content 

analytical variables were closely studied to identify the most notable differences and then choose 

appropriate names for the frames and sub-frames. 

The two frames are labelled The World in the Hajj (n=107) and The Hajj in the World (n=109). 

The first frame offered a social anthropological perspective on the Hajj, while the second one 

presented a more political perspective.  

The World in the Hajj frame described the Hajj in high detail, starting with the long and 

hazardous journey to the Arabian peninsula and culminating in the religious ceremonies in and 

around Mecca itself. This frame responded to a certain curiosity about the Hajj, which was 

intensified by the inaccessibility of Mecca for non-Muslims: these articles answered the questions 

about what exactly Muslim pilgrims were doing and what was going on in Mecca. Transport was 

an important topic widely found in the articles of this frame (it was used in 93% of these articles). 

Transport by ship (63%) was mentioned most often, followed by camel caravans (26%) and, to a 

lesser extent, cars (15%) and trains (13%). Health and hygiene (27%) were also topics of 

considerable importance. Other topics discussed in a fair share of the articles were Europeans 

visiting Mecca (15%), poverty and destitute pilgrims (12%), raids of caravans by Bedouins (12%) 

and the European consulates in Jeddah and Mecca (11%). These articles often mentioned specific 

elements of the rituals taking place in Mecca, including the Kaaba (19%) and the obligatory white 

ihram garments (13%). Some arguments that were frequently found in The World in the Hajj 

frame included the claim that the Hajj was a dangerous expedition for Muslims (19%), that it was 

difficult to organise (15%) and that the hygienic situation in the Hejaz was not satisfactory (13%). 

Although the vast majority of the articles did not offer a clear, explicit value judgement about 

Muslims and Islam, this frame included considerably more articles with a positive assessment of 

Muslims than the second frame: 17% versus 4%. 
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The Hajj in the World frame payed considerably less attention to the journey and 

experiences of the pilgrims. Instead, it discussed the Hajj in the political context of developments 

taking place across the world. The Hajj could be the object of contention, for example in the 

Saudi conquest of Hejaz (1924–5) and the subsequent imposition of Wahhabi religious policies. 

Conversely, articles could also discuss the (potential) political and religious impact of the Hajj on 

places elsewhere, for example by contributing to the spread of ideologies like Pan-Islamism and 

anti-colonialism. While no single topic was fully dominant among the articles with the Hajj in the 

World frame, important topics included conflicts among Muslims (27%), education (18%), Pan-

Islamism (16%), the Caliphate question (13%) and anti-colonialism (12%). A branch of this frame 

also discussed Europeans who visited Mecca (22%) and who converted to Islam (14%). A large 

share of these articles mentioned Wahhabism (27%) and some referred to Muslim fanaticism 

(10%). An argument regularly found in these articles was that hajjis had a high status in the 

Muslim society (13%): consequently, they were supposed to have a considerable influence and 

impact on the religious and political life. More often than the articles with the World in the Hajj 

frame, those of The Hajj in the World frame offered a negative overall assessment of Muslims 

(11%). They also described Muslims more often as backward (15%). 

As mentioned before, the dendrogram (Figure 4.5) further breaks down the two frames 

into three sub-frames each. These are smaller, more homogeneous groups of articles with a 

similar perspective. These sub-frames will be further discussed and explained in the sections that 

focus on each of the two frames (4.6 and 4.7). In the next section I will first make a quantitative 

comparison between the two main frames. 
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Figure 4.5: Dendrogram hierarchical cluster analysis (Ward’s method, Squared Euclidean distance) 
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Table 4.2: Distribution of the frames over the content analytical variables (%) 

 The World in the 
Hajj 
(n=107) 

The Hajj in the 
World 
(n=109) 

Total 
 
(n=216) 

Problem definition: Topics 

Transport 93 12 52 

Accidents 8 3 6 

Health & hygiene 27 12 19 

Poverty & destitute pilgrims 12 5 8 

Passports 4 1 2 

Pan-Islamism 2 16 9 

Anti-colonialism 2 12 7 

Slavery 5 6 6 

(Bedouin) raids 12 7 10 

Consulate in Jeddah/Mecca 11 8 10 

State guesthouses in Jeddah/Mecca 3 0 1 

Caliphate 3 13 8 

Conflicts Muslims & non-Muslims 1 3 2 

Conflicts among Muslims 4 27 15 

Religious reforms 3 10 7 

Destruction of shrines & tombs 4 7 6 

Muslim law/sharia 1 6 4 

Conversion to Islam 4 14 9 

Europeans visiting Mecca 15 22 19 

Christian Mission 0 3 1 

Education 9 18 14 

Tourism & sightseeing 6 3 4 

Economic crisis 6 2 4 

Problem definition: Specific Hajj elements 

Kaaba 19 15 17 

Ihram clothing (white garments) 13 4 8 

Zamzam well 8 3 6 

Safa & Marwah 7 1 4 

Muzdalifah 3 0 1 

Stoning of the devil ceremony 8 1 4 

Eid al-Adha (Sacrifice Feast) 8 1 4 

Medina, Tomb of the Prophet 8 9 9 

Umrah pilgrimage 4 0 2 

Ship transport 63 1 32 

Camel caravan transport 26 7 17 

Train transport 13 6 10 

Car transport 15 1 8 

Minaret(s) 8 0 4 

Call for prayer 5 0 2 

Kneeling for prayer 4 1 2 

Imam 3 3 3 

Ikhwan (Wahhabi religious militia) 0 2 1 

Quran 14 18 16 

Wahhabism 10 27 19 

Halal food 2 2 2 

Mahmal (Egyptian palanquin) 7 5 6 
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Problem definition: Explicit references 

Arabian nights & fairy tales 1 1 1 

Oriental beauty 2 0 1 

Mysterious 7 2 4 

Sunni-Shia distinction 1 5 3 

Indigenous 4 6 5 

Fanaticism 5 10 7 

Mysticism & spirituality 6 2 4 

Fatalism 1 1 1 

Jihad/Holy War 1 4 2 

Problem definition: Recurring arguments 

Hajjis have a high status 2 13 7 

Organising a pilgrimage is easy 6 2 4 

Organising a pilgrimage is difficult 15 5 10 

The Hajj is safe for Muslims 5 3 4 

The Hajj is dangerous for Muslims 19 12 15 

The Hajj is safe for non-Muslims 3 0 1 

Hajj is dangerous for non-Muslims 4 6 5 

Hajj is impossible for non-Muslims 7 4 5 

Hajjis positive towards Wahhabism 0 3 1 

Hajjis negative towards Wahhabism 1 4 2 

Mecca is a centre of resistance 0 8 4 

Mecca is NOT a centre of resistance 1 1 1 

Islam is a growing religion 0 1 1 

Islam is NOT a growing religion 0 2 1 

Slavery is common in the Hejaz 4 2 3 

Hygiene in Hejaz is satisfactory 3 0 1 

Hygiene in Hejaz is NOT satisfactory 13 5 9 

Causal attribution 

Hajj management by local authorities 
is satisfactory 

15 5 10 

Hajj management by local authorities 
is NOT satisfactory 

9 8 9 

Hajj management by colonial authori-
ties is satisfactory 

6 2 4 

Hajj management by colonial authori-
ties is NOT satisfactory 

2 0 1 

Radical ideas propagated in Mecca 0 5 2 

Muslims = victims 5 0 2 

Muslims = victims & perpetrators 2 4 3 

Moral evaluation 

Influence Hajj positive for pilgrims 8 0 4 

Influence Hajj neutral for pilgrims 2 0 1 

Influence Hajj negative for pilgrims 0 6 3 

Influence West positive for pilgrims 10 9 10 

Influence West neutral for pilgrims 0 1 1 

Support for Hajj= benevolent 6 1 3 

Hajj = threat to Western values 0 2 1 

Muslim subjects/citizens are loyal 5 0 2 

Muslim subjects/citizens = disloyal 1 0 1 

Muslims become less loyal after Hajj 0 1 1 

Muslims are violent 0 7 4 

Muslims are grateful 4 0 2 

Muslims are ungrateful 0 1 1 
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Muslims are backward 9 15 12 

Overall assessment = favourable 17 4 10 

Overall assessment = unfavourable 4 11 7 

Treatment recommendation 

West must intervene in Mus affairs 8 2 5 

West should not intervene 1 1 1 

Return ticket should be mandatory 2 0 1 

The Hajj should be supported 8 1 4 

The Hajj should be ignored 0 2 1 

The Hajj should be discouraged 2 1 1 
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4.5 Quantitative comparison of the frames 

 

The average number of words in Hajj-related articles was 909. On average, articles about the 

World in the Hajj were a bit longer than those about the Hajj in the World: respectively 945 ver-

sus 873 words. A boxplot sheds greater light on the variation in the number of words of the arti-

cles with the two frames (Figure 4.6). The boxplot shows the median length of the articles per 

frame, as well as the range (minimum and maximum) and the quartiles. The differences between 

the numbers of words of the articles with the two frames are small. The shortest article counted 

only 30 words, while the longest one counted 4,251 words. The diversity among articles in terms 

of number of words was somewhat bigger in the World in the Hajj frame: it had the largest inter-

quartile range (difference between the 75th and 25th percentile) of the two frames. The 25% short-

est articles of this frame counted fewer than 201 words, while the 25% longest articles counted 

more than 1549 words. In contrast, within the Hajj in the World frame, the 25% shortest articles 

counted fewer than 248 words, while the 25% longest articles contained more than 1,450 words. 

 

Figure 4.6: Boxplot showing the variation in article length for the two frames 
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In both the French and Dutch press, the two frames were quite balanced in numbers of articles 

(Figure 4.7). However, it is still remarkable to see that the World in the Hajj frame was relatively 

more common in the French articles (57%), while a small majority (53%) of the Dutch articles 

used the Hajj in the World frame. In France, the number of articles about the pilgrimage reached 

its peak in the early 1930s (Figure 4.8). The two frames developed simultaneously. In the Nether-

lands, the Hajj in the World frame clearly peaked in the late 1920s and decreased afterwards. The 

World in the Hajj frame remained more stable and slightly increased in the late 1920s. 

Figure 4.7: Distribution of frames by country 

 

There is an interesting pattern in the distribution of the frames over newspapers with different 

political orientations (Figure 4.9). Newspapers of the political left and right, as well as the Catho-

lic newspapers, published slightly more articles with the Hajj in the World frame (54–62%). The 

politically unaffiliated newspapers, those with the largest circulation of all, published more the 

World in the Hajj articles (59%). In other words, the more politically engaged newspapers used 

the more political perspective on the Hajj more frequently, while the nominally ‘apolitical’ news-

papers employed the social anthropological perspective more often. 
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Figure 4.8: Development of the frames by country 

 

 

 

Figure 4.9: Distribution of frames by the political orientation of the newspapers 
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It is not surprising that the vast majority (74%) of the reports or ‘reportages’ used The World in 

the Hajj frame (Figure 4.10). These articles were eye-witness accounts of authors travelling and 

reporting their observations in the field. In this case, they mostly either travelled to Mecca or 

witnessed Muslim pilgrims on their way to the Hejaz. Thus, it makes sense that these articles 

mostly described the actual journey and experiences of the pilgrims from a social anthropological 

perspective, rather than concentrating on the political context. In contrast, this also explains the 

different focus of the news and background articles as well as the rare opinion pieces. In majority, 

these articles used the Hajj in the World frame: they discussed the effects of political develop-

ments on the Hajj and, conversely, the political impact of the Hajj on developments elsewhere. 

The fiction genre was left out of the bar chart because there were only two such pieces in the 

corpus, which both used the World in the Hajj frame. 

Figure 4.10: Distribution of frames by type of article 

 

As mentioned in Section 4.3, relatively few articles mentioned the author’s name. For those that 

did, we can see if the religion of the author made a difference to the frame used in the article 

(Figure 4.11). The difference between non-Muslims and Muslim converts was quite small: just 

over half (53%) of the articles written by non-Muslims belonged to The Hajj in the World frame, 

while conversely a slight majority (56%) of the articles written by Muslim converts fit into the 

World in the Hajj frame. As explained before, the articles written by a born Muslim were all writ-

ten by a single author, the Indonesian teacher Bagindo Dahlan Abdoellah. His articles almost 
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exclusively belonged to the World in the Hajj frame, as he described his pilgrimage to Mecca in 

high detail in a series of articles published in De Telegraaf. 

 

Figure 4.11: Distribution of frames by the religion of the author 

 

 

Looking at the distribution of frames by the location of the articles (Figure 4.12), one particular 

pattern stands out. A slight majority (54–8%) of the articles about the French and British colonial 

empires, as well as about the Arabian peninsula (the Hejaz and later Saudi Arabia) belonged to 

the World in the Hajj frame. Yet the articles about the Dutch empire were the exception. Here, a 

majority (63%) used the Hajj in the World frame. These articles mostly dealt with the political 

effects of the Hajj on the Dutch East Indies. 
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Figure 4.12: Distribution of the frames by location of the article 
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4.6 The World in the Hajj 

4.6.1 Sub-frames 

 

As explained in Section 4.4, the World in the Hajj frame (n=107) focused on the events within 

the Hajj itself and the experiences of the pilgrims. This frame often described the Hajj in high 

detail, to inform readers about a world that was fundamentally inaccessible to them. The perspec-

tive of these articles could be described as social anthropological. Within the World in the Hajj 

frame, there are three sub-frames with a different focus (Figure 4.13 and Table 4.3). 

Figure 4.13: Dendrogram of sub-frames within the World in the Hajj frame 

 

The first and largest sub-frame, the Hajj as voyage (n=67), focused on the lengthy trip from the 

pilgrims’ countries of origin towards the Hejaz on the Arabian peninsula and back. Muslims from 

across the world travelled long and far to reach the holy cities of Islam, mostly over sea. This was 

not only a costly trip for them, but also a major logistic concern for the colonial authorities (see 

Section 4.1). Articles of this sub-frame dealt with transport (93%), generally focusing on 

transport by ship (61%). 
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 The second sub-frame, the Hajj as Hardship (n=17), also dealt with the trip to the Hejaz, 

but concentrated on the dangers of this journey: health risks were the main concern in these arti-

cles. Just like in the previous sub-frame, transport was an omnipresent topic (100%) and ships 

were the dominant means of transport discussed (82%). Yet in contrast to the Hajj as voyage 

sub-frame, questions of health and hygiene (77%) also featured prominently in the Hajj as Hard-

ship sub-frame. Most articles (71%) argued that the hygienic situation in the Hejaz was not satis-

factory. Another source of hardship regularly discussed in these articles, was the poverty of a 

considerable part of the pilgrims. This caused some hajjis to be stuck in the Hejaz, as they lacked 

the means to pay for the return trip. The European consulates in the Hejaz were also mentioned 

quite often in this context (35%). Due to the hardships, most of the articles of this frame stated 

that the Hajj was dangerous for the pilgrims (53%); many also claimed that it was difficult to or-

ganise (41%). Most criticism was directed at the authorities in the Hejaz, whose management was 

deemed insufficient (47%). In contrast, a significant number of articles claimed that the manage-

ment by colonial authorities was satisfactory (29%). Consequently, it was regularly argued that 

European countries should intervene in the Muslim affairs with regard to the Hajj (35%). On a 

positive note, it was often stated that the Hajj should be supported (29%). 

 Whereas the first two sub-frames focused on the long-haul to the Hejaz, the third one, the 

Hajj as rituals (n=23), concentrated on the rites performed in and around Mecca. Transport was 

still an important topic (87%), but in this case camel caravans (70%) were more commonly men-

tioned than ships (52%). Car transport (35%) was also quite common. In contrast to the other 

two sub-frames, the Hajj as rituals sub-frame regularly mentioned specific locations in Mecca and 

paid considerable attention to the religious rituals. Thus, the Kaaba was mentioned in most of 

these articles (61%) and the Stoning of the Devil ceremony (35%), Safa and Marwah (30%), Eid 

al-Adha or the Sacrifice Feast (30%) and the Zamzam well (26%) were all mentioned in a signifi-

cant minority. Most articles also brought up the Ihram clothing, the compulsory white garments 

worn by male pilgrims (57%). The Quran (44%) and Wahhabism (35%) were mentioned quite 

often. Moreover, references to mysticism and spirituality (26%) were also notable. Unlike the 

previous sub-frame, the Hajj as rituals sub-frame regularly stated that the management of the Hajj 

by local authorities was satisfactory (30%). A quarter (26%) of these articles claimed that the Hajj 

had a positive influence on pilgrims. A large part of the articles (44%) offered a positive overall 

assessment of Muslims.  
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Table 4.3: Distribution of the sub-frames over the content analytical variables (%)133 

 The Hajj as  
voyage 
(n=67) 

The Hajj as  
hardship 
(n=17) 

The Hajj as  
rituals 
(n=23) 

Total 
 
(n=107) 

Problem definition: Topics 

Transport 93 100 87 93 

Accidents 12 6 0 8 

Health & hygiene 10 77 39 27 

Poverty & destitute pilgrims 3 41 17 12 

Passports 0 24 0 4 

Pan-Islamism 0 12 0 2 

Anti-colonialism 0 12 0 2 

Slavery 0 6 17 5 

(Bedouin) raids 6 24 22 12 

Consulate in Jeddah/Mecca 3 35 17 11 

Destruction of shrines & tombs 2 0 13 4 

Europeans visiting Mecca 5 0 57 15 

Education 0 29 22 9 

Tourism & sightseeing 0 12 17 6 

Problem definition: Specific Hajj elements 

Kaaba 5 18 61 19 

Ihram clothing (white garments) 0 6 57 13 

Zamzam well 5 0 26 8 

Safa & Marwah 0 0 30 7 

Muzdalifah 0 0 13 3 

Stoning of the Devil ceremony 0 0 35 8 

Eid al-Adha (Sacrifice Feast) 0 6 30 8 

Medina, Tomb of the Prophet 6 6 17 8 

Umrah pilgrimage 0 0 17 4 

Ship transport 61 82 52 63 

Camel caravan transport 9 35 70 26 

Train transport 13 18 9 13 

Car transport 10 6 35 15 

Minaret(s) 0 12 26 8 

Call for prayer 0 6 17 5 

Kneeling for prayer 0 6 17 5 

Imam 0 0 13 3 

Quran 6 6 44 14 

Wahhabism 5 0 35 10 

Mahmal (Egyptian palanquin) 2 6 22 7 

Problem definition: Explicit references 

Mysterious 5 0 17 7 

Indigenous 3 12 0 4 

Mysticism & spirituality 0 0 26 6 

Problem definition: Recurring arguments 

Organising a pilgrimage is easy 5 0 13 6 

Organising a pilgrimage is difficult 9 41 13 15 

The Hajj is safe for Muslims 2 0 17 5 

                                                           
 

133 For the sake of clarity, content analytical variables that did not have an occurrence of at least 10% for 
any of the five sub-frames have been excluded from the table. 
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The Hajj is dangerous for Muslims 10 53 17 19 

Hajj is dangerous for non-Muslims 2 0 13 4 

Hajj is impossible for non-Muslims 2 0 26 7 

Slavery is common in the Hejaz 0 12 9 4 

Hygiene in Hejaz is NOT satisfactory 0 71 9 13 

Causal attribution 

Hajj management by local authorities 
is satisfactory 

13 0 30 15 

Hajj management by local authorities 
is NOT satisfactory 

0 47 9 9 

Hajj management by colonial authori-
ties is satisfactory 

0 29 4 6 

Hajj management by colonial authori-
ties is NOT satisfactory 

0 12 0 2 

Muslims = victims & perpetrators 0 12 0 2 

Moral evaluation 

Influence Hajj positive for pilgrims 0 18 26 8 

Influence West positive for pilgrims 13 6 4 10 

Muslim subjects/citizens are loyal 5 12 0 5 

Muslims are backward 8 24 4 9 

Overall assessment = favourable 5 29 44 17 

Treatment recommendation 

West must intervene in Mus affairs 3 35 0 8 

The Hajj should be supported 3 29 4 8 

 

 

Figure 4.14: Distribution of sub-frames within the World in the Hajj frame by country 
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Remarkably, there was no difference at all between France and the Netherlands in the relative 

frequency of the three sub-frames (Figure 4.14). In both countries, the Hajj as voyage was by far 

the most common sub-frame (61–63%), followed by the Hajj as rituals (21–23%). The Hajj as 

hardship was the least common sub-frame in both countries (16%). 

As for the main locations discussed in the articles, there was an interesting difference be-

tween the three sub-frames (Figure 4.15). The Hajj as rituals articles focused exclusively on the 

Hejaz (100%). The vast majority of the Hajj as hardship articles also concentrated on the Hejaz 

(76%), but within this sub-frame there were also a few articles that discussed events in the French 

and Dutch colonial empires (respectively 6% and 12%). The Hajj as voyage sub-frame had the 

smallest share of articles with the Hejaz as primary location (60%). The Dutch colonial empire 

was the second-most common location in this sub-frame (36%). 

Figure 4.15: Places discussed in the World in the Hajj sub-frames 

 

 

4.6.2 The Hajj as voyage 

 

The Hajj as voyage sub-frame focused on the journey to the Hejaz and back. Most often, these arti-

cles concentrated on practical concerns or developments in the field of transport to and from 

Mecca. For example, on 9 June 1935 the Dutch newspaper De Telegraaf reported that the 

transport costs for Mecca pilgrims had decreased considerably: 
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According to private declarations from hajjis who returned from the Hejaz in the Indies, they 

are satisfied with the transport to and from, as well as the stay in the Mohammedan Holy 

Land. 

While in the past about eight hundred guilders were required for such pilgrimage, this sum 

has now been reduced to about ƒ600. This is mostly due to the high exchange rate of the 

Netherlands Indies gulden in the Hejaz.134 

Although according to De Telegraaf the pilgrims were satisfied, it should be noted that these were 

still extremely high sums for that time, especially for colonial subjects. The sum of ƒ800 equates 

to over €7,600 (in 2015 purchasing power terms), while ƒ600 would be more than €5,700.135 

Nevertheless, this means that the trip indeed became significantly cheaper. De Telegraaf stated that 

the price of a return ticket on a ship cost ƒ180 (€ 1,700), which was the same price as in 1912–13. 

The newspaper predicted an increase in the number of pilgrims for the next year: “For the next 

season, the first departures will be in August-September, a lot of interest is expected. In that sea-

son the weather often co-operates: a flat sea on the journey and less heat in the Hejaz”136 (De 

Telegraaf, 9 June 1935). 

  The newspapers regularly mentioned that pilgrims were satisfied with the organisation of 

the transport. Le Petit Parisien (4 September 1938) for example stated that Muslims who partici-

pated in the last Hajj were very enthusiastic: “We should note that the pilgrims of this year de-

clared that they were extremely satisfied with the conditions in which they voyage was organised, 

both on the outward and the return journey, and that the ‘semi-official’ convoy enjoys the in-

creasing support of the Muslims of French West Africa.”137 The French newspaper reported that 

about 200 Muslims from French West Africa would participate in the next Hajj. 

                                                           
 

134 “Volgens particuliere mededeelingen van den Hedsjaz in Indië teruggekeerde hadji's, zijn zij tevreden 
over het transport naar en van, en het verblijf in het Mohammedaansche Heilige land.  
Was vroeger voor een dergelijke bedevaart minimaal ongeveer achthonderd gulden in totaal noodig, thans 
is dit bedrag verlaagd tot ongeveer ƒ 600. Dat staat voornamelijk in verband met den hoogen koers in den 
Hedsjaz van den Nederlandsch-Indischen gulden.” 
135 The value of the Netherlands-Indies gulden was equal to the Dutch guilder (Dutch East Indies, Cen-
traal Kantoor voor de Statistiek, 1937, p. 312). The present-day purchase power was determined with the 
help of the calculator of the International Institute of Social History: 
http://www.iisg.nl/hpw/calculate.php [retrieved on 25 January 2017]. 
136 “Voor het komende seizoen, — de eerste afvaarten zullen vallen in Augustus-September, — wordt veel 
belangstelling verwacht. In dat jaargetijde werkt het weer vaak mee: op reis een gladde zee en in den 
Hedsjaz minder hitte.” 
137 “Notons que les pèlerins de cette année se sont déclarés extrêmement satisfaits des conditions dans 
lesquelles avait été organisé leur voyage, aussi bien à l’aller qu’au retour, et le convoi « semi-officiel » jouit 
de la faveur croissante des musulmans d’A.-O. F.” 
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Some articles referenced the safety risks to which pilgrims were exposed during their jour-

ney. In 1930, star reporter Albert Londres of Le Petit Parisien witnessed the disaster of the pilgrim 

ship SS Asia. This ship caught fire and sunk right off the coast of Jeddah, killing hundreds of 

pilgrims on board. Londres (24 May 1930) rushed to the harbour to board a sambuk, a traditional 

sailing vessel, to get close to the burning ship. He described the rescue attempts and the horrors 

(‘exploding skulls’) he witnessed around the burning ship. He also noted the despair of the vic-

tims: “That moment we heard these words coming from the inferno: “They have drawn their 

daggers!”, then a moment later these: “They don’t want to throw themselves in the sea; they pray 

to Allah in the dining room.” We guessed that some had turned rebellious and that others had 

turned towards Mecca.”138 In the aftermath of the disasters, when it became clear no more survi-

vors would be found, Londres boarded a ship that rescued some of the pilgrims. He expressed 

surprise over their calmness and apparent lack of emotion. Londres (24 May 1930) even seemed 

slightly irritated by this: 

In the ship’s hold there are Yemenites, Somalis, people from Aden, survivors. It is unimagi-

nable. Some sleep like little children, others fiddle with their prayer beads, others again laugh 

while they look at you. It makes you wonder if they are all as calm as if they just went out on 

a beautiful trip. One almost wishes to shout, “Save yourself” once more to teach them to 

show emotions. You would believe they have not seen anything, have not heard anything. 

For them, the nightmare is completely forgotten. Not the smallest fear in their eyes […]. 

That one there hands me a book that is completely soaked: the Quran. He wants to make me 

understand that he clasped it against his chest in order not to lose it and that he is now the 

happiest of all believers. Not a tear, not a complaint, not a lamentation in this ship’s hold.139 

Thus, the pilgrims in Londres’ description appeared unmoved by the disaster they narrowly sur-

vived: the example of the pilgrim with the Quran suggested that they valued their holy book 

more than the lives of their fellow passengers. It also seemed that their religious fervour made 

them oblivious to life-threatening dangers: this corresponds to the widespread idea of Muslim 

fatalism (cf. Ochsenwald, 1980, p. 117). 

                                                           
 

138 “A cette minute, on entend, venant de la fournaise, ces mots : « Ils ont tiré leurs poignards ! » , puis un 
moment après, ceux-ci : « Ils ne veulent pas se jeter à la mer ; ils prient Allah dans la salle à manger. »  
On devine que les uns sont entrés en révolte et que les autres se sont tournés vers La Mecque.” 
139 “Dans les cales, voilà les Yemenites, les Somalis, les gens d'Aden, des rescapés. C'est inimaginable. Les 
uns dorment, comme de petits enfants, les autres malaxent leur chapelet, d'autres sourient en vous regar-
dant. C'est à se demander s'ils sont tous aussi tranquilles que s'ils sortaient de chez eux pour faire un beau 
voyage. On a presque envie de crier une nouvelle fois « Sauve qui peut », pour leur apprendre à s'émou-
voir. On croirait qu'ils n'ont rien vu, rien entendu. Pour eux, le cauchemar est complètement oublié. Pas la 
plus petite terreur dans leur regard. […] Celui-là me tend un livre tout mouillé : le Koran. Il veut me faire 
comprendre qu'il l'a serré contre sa poitrine pour ne pas le perdre et que, maintenant, il est le plus heureux 
des croyants. Pas une larme, pas une plainte, pas un gémissement dans cette cale.” 



194 
 

Another example of this was found in Algemeen Handelsblad (16 October 1939). The Dutch 

newspaper reported that a ship, the Tarakan, had departed from Batavia to bring 1,300 pilgrims 

to Jeddah. The ship was fully booked, because some other vessels did not dare make the trip after 

the start of the Second World War. Even though the Netherlands remained neutral and was not 

involved in the war yet, its outbreak caused much uncertainty about the safety of the pilgrimage:  

Upon the outbreak of the war it was doubted whether the Hajj shipping should be prohibit-

ed altogether due to the possibility that an eventual return to the Indies could be complicated 

if the conflict escalated further, or whether it was justifiable to hinder those involved in prac-

tising their religious duties. 

The consequence of these considerations was that the B.B. [Binnenlandsch Bestuur, the co-

lonial administration of the Netherlands Indies] pointed out the dangers of the journey, leav-

ing it to [the prospective pilgrims] to decide whether they desired to continue the journey af-

ter the warnings.140 

Because of this, some ships that had already left, returned to the Netherlands Indies. In the end, 

four of the twelve hajj ships were cancelled. However, despite the official warnings, many of the 

passengers still wanted to travel to Mecca. Thus, they booked tickets for the MS Tarakan. 

 Besides mentioning the risks Muslim pilgrims were willing to take, some Hajj as voyage 

articles also mentioned their poverty, even though this was a more important topic in the Hajj as 

hardship sub-frame (4.6.3). De Telegraaf (5 December 1935) reported on the large number of Mus-

lim from the Dutch East Indies who were living in Mecca in great poverty. These problems had 

been aggravated as a result of the Great Depression: “Out of the around 5000 Mohammedan 

inhabitants from the Netherlands Indies, an estimated 3000 will want to return, because the fi-

nancial support they received from parents and family in the Indies, has stopped as result of the 

recession” (De Telegraaf, 5 December 1935).141 While there was some money available in special 

funds to pay for the return trip of these destitute pilgrims, it was estimated that this would only 

be sufficient for fewer than a thousand of them. Therefore De Telegraaf expected that a lottery 

would be needed to determine who could be granted a free trip back to the Dutch East Indies. 

                                                           
 

140 “Bij het uitbreken van den oorlog was men in dubio of de hadjivaart in verband met de mogelijkheid, 
dat eventueele terugkeer naar Indië zou kunnen worden bemoeilijkt indien het conflict in Europa zich zou 
uitbreiden, geheel verboden diende te worden, danwel of men wel gerechtigd was de betrokkenen de uit-
oefening van hun godsdienstige plichten te belemmeren. 
Het gevolg van deze overwegingen is geweest dat het B.B. de Mekkagangers op de gevaren van de reis 
wees, het aan hen zelf overlatend of zij na de waarschuwingen de reis wenschten voort te zetten.” 
141 “Van een totaal van rond 5000 Mohammedaansche inwoners van Ned.-Indië zullen er naar schatting 
minstens 3000 terug willen, omdat de financieele ondersteuning, welke zij van ouders en familie in Indië 
ontvingen, door de malaise is opgehouden.” 
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 In a few cases, newspapers published eye-witness reports of people who had travelled 

aboard a ship with Hajj pilgrims. For example, Algemeen Handelsblad published an article by the 

young doctor Jan Hendrik Maasland (1897–1943), who worked on a ship that carried around 120 

pilgrims from Jeddah back to Africa. Maasland (9 April 1925) was quite irritated by the behaviour 

and views of some of these pilgrims: “Sometimes it gives me a feeling of aversion. Most irritating 

are the men who, while always talking about their religion, treat their women almost like ani-

mals”.142 The doctor became particularly annoyed with one old man:  

This old gentleman, who has a rather big influence on his countrymen and fellow believers, 

caused so much trouble and irritation to alternately the first helmsman, the head engineer 

and me, that I am so far the only one of us three who did not grab him by the beard yet to 

demand more cooperation and polite conduct by means of some tough pulls on this sensi-

tive part, of which he is very proud above all; this old gentleman only travels with a little lady 

of about 15 years old, of whom he is very jealous and whom he terrorises badly. His old wife 

stayed at home and, according to the other pilgrims, made him marry this young lady to 

guard him from evil.143 

Maasland was more positive about the Muslim women on board. He specifically praised their 

mutual helpfulness. Just like in articles mentioned before, most notably the one by Albert Lon-

dres, Maasland also noted that the religious zeal of the pilgrims largely overshadowed negative 

emotions: “Some have lost almost everything they possessed; all a large part of their money; this 

one a husband, another her children, many their health. Some dare to openly admit that they re-

gret having gone to the Holy Land. Yet many insisted that it was sooo wooonderful to have been 

“very close to God”.”144 With his ironic accentuation of the words ‘so wonderful’, Maasland 

seemed to suggest that many pilgrims exaggerated the positive experience of the Hajj and down-

played the hardships. Again, this corresponds to the idea that the religious fervour of the pilgrims 

made them nearly oblivious even to tragic losses. 

                                                           
 

142 “Soms geeft ‘t me een gevoel van weerzin. Ergerlijk zijn vaak de mannen, die, den mond vol van hun 
geloof, hun vrouwen vrijwel als beesten behandelen.” 
143 “Deze oude heer dan, die een, vrij grooten invloed op zijn land- en geloofsgenooten heeft, veroorzaakt 
afwisselend den 1en stuurman, den hoofdmachinist en mij zooveel last en ergernis, dat ik tot nu toe de 
eenige ben van ons drieën, die hem niet aan den baard gegrepen en door eenige flinke rukken aan dit zijn 
gevoeligste deel, waarop hij bovendien zeer trotsch is, tot meer medewerking en beleefder optreden ge-
dwongen heb; deze oude heer reist alleen met een vrouwtje van een jaar of 15, waarop hij ontzaglijk ja-
loersch is, en die hij verregaand tiranniseert. Zijn oude vrouw is thuis gebleven en heeft hem, naar de an-
dere pelgrims zeggen, met dit jonge vrouwtje laten trouwen, om hem voor kwaad te behoeden.” 
144 “Sommigen hebben bijna alles verloren wat ze bezaten; allen een groot deel van hun geld; deze een 
man, een ander haar kinderen, velen hun gezondheid. Sommigen durven openlijk bekennen, dat ze spijt 
hebben naar ’t heilige land te zijn gegaan; velen echter houden vol, dat ’t zóó héérlijk was “bajang dicht bij 
God” geweest te zijn.” [the accentuated words ‘zóó héérlijk’ were translated as ‘sooo wooonderful’ to 
reflect the apparent exaggeration to which the author seems to draw attention] 
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 While most articles of this sub-frame concentrated on transport to the Hejaz by ship, 

some discussed alternative means of transport. One often mentioned during the interwar years 

was the defunct Hejaz railway. Prominent Dutch orientalist Christiaan Snouck Hurgronje dis-

cussed it in detail in a long article published in De Telegraaf on 3 April 1929. He recounted that the 

Hejaz railway was completed in 1908, connecting Damascus and Haifa with Medina. It was con-

structed at the orders of the Ottoman Sultan Abdul Hamid II with the double intention of facili-

tating the transport of troops as well as pilgrims from the Levant to the holy cities. The intended 

last part, between Medina and Mecca, was never built. After the fall of the Ottoman empire, there 

was disagreement about the responsibility for the exploitation and maintenance of the railway. 

These discussions continued and no solution was in sight in 1929, as the railway crossed the terri-

tory of French Mandate state of Syria, the British mandate territories of Palestine and Transjor-

dan and finally the Saudi Kingdom of Hejaz and Nejd. 

 Yet while the railway continued to be a problem, a new means of transport quickly gained 

popularity: the bus. On 30 March 1935, Algemeen Handelsblad reported that buses brought pilgrims 

from the entire Muslim world to Mecca, through the desert: “How much we worry about the 

‘wild’ bus services to The Hague and Rotterdam! What kind of short routes are those in compari-

son to the ‘Mecca’ service, from Ahmedabad in British India via Delhi and Medina to Mecca? A 

distance of 8850 kilometres.”145 According to Algemeen Handelsblad, 24 Muslims made use of this 

long-distance service on its first trip in 1935. The bus provided a comfortable journey, with excel-

lent on-board sleeping accommodation. Yet the Dutch newspaper explained that most pilgrims 

used the bus for considerably shorter distances. In particular, the stretch of 160 kilometre be-

tween Jeddah and Mecca had become much easier due to the widespread use of buses. Algemeen 

Handelsblad (30 March 1935) applauded modern technology for having made the whole pilgrim-

age faster, safer and easier: “The desert was no match for the progress of technology. Maybe she 

lost her mystery, but also the fearsomeness that she possessed until now. The bus, the airplane 

and the radio have forced their way in and here the technology of the West and the marvels of 

the East have found each other.”146 The contrast between East and West is significant here. The 

                                                           
 

145 “Wat maken we ons toch druk over de “wilde” autobusdiensten naar Den Haag en Rotterdam! Wat 
zijn dat voor trajectjes vergeleken bij den dienst, die “op Mecca rijdt”, van Ahmedabad in Britsch-Indië 
over Delhi, via Medina naar Mekka?... Een afstand van 8850 kilometer.” 
146 “Tegenover het voortschrijden van de techniek heeft de woestijn het afgelegd. Zij heeft misschien haar 
mysterie verloren, maar toch ook het schrikwekkende, dat ze tot dusver had. De autobus, het vliegtuig en 
de radio zijn er binnengedrongen en hier hebben de techniek van het Westen en de wonderen van het 
Oosten elkaar gevonden.” 
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West is presented as the source of progress and modernity, while the East is depicted as a myste-

rious and timeless place of fairytale-like wonders. 

 

4.6.3 The Hajj as hardship 

 

The articles with the Hajj as hardship sub-frame focused on the suffering of Hajj pilgrims travelling 

to Mecca. They mostly discussed health problems and strongly criticised the poor hygiene. The 

criticism was mostly aimed at the authorities in the Hejaz and sometimes other Arab countries on 

the route to Mecca, like Egypt. In contrast, these articles often praised the European powers for 

their efforts to improve the health and hygiene for the pilgrims. The poverty of the pilgrims was 

regularly a secondary topic in this sub-frame. The Hajj was frequently described as a dangerous 

undertaking. 

 As mentioned in Section 4.3, De Telegraaf published a long series of articles written by the 

Indonesian teacher Bagindo Dahlan Abdoellah, in which he reported in detail about his trip to 

Mecca. He travelled from Rotterdam to Port Said, Egypt, on the cargo ship SS Bali (Dahlan 

Abdoellah, 22 July 1920). There he transferred to the SS Mansourah of the Khedivial Mail Line. 

Dahlan Abdoellah (15 October 1920) thanked the helpful Dutch consul in Port Said for assisting 

him by reserving a first-class ticket, although he was quite shocked when he discovered the price: 

ƒ156 (€ 852).147 Aboard this ship, he witnessed with his own eyes the circumstances in which the 

poor pilgrims travelled to Mecca. As a result, Dahlan Abdoellah frequently complained about the 

hygienic situation and the risks of diseases, which is why a number of his articles belonged to the 

Hajj as hardship sub-frame. His vivid descriptions offered an interesting insight in the life of poor 

pilgrims on the Hajj ships: 

On board there was an unbelievably colourful mix of all kinds of nationalities: Moroccans, 

Negros,148 Egyptians, Arabs, Syrians, etc. etc., many with their veiled women and children. It 

was almost impossible to walk on the decks and in the corridors without stumbling over the 

bare feet, bottles, baskets, fruits and improvised places to sleep. To understand this, the 

readers should know that these third-class passengers must take care of themselves com-

pletely, both for the bed linen and the food and drinks; the latter is often carried in goat skin 

bags! Here and there a petroleum stove, on which tea was boiled, but during the journey they 

primarily lived off bread and dates. By giving tips to the servants, they could occasionally ob-

                                                           
 

147 The present-day purchase power was determined with the help of the calculator of the International 
Institute of Social History: http://www.iisg.nl/hpw/calculate.php [retrieved on 25 January 2017]. 
148 It is striking to see that Dahlan Abdoellah lists the racial term ‘Negros’ as a nationality on an equal 
footing with Morrocans, Egyptians and Syrians. 
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tain a bit of the ship’s provisions and water. If one adds some stalls with sheep, a few horses 

and a car for the King of Hejaz (that is the name of the country of which Mecca is the capi-

tal) to the three hundred deck passengers, and if one establishes that there were absolutely 

insufficient bathing and toilet facilities on board, then one can understand what unhygienic, 

dirty, smelly mess such a pilgrim ship contains! The mix of colours and the clothing, the la-

dies and girls who are all veiled and often sit motionless for hours, some companies of trav-

ellers hidden behind curtains that were hastily suspended, demonstrating a noisy activity 

around the time of the religious ceremony (five times a day), it all results in an unforgettably 

interesting spectacle. And when the boat started swaying and especially the women repeated-

ly got entangled in those veils in an unappetising way while feeding the fish over the ship’s 

rail, a sentiment of pity often came over me and I was highly grateful to the consul of Port 

Said that – despite the high costs – I followed his advice to travel first class. And, as I also 

discovered to my alarm in my own cabin, the ship was not clear of ‘vermin’ and after a few 

days sailing I abandoned the interesting visits to the third class for motives of self-interest. It 

simply became intolerable there due to the smell etc.! 149 (Dahlan Abdoellah, 15 October 

1920) 

Thus, on the one hand, Dahlan Abdoellah demonstrated a strong interest in observing the daily 

lives, customs and traditions of the poor pilgrims. He repeatedly called it interesting and seemed 

to regret that he was compelled to stop visiting the third-class decks. On the other hand, he was 

disgusted by the filth and worried about the hygiene. The combination of an overcrowded ship, 

the presence of livestock in the same spaces and the insufficient food and bathroom facilities 

created a very unhealthy environment. Seasickness (‘feeding the fish over the ship’s rail’) and 

vermin further worsened the situation. Since Dahlan Abdoellah travelled to Mecca from Europe, 

                                                           
 

149 “Het was daar aan boord een onbeschrijfelijke bonte mengeling van allerlei nationaliteiten: Marokka-
nen, negers, Egyptenaren, Arabieren, Syriërs, enz. enz., velen met hunne gesluierde vrouwen en kinderen. 
Men kon op de dekken en in de gangen haast niet loopen zonder te struikelen over bloote voeten, fles-
schen, manden, vruchten en geïmproviseerde slaapplaatsen. Hetgeen den lezers duidelijk zal zijn, indien 
men weet, dat deze derde-klassers geheel en al voor zichzelf moeten zorgen, zoowel voor bedgerei als 
voor eten en drinken; dit laatste veelal medegevoerd in zakken van geitevel! Hier en daar een petroleum-
toestel, waarop thee gekookt werd, doch in hoofdzaak leefden zij gedurende de reis van brood en dadels. 
Door fooien aan de bedienden te geven, konden zij ook nog wel eens wat van de scheepsproviand en van 
het scheepswater machtig worden. Voegt men bij die driehonderd dekpassagiers nog eenige hokken met 
schapen, een aantal paarden en een auto voor den koning van Hedjaz (zoo heet het land, waarvan Mekka 
de hoofdplaats is) en constateert men dan, dat er absoluut onvoldoende bad- en latrine-gelegenheid aan 
boord was, dan kan men begrijpen, wat een onhygiënischen, vuilen, onwelriekenden rommel zoo’n pel-
grimsboot bevat! De mengeling van kleuren en kleedij, de dikwijls uren lang onbeweeglijk zittende dames 
en meisjes, allen gesluierd, sommige gezelschappen verscholen achter in der haast opgehangen gordijntjes, 
tegen het uur van de godsdienstoefening (vijf maal per dag) een luidruchtige bedrijvigheid ten toon sprei-
dende, levert een onvergetelijk interessant schouwspel op. En toen de boot begon te schommelen en 
vooral het vrouwelijke element bij het voederen der visschen over de verschansing meermalen op onsma-
kelijke wijze verward raakte in die sluiers, bekroop mij dikwijls een gevoel van medelijden en was ik – 
ondanks de hooge kosten – den consul van Port Said hoogst dankbaar, dat ik zijn raad om eerste klasse te 
reizen, had opgevolgd. Het schip was, dit bemerkte ik tot mijn grooten schrik ook in mijn eigen cabine, 
niet vrij van “ongedierte” en na een paar dagen varens liet ik de belangwekkende bezoeken aan de derde 
klasse om redenen van eigenbelang verder achterwege. Het was er eenvoudig van wege de stank enz. niet 
meer uit te houden!” 
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he did not travel with other Indonesians. Upon his arrival in the Hejaz however, he saw many 

pilgrims from the Dutch East Indies and was struck by their poverty. He met a professor who 

resided in the Hejaz and who told him that “95 percent of the pilgrims from the Netherlands 

Indies have not fulfilled the Hajj (pilgrimage) correctly… That is because they did not possess 

sufficient means, incurred debts – which is prescribed – or otherwise ended up deeply in debt in 

the Holy Land itself”150 (Dahlan Abdoellah, 20 October 1920).  

In addition, the professor told Dahlan Abdoellah that the Indonesian pilgrims lacked fun-

damental knowledge about the religious and spiritual significance of the Hajj. He claimed that 

they just saw it as a way to be liberated from their earthly sins. Moreover, he also stated that the 

Indonesian pilgrims were generally easily deceived and widely insulted in the Hejaz. Dahlan 

Abdoellah confirmed that his own observations supported this statement. He was appalled by the 

attitude of the Arab population towards his compatriots, who “are definitely ‘looked down upon’ 

and often have to experience and endure this disdain in a most unsavoury way. It is a fact, and I 

write this with a feeling of great disappointment, that by far the largest share of them are illiterate 

and they also present themselves as undeveloped and clumsy in other regards”151 (Dahlan 

Abdoellah, 20 October 1920). He described how Indonesian pilgrims were constantly scolded 

and bullied. Dahlan Abdoellah wrote that he felt deep compassion for his compatriots: “And 

with a feeling of sadness I thought about the great sacrifices made each year by thousands of my 

less developed compatriots, both in terms of money and physical hardships, many paying with 

their life or health… without even having a clue of the way the people in this religious centre 

apparently think and talk about them!” 152 This quotation clearly shows Dahlan Abdoellah’s 

awareness of and concern with the hardships suffered especially by the poor pilgrims, while it 

also suggests some contempt for them because of their ignorance. 

 Dahlan Abdoellah mostly gave anecdotal evidence of the hardships, based on his own 

observations. In contrast, there were also articles that discussed the problems of health, hygiene 

                                                           
 

150 “van 95 procent van de pelgrims uit Ned.-Indië de hadj (bedevaart) niet behóórlijk verricht is… en wel 
wegens het feit, dat zij niet over de noodige middelen beschikten, in strijd met de voorschriften schulden 
gemaakt hebben of anders in het Heilige Land zelf diep in de schuld zijn geraakt.” 
151 “de Djawa-pelgrims worden hier beslist “geminacht” en moeten die minachting dikwijls op de meest 
stuitende wijze ondervinden en verdragen. Een feit is het, en het is met een gevoel van grote teleurstelling 
dat ik zulks hier neerschrijf, dat verreweg het grootste deel hunner analphabeten zijn en zich ook in andere 
opzichten als onontwikkeld en onbeholpen doen kennen.” 
152 “En met een gevoel van weemoed dacht ik aan de groote offers, die duizenden mijner minder ontwik-
kelde landgenooten jaarlijks zich getroosten, zoowel aan geld als aan lichamelijke ontberingen, velen met 
hun leven of hun gezondheid… zonder zij een flauw besef hebben van de wijze, waarop hier in dit gods-
dienstige centrum blijkbaar over hen gedacht en gesproken wordt!” 
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and poverty on the Hajj from a more ‘academic’ or political point of view. Le Petit Parisien (2 Oc-

tober 1929) for example reported that the French Academy of Medicine called the hygienic situa-

tion on the Hajj ‘deplorable’ and urged an improvement: “In particular, the means of transport 

and particularly the quality of the food need to be completely transformed.”153 It was proposed 

that the situation on the Hajj ships could be improved by drastically reducing the number of pil-

grims staying in one cabin and by providing sufficient water and ice. As for the food, it was ar-

gued that pilgrims should not be allowed to bring their own food for the full trip, to make sure 

they would get fresh food instead. A year later, Le Matin (15 October 1930) concluded that in fact 

most of these measures had been implemented. The situation on the (French) ships had im-

proved significantly. The next thing that should be improved, again according to the Academy of 

Medicine, was the accommodation in the Hejaz.  

 A similar observation was made that same year by H.C. Zentgraaff, the chief-editor of the 

Soerabajaasch Handelsblad, a colonial newspaper in the East Indies, who was quoted in Algemeen 

Handelsblad (6 February 1930). He had travelled to Europe on a ship that also carried pilgrims to 

Mecca. He praised the conditions on the ship, but stressed that the circumstances in the Hejaz 

itself remained very bad: “The mortality in the Hejaz itself remains high, as thousands of pilgrims 

end up in a state of such serious exhaustion and weakness that many perish in Jeddah and on the 

ships during the return journey”154 (H.C. Zentgraaff in: Algemeen Handelsblad, 6 February 1930). 

Zentgraaff claimed that the mortality among pilgrims from the Netherlands Indies was higher 

than among those from other countries, because they generally stayed much longer in Mecca, to 

spend the whole Ramadan there: “This extension of their stay in Arab cities, where the hygienic 

situation leaves much to be desired, is one of the causes of the very high mortality among these 

pilgrims, which is estimated at about ten percent, only considering the Hejaz, so only taking into 

account the pilgrims who succumb over there.”155 Therefore, Zentgraaff urged Muslim leaders to 

help shorten the period Indonesian pilgrims spent in the Hejaz. The journalist of Algemeen Han-

delsblad (6 February 1930) endorsed this encouragement. 

                                                           
 

153 “Les moyens de transport et les conditions de l’alimentation en particulier demandent à être complète-
ment transformés.” 
154 “De sterfte in de Hedjas zelve blijft nog steeds groot, terwijl duizenden pelgrims daar geraken in een 
toestand van zoo groote uitputting en zwakte, dat zeer velen sterven te Djeddah en op de schepen gedu-
rende de terugreis.” 
155 “Dit verlengen van hun verblijf in Arabische steden, waar de hygiënische toestanden alles te wenschen 
overlaten, is een der oorzaken van de zeer groote sterfte onder deze pelgrims, welke op circa tien procent 
wordt geschat, alléén wat de Hedjas betreft, dus met betrekking tot de pelgrims die dáár sterven.” 
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 Finally, there was a particular kind of hardship that was occasionally (although not fre-

quently) mentioned in articles about the Hajj: slavery and the slave trade. On 7 November 1924, 

Algemeen Handelsblad cited the British Conservative MP George Renwick, who discussed the fate 

of the Hajj pilgrims in two letters published in the Daily Chronicle. Not only did he claim that 17% 

of the Hajj pilgrims from British territories had perished that year, mostly due to the abominable 

circumstances in the Hejaz, he also denounced the problem of the slave trade: “For the most part 

these slaves are obtained by capturing young African men and women, who were brought to the 

Hejaz for the pilgrimage and whose parents or guardians have died. Sometimes caravans of Afri-

can pilgrims are also attacked for this goal”156 (Algemeen Handelsblad, 7 November 1924). In addi-

tion, Renwick stated that slave traders also brought slaves by ship directly from Sudan and Ethi-

opia to Jeddah, where the slave trade still openly persisted. Finally, he mentioned that the royal 

family of the Hejaz possessed many African slaves. 

 Thus, articles with the Hajj as hardship sub-frame showed the different ways in which 

Hajj pilgrims suffered on their way to and from Mecca, especially regarding health, hygiene and 

poverty. In an exceptional case slavery was denounced as well. The next Section will demonstrate 

a sub-frame that wrote considerably more positively about the Hajj, focusing on the religious 

ceremonies in and around Mecca.  

 

4.6.4 The Hajj as rituals 

 

The third and last sub-frame of the World in the Hajj frame, the Hajj as rituals (n=23) offered de-

scriptions and explanations of the religious rituals pilgrims performed in and around the holy city 

of Mecca. These articles usually discussed the Kaaba and often also other sites that pilgrims visit-

ed during the Hajj. Likewise, the topic of Ihram clothing was also found in a majority of the arti-

cles. The Camel caravans were the means of transport that were mentioned most often. Almost 

half of the articles of this sub-frame offered a clearly positive assessment of Muslims: many also 

wrote positively about the management of the Hajj by local authorities and about the influence of 

Hajj on the pilgrims. 

                                                           
 

156 “Voor het grootste deel worden die slaven verkregen door het gevangennemen van Afrikaansche jonge 
mannen en vrouwen, die naar de Hedjas zijn gebracht ter bedevaart en wier ouders of voogden gestorven 
zijn. Ook worden wel eens met dit doel aanvallen gedaan op karavanen van Afrikaansche pelgrims.” 



202 
 

 Although this was not part of the actual Hajj, many pilgrims first visited the Tomb of Eve 

in Jeddah, until it was demolished by the Wahhabis in 1928. Bagindo Dahlan Abdoellah, who was 

introduced above, also visited this site during his pilgrimage in 1920. He described the 40-meter-

long tomb and stated that the size of Eve’s body should not be taken literally: instead, he consid-

ered it to be merely symbolic. He also noted the presence of many beggars trying to earn some 

money by reciting texts from the Quran. Dahlan Abdoellah (29 October 1920) was surprised by 

the docility and compliance of other pilgrims and presented himself as a more critical observer: 

“Those people really have to be in a kind of religious ecstasy in order not to realise in what overt 

way they are in fact being swindled! The clever Arab who originally invented/found out* that 

mother Eve was buried there at his place of birth, has indeed discovered a ‘gold mine’ for himself 

and his offspring.”157 The Dutch word uitgevonden, translated in this citation as [invented/found 

out], can have an ambiguous meaning and in this context reflects Dahlan Abdoellah’s sceptical 

attitude towards commercial practices at the Tomb of Eve. Whilee did not directly say that the 

tomb was entirely fake, but clearly hinted at the possibility. 

 The first step of the actual Hajj is to enter into a state of Ihram, which includes absten-

tion from several activities (for example sexual activities, haircuts and carrying weapons). It also 

obliges pilgrims to wear the prescribed Ihram clothing, which consists of light, white garments. 

This clothing was mentioned in many articles with the Hajj as rituals sub-frame. Dahlan Abdoel-

lah (29 October 1920) for example, described his initial unease over wearing the mandatory Ih-

ram clothing. He felt the simple, white garments revealed too much of his body: “Although the 

very lightest clothing did not seem unpleasant in this heat, I still did not feel entirely at ease and 

imagined that everyone was watching my bare arms and legs; but I also got used to that, especial-

ly when I was in such a large and similarly dressed company”.158 

 As mentioned before, camel caravans were the means of transport most often discussed 

in the Hajj as rituals frame. As demonstrated by the fragment with which I opened this chapter 

(4.1.1), Dahlan Abdoellah (29 October 1920) was quite impressed by the sight of the camel cara-

vans making their way through the desert from Jeddah to Mecca. He still pictured a Hajj that had 

                                                           
 

157 “Wél moeten die menschen in een soort godsdienstige extase verkeeren om niet te beseffen, op welke 
openlijke wijze zij feitelijk afgezet worden! 
De slimme Arabier, die indertijd uitgevonden heeft dat moeder Eva daar bij zijn geboorteplaats onder het 
zand ligt begraven, heeft voor zich en zijn nageslacht inderdaad een “goudmijn” ontdekt.” 
158 “Hoewel in deze warmte de allerluchtigste kleedij niet onaangenaam aandeed, gevoelde ik me daarin 
toch niet geheel op mijn gemak en verbeeldde ik mezelf, dat iedereen naar mijn bloote armen en beenen 
keek; maar ook dat wende, vooral waar ik in zulk groot en op gelijke wijze gekleed gezelschap verkeerde.” 
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remained fundamentally unchanged for many centuries. Ten years later, Austro-Hungarian born 

Muslim convert Leopold Weiss (Muhammad Asad) described a different situation in an article 

published in De Telegraaf. Although the camel caravans had not disappeared, he travelled around 

Mecca by car. He also stated that the region had become much safer in recent years, since it had 

been annexed by King Saud. According to Weiss (20 July 1930), the merciless punishments of 

thieves, based on Quranic law, had resulted in the elimination of virtually all crime. In particular, 

Saud had brought an end to the ages-old threat of Bedouin raids on caravans. Weiss strongly 

praised Saud: “Nobody will contest that this achievement of Bin Saud is a great act of civilization 

[…]”159 (Weiss, 20 July 1930). French convert Chérif Ibrahim (Laurent Depui) supported this 

argument. He stated that the introduction of cars had made the Hajj considerably easier, safer 

and more comfortable, calling it “a serious progress”160 (Ibrahim, 27 April 1932, p. 2). He also 

praised King Saud for having made the Hejaz a much safer place. 

 The ritual described most often in the Hajj as rituals sub-frame was the visit of the Kaaba, 

the black cube-shaped building located at the centre of the Great Mosque of Mecca. The Black 

Stone is located at the eastern corner of the Kaaba. At the Great Mosque of Mecca, Muslims are 

required to perform the tawaf ritual: they circle around the Kaaba seven times in counter-

clockwise direction. Pilgrims usually make the tawaf both at the beginning and end of their Hajj. 

Weiss (12 September 1930) praised the simplicity of the architecture of the Kaaba: “In various 

Mohammedan countries I have seen mosques in which the hands of talented artists created 

amazingly beautiful works of wonder – but never did I feel so strongly as with this Kaaba how 

the hand of the architect approximated his religious thoughts so perfectly.”161 According to 

Weiss, the sobriety of the architecture reflected the ‘pathos’ of a house of worship: it correspond-

ed to the idea that whatever is created by human hands, will never be worthy of God. For this 

reason, simplicity is more appropriate than splendour. Leopold Weiss (12 September 1930) was 

also impressed by the tawaf ritual: “And thus they wander around this house, crowds from all 

parts of the Mohammedan world, a kaleidoscopic image, composed of completely different faces, 

clothes and gestures, races from three continents, but through joint worship melted together into 

                                                           
 

159 “Niemand zal betwisten, dat deze prestatie van Bin Sa’oed een groote beschavingsdaad is, die, zooals 
men dat noemt, zich mag laten zien.” 
160 “un sérieux progrès” 
161 “Ik heb in verscheiden Mohammedaansche landen moskeeën gezien, waarin de hand van begenadigde 
kunstenaars verbluffend-schoone wonderwerken schiep – maar nimmer heb ik zóó sterk als bij deze 
Kaäba gevoeld, hoe de hand van den bouwmeester zijn religieuze gedachten zoo volkomen benaderde.” 
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one single people for minutes, hours, days.”162 Hence, Weiss stressed the unity among Muslims 

from across the world during the Hajj and presented it as a peaceful spiritual experience. He also 

presented the circulation of the large masses around the Kaaba as an aesthetically beautiful sight. 

In contrast, Dahlan Abdoellah paid more attention to the discomfort caused by the large crowds 

around the Kaaba, as we saw in Section 4.1.1. Nevertheless, he described the act of the kissing 

the stone as a spiritual experience. Chérif Ibrahim (30 April 1932) also described the tawaf in de-

tail, as well as the history of the Kaaba. Just like Dahlan Abdoellah, he noted that the very large 

crowds made it practically impossible to reach the Black Stone and kiss it. Especially the first-

time hajjis tried very hard to make their way through the masses to reach it. 

 After the tawaf, pilgrims drink the water at the Zamzam Well, which is also located within 

the Great Mosque of Mecca, right next to the Kaaba. Although this is an important ritual within 

the Hajj, Bagindo Dahlan Abdoellah (29 October 1920) was not particularly enthusiastic about 

the water: 

With a feeling of quiet exaltation, I emptied my cup and so many days later I can report that 

the taste did not encourage me to take a second bowl! Probably due to a high salt level it 

tastes sourish and bitter and smells like the ‘pharmacy’; it is not impossible that its fame as a 

healing power came into being as result of a purgative effect after drinking it […]. 

The story goes that there have been people living in Mecca, who did not consume a piece of 

bread or other food in years, but exclusively lived from Zamzam water. Just in case, I decid-

ed to join the breakfast after all […].163 

Leopold Weis (12 September 1930) also commented on the remarkable taste of the Zamzam 

water, but simply called it “crystal clear, with a slight mineral taste”.164 

 Next, the Hajj as rituals articles described the various other rituals of the Hajj: walking 

back and forth seven times between Safa and Marwah, the stay in the plain of Mina and the trip 

to Mount Arafat. Pilgrims collect pebbles at the plain of Muzdalifah and bring these with them 

                                                           
 

162 “En zoo trekken zij dus om dit huis, scharen uit alle deelen van de Mohammedaansche wereld, een 
kaleidoscoopachtig bijeengeworpen beeld, samengesteld uit totaal-verschillende gezichten, gewaden en 
gebaren, rassen van drie werelddeelen, maar in gemeenschappelijke aanbidding minuten, uren, dagen lang 
te zamen gesmolten tot één volk.” 
163 “Met een gevoel van stille verrukking ledigde ik mijn drinkensbeker en ik mag zoveel dagen nadato wel 
mededeelen dat de smaak niet aanmoedigde tot een tweede kommetje! Vermoedelijk door een hoog zout-
gehalte smaakt het wrang en bitter en ruikt het naar de “apotheek”; niet onmogelijk is het, dat de roep van 
een geneeskracht ontstaan is door een purgatieve werking na het drinken… […] 
Verhalen doen de ronde, dat er menschen in Mekka geleefd hebben, die jaren lang geen stukje brood of 
ander eten verorberden, doch uitsluitend leefden van dat Zamzam-water. Voor alle eventualiteiten besloot 
ik echter tóch maar mee aan te zitten aan het ontbijt […].” 
164 “kristal-helder, een beetje mineralig-smakend” 
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for the Stoning of the Devil ritual in Mecca. This ceremony takes places for three days in a row. 

The first day, on Eid al-Adha, pilgrims must hit the largest of the three pillars with seven stones. 

This same day, as part of the Sacrifice Feast, “countless sacrificial animals are butchered and sac-

rificed, and they [the pilgrims] have their heads shaved”165 (De Tijd, 22 September 1938). The next 

two days the pilgrims have to repeat the Stoning of the Devil ritual, this time hitting each of the 

three pillars with seven stones. Chérif Ibrahim (5 May 1932, p. 6) called this “without any doubt 

one of the oldest symbolic rituals of the old pilgrimage”.166 He claimed that this ritual dated back 

to prehistoric times and thus preceded most of the other rituals of the Hajj. After the Stoning of 

the Devil ritual, pilgrims repeat the tawaf, again walking seven times around the Kaaba. 

 Finally, after the official end of the Hajj, most pilgrims also visited Medina to see the 

Prophet’s Mosque, built on the last resting place of the Prophet Mohammad. Leopold Weiss 

found the mosque very impressive, both due to its large size and the beauty of its decorations. He 

also described it as a place of spiritual reflection:  

The mood in this house of God is gentle and solemn; one reaches profound contemplation 

and is bound to honour the man who is buried here and who, after so many centuries, still 

lives on spiritually and who remains present every moment with over a quarter billion peo-

ple, spread over three continents, due to the power of his great soul167 (Weiss, 20 July 1930).  

This citation, indeed written by a Muslim convert, illustrates once more the positive perspective 

on Muslims and Islam found in a considerable share of the articles with the Hajj as rituals sub-

frame. 

 While the European public largely depended on written texts and some photographs to 

get an impression of the rituals in Mecca, the interwar period also saw the first moving images of 

Mecca being screened in European theatres. In 1928 Georg Krügers, the Dutch Indonesian di-

rector of the Java Film Company, travelled from the Dutch East Indies to Mecca to film the Hajj. 

The resulting documentary Het Groote Mekka-feest (‘The Great Mecca feast’) was screened in the 

Netherlands to raving reviews. Algemeen Handelsblad (16 December 1928) reported on a screening 

in the Colonial Institute in Amsterdam and strongly recommended the “wonderful film” to its 

readers: “Whoever gets the chance to see a screening of this, should not miss it; it is a kind of 

                                                           
 

165 “Daarna worden tallooze offerdieren geslacht en geofferd, en laat men zich het hoofd scheren.” 
166 “sans nul doute, un des rites symboliques les plus anciens de l’ancien pèlerinage” 
167 “Zacht en plechtig is de stemming in dit Godshuis; men komt er tot innige bezinning en men moet den 
man gedenken, die hier begraven ligt en die toch, na zooveel eeuwen, nog geestelijk voortleeft en bij meer 
dan een kwart-milliard menschen, over drie continenten verspreid, door de macht van zijn groote ziel op 
elk oogenblik aanwezig is…” 
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film that perhaps has seldom if ever been shown in Europe”168. The film screening in the Coloni-

al Institute was introduced by the famous Islam scholar Prof. Christiaan Snouck Hurgronje (see 

2.2.3), who had travelled to Mecca himself in 1885. The documentary showed the whole voyage 

of the pilgrims from the Dutch East Indies to Mecca and back. Yet the journalist of Algemeen 

Handelsblad commented that the images after the arrival in Jeddah were the most interesting and 

important part of the film, especially the footage of the rituals in Mecca and Medina: “Things and 

acts are brought to the screen that a European will never see, of which he knows at best that they 

exist, but which he cannot imagine”169. 

 

 

  

                                                           
 

168 “Wie de kans ziet een voorstelling hiervan bij te wonen, late deze niet voorbij gaan; het is een film, 
zooals er in Europa wellicht nog zelden of nooit een vertoond is.” 
169 “Er worden dingen en handelingen op het doek gebracht, die een Europeaan wel nimmer zien zal, 
waarvan hij zich geen voorstelling kan maken.” 
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4.7 The Hajj in the World 

4.7.1 Sub-frames 

 

The Hajj in the World frame (n=109) discussed the pilgrimage to Mecca in its political context. 

This means that it did not focus on the experiences of pilgrims as such. Instead, this frame either 

focused on political events that somehow impacted the Hajj, or the way the Hajj influenced polit-

ical developments elsewhere. Three different sub-frames could be distinguished within the Hajj in 

the World frame (Figure 4.16 and Table 4.4). 

Figure 4.16: Dendrogram of sub-frames within the Hajj in the World frame 

 

First, the Hajj in the Hejaz sub-frame (n=37) discussed the pilgrimage in the context of the political 

turbulence on the Arabian peninsula. The early 1920s were a particularly tumultuous time for the 

Hejaz. The Kingdom of the Hejaz had gained independence from the Ottoman empire only 

shortly before, during the First World War in 1916. It soon entered conflict with the neighbour-

ing Sultanate of Nejd, ruled by Abdulaziz Ibn Saud. Upon the abolition of the Ottoman Cali-

phate by Mustafa Kemal in 1924, King Hussein of the Hejaz claimed the title of Caliph. Howev-

er, within months he was defeated in a war with his rival Saud and ousted from the Hejaz. Saud 

proclaimed himself King of both countries. Eventually, in 1932 the two separate entities were 
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merged into the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia. The main topic of articles in this sub-frame was con-

flict and violence among Muslims (70%), followed by the Caliphate question (30%). Wahhabism, 

the puritan branch of Islam that was dominant in Nejd and that was introduced to Mecca after 

the Saudi annexation, featured prominently in these articles (68%). The Kaaba was also men-

tioned quite often (35%). 

 Second, the Hajj in the metropole (n=22) dealt with the direct impact of the pilgrimage on a 

particular group of Europeans: those who managed to visit Mecca. Rather than focusing on their 

experiences, which would have placed these articles in the World in the Hajj frame, this sub-

frame mostly stressed the importance of the pilgrimage for the knowledge, status and careers of 

these European hajjis. All these articles (100%) discussed Europeans who visited Mecca and con-

versions to Islam featured in a majority (64%). Education (27%) was also a popular topic. An 

important share of these articles claimed that Muslims were violent (27%) and that it was thus 

dangerous for non-Muslims to travel to Mecca (27%). 

 Third and finally, the Hajj in the colonies (n=50) looked at the relation between the pilgrim-

age and political developments in the colonies. It mostly focused on the assumption that Mecca 

was a place where ideas and ideologies were exchanged among Muslims and from where they 

were further spread across the Muslim world. While no single issue was dominant within this 

frame, important topics included anti-colonialism (24%), Pan-Islamism (22%) and education 

(24%). Articles of this sub-frame often claimed hajjis had a high status in their society (24%); for 

this reason, they were deemed to be very influential. Some articles stated that Mecca was a centre 

of resistance against colonial rule (18%). The claim that Muslims were backward was also quite 

common (24%). Unsurprisingly, unfavourable overall assessments of Muslims were more fre-

quently found within this sub-frame than favourable ones (20% versus 2%). 
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Table 4.4: Distribution of the sub-frames over the content analytical variables (%)170 

 The Hajj in 
the Hejaz 
(n=37) 

The Hajj in 
the metropole 
(n=22) 

The Hajj in 
the colonies 
(n=50) 

Total 
 
(n=109) 

Problem definition: Topics 

Transport 19 5 10 12 

Health & hygiene 11 0 18 12 

Poverty & destitute pilgrims 0 0 10 5 

Pan-Islamism 16 0 22 16 

Anti-colonialism 3 0 24 12 

(Bedouin) raids 8 14 4 7 

Consulate in Jeddah/Mecca 3 14 10 8 

Caliphate 30 0 6 13 

Conflict & violence among Muslims 70 0 6 27 

Religious reforms 16 0 10 10 

Destruction of shrines & tombs 22 0 0 7 

Conversion to Islam 0 64 2 14 

Europeans visiting Mecca 5 100 0 22 

Education 5 27 24 18 

Problem definition: Specific Hajj elements 

Kaaba 35 5 4 15 

Medina, Tomb of the Prophet 14 9 6 9 

Camel caravan transport 8 14 4 7 

Train transport 14 0 4 6 

Quran 24 32 8 18 

Wahhabism 68 18 0 27 

Mahmal (Egyptian palanquin) 14 0 0 5 

Problem definition: Explicit references 

Sunni-Shia distinction 14 0 0 5 

Indigenous 0 14 6 6 

Fanaticism 16 14 4 10 

Problem definition: Recurring arguments 

Hajjis have a high status 3 5 24 13 

The Hajj is dangerous for Muslims 14 18 8 12 

Hajj is dangerous for non-Muslims 0 27 0 6 

Hajjis negative towards Wahhabism 11 0 0 4 

Mecca is a centre of resistance 0 0 18 8 

Causal attribution 

Hajj management by local authorities 
is NOT satisfactory 

14 5 6 8 

Radical ideas propagated in Mecca 0 0 10 5 

Moral evaluation 

Influence Hajj negative for pilgrims 0 0 12 6 

Influence West positive for pilgrims 3 5 16 9 

Muslims are violent 5 27 0 7 

Muslims are backward 11 0 24 15 

Overall assessment = favourable 0 14 2 4 

Overall assessment = unfavourable 3 5 20 11 

                                                           
 

170 For the sake of clarity, content analytical variables that did not have an occurrence of at least 10% for 
any of the five sub-frames have been excluded from the table. 
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The relative frequency of the three sub-frames was quite similar in both countries. The Hajj in 

the colonies sub-frame accounted for almost half of the articles (45–8%). It was followed by the 

Hajj in the Hejaz sub-frame, which was relatively more common in France than in the Nether-

lands (39% versus 33%). In contrast, the Hajj in the metropole sub-frame was found more often 

in the Dutch than in the French press (22% versus 13%). However, considering the low total 

number of French articles in this frame (23), these differences are negligible. 

Figure 4.17: Distribution of sub-frames within the Hajj in the World frame by country 

 

 

 

There were some considerable differences between the three frames in their focus on different 

geographical areas, as already indicated by their respective names. Unsurprisingly, the vast majori-

ty (86%) of the Hajj in the Hejaz articles indeed focused on the Hejaz. A majority (64%) of the 

Hajj in the metropole articles also concentrated on the Hejaz, but the Netherlands were the main 

location of 14% of these articles. It may seem contradictory that Metropolitan France and the 

Netherlands were not the primary location of the Hajj in the metropole sub-frame. However, the 

explanation for this is that, as explained before, these articles all dealt with Europeans who had 

travelled to Mecca. For this reason, Mecca and the Hejaz could be the primary location, even 

though the articles mostly discussed the impact of the pilgrimage on Europeans. A similar logic 

explains the considerable share (40%) of Hajj in the colonies articles that focused on the Hejaz. 

These dealt with the activities of colonial subjects in Mecca, where they were supposedly exposed 
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to some insubordinate ideologies and ideas. It should be stressed that the Hajj in the colonies was 

the only of the six sub-frames (including the three from the World in the Hajj frame) of which a 

majority of the articles did not concentrate on the Hejaz. The Dutch East Indies were the prima-

ry location of a considerable share (36%) of these articles. 

 

Figure 4.18: Places discussed in the Hajj in the World sub-frames 

 

4.7.2 The Hajj in the Hejaz 

 

The first sub-frame of the Hajj in the World frame, the Hajj in the Hejaz (n=37), looked at the Hajj 

in the context of the tumultuous political situation of the Hejaz. Most of these articles dealt with 

conflict and violence between Muslims. In particular, they mostly discussed the Saudi conquest of 

the Hejaz and the subsequent introduction of Wahhabism in Mecca. The Caliphate was men-

tioned in a third of this sub-frame’s articles. 

Shortly after the outbreak of the war between Nejd and the Hejaz and especially when the 

army of King Saud approached Mecca in October 1924, there was concern among European 

diplomats in Jeddah about their own safety and that of the Muslim pilgrims from the colonies. Le 

Matin (2 October 1924) noted that a British warship was present in Jeddah. It was ordered to 

remain aloof from the conflict, but to be ready to protect the lives and interests of British Mus-

lims if necessary. Right after the fall of Mecca, De Telegraaf (18 October 1924) reported that the 

Saudi administration insisted that everybody would be safe. It reiterated that the main purpose of 

the military operation against the Hejaz was to regain access to the holy city of Islam. King Hus-

sein had banned Wahhabis from entering Mecca. Indeed, the Dutch newspaper stated that the 
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Wahhabis from Nejd performed their religious rituals at the Kaaba for the first time in four years, 

right after they entered the city. 

 Two months later, De Telegraaf published a background article by prominent orientalist 

Christiaan Snouck Hurgronje (20 December 1924), who discussed the history of Wahhabism and 

the House of Saud. He stated that the Wahhabis had been dubbed the “Protestants of Islam”171, 

due to their insistence on a return to the ‘original purity’ of Islam. They refuted virtually all inno-

vations: not just the religious ones, but also technological inventions and social modernisations. 

According to Snouck Hurgronje (20 December 1924), “Few nations have undergone so little 

change in the last fourteen centuries as the population of the Arabic peninsula. Modern descrip-

tions of the life of Arab tribes serve perfectly to comment on the writings from the time right 

after Muhammad.”172 The Dutch orientalist explained that the Wahhabis had already occupied 

Mecca and Medina before, in 1803 and 1804. During this occupation, they destroyed the tombs 

of saints, burned the tobacco and forced the population and pilgrims alike to practise Islam ac-

cording to their interpretation. 

 Due to the war between Nejd and Hejaz, the Hajj of 1925 was considered unsafe. Several 

newspapers, including De Tijd (26 May 1925), stated that the Egyptian government encouraged its 

pilgrims not to travel to Mecca that year, as it could not guarantee their safety. Those who insist-

ed on making the pilgrimage, were advised do so at their own risk. The next year, after the com-

plete annexation of the Hejaz by Ibn Saud, the newspapers reported on the destruction of several 

tombs and monuments by the Wahhabis. According to Le Matin (19 July 1926), Egyptian pilgrims 

were deeply upset about this: “The groups who have participated in the pilgrimage report that the 

new ruler of the Hejaz has destroyed several holy monuments in Mecca and Medina, including 

the house where Muhammad was born. There were numerous protests against Ibn Saud because 

of the conditions he imposes on all pilgrims.”173 Dutch Catholic newspaper De Tijd (7 September 

1926) also stressed that the Wahhabis antagonized other Muslims with their destruction of reli-

gious monuments, which they considered idolatry: 

                                                           
 

171 “protestanten van den Islam” 
172 “Weinige volken hebben in de laatste veertien eeuwen zóó weinig verandering ondergaan als de bevol-
king van het Arabische schiereiland. Moderne beschrijvingen van het leven der Arabische stammen doen 
uitstekend dienst als commentaar op de geschriften uit den eersten tijd na Mohammed.” 
173 “Les troupes qui ont pris part au pélèrinage racontent que le nouveau souverain du Hedjaz a fait raser 
plusieurs monuments sacrés de la Mecque et de Medine, y compris la maison où était né Mahomet. Des 
protestations nombreuses ont été faites contre Ibn Seoud en raison des conditions qu’il impose à tous les 
pèlerins.” 
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The occupation of the Hejaz was soon accompanied by acts that were caused by the exces-

sive religious zeal of the Wahhabis. They immediately demolished domes and mosques, 

which the more tolerant religious devotion, especially that of the Shias in Persia, had con-

structed on the graves of the Prophet and his family. 

Moreover, they prohibited the pilgrims from visiting the tomb of Eve, which is preserved 

with much Islamic mystery in Jeddah. But they did not deem this prohibition sufficient: soon 

Ibn Saud ordered by government decree to demolish the tomb.174 

This is the same tomb as the one described by Bagindo Dahlan Abdoellah six years earlier (see 

Section 4.6.4). As this citation showed, De Tijd signalled an opposition between the ‘excessive 

religious zeal’ of the Wahhabis on the one side and the ‘more tolerant devotion’ of other Islamic 

branches on the other. The Dutch newspaper stated that Saud had imposed religious reforms 

with “strictness and severity”.175 Prison sentences had been introduced for people who were 

caught smoking tobacco or drinking wine, as well as for those who missed the Friday prayers. 

 The religious reforms that were imposed by the Wahhabis on Mecca not only impacted 

the pilgrims; they also affected the relations between the dual monarchy and Egypt. As Snouck 

Hurgronje (20 November 1927) explained in a background article in De Telegraaf, a diplomatic 

crisis had broken out between Egypt and the dual kingdom of Saud. The conflict revolved 

around the ages-old Egyptian tradition of sending a caravan with the mahmal and kiswah to Mecca 

for every Hajj. The mahmal was a decorated palanquin carried on a camel, which represented the 

authority of the Egyptian monarch. The kiswah is the black cloth, decorated with embroideries, 

that covers the Kaaba in Mecca. It was traditionally manufactured in Egypt and was replaced 

every year. Both the mahmal and kiswah were sent from Egypt to Mecca in a ceremonial caravan, 

escorted by armed soldiers and accompanied by military music. Snouck Hurgronje stated that this 

parade had resulted in ‘dubious’ forms of idolatry and superstition that could not be tolerated by 

King Saud. All elements, except the simple delivery of the kiswah, went against the strict Islamic 

laws that had been introduced by the Wahhabis. Snouck Hurgronje (20 November 1927) clearly 

chose the side of King Saud in this diplomatic conflict. He stated that: “This demanded more 

                                                           
 

174 “De bezetting van den Heggaz werd al dadelijk vergezeld van daden, welke de overdreven godsdienstij-
ver der Wahhabieten tot oorzaak hadden. Terstond werden de koepels en moskeeën afgebroken, welke de 
meer toegeeflijke godsdienstzin, vooral van de Sciïeten in Perzië op de graven van den profeet en zijn 
familie gebouwd had. 
Zij verboden daarenboven den pelgrim het bezoek aan de tombe van Eva, welke met veel Islamietische 
geheimzinnigheid te Gedda bewaard wordt. Maar dit verbod vond men niet voldoende: spoedig beval Ibn 
Saoud bij regeeringsdecreet de tombe af te breken.” 
175 “strengheid en onverbiddelijkheid” 
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from him [Saud] than he could give with the best will”176 and called the armed Egyptian troops 

that escorted the caravan “a political insult”.177 He claimed that King Saud emphatically tried to 

establish good relations with Egypt, but that he also had to consider the religious sensitivities of 

the more fanatical forces in his own country. As a result, the official Egyptian caravan was can-

celled in 1927; neither the mahmal nor the kiswah were brought to Mecca for that year’s Hajj. 

Snouck Hurgronje suggested that this could possibly be the definitive end of this ages-old tradi-

tion: indeed, the ceremony has never been resumed since. As a result, the Dutch orientalist ex-

plained, King Saud had to summon weavers from the British Indies to teach Arab craftsmen how 

to make the kiswah, so that it could henceforth be produced locally. 

 Le Petit Parisien’s star reporter Albert Londres (22 October 1930) also wrote about King 

Saud and the impact of Wahhabism on Mecca and the Hajj in mostly positive terms, although he 

did not share the same religious values. He called Ibn Saud “a curious mix of fanaticism, honesty 

and reasonableness”178 and stated that the situation in Mecca had been very bad before the arrival 

of the Wahhabis: 

Mecca had fallen into the power of demons. Debauchery was spreading. People smoked in 

the windows, even in the streets. At sunset, men dressed in silk and with shaved faces walked 

lazily two by two. Alcoholic drinks arrived in the city on the backs of camels. Gangs robbed 

the pilgrims. Phonographs could be heard. The holy Kaaba cried for revenge179 (Londres, 22 

October 1930). 

This appears to be a deeply negative description of the pre-Saudi situation in Mecca, although it 

has to be noted that Londres himself did not actually disapprove of all the things he mentioned 

here. In the same article he mentioned secretly drinking whisky with the commanding officer of 

the police in Jeddah. Instead, this fragment could be seen as an ambiguous mockery of the Wah-

habi discourse. Nevertheless, Londres claimed that the situation in the Hejaz had improved con-

siderably after the annexation by Saud. 

 

                                                           
 

176 “Hier werd meer van hem verlangd dan hij met den besten wil kon geven.” 
177 “eene politieke beleediging” 
178 “un curieux mélange de fanatisme, de droiture et de bon sens” 
179 “La Mecque était tombée au pouvoir des démons. La débauche s’y étalait. On fumait aux fenêtres, 
même dans les rues. Des hommes vêtus de soie et le visage rasé se promenaient mollement deux à deux, 
au coucher du soleil. De l’alcool à boire entrait dans la ville sur le dos des chameaux. Des bandes y pil-
laient les pèlerins. On y entendait des phonographes. La sainte qâaba criait vengeance.” 
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4.7.3 The Hajj in the metropole 

 

The second sub-frame, the Hajj in the metropole (n=22), concentrated on Europeans who travelled 

to Mecca. These articles often stressed that such a trip was dangerous. Yet in most cases they did 

not elaborate much on the travel experiences as such, but rather focused on the impact of a trip 

to Mecca on the life, career and status of those rare Europeans who dared make the hazardous 

voyage. 

 An individual regularly discussed in the Dutch newspapers was the before-mentioned 

Prof. Christiaan Snouck Hurgronje. On the occasion of his seventy-fifth birthday in 1932, news-

papers looked back on his illustrious life-story. Algemeen Handelsblad (8 February 1932) highlighted 

his trip to Mecca as a key moment in his career. The Dutch newspaper referred to it with admira-

tion:  

His famous journey to Mecca took place in 1884. After all, where else could the youthful 

scholar study the institutions and customs of Islam better than in its country of origin? We 

do not need to write about the great preparation, the very thorough study required prior to 

Snouck’s stay in Mecca, nor about this very adventurous journey in itself.180  

Thus, rather than recounting the story of his journey to Mecca, Algemeen Handelsblad praised 

Snouck Hurgronje’s research for having laid the foundations for the academic study of Islam. 

Moreover, the Dutch newspaper stressed that his knowledge about Islam was immensely im-

portant for the administration of the colonies. After having observed the Indonesian population 

in Mecca, he continued studying Islam in the Dutch East Indies and put his expertise at the ser-

vice of the colonial administration. According to Algemeen Handelsblad, Snouck Hurgronje’s advice 

proved to be invaluable for the Dutch victory in the Aceh War. 

 Four years later, newspapers published long obituaries when Snouck Hurgronje passed 

away at the age of 79. Again, his stay in Mecca was singled out as a decisive moment in his career. 

De Telegraaf (29 June 1936) explained that he wanted to immerse himself in an exclusively Muslim 

environment for academic reasons, as he wanted to better understand the Muslim mentality. As 

he already had a large knowledge of Islam, he could study this society much more effectively and 

professionally than the rare Europeans who made the difficult and dangerous trip to Mecca be-

                                                           
 

180 “In 1884 valt zijn beroemde reis naar Mekka. Immers waar kon de nog jeugdige geleerde beter de in-
stellingen en gebruiken van den Islam onderzoeken dan in het land van het ontstaan? Welk een voorberei-
ding, welk een voorafgaande diepgaande studie noodig is geweest voor Snouck’s verblijf in Mekka, wij 
behoeven daarover niet te schrijven, evenmin over deze zeer avontuurlijke reis op zich zelf.” 



216 
 

fore him. De Telegraaf (29 June 1936) described how Snouck Hurgronje observed the pilgrims 

both in Jeddah and Mecca, while pretending to be a Muslim himself: “He travelled under the 

name Abd al Ghaffar and nobody suspected that an unbeliever had entered the holy place. The 

scholar could move very easily in this strange environment: he knew all customs and habits and 

they did not have the least suspicion.”181 De Telegraaf stated that Snouck Hurgronje managed to 

collect important study material, until he was forced to leave Mecca hastily when an ‘untruthful’ 

article about him was published in French newspaper Le Temps. Nevertheless, he managed to 

publish his successful book about Mecca a few years later. The newspaper then dedicated the 

largest part of Snouck Hurgronje’s obituary to his contributions to the colonial administration in 

the Dutch East Indies, as well as the academic study of Muslims and Islam. 

 Other European hajjis were mentioned less often than Snouck Hurgronje. Yet they were 

almost invariably praised for their courage and sense of adventure, as they managed to go where 

no other Europeans could. For example, Le Matin (21 April 1932) claimed that only three Euro-

peans, all converted to Islam, had travelled to Mecca since the Great War: the British writer El-

don Rutter, the French orientalist painter Dinet and the Frenchman Chérif Ibrahim (Laurent 

Depui), who was mentioned in Section 4.3 and 4.6.4. The French newspaper called Ibrahim an 

‘extraordinary man’ and praised him: “We must grant this man, whose prestige is greater than all 

those before him, and whose mysterious authority has for so long been affirmed and prolonged 

wherever the Quran dictates its moral law, his name of story and legend.”182 Le Matin insisted on 

calling him by his Arabic name, Chérif Ibrahim: it did not even mention his birth name Laurent 

Depui once. Dutch newspaper Algemeen Handelsblad (28 December 1932) contradicted Le Matin’s 

claim that only three Europeans had travelled to Mecca since the Great War. It mentioned a Bel-

gian hajji who travelled with two wives, as well as the illustrious journalist Leopold Weiss (Mo-

hammed Asad). 

In a similar article published two years prior, Algemeen Handelsblad (15 February 1930) al-

ready listed a number of European converts who made the pilgrimage to Mecca. This article was 

based on the reports of H.C. Zentgraaff, the chief-editor of the Soerabajaasch Handelsblad (see 

4.6.3). He also mentioned the Dutch medical doctor P.H. van der Hoog, who was temporarily 

                                                           
 

181 “Hij reisde onder den naam Abd al Ghaffar en niemand vermoedde, dat een ongeloovige tot de heilige 
plek was doorgedrongen. De geleerde kon zich zeer gemakkelijk in deze vreemde omgeving bewegen: hij 
kende vormen en gebruiken en men had niet den minsten argwaan.” 
182 “A cet homme, qui l’emporte en prestige sur tous ceux qui l’ont précédé et dont la mystérieuse autorité 
s’est depuis si longtemps affirmée et se prolonge partout où le Coran dicte sa loi morale, il faut laisser son 
nom d’histoire et de légende.” 
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based in Mecca and had converted to Islam. Zentgraaff claimed that Van der Hoog desired to 

travel to Mecca, but was not allowed to do so because the sincerity of his conversion was ques-

tioned. According to Zentgraaff, Van der Hoog’s own behaviour fed the doubts and mistrust, as 

“the believers in Jeddah noted not without schadenfreude that on one of the first days of the 

Ramadan month, this new Mohammedan was consuming some pints of ice cold beer on board 

of a steamer from Jeddah”183. However, this might well have been a false rumour, as Van der 

Hoog was eventually allowed to make the pilgrimage to Mecca and published a book about it. In 

a review, De Telegraaf (20 November 1935) praised the book Pilgrims to Mecca for its informative 

content, but criticised the more spiritual parts: “Some all too personal confessions, like around 

the embrace of the Kaaba […] seem less fitting in a book like this”184. 

Two and a half years later, Algemeen Handelsblad (22 February 1938) published the obituary 

of another European convert: Dutchman J.L. Ch. van Beetem (who was introduced in Section 

3.1.6). According to Algemeen Handelsblad, “He was one of the very few who, while not being of 

Mohammedan origin, have undertaken a pilgrimage to Mecca and have become Muslim”.185 In-

terestingly, the claim that Van Beetem travelled to Mecca was incorrect. He had indeed formally 

announced his conversion to Islam in 1931 and went to Egypt in 1934, to have his conversion 

formally recognised at the Al-Azhar mosque and university (Ryad, 2012). However, he did not go 

to Mecca. The obituary in Algemeen Handelsblad’s did not give any further information about this 

alleged pilgrimage, apart from the above statement. The newspaper stressed that the retired army 

officer strongly defended the interests of the Indonesians living in the Netherlands. Van Beetem, 

who also went by the name Mohamed Ali, was secretary of the Perkoempoelan Islam (‘Islam associa-

tion’). Algemeen Handelsblad (22 February 1938) praised his engagement and support for the ‘indig-

enous’ people: “Mr. Van Beetem has done a lot for the rights of the indigenous people and it is 

thanks to his intervention that a place has been reserved at the general cemetery in The Hague 

                                                           
 

183 “[…] noteerden de geloovigen te Djeddah niet zonder Schadenfreude, dat deze nieuwe Mohamedaan 
op een der eerste dagen van de maand Ramadan aan boord van een stoomer ter reede van Djeddah eenige 
pottekens ijskoud bier zat in te nemen.” 
184 “Eenige al te persoonlijke ontboezemingen, zooals bij de omhelzing van de Kaäba […] schijnen in een 
boek als dit minder ter plaatse.” 
185 “Hij was een van de zeer weinigen, die, hoewel niet van Mohammedaansche afkomst, een bedetocht 
naar Mekka hebben ondernomen en Muzelman zijn geworden.” 
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where deceased indigenous people can be brought to their grave according to the Mohammedan 

rites.”186  

Thus, articles of this sub-frame highlighted the pilgrimage to Mecca as a significant event in 

the life of a European convert, with significant implications for his later career and activities. Oc-

cassionally journalists made factual errors in this regard, as the Van Beetem case demonstrates. 

 

4.7.4 The Hajj in the colonies 

 

The Hajj in the colonies sub-frame (n=50) discussed the pilgrimage to Mecca in the context of polit-

ical developments in the colonies. Mecca was often described as the heart of the Muslim world; 

the Hajj was the moment when Muslims from across the world gathered there and exchanged 

ideas. Ideas propagated in Mecca were thought to have a potential impact on all colonial territo-

ries with Muslim populations. The most important topics of this sub-frame were anti-colonialism, 

Pan-Islamism and education, although none of them was found in a majority of the articles. Arti-

cles regularly argued that hajjis had a high status and outsize influence in Muslim societies. An-

other frequently found claim was that Mecca was a centre of resistance. It was often argued that 

Muslims were backward, which could lead to a negative overall assessment. 

 In 1923, the Dutch newspaper De Tijd published two articles that clearly exemplified most 

of these elements of the Hajj in the colonies sub-frame. The Catholic newspaper discussed the 

dangers of Wahhabism and Pan-Islamism. De Tijd (25 August 1923) stated that ‘the East’ had 

borrowed from Western concepts of patriotism, nationalism and the right of self-determination 

of peoples, in order to develop a new ideology of Pan-Islamism. This movement of political soli-

darity among Muslim people was strongly opposed to European interference. According to De 

Tijd (25 August 1923), the Hajj played a crucial role in the distribution of these ideas: 

As we noted above, the Hajj or pilgrimage to Mecca has a special meaning for individuals 

and crowds. It is one of the pivots of the solidarity that is so strong among the Islamic popu-

lations. It is not only religious fervour that is roused at those gatherings from all corners of 

the earth, by the grave of the Prophet; also new ideas, which ripen in the spirits, take shape 

                                                           
 

186 “De heer van Beetem heeft zeer veel voor de rechten der inlanders gedaan en het is aan zijn tusschen-
komst te danken, dat op de algemeene begraafplaats te Den Haag een plekje is gereserveerd, waar overle-
den inlanders volgens Mohammedaanschen ritus naar hun laatste rustplaats kunnen worden geleid.” 
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and are presented to the pilgrims in thoughts shared by all, as the wisdom that they should 

bring home from their holy journey.187 

The fact that Muslims from all over the world gathered in Mecca every year was not the only 

reason it was such crucial place for the distribution of new, anti-colonial ideas. De Tijd (25 August 

1923) stressed that views propagated in Mecca had a particularly strong resonance across the 

Muslim world because hajjis were held in such high esteem: “To understand what this means, one 

has to picture how the Mecca pilgrim who made the holy journey, is honoured in his place of 

residence and how his person is surrounded with a kind of halo of religion and wisdom.”188 The 

Dutch newspaper claimed that this was due to the lack of actual priests in Islam.  

It also predicted that European efforts to modernize Islamic countries would have the un-

intended consequence of facilitating the spread of subversive ideas from Mecca: “Hence, the 

railways that were constructed in the countries of the East for the benefit of the West, could once 

be used to the detriment of that same West”189 (De Tijd, 25 August 1923). In the follow-up article 

published two months later, De Tijd (27 October 1923) noted an increasing resistance in the East 

against Western domination, calling Pan-Islamism “a growing danger for the Western world, in 

particular the Western colonial powers”.190 The newspaper observed strong parallels between 

Pan-Islamism and the holy wars of the past: both united Muslims around a single cause and en-

couraged them to fight the unbelievers. This struggle was not limited to ending colonialism, but 

would in the end also aim at expanding the territory of Islam, according to De Tijd. Again, Mecca 

was described as the centre of anti-colonial sentiments, where Muslims from across the world 

expressed their dissatisfaction with Western colonial rule:  

The complaints arrive in Mecca and the common message of solace and order, which Pan-

Islamism constitutes for the desires of the Eastern world, is spread from this central point of 

the Islamic world, from where every year hundreds of thousands leave with the message of 

                                                           
 

187 “Zooals wij boven opmerkten, heeft de Hadj of pelgrimsvaart naar Mekka bijzondere beteekenis voor 
individuen en menigte. Het is een van de kernpunten voor de solidariteitsgedachte, die bij de Islam-
bevolkingen zoo sterk is. Op die samenkomsten uit alle hoeken der aarde, bij het graf van den profeet, 
wordt niet alleen de geloofsijver verlevendigd, maar krijgen de nieuwe ideeën, die rijpen in de geesten, 
vasten vorm en worden deze in voor alle gemeenschappelijke gedachten aan de pelgrims medegegeven als 
de wijsheid, die zij van hun heilige vaart hebben mede te nemen.” 
188 “Om te begrijpen wat dit beteekent, moet men zich voorstellen, hoe de Mekka-ganger, die den heiligen 
tocht heeft medegemaakt, in de plaats zijner inwoning wordt geëerd en hoe zijn persoon omgeven wordt 
als met een aureool van godsdienst en wijsheid.” 
189 “Zoo zouden de spoorwegen ten bate van het Westen gelegd over de landen van het Oosten eens ten 
nadeele van datzelfde Westen kunnen worden aangewend.” 
190 “een groeiend gevaar voor de Westersche wereld, in het bijzonder voor de Westersche koloniale mo-
gendheden” 
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innovation, of the better times that will come, when the East will grow to rise high above the 

countries of the West191 (De Tijd, 27 October 1923). 

Although it was still unclear how Pan-Islamism would develop further and what effects it would 

have, De Tijd speculated that the roles of white and coloured people in the world could be invert-

ed one day. This entanglement of race and religion was not uncommon in articles that warned of 

the risks of anti-colonial movements spreading from Mecca. Clear examples of this emphasis on 

a supposed competition between the races were also found in French Catholic newspaper La 

Croix. It published a long opinion piece by Paul Molin (1885–1967), who had been the apostolic 

vicar of the White Fathers in Bamako (present-day Mali) since 1928. He oversaw the construction 

of numerous churches and schools (Essertel, 2008, p. 923).  

In his article, Molin (23 March 1932) warned of the disastrous effects of ‘Muslim propa-

ganda’ in French West Africa. He claimed that the ‘Muslim propaganda’ had agents everywhere: 

from small merchants to tribal leaders, but also the indigenous civil servants and interpreters 

working for the colonial administration. Yet most of all, Molin despised the so-called marabouts, 

the religious leaders and teachers whom he called “nefarious parasites”.192 “As they exploit the 

natural credulity of the blacks without scruples, they can frighten them with their firm attitude 

and their threatening look, with their short and clever speeches and their convincing prophe-

cies.”193 In addition, the pilgrimage to Mecca also appeared to be a source of Muslim propaganda. 

Molin repeatedly used racial stereotypes in his article, like the ‘natural credulity of the blacks’ in 

this example. Moreover, in his view, race and religion seemed intertwined when it came to the 

threat of Muslim propaganda. This is particularly clear in the following fragment: 

I have said that the Muslim propaganda constitutes the largest danger for the French influ-

ence, yet I could say [it constitutes the largest danger] for the whites in general and not only 

the French. […] In July 1930, while returning from Kayes, I found myself in the same car-

riage as an influential Muslim from Bamako, who was on the way back from a pilgrimage to 

Mecca. He was talking with a Frenchman who had managed to gain his trust and suddenly 

                                                           
 

191 “Te Mekka komen de klachten in en van uit dit centrale punt der Islamietische wereld, van waaruit 
telken jare honderdduizenden uitgaan met de boodschap der vernieuwing, van de betere tijden die komen 
gaan, waarbij het Oosten hoog uit zal groeien boven de landen van het Westen, wordt het gemeenschap-
pelijk troost- en orde-woord uitgegeven, dat het Panislamisme is voor de begeerten der Oostersche we-
reld.” 
192 “parasites odieux” 
193 “Exploiteurs sans scrupule de la crédulité naturelle des noirs, ils savent leur inspirer la peur par leur 
attitude décidée et leur regard menaçant, par leurs paroles brèves et tranchantes et leurs prophéties catégo-
riques.” 
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said to him, enthusiastically: “The day will come! – Which day? – The day that the blacks rule 

over the whites!”194 (Molin, 23 March 1932) 

It is striking that the ‘influential Muslim’, upon his return from Mecca, looked forward to a rever-

sal of the racial hierarchy. Thus, in Molin’s discourse, Muslim propaganda seemed synonymous 

with black anti-colonialism. 

 Another article also published in La Croix, four years later, denounced pan-Arabism as 

the main threat coming from Mecca. The article was signed by J. Caret, a pseudonym used suc-

cessively by three authors writing for La Croix (Walter, 2015), in this case André-Daniel Tolédano 

(1888–1972). The task of each ‘Jean Caret’ was to write editorials about international politics, 

always from a Christian democratic point of view (Fleury, 1986, p. 61). Caret warned of the influ-

ence of King Ibn Saud on the Muslim world. He speculated that Saud, who had just invaded 

Yemen, eventually wanted to expand his influence over the entire Arab world: 

Due to the mere fact that the two holy cities of Islam, Mecca and Medina, are located in his 

kingdom and due to the prestige that always surrounds the winner, particularly among warri-

or peoples like the Muslims, Ibn Saud could well embody a dangerous pan-Arabism. Let us 

not forget that France is a “Muslim power”, primarily due to its African empire (Caret, 16 

May 1934).195 

Just like Molin, Caret used stereotypes (‘warrior peoples like the Muslims’) and mixed religion 

with ethnicity and race, using Muslim and Arab interchangeably. He argued that Saud could use 

the fact that he ruled Mecca to spread his pan-Arabic ideas over the Muslim world. For this rea-

son, Caret perceived Saud as a direct threat to the French colonial empire. 

 While the before-mentioned articles discussed the spread of Pan-Islamic, Pan-Arabic and 

anti-colonial ideas in general, some articles also focused on more specific anti-colonial sentiments 

being encouraged in Mecca. French communist newspaper L’Humanité (18 July 1922) for exam-

ple, basing itself on British newspaper Daily Express, stated that in Mecca “hundreds of thousands 

of pilgrims have participated in a demonstration against the Balfour declaration”.196 As explained 

                                                           
 

194 “J’ai dit que la propagande musulmane constituait le plus grand danger pour l’influence française, je 
pourrais dire pour les blancs en général et non pas les seuls Français. […] En juillet 1930, je me trouvais, 
en revenant de Kayes, dans le même wagon qu’un musulman influent de Bamako, qui rentrait d’un pèleri-
nage à la Mecque. Il causait avec un Français qui avait su gagner sa confiance, et lui dit tout à coup, d’un 
air inspiré : « Il viendra, le jour ! – Quel jour ? – Le jour où les noirs commanderont aux blancs ! »” 
195 “Or, par le fait même que les deux villes saintes de l’Islam, La Mecque et Médine, sont situées dans son 
royaume, et par le prestige qui s’attache toujours au vainqueur, en particulier chez des peuples guerriers 
comme les musulmans, Ibn Séoud pourrait bien incarner un dangereux panarabisme. N’oublions pas que 
la France est une « puissance musulmane » au premier chef par son empire africain.” 
196 “des centaines de milliers de pèlerins ont assisté à une manifestation contre la déclaration Balfour” 
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in Section 3.1.3, the Balfour declaration stated that the British government had a positive attitude 

towards the establishment of a ‘National Home for the Jewish People’ in Palestine. Although the 

declaration also stressed that the rights of the non-Jewish communities in Palestine should be 

respected, it created considerable unrest and anger among Muslim Palestinians. According to 

L’Humanité, which did not clearly express its own point of view on the matter, the hundreds of 

thousands of pilgrims who demonstrated against the declaration had to be calmed down by King 

Hussein of the Hejaz, who promised to defend the Mosque of Omar in Jerusalem. 
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4.8 Conclusion 

 

Dutch newspapers published three times more articles about the pilgrimage to Mecca than the 

French ones. This reflected the considerably higher number of pilgrims coming from the Dutch 

East Indies: around 50,000 versus only 5,000 from the French territories in 1927. The vast major-

ity of all Hajj articles focused on the Arabian peninsula and especially the Hejaz region, where 

Mecca is located. In addition, a significant share of the Dutch articles concentrated on Hajj-

related issues in the Dutch East Indies. 

Figure 4.19: Frames and sub-frames of the articles about the pilgrimage to Mecca 

 

In this chapter I have analysed two frames and six sub-frames related to the pilgrimage to Mecca 

(Figure 4.19). Articles with the first frame, the World in the Hajj, focused on experiences of hajjis 

and the events over the course of the pilgrimage itself. Occasionally these articles could also 

touch upon topics of wider concern, such as the impact of wars or the Wahhabist policies of 

King Saud. However, the focus was always on the journey to Mecca itself, the hardships pilgrims 

suffered on the way or finally the rituals they performed in and around the holy city. The World 

in the Hajj frame responded to the curiosity about a world that was inaccessible for the vast ma-

jority of the readers. In particular, the Hajj as rituals sub-frame clear reflected this fascination: it 

offered readers an insider’s perspective into the pilgrimage. The Hajj as voyage sub-frame demon-

strated that Muslims were willing to go to great lengths to reach the holy city of Islam: it showed 

that the journey to Mecca was long, difficult, uncomfortable and often dangerous as well. The 

Hajj as hardship sub-frame emphasised this even more by focusing on the suffering of pilgrims as 
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result of diseases, poverty, poor hygiene and occasionally even slavery. Authors sometimes ex-

pressed compassion for the pilgrims due to their hardships, or even admiration for their will-

power and determination to reach Mecca under these harsh circumstances. However, a certain 

disdain was often also noticeable: even the Indonesian teacher Bagindo Dahlan Abdoellah, who 

generally sympathised with his compatriots, occasionally expressed embarrassment over their lack 

of knowledge and their behaviour in and around Mecca. It was not uncommon for articles with 

the Hajj as voyage and Hajj as hardship sub-frames to contain self-congratulatory, patriotic ele-

ments. Many articles stressed the positive influence of Western countries on the improved organ-

isation and hygienic situation of the pilgrimage.  

The second frame, The Hajj in the World, discussed the pilgrimage in its geopolitical context. 

This ranged from the Saudi conquest of the Hejaz and the subsequent domination of Wahhabism 

over Mecca, to the alleged spread of Pan-Islamic and anti-colonial ideas from the holy city to the 

colonial empires. Regarding regime change in the Hejaz, articles with the Hajj in the Hejaz sub-

frame initially mostly expressed concern over the potential consequences of the Saudi take-over: 

they denounced the fanaticism of the Wahhabis. This criticism was supported by stories about 

harsh punishments for Muslims who breached the strict Wahhabi laws and reports on the de-

struction of religious monuments, most notably the Tomb of Eve in Jeddah. While this preoccu-

pation with fanaticism remained, articles published a few years after the conquest often also 

stressed the positive influences of the Saudi regime, which had improved the safety in the region 

and made transport more efficient. Articles with the Hajj in the colonies sub-frame highlighted the 

connection between the pilgrimage to Mecca and the development of anti-colonialism and Pan-

Islamism in the colonies.  

According to these articles, the fact that Muslims from all over the world gathered in Mec-

ca posed a risk to the continued European dominance: it gave Muslims the possibility to ex-

change subversive ideas and allowed them to stir up fellow believers against the colonial authori-

ties. Moreover, the high status of returning hajjis made them influential in their own lands, which 

supposedly made it easier for them to further disseminate these insubordinate ideas. These alarm-

ing articles often depicted Muslims in a negative light and sometimes contained clear racial over-

tones. They could also be critical of the facilitation of the Hajj by European colonial powers, as it 

was suggested this could eventually turn against the colonial empires. In contrast, articles with the 

Hajj in the metropole sub-frame invariably expressed admiration for Europeans who made the pil-

grimage to Mecca: they were praised for contributing to a better understanding of Muslims, 

which benefitted both the colonial administration and Muslims themselves. 
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Thus, as we have seen in this chapter, the pilgrimage to Mecca was a divisive topic about 

which contradictory claims and arguments were made. Some authors wrote positively about the 

spirituality of the pilgrimage or expressed admiration for the determination and zeal of the pil-

grims. This perspective was mostly found in articles with the World in the Hajj frame. Others 

criticised their fanaticism and stressed that the Hajj posed several risks, especially for the colonial 

empires. This view was typically expressed in articles with the Hajj in the colonies sub-frame of 

the Hajj in the World frame. Some authors praised the efforts of European powers to make the 

journey to Mecca safer and more efficient, while others objected that this could eventually con-

tribute to the downfall of these same empires. 
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Image 4.2: Photos of pilgrims boarding a Hajj ship in the Dutch East Indies (De Telegraaf, 6 October 1938, p. 
4) and the Kaaba in Mecca (Algemeen Handelsblad, 11 March 1939, p. 8) 
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5. The position of Muslim women 

 

5.1 Background: Feminism and Muslim women in the interwar period 

5.1.1 Introduction 

 

They keep the Muslim women in a state of judicial inferiority that the customs of some re-

gions […] have in fact transformed into a true slavehood. It is the polygamy; it is the repudi-

ation by the husband by means of some words, which is done without any control; it is […] 

the father’s right to give away his daughter for marriage in exchange for money, even when 

she is still a pre-teen; it is finally a whole policy of succession that is based on the privilege of 

masculinity, limiting women to very small shares of inheritance, and that legitimises certain 

testamentary procedures, like the Habous,197 which enable the disinheritance of girls.198 (Mal-

larmé, 10 January 1937, p. 2) 

In an article in Le Matin, André Mallarmé, MP for the Radicaux indépendants (‘Independent Radi-

cals’), strongly opposed the so-called Blum-Viollette project. This project proposed to extend 

citizen rights to a slightly larger group of Algerian Muslims, who would keep their special status 

that allowed them to fall under Muslim family law (see 2.2.2). For Mallarmé, the position of Mus-

lim women was a key argument against this project: he summed up examples of mistreatment to 

demonstrate that Muslim family law was incompatible with French citizenship. In his view, com-

bining the two would mean that the French government condoned and even sanctioned the op-

pression of Muslim women: “Does the government of the Popular Front, which is such a dedi-

cated advocate of the complete emancipation of French women, want to sanctify for eternity the 

enslavement that wrenches and oppresses the Muslim woman in our Algeria? ”199 (Mallarmé, 10 

January 1937, p. 2). Mallarmé eventually got his way and the Blum-Viollette project was aban-

doned due to the strong opposition from both rightist politicians and Algerian colonists. 

During the 1920s and 1930s, the position of women in Muslim societies was a popular top-

ic of debate among Europeans. They usually held Islam responsible for the lamentable fate of 

                                                           
 

197 Mallarmé refers to a construction in which endowments to religious institutions were used to practically disinherit 
women (cf. Jansen, 1989, p. 299; Naciri, 2003, p. 25). 
198 “Ils maintiennent la femme musulmane dans un état d'infériorité juridique que les mœurs de certaines régions […] ont en fait trans-
formé en un véritable servage. C'est la polygamie ; c'est la répudiation réalisée sans contrôle par le mari au moyen de quelques paroles ; 
c'est […] la faculté pour le père de donner en mariage contre argent sa fille, même impubère ; c'est enfin tout un régime successoral qui est 
basé sur le privilège de la masculinité réduisant les femmes à des portions héréditaires très restreintes, et qui légitime certains procédés 
testamentaires, comme le Habous, consacrant l'exhérédation des filles.” 
199 “Le gouvernement de Front populaire, partisan si déterminé de l’émancipation complète de la femme française, veut-il donc consacrer à 
jamais dans notre Algérie l’asservissement qui courbe et annihile la femme musulmane ?” 
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Muslim women (Waardenburg, 2000, p. 416). The representation of Muslim women as oppressed 

and in need of saving has been described as a key feature of the orientalist discourse (Yeğenoğlu, 

1998; De Groot, 2013). The position of women in society was a widely-used ‘index of civilisation’ 

in imperial rhetoric. Non-European societies were strongly criticised for their treatment of wom-

en. In this Eurocentric worldview, “It was whites of European descent who knew how to ‘treat’ 

women” (Levine, 2004, p. 7). This view conveniently ignored the fact that European women 

themselves were far from being treated as equal. The interwar years were characterised by an in-

creased involvement of emancipated white women in the imperial projects and the rise of a new 

group of educated middle-class women who saw themselves as ‘modern’. This contributed to an 

augmented interest in the emancipation of ‘oppressed’ women in the colonies. According to Bar-

bara Bush (2004), who writes about gender in British imperialism in the twentieth century, stereo-

types of colonised women would eventually shape popular perceptions of female migrants. John 

Richardson (2004) distinguished the ‘social threat of Muslim gender inequality’ as one of the key 

‘archetypical prejudicial strategies’ that are typically used in texts about Muslims (see 2.1.6). 

 

5.1.2 Feminism in France and the Netherlands 

 

During the interwar years, feminism was in a state of crisis in both France and the Netherlands, 

albeit for very different reasons. By 1919, Dutch feminists had largely accomplished their most 

important goals: formal labour equality, women’s suffrage and improvement of the legal status of 

married women. The introduction of women’s suffrage in the Netherlands was the result of a 

remarkable political compromise designed to satisfy political parties across the four pillars (see 

2.2.3). The liberal minority government (1913–8) of Prime Minister Cort van der Linden man-

aged to solve two very different pressing political issues at once in the Constitutional Reform of 

1917. On the one hand, the new Constitution guaranteed equal state funding for secular and con-

fessional schools. This meant that the ‘confessional’ (Catholic and Protestant) parties finally tri-

umphed in the century-long ‘school struggle’. In return for this major victory, the Protestants and 

Catholics had to accept the introduction of (limited) women’s suffrage, which they had opposed 

for a long time. The Constitution of 1917 only guaranteed women their passive right to vote and 

the confessional parties remained sceptical about full women’s suffrage (Braun, 1992, pp. 275–

89). Thus, when Van der Linden’s liberal government was succeeded by a confessional govern-

ment in 1918, it seemed that further reforms would be put on ice. Yet after a failed attempt by 

socialist leader Pieter Jelles Troelstra to start a socialist revolution, the government rapidly an-

nounced several social reforms to pacify the situation. These reforms included the active right to 



229 
 

vote for women. In 1919, the new electoral law was passed by a large majority in both the Tweede 

Kamer (House of Representatives, 64 against 10 votes) and the Eerste Kamer (Senate, 34 against 5 

votes). 

 This important achievement was followed by a period of feminist stagnation. According 

to Marijke Mossink (1995, pp. 171–2), feminism in the Netherlands even came to an end around 

1920. The reason for this, in her view, was that women’s movements in the interbellum were 

characterised by the idea that women were different, while the opposition with men was avoided. 

Because of the dominance of this vision, women’s movements lost their ‘enemy’ and no longer 

had a clear feminist position. Some of the most important women’s organisations in the interwar 

period focused entirely on pacifism. Their existence was based on the idea that there is a funda-

mental link between motherhood and the desire to maintain peace. Marianne Braun (1992, pp. 

12–3) however stresses that, after having obtained their right to vote, feminists continued to rally 

for an improvement of family law in the 1920s and 1930s. Yet their efforts were rather unsuc-

cessful, as married women would not have legal capacity until 1956. In the meantime, the male 

breadwinner ideal remained widespread in the Netherlands. Nathalie Morel (2007, p. 632) even 

states that “[i]t is in the Netherlands that the male-breadwinner ideal has been strongest and most 

long-lasting”. 

 French feminists had been considerably less successful than the Dutch ones in achieving 

concrete results. According to some, the interwar years were even characterised by a real ‘back-

lash’ against feminism, which was commonly associated with communism as result of the Bol-

shevik program for the emancipation of women (Offen, 2000; Bard, 2011; Read, 2014). Others 

have described the 1920s as a period of anti-feminist reactionism and a continuous threat of 

forced ‘redomestication’ (Hughes, 2000, p. 149). Although women comprised over a third of the 

workforce (Read, 2014, p. 145; Bard, 2001, pp. 59–61), French women would not obtain their 

right to vote until 1944, as politicians across the political spectrum were sceptical about their fem-

inist demands (Frader, 2008, pp. 33–5). In addition, liberal and socialist men feared that women 

would vote for Catholic and antiparliamentary nationalist parties because of their greater religiosi-

ty and the large influence of the Church over ‘infantile women voters’, thereby threatening the 

future of the secular republic (Read, 2014, pp. 182–3). The Communist Party was a rare support-

er of the feminist cause (Bard, 2001, p. 85). In contrast, the growing nationalist movements were 

generally strongly anti-feminist, as they highly valued ‘traditional’ family patterns. Thus, even 

though in 1919 both Catholics and secularists in the French Chamber of Deputies had seen an 
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overwhelming majority vote for the extension of suffrage rights to women, the Senate would 

continue to block women’s suffrage for 25 more years (Bard, 2011).  

 The backlash against feminism in France was not limited to the domain of suffrage. In 

the early 1920s, already existing worries over the low birth rates in France were aggravated by the 

immense loss of (mostly young men’s) life in the First World War. This contributed to a strong 

reaction against those who had defended abortion and contraception. Across the political spec-

trum, there was a strong advocacy of traditional families and the male breadwinner model: the 

idea that men were responsible for work, income and politics, while women should remain in the 

home sphere (Frader, 2008; Read, 2014, pp. 182–214; Bard, 2001, pp. 69–70). The share of wom-

en in the French workforce dropped considerably and the French government took a series of 

measures to encourage higher fertility (Hughes, 2000, pp. 148–49; Frader, 2008, pp. 20–5). For 

example, it launched Mother’s Day and introduced the Médaille d’honneur de la Famille française, 

which honoured mothers of large families. Moreover, contraceptive information was prohibited 

and the government encouraged convictions for abortion (Bard, 2001, pp. 52–8; Offen, 2000, pp. 

264–76; Klejman & Rochefort, 1989, pp. 291–329). Many politicians also rejected women’s suf-

frage on this basis, as they suggested that women who voted would have fewer babies. Needless 

to say, feminists opposed these ideas of the patriarchal family, yet their movements were strongly 

divided between reformist ‘bourgeois’ liberals, moderate Catholics and radical socialists (Hughes, 

2000, p. 148; Bard, 2001, pp. 90–2). Despite a relative lack of tangible successes, they did manage 

to influence the popular discourse. The idea that women were fundamentally inferior to men had 

rapidly become obsolete. Even those on the most conservative end of the political spectrum 

would no longer make such claims during the interwar years, rather opting for arguments of 

complementarity instead. 

 

5.1.3 The ‘conservative feminisation’ of the popular press 

 

Moreover, the interwar years were also a period that saw women conquer a much more promi-

nent place in the popular media. Newspapers across Western Europe and North America contin-

ued the process of popularisation that had started over half a century earlier. They became gradu-

ally more depoliticised, as entertainment became more prominent in the popular press (Chapman, 

2005, pp. 159–61). This steady democratisation, popularisation and even (proto-)tabloidization of 

newspapers went hand in hand with what Jane Chapman (2013) calls ‘conservative feminisation’. 

This so-called feminisation refers to the fact that newspapers increasingly “embrace[d] women as 
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a distinct market category of readership and of consumerism, catered for with advertising and 

features that enhanced consumer interest” (Chapman, 2013, p. 12). The reason Chapman labels it 

as ‘conservative’, is that the male editors generally defined female interests in a rather conserva-

tive, traditional way. Exemplary for this line of thought is a ‘Homage to the housewife’ that was 

published in Dutch socialist newspaper Het Volk to celebrate its 200,000th subscriber on 30 De-

cember 1936: “She deserves that homage, as well as a considerable special section and a special 

attention for matters that concern her affairs; clothing, food, domestic tips… All typical women’s 

affairs, right? Indeed. That’s why they belong in the newspaper. Because without women the 

newspaper would be very, very far from reaching its 200,000th subscriber” 200 (in: Schuit & Hem-

els, 1988, p. 23).  

 Around the turn of the century, there was a strong gender divide in the content of French 

newspapers (Thiesse, 1984, pp. 19–24). As women were not expected to be interested in topics 

like politics, special genres were included that supposedly attracted them more. The ‘feuilleton’ 

was the most striking example that was found in all large newspapers: these pulp-serialised novels 

were usually printed in a section at the bottom of the page, separated from the main text with a 

horizontal line. In a study of feuilleton stories in the French press before the First World War, 

Anne-Marie Thiesse (1984, pp. 102–3) observed that the headings of the most popular newspa-

pers referred significantly more often to female characters: Le Petit Parisien and Le Petit Journal 

stood out in this regard. Indeed, the trendsetting French newspaper Le Petit Journal already 

demonstrated an interest in female readership in the late nineteenth century (Chapman, 2013, pp. 

25–53). Its editors recognised women as important consumers and therefore adapted the content 

of the newspaper to better reflect their supposed interests. Besides the feuilleton, genres that 

particularly targeted women included the ‘fait divers’ (mixed human-interest news) and sensation-

al crime stories. Moreover, Le Petit Journal increasingly paid attention to women as sources of 

news content: the feminist struggle for women’s rights was widely covered. At the same time, 

women journalists remained extremely rare. 

This was still the case in the interwar period, when the press showed a continued interest in 

women’s affairs. Andrée Viollis was one of the few highly successful women reporters (see Ap-

pendix I: Author biographies). Several newspapers and magazines aimed exclusively at female 

                                                           
 

200 “Die hulde komt haar toe, zo goed als een flinke speciale ruimte en een speciale aandacht aan zaken, 
die háár zaken betreffen; kleren, eten huishoudelijke wenken… Allemaal van die echte vrouwenzaken, 
niet? Juist. Daarom moeten ze in de krant. Want zonder de vrouwen zou de krant haar 200 000ste abonné 
nog lang en lang niet gehaald hebben.” 
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readers. This women’s press blossomed during the interwar years. Many of these magazines dis-

seminated a conservative morale, focusing on fashion and domestic duties. In the late 1930s, 

magazines introduced new styles and genres based on American magazines. For example, they 

included a section in which readers could confess and discuss their own personal problems. 

These developments contributed to very high circulations for the women’s magazines at the eve 

of the Second World War. In contrast, the feminist press fared badly and had a very limited read-

ership (Bard, 2001, pp. 109–118). 

Despite the support of the Communist Party for feminist demands, communist newspaper 

L’Humanité still showed little attention for women for most of the interwar period. A 1933 adver-

tising poster even explicitly addressed ‘men’, calling for them to read the newspaper. This 

changed two years later, when L’Humanité dedicated a special page to women and children. How-

ever, the newspaper still mostly associated women with the household and child care: working 

women were largely ignored (Courban, 2014, p. 249). 

Dutch newspapers introduced special women’s sections around the time when first wave 

feminism reached its climax in the 1910s. These women’s pages have later been strongly criticised 

by second wave feminists for stereotyping women, which was a fair point to make, as has been 

illustrated by the citation from Het Volk above. Even some contemporary women’s rights activ-

ists and women journalists distanced themselves from the superficial women’s sections. Yet it 

should not be ignored that the introduction of these sections initially also fulfilled a significant 

emancipatory function. Not only did they form an acknowledgement of the fact that women read 

newspapers and constituted an economically important readership, they also offered many wom-

en writers an entry into journalism. Before they had specific women’s pages, newspapers had 

already implicitly targeted female readers with articles about fashion, recipes and domestic tips, as 

well as some reporting on the feminist movement. Yet these articles did not have a fixed place in 

the newspapers and did not explicitly address women. Liberal newspaper Algemeen Handelsblad, 

which was also the staunchest supporter of feminism among the Dutch daily newspapers, was the 

first Dutch newspaper to launch a weekly women’s section in 1913. It was later followed by De 

Telegraaf in 1918 and Het Volk in 1920. Catholic newspaper De Tijd lagged far behind and only 

introduced a women’s section in 1938, after popular demand of its readers (Schuit & Hemels, 

1988, pp. 42–88; Hagen, 2002, pp. 127–32). 

The same pattern was visible in the numbers of female journalists employed by each news-

paper. While the liberal Algemeen Handelsblad employed several female reporters early on, Catholic 

newspaper De Tijd only hired its first female editor in 1938, as part of a modernisation process 
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that also included an increasing use of photos and attention for sports (Schrama, 1996, pp. 333–

6). The total number of female journalists remained low: in 1920, 51 out of 879 Dutch journalists 

were women. These women constantly had to deal with prejudice and were mostly constrained to 

write about art, entertainment and human interest. Relatively many female journalists worked as 

foreign correspondents, but they usually focused on stories about daily life, while a male col-

league was responsible for articles about political topics (Hagen, 2002, pp. 128–33). 

After the introduction of women’s suffrage in 1919, the attention for feminist issues de-

clined. This was reflected by a re-orientation towards more traditional topics in the women’s sec-

tions of many daily newspapers, including Algemeen Handelsblad, which used to champion femi-

nism: in the 1920s, they were generally dominated by articles about fashion, housekeeping and 

raising children. However, socialist newspaper Het Volk and politically unaffiliated daily De 

Telegraaf continued writing about women in more diverse ways. This is especially remarkable re-

garding the latter, since De Telegraaf had strongly mocked and ridiculed feminism two decades 

earlier. Yet in the 1920s its women’s pages also contained interviews (for example with actresses) 

and opinion pieces, including ones that stressed that the struggle for women’s rights was not fin-

ished. Both De Telegraaf and Het Volk frequently published articles about women in politics and 

women’s emancipation in other fields. De Telegraaf was one of the few newspapers that also paid 

attention to women athletes. It was widely assumed that female readers were more interested in 

human interest and entertainment than for example in financial and economic news (Schuit & 

Hemels, 1988, pp. 89–106; Hagen, 2002, p. 135). 

This remained the case in the 1930s, when the women’s sections of most newspapers in-

creased in size and appeared more frequently, but continued to be dominated by fashion, enter-

tainment and housekeeping advice. Liberal newspaper Algemeen Handelsblad formed a notable ex-

ception, as it abandoned its designated women’s section altogether. Instead, it published more 

articles about women and feminist movements on its ‘ordinary’ pages, including pieces by promi-

nent feminist Anna Polak. Het Volk also reported on women’s rights movements and emancipa-

tion, often from a clearly socialist perspective. In the late 1930s, the socialist newspaper even had 

a weekly feature called ‘Woman of the Week’, in which it praised women who played an im-

portant role in society. In contrast, the reporting of De Telegraaf mostly concentrated on female 

society personalities and their exciting lives (Schuit & Hemels, 1988, pp. 107–30). 

Although it is impossible to find reliable figures for the interwar years, there is no question 

about the fact that newspapers were widely read among women. A survey among 2,000 Dutch 

individuals held in 1946, a few years after the period studied in this thesis, indicated that 94% of 
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the women read daily newspapers, versus 97% of the men (Schuit & Hemels, 1988, pp. 20–1). 

Their interests extended far beyond the designated women’s pages. This is illustrated by a small 

‘survey’ held by Dutch regional newspaper Nieuwsblad van het Noorden (‘Newspaper of the North’) 

on the occasion of its 40th anniversary in 1938. The editors asked their female readers to write a 

short essay about which sections and contributions in the newspaper they found most interesting. 

Based on the 174 replies they received, the editors concluded that the interests of the female 

readers were very diverse and in fact comprised the entire newspaper. The most popular sections 

were foreign news, travel reports, the women’s page, pedagogical articles, literature and film re-

views and the puzzle section (Schuit & Hemels, 1988, pp. 12–3). 

Hence, the feminisation of newspapers did not remain limited to the designated women’s 

sections. Women also increasingly made their way into the other parts of the newspapers as a 

topic for discussion, especially when it came to their struggle for equality: “Women attracted 

journalistic attention to their social and political cause, some directly and others indirectly – for 

this was a period when notions of female citizenship were in the process of being redefined” 

(Chapman, 2013, p, 21). Moreover, the number of female journalists also rose, albeit at a much 

slower pace. In France, only eight out of almost a hundred ‘grand reporters’ (the most prestigious 

field of journalism) were women. These women generally came from a higher social class and had 

enjoyed more advanced education than most of their male colleagues (Stewart & Shearman, 

2014). This illustrates that women had to meet higher standards to make a great career in journal-

ism. 

 Because of the increased attention for female readers, Western European newspapers 

gradually presented a wider range of perspectives on the position of women. In an analysis of the 

popular press in interwar Britain, Adrian Bingham (2004) strongly opposes the popular, simplistic 

view that newspapers simply propagated female domesticity and unequivocally defended the pa-

triarchy. Although stereotypical images of women were very common, a variety of different and 

opposing views could be found as well. Strongly patriarchal propaganda would not even have 

been commercially viable, considering the above-mentioned popularisation and feminisation.  

Instead, newspapers reflected the debates in wider society. Bingham (2004, p. 246–7) even 

states that there was a “powerful conviction that the sexes were set on a gradually converging 

path” and that “[m]any journalists overestimated the changes in the balance of gender”. Their 

articles mostly focused on change and the achievements of individual women. New fashion 

trends (like short skirts and short hair) were described as symbols of the ‘modern woman’. To a 

certain extent this obscured the fact that there continued to be substantial obstacles to the gender 
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equality in society. Although some historians have dubbed the interwar years ‘The Era of Domes-

ticity’ (Pugh, 1994, pp. 194–204), most contemporary journalists actually described their era as a 

period of considerable change and a strong modernisation of gender relations (Bingham, 2004, p. 

248). For example, it was widely believed in France that the number of women in the workforce 

had increased dramatically because of the First World War, even though this has been contradict-

ed by more recent estimations (Read, 2014, p. 146). This popular misconception seemed to be 

based on women’s shift to more visible sectors of the economy. 

In an empirical analysis of Le Petit Journal’s representation of women in 1863 and 1896, Jane 

Chapman (2013, pp. 53–7) distinguished four ‘v’ categories of representation: victorious, virtu-

ous, vicious and victims. The victorious category refers to articles about women with a privileged 

social status, mostly royalty and aristocracy. So-called virtuous women were those who served as 

role models thanks to their own actions. The ‘vicious’ ones did the exact opposite: they displayed 

(criminal) or otherwise strongly reprehensible behaviour. Finally, the most common category of 

representation was that of victimhood: these articles focused on the suffering of women. 

 

5.1.4 Debating the position of Muslim women 

 

These discussions about the position of women in Europe were also reflected in the representa-

tions of non-European (especially colonised) women. Angela Woollacott (2006, pp. 4–5) notes 

that both groups of women were stigmatised simultaneously in different ways: “For example, 

masculinist resistance to first-wave feminist movements in Europe led some Europeans to decry 

modern European women as unsexed while seeing colonized women as more passive and femi-

nine, and therefore as an exotic repository of traditional gender relations that were under threat in 

the metropole”. 

 According to Leila Ahmed (1982), for centuries the alleged oppression of women by 

Muslims has been used as an indicator of their inherent backwardness. The veil, polygamy and – 

most of all – the harem have consistently been used as the most important symbols of this op-

pression. Regarding the latter, the fascination was twofold: first the idea that harems permitted 

men sexual contacts with more than one woman and second speculation about the interactions 

between women who were constantly together, in a mostly secluded world. Meyda Yeğenoğlu 

(1998) singles out the veil as a crucial symbol in Western colonial discourses about modernising 

the Orient. It was seen as the most visible and striking proof that Muslim women were being 

oppressed and that Muslim societies needed to be modernised. It also supported the belief that 
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Islam was incompatible with the Western idea of modernity. According to Yeğenoğlu (1998, p. 

99), the Western desire to ‘lift the veil’ went far beyond the actual cloth: “unveiling and thereby 

modernizing the woman of the Orient signified the transformation of the Orient itself.” 

In both France and the Netherlands, the position of Muslim women in the colonies was a 

much-debated topic in the 1920s and 1930s. French nationalists and French Algerians argued that 

Islam was irreconcilable with French culture because of the radically different ideas and laws 

about family and sexuality (Clancy-Smith, 1998, pp. 172–4). The position of women became a 

crucial criterion and symbol in judgements about the Muslim Other: Islamic societies were pre-

sented as rigidly masculine and oppressive to women. For this reason, they were deemed inferior 

and impossible to assimilate in the French society (Clancy-Smith, 2006, pp. 25–7). In particular, 

the harem was singled out as an important threat, as it could be considered a ‘state within a state’. 

Nationalists used this argument to support their view that France should not grant French citi-

zenship to Algerians. Left-wing politicians also criticised the treatment of Algerian women, but 

they argued that this gap could be overcome. They proposed a modernisation program to im-

prove the conditions for Muslim women. The debate about women was also an important topic 

for Arab nationalists and Muslim liberals. All in all, as Julia Clancy-Smith (1998, p. 173) observes, 

“the Arab woman in Algeria was being transformed into a political pawn”. Colonial administra-

tors and Muslim leaders clashed over the position of women. For the authorities, the literal and 

figurative ‘unveiling’ of Muslim women was a matter of prestige, as it symbolised the superiority 

of European norms. However, it has been argued that in practice France did little to advance 

women’s interests in its colonies. Women were not treated as legal equals of men (Thomas, 2005, 

pp. 160–1). 

According to the French idea of the mission civilisatrice, colonial women had to be enlight-

ened and empowered, since they were one of the most oppressed groups. It was the duty of 

French women to contribute to this (Read, 2014, pp. 102–3). French feminists largely supported 

the mission civilisatrice during the interwar period. They believed Muslim societies needed to be 

modernised and secularised to improve the position of women. Feminists, whose discourse was 

often not free from racial stereotypes, blamed Islam for the inferior status of women and also 

criticised French colonialism for having failed to bring substantial improvements. In other words, 

many feminists thought that the mission civilisatrice should be more profound and be extended to 

the family sphere (Kimble, 2006). 

In the Netherlands Indies, Dutch colonial policy in the first decades of the twentieth cen-

tury had aimed at ‘civilising’ the Indonesian population in a way reminiscent of the French mission 
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civilisatrice. However, this so-called Ethical Policy became considerably more conservative in the 

1920s and 1930s, when it merely focused on maintaining tranquillity and order. Important topics 

in the discussion on Indonesian women were the regulation of night labour, women’s right to 

vote, child marriage and polygamy (Locher-Scholten, 2000, pp. 17–33). Indonesian feminists, 

who in many cases had been trained as teachers, rallied for women’s education and the abolition 

of polygamy. The young generation of the Indonesian elite, having largely followed Western edu-

cation, took important positions in the colonial administration, education and journalism. They 

were strongly inspired by the Western male breadwinner model and the corresponding ideas 

about the nuclear family and the position of women as a wife and mother. This led them to criti-

cise polygamy and occasionally also non-domestic labour.  

Only a very small minority of Indonesian men were actually polygamous: around 2% of Ja-

vanese men and 4% on other islands, according to a 1930 survey (Locher-Scholten, 2000, p. 189). 

Indonesian divorce rates were ten times higher than in the Netherlands. In 1937, a proposal by 

the colonial government to ban polygamy and discourage divorces, sparked an intense debate in 

Indonesia. Muslim and nationalist organisations strongly opposed the interference of the colonial 

government in such indigenous questions. As Elsbeth Locher-Scholten (2000, p. 188) states, 

“Women were present on two levels in this issue: as cultural symbols and political pawns in a 

(male) power struggle, and as active participants in the debate”. 

The Dutch colonial authorities concentrated their efforts to educate Indonesian women 

solely on those who were members of the elite and who were deemed to be open for change. As 

Locher-Scholten (2000, p. 29) explains, “Interference in the rural women’s marriage customs 

such as child marriage, divorce and polygamy was consciously avoided in the years between the 

two World Wars”. Hence, Dutch orientalism in Indonesia was thoroughly class-bound: percep-

tions of and approaches to Indonesian women strongly depended on their class. However, Els-

beth Locher-Scholten observes that Dutch women did not express this class distinction to the 

same extent as men. Their rhetoric about Indonesian women often ignored class difference and 

simply defined all Indonesian women as ‘not yet educated’. Locher-Scholten (2000, p. 30) ex-

plains that this was due to the social isolation of European women: the only Indonesian women 

they generally met were their servants. 

In the meantime, feminists across the Middle East were often involved in nationalist 

movements (Fleischmann, 2010). By emphasising their commitment to the national cause, wom-

en could move beyond their traditionally gendered roles. Women participated in numerous 

mixed-sex demonstrations and a few educated women became highly influential political actors, 
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especially in Turkey. The involvement of women helped legitimise nationalism as a collective and 

unifying ideology. In return, feminists hoped that women would be rewarded with equal rights. 

This would indeed turn out to be the case in Turkey, where Mustafa Kemal introduced a series of 

legal reforms that improved the position of women. He adopted a secularised and revised family 

code in 1926, introduced women’s suffrage at the municipal level in 1930 and at the national level 

in 1935. Women were encouraged to participate in public life and enter the workforce. In addi-

tion, polygamy was prohibited, the Islamic veil and garments were strongly discouraged and 

women obtained the right to initiate divorce. Women’s emancipation in Turkey was a strongly 

top-down process. As Ellen Fleischmann (2010, p. 189) argues, “The state made decisions from 

above and discouraged grassroots participation in the decision-making process”. Critics suggest 

that this ultimately undermined the feminist cause, as women from lower classes came to consid-

er feminism as an alienating, Western ideology that was imposed by an autocratic regime.  

In Iran, the shah imitated some aspects of Atatürk’s women policy (like encouraging West-

ern dress), but retained gender inequality in other fields, such as the lack of women’s suffrage, 

unequal divorce law and polygamy (Fleischmann, 2010, pp. 181–92). In newly independent 

Egypt, feminist organisations successfully lobbied for the establishment of compulsory primary 

education for girls and admission into universities. However, polygamy remained legal (Ahmed, 

1992, pp. 175–90). 

Thus, we have seen various important factors that provided the backdrop for the interwar 

press reporting on Muslim women. The 1920s and 1930s were a difficult period for feminism, 

which went through a period of stagnation in the Netherlands and even suffered a serious back-

lash in France. Yet is was also a period in which the press recognised women as an important 

part of their readership. As a result, women also increasingly became a source and topic of news 

content. In particular, the position of Muslim women was widely debated, especially in relation to 

the colonial territories or Mustafa Kemal’s reforms in Turkey. In the next section I will shift at-

tention to the corpus of newspaper articles studied in the remainder of this chapter, before iden-

tifying and discussing a number of news frames that were often found in articles about Muslim 

women. 
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5.2 Corpus 

 

This study looks at all newspaper articles related to the position of Muslim women that were pub-

lished between 1 January 1920 and 31 December 1939 in four popular French and four Dutch 

daily newspapers. As explained before (Section 2.3.3), the choice of these particular newspapers 

was intended to reflect the diverse political perspectives. From each country, one politically unaf-

filiated newspaper was selected, one secular newspaper right of the political centre, one leftist 

newspaper and finally a Catholic-religious one (Table 5.1). The position of Muslim women is not 

necessarily the sole or even main topic in all these articles. It might also be a secondary topic, for 

example in a travel report about Morocco, or an evaluation of policy reforms introduced by Mus-

tafa Kemal in Turkey. However, if articles only made very superficial and insignificant references 

to Muslim women, they were deemed unfit for analysis and therefore excluded from the corpus.  

 In the end, the corpus contained 355 newspaper articles about the position of Muslim 

women: 140 French articles and 215 Dutch articles. The average length of these articles was 868 

words. The larger number of Dutch articles is mostly due to the liberal newspaper Algemeen Han-

delsblad, which published 109 articles related to this topic – over twice as many as any other 

newspaper. This not only reveals a stronger interest by this newspaper’s editorial desk in this 

theme, but also reflects its comparatively larger number of pages and articles. In both countries, 

the newspapers with the largest circulations (the rightist and politically neutral ones) clearly pub-

lished more articles related to the position of Muslim women than the leftist and catholic ones. 

With the notable exception of Algemeen Handelsblad, French and Dutch newspapers with similar 

editorial lines published similar numbers of articles about this topic: the fact that, over a 20-year 

period, Le Petit Parisien published 50 articles and De Telegraaf 52 suggests that the quantitative dif-

ferences were negligible.  

Table 5.1: Newspapers in the corpus 

 France 
n=140 

Netherlands 
n=215 

Largest circulation, sensation-
alist, politically unaffiliated 

Le Petit Parisien 
n=50 

De Telegraaf 
n=52 

Secular, right of centre: 
Liberal/Conservative 

Le Matin 
n=52 

Algemeen Handelsblad 
n=109 

Secular, left of centre: 
Socialist/communist 

L’Humanité 
n=13 

Het Volk 
n=24 

Catholic La Croix 
n=25 

De Tijd 
n=30 
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5.3 General characteristics of the articles  

 

Before turning to the news frames that form the focus of this study, it is interesting to address 

some other basic characteristics of the articles in the corpus. First of all, we can look at the types 

of articles (Figure 5.1). The most common type of article in corpus was the news article, which 

was found in 39% of the French and 41% of the Dutch articles, followed by the background 

article (25% of the French and 31% of the Dutch articles). 

 

Figure 5.1: Types of articles by country 

 

Reports, or ‘reportages’, which were based on the personal observations of a journalist ‘in the field’, 

were considerably more common in Dutch newspapers (20% of the articles) than in the French 

ones (5%). Often these articles were written by travelling reporters. 

 In the corpus, opinion pieces were relatively rare, but slightly more common in France 

(9%) than in the Netherlands (4%). Finally, the last genre distinguished here is fiction. This type 

of article was frequently found in the French articles on Muslim women (22%), but much less so 

in the Dutch ones (4%). Feuilleton stories were particularly common in the French press. Chap-

man (2013, p. 35) explains that “women were the main consumers of the ‘feuilleton’ or serial 

novel”: the ubiquity of these stories in the French popular press could be seen as an acknowl-

edgement of the fact that women formed an important part of the readership. As feuilleton stories 

described the lives of (fictional) Muslims, they contributed to the diffusion of specific images 

(including stereotypes) and thus played a crucial role in the representation of Muslims by the 
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newspapers. Less common types of fiction that were occasionally found in the corpus included 

résumés of films and theatre plays. 

 In a limited number of the newspaper articles in the corpus (105 of the 355), the author 

could be identified: in the other ones, the name of the author was not mentioned. In those cases 

where the name was mentioned, it was usually possible to determine whether the author was male 

or female (Figure 5.2). It striking to see that there was no difference between France and the 

Netherlands in the gender balance: 29–30 % of the identifiable authors was female, 70–71% was 

male. 

 

Figure 5.2: Gender of the authors of French and Dutch newspaper articles on Muslim women (1920–39) 

 

Based on the author’s name, it could also be estimated whether they were Muslim or not. Articles 

written by Muslim authors were extremely rare. Only two were identified: both were male and 

were found in French newspapers. 

 ‘Protagonists’ are people whose view or opinion are presented in the article through a di-

rect or indirect quotation, other than the author him- or herself. This opinion does not necessari-

ly have to be in line with the author’s; occasionally authors may also prominently cite someone 

with whom they disagree. A protagonist was found in a quarter of all articles (90 out of 355). 

Figure 5.3 shows the distribution of these protagonists by gender and religion (Muslim or not). In 

both the French and Dutch press, just over half of the protagonists was male (52–57%). A larger 

share of the Dutch articles had Muslim protagonists: 53%, versus 41% of the French articles. In 



242 
 

comparison to French newspapers, the Dutch ones cited relatively many Muslim women (25%, 

versus 17% in the French press) and few non-Muslim women (18% versus 31%). 

 

Figure 5.3: Gender and religion of the main protagonists in French and Dutch newspaper articles on Muslim 
women (1920–39) 

 

  

Another interesting characteristic of the articles is the location on which they focused. Figure 5.4 

shows that the French and Dutch newspapers differed most in the attention they paid to Muslim 

women in their own and each other’s colonial empires. About a third (32%) of all French articles 

on Muslim women concentrated on the French colonial empire (mostly the Maghreb), while not 

a single French article dealt with Muslim women in the Dutch empire. Dutch newspapers fo-

cused on the Dutch empire (the Dutch East Indies) in a fifth (21%) of all articles. They discussed 

the French colonial empire in 16% of the articles. In other words, Dutch newspapers paid much 

more attention to the French colonial empire, than French newspapers did to the Dutch empire. 

The share of articles that was dedicated to other parts of the world was fairly similar in both 

countries: Turkey was most frequently discussed (18% of the articles in both countries), followed 

by Egypt (12% in France, 9% in the Netherlands) and the British empire (7% in France, 12% in 

the Netherlands). These three were followed by a range of countries that were each only the fo-

cus of a very small number of articles, including (but not limited to) Iran, Afghanistan, Saudi-

Arabia, the Soviet Union and Balkan countries. All combined, these ‘other’ locations were dis-

cussed in 14–5% of the newspaper articles.  
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Finally, there were also some articles that either discussed Muslim women in general (with-

out focusing on a particular location) or described an unspecified, random Muslim country. The 

latter mostly happened in fiction. As a result, there were relatively more French articles with an 

unspecified location (16%) than Dutch ones (9%): this corresponds to our earlier observation 

that fiction articles were much more common in the French press. 

Figure 5.4: Main location of French and Dutch articles on Muslim women (1920–39) 
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5.4 Frames 

 

In this study, 69 binary (dummy) variables were derived from the original variables in the coding 

scheme, which served as the input for the hierarchical cluster analysis. Most of these content ana-

lytical variables were selected and defined after a first preliminary qualitative study of a small 

number of newspaper articles, while some others were added during the testing phase of the cod-

ing schedule. The variables roughly correspond to the frame elements proposed by Matthes and 

Kohring (2008) and include the occurrence of a wide range of topics, metaphors, references, ar-

guments, claims and viewpoints. 

 The hierarchical cluster method was executed in SPSS, using Squared Euclidean distance 

as measure of similarity and Ward’s method as the cluster algorithm. The elbow criterion was 

used to determine this optimal number of clusters (Mooi & Sarstedt, 2011, pp. 244–55). Based on 

the scree plot (Figure 5.5), there is no single clear elbow that indicates the optimal number of 

clusters, but the heterogeneity within the clusters does increase more strongly when there are 

fewer than five clusters (see the red arrow). There is also a strong increase in intra-cluster 

heterogeniety in the step from two clusters to one.  

The dendrogram (Figure 5.6), which makes use of rescaled distance, shows this more 

clearly. This dendrogram displays the complete clustering process. On the left there are the 355 

separate articles, which are then step-by-step assigned to clusters of similar articles. The most 

similar articles (i.e. having the same scores across the 69 content analytical variables) are 

combined first and then merged with other clusters, until there is only one cluster left (on the 

right of the dendrogram). The horizontal distance between each clustering step shows how much 

the intra-cluster heterogeneity increases. The dendrogram clearly shows that this increase remains 

fairly small in all clustering steps until there are only five clusters left. For this reason, the five 

cluster solution seems optimal. After that, there is a big jump to four clusters. There is another 

big jump from two to one cluster.  

To make sure the five-cluster solution indeed offered the most meaningful outcome, the 

interpretability of the six-, four- and three-cluster solutions was also tested, but they turned out to 

be inferior. Therefore, the division in five segments was chosen. The scores of each cluster across 

the content analytical variables were closely studied to identify the most notable differences and 

then choose appropriate names for the frames, which best reflected their distinctive features. 
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Figure 5.5: Scree plot 

 

The five clusters that emerged from the hierarchical cluster analysis correspond to separate 

frames, which can be defined by looking at their scores on the numerous content analytical varia-

bles (Table 5.2). This reveals some interesting patterns of variables that characterise the four dis-

tinctive frames and one ‘neutral’ frame. 

 Two of the frames are highly critical of the position of Muslim women: the domestic subju-

gation frame and the social exclusion frame. Both overwhelmingly argued that Muslim women were 

treated as being inferior to men and that their position should change. These two critical frames 

can be distinguished from each other based on their focus. Whereas the first one concentrated on 

the subjugation of Muslim women within the family sphere, the second emphasised their inferior 

position in wider society.  

Virtually all articles within the domestic subjugation (n=37) frame dealt with the topics of 

divorce (92%) and polygamy (87%), which in most cases was described as a common practice 

among Muslims (70%). In addition, they often discussed arranged and forced marriages (38%), 

Muslim laws (38%) interreligious relations (35%) and child marriage (22%). The articles frequent-

ly referred to the repudiation of Muslim women by their husbands (78%). A non-negligible share 

of the articles (32%) compared the treatment of Muslim women with that of merchandise, ob-

jects or animals. 

 The domestic subjugation articles overwhelmingly claimed that Muslim family law fa-

voured men (95%) and that women were inferior to men among Muslims (89%). As a result, the 
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overall assessment of Muslims was generally unfavourable (70%): these articles argued that Mus-

lim family law was inferior to European laws (68%) and the position of Muslim women needed 

to be improved (81%). A considerable part of the articles in this frame (41%) argued that West-

ern countries should intervene to improve the position of Muslim women in their colonies.  

Figure 5.6: Dendrogram hierarchical cluster analysis (Ward’s method, Squared Euclidean distance) 
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Table 5.2: Distribution of the frames over the content analytical variables (%) 

 Domestic 
subjugation  
 (n=37) 

Social 
exclusion 
(n=47) 

Exotic 
otherness  
(n=69) 

Progres-
sive libera-
tion 
(n=69) 

Neutral 
 
(n=133) 

Total 
 
(n=355) 

Problem definition: Topics 

veils 14 57 16 54 46 40 

polygamy 87 15 94 23 8 37 

divorce 92 13 22 9 16 23 

mixed relation 35 6 25 4 32 22 

harems 19 32 39 30 5 22 

work 14 30 6 62 1 19 

education 30 28 6 23 9 16 

Muslim law 38 11 10 13 14 15 

arranged mar. 38 13 9 4 14 13 

child marriage 22 15 3 1 5 7 

honour killing 11 6 10 4 5 7 

suffrage 3 4 0 25 1 6 

children 8 2 7 0 9 6 

Problem definition: Explicit references, comparisons and metaphors 

repudiation 78 6 7 6 5 13 

prisoners 19 34 22 4 2 12 

slavery 16 36 13 4 2 10 

merchandise 32 17 7 3 7 10 

Arabian nights 0 2 22 9 10 10 

Muhammad 8 9 10 1 1 5 

Problem definition: Recurring arguments 

polyg=common 70 9 84 6 4 27 

polygamy=rare 14 4 10 19 1 8 

polyg=costly 19 2 6 1 0 4 

harem intrigues 3 0 19 4 1 5 

separate worlds 5 43 20 10 11 16 

men turn cons 3 0 12 1 3 4 

top-dwn emanc 30 34 0 20 16 18 

bot-up emancip 16 15 3 29 4 11 

expect improve 49 45 6 45 10 25 

expect same 5 17 6 1 5 6 

expect deterior. 0 2 3 3 6 4 

Causal attribution: Men versus women 

oppressive men 32 47 41 4 26 28 

gentle men 0 2 6 19 10 9 

lustful men 8 2 6 1 2 3 

sensual women 0 4 10 9 8 7 

prgres. women 38 34 4 73 8 26 

conserv women 0 2 1 1 5 3 

submsv women 8 15 19 3 8 10 

disobed wom. 5 6 6 9 5 6 

well-educ wom 11 2 0 26 2 7 

under-edu wom 5 17 6 1 1 5 
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Moral evaluation 

favour. assessm 0 2 4 48 11 14 

unfav. assessm 70 94 38 3 16 34 

infer posit wom 89 79 44 9 17 36 

equal pos wom 0 0 1 30 3 7 

super pos wom 0 0 0 3 0 1 

famlaw fav men 95 6 16 0 7 16 

famlaw fav wm 0 0 0 6 0 16 

mus law=infer. 68 13 6 0 3 11 

mus law=equal 5 0 3 1 1 2 

mus law=super 0 2 0 4 0 1 

Musl=backward 78 94 29 16 21 63 

Muslims=equal 3 0 1 25 1 6 

Muslims=ahead 0 0 1 6 0 1 

inflwest=positiv 49 66 4 30 11 25 

inflwest=negatv 0 0 0 7 1 2 

strong familylife 3 2 3 3 0 2 

weak familylife 19 4 4 0 1 4 

veil=oppressive 3 45 3 19 5 12 

veil=identity 0 0 0 3 4 2 

Treatment recommendation: What should be done? 

change needed 81 98 9 20 3 28 

not needed 0 0 0 4 3 2 

Pro West-interv 41 34 1 0 5 11 

Contra W-interv 5 0 3 1 2 2 

discourage veil 0 17 0 6 0 3 

tolerate veil 0 0 0 2 1 1 

 

Articles using the social exclusion frame (n=47) criticised the inferior position of women in Muslim 

societies outside the family sphere. The most common topic within this frame was the Muslim 

veil (57%), which was often criticised as a symbol of oppression (45%). Other regularly discussed 

topics included harems (32%), women’s labour (30%) and education (28%). These articles often 

claimed that Muslims treated their women as prisoners (34%) or even as slaves (36%). An often-

used argument in these articles was that Muslim men and women lived in separate worlds (43%), 

where interaction between them was restricted to the ‘harems’. Muslim men were frequently de-

scribed as oppressive (47%), while women were presented as progressive (demanding a more 

emancipated role) in a third of these articles 34%). 

 The overall assessment of Muslims was almost unanimously unfavourable (94%), as these 

articles argued that they were backward in their development (also 94%). The social exclusion 

frame usually condemned the inferior position of women in Muslim societies (79%) and claimed 

that improvement was absolutely necessary (98%). On the other hand, a considerable part of 

these articles (45%) was rather optimistic about the future developments, predicting that the posi-

tion of Muslim women would likely improve. Most of the social exclusion articles praised the 
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positive influence of the West on the emancipation of Muslim women (66%). About a third 

(34%) of these articles supported Western (colonial) intervention to improve the position of 

Muslim women.  

 The third frame focuses on remarkable characteristics of the position of Muslim women, 

but generally without giving very outspoken moral judgements. It is therefore labelled as the exotic 

otherness frame (n=69). Articles within this frame generally presented the position of Muslim 

women as static and unchangeable; they paid very little attention to ongoing developments such 

as the process (if any) of emancipation. Polygamy was by far the most popular topic in the exotic 

otherness frame, appearing in almost every article (94%). It was usually described as a common 

phenomenon among Muslims (84%). Exotic otherness was also the frame in which harems were 

most often discussed (39%). Harems were presented as a breeding ground for intrigues, schemes 

and conspiracies in 19% of all articles within this frame. Other topics that were regularly found in 

the exotic otherness frame were interreligious relations (25%) and divorce (22%). 

 Unsurprisingly, exotic otherness was the frame that referred with some regularity to the 

tales from the Arabian Nights and other exoticist fairytale-like stories (22%). Articles with the 

exotic otherness frame often presented Muslim men as oppressive (41%) and sometimes com-

pared the position of Muslim women to that of prisoners (22%). Occasionally, Muslim women 

were depicted as submissive (19%) or sensual (10%). A non-negligible part of these articles also 

gave an unfavourable assessment of Muslims (38%) and claimed that Muslim women were treat-

ed as being inferior to men (44%).  

 The fourth frame is the only one that contains articles with a largely positive assessment 

of the position of Muslim women: the progressive liberation frame (n=69). A substantial share of 

these articles offered a favourable assessment of Muslims (48%), argued that Muslims were equal-

ly developed as Westerners (25%) and that Muslim women were treated as the equals of men 

(30%). As these articles focused on the positive aspects of the position of Muslim women, they 

mostly dealt with public sphere topics like women’s labour (62%), the (abolition of the) veil 

(54%), women’s suffrage (25%) and education for girls (23%). When discussed (23%), polygamy 

was usually presented as a rare phenomenon (19%). More often than in any other frame, emanci-

pation was described as a bottom-up process (29%, versus 20% top-down). Almost half of the 

articles (45%) predicted that the position of Muslim women would further improve in the near 

future. This frame further distinguished itself from the others by the very large share (73%) that 

presented Muslim women as progressive and the non-negligible share that depicted them as well-
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educated (26%). Muslim men were more often presented as gentle and gallant than in any other 

frame (19%). 

 Finally, the fifth frame can be defined as the neutral frame: not because these articles 

were more ‘objective’ than the others, but because they generally lacked a clear problem defini-

tion, causal attribution or treatment (policy) recommendation. In other words, the author usually 

gave a less outspoken opinion in these articles. This frame also lacked very dominant topics, with 

the veil (46%) and interreligious relations (32%) being the most frequently occurring ones. Mus-

lim men were sometimes presented as being oppressive (26%) and Muslims in general as back-

ward in comparison to the West (21%). These percentages are rather unremarkable in compari-

son to those of the other frames. Yet they do show that articles with the neutral frame could con-

tain elements from other frames, while lacking the coherent set of features that would have 

earned them a spot in one of the more distinctive frames. 

 These frames can be schematised in a diagram with two dimensions: the focus of the arti-

cles on the private or public sphere on the horizontal axis and the favourable or unfavourable 

assessment of the position of Muslim women on the vertical axis (Figure 5.7). The only frame 

that offers a largely positive assessment, the progressive liberation frame, focuses on topics relat-

ed to the public sphere (veils, work, education, and right to vote) and is therefore found in the 

upper-right quadrant. Both negative frames are found at the bottom, the domestic subjugation 

frame on the side of the private sphere and the social exclusion frame on the side of the public 

sphere. Unlike the other three distinctive frames, the exotic otherness frame does not offer a very 

outspoken assessment, but it is still more often unfavourable than favourable. Because of its con-

siderable focus on polygamy, this frame is found on the left side of the diagram. Finally, the neu-

tral frame could be displayed in the centre of the ‘assessment’ axis. However, it was left out of 

this diagram because of its lack of focus on particular topics, which makes it impossible to locate 

on the private/public sphere axis. 
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Figure 5.7: The four distinctive newspaper frames for the position of Muslim women 
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5.5 Super-frames 

 

As demonstrated before, the five-cluster solution turned out to be optimal in the hierarchical 

cluster analysis. For this reason, I will focus on these five frames in this chapter. It can also be 

interesting to take a look at how these frames can be merged into larger super-frames. For this 

purpose, we can again turn to the dendrogram (Figure 5.6). It shows that if the number of clus-

ters is reduced to four, the progressive liberation and neutral frames will be merged first. This 

means that articles in these two frames are generally more like each other than those of the other 

frames. If the number of clusters is then reduced to three, the next frames to be merged are the 

two critical frames: domestic subjugation and social exclusion. Finally, if the number of clusters is 

further reduced to only two, the exotic otherness is merged with the progressive liberation and 

neutral frames. Hence, there are two super-frames in the two-cluster scenario: a negative one, 

which combines the most critical and unfavourable perspectives on the position of Muslim wom-

en, and a neutral-positive one, which encompasses both the more positive views as well as the 

neutral and less outspoken ones. 

 Just like in the previous chapters, we can also identify sub-frames, by looking at the dif-

ferent smaller clusters of which each of the five frames are composed. These sub-frames will be 

discussed in Sections 5.7–5.11, in which I will zoom in on the separate frames. 
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5.6 Quantitative comparison of the frames 

 

The average length of all articles was 868 words, but this length varied somewhat by frame. The 

articles in the domestic subjugation and exotic otherness frames were the longest ones, with an 

average length of 1,051 and 1,038 words, respectively. The average length of articles in the social 

exclusion and progressive liberation frames was 897 and 895 words. The ‘neutral’ articles were 

shorter: 704 words on average.  

Figure 5.8: Boxplot showing the variation in article length for each of the frames 

 
 

The boxplot in Figure 5.8 shows the variation in the number of words for every frame. It shows 

the median length of the articles per frame, as well as the range (minimum and maximum) and 

the quartiles. This reveals for example that half of the articles with the neutral frame were shorter 

than 373 words, which suggests that they were in fact more superficial than articles that used one 

of the more distinctive frames. The median length of these four frames varied between 619 (pro-

gressive liberation) and 881 words (domestic subjugation), the shortest articles counting only a 
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few dozen words and the longest one almost 5,000. It also shows that a quarter of the articles in 

the domestic subjugation, exotic otherness and progressive liberation frames was over 1,500 

words long. 

The exotic otherness and progressive liberation frames were both found more frequently 

than the two critical frames. As Figure 5.9 shows, exotic otherness was the most popular frame in 

the French press, as it was identified in 25% of the French articles on the position of Muslim 

women (versus 16% in the Dutch press). Progressive liberation was the most common frame in 

the Netherlands (22%, versus 15% in France). Moreover, the domestic subjugation frame was 

considerably more frequently used in the Netherlands (14%) than in France (6%). In contrast, the 

social exclusion frame was marginally more popular in France (15%) than in the Netherlands 

(12%). Between 36–9% of the articles related to the position of Muslim women belonged to the 

neutral frame.  

Figure 5.9: Distribution of frames by country 

 

 

 

In France, the number of articles using each of the five frames remained mostly stable in the 

1920s (Figure 5.10). In the early 1930s, the exotic otherness and neutral frames declined sharply, 

to recover slightly in the late 1930s. In contrast, the social exclusion frame increased in the early 

1930s. The Dutch newspapers showed a very different development. The neutral frame strongly 

increased from the early 1920s until the early 1930s, to finally drop in the late 1930s. Progressive 

liberation was the largest Dutch frame in the early 1920s. However, it reached a low in the late 



255 
 

1920s, only to return to the same level as before in the 1930s. While the exotic otherness frame 

dropped significantly in the Dutch press in the late 1930s, the two critical frames (domestic sub-

jugation and social exclusion) remained more stable throughout the interwar period. 

 
Figure 5.10: Development of the frames by country 

 

 

The distribution of the frames was largely similar for newspapers with different political affilia-

tions (Figure 5.11). Especially the right-wing and politically unaffiliated newspapers displayed 

strikingly similar patterns. However, there were also two notable differences between the news-

papers. First, the social exclusion frame was more dominant in the left-wing and Catholic news-

papers (respectively 22% and 24%), than in the politically unaffiliated and right-wing newspapers 

(13% and 8%). Second, the progressive liberation frame was virtually absent in the Catholic 

newspapers: it was found in only 7% of the Catholic newspaper articles, versus 16–23% for the 

other newspapers.  
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Figure 5.11: Distribution of frames by the political affiliation of the newspaper 

 

 

Figure 5.12: Distribution of frames by type of article 
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The distribution of frames by type of article (Figure 5.12) shows some interesting patterns. Un-

surprisingly, a clear frame could be identified in the vast majority of the opinion pieces and back-

ground articles: only 19–22% of these types of articles were assigned to the ‘neutral’ frame. This 

percentage was much higher in the other types of articles. The news and background articles had 

a rather balanced distribution of frames. The reports paid remarkably little attention to the do-

mestic subjugation frame. These articles were based on the observations of the author in the field 

(in this case many travel reports from a range of countries). Many of these authors mentioned the 

difficulties of getting insight into the family sphere of Muslims, which might be an explanation 

for the very low occurrence of this frame. A large share of the opinion articles was dedicated to 

the two critical frames: social exclusion (29%) and domestic subjugation (19%). Exotic otherness 

was the only distinctive frame frequently found in fiction articles (which included mostly feuilleton 

stories): 33%. 

As mentioned before, the author could be identified in 105 out of the 355 articles. In al-

most a third of these cases, the author was female.  

Figure 5.13 compares the frames used by male and female authors. This shows an interest-

ing difference in the use of the two private-sphere oriented frames: men used the exotic other-

ness frame more often than women (27% versus 16%), while the domestic subjugation frame was 

considerably more popular among women (26% versus 8%).  

 

Figure 5.13: Distribution of frames by the gender of the author 
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In addition to the author, we can also look at the association between the frames and the gender 

and religion of the main protagonist in the article. Figure 5.14 shows the distribution of the five 

frames across Muslim and non-Muslim, male and female protagonists. A comparison between the 

male and female protagonists shows a remarkably similar pattern to the one we have seen before 

when looking at the gender of the authors. The exotic otherness frame was considerably more 

dominant in articles with male protagonists (38–42% versus 5–20%), while the domestic subjuga-

tion frame was found more often in articles with female protagonists (20–25% versus 4–8%). In 

addition, this figure also shows a striking difference between authors with Muslim and non-

Muslim protagonists. The progressive liberation frame was more common in articles with Muslim 

protagonists; it was even by far the most common frame in articles with female Muslim protago-

nists (55%). In contrast, the social exclusion frame was substantially more often found in articles 

that cited non-Muslim protagonists (31–40% versus 0–5%). 

In other words, when Muslims were quoted in articles that dealt with topics related to the 

public sphere, these articles generally belonged to the progressive liberation frame. When non-

Muslims were quoted in articles on similar public-sphere related topics, these were usually social 

exclusion frame articles. 

 

Figure 5.14: Distribution of frames by protagonist (person cited in the article) 
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We can also look at the extent to which different frames were used in articles that focused on 

different locations (Figure 5.15). This shows some interesting patterns. Whereas articles on Mus-

lim women in the French Colonial empire were rather equally distributed among the four distinc-

tive frames, the domestic subjugation frame was dominant in articles on the Dutch empire (37%). 

This corresponds to what we have seen before, namely that Dutch newspapers published more 

articles within the domestic subjugation frame than French newspapers. The progressive libera-

tion frame was more common in articles on Turkey (38%) than in articles on any other location; 

the exotic otherness frame could also be frequently found in articles on Turkey (28%). The first 

can largely be attributed to the emancipation efforts under Mustafa Kemal’s rule, while the sec-

ond hints at the continued popularity of traditional orientalist narratives about Turkish harems. 

The two critical frames combined only amounted up to 13% of the articles on Muslim women in 

Turkey. 

Figure 5.15: Distribution of the frames by location of the article 

 

  



260 
 

Articles on Muslim women in the British empire mostly focused on women in the public sphere, 

rather than the private sphere: the progressive liberation and social exclusion frames were used in 

a considerable share of the articles (respectively 29% and 20%), while the domestic subjugation 

frame was found to be absent. Finally, a strikingly large proportion of the articles on Muslim 

women in ‘unspecified’ locations used the exotic otherness frame (42%). ‘Unspecified location’ in 

this context mostly refers to articles that discussed the position of Muslim women ‘in general’ 

(meaning all over the world). There were also some cases of feuilleton stories that described Mus-

lim women in an unspecified, generic Oriental country. 

In the next sections, we will take a closer look at each of the frames.  
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5.7 Domestic subjugation 

5.7.1 Sub-frames 

 

As we have seen in Section 5.4, articles within the domestic subjugation frame (n=37) strongly 

criticised the inferior position of Muslim women in the family sphere and generally gave an unfa-

vourable assessment of Muslims. They almost always discussed the topics of divorce and polyg-

amy, often in combination with topics like forced and arranged marriage, interreligious relations 

and child marriage. They often referred to the repudiation of Muslim women by their husbands 

and regularly claimed that Muslim women were treated like ‘merchandise’. Domestic subjugation 

articles typically argued that the position of Muslim should be improved, possibly by the means 

of colonial policy. This frame was considerably more common in the Dutch press (often in arti-

cles on the Dutch East Indies) than in the French newspapers. It was found in opinion pieces, 

background and news articles, but it was extremely rare in reports and fiction stories. Female 

authors used this frame considerably more often than men.  

Figure 5.16: Dendrogram of sub-frames within the domestic subjugation frame 

 

Using hierarchical cluster analysis, two sub-frames could be distinguished within the domestic 

subjugation frame, (Figure 5.16). Based on the most characteristic differences between the two, 

they were called the unequal laws (n=19) and backward men (n=18) sub-frames. While both dealt 

with the inferior position of Muslim women in the family sphere, they mostly differed in their 

focus on where the blame lied (see Table 5.3). The ‘unequal laws’ articles unanimously stated that 

Muslim laws favoured men over women (100%), although this was also a very common claim in 

the ‘backward men’ articles (89%). The unequal laws frame mentioned repudiation more often 

than the backward men frame (90% versus 67%) and discussed interreligious relations more of-
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ten (58% versus 11%). Virtually all unequal laws articles (95%) presented polygamy as a common 

phenomenon among Muslims, versus only 44% of the backward men articles.  

On the other hand, the backward men articles near-unanimously declared that Muslims 

were backward (94%, versus 63% among unequal laws articles), often claimed that Muslim men 

were oppressive (61% versus 5%) and argued that the position of Muslim women should change 

(89% versus 73%). Almost all (94%) of these backward men articles offered a generally unfa-

vourable assessment of Muslims, versus half (47%) of the unequal laws articles. The topics of 

arranged and forced marriages and women’s education were found in respectively 67% and 61% 

of the backward men articles, while they were virtually absent from the unequal laws articles 

(11% and 0%). In short, one sub-frame mostly blamed the domestic subjugation of Muslim 

women on the inequalities embedded in Muslim law, while the other criticised the allegedly op-

pressive nature of actual Muslim men. 

Table 5.3: Distribution of the sub-frames over the content analytical variables (%)201 

 Backward men 
(n=18) 

Unequal laws 
(n=19) 

Total 
(n=37) 

Problem definition: Topics 

veils 22 5 14 

polygamy 78 95 87 

divorce 89 95 92 

mixed relation 11 58 35 

harems 11 26 19 

work 28 0 14 

education 61 0 30 

Muslim law (/sharia) 39 37 38 

arranged marriage 67 11 38 

child marriage 39 5 22 

honour killing 17 5 11 

domestic violence 17 0 8 

children 44 26 35 

Problem definition: Explicit references, comparisons and metaphors 

repudiation 67 90 78 

treated as prisoners 28 11 19 

treated as slaves 28 5 16 

merchandise 44 21 32 

Muhammad’s time 6 11 8 

  

                                                           
 

201 For the sake of clarity, content analytical variables that did not have an occurrence of at least 10% for 
any of the five sub-frames have been excluded from the table. 
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Problem definition: Recurring arguments 

polygamy=common 44 95 70 

polygamy=rare 28 0 14 

polygamy=costly 22 16 19 

separate worlds 0 11 5 

top-down emancipat. 17 42 30 

bot-up emancipation 28 5 16 

expect improvement 44 53 49 

Causal attribution: Men versus women 

oppressive men 61 5 32 

lustful men 11 5 8 

progressive women 50 26 38 

submissive women 17 0 8 

well-educated women 22 0 11 

under-educat. women 11 0 5 

Moral evaluation 

unfavour. assessment 94 47 70 

inferior posit. women 100 79 89 

family law favours men 89 100 95 

muslim law=inferior 67 68 68 

Muslims=backward 94 63 78 

infl. west=positive 61 37 49 

weak family life 39 0 19 

Treatment recommendation: What should be done? 

change needed 89 74 81 

Pro West-intervention 39 42 41 

 

As mentioned before, the domestic subjugation sub-frame was notably more common in the 

Dutch press than in France. The French articles that did use this frame focused overwhelmingly 

on the backward men sub-frame (Figure 5.17). The unequal laws sub-frame was relatively more 

common in the Netherlands. 
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Figure 5.17: Distribution of sub-frames within the domestic subjugation frame by country 

 

Since over three quarters of the domestic subjugation articles were published in the Dutch press, 

it is hardly a surprise that these articles paid considerable attention to the Dutch East Indies 

(Figure 5.18). The Dutch East Indies were the location of over half of the backward men sub-

frame. The vast majority of the articles in the unequal laws sub-frame also concentrated on the 

colonies, but they were more evenly divided between the French colonies and the Dutch East 

Indies. 

Figure 5.18: Places discussed in the domestic subjugation sub-frames 
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The prominent Dutch feminist Anna Polak (see Appendix I: Author biographies) listed four ele-

ments of Muslim family life that she found problematic, in an essay on the emancipation of Java-

nese women that was published in Dutch liberal newspaper Algemeen Handelsblad (8 December 

1928, p. 22). These four ‘defects’ reflect the issues that were criticised most often within the do-

mestic subjugation frame. According to Polak, until recently “the existence of the female popula-

tion over there [was] wrapped in deep darkness. All freedom was lacking. Through four great 

defects: child marriage; the absence of a free choice of marriage; polygamy [… and] arbitrary re-

pudiation, her life on earth was made a living hell…”202 Polak strongly criticised each of practices. 

She argued that while all four ‘defects’ continued to exist, their occurrence had decreased thanks 

to the good influence of Europeans. In her view, the “emancipation of the oppressed sex”203 was 

the result of increases in the numbers of schools for girls and women associations, as well as the 

efforts of the Mission and, more generally, “the ever-increasing contacts of young Javanese girls 

with their European sisters, which teaches them to test Eastern and Western views of life against 

each other.”204  

 Polak’s article clearly illustrates why education for girls was a topic that could frequently 

be found in articles with the domestic subjugation frame, even though at first sight it does not 

seem to be directly linked to the family sphere. She strongly highlighted the importance of educa-

tion for the improvement of women’s place within the family. Schools contributed to a spread of 

Western values, the promotion of critical thinking and consequently to the emancipation of Java-

nese Muslim women, which caused them to no longer accept their inferior position within the 

family: “It speaks for itself, that the indigenous woman would not have become so much less 

passive and submissive, so much more conscious of her human value, if a wider development 

would not have made her more susceptible to absorb, more capable to digest other views.”205 

Polak thus praised the influence of Dutch colonial policy on the emancipation of Javanese wom-

en. She ended her article by concluding that “everyone who contributes to her [Javanese wom-

                                                           
 

202 “het bestaan der vrouwelijke bevolking daarginds [was] daarginds in diepe duisternis gehuld. Alle vrij-
heid ontbrak. Door vier groote euvelen: kinder-huwelijk; gemis aan vrije huwelijkskeus; polygamy […]; ten 
slotte willekeurige verstooting, werd het leven op aarde haar tot een hel gemaakt…” 
203 “emancipatie der onderdrukte sekse” 
204 “den voortdurend toenemenden omgang der Javaansche jonge meisjes met haar Europeesche zusteren, 
waardoor zij Oostersche en Westersche levensopvatting aan elkaar leeren toetsen” 
205 “Het spreekt vanzelf, dat de inlandsche niet zooveel minder passief en onderdanig, niet zoveel bewus-
ter van haar menschenwaarde zou zijn geworden, wanneer niet ruimer ontwikkeling haar ontvankelijker 
had gemaakt voor het opnemen, bekwamer tot het verwerken van anderen denkbeelden.” 
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en’s] elevation, [helps] repay a small part of the unmeasurable honorary debt of the Motherland 

towards its colonies!”206 

 

5.7.2 Backward men 

 

In an article on Algerian Muslim women in French Catholic newspaper La Croix, Catholic sociol-

ogist Joseph Wilbois (16 October 1935) used very similar arguments. He mostly criticised polyg-

amy and repudiation and argued that the Muslim family should be thoroughly reformed. Just like 

Polak, he thought that Europeans could and should play an important role in improving the posi-

tion of Muslim women, even though he obviously focused a bit more on the role of the Catholic 

Mission. An interesting difference between the two articles is that Wilbois proposed to not only 

make women more assertive, but also (and even more) change the attitude of Muslim men: “Re-

forming the Muslim family, that is both making the women aware of her dignity and even more 

making the man admit that the male sex is not essentially superior to the other.”207  

Indeed, this article firmly belonged to the backward men sub-frame. Wilbois explained that 

the elevation of Muslim women could be achieved by encouraging contacts with (mostly Catho-

lic) French women, in education, health care and other settings. However, he stressed that these 

attempts could be obstructed by Muslim men if they would simply not allow their wives to en-

gage in contacts with French women. Therefore, he argued: “It is thus necessary that the man will 

be the first to desire the elevation of his wife”.208 The kind of elevation Wilbois proposed was 

rather different from what the feminist Polak had in mind. Reflecting the Catholic idea of com-

plementarity of the sexes, he stated that Muslim men should learn to realise that “to keep his 

accounts, to advise him in his business or to charm his household, he needs a partner of a com-

pletely different type than those who rotted in the harem”209. Thus, while he strongly criticised 

the Muslim family, this statement revealed that the role of women was restricted to the house-

hold in Wilbois’ view: he advocated the ‘elevation’ of women, but only insofar as it served the 

interests of men. He explicitly stated that the Muslim family should be modelled after the French 

                                                           
 

206 “een ieder die aan hare verheffing medewerkt, [helpt] van de onmetelijke eereschuld van het Moeder-
land jegens zijn koloniën een deeltje dolgen!” 
207 “Réformer la famille musulmane, c’est tout ensemble rendre la femme consciente de sa dignité et plus 
encore faire avouer à l’homme que le sexe masculin n’est pas par essence supérieur à l’autre.” 
208 “Il faut donc que l’homme soit le premier à souhaiter l’élévation de sa femme.” 
209 “il a besoin, pour tenir ses comptes, pour le conseiller dans ses affaires ou pour charmer son foyer, 
d´une compagne d´une tout autre espèce que celles qui croupissaient dans le harem”. 
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family, which he claimed was fundamentally a Catholic model, shaped by “ten to fifteen centuries 

of Christianity”210. 

 Articles in the domestic subjugation frame often described Muslim women in positive 

terms, as essentially modern, Westernised beings who just needed some (Western) help to get out 

of their regrettable position. Muslim women were described as progressive in 38% of these arti-

cles, while Muslim men were labelled oppressive in 32% of the articles. In other words, the Mus-

lim woman was frequently presented as ‘one of us’, while the Muslim man was depicted as the 

Other. This view was most common among female authors: seven out of eight domestic subjuga-

tion frame articles written by women presented Muslim women as progressive (89%), versus one 

out of six articles written by men (17%). Half of the articles written by women claimed that Mus-

lim men were oppressive, versus again only one article written by a man. For both variables, the 

articles written by unidentified (anonymous) authors were somewhat in between: 26% presented 

Muslim women as progressive and 30% depicted Muslim men as being oppressive. 

 

5.7.3 Unequal laws 

 

This is clearly illustrated by an article published in De Telegraaf, written by A.G. Tuinzing-Van der 

Maat (5 December 1937, p. 11), a Dutch woman who was working as a correspondent at the Ne-

derlandsch-Indische Theepropaganda (Netherlands Indies Tea Propaganda) in Batavia.211 This article, 

with the title “Pro en contra de polygamie. Gehuwde Moslim-vrouw ontwaakt” (‘Pro and contra polygamy. 

The married Muslim woman awakens’), was a contribution to the 1937 debate on polygamy. This 

was a very vivid debate in the Netherlands Indies. It started as a reaction to a proposal by the 

colonial government to restrict polygamy and make divorce more difficult (to prevent repudia-

tion), mostly to protect (European) Dutch women who married Indonesian Muslim men. It was 

embraced by some Indonesian feminists and women’s organisations, but ultimately rejected be-

cause of the strong opposition from Muslim and nationalist organisations. These organisations 

defended the idea that Muslim family law was a purely indigenous affair in which the Dutch co-

lonial government should not interfere (Locher-Scholten, 2000, pp. 187–218). 

                                                           
 

210 “dix ou quinze siècles de christianisme” 
211 According to a report of the Algemeen Landbouw Syndicaat en Zuid- en West-Sumatra Syndicaat (16 June 
1939), she quit her job in March 1939, because she left Batavia. 
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 Tuinzing-Van der Maat strongly criticised the “far from enviable position of the indige-

nous married woman, according to the rigid dogma of the Quran’s doctrine”212 and enthusiasti-

cally welcomed a policy proposal to encourage monogamy among Muslims in the Dutch East 

Indies, stating that “the legal status of the indigenous woman would be considerably im-

proved”213. This demonstrates that Tuinzing-Van der Maat’s article was a clear example of the 

‘unequal laws’ sub-frame, as she put the blame on the Muslim laws rather than on the character 

of Muslim men. To demonstrate what Indonesian women thought about polygamy and their 

position in the Indonesian society, she cited Soewarsih Djojopoespito (1912–1977), a female In-

donesian teacher and writer who was active in the Indonesian nationalist and female rights 

movements.214 Djojopoespito argued that women in polygamous marriages were treated as slaves; 

they had to obey their husbands in everything and “they all lived in utmost seclusion, without 

ever enjoying the chance to enjoy all the beauty life has to offer”215.  

 According to Tuinzing-Van der Maat, Djojopoespito certainly did not stand alone in her 

criticism of Muslim women’s subjugation. She praised the “progressive spirit”216 of Indonesian 

Muslim women in general and described how “progressive indigenous women”217 had tried to 

encourage monogamy but received strong opposition from Islamic organisations. Despite her 

clear sympathy for the Indonesian women who demanded an improvement of their position, 

Tuinzing-Van der Maat thought that the Dutch government should be reluctant to interfere and 

simply wait to see in which direction the debate within the Indonesian society goes, since she 

considered it a “purely indigenous affair”.218 In the end, she argued, the Dutch government could 

only wait and see which of the two parties would emerge victorious: the “rigid doctrine of the 

Quran”219 or the indigenous women who are so “full of modern ideas”.220 Again, this was an ar-

gument typically found in the ‘unequal laws’ sub-frame: Tuinzing-Van der Maat underlined the 

                                                           
 

212 “de verre van benijdenswaardige positive der Inheemsche gehuwde vrouw, volgens het strenge dogma 
der Koran-leer”. 
213 “de rechtspositie der Inheemsche vrouw aanmerkelijk verbeterd zou worden”. 
214 She would later gain some fame with the publication of the semi-autobiographical novel Buiten het gareel 
(1940). According to Termorshuizen (1979, p. 44), this was the only novel by an Indonesian author that 
was written in Dutch. 
215 “zij allen leefden in de uiterste beslotenheid, zonder de kans, ooit te genieten van wat het leven aan 
schoons heeft te bieden”. 
216 “den vooruitstrevenden geest”). 
217 “vooruitstrevende Inheemsche vrouwen”. 
218 “zuiver Inheemsche aangelegenheid”. 
219 “de starre koran-leer”. 
220 “de van moderne ideeën vervulde Inheemsche vrouwen”. 
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contrast between the old-fashioned rigidity of the Quran and the modernity of Muslim women, 

rather than between Muslim men and women. 
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5.8 Social exclusion 

5.8.1 Sub-frames 

 

Just like the previously discussed domestic subjugation frame, articles within the social exclusion 

frame (n=47) strongly criticised the perceived oppression of Muslim women. However, they fo-

cused on women’s position in the public sphere rather than the private sphere, mostly discussing 

topics like the veil, labour and education. These articles often claimed that Muslim women lived 

in separate worlds, locked away in harems as ‘prisoners’ or even as ‘slaves’. The overall assess-

ment of Muslims was overwhelmingly negative. Virtually all articles with the social exclusion 

frame demanded improvements in the position of Muslim women. Most praised the positive 

influence of the West. The social exclusion frame was slightly more common in the French press 

than in the Dutch newspapers. It was more often found in the Catholic and left-wing newspapers 

than in the right-wing and unaffiliated ones. This frame was most common in opinion pieces and 

background articles and very rare in fiction stories. In addition, it was more frequently observed 

in articles with non-Muslim protagonists than in articles with Muslim protagonists: articles that 

cited non-Muslims were more likely to use the social exclusion frame than those that cited Mus-

lims. 

 

Figure 5.19: Dendrogram of sub-frames within the social exclusion frame 

 

Two sub-frames were distinguished within the social exclusion frame, using the hierarchical clus-

ter analysis method (Figure 5.19): Follow Western lead (n=24) and Oppressive veil (n=23). Both sub-

frames were critical about the alleged social exclusion of Muslim women, yet they approached it 
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from different perspectives (see Table 5.4). As the name of the sub-frame indicates, ‘oppressive 

veil’ articles mostly discussed the veil (96%, versus only 21% of the follow Western lead articles) 

and described it as a sign of oppression (87%, versus 4%). As a result, these articles often argued 

that Muslim men and women were living in separate worlds (57%, versus 29% of the follow 

Western lead sub-frame). They also generally described Muslim men as being oppressive (65% 

versus 29%) and Muslim women as being progressive (65% versus 4%).  

 

On the other hand, the ‘follow Western lead’ articles did not focus on one particular form 

of social exclusion. What united them instead was the strong conviction that the West had a posi-

tive influence on the emancipation of Muslim women (79%, versus 52% in the oppressive veil 

frame), which often even led to the claim that the West should intervene to improve the position 

of Muslim women (54% versus 13%). The follow Western lead articles generally described eman-

cipation as a top-down process (59%, versus 9% of the oppressive veil articles). In short, the two 

sub-frames offered different perspectives on the social exclusion of Muslim women: one focused 

on the allegedly oppressive character of the veil, while the other mostly advocated that Muslims 

should follow the example of the West in the emancipation of women. 

 

Table 5.4: Distribution of the sub-frames over the content analytical variables (%)221 

 Oppressive veil 
(n=23) 

Follow Western lead 
(n=24) 

Total 
(n=47) 

Problem definition: Topics 

veils 96 21 57 

polygamy 17 13 15 

divorce 13 13 13 

harems 44 21 32 

work 35 25 30 

education 30 25 28 

Muslim law 9 13 11 

arranged marriage 26 0 13 

child marriage 22 8 15 

raising children 22 21 21 

Problem definition: Explicit references, comparisons and metaphors 

treated as prisoners 39 29 34 

treated as slaves 35 38 36 

merchandise 26 8 17 

Muhammad’s time 17 0 9 

  

                                                           
 

221 For the sake of clarity, content analytical variables that did not have an occurrence of at least 10% for 
any of the five sub-frames have been excluded from the table. 
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Problem definition: Recurring arguments 

polygamy=common 4 13 9 

separate worlds 57 29 43 

top-down emancipat. 9 58 34 

bot-up emancipation 30 0 15 

expect improvement 48 42 45 

expect no change 26 8 17 

Causal attribution: Men versus women 

oppressive men 65 29 47 

progressive women 65 4 34 

submissive women 26 4 15 

disobedient women 13 0 6 

under-educat. women 13 21 17 

Moral evaluation 

unfavour. assessment 91 96 94 

inferior posit. women 78 79 79 

muslim law=inferior 4 21 13 

Muslims=backward 91 96 94 

infl. west=positive 52 79 66 

veil=oppressive 87 4 45 

Treatment recommendation: What should be done? 

change needed 100 96 98 

Pro West-intervention 13 54 34 

discourage veil 30 4 17 

 

The press attention was quite evenly divided between the two sub-frames in both the French and 

the Dutch press (Figure 5.20). The follow Western lead sub-frame was slightly more common in 

France, while the oppressive veil sub-frame was found relatively more often in Netherlands, yet 

the differences were minimal. 

Figure 5.20: Distribution of sub-frames within the social exclusion frame by country 
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The social exclusion articles discussed Muslims in a wide range of different locations, without a 

strong focus on any particular place (Figure 5.21). It is noteworthy that none of these articles 

dealt with Muslims in Metropolitan France, the Netherlands or Western Europe. The French 

colonies were the most common location. The British colonies were also a rather common loca-

tion, as were Egypt, the Soviet Union and Turkey. ‘Other’ locations included the Balkans, Per-

sia/Iran, but also articles about Muslims in general that did not specify one particular place. 

Figure 5.21: Places discussed in the social exclusion sub-frames 

 

 

5.8.2 Oppressive veil 

 

A good example of the oppressive veil sub-frame is found in an article published in Le Petit Parisien 

(22 May 1927, pp. 1–2), in which its star reporter Andrée Viollis critically evaluated Mustafa Ke-

mal’s reform policies in Turkey. A short biography of this exceptional woman journalist can be 

found in Appendix I: Author biographies. 

The corpus contains three articles that were written by Viollis, all of which dealt with the 

reforms in Turkey. Two of them belonged to the progressive liberation frame. However, the so-

cial exclusion frame was dominant in the third one, even though it also clearly contained ele-

ments of the progressive liberation frame. In this article, Viollis (22 May 1927, pp. 1–2) wrote 

mostly positively about the most recent developments that accelerated the emancipation of Mus-



274 
 

lim women. She welcomed the suppression of polygamy and the veil and displayed even more 

enthusiasm about the introduction of obligatory education for girls. She optimistically predicted 

that in five or six years’ time Turkey “will have strongly conquered its place under the sun, among 

the democracies of Europe”.222 However, Viollis also described how in the recent past “turbaned 

clerks”223 had encouraged and exploited religious fanaticism, in order to “keep the people igno-

rant [and] enslave the women”.224 She mocked some of her Western contemporaries, who she 

thought presented the oppressive institutions of the veil and also polygamy in all too romantic-

nostalgic terms. She suggested that these Westerners clearly have no clue of the “dark tyranny”225 

behind these symbols. 

Another clear and outspoken example of this sub-frame could be found in the Dutch 

newspaper Het Volk (2 December 1927, p. 5). Reporting on the discussion about the veil in Syria, 

the socialist newspaper also called the veil “the symbol of her [Muslim women’s] social humilia-

tion and her exclusion from public life”226 and one of “those dangerous obstacles on the road to 

her future position in public life”.227 It also strongly denounced ‘religious fanatics’ who continued 

to defend the veil and presented their arguments as backward, by asserting that “according to the 

modern European views, [they] date from the time before the deluge and appear rather taste-

less”.228 

Prominent communist journalist Paul Vaillant-Couturier (1892–1937), who would become 

the editor-in-chief of L’Humanité in 1926, criticised the position of Algerian Muslim women in 

even stronger terms in an article with the title “L’esclavage de la femme arabe” (‘The slavery of the 

Arab woman’). In his article, which discussed the (face-covering) veil, education for girls and 

women’s labour, Vaillant-Couturier (13 May 1922, p. 1) often repeated that the position of Mus-

lim women was completely at the bottom of the social ladder and therefore very much like slav-

ery. He illustrated this with an anecdote: “When one day I was surprised to see an indigenous 

man walking empty-handed next to his wife, who was overburdened with an enormous load of 

dead wood, he answered me precisely: “What do I have a wife for then?” Thus, even the most 

                                                           
 

222 “aura durement conquis sa place au soleil, parmi les démocraties d’Europe”. 
223 “clercs à turbans”. 
224 “tenir le peuple dans l’ignorance, asservir les femmes”. 
225 “sombre tyrannie”. 
226 “het symbool harer maatschappelijke vernedering en harer uitsluiting van het openbare leven”. 
227 “die gevaarlijke hindernissen op weg naar haar toekomstige positie in het maatschappelijk leven” 
228 “[…] stammen volgens de moderne Europeesche opvattingen uit den tijd van voor den zondvloed en 
doen eenigszins smakeloos aan .” 
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enslaved of men still has a slave.”229 Vaillant-Couturier claimed that in fact, despite this wide-

spread slavery of women among Muslims: “The Quran does not demand the veil nor the isola-

tion”.230 Like many articles using this frame, he also argued that Muslim women were in fact very 

eager to go to school to further develop themselves, but he suggested that the French state pur-

posefully prevented this through its colonial policy. He recounted that an ‘arabophobic’ teacher 

once told him about the girls she had in class: “Fortunately they forget everything we teach them 

after two years of marriage.. Otherwise they would emancipate, push their husbands to start a 

revolution and expel us.”231 So while Vaillant-Couturier is remarkably positive about Algerian 

women and the prescriptions in the Quran, he is very critical of both the attitude of Muslim men 

and the French colonial policy. 

 

5.8.3 Follow Western lead 

 

The Catholic newspaper De Tijd (7 September 1937, p. 5) drew attention to an even more severe 

form of gender segregation in an article about the attempts of the Catholic mission to save Mus-

lim women from the so-called purdah system in the British Indies. Purdah referred to the complete 

seclusion of women, which the De Tijd called ‘a slavery’. Although the Catholic newspaper fo-

cused on these practices in the British Indies, it claimed that the ideas that formed the basis of 

the purdah were in fact common in all Muslim countries:  

This slavery stems from the rigorous view on the contact between men and women that is 

dominant in Mohammedan countries. This view resulted in the purdah system, which pro-

hibits Mohammedan women all contact with men who do not belong to their closest family. 

These women are only allowed to appear in public when they are heavily veiled. Women in 

the upper classes do not even leave their home at all after their engagement.232  

                                                           
 

229 “Comme je m'étonnais un jour devant un indigène de le voir marcher, les mains libres, à côté de sa 
femme surchargée d'un énorme faix de bois mort, il me répondit péremptoirement «Et pourquoi j'ai une 
femme alors ? » Le plus. asservi des hommes a donc encore une esclave.” 
230 “Le Coran n'exige ni le voile ni la claustration” 
231 “Heureusement qu'en deux ans de mariage elles oublient tout ce que nous leur enseignons ici.. Sans 
cela, elles s'émanciperaient, pousseraient leurs, maris à faire la révolution et nous chasseraient.” 
232 “Deze slavernij vloeit namelijk voort uit de rigoristische opvatting omtrent den omgang van mannen en 
vrouwen die in Mohammedaansche landen heerscht. Die opvatting heeft haar neerslag gevonden in het 
purdah-systeem, dat aan de Mohammedaansche vrouwen allen omgang verbiedt met mannen, niet be-
hoorende tot haar allernaaste familie. In het openbaar mogen deze vrouwen slechts zwaar gesluierd ver-
schijnen. Vrouwen uit de hoogere standen verlaten na de verloving zelfs in het geheel hun woning niet 
meer.” 
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The newspaper described how Indian Muslim women suffered from many diseases and had a 

very low life expectancy because of this segregation. De Tijd also explained that it was impossible 

for Western doctors and missionaries to help these women, since they were not allowed to see 

them. Therefore, it stressed the extreme importance of (Catholic) female physicians, who were 

encouraged to travel to the Indies to ease the “indescribable suffering” of Muslim women. Thus, 

articles with the follow Western lead sub-frame argued that Muslim women needed assistance of 

Europeans to improve their position in society. 
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5.9 Exotic otherness 

5.9.1 Sub-frames 

 

The previous two frames, were clearly very critical about the inferior position of Muslim women 

and usually pled for change. This was much less the case for the exotic otherness frame (n=69). 

Contrary to the other frames, it typically did not deal with the process of emancipation, but rather 

presented the position of Muslim women as static and unchangeable. This becomes particularly 

clear from the fact that these articles usually did not offer any view on the expected or desired 

changes in the position of Muslim women. Instead, they focused on the strange and fascinating 

aspects of Muslim life, not rarely expressing a sense of horror or dismay.  

Although the perspective was very different, the topics discussed in the exotic otherness 

frame were often quite like those of the domestic subjugation frame, as both mostly focused on 

the family sphere. Virtually all exotic otherness articles dealt with polygamy, which was presented 

as a common phenomenon among Muslims. They also regularly referred to harems as breeding 

grounds for intrigues, schemes and conspiracies. Other topics repeatedly found in these articles 

include interreligious relations and divorce. Some articles included references to the Arabian 

Nights and depicted Muslim women as remarkably submissive or sensual. On the other hand, 

Muslim men were often presented as being oppressive. The exotic otherness frame was more 

common in France than in the Netherlands. It was by far the most frequently found frame out of 

the four distinctive ones (i.e. not counting the neutral frame) in fiction stories, but it was also 

often observed in reports and other types of articles. It was more popular among male authors 

than among female ones. 
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Figure 5.22: Dendrogram of sub-frames within the exotic otherness frame 

 

 

Four sub-frames could be distinguished within the exotic otherness frame, again using the hierar-

chical cluster analysis method (Figure 5.22): harem romance (n=14), fascinating polygamy (n=31), suffer-

ing under polygamy (n=15) and finally a man’s world (n=9). While the exotic otherness frame as a 

whole offered only a slightly unfavourable assessment of Muslims (see Figure 5.7, p. 251), it is 

striking to see that two of its sub-frames described Muslims in almost exclusively unfavourable 

terms (see Table 5.5): ‘suffering under polygamy’ (87%) and ‘a man’s world’ (100%). This unfa-

vourable assessment was hardly found in the other two sub-frames: only 7% of the ‘fascinating 

polygamy’ sub-frame and 14% of ‘harem romance’. Similarly, all the articles in the ‘suffering un-

der polygamy’ and ‘a man’s world’ frames characterised the position of Muslim women as being 

inferior to that of men, versus respectively 7% and 29% of the ‘fascinating polygamy’ and ‘harem 

romance’ sub-frames. In other words, ‘suffering under polygamy’ and ‘a man’s world’ could be 

considered as critical sub-frames within the exotic otherness frame, which could not be described 

as a critical frame overall.  

What distinguished these two sub-frames from each other, was first of all their focus on 

different topics: ‘suffering under polygamy’ articles focused exclusively on polygamy (100%), 

virtually ignoring other topics. The topics of ‘a man’s world’ articles were more evenly distributed 

among polygamy (67%), divorce (56%) and interreligious relations (56%). Second and more im-

portantly, the ‘a man’s world’ frame contained some elements that clearly set it apart from the 
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other sub-frames: each of these elements supported the idea that Muslim societies revolved en-

tirely around men. All these articles (100%) described Muslim men as being oppressive, versus 

60% of the ‘suffering under polygamy’ articles, 43% of the ‘harem romance’ frame and only 13% 

of the ‘fascinating polygamy’ articles. In addition, a majority of the ‘a man’s world articles’ 

claimed that Muslim men and women lived in separate worlds (78%) and that Muslim laws fa-

voured men over women (67%). Most also contained the very specific trope of seemingly mod-

ern and Westernised Muslim men who suddenly become oppressive and conservative shortly 

after their marriage to a Western woman, or upon their return to the Muslim man’s country of 

origin (67%). 

 Just like the ‘suffering under polygamy’ sub-frame, all (100%) of the articles with the ‘fas-

cinating polygamy’ sub-frame discussed polygamy. Yet these articles refrained from clear (nega-

tive or positive) judgements. Instead, they mostly approached polygamy as a curious aspect of the 

Oriental Other. Finally, the ‘harem romance’ sub-frame clearly distinguished itself from others. 

First of all, these articles discussed interreligious relations (86%) and harems (86%) virtually as 

much as polygamy (93%). Second, they often described the harem as a breeding ground for 

scheming and intrigues (71%), referred to fairy tales or the stories of the Arabian nights (79%) 

and regularly presented Muslim women as being submissive (64%) and sensual (43%). In other 

words, this was the most archetypically orientalist sub-frame of all. 

In short, ‘a man’s world’ and ‘suffering under polygamy’ were the two more Muslim-critical 

sub-frames within the exotic otherness frame. The first offered the specific narrative of Muslim 

men as treacherous and oppressive wolves in sheep’s clothing, while the second described polyg-

amy in rather negative terms. The ‘fascinating polygamy’ sub-frame had a similar focus on polyg-

amy, but lacked the negative assessment. Finally, ‘harem romance’ was the most classically orien-

talist-exoticist sub-frame.   
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Table 5.5: Distribution of the sub-frames over the content analytical variables (%)233 

 Harem  
romance 
 
(n=14) 

Fascinating 
polygamy 
 
(n=31) 

Suffering 
under  
polygamy 
(n=15) 

A man’s 
world 
 
(n=9) 

Total 
 
 
(n=69) 

Problem definition: Topics 

veils 21 10 27 11 16 

polygamy 93 100 100 67 94 

divorce 0 26 13 56 22 

mixed relation 86 0 0 56 25 

harems 86 32 7 44 39 

work 0 7 13 0 6 

education 7 0 7 22 6 

Muslim law 0 10 27 0 10 

arranged marriage 7 3 27 0 9 

child marriage 0 0 7 11 3 

honour killing 14 10 13 0 10 

raising children 43 16 7 11 19 

Problem definition: Explicit references, comparisons and metaphors 

repudiation 0 10 0 22 7 

women as prisoners 43 7 0 78 22 

women as slaves 14 10 7 33 13 

merchandise 7 0 20 11 7 

Arabian nights 79 0 7 33 22 

Muhammad’s time 7 7 27 0 10 

Problem definition: Recurring arguments 

polygamy=common 93 77 100 67 84 

polygamy=rare 0 23 0 0 10 

polygamy=costly 0 13 0 0 6 

harem intrigues 71 3 7 11 19 

separate worlds 14 7 20 78 20 

men turn cons 14 0 0 67 12 

bot-up emancipation 0 0 13 0 3 

expect improve 0 13 0 0 6 

expect same 0 3 7 22 6 

Causal attribution: Men versus women 

oppressive men 43 13 60 100 41 

lustful men 0 13 0 0 6 

sensual women 43 0 0 11 10 

progressive women 0 0 20 0 4 

conservative women 0 0 0 11 1 

submissive women 64 0 7 33 19 

disobedient women 7 0 20 0 6 

under-educat. women 0 0 7 33 6 

  

                                                           
 

233 For the sake of clarity, content analytical variables that did not have an occurrence of at least 10% for 
any of the five sub-frames have been excluded from the table. 
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Moral evaluation 

favourable assessment 14 3 0 0 4 

unfavour. assessment 14 7 87 100 38 

inferior posit. women 29 7 100 100 44 

family law favours men 0 7 20 67 16 

Muslim law=inferior 0 3 7 22 6 

Muslims=backward 0 23 67 33 29 

infl. west=positive 0 3 7 11 4 

weak family life 0 0 7 22 4 

veil=oppressive 0 0 13 0 3 

veil=identity      

Treatment recommendation: What should be done? 

change needed 0 0 33 11 9 

Contra W-intervention 0 3 0 11 3 

 
As mentioned before, the exotic otherness frame was relatively more common in France than in 

the Netherlands. There were considerable differences between the sub-frames found in both 

countries (Figure 5.23). The French press used all four sub-frames: harem romance and a man’s 

world were the most frequently encountered sub-frames. In contrast, both sub-frames were vir-

tually absent in the Dutch press. Instead, the Dutch newspapers strongly focused on the fascinat-

ing polygamy sub-frame and to a lesser extent also on suffering under polygamy. In other words, 

the Dutch articles of this frame overwhelmingly concentrated on polygamy. 

 

Figure 5.23: Distribution of sub-frames within the exotic otherness frame by country 
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The locations discussed in the four sub-frames were very diverse: there were hardly any places 

that clearly dominated the sub-frames (Figure 5.24). One notable exception was that half of the 

harem romance articles concentrated on Turkey. Turkey was also an important location in the 

fascinating polygamy sub-frame, while articles with the suffering under polygamy sub-frame 

mostly dealt with the colonies: 60% of these articles were about the French, Dutch or British 

overseas territories. Finally, it is also important to note the relatively large share of articles about 

‘unspecified’ locations in each of the four sub-frames. These articles usually discussed Muslims in 

general (worldwide). 

Figure 5.24: Places discussed in the exotic otherness sub-frames 

 

5.9.2 Harem romance 

 

A good example of the most classically orientalist sub-frame of the exotic otherness frame, harem 

romance, was found in an article by Mathilde Zets, published in Catholic newspaper La Croix (9 

August 1936, p. 3). In her article she tried to reveal the mysteries of the harem: “The existence of 
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Muslim women confined in the harem has often aroused the curiosity of us Westerners, because 

that word harem contains for us all the charm and the appeal of mystery.”234 Zets described life in 

the harems in great detail, from the sumptuous apartments, to the mysterious eunuchs and the 

dramatic intrigues: “Sweet peace and harmony did not always prevail though, there were rivalries, 

jealousies, which would almost lead to drama.”235 Zets used historical examples to illustrate her 

article about harems, but underlined that these ‘gilded cages’236 only ceased to exist very recently, 

as a result of the establishment of the French protectorate over Morocco mere decades earlier.  

 The exotic otherness frame in general and the harem romance sub-frame in specific could 

also frequently be found in feuilleton stories, which were very popular in the interwar years. Con-

servative French newspaper Le Matin (27 September 1928, p. 2) published for example a series of 

orientalist stories written by Jean Franbourgeois (a pseudonym used by Gaston-Charles Richard, 

1875–?). One of these stories, Rihana, fille d’Islam (‘Rihana, daughter of Islam), revolved around an 

impossible romance between a Turkish girl, Rihana, and a Frenchman, Pierre. Their relationship 

was further complicated by the fact that Pierre had a wife in France. He realised that he soon had 

to make a difficult choice between the two women he loved, but the naïve and innocent Muslim 

girl Rihana did not understand this. At some point, she proposed to Pierre that she could come 

with him to France:  

- Take me with you, my Pierre, when you leave. 

And as he lowered his head, not knowing what to answer, she added: 

- You will give me to your wife as a slave… She will maybe accept that we are together to 

please you! She will remain your legitimate wife, your sultana and the mistress in your house 

and the glorious mother of your son. I will be her partner, her slave and, if she demands it, I 

will lay my head at her feet, as a sign of submission and servitude. 

He looked at her without answering. 

She smiled at him and continued: 

- Yes, I know that you only have one wife in your country. But why would she not accept me 

as a concubine? […]. Why would you not have two wives? The Prophet allows believers to 

marry four of them.237 

                                                           
 

234 “L’existence des femmes musulmanes confinées dans le harem a bien souvent excité notre curiosité 
d’Occidentaux, car ce mot de harem a pour nous tout le charme et l’attrait du mystère.” 
235 “La douce paix et l’harmonie ne régnèrent cependant pas toujours, il y eut des rivalités, des jalousies, 
qui allèrent presque jusqu’au drame.” 
236 “prison dorée” 
237 “- Emporte-moi, dis, mon Pierre, quand tu partiras. 
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This fragment is a good example of a body of texts about classical orientalist fantasies of erotic 

and submissive Eastern women, who are eager or even desperate to escape oppressive Muslim 

men and offer themselves to enlightened, gallant Europeans. Muslim countries were depicted as 

lands full of danger, but also the opportunity to escape the decent, predictable and boring life in 

Europe, a world where polygamy, slavery and concubines were still commonplace. Paradoxically, 

these orientalist stories reflected typical white male fantasies, while women were considered to be 

the main consumers of feuilleton stories. The male fantasies enjoyed substantial popularity among 

the female readers, who shared the same fascination with the exciting, exotic aspects of the Ori-

ent. 

 

5.9.3 Fascinating polygamy 

 

As mentioned before, exotic otherness articles often discussed polygamy. This fascination was 

particularly clear in articles with the fascinating polygamy sub-frame, which generally presented it as a 

very common phenomenon among Muslims. The Catholic newspaper De Tijd (13 November 

1937, p. 6) for example cited a Pakistani Muslim, Mr. Jahmal from Karachi, who was about to 

embark on a KLM flight to the Indies. The Dutch newspaper claimed he left Europe after a stay 

of five months, because he was disappointed: “I looked for a wife in Paris, […] but when she 

heard that I was a Mohammedan, she asked how many wives I had. I only have two, but she 

thought that was too many, so she did not come with me.”238 Other articles within this frame and 

sub-frame often dealt with the harems of Muslim sovereigns, from the one hundred wives of 

King Saud (Groeninx van Zoelen in De Telegraaf, 20 July 1926, p. 2) to the shattered harem of the 

late Ottoman Sultan Abdul Hamid II (De Telegraaf, 16 July 1930, p. 1), whose 190 wives had to 

scramble to make a living after the fall of the empire. 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
 

Et comme il baissait la tête, ne sachant que répondre, elle ajouta : 
- Tu me donneras pour esclave à ta femme. Elle consentira peut-être à ce que nous soyons deux, pour  
t'adorer ! Elle restera ta validé, ta sultane, et la maîtresse dans ta maison et la mère orgueilleuse de ton fils. 
Moi je serai sa compagne, son esclave et, si elle l'exige, je mettrai ma tête sous son pied, en signe de sou-
mission et de servitude.  
Il la regarda, sans répondre.  
Elle lui sourit et poursuivit :  
-Oui, je sais que vous n'avez qu'une femme dans ton pays. Mais pourquoi ne m'accepterait-elle pas comme 
concubine ?[…] Pourquoi n'aurais-tu pas deux femmes, toi ? Le Prophète permet aux croyants d'en épou-
ser quatre.” 
238 “Ik heb in Parijs een vrouw gezocht, […] maar toen zij hoorde, dat ik Mohammedaan was, vroeg zij 
hoeveel vrouwen ik al had. Ik heb er maar twee, maar zij vond dat te veel en aldus is ze niet met me mee-
gegaan.” 
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5.9.4 Suffering under polygamy 

 

The suffering under polygamy sub-frame offered a more critical perspective, even though this was 

usually more subtle than the actual critical frames. An example of this could be found in a long 

report in Algemeen Handelsblad by Jacob Israël de Haan (2 September 1921, p. 5), in which he paid 

particular attention to the role of women. In general, De Haan’s reports corresponded mostly to 

the exotic otherness frame, as he displayed a strong fascination with the customs and traditions 

of these ‘Orientals’, without criticising them openly. Still, although he was known to sympathise 

with the Arabs, he described the treatment of women with a certain irony: “A man asks an agri-

cultural loan of thirty pounds for the purchase of a wife. She is a widow and he can now get her 

on the cheap. “No,” says Abdoellah Effendi: “he cannot get an agricultural loan for a wife… but 

he could get one for a donkey or a horse.” ”239 

 Despite his apparent sympathy for the Muslim population of Palestine, De Haan’s text 

clearly fit into the exotic otherness frame for three reasons. First, he presented polygamy as a 

common and widespread phenomenon. Second, he gave the impression that the position of Mus-

lim women was unchangeable; he did not pay any attention to processes of emancipation. Third, 

he focused strongly on curious, exotic elements that distinguished these Muslim Orientals from 

Westerners: exactly those elements that made them the Other. The reason this text belonged to 

the specific sub-frame of ‘suffering under polygamy’, was that the attitude of Muslim men to-

wards women as described by De Haan could best be described as ‘casual misogyny’. This could 

be illustrated with a second fragment:  

The old sheikh swears that on his most expensive wife. That is a strong oath. Stronger than 

an oath by Allah. Because when one has sworn falsely by Allah, this will not harm Allah him-

self. One will go to the mosque and ask Allah for forgiveness. And Allah will forgive. But if 

one swears falsely by his wife, she could die. Or Allah could strike her with infertility. And in 

any case Allah will no longer consider her as a lawful wife, but as a concubine.240 

                                                           
 

239 “Een man vraagt een landbouwleening van dertig pond voor den aankoop van eene vrouw. Zij is eene 
weduwe en hij kan haar nu goedkoop krijgen. ~Neen," zegt Abdoellah Effendi: „voor eene vrouw kan hij 
geene landbouwleening krijgen... wel voor een ezel of voor paard."” 
240 “De oude sjeikh zweert dat bij zijn duurste vrouw. Dat is een groote eed. Grooter dan een eed bij Al-
lah. Want wanneer men valsch bij Allah heeft gezworen, zal dit Allah zelven geen kwaad doen. Men zal 
naar de moskee gaan en Allah vergeving vragen. En Allah zal vergeven. Maar als men valsch zweert bij 
zijne vrouw, zal zij kunnen stervan. Of Allah kan haar slaan met onvruchtbaarheid. En in ieder geval zal 
Allah haar niet meer beschouwen als een . 7ettige vrouw, maar als een. bijwijf.” 
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De Haan did not openly criticise the treatment of women by his Muslim interlocutors, but these 

ironical descriptions were sufficiently self-explanatory. As these two fragments show, the Muslim 

men were presented as rather naïve and superstitious, in a typically orientalist way. 

 

5.9.5 A man’s world 

 

One very particular narrative was found in a limited but noteworthy number of articles (12%), 

mostly within the a man’s world sub-frame: seemingly modern and Westernised Muslim men, who 

unexpectedly became conservative and oppressive after marriage (usually to a Western woman). 

This theme seemed to be at the edge of the exotic otherness frame and close to the domestic 

subjugation frame. The main reason these articles belonged to the exotic otherness frame, is that 

they usually presented the position of women among Muslims as static and unchangeable. Unlike 

the domestic subjugation frame, these articles refrained from policy recommendations or reflec-

tions on the wider process of Muslim women’s emancipation. For example, La Croix (12 No-

vember 1931, p. 1), published a letter from an anonymous French woman who followed her 

Muslim husband to Afghanistan and wanted to warn her compatriots: “I address you, my sisters 

in Europe, to beg you not to marry a Muslim”.241 She warned specifically against falling in love 

with seductive, gallant Muslim students who, whether they came from Turkey, Persia or the In-

dies, seemed very modern and Westernised: “Far away from their own country, they respect 

women”.242 The anonymous author claimed that this changes when Muslim men return to their 

home country, where they lock their Western wives inside their houses, treat them badly and 

even take additional wives. She concluded her letter by citing a French minister: “As charming 

and open-minded as they are in Paris, they unmask themselves upon their return here and revert 

to their fanaticism and all the practices of their backward life, of savage rigour, including their 

deep-rooted disdain for women.”243 This quotation excellently reflects the ‘a man’s world’ sub-

frame. It also speaks to a concern about ethnic and racial mixing that was common during the 

interwar years (Frader, 2008, pp. 30–1). 

 

                                                           
 

241 “je viens à vous, mes sœurs d’Europe, pour vous supplier de ne pas épouser des musulmans”. 
242 “Loin de leur pays, ils ont le respect de la femme”. 
243 “Autant ils sont charmants et larges d’esprit à Paris, autant, de retour ici, ils se démasquent et repren-
nent leur fanatisme et tous leurs usages de vie arriérée, de rigueur sauvage, y compris leur mépris enraciné 
de la femme.” 
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5.10 Progressive liberation 

5.10.1 Sub-frames 

 

The fourth and last distinctive frame was the progressive liberation frame (n=69), which was 

more widespread in the Netherlands than in France. It distinguished itself from the other three 

by offering a considerably more positive perspective on the position of Muslim women, by focus-

ing on their successful emancipation and describing their remarkable achievements. These articles 

mostly concentrated on the position of women in the workforce, the abolition of the veil, wom-

en’s suffrage and education for girls. They regularly argued that Muslim women were treated as 

the equals of men. Many of these articles optimistically predicted that the position of Muslim 

women would further improve in the near future. Most progressive liberation articles presented 

Muslim women as being progressive. A part of them also stressed that Muslim women were well-

educated and that their emancipation was largely a bottom-up process, although it was not un-

common to regard it as a top-down process either. A non-negligible minority of these articles 

also depicted Muslim men in a positive way, by presenting them as being gentle and gallant. This 

frame was found relatively more frequently in articles that cited Muslim protagonists (especially 

female ones) than in articles that cited non-Muslim protagonists. 

Figure 5.25: Dendrogram of sub-frames within the progressive liberation frame 
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Four sub-frames could be distinguished within the progressive liberation frame (Figure 5.25): 

ongoing emancipation (n=38), promising westernisation (n=11), feminist achievements (n=14) and women in 

charge (n=6). The smallest of these sub-frames, ‘women in charge’, concerned a few articles with a 

very particular narrative: the idea that the position of Muslim women was in fact already very 

good and even that women were (silently) in power (see Table 5.6). These articles unanimously 

presented Muslim women as disobedient and Muslim men as gentle (both 100%). They also 

stressed that polygamy was rare (83%) and were most consistent in their favourable assessment 

of Muslims (100%). The second sub-frame that presented the position of Muslim women in a 

very positive way (79%), was ‘feminist achievements’. Yet in contrast to the ‘women in charge’ 

sub-frame, this one considered the good position of Muslim women as the consequence of a 

process of emancipation. The (abolition or decline of) the veil (100%), women at work (86%) and 

harems (64%) were the most prominent topics of this sub-frame, which overwhelmingly de-

scribed Muslim women as being progressive (93%). Articles in this sub-frame mostly stated that 

Muslims were equally developed as non-Muslims (86%) and half of them (50%) claimed that 

Muslim women and men were now treated equally. Overall, this led to a favourable assessment in 

79% of the articles.  

The other two frames, ‘ongoing emancipation’ and ‘promising westernisation’ both consid-

ered emancipation as a process that was still taking place and would continue to change the posi-

tion of Muslim women in the near future. The ‘ongoing emancipation’ sub-frame contained arti-

cles about different types of emancipation, but mostly women’s labour (66%). The ‘promising 

westernisation’ sub-frame distinguished itself in a few ways. First, it was more critical about the 

contemporary situation than the other progressive liberation sub-frames: 82% of these articles 

described Muslims as backward or lagging in comparison to Europe. In addition, 64% described 

the veil as a form of oppression. Yet this sub-frame also focused much more on future develop-

ments than the others, in an optimistic way: all (100%) of these articles expected the position of 

Muslim women to improve in the near future. Two important factors explained this optimism: 

the positive influence of the West (91%) and idea that Muslim women were progressive (91%). 

All in all, there was one sub-frame that mostly looked at the contemporary, ongoing pro-

cess of Muslim women’s emancipation (‘ongoing emancipation’). A second focused on the suc-

cessful results of this process (‘feminist achievements’), while a third addressed a form of West-

ern-styled emancipation that was expected to take place in the near future (‘promising westernisa-

tion’). The fourth and smallest one (‘women in charge’) claimed that the position of Muslim 

women was already (and had basically always been) good, regardless of any emancipation process. 
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Table 5.6: Distribution of the sub-frames over the content analytical variables (%)244 

 Women in 
charge 
 
(n=6) 

Feminist 
achieve-
ments 
(n=14) 

Ongoing 
emancipa-
tion 
(n=38) 

Promising 
westernisa-
tion 
(n=11) 

Total 
 
 
(n=69) 

Problem definition: Topics 

veils 67 100 29 73 54 

polygamy 100 7 16 27 23 

divorce 50 7 5 0 9 

mixed relation 0 7 0 18 4 

harems 83 64 13 18 30 

work 33 86 66 36 62 

education 0 36 18 36 23 

Muslim law 67 14 8 0 13 

arranged marriage 0 14 3 0 4 

honour killing 17 7 0 9 4 

suffrage 0 21 26 36 25 

children 33 7 16 0 13 

Problem definition: Explicit references, comparisons and metaphors 

repudiation 67 0 0 0 6 

prisoners 0 7 0 18 4 

slavery 33 7 0 0 4 

merchandise 17 0 3 0 3 

Arabian nights 0 36 3 0 9 

Muhammad’s time 17 0 0 0 1 

Problem definition: Recurring arguments 

polygamy=common 17 0 8 0 6 

polygamy=rare 83 21 5 27 19 

polygamy=costly 17 0 0 0 1 

harem intrigues 33 7 0 0 4 

separate worlds 17 0 8 27 10 

top-down emancipat. 0 21 16 46 20 

bot-up emancipation 50 43 29 0 29 

expect improve 0 50 34 100 45 

expect deteriorate 17 0 3 0 3 

Causal attribution: Men versus women 

Muslim men = gentle 100 36 3 9 19 

Muslim men = lustful 17 0 0 0 1 

sensual women 0 14 8 9 9 

progressive women 67 93 61 91 73 

disobedient women 100 0 0 0 9 

well-educated women 17 29 29 18 26 

Moral evaluation 

favourable assessment 100 79 29 46 48 

inferior position wome 0 7 8 18 9 

equal position women 17 50 24 37 30 

super position women 33 0 0 0 3 

famlaw fav. women 67 0 0 0 6 

                                                           
 

244 For the sake of clarity, content analytical variables that did not have an occurrence of at least 10% for 
any of the five sub-frames have been excluded from the table. 
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Muslim law=equal 17 0 0 0 1 

Muslim law=superior 17 7 3 0 4 

Muslims=backward 0 0 5 82 16 

Muslims=equal 50 86 5 0 25 

Muslims=ahead 17 0 8 0 6 

infl. west=positive 17 43 11 91 30 

infl. west=negative 33 14 3 0 7 

veil=oppressive 0 43 0 64 19 

veil=identity 33 0 0 0 3 

Treatment recommendation: What should be done? 

change needed 0 14 18 46 20 

not needed 33 0 3 0 4 

Contra W-intervention 17 0 0 0 1 

discourage veil 0 7 0 27 6 

tolerate veil 33 0 0 0 3 

 

The ongoing emancipation sub-frame dominated the progressive liberation articles in both 

France and the Netherlands, but to a much larger extent so in the French press (Figure 5.26). 

Feminist achievements constituted a fifth of the articles in both countries, but the remaining two 

sub-frames were negligible in France. Promising westernisation was found considerably more 

often in the Dutch press (21% versus 5%). Finally, women in charge was only found in a small 

minority of the articles in both countries (5–10%). 

Figure 5.26: Distribution of sub-frames within the progressive liberation frame by country 
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Turkey was the main location of articles in the feminist achievements, women in charge and 

promising westernisation sub-frames (Figure 5.27). The largest of the four progressive liberation 

sub-frames, ongoing emancipation, paid most attention the colonies (French, Dutch and British 

combined). The ‘other’ locations discussed in almost half of the promising westernisation articles 

mostly included the Soviet Union, the Balkans and Persia/Iran. 

Figure 5.27: Places discussed in the progressive liberation sub-frames 

 

5.10.2 Women in charge 

 

This last sub-frame was most clearly found in a series of articles on the position of women in the 

Turkish society by George Nypels. In June 1921, he published a series of five long, background 

articles on the position of Muslim women in Algemeen Handelsblad, based on his three-month stay 

in Turkey. All these articles belonged to progressive liberation frame. Four of them fit in the wom-

en in charge sub-frame, while one (10 June) belonged to the feminist achievements sub-frame. Ny-
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pels (10 June 1921, p. 5) consistently praised the “very good manners”245 of Turkish men and 

their courtesy towards women, as they even avoided so as much as looking at women. He dis-

played a serious awareness of how his own gender limited his ability to gain insight into the lives 

of Turkish women. Nypels repeatedly admitted that he obtained all his information from male 

friends in Turkey, as he hardly ever had the chance to talk to Turkish women. He noted that dur-

ing his stay in Turkey, he dined only once in the company of a woman: Halide Edip (1884–1964), 

novelist, nationalist and women rights activist and the wife of Minister Adnan Adıvar (1882–

1951), who invited Nypels to his home.  

 Nypels wanted to debunk some popular misconceptions. First of all, he stressed that the 

word harem was often misused and misinterpreted in the West and explained that it generally re-

ferred to the parts of the house that were only accessible to female relatives, rather than to polyg-

amy. He stated that although polygamy was legally permitted in Turkey, it was in fact a very rare 

phenomenon (6 June 1921). Nypels underlined that most of the Turkish people had always re-

mained monogamous for economic reasons. Because of the economic decline and “contact with 

Western civilisation”,246 even the elite, which used to be polygamous during the Ottoman times, 

had become increasingly monogamous. Later (11 June 1921), he mentioned some examples of 

exceptional cases in which men had two wives, but only because of very specific and justifiable 

circumstances. He argued that the prophet Muhammad introduced prescriptions that were very 

progressive at the time and greatly improved the position of women.  

Second, Nypels (8 June 1921) countered the popular idea that Muslim men divorced their 

wives all too easily, or even repudiated them. He claimed that while nominally it was very easy for 

Turkish men to divorce, their wives generally made sure to include heavy repercussions for such 

a divorce in their wedding contracts. In other words, Nypels claimed that the women possessed 

the real power in Muslim marriages. 

 Third, Nypels (3 & 10 June 1921) rejected the idea that the Muslim veil could be seen as a 

sign of oppression from the side of Muslim men. He underlined that the Quran only required 

women to cover their hair and body shapes and certainly not their faces. He claimed that in re-

cent years many Turkish women covered their faces or stayed inside as much as possible only out 

of fear of being abused by Western men. According to Nypels, their appalling misbehaviour after 

the Turkish capitulation had led to a considerable and justifiable mistrust and even hate towards 

                                                           
 

245 “zéér goede manieren”. 
246 “het contact met de Westersche beschaving” 
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Westerners. After their departure, the use of face-covering garments immediately started to de-

cline.  

Fourth, rather than criticising forced or arranged marriages, like many of his contemporar-

ies, Nypels (10 June 1921) focused on so-called elopement marriages, which he described as a 

very romantic and exciting affair. He even stated that Turks pitied ‘us’ (Westerners) for not hav-

ing these kinds of elopements. Finally, Nypels’ articles also contained the characteristic progres-

sive liberation argument that the emancipation of women is mostly a bottom-up process. He 

wrote about the changing mentality among the Turkish youth that had lead to a shift towards 

‘Western-style’ love and relationships, arguing that they knew ‘almost the same’ romantic love as 

us (Europeans). 

 All in all, Nypels claimed that the Muslim customs that were usually criticised for being 

oppressive, were in fact very advantageous for women: both the face-covering veil and the harem 

made it easier for them to cheat on their husbands, as they could visit their secret lovers anony-

mously. He also warned Westerners for being misled by the seemingly shy and submissive im-

pression Turkish women usually made, for his Turkish friends assured him that in fact married 

women were very dominant and even “exceptionally imperious”247 towards their husbands. Ny-

pels further described Turkish girls as much more cunning than the rather sentimental and impul-

sive young men. Hence, this was a clear demonstration of the ‘women in charge’ sub-frame. 

 

5.10.3 Feminist achievements 

 

As mentioned before, this women in charge sub-frame mostly concentrated on the idea that the 

position of Muslim women had always been good and thus paid less attention to emancipatory 

developments than the other three sub-frames. Many progressive liberation articles about the 

developments in Turkey were published after Mustafa Kemal passed his reforms: mostly within 

the feminist achievements sub-frame. Le Matin (16 June 1930, p. 1) wrote very positively and optimis-

tically about these reforms, citing a woman who was claimed to be ‘Djénane’, one of the protag-

onists from Pierre Loti’s popular book Les Désenchantées (originally published in 1906). Loti 

(1850–1923) was a French writer who became the personification of orientalist exoticism (Flé-

chet, 2008). This book described the life of three young Turkish women who challenged the so-

                                                           
 

247 “zeldzaam heerschzuchtig”. 
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cial codes of the oppressive Muslim harems in which they lived. Although he gave them different 

names, Loti based the book on actual encounters who had with three veiled women during his 

stay in Istanbul.  

However, Loti had fallen victim to a hoax set up by feminist journalist and author Marie 

Léra, together with two Turkish sisters. Their intention was to meet the famous author and even-

tually teach him a lesson, because he was known as a conservative advocate of traditional gender 

roles (Yee, 2007, pp. 285–6; De Hond, 2009). Together with two Turkish friends, she pretended 

to be an aristocratic harem dweller and told him fictitious stories about their imaginary life. Loti 

fully believed their stories and even became so sympathetic to their cause that he defended the 

emancipation of Turkish women at feminist meetings upon his return in France, despite his tradi-

tionalist background. His book eventually became a best-seller (Di Folco, 2006). Marie Léra, writ-

ing under the pen name Marc Hélys, revealed the full extent of this hoax the year Loti died (1923) 

in her essay Le secret des “Désenchantées” révelé par celle qui fut Djénane. The foreword of the posthu-

mously published 1925 edition of Loti’s novel explicitly admitted that all characters are fiction-

al.248 However, even these revelations did not affect the continued popularity of the book. Con-

sidering its large impact on the stereotypical representation of Muslim women as oppressed be-

ings, it could even be argued that the hoax of the feminist Marie Léra and her Turkish friends 

backfired, as these women ultimately became the victims of these stereotypes (Turberfield, 2008, 

p. 47–8). 

 Curiously, the article in Le Matin presented Djénane as a real person249 and included a 

photo of her, even though it had been revealed by then that she was a fictional character, played 

by Marie Léra. The Djénane cited by Le Matin (16 June 1930, p. 1) stated: “Finally, the transfor-

mation of women’s life here has been completed. […] It is the expansion of French, and starting 

from French culture, that has little by little modified the mentality of Turkish ladies and then of 

the Turks themselves. […] Today, the Turkish woman no longer has anything to envy from her 

                                                           
 

248 “C’est une histoire entièrement imaginée. On perdrait sa peine en voulant donner à Djénane, à Zeyneb, 
à Mélek ou à André, des noms véritables, car ils n’ont jamais existé” (Loti, 1925, avant propos). 
249 “Tandis que retentit encore le durable écho du grand reportage de Joseph Kessel sur l’esclavage, voici 
que vient à nous une voix bien émouvante : celle d’une libérée du harem – cet autre esclavage – celle de 
Djénane, l’une des « désenchantées » de Pierre Loti. Près d’un quart de siècle a passé depuis que le mer-
veilleux romancier d’Aziyadé recueillit, dans la féerie du Bosphore, les confidences es belles musulmanes. 
Et si fine toujours, sous ses cheveux devenus blancs, Djénane nous dit de quelle étrange façon la vie fami-
liale d’aujourd’hui s’oppose à celle d’hier dans la Turquie républicaine qui renouvelle ses destins.”  
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European, or American sisters.”250 It is remarkable how the optimistic, favourable description of 

women’s emancipation in Turkey was given a self-congratulatory twist. This article, like many 

others, further described how Turkish Muslim women had become men’s equal in every regard, 

including in politics. 

 Andrée Viollis, whom we have met before in the section on the social exclusion frame, al-

so published two articles in Le Petit Parisien that approached Muslim women from the progressive 

liberation frame. For the first one, published on 21 August 1925, she interviewed Egyptian femi-

nist pioneer Hoda Charaoui pacha (Huda Sha’arawi) in the famous Hôtel Lutetia. Charaoui was 

the leader of the Egyptian Feminist Union, which she had founded two years earlier. Viollis in-

troduced her article by describing her amazement over finding out that there was such a thing as 

Egyptian feminism. She contrasted the surprisingly modern and liberal Egyptian feminists with 

the stereotypical images of oppressed harem women. Charaoui reacted to Viollis’ astonishment 

by provocatively claiming that Egypt was the oldest feminist country in the world, where women 

had equal rights and could even rule the country. Viollis reacted sceptically: “Yes, Cleopatra. But 

since then?”251 To this Charaoui replied that the position of women had worsened under the rule 

and bad influence of the Persians, the Greek and the Romans, until the arrival of Islam, which 

liberated women and gave them ‘perfectly equal rights’. More specifically, Charaoui stressed that 

married Muslim women had the right to manage their own property, ironically noting that this 

was still not the case in France. She then admitted that the equal rights in fact did not lead to 

equal treatment: “Oh I do not jubilate, continued Mrs Charaoui, because although the law grants 

women everything, in fact they possessed nothing: the traditions and the complete ignorance in 

which they are kept obstructed them, for centuries, from claiming what they earned.”252 In other 

words, Charaoui underlined the discrepancy between Muslim law and practice. She strategically 

claimed that unequal treatment merely resulted from persistent cultural factors, whereas men and 

women were actually supposed to be equal in Islam. 

Just like the article about Pierre Loti’s Djénane, Viollis’ interview with Hoda Charaoui con-

tained expressions of gratitude towards France: “I am proud, by the way, to owe my intellectual 

                                                           
 

250 “Enfin, elle est accomplie, la transformation de la vie des femmes de chez nous! […] C’est l’expansion 
du français, et partant de la culture française, qui a peu à peu modifié la mentalité des dames turques puis 
des Turcs eux-mêmes. […] Aujourd’hui, la femme turque n’a plus rien à envier à ses sœurs européennes, 
voire américaines.” 
251 “Oui, Cléopâtre. Mais depuis ?” 
252 “Oh je ne triomphe pas, continue Mme Charaoui, car si la loi accorde tout aux femmes, en fait, elles ne 
possédaient rien : les mœurs et l’ignorance complète dans laquelle on les tenait les empêchèrent, pendant 
des siècles, de revendiquer ce qui leur était dû.” 
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emancipation to France, or rather to a Frenchwoman married to an Egyptian, Mrs Roushdi pa-

cha.”253 While explaining that education was the most important topic for Egyptian feminists, 

Charaoui again underlined the positive influence of France: “The other day, when the govern-

ment needed candidates to learn to educate teachers, the young girls from the highest classes, 

daughters of beys or pashas, were the ones who replied to their call. And do you know where 

they are sent? To France, obviously.”254 Despite this overt praise and admiration for France, the 

article ended with a critical note concerning the position of women in France. After Charaoui 

explained that Egyptian feminists were preparing the masses for the introduction of women’s 

suffrage, Viollis concluded the article by replying: “Who knows, Madam, if in this regard the Ori-

ent will not offer us light and example?”255 This was a clear comment on France’s failure to adopt 

women’s suffrage. The fact that this was the final phrase of the article granted it additional em-

phasis; Viollis suggested that France risked seriously falling behind in the field of women’s eman-

cipation. 

 

5.10.4 Ongoing emancipation 

 

In an interview with Turkish ambassador Suad Bey, nine years later (20 July 1934), Viollis includ-

ed very similar themes and arguments, although this time using the ongoing emancipation sub-frame. 

The article dealt with various aspects of the ongoing Turkish ‘metamorphosis’ (Mustafa Kemal’s 

modernisation agenda), but Viollis mostly emphasized the emancipation of Turkish women: “But 

where the revolution was both the most brisk and complete, is in the position of women.”256 She 

mentioned the abolition of the veil and the harem (referencing Loti’s Désenchantées) and stressed 

the revolutionary character of the emancipation in poetic words: “The captives of old have wit-

nessed the opening of the gates of their comfortable and perfumed prisons and the fall of their 

gilded chains.”257 She particularly underlined the importance of education for girls and mentioned 

that one of the ambassador’s daughters was taking classes at the Sorbonne, while another was a 

student at the École des Beaux-Arts. Suad Bey stated that Turkish women had become exactly the 

                                                           
 

253 “Je suis fière, d’ailleurs, de devoir à la France, ou plutôt à une Française mariée à un Egyptien, Mme 
Roushdi pacha, mon émancipation intellectuelle.” 
254 “Enfin, l’autre jour, le gouvernement ayant besoin de candidates pour apprendre à former des profes-
seurs, ce sont les jeunes filles des plus hautes classes, filles de beys ou de pachas, qui ont répondu à son 
appel. Et savez-vous où on les envoie ? En France, naturellement.” 
255 “Qui sait, madame, si, sur ce point, l’Orient ne nous donnera pas la lumière et l’exemple ?” 
256 “Mais où la révolution fut à la fois la plus hardie et la plus totale, c’est dans la condition des femmes.” 
257 “Les emmurées d’antan ont vu s’ouvrir les portes de leurs prisons douillettes et parfumées, tomber 
leurs chaînes dorées.” 
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same as European women. Just like Hoda Charaoui nine years earlier, the Turkish ambassador 

expressed his gratitude for the positive influence of France:  

The elite of Turkey has always felt the French influence; your thinkers, your writers have 

greatly influenced our intellectual development; your language is the only one from Europe 

that is widely spoken among us. With the new regime, these connections have been tight-

ened. Our two revolutions show surprising similarities, especially in the field of democratic 

achievements. Yes, our love for France comes from the bottom of our heart… It is inborn, 

atavistic.258 

This praise of France was considerably more outspoken and extravagant than the one from Hoda 

Charaoui. However, just like in the previous interview, while the Muslim interviewee praised 

France as an essential source of inspiration in the field of women’s emancipation, Viollis added a 

critical note. In this case, she argued that Turkish women had surpassed French women and 

(again) suggested that they would probably get their full right to vote earlier: “Being more ad-

vanced than French women, they enjoy the same civic rights as men, manage their own fortune; 

they are lawyers, doctors, engineers, electors and eligible in the municipal councils. Who knows if 

they will not soon obtain the complete right to vote?”259 Indeed, Turkish women would get the 

right to vote and be elected for the national parliament only seven months after the publication 

of this article. 

 These two articles by Andrée Viollis demonstrate a specific argument that was found 

more often in French progressive liberation articles. While on the one hand France was presented 

as the tutor and patron for women’s emancipation in Muslim countries, on the other hand they 

stressed that France risked stagnating, falling behind and even being surpassed by its pupils. In 

her article of 20 July 1934, Viollis strongly emphasized the warm relations between “the old re-

public of the Occident and its young sister of the Orient”.260 (France and Turkey, respectively). 

This way, she appealed to the self-esteem and pride of nationalist Frenchmen, in order to con-

vince them that France should continue to fulfil its role as a pioneer of modernisation and conse-

quently of women’s emancipation. The optimism about the emancipation of Muslim women 

                                                           
 

258 “L’élite de la Turquie a toujours subi l’influence française; vos penseurs, vos écrivains ont grandement 
influé sur notre formation intellectuelle ; votre langue est la seule d’Europe que l’on parle familièrement 
chez nous. Avec le nouveau régime, ces liens se sont resserrés. Nos deux révolutions présentent de sur-
prenantes similitudes, notamment dans le domaine des réalisations démocratiques. Oui, notre amour pour 
la France vient du profond de l’âme… Il est inné, atavique.” 
259 “Plus avancées que les femmes françaises, elles jouissent des mêmes droits que les hommes, gèrent 
elles-mêmes leur fortune ; elles sont avocats, médecins, ingénieurs, électrices et éligibles dans les conseils 
municipaux. Qui sait si elles n’obtiendront pas bientôt le droit de vote total ?” 
260 “la vieille république d’Occident et sa jeune sœur d’Orient” 
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often went hand in hand with pessimism about the position of women in France. In fact, the 

strong and abundant praise for the reforms in Muslim countries often seemed to be a means of 

criticizing the lack of progress in France. 

 

5.10.5 Promising westernisation 

 

Finally, the fourth sub-frame concentrated on the idea that Muslim women were about to eman-

cipate, following the example of Western women. These articles were characterised by an out-

spoken Western-centric optimism that espoused the idea that the Western model of emancipa-

tion would unavoidably be applied to Muslim countries as well. A good example of this was 

found in a reader’s contribution in De Telegraaf, written by J.J. Vürtheim Gzn. (2 February 1938, p. 

5). Vürtheim reacted to an article published on the front page five days earlier. This article 

claimed that Albania was still a very conservative Muslim country, where only the king’s sisters 

were dressed in ‘European’ fashion. Moreover, this article stated that the widespread conserva-

tism had caused the Albanian king to abandon a decree to abolish the veil. Vürtheim contradicted 

both claims. He wrote that he had travelled through Albania three months before and noticed 

that the vast majority of the Albanian women had already dropped the veil voluntarily some years 

ago, even before it was entirely banned in 1937. According to Vürtheim, the use of the veil had 

become limited to the most remote rural areas: European fashion dominated the streets of Tira-

na. Vürtheim concluded: “Those who have seen the sweet-seventeens play tennis […] or who 

[…] have seen the parade of the girl guards in their spruce uniforms […], will have understood 

that there is no place anymore for the veil in Albania. It would only slow down the double-quick 

march of this country towards a Western civilisation.”261  

  

                                                           
 

261 “Wie op de banen in de fraai aangelegde tuinen van het grootsche officierscasino de sweetseventeen's 
heeft zien tennissen of wie — zooals in November jl. bij gelegenheid van de herdenking van de 25-jarige 
onafhankelijkheid. — de meisjesgarde in kittige uniformen en onder bevel van één van 's konings zusters, 
heeft zien defileeren, zal begrepen hebben, dat voor den sluier in Albanië geen plaats meer is. Het zou 
slechts remmend werken op den in looppas uitgevoerden opmarsch van dit land naar een Westersche 
beschaving.” 
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5.11 Neutral 

5.11.1 Sub-frames 

 

The articles with the neutral frame distinguished themselves more by what they lacked than by 

what they had in common. Contrary to the other frames, they generally did not have a distinctive 

problem definition, causal attribution or treated recommendation. There was also little homoge-

neity in the choice of topics; only the veil and interreligious relations were relatively more com-

monly found than others. A significant minority of the neutral frame articles contained some 

negative statements about Muslims that were similar to those typically found in the domestic sub-

jugation and social exclusion frames, but they lacked the coherent set of features of the other 

frames. Their lower average number of words also seemed to indicate a possibly higher superfici-

ality. The occurrence of the neutral frame articles was similar in both countries: 39% in France 

and 36% in the Netherlands. This frame was found much more often in news articles, reports 

and fiction stories than in background articles and opinion pieces. 

Just like the previous two frames, the neutral frame could be divided into four sub-frames 

using the hierarchical cluster analysis method (Figure 5.28): emancipation reforms (n=15), middle 

ground (n=50), mild criticism (n=27) and society news (n=41). Three of these could be considered 

really ‘neutral’ in the sense that they did not offer any clear criticism or assessment of Muslims 

(see Table 5.7).262 The exception to this was the ‘mild criticism’ sub-frame: a considerable share of 

these articles described Muslim men as oppressive (60%), considered Muslims as ‘backward’ 

(56%), stated that Muslim women were being treated as the inferiors of men (48%) and offered a 

generally negative assessment of Muslims (48%). Arranged and forced marriages were an im-

portant topic (48%); domestic violence (30%) was also regularly discussed. Still, each of these 

articles individually did not contain enough critical elements to be assigned to one of the more 

critical main frames: they could therefore best be characterised as ‘mildly critical’ in comparison 

to the others. A second sub-frame, ‘middle ground perspectives’ could also often contain the 

opinion of the author. Yet in this case, this opinion was generally somewhere in between the crit-

ical and positive assessments. The most popular topic in this frame was the veil (80%).  

 

                                                           
 

262 For the sake of clarity, content analytical variables that did not have an occurrence of at least 10% for 
any of the five sub-frames have been excluded from the table. 
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Figure 5.28: Dendrogram of sub-frames within the neutral frame 

 

Finally, there were two more sub-frames that contained relatively little interpretation from the 

authors, as they mostly summarised simple news events. On average, the articles in these sub-

frames were only half as long as those in the other two: 443–456 words versus 857–877 words. 

The first of those two mostly concentrated on short news related to ‘emancipation reforms’ and 

was thus labelled as such. The Muslim veil was the most common topic (81%), followed by di-

vorce (31%) and Muslim law (31%). One view that was regularly expressed in these articles was 

the expectation that the position of Muslim women would soon improve. This is because these 

articles often reported on announced emancipatory reforms. The fourth and last sub-frame also 

mostly reported on factual news events, rather than offering opinions and interpretation. Yet 

these focused on a fairly specific type of news: ‘society news’. These articles concentrated strong-

ly on interreligious relations (83%), usually between a Western woman and a Muslim man. This 

often involved the rich and famous: celebrities and/or Arab princes, or otherwise noteworthy 

figures. Divorces (31%) were also a recurring topic.   
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Table 5.7: Distribution of the sub-frames over the content analytical variables (%) 

 Society 
news 
(n=41) 

Emancipa-
tory reforms 
(n=15) 

Mild  
criticism 
(n=27) 

Middle 
ground 
(n=50) 

Total 
 
(n=133) 

Problem definition: Topics 

veils 2 80 15 88 46 

polygamy 20 13 0 2 8 

divorce 32 27 11 2 16 

mixed relation 56 0 41 16 32 

harems 0 7 4 10 5 

education 20 27 0 0 9 

Muslim law 10 33 30 2 14 

arranged marriage 22 7 26 2 14 

child marriage 5 0 11 2 5 

honour killing 0 0 22 2 5 

domestic violence 0 0 44 0 9 

Problem definition: Explicit references, comparisons and metaphors 

repudiation 5 0 11 2 5 

merchandise 12 0 7 4 7 

Arabian nights 0 0 19 16 10 

Problem definition: Recurring arguments 

separate worlds 2 0 7 24 11 

men turn conservative 2 0 11 0 3 

top-down emancipat. 5 100 4 6 16 

bot-up emancipation 0 0 0 10 4 

expect improve 7 53 0 4 10 

expect same 0 0 4 10 5 

expect deteriorate 0 7 11 8 6 

Causal attribution: Men versus women 

oppressive men 5 7 78 22 26 

gentle men 17 0 7 8 10 

sensual women 2 0 7 16 8 

progressive women 2 0 4 16 8 

conservative women 0 0 4 10 5 

submissive women 7 0 22 4 8 

disobedient women 7 0 11 0 5 

Moral evaluation 

favourable assessment 7 7 0 20 11 

unfavour. assessment 5 0 44 14 16 

inferior posit. women 5 27 52 4 17 

equal position women 5 13 0 0 3 

family law favours men 2 27 15 0 7 

Muslim law=inferior 0 0 15 0 3 

Muslims=backward 12 27 37 18 21 

infl. west=positive 20 20 4 6 11 

veil=oppressive 0 0 0 14 5 

veil=identity 0 0 0 10 4 

Treatment recommendation: What should be done? 

Pro West-intervention 10 0 4 2 5 
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There were some considerable differences between the French and Dutch press in their prefer-

ence for specific sub-frames. The French newspapers had a strong focus on society news (42%, 

versus 23% of the Dutch neutral frame articles). In contrast, the Dutch newspapers published 

relatively more middle ground articles than their French counterparts (46% versus 25%). Finally, 

mild criticism articles were popular in France, while the emancipation reforms articles were rela-

tively more common in the Dutch press. 

 

Figure 5.29: Distribution of sub-frames within the neutral frame by country 

 

 

The articles with the neutral frame discussed events in a wide range of locations, without a very 

strong focus on a particular area. Nevertheless, there were some interesting patterns (Figure 

5.30). On the one hand, a slight majority of the society news and mild criticism articles focused 

on the French, Dutch and British colonial empires. The emancipation reforms articles on the 

other hand strongly concentrated on non-colonised areas with a Muslim population: Turkey, Af-

ghanistan and the Balkans. Finally, the middle ground sub-frame was more or less equally divided 

between articles about the colonies and those about non-colonised territories: with just over a 

fifth of this sub-frame’s articles, the French colonies were the most-discussed location. 
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Figure 5.30: Places discussed in the ‘neutral’ sub-frames 

 

 

5.11.2 Society news 

 

There were numerous articles that focused mostly on European women from high society who 

married (and occasionally divorced) Muslim kings, princes and aristocrats. Often these articles 

focused on the luxury of the wedding ceremony and the lavish and somewhat peculiar gifts: “She 

married an Egyptian prince, Ahmed Sahib bey, nephew of King Fuad I. Mrs. Nash had to em-

brace the Muslim faith. The mother of the Oriental prince offers her future daughter-in-law a 

pink marble mausoleum as a gift, which will be placed in the middle of an island”263 (Le Matin, 11 

February 1924, p. 1). The wedding and subsequent honeymoon were usually the only events of 

                                                           
 

263 “Elle est fiancée à un prince égyptien, Ahmed Sahib bey, neveu du roi Fuad Ier. Mme Nash a dû em-
brasser la foi musulmane. La mère du prince oriental offre comme cadeau de noces à sa future bru un 
mausolée de marbre rose qui s'élèvera au milieu d'une Ile.” 
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these marriages between Muslim princes and European women that made the newspapers, except 

when their relation stranded. For example, Le Petit Parisien reported on a lawsuit of Lady Sholto 

Douglas against her former husband, a son of the late Sultan Abdul Hamid II: “She complains 

that the prince, who claimed to possess a great fortune, lacked in fact any resources and that she 

repeatedly had to lend him considerable sums”264 (Le Petit Parisien, 8 November 1925, p. 1). Socie-

ty news articles often paid little attention to the religion of the Muslim princes and aristocrats. 

Instead, it largely focused on their wealth, often interwoven with comments about their exotic 

habits. 

 

5.11.3 Emancipation reforms 

 

The second sub-frame that mostly summarised simple news events, was emancipation reforms. These 

articles were often reminiscent of those of the progressive liberation frame, yet lacked the overt 

interpretations and explanations from the author. Still, it is important to note that the term ‘neu-

tral’ is relative here, as these articles could contain subtle judgements and insinuations. This can 

be illustrated with the following short article from De Telegraaf: 

WILL THE ALBANESE WOMAN DROP THE VEIL? Royal decree urges for it. 

TIRANA, 8 Febr. – King Zogu of Albania has just ordered a decree demanding all Albanese 

women to drop the veil. Already many years ago he tried to introduce modern ideas to his 

people via the youth movements and he succeeded to the extent that the majority of the 

young women in the city now go unveiled. However, the older women consider this new-

fangled fashion quirk as indecent and refuse to accept it. As known, a three fifths share of 

the population of this country is Mohammedan265 (De Telegraaf, 9 February 1936, p. 7). 

Although at first sight this article mostly seemed to sum up some rather simple news facts, three 

elements in fact contributed to sustaining the idea that Muslims were backward when it came to 

their treatment of women. First, it was stated that the king had ‘tried to introduce modern ideas 

to his people’. This confirmed the widely accepted assumption that ‘Western’ ideas about wom-

                                                           
 

264 “Elle se plaint de ce que le prince, qui s’était dit possesseur d’une grande fortune, soit, au contraire, 
sans ressource et qu’elle ait dû, à plusieurs reprises, lui avancer des sommes considérables.” 
265 “LEGT DE ALBANEESCHE VROUW HAAR SLUIER AF? Koninklijk decreet dringt er op aan. 
TIRANA. 8 Febr. — Koning Zogoe van Albanië heeft zoo juist een decreet uitgevaardigd, waarin van alle 
Albaneesche vrouwen wordt verlangd, haar sluier af te leggen. Reeds vele jaren geleden heeft hij getracht, 
via de jeugdorganisaties, moderne ideeën bij zijn volk ingang te doen vinden en daarmede is hij in zoover-
re geslaagd, dat althans in de stad het meerendeel der jonge vrouwen ongesluierd gaat. De oudere vrouwen 
beschouwen deze nieuwerwetsche modegril echter als onzedelijk en weigeren haar te aanvaarden. Zooals 
bekend is drievijfde gedeelte van de bevolking van dit land Mohammedaansch.” 
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en’s fashion were modern, whereas Muslims were falling behind. Moreover, it implied that the 

Albanians needed an ‘enlightened despot’ to show them the way to modernism. In other words, 

they were not able to modernise on their own. Second, instead of simply writing that there was 

still notable opposition to these developments, the author chose to use the words “new-fangled 

fashion quirk”. By using this oddly phrased understatement, the author seemed to suggest that 

the ‘older women’ in Albania failed to acknowledge the relevance and importance of this radical 

social development. This could easily be read as a mockery of these ‘backward’ women, who 

would not even recognise the fundamental modernisation of their own society. It also down-

played what was more likely to be their actual objection against the abolition of the veil: that they 

found it indecent. Third, it is notable that the article concluded by mentioning that a majority of 

Albania’s population was Muslim, as this suggested that it should be seen as an explanation for 

their backwardness. Thus, even the seemingly factual news articles could implicitly confirm the 

orientalist dichotomy of the modern, secularised West and the backward, Muslim East. 

 

5.11.4 Mild criticism 

 

Mild criticism was one of the ‘neutral’ sub-frames that included some more outspoken, explicitly 

critical views on the position of Muslim women. Still, as mentioned before, these articles were 

generally more superficial than those in the actual critical frames (domestic subjugation and social 

exclusion). ‘Superficiality’ in this context means that they contained fewer distinctive elements 

(topics, metaphors, assessments, etc.) than those of the other frames. For example, Dutch social-

ist newspaper Het Volk published an article by Eugen Federmann (8 September 1932, p. 8) on 

the upbringing of children among Moroccan Berbers. He was critical about the differential treat-

ment of boys and girls: “When we speak about the parenting of children among Berbers, in fact 

we only need to say something about the parenting of boys. Just like the other Mohammedan 

nations – with the exception of present-day Turkey – the women only come in second place. 

Everything revolves around the boys.”266 He then described how boys were favoured and pam-

pered at a young age, to conclude: “Here the foundation is laid for the contempt, which men feel 

for women at a later age and which influences the entire life.”267 This fragment seemed very close 

                                                           
 

266 “Wanneer we over de kinderopvoeding bij de Berbers spreken, behoeven we eigenlijk alleen iets te 
vertellen over de opvoeding van de jongens. Eyenals bij de andere Mohammedaansche volkeren, — uitge-
zonderd het tegenwoordige Turkije — komen de vrouwen eerst op de tweede plaats.” 
267 “Hier wordt al de grondslag gelegd voor de verachting, die de mannen op lateren leeftijd voor de 
vrouw koesteren en die het heele leven beinvloedt.” 
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to the domestic subjugation frame, yet it contained too few distinctive elements to be recognised 

as such in the hierarchical cluster analysis with which the five frames were distilled from the cor-

pus.  

 

5.11.5 Middle ground 

 

Finally, the neutral frame contained a sub-frame of articles that presented middle ground or alterna-

tive views that did not fit any of the more outspoken frames. A good example of this was found 

in the Dutch Catholic newspaper De Tijd (16 September 1935, p. 1). This article dealt with a 

“[c]urious example of the difference of appreciation of what may be called civilisation”268: the 

objections and resistance of Javanese Muslims against a fashion show. The article described how 

Indonesians (including the “developed Indonesian woman”269 opposed a fashion show that 

would be organised at a night market in Semarang. At a meeting that was attended by 3,000 In-

donesians, male as well as female speakers claimed that the fashion show was in fact an “exhibi-

tion of women”.270 They stressed the “danger […] for the chastity of the Indonesian woman”271 

and warned that visitors of this exhibition “had lost their Indonesian morals”.272  

Moreover, they strongly emphasised “the high position the woman occupies in Islam”.273 

To this, the journalist of the Catholic newspaper somewhat cynically noted: “The latter may be 

theoretically correct, but unfortunately the reality in Mohammedan countries shows a wholly dif-

ferent picture.”274 This seemed to indicate that the author was highly critical of the position of 

Muslim women, just like the articles in the domestic subjugation and social exclusion frames. 

However, the journalist then voiced agreement with the Indonesian Muslims and stated that their 

objections against the fashion show were in fact justified. The articles concluded as follows:  

The beauty contests and fashion shows degrade the women, who lend themselves to it. They 

loosen the morals and are an excess of the Western idolisation of the body. They put the 

                                                           
 

268 “Een merkwaardig staaltje van verschil van waardeering voor wat beschaving heeten mag” 
269 “ontwikkelde Indonesische vrouw” 
270 “vrouwententoonstelling” 
271 “een gevaar […] voor de eerbaarheid van de Indonesische vrouw” 
272 “hun Indonesisch moreel hadden verloren” 
273 “de hooge positie, die de vrouw in de Islam inneemt” 
274 “Dit laatste moge theoretisch juist zijn, maar helaas toont de werkelijkheid in Mohammedaansche lan-
den een gehaal ander beeld.” 
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woman in a place where only the beautiful animal used to be led. They are a phenomenon in 

Western civilisation that one should rather not introduce in Eastern circles.”275  

Hence, despite being critical about the position of Muslim women, the author shared the reserva-

tions of Indonesian Muslims against the fashion show. It even seems like these particular Indone-

sian events were mostly a pretext to advance a much broader argument in the Catholic newspa-

per: a lamentation over the moral decay of the West. Within this argument, the Indonesian Mus-

lims serve as ‘noble savages’, who despite (or thanks to) their own primitivity still have a very 

critical attitude towards the moral degeneration of the West. 

 

  

                                                           
 

275 “De schoonheidswedsrijden en modeshows verlagen de vrouwen, die zich daartoe leenen. Zij maken 
de zeden losser en zijn een uitwas van de Westersche lichaamsverafgoding. Zij stellen de vrouw op een 
plaats, waar vroeger alleen het mooie dier geleid werd. Zij zijn in de Westersche beschaving een verschijn-
sel, dat men maar liever niet moet introduceeren in Oosterschen kring.” 
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5.12 Crossing frame boundaries: The curious case of Mme Fahmy 

 

In this section, we will take a closer look at the press reporting on one particular trial, to see how 

different frames and sub-frames were used in relation to the same news event. In September 

1923, a fascinating court case drew considerable press attention. According to Lucy Bland (2013, 

p. 132), this was a typically ‘orientalist tale’, “for the narrative relied in its telling on a wide reper-

toire of orientalist tropes in which the East and West were polarised, the Oriental man demon-

ised, and the assumed lowly status of the Eastern woman taken as central to the Orient’s vilifica-

tion.” The two protagonists of this story were 22-year-old Ali Kamel Fahmy Bey, one of the rich-

est men in Egypt, and 32-year-old Marguerite Fahmy (née Alibert), a former courtesan from 

France. Fahmy had inherited his deceased father’s wealth on his sixteenth birthday and lived a 

glamorous life. His fortune contrasted sharply with Marguerite’s childhood. She had borne an 

illegitimate daughter at the age of sixteen and had lived in the streets for eight to ten years until 

she finally found employment in a high-class brothel. There she learned to become a ‘lady’ and to 

entertain wealthy clients, to such an extent that she could soon spend her time in the same social 

circles as Fahmy. They first met in December 1921, when she accompanied a rich businessman 

on a trip to Egypt. They met again in Paris, after which they travelled together through France. 

Fahmy then persuaded her to follow him to Egypt, where they married in December 1922. Only 

half a year later, on 9 July 1923, Marguerite fatally shot her husband in London’s luxurious Savoy 

Hotel.  

Marguerite initially claimed that it had been an accident (because she misunderstood the 

functioning of the gun and thought it was on a safety lock) and later that she had acted in self-

defence, as he had threatened to kill her. However, evidence showed that she had shot Fahmy 

three times from behind and hit him in head, neck and back, demonstrating that the murder was 

neither accidental nor (immediate) self-defence. Marguerite’s lawyer, Sir Edward Marshall Hall 

(the most famous and expensive lawyer of the time), therefore successfully focused on depicting 

the Egyptian as a cruel, brutal, violent and sexually perverse beast, who treated his wife and oth-

ers as his slaves. It was implied that he had engaged in a sexual relationship with his (male) secre-

tary. The lawyer further suggested that Fahmy had attacked Marguerite because she objected 

against the ‘sadist’, ‘revolting’ and ‘unspeakable’ sexual acts he demanded from her (buggery).  

As Lucy Bland (2013, p. 141) summarises it: “The character assassination was total and 

Fahmy – deemed a sexually perverse Eastern sadistic monster – was effectively presented as de-

serving of his death, his wretched wife having performed not a crime but a public service.” Alt-
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hough Marguerite’s past as a prostitute would have offered plenty of material to discredit her in a 

similar way – a witness even claimed she had admitted to having stabbed a former lover with a 

dagger – she generally came across as a pitiful, emotional, vulnerable victim. She strategically dis-

played ‘appropriate feminine behaviour’. Marguerite and her lawyer intelligently applied popular 

ideas about femininity to present her as a victim rather than a criminal. She perfectly fit the stere-

otype of an emotional and irrational woman, nervous and child-like, who was immediately re-

morseful for her rash actions (Ballinger, 1996). According to Bland (2013, p. 144), “Marguerite’s 

helplessness in the face of the Eastern tyranny was central in the trail to the demonization of the 

Orient”. 

 Indeed, Marguerite’s defence drew widely on orientalist tropes and stereotypes, referenc-

ing harems and polygamy (even though Fahmy did not have any wives besides Marguerite). Law-

yer Marshall Hall did not just discredit Fahmy, he focused on his racial otherness and presented 

Oriental men in general in an extremely negative way and warned of the danger of miscegenation: 

“He implied that the ‘real Oriental’ was despotic, sinister, bestial and sexually perverted” (Bland, 

2013, p. 148). Indeed, as Anette Ballinger (1996, p. 9) puts it, “running through the trial was a 

powerful sense of racism against so-called ‘Orientals’.” Marshall Hall focused on the perceived 

contrast between Eastern and Western attitudes towards women. In addition, he used the popu-

lar idea that sodomy was a particularly widespread phenomenon in the Orient and specifically in 

Egypt. As Bland (2013, p. 153) writes, “Sodomy in the Arab world was thought to be provoked 

by polygamy: that a man’s over-indulgence stimulated a craving for diversity”. Thus, Marshall 

Hall emphatically questioned the nature of the relation between Fahmy and his secretary. Even-

tually, the verdict was ‘not guilty’, even though there was no doubt Marguerite pulled the trigger. 

According to Lucy Bland (2013), the British press reporting on the case was characterised 

by a combination of fascination for the couple’s extravagant lifestyle, revulsion over Fahmy’s 

‘beastly’ character and fear of miscegenation in general. The press also expressed astonishment 

and disapproval over the large number of women who attended the trial and the way they be-

haved: many seemed to see the trial as a form of popular entertainment. Bland (2013, p. 155) 

suggests that the fascination of women with this particular affair was probably the result of three 

factors: their fantasies of “revenge on tyrannical husbands”, the possibility that Marguerite would 

be hanged and, most of all, the appeal of the ‘Oriental romance’. The Fahmy case and its press 

reporting contained many of the elements that were characteristic for Oriental fiction: a combina-

tion of glamour and cruelty, protagonists with an exotic, Eastern lifestyle, a sexually liberated 

woman and an Oriental man who looked handsome and dignified, but who was allegedly brutal, 
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barbarian and savage below the surface. Marguerite was also in many ways reminiscent of the 

heroines of many orientalist stories: she was a beautiful, independent European woman who fell 

under the spell of an Oriental man who subjugated and violated her.  

The press narrative on the Fahmy case could be read in three different, yet interconnected 

ways: as a traditional desert romance, as a story that highlighted the horror of the Orient and as a 

sharp warning against inter-racial marriage. According to Bland (2013, pp. 162–3), “In all three 

readings, gender and race were bound together, and in each the figure of the white woman was 

central: as victim of miscegenation, as an implicit referent against which the Eastern woman was 

compared and the heroine in a romantic drama.” Regarding miscegenation, it is important to note 

that the press did not just seem to warn against actual relations between white, Western women 

and Oriental men, but also against romantic imaginations of such relationships in popular culture 

(even though the press itself had been complicit in popularising these stories). 

 In our corpus of French and Dutch newspaper articles, two different frames and three 

different sub-frames were used in the reporting on this case: the ‘society news’ and ‘mild criti-

cism’ sub-frames of the neutral frame, as well as the ‘a man’s world’ sub-frame of the exotic oth-

erness frame. 

 Initially, Le Matin (10 September 1923, p. 2), introduced this “sensational affair” in an ar-

ticle using the ‘society news’ sub-frame of the neutral frame. While the murder and the resulting 

court case were briefly mentioned at the beginning and ending of the article, it focused on the 

wealthy background of Ali Kamel Fahmy and the sumptuous wedding. 

Ali Kamel Fahmy bey seemed the favourite child of both nature and fortune. The former 

had endowed him with a rare beauty, the second had given him, from the age of nineteen 

years, an immense fortune gathered by his father, one of the “cotton kings” of Egypt. The 

young man was a spendthrift. He first bought about ten sports cars and became the owner of 

a true flotilla of motorboats. Next, he had a palace built, of which the splendour was worthy 

of the Arabian Nights, and when he was tired of it, he lived in a splendid floating residence 

in which he idly descended the course of the Nile. But the Oriental ‘Prince’276 did not hesi-

tate to go look for distractions in the City of Light. It is there that he soon met the young 

widow, who would become his murderer. 

The wedding took place in Cairo at the beginning of the month December last year. The 

marriage ceremony followed the splendid rites of the Muslim religion. After the marriage, the 

Prince brought his wife to a palace with a truly fairy-like elegance that he had built for her on 

                                                           
 

276 Although the press often referred to Fahmy as a ‘prince’, in fact he was just a ‘Bey’. This was an honor-
ary title similar to the English ‘Lord’, which he received for his donations to charity. 
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the banks of the Nile. It was a 4,500,000 francs wedding gift the young man gave to his wife 

(Le Matin, 10 September 1923, p. 2).277 

As this fragment shows, this was a typical ‘society news’ article, reporting on the lives of the rich 

and famous without offering much reflection on their Islamic religion. Fahmy’s religion is only 

mentioned briefly, in the context of the wedding rituals. Yet the article contained several interest-

ing tropes related to Muslim and Oriental stereotypes. First, it focused strongly on Fahmy’s 

wealth and spending, which demonstrated that he corresponded to the popular stereotype of the 

‘rich Arab sheikh’. Second, the article mentioned his ‘rare beauty’; the Oriental protagonists of 

desert romances also possessed this same characteristic. Third and finally, the article explicitly 

referred to the Arabian Nights. His palace was also described to have a ‘fairy-like elegance’. In 

other words, the journalist both implicitly and explicitly drew parallels between the Fahmy case 

and the world of popular folk tales. This strengthened the idea of the Orient as a timeless, un-

changeable place and culture. 

 The second sub-frame of the neutral frame that was found in newspaper articles on the 

Fahmy case was that of ‘mild criticism’. De Telegraaf (11 September 1923, p. 1) for example largely 

described the trial in a relatively balanced way, presenting the couple’s numerous conflicts as the 

result of both of their characters. However, in its conclusion the Dutch newspaper cited Fahmy’s 

secretary as saying that “during six months every part of Mrs Fahmy’s life had been broken down 

and taken away”. This led De Telegraaf to suggest: “Probably this was an implementation of 

Fahmy’s cold principle, which he set out in a letter his sister in law: “Against women one has to 

act with energy and be strict.””278 Le Petit Parisien (11 September 1923, p. 1) described the trial in 

a similar way; it also concluded a quite balanced article with a focus on Fahmy’s alleged Oriental 

oppressiveness. It reported on the cross-examination of Fahmy’s secretary Saïd Enani by Mar-

                                                           
 

277 “Ali Kamel Fahmy bey semblait l'enfant chéri de la nature et de la fortune. L'une l'avait doué d'une 
beauté peu commune, l'autre lui avait donné, dès l'âge de dix-neuf ans, une fortune immense amassée par 
son père, l'un des « rois du coton » de l'Egypte. Le jeune homme était prodigue. Il acheta d'abord une 
dizaine d'automobiles de course et devint l'acquéreur d'une véritable flottille de canots automobiles extrê-
mement rapides. Puis il se fit construire un palais d’une splendeur digne des Mille et une Nuits, et lorsqu'il 
s'en fatigua, il vécut dans une merveilleuse habitation flottante sur laquelle il descendit paresseusement le 
cours du Nil. Mais le « prince » oriental ne tarda pas aller chercher des distractions dans la Ville lumière. 
C'est là qu'il rencontra bientôt la jeune veuve, qui devait être sa meurtrière.  
Le mariage eut lieu au Caire au début du mois de décembre de l'année dernière. La cérémonie nuptiale se 
déroula selon les rites fastueux de la religion musulmane. Après le mariage, le prince conduisit son épouse 
dans un palais d'une élégance vraiment féerique qu'il avait fait construire pour elle sur les bords du Nil. 
C'était un cadeau de noces de 4.500.000 francs que le jeune homme offrait à sa femme.” 
278 “Wel verklaarde hij, dat “gedurende zes maanden ieder stukje leven uit mevrouw Fahmy was wègge-
broken.” Vermoedelijk was dit een toepassing van Fahmi’s koel principe, dat hij in een brief aan zijn 
schoonzuster neerlegde: “Tegen vrouwen moet men met energie optreden en streng zijn”.” 
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guerite’s lawyer, Edward Marshall Hall. Enani was forced to admit that Fahmy feigned being 

mortally ill to lure Marguerite from Paris to Egypt. Moreover, he also confessed “[t]hat the doc-

ument of the religious ceremony granted the husband the right of immediate divorce, while the 

wife was unconditionally denied this right.”279 Finally, it was concluded that Fahmy displayed 

violent or otherwise oppressive behaviour towards Marguerite and women in general. Le Petit 

Parisien asserted that “a whole correspondence signed by the deceased gives evidence of disdain-

ful or brutal way he behaved with women and more particularly with the one that had become his 

wife.”280 

 Finally, the exotic otherness frame, more specifically the ‘a man’s world’ sub-frame, was 

also found in articles about the Fahmy case. These articles heavily focused on typically orientalist, 

exotic elements of the affair, to the extent of describing it in a way that resembled the popular 

fiction stories. Le Petit Parisien (21 October 1923, p. 4) for example translated a series of articles 

that had been published in the Sunday Herald, in which Marguerite recounted her life with Fahmy. 

This, the newspaper stressed, was a life of contrasts: “a palace and a prison, the lovesickness and 

the tough humiliations of the criminal trial court, a world of The Arabian Nights that fades away at 

the horizon, and then, suddenly, rising like a black wall, the terrible, horrible, grievous adven-

ture.”281 The article then specified the ‘hardships’ Marguerite had to endure: 

It is her stay in Cairo, with all its monotony and sadness; it is Ali’s attendance of places 

where everything degenerates, both body and soul; it is the days of Muslim recluse; it is the 

appearance of black guards at all gates; it is the long hours spent on the terrace contemplat-

ing the Nile that flees and gets lost; it is the contrast of the gems that abundantly cover the 

bodice and the repressed soul, bruised, which dies as a result of its imprisonment.282 

The article seemed to greatly exaggerate the gravity of Marguerite’s situation, as she spent her 

time in Egypt amidst great wealth, living in a palace. Moreover, the couple hardly stayed in one 

spot for a long time, as they constantly travelled around to places like Deauville, Biarritz and Par-

                                                           
 

279 “Que l’acte de cérémonie religieuse conférait au mari le droit de divorce immédiat, tandis qu’il le refu-
sait d’une façon absolue à l’épouse.” 
280 “toute une correspondance signée du défunt atteste la façon ou dédaigneuse ou brutale dont il se com-
portait avec la femme et plus particulièrement avec celle qui était devenue son épouse” 
281 “Puis, philosophant, Mme Fahmi met en relief les contrastes de son existence : un palais et une prison, 
l’ivresse de l’amour et les dures humiliations de la cour d’assises, un monde des Mille et une nuits qui 
s’estompe à l’horizon, puis, soudain, surgissant comme un mur noir, la terrible, l’effroyable, la douloureuse 
aventure.” 
282 “C’est son séjour au Caire, avec toutes ses monotonies et ses tristesses ; c’est la fréquentation par Ali de 
lieux où tout se déprave, et le corps et l’âme ; ce sont des jours de recluse musulmane ; c’est l’apparition, à 
toutes les portes, des noirs gardiens ; ce sont les longues heures passées sur la terrasse à contempler le Nil 
qui fuit et se perd ; c’est l’antithèse des joyaux qui coulent en rivière sur le corsage et de l’âme refoulée, 
meurtrie, qui se meurt de sa captivité même.” 
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is (Bland, 2013, p. 133), cities that would not typically be characterised as “places where every-

thing degenerates”. In fact, the very place where the affair culminated and where Fahmy was 

killed, was the most expensive hotel in London, the Savoy. Although there was little doubt that 

the marriage was an unhappy one, “monotony and sadness” were not the most accurate words to 

describe Marguerite’s life of constant holidaying. It seems that the author frantically tried to fit 

the Fahmy affair into the typical fairy-tale narrative, with Marguerite in the role of the innocent 

damsel in distress and her husband as the brutal villain. In this Arabian Nights story, Fahmy’s 

religion was a significant factor to explain his oppressive behaviour: indeed, it was the assumption 

that Muslim society was really ‘a man’s world’. Of course, the ending to the story was different 

from the classical damsel in distress narrative, as Marguerite did not need a hero to save her: 

thanks to her modern, Western spirit, she managed to liberate herself from her captor without 

any help. Alternatively, it could be argued that the London criminal court played the part of the 

classic hero by acquitting Marguerite and allowing her to return to the freedom of her old life.  

All in all, the reporting on the Fahmy case largely resembled a cautionary tale: the deceased 

Muslim husband was stereotyped as an archetypical oppressive, violent Muslim man. The non-

Muslim wife Marguerite was predominantly framed as a victim. The supposed deceitful and ag-

gressive character of Fahmy was presented as stemming from ‘typically Muslim’ traits. Thus, fe-

male readers were implicitly warned not to engage in relationships with Muslim men. 
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5.13 Conclusion 

 

In this chapter, I have identified five frames in articles discussed the position of Muslim women 

(Figure 5.31). Each of these frames was divided into numerous sub-frames.  

Figure 5.31: Frames and sub-frames of the articles about Muslim women 

 

The two frames that were most critical of the position of Muslim women were domestic subjuga-

tion and social exclusion. The articles with the domestic subjugation frame criticised the oppression 
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of Muslim women within the domestic sphere and particularly focused on topics like polygamy, 

forced and arranged marriages, the unequal right to divorce, interreligious relations and child 

marriages. Roughly half of these articles laid the blame primarily on the oppressive character of 

Muslim men (backward men sub-frame), while the other half mainly aimed its criticism at Islamic 

law (unequal laws sub-frame). The domestic subjugation frame was particularly common in Dutch 

newspapers and was often found in articles about the Dutch East Indies. Articles with female 

authors used this frame more often than those with male authors. 

 The social exclusion frame directed its criticism primarily at the inferior position of Muslim 

women in society at large, beyond the domestic sphere: it stressed that they were largely excluded 

from labour and education. Half of these articles concentrated on the allegedly nefarious Muslim 

veil (the oppressive veil sub-frame). The other half (the follow Western lead sub-frame) mostly stressed 

that Western countries could have a positive influence on the emancipation of Muslim women. 

The social exclusion frame was most common in leftist and Catholic newspapers. It was found 

considerably more often in articles that primarily cited non-Muslim actors, than in those that ac-

tually cited Muslims. 

 Articles with the exotic otherness frame did not offer a critical perspective on the position of 

Muslim women. Instead, they were characterised by a romantic fascination with Muslim exotic-

ness. In particular, many articles showed a strong interest in polygamy, as demonstrated by the 

fascinating polygamy sub-frame. The suffering under polygamy sub-frame was very similar, but showed 

polygamy in a more negative light. The harem romance sub-frame probably contained some of the 

most classically orientalist articles, with typical fantasies about the most mysterious, exotic and 

exciting element of Oriental societies: harems. Articles with the sub-frame a man’s world concen-

trated on the very particular narrative of seemingly modern and Westernised Muslim men who 

suddenly turned conservative and oppressive after their marriage (usually to a Western woman). 

These articles often contained implicit or explicit warnings not to marry a Muslim man. The exot-

ic otherness frame was found more often in the French newspapers than in the Dutch ones and 

it was most common in articles about Turkey and about non-specified places, for example in 

fiction. Male authors employed the exotic otherness frame more often than female authors. 

 The progressive liberation frame offered the most positive perspective on the position of 

Muslim women, by emphasising successful examples of emancipation and remarkable achieve-

ments by Muslim women. Its largest sub-frame, ongoing emancipation, stressed that although the 

process of emancipation was not finished, the position of women in Muslim societies was rapidly 

improving. Articles with the promising westernisation sub-frame stated that the emancipation of 
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Muslim women was still in its infancy, but was soon about to follow the positive example set by 

the West. In contrast, the feminist achievements sub-frame focused on the great progress Muslim 

women had already made on their own. Articles with the fourth and final sub-frame, women in 

charge, claimed that women had actually always assumed a very favourable and strong position in 

Muslim societies. These articles argued the Islamic laws in fact protected and improved the posi-

tion of women. The progressive liberation frame was found more often in the Netherlands than 

in France: it was particularly common in articles about Turkey and the territories of the British 

empire. It was also used more often by right-wing and politically unaffiliated newspapers than by 

Catholic and left-wing newspapers. Moreover, it was the most-used frame in articles that cited 

Muslim women. 

 Finally, the so-called neutral frame grouped a number of articles that did not offer clear 

evaluations, reflections or value judgements and therefore did not fit any of the four more dis-

tinctive frames. The emancipation reforms sub-frame for example seemed close to the progressive 

liberation frame, yet it lacked an optimistic, positive perspective on the emancipation reforms in 

question. The mild criticism sub-frame resembled the domestic subjugation and social exclusion 

frames, yet contained articles that were generally more superficial, with fewer distinctive ele-

ments. Articles with the middle ground sub-frame contained subtle, nuanced or alternative views 

that did not match either the more critical frames or the progressive liberation frame. Finally, the 

society news sub-frame refers to a specific genre of articles that reported on (mostly European) 

women who engaged in relationships with Muslim kings, princes and aristocrats. 

 These five frames show some interesting differences and similarities to the four ‘v’ cate-

gories of representation that Chapman (2013, pp. 53–7) found in her study of news framing of 

women in general by French newspaper Le Petit Journal in the late nineteenth century (Section 

5.1.3). Her category of women as ‘victims’ is reflected here in the two critical frames, which each 

focused on their own dimension of women’s victimhood: domestic subjugation and social exclu-

sion. Chapman’s category of ‘virtuous’ women (positive role models who improved their own 

status) roughly corresponds to the progressive liberation frame, which also showed examples of 

successfully emancipated Muslim women. ‘Victorious’ (socially privileged) women could occa-

sionally be found within the exotic otherness frame and the society news sub-frame of the neutral 

frame. ‘Vicious’ (criminal) women were rarely found in articles that dealt with the position of 

Muslim women in the 1920s and 1930s. A notable exception to this could be the articles about 

Marguerite Fahmy’s murder of her Egyptian husband. However, as we have seen in Section 5.12, 
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these articles generally still presented Mme Fahmy more as a victim of her husband’s than as be-

ing ‘vicious’. 

In contrast to what Leila Ahmed (1982, p. 526) has claimed about Western representations 

of Muslim women, the vast majority of the newspaper articles studied in this chapter did not pre-

sent Muslim women as “mindlessly passive, indifferent, perhaps unaware of [their] oppression, 

tolerating a situation no Western woman would tolerate”. On the contrary, Muslim women were 

more often described as desiring change and pursuing further emancipation: they were presented 

as being less different from Europeans and having a more ‘Western’ mentality than Muslim men. 

This way, the texts upheld a contrast between backward and oppressive Muslim men and relative-

ly modern Muslim women, who desired the help of illuminated Westerners to be liberated. Con-

sequently, this representation was largely supportive of the mission civilisatrice. 
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Image 5.1: An article about women’s emancipation in 
Turkey (De Telegraaf, 7 April 1935, p. 6) and a 
photo of Mme Fahmy (Le Petit Parisien, 11 Septem-
ber 1923, p. 1) 
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6. Looking across the themes 

 

6.1 Developments over time 

 

This thesis has analysed the newspaper framing of Muslims in relation to three key themes: 

mosques, the pilgrimage to Mecca and the position of Muslim women. Together these three 

themes strongly shaped the overall image of Muslims; during the interwar period, most of the 

newspaper discussions about Muslims were somehow linked to these themes. Mosques were and 

remain the most visible symbols of Islam in the urban landscape. The pilgrimage to Mecca is one 

of the mandatory pillars of Islam: the yearly gathering of Muslims from across the world was a 

notable topic of concern for the colonial powers. The position of women was an important index 

of civilisation. While the previous chapters have studied each of the three themes separately, I 

will now analyse them together to better understand the general representation of Muslims. To 

begin, some interesting developments took place during the interwar period. 

  

Figure 6.1: Development of articles about Muslims in France and the Netherlands (1920–39) 

 
 

As mentioned before, the total number of articles on Muslim-related topics was higher in the 

Netherlands than in France. This was particularly the case in the late 1920s and early 1930s 

(Figure 6.1). During the 1920s, the French press coverage of Muslims peaked strongly around the 
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start of the construction of the Parisian mosque (1922) and its inauguration (1926). The Dutch 

coverage of Muslims reached its peak in 1930–32. One of the reasons for this was that the Dutch 

newspapers paid more attention to the escalating conflicts between Muslims and Hindus in the 

British Raj during those years, particularly in the mosque-related articles (see 3.3 and 3.6). 

Figure 6.2 clearly shows the fluctuations in the numbers of articles about the three themes: 

mosques, pilgrimage and women. It demonstrates that the number of articles about the pilgrim-

age to Mecca and the position of women remained relatively stable throughout the whole inter-

war period. In contrast, the number of articles about mosques first peaked around the two be-

fore-mentioned events (construction and inauguration of the Parisian mosque) and then re-

mained high in the later 1930s. Among other notable events, the 1937 peak coincided with Mus-

solini’s trip to Libya, where he visited mosques to demonstrate his goodwill towards Muslims. 

 

Figure 6.2: Development of articles by theme (1920–39) 
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Figure 6.3: Development of the average number of words in articles about mosques (1920–39) 

 
 

 

Interestingly, the average length of the Muslim-related newspaper articles gradually decreased 

over the course of the 1920s and 1930s (Figure 6.3). More specifically, the average number of 

words decreased from 1,200 in 1920 to just over 600 in 1924, to then remain relatively stable at 

around 700–800 words for a decade. It then suddenly dropped further, to below 500 words, in 

1934 and 1936, only to return to 700–800 words in the late 1930s. 

When comparing the development of different genres among the Muslim-related articles in 

the two countries, it becomes clear that the number of news articles increased more than any 

other type of articles during the interwar years (Figure 6.4). However, this development was con-

siderably stronger in the Netherlands than in France. In the French press, the news genre was 

already clearly dominant in the early 1920s, while it was still on a similar level as background arti-

cles and reports in the Dutch newspapers. It then rapidly developed to become the dominant 

genre in the Dutch press as well. Nevertheless, the Dutch newspapers continued to publish a 

relatively high number of background articles and reports about Muslims. Fiction and opinion 

articles were the least common genres among the Muslim-related articles in the two countries. 
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Figure 6.4: Development of the types of article by country (five-year aggregates) 

 
 

Finally, it is interesting to look at the development of the overall assessment of Muslims by the 

French and Dutch newspapers (Figure 6.5). It is important to note that many authors did not 

clearly express their own view on Muslims and that thus most Muslim-related articles did not 

offer a clear positive or negative assessment. Nevertheless, some remarkable developments took 

place during the interwar years. In the early 1920s, favourable and unfavourable assessments of 

Muslims balanced each other in France (17%), while favourable assessments were marginally 

more common in the Netherlands (19%, versus 16% unfavourable). In the late 1920s, articles 

containing favourable assessments became more common in France (19%), mostly due to the 

inauguration of the Grand Mosque of Paris. Favourable assessments then sharply decreased in 

France in the early 1930s (to 10%): the Parisian mosque had largely lost its news value and fewer 

laudatory articles were published about it.  

In the early 1920s, unfavourable assessments were more common in the Netherlands 

(19%), especially in articles about the position of Muslim women. The number of positive Dutch 

articles decreased in the late 1920s and early 1930s (down to 9%). Finally, in the late 1930s the 

number of articles with favourable assessments of Muslims increased in both countries (to 16%), 

while the unfavourable assessments decreased. In the Netherlands, this increase in positive arti-

cles was mostly due to a larger number of articles about the improved position of Muslim women 

(progressive liberation frame): the Dutch newspapers signalled progress not only in Turkey, but 

also in countries like Egypt, Albania and Persia. In France, more articles about loyal Muslim co-
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lonial subjects were published, especially in the context of mosques, as the threat of Nazi Ger-

many grew nearer. 

 
Figure 6.5: Development of the overall assessment of Muslims by country (five-year aggregates) 
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6.2 The French-Dutch comparison 

 

When discussing all frames and sub-frames in detail in Chapters 3–5, we have seen that some of 

them were more dominant in France, while others were found more often in the Dutch press. 

While we have also seen that many perspectives were not specifically country-dependent, this 

section will focus on the differences between the coverage of Muslims in the press of both coun-

tries. This way we can establish to what extent there was a characteristically French or Dutch 

discourse on Muslims. 

 In total, the corpus studied in this thesis contained 1,408 articles, of which 635 (or 45%) 

were French and 773 (55%) were Dutch (Table 6.1). The large majority (69%) of the French arti-

cles discussed mosques. Mosques were also the most important of the three themes in the Dutch 

press, but there they accounted for just half (51%) of the articles. The position of Muslim women 

was the second-most discussed theme in both countries: it was slightly more common in the 

Netherlands (28%) than in France (22%). Finally, the biggest relative difference between both 

countries was found in their coverage of the pilgrimage to Mecca. This theme was much more 

common in the Dutch press, where it was discussed in 21% of the articles, versus only 9% of the 

French ones. 

Table 6.1: Themes of French and Dutch articles about Muslims 

 France Netherlands Total 

n % n % n % 

Mosques 441 69 396 51 837 59 

Pilgrimage 54 9 162 21 216 15 

Women 140 22 215 28 355 25 

Total 635 100 773 100 1,408 100 

 

When focusing on the press reporting on mosques, a few remarkable differences stand out (Table 

6.2). First, the tourism and sightseeing frame was considerably more common in the Netherlands 

than in France (30% versus 14%). Its detailed descriptions sub-frame was even virtually absent in 

France (only 1 article, 0.2%), while it was found in 5% of the Dutch articles about mosques. The 

historical and aesthetic value sub-frame was also much more common in the Dutch press (13% 

versus 6%). Together with superficial sightseeing (12%), this was the sub-frame most often found 

in Dutch articles.  
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 Both the interreligious conflict frame and the West’s civilising influence frame were more 

common in France, although the differences with the Netherlands were relatively small: the first 

was found in 31% of the French and 25% of the Dutch articles on mosques, while the second 

accounted for 55% of the French articles and 45% of the Dutch. Some particular sub-frames 

were considerably more common in France though. Muslim dignitaries visiting a mosque (19%) 

and Islamic holidays (13%) were the most common sub-frames in French articles about mosques, 

while they were only found in respectively 6% and 7% of the Dutch articles. Both the mosques as 

centres of resistance (7%) and anti-colonialism (4%) sub-frames were regularly found in the 

French press, but were practically absent in the Dutch newspapers (1% and 0%, respectively). 

 

Table 6.2: Frames and sub-frames in French and Dutch articles about mosques 

 France Nether-
lands 

Total 

n % n % n % 

Interreligious conflict frame 134 31 98 25 232 28 

Muslims as aggressors 18 4 33 8 51 6 

Mutual violence 29 7 29 7 58 7 

Muslims as victims or non-violent participants 38 9 32 8 70 8 

Mosques as centres of resistance 32 7 3 1 35 4 

Anti-colonialism 17 4 1 0 18 2 

Tourism and sightseeing frame 63 14 118 30 181 21 

Superficial sightseeing 37 8 48 12 85 10 

Detailed descriptions 1 0 18 5 19 2 

Historical and aesthetic value 25 6 52 13 77 9 

The West’s civilising influence frame 244 55 180 45 424 51 

Islam at a crossroads 26 6 37 9 63 8 

Conflict among Muslims 11 2 25 6 36 4 

Missions and conversions 11 2 18 5 29 3 

Coverage of mosque construction 11 2 29 7 40 5 

Support for mosque construction 14 3 8 2 22 3 

Islamic holidays 57 13 26 7 83 10 

Muslim dignitaries visiting a mosque 85 19 24 6 109 13 

Non-Muslim dignitaries visiting a mosque 29 7 13 3 42 2 

Total 441 100 396 100 837 100 

 

As mentioned before, Dutch newspapers reported much more about the Hajj than the French. 

However, taking this into account, the relative occurrence of Hajj-related frames and sub-frames 
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in each country was very similar (Table 6.3). The World in the Hajj frame was relatively more 

common in France (57%) than in the Netherlands (47%), while it was the opposite for the Hajj in 

the World frame (43% versus 53%). Among the sub-frames, the most striking difference was that 

the Hajj in the metropole sub-frame was found more often in the Dutch articles (12% versus 6% 

in the French articles). 

 
Table 6.3: Frames and sub-frames in French and Dutch articles about the pilgrimage to Mecca 

 France Netherlands Total 

n % n % n % 

The World in the Hajj 31 57 76 47 107 50 

The Hajj as voyage 19 35 48 30 67 31 

The Hajj as hardship 5 9 12 7 17 8 

The Hajj as rituals 7 13 16 10 23 11 

The Hajj in the World 23 43 86 53 109 50 

The Hajj in the Hejaz 9 17 28 17 37 17 

The Hajj in the metropole 3 6 19 12 22 10 

The Hajj in the colonies 11 20 39 24 50 23 

Total 54 100 162 100 216 100 

 

Among the articles about the position of Muslim women (Table 6.4), the unequal laws sub-frame 

of the domestic subjugation frame was much more common in the Dutch press (8%) than in the 

French (1%). The exotic otherness frame was more popular in France (25%) than in the Nether-

lands (16%). More specifically, its sub-frames harem romance and a man’s world were exclusively 

French (9% and 6% respectively in the French press, 0% in the Dutch). In contrast, the fascinat-

ing polygamy sub-frame was more common in the Netherlands (11% versus 5%). Furthermore, 

the society news sub-frame was found more often in France (16%) than in the Netherlands (8%), 

as was the mild criticism sub-frame (11% versus 5%). However, the middle ground sub-frame 

was more frequently observed in the Dutch press (17% versus 10%).  
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Table 6.4: Frames and sub-frames in French and Dutch articles about Muslim women 

 France Netherlands Total 

n % n % n % 

Domestic subjugation 8 6 29 13 37 10 

Backward men 7 5 11 5 18 5 

Unequal laws 1 1 18 8 19 5 

Social exclusion 21 15 26 12 47 13 

Oppressive veil 9 6 14 7 23 6 

Follow Western lead 12 9 12 6 24 7 

Exotic otherness 35 25 34 16 69 19 

Harem romance 13 9 1 0 14 4 

Fascinating polygamy 7 5 24 11 31 9 

Suffering under polygamy 6 4 9 4 15 4 

A man’s world 9 6 0 0 9 3 

Progressive liberation 21 15 48 22 69 19 

Women in charge 1 1 5 2 6 2 

Feminist achievements 4 3 10 5 14 4 

Ongoing emancipation 15 11 23 11 38 11 

Promising westernisation 1 1 10 5 11 3 

Neutral 55 39 78 36 133 37 

Society news 23 16 18 8 41 12 

Emancipation reforms 2 1 13 6 15 4 

Mild criticism 16 11 11 5 27 8 

Middle ground 14 10 36 17 50 14 

Total 140 100 215 100 355 100 

 

What emerges from this is a nuanced picture of the differences between the French and Dutch 

newspaper reporting on Muslims. The newspapers in both countries largely used similar frames 

and sub-frames. Still, their representations of Muslims were not identical. As we have seen, Mus-

lims and particularly mosques were featured more often in explorative travel stories in the Dutch 

press. This may be because these kinds of stories became less popular in France after the First 

World War, as they were partially replaced by more critical reports (see 2.2.4). 

The most important differences between French and Dutch representations of Muslims 

were linked to the different policy decisions in both countries. Most notably, the construction of 

the Great Mosque in Paris led to a large number of articles about a range of dignitaries who visit-

ed the building, as well as numerous articles about Islamic holidays being celebrated in the 

mosque in the ensuing years. French newspapers frequently stressed that France was a Muslim 
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power (‘puissance musulmane’). These types of articles were considerably rarer in the Dutch 

press, due to the lack of a mosque within the Netherlands. Thus, a strategy of imperialist appro-

priation was more evident in the French reporting about Muslims (see 6.3). However, the Dutch 

newspapers reported considerably more on the pilgrimage to Mecca; an appropriative discourse 

could also be observed in these articles. The Dutch focus on the Hajj reflects the very high num-

bers of Indonesian Muslims participating in the Hajj.  

Different colonial ideals also influenced the representations of Muslims in the two coun-

tries. The metaphorical representation of France as the mother of its Muslim children was com-

mon in France, while it was less typical for the Netherlands to be described in such terms. It re-

flected the more active role the French newspapers envisoned for their state in the civilising mis-

sion. Moreover, there was some discussion in France about the possibility of extending the citi-

zenship to Algerian Muslims, especially following the Blum-Viollette proposal of 1936. Through-

out the interwar period, many French commentators seemingly felt the need to justify the Mus-

lims’ ‘personal status’ and lack of full citizenship rights. In the Netherlands, this was much less 

the case. Since there were no concrete plans to change the status of Indonesian Muslims, Dutch 

newspapers did not have to present explicit arguments against the extension of citizenship rights 

either.  

Nevertheless, the discursive strategies in texts about Muslims were largely similar in the 

French and Dutch press. The next section will discuss the dominant discursive strategies. 
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6.3 Imperialist discursive strategies: Exoticism, criticism and appropriation 

 

Newspapers discussed many different Muslim-related themes and topics. Their articles contained 

a wide range of opinions and perspectives, which is reflected in the large diversity of the frames 

and sub-frames identified in this thesis. This demonstrates that Muslims were not framed in one 

homogeneous way: instead, Muslim representations were characterised by a considerable hetero-

geneity. Nevertheless, some views and assumptions were widely shared. Most fundamentally, the 

institutions of imperialism and the mission civilisatrice were hardly challenged in the articles about 

Muslims. Overly exploitative forms of imperialism were regularly denounced and condemned; 

many journalists and commentators called for a more ‘humane’ or ‘benevolent’ treatment of co-

lonial subjects. Yet very few fully rejected imperialism. The exception to this rule was communist 

newspaper L’Humanité, which structurally condemned capitalist imperialism. However, its com-

mentators called for their ‘comrades of the Orient’ to embrace communism instead of Islam. 

Thus, even the communists did, in fact, support their own version of the mission civilisatrice. 

 Consequently, it could be argued that in a way virtually all Muslim-related newspaper arti-

cles supported or justified imperialism and in particular the mission civilisatrice. The framing of 

Muslims in the interwar press was dominated by what we may call ‘the triad of imperialist discur-

sive strategies’: exoticism, criticism and appropriation. These strategies were complementary: 

while they were seemingly very different, at times even contradictory, they all supported the dom-

ination of European colonial powers over Muslim colonial subjects. Thus, the discursive strate-

gies legitimised imperialism either directly or indirectly. First, exoticism emphasised the otherness 

of Muslims, by stressing cultural markers that were different and hard to understand: often, Mus-

lim societies were presented (romantically but also somewhat presumptuously) as a world where 

time stood still. Second, criticism of Muslims highlighted problematic elements of their culture 

and Islamic religion: it often supported the view that many issues had to be solved before Mus-

lims could reach the same level of development as Western Europeans. Third, appropriation of 

Islamic symbols and practises served to assert the power of the coloniser over the colonised: it 

confirmed that the relation between Europeans and Muslims was characterised by domination 

rather than equality. Usually, one of the three discursive strategies was dominant in a particular 

frame or sub-frame, although different strategies could also be used in the same article. 

 As for the first discursive strategy, the term exoticism has been applied to many different 

contexts and has been given different meanings. Exoticism is traditionally associated with travel 

(Forsdick, 2000, p. 34) and is often used pejoratively, to refer to Western, (post-)colonial repre-
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sentations of non-Western others. However, ethnomusicologist Edgar W. Pope (2002, p. 111) 

proposes that the term can refer more neutrally to ‘pleasure in the foreign’: “Exoticism is by no 

means opposed to recognition of a common humanity shared with people of other cultures: 

pleasure in what is different can, on the contrary, also heighten awareness of (and pleasure in) 

what is not different, and can help lead to rich and fulfilling personal relationships across cultural 

boundaries.” Exoticism can be defined as a fascination with the culture of the foreign other. As a 

discursive strategy, it entails a focus on elements that distinguish a ‘strange’ culture from one’s 

own. The descriptions of otherness could be positive affective, negative or relatively neutral, but 

in any case they revealed a particular interest in markers of cultural difference. Moreover, these 

descriptions are based on a hierarchical conception of the relations between the civilised Self and 

the imagined Other (Fléchet, 2008, pp. 23–4). The discursive strategy of exoticism was often used 

in travel reports and ethnographical descriptions of Muslim people, their religion, customs and 

traditions. It particularly concentrated on aspects that were considered mysterious due to their 

inaccessibility: harems, the holy city of Mecca, mosques in far-away countries. For example, exot-

icism was clearly dominant in the exotic otherness frame found in articles about the position of 

Muslim women. This discursive strategy was also prevalent in the tourism and sightseeing frame 

in articles about mosques, as well as the Hajj as rituals sub-frame. 

 The second discursive strategy, criticism, requires little explanation: it refers to the prac-

tise of criticising the cultural and religious practises of Muslims. This often resulted in predomi-

nantly negative representations of Muslims. They were frequently described as backward. Particu-

larly strong criticism was directed at the way Muslims treated women: the domestic subjugation 

and social exclusion frames are among the clearest examples of fundamental criticism. Among 

the articles about mosques, part of the West’s civilising influence and the interreligious conflict 

frames also contained strong criticism of Muslims and Islam. In particular, these articles often 

criticised alleged Muslim fanaticism and their tendency to violence. Finally, the Hajj in the colo-

nies sub-frame focused its criticism of what were considered as fundamentalist, subversive ideo-

logies: Pan-Islamism, Pan-Arabism and anti-colonialism. 

 The third discursive strategy was appropriation. This concept has been given many differ-

ent meanings in both academia and popular culture. The type of appropriation meant here is the 

one defined by communication scholar Richard Rogers (2006, p. 477) as ‘cultural exploitation’: 

“the appropriation of elements of a subordinated culture by a dominant culture without substan-

tive reciprocity, permission, and/or compensation”. He also referred to it as “acts in which as-

pects of marginalized/colonized cultures are taken and used by a dominant/colonizing culture in 
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such a way as to serve the interests of the dominant”, thereby stressing that “Cultural exploitation 

includes appropriative acts that appear to indicate acceptance or positive evaluation of a colo-

nized culture by a colonizing culture but which nevertheless function to establish and reinforce 

the dominance of the colonizing culture” (Rogers, 2006, p. 486). As for the interwar press cover-

age of Muslims, the clearest example of such exploitative appropriation was found in articles that 

praised the construction of the mosque in Paris. The mosque was lauded as a symbol of the suc-

cesses of French imperialism and was even approvingly called ‘a work of propaganda’. From the 

French point of view, it was a ‘safe’ mosque as it was administered by the Société des Habous des 

Lieux Saints de l’Islam, which was funded by the French state. The mainstream newspapers exten-

sively reported on both the construction and the subsequent visits of a host of dignitaries to the 

mosque; they presented it as a confirmation of French domination over the Muslim world. Thus, 

while writing positively about Islamic religion and culture, these laudatory articles about the Paris-

ian mosque clearly served the interests of French imperialism and reinforced the dominance of 

France over its Muslim colonial subjects.  

Similarly, the Hajj was also appropriated in articles that praised the great accomplishments 

of the colonial powers in organising the pilgrimage for their subjects and making it safer and bet-

ter. This confirmed the power they had over the Muslim world: even the holiest Islamic ritual 

benefitted from the progress brought by the Europeans. In a different but equally exploitative 

way, the press largely appropriated women’s emancipation. It was suggested that increased equali-

ty between men and women was the virtue of European influences: emancipatory developments 

in Muslim societies were therefore called a ‘march towards Western civilisation’. Again, this rein-

forced the dominance of the colonising culture over the colonised, even in articles that reported 

positively about the progress in Muslim societies. 
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7. Conclusion and discussion 

 

The interwar newspapers set the tone for the media coverage of Muslims up until the present 

day. Their influence cannot be overstated. Due to their massive circulation, the newspapers 

strongly influenced the way Muslims were perceived by Europeans of all layers of society. This 

thesis has elucidated the interwar representations of Muslims through an empirical analysis of 

over 1,400 articles. It has focused on France and the Netherlands, two countries with large Mus-

lim populations living in their colonial empires. The study employed a quantitative content analy-

sis of all newspaper articles that were published between 1920 and 1939 in four large French and 

four Dutch newspapers and that dealt with three themes (mosques, the Hajj and Muslim women) 

that strongly shaped the image of Muslims. This method from the field of mass media studies is 

rarely used in historical studies. It was combined with an in-depth historical study of exemplary 

articles. Thanks to the systematic and interdisciplinary approach, common patterns of representa-

tion were identified that would have been impossible to find elsewise. We have also seen how 

these patterns or frames were linked to numerous factors, including national context, geograph-

ical scope, journalistic focus (e.g. political or anthropological) and the editorial line of the news-

papers (especially the difference between Catholic, leftist and large ‘mainstream’ newspapers). 

Building on Robert Entman’s theory of media framing, this thesis has identified, analysed and 

described ten frames and 38 sub-frames that were found in interwar newspapers, in order to an-

swer the following research questions: How did popular European newspapers frame Muslims in the 

1920s and 1930s? Which frames were used for different Muslim-related topics? And to what extent did national 

contexts matter in this regard? 

Not only did this study provide a detailed impression of the popular European perceptions 

of Muslims and Islam in the 1920s and 1930s, it also highlighted a number of factors and devel-

opments that formed the backdrop for these representations. While the colonial empires had 

reached their zenith, the anti-colonialist call for self-determination gradually grew stronger. Pan-

Islamism was one of the sources of inspiration for anti-colonialists and was increasingly perceived 

as a threat by the colonial powers. The pro-colonial newspapers felt the need to justify the con-

tinued colonial rule over Muslim lands. These newspapers had become true mass media in the 

late nineteenth century, among others due to increased literacy rates and cheaper printing tech-

niques. The interwar newspapers paid considerable attention to overseas places and people, 

thanks in part to the more effective means of transport and communication, but also because of 

the professionalisation of journalism (especially the rise of critical reporting during the First 
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World War). This meant that Europeans of all backgrounds became more exposed to foreign 

news. Moreover, a culture of (colonial) tourism emerged. Although the group of people that 

could afford travelling to a different continent for leisure purposes remained relatively limited, 

touristic trips became an ideal people found worth pursuing or fantasising about. This also con-

tributed to the increased interest in foreign countries.  

Three large frames were found in articles about mosques. The first frame, interreligious 

conflict, focused on the mosque as a location of conflict and violence between Muslims and non-

Muslims: newspapers reported widely on numerous violent incidents between Muslims and Hin-

dus in British India, as well as between Muslims and Jews in Palestine. The second frame, tourism 

and sightseeing, described mosques as attractions or places of interest for European travellers, 

thereby highlighting their aesthetic and historical value. These articles, which were relatively long 

and detailed, often presented mosques as timelessly exotic and mysterious. This frame was found 

considerably more often in the Dutch press. In contrast, the third frame, the West’s civilising 

influence, was more common in the French newspapers, where it accounted for more than half 

of the mosque-related articles: it was the largest of the frames found in this study.  

Many of these articles discussed mosques in the context of colonial policy and stressed the 

positive relation between the colonised and the coloniser. The mosque, particularly the one in 

Paris, even came to be presented as a trophy of imperialism. Other articles described the mosques 

as the focal point of fundamental societal change, especially in the light of Mustafa Kemal’s re-

forms in Turkey and the abolition of the Caliphate. Thus, four remarkable perspectives could be 

found in the three mosque-related frames. Mosques could be described as a trophy of imperial-

ism, as a threat to peace and security, as a focal point of religious developments or as tourist at-

tractions. 

Two major frames were identified in articles about the pilgrimage to Mecca. The first 

frame, the World in the Hajj, offered a social anthropological perspective and focused on the 

events and experiences of pilgrims during their journey to the holy cities and their stay in Mecca. 

The second frame, the Hajj in the World, looked at the pilgrimage from a more political perspec-

tive, by discussing the Hajj in its geopolitical context. All in all, the Hajj was a divisive topic in the 

interwar press. Pilgrims were alternately praised for their zeal and tenacity, or criticized for their 

fanaticism. Many articles credited the colonial powers for having improved the overseas transport 

from the colonies to Jeddah, but some critical observers pointed out that this might eventually 

lead to disaster, as it also facilitated the spread of anti-colonial ideas throughout the Muslim 

world. 
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Five different frames were distinguished in articles about Muslim women. Despite the de-

cline of first-wave feminism, the idea that men and women should be equal in law came to domi-

nate the discourse. Already since at least the mid-nineteenth century, the position of women in a 

society was seen as an ‘index of civilisation’. Thus, two of the frames were deeply critical of the 

position of women in Muslim societies. The first, domestic subjugation, concentrated its criticism 

of the alleged oppression of Muslim women in the domestic sphere, due to issues like polygamy 

and the unequal right to divorce. It was common in articles about the Dutch East Indies.  

The second frame, social exclusion, focused on examples of oppression in the public 

sphere, particularly criticising the veil and the exclusion of Muslim women from labour and edu-

cation. Articles with the third frame, exotic otherness, were ostensibly less critical and looked at 

Muslim women with a sense of romantic fascination. This was the most classically orientalist 

frame: it depicted the Muslim world as timeless, mysterious and enticing, with a strong focus on 

harems. It was more common in France. The fourth frame, progressive liberation, offered the 

most positive perspective on the position of Muslim women. Its articles highlighted successful 

examples of emancipation and remarkable achievements by Muslim women, thereby often refer-

ring to Mustafa Kemal’s Turkey. The fifth frame, the so-called ‘neutral’ frame, comprised articles 

that did not correspond to the distinctive perspectives of the first four frames, such as ‘society 

news’ articles about (European) women who engaged in relationships with Muslim kings, princes 

or aristocrats. 

Over the course of the interwar years, the number of articles published each year about 

Muslim women and the pilgrimage remained relatively stable. The number of mosque-related 

articles fluctuated more, strongly peaking in the year the Parisian mosque was inaugurated (1926). 

While the newspapers gradually published more articles about Muslims until a peak was reached 

in the early 1930s, the articles also became progressively shorter. French newspapers published 

more articles that offered explicitly positive assessments of Muslims, while negative views were 

more common in Dutch newspapers. French newspapers paid more attention to mosques due to 

the construction of the Parisian mosque. In contrast, Dutch newspapers published more articles 

about the pilgrimage to Mecca, which can be linked to the large numbers of Indonesians that 

made the Hajj. Yet although we have seen some interesting differences in the preference for cer-

tain frames, it is striking that overall the framing of Muslims was rather similar in both countries.  

For a considerable part, the discussions about Muslims and the perspectives typically found 

in the newspapers were not limited to one of the two countries. This suggests that the discourse 

on Muslims was largely transnational: national contexts accounted for relatively small variations. 
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Even domestic French issues like the Parisian mosque and Algerian colonial policy found their 

way into the Dutch press. It has to be noted that the other way around, French newspapers did 

not report on Dutch Islam-related news. Mustafa Kemal’s Turkey was a crucial point of reference 

during the interwar period. Cemil Aydin (2017, p. 131) has argued that “After abolition of the 

caliphate, the Republic of Turkey played a key role in the political imagination of other Muslim 

societies, illustrating the persistence of pan-Islamic ideas and politics.” We could add that Turkey 

also continued to play a leading role in the imagination of European journalists, who assumed 

that it had an exemplary function for the whole Muslim world. 

In France as well as the Netherlands, the mainstream newspapers supported the colonial 

ambitions and the ‘civilising missions’ of their countries. The newspapers’ concern about the 

emancipation of Muslim women contrasted sharply with their lack of support for the political 

emancipation of Muslims subjects. Although journalists regularly denounced cases of colonial 

exploitation and called for a humane and benevolent approach, they hardly challenged imperial-

ism as a whole. Instead, it could be argued that most articles about Muslims either directly or 

indirectly supported imperialism, even when their perspectives were very different or seemingly 

contradictory.  

To explain this, this thesis has proposed the ‘triad of imperialist discursive strategies’: exot-

icism, criticism and appropriation (see Section 6.3). Exoticism established Muslims as the funda-

mental, timeless Other in the most romantic, Saidian sense. Criticism stressed that Muslims had 

to overcome many problems before they would reach the same state of development as Europe-

ans. Appropriation asserted the power of the coloniser over the colonised: it made clear that the 

relation between Europeans and Muslims was characterised by dominance, rather than equality. 

Occasionally, especially in France, this even took the form of metaphorically referring to the co-

lonial power as the ‘mother’ and the Muslim subjects as its ‘children’. 

Some newspapers offered alternative perspectives on imperialism. Catholic newspapers 

wanted the civilising mission to be much more sympathetic to the Catholic mission: in their view, 

colonial powers not only had the moral obligation to modernise the Muslim lands, but also to 

evangelise. Therefore, the Catholic press rarely used the discursive strategy of appropriation in 

the way other newspapers did. The communist newspaper L’Humanité was the only one to openly 

oppose imperialism as a whole, strongly criticisisng French colonial policy. Nevertheless, the 

communists in fact pursued their own mission civilisatrice, as they called for Muslims to embrace 

communism.  
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Edward Said’s argument that media play a key role in the construction and diffusion of 

Muslim images has served as a point of departure for this thesis. The results of this thesis largely 

support Said’s assertion that media have emphasised and essentialised the imagined opposition 

between European and Islamic ideas. Indeed, it was commonplace to stress the opposition be-

tween the modern, rational West and the traditional, irrational East. In particular, articles about 

the position of Muslim women often underlined the incompatibility of Islam with European lib-

eral values. Said’s claim that the Orient was presented as unchanging and undifferentiated was 

also supported by a substantial part of the articles, especially in those that used an exoticist per-

spective.  

However, this claim was not true for all articles, as many journalists did in fact focus on the 

considerable societal change that took place in some Muslim countries: this was particularly the 

case in reports on Mustafa Kemal’s reforms in Turkey. Others clearly differentiated between di-

verse groups of Muslims, for example in articles that mentioned Muslim concerns about the im-

position of Wahhabism on Mecca. The gendered discourse was also interesting in this regard. 

Muslim men were more typically presented as unchanging, traditional and conservative, while 

Muslim women were often depicted as more modern and progressive, longing for emancipation 

and a more Western life-style. Thus, the same article could simultaneously frame Muslim men as 

the Other and Muslim women as ‘one of us’. 

Edward Said’s (1981, pp. 12–3) statement that “Islam has never been welcome in Europe” 

is contradicted by the numerous articles that applauded the construction of the Parisian mosque 

in the 1920s, as well as the subsequent holidays and other events celebrated there. In particular, 

authors who employed the discursive strategy of appropriation suggested that Islam was in fact 

welcome in Europe. Of course, it should be noted that they mostly ‘welcomed’ Islam as a ‘tro-

phy’ of imperialism and that their seemingly accommodating, tolerant attitude generally presup-

posed that Muslims would remain subordinated to European imperialist tutelage. Nevertheless, it 

is overly simplistic to simply state that Islam was never welcome. Instead, this thesis supports the 

views put forward among others by Lisa Lowe (1991) and Daniel Varisco (2007) that representa-

tions of the Orient were (and are) heterogeneous, contradictory and context-dependent. 

This thesis offers various leads for promising avenues of future research. First, this study 

has only looked at the representations of Muslims in two countries, France and the Netherlands. 

As the results suggest that the press discourse was largely transnational, it would be interesting to 

look at other countries as well. In particular, it would be good to include the United Kingdom, 

because of the large number of Muslims living in its empire. Second, while the choice of newspa-
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pers in this thesis was meant to reflect different political perspectives and keep a balance between 

the two countries, it was not exhaustive. Some other newspapers could be analysed to get a more 

complete picture of the perspectives in the two countries. For example, to better understand the 

Dutch discourse as a whole, the Protestant perspective of newspaper De Standaard could be com-

pared with those of the other societal ‘pillars’. 

Third and perhaps most importantly, this study has limited itself to the 1920s and 1930s, 

the period when colonial empires had attained their largest extent, newspapers had reached mas-

sive circulations and Muslim communities started forming in Western Europe. Now that we have 

a much clearer idea of the way Muslims were framed by the press during this crucial timespan, it 

would be illuminating to trace the representations all the way to the present day. 

Criticism of Muslims and Islam has remained fully resilient and has even increased in the 

last decades. It is not difficult to see parallels between the interwar concerns about the oppression 

of Muslim women and similar discussions today. Exoticism has also persisted over time, but pos-

sibly decreased somewhat as the numbers of Muslim immigrants increased: when Europeans 

grew more accustomed to see Muslims in their midst, the fascination with their perceived myste-

riousness may have subsided. Nevertheless, elements of the exoticist discourse can still be ob-

served, for example in the representation of Muslims as timeless, traditional and homogeneous.  

In contrast, it can be hypothesised that the imperialist appropriative discourse declined 

with the collapse of the colonial empires. The large enthusiasm with which interwar commenta-

tors (including those on the secular right) wrote about the friendship between Muslims and Eu-

ropeans seems to have largely subsided. I opened this thesis with a quote by French President 

Gaston Doumergue (in office from 1924 to 1931) that illustrated this enthusiasm and will close it 

with his words as well. In a speech at the inauguration of the Paris Mosque, Doumergue passion-

ately honoured the “French-Muslim friendship” and predicted that it would be ever-lasting: 

I want to underline the profound connections, the underlying sympathies that unite us and 

the unbreakable cord that history has woven between us. Even though the mysterious and 

inevitable laws of this history have sometimes aggrieved some among us, even though the 

chain of events has placed Islam under our protection, we will find inspiration in that com-

mon ideal to imagine the future and to prepare together the solutions that are most in line 

with the magnificent inspirations of the great men that have honoured our two civilisations 

the most. […] 
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Someone asked the Prophet […] which Islam was the best. He replied: “It is that of the be-

liever of whom the Muslims should fear neither the hand nor the language.” From this point 

of view […], that Islam is also ours, because our actions and words will always be inspired by 

a common friendship and the same desire for progress283 (in: Le Matin, 16 July 1926, p. 2). 

  

                                                           
 

283 “Je veux exprimer par là les profondes affinités, les souterraines sympathies qui nous réunissent et 
l’indissoluble trame que l’histoire a tissée autour de nous. Si les lois mystérieuses et inéluctables de cette 
histoire ont parfois froissé quelques-uns d’entre nous, si l’enchaînement des faits a placé l’Islam sous notre 
protection, nous saurons nous inspirer de cet idéal commun pour envisager l’avenir et préparer ensemble 
les solutions les plus conformes aux magnifiques inspirations des grands hommes qui ont le plus honoré 
nos deux civilisations. […] 
 « On demanda au Prophète […] quel était l’Islam le meilleur. » Il répondit : « C’est celui du croyant dont 
les musulmans n’ont à redouter ni la main ni la langue. » De ce point de vue, sire, cet Islam-là est aussi le 
nôtre, car nos actions et nos paroles s’inspireront toujours d’une commune amitié et d’un même désir de 
progrès.” 
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Appendix I: Author biographies 

 

Claude Blanchard (1896–1945) 

Although he would not enjoy the same long-lasting fame as Albert Londres, Claude Blanchard 

was also one of the ‘grand reporters’ writing for Le Petit Parisien who specialised in investigative 

journalism. He strongly defended the Anglo-Saxon model of reporting, which meant that journal-

ists should write their article in the field and telegraph it to their newspaper as soon as possible. 

Many other journalists would take more time editing their reports or even only finish it upon 

their return in France. Just like Londres, Blanchard perished on the way back to France after one 

of his journeys: he died in a plane crash (Boucharenc, 2004, pp. 41 & 89; Martin, 2007, pp. 123–

4). 

 

Bagindo Dahlan Abdoellah (1895–1950) 

Dahlan Abdoellah had attended the school for indigenous teachers in Fort de Kock (now 

Bukittinggi, West Sumatra). In 1915, he came to the Netherlands to continue his education in 

The Hague. He soon became President of the Indonesian student association in the Netherlands. 

In 1920 he made the pilgrimage to Mecca as part of a study trip that also brought him to Egypt. 

De Telegraaf published his series of reports about this pilgrimage. After having completed this 

education, he worked as an assistant-teacher of the Malay language at Leiden University. Dahlan 

Abdoellah was critical of the Dutch rule over Indonesia. He returned to Indonesia in 1925 and 

worked as a teacher there. From 1934 onwards, Dahlan Abdoellah represented an Indonesian 

nationalist party in the municipal politics of Batavia (Jakarta): first as a member of the city council 

and later, during the Japanese occupation, as mayor. Due to his collaboration with the Japanese, 

he was detained by the Dutch in 1946–7. Shortly after the independence, he was appointed as the 

Indonesian ambassador in Iraq, Syria and Transjordan, but he died within three months after his 

arrival there, in 1950 (Suryadi, 2014). 
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Yves Dautun (1903–1973) 

Yves Dautun had reported on the Spanish Civil War and returned to France as an ardent anti-

communist. He joined the Fascist Parti populaire français (PPF) of Jacques Doriot in 1937. In 1939, 

not long after the publication of this article, he voluntarily enlisted for the French army. After 

having been a prisoner of war, he resumed working with Doriot and collaborated with the Ger-

mans (Short, 2014): he even set up a counter-espionage network with the aim to track down Brit-

ish and American agents. After the war he was sentenced to twenty years of forced labour, but 

got an early release, allegedly thanks to the help of his cousin François Mitterrand (Péan, 1994). 

 

Laurent Depui/Chérif Ibrahim (1878–1947) 

As a captain of the French army, Depui had led a unit fighting against the Turkish troops on the 

Arabic peninsula during the First World War (Frémeaux, 2016, pp. 57–8). Later he worked at the 

French consulate in Jeddah, where he maintained diplomatic contacts with King Saud (Chantre, 

2016, p. 99). In 1932, he published a series of articles about the Hajj in Le Matin. 

 

Jacob Israël de Haan (1881–1924) 

De Haan was a Jewish socialist poet, writer, lawyer and journalist who migrated to Palestine in 

1919. As a correspondent, he wrote for Dutch and British newspapers. De Haan led a turbulent 

life and was a controversial figure. He had published two novels, in 1904 and 1908, that were 

highly controversial at the time: the stories revolved around same-sex relationships. De Haan lost 

his position at socialist newspaper Het Volk and also estranged some of his closest friends due to 

these publications. Later, he moved to Palestine to fulfil his Zionist ideals, yet upon arrival he 

became fascinated by the Arabs and their culture. De Haan wrote reports about the Holy Land 

for liberal newspaper Algemeen Handelsblad. He wrote very detailed and rich descriptions of life in 

Palestine, and in particular the life of the Arabs. De Haan soon became a strong criticist of Zion-

ism. He eventually had to pay for this with his life, as he was murdered in 1924, at the age of 42, 

by a young member of the Jewish paramilitary organisation Haganah (Fontijn, 2015).  
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Albert Londres (1884–1932) 

Albert Londres was a travelling reporter who gained considerable fame with his investigative 

journalism as well as his social engagement, which he combined in the genre of the ‘grand report-

age’. He denounced the inhuman treatment of the less fortunate, such as prostitutes, convicts and 

the colonized, even though he did not directly oppose the institution of colonialism as such 

(Charle, 2004, p. 276, Gannier, 2007, pp. 425–6). For example, in his 1930 book Land of Ebony he 

revealed the horrors that accompanied the construction of a railroad in Congo, where the indige-

nous people worked as slaves and tens of thousands perished: “Londres was not attacking the 

fundamentals of colonialism; he simply wanted to stop the killing. He wanted to denounce an 

injustice that no journalist worthy of the name could ignore” (Assouline, 2009, p. 29). Londres’ 

legendary status reached to such a point that he served as a model for Hergé’s Tintin. He eventu-

ally died on the way back from a journey to China, when the steamship Georges Philippar caught 

fire and sank in the Gulf of Aden. 

 

Magdeleine Marx (1889–1973) 

Magdeleine Marx, née Legendre, rallied against all forms of oppression: from Stalinism and fas-

cism, to the oppression of women and colonialism. She was an outspoken pacifist and com-

munist, who blamed capitalism and the bourgeois society for the inferior role of women. Marx 

admired Andrée Viollis (see below), who had managed to become a very well-respected reporter 

and thus broke through traditional gender roles in journalism. After having separated from her 

husband Henry Marx, she married the lawyer Maurice Paz in 1924 and carried his name the rest 

of her life. They left the French Communist Party in 1929 out of discontent over its Stalinist line: 

they strongly defended Trotsky. After that she started writing for Monde, followed by Le Populaire 

(Mathieu, 2007). 

 

Philip Mechanicus (1889–1944) 

Coming from a poor Jewish family, Mechanicus was a self-taught journalist who first worked for 

socialist newspaper Het Volk. After having completed his military service, he worked for two 

newspapers in the Netherlands Indies. Upon his return in Europe, he joined the foreign desk of 

Algemeen Handelsblad in 1920. His travel reports about the Soviet Union and Palestine were bun-

dled and published as books (Manasse, 2007). Because of his Jewish background, he had to leave 
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the newspaper when Germany occupied the Netherlands in 1940 and was arrested in 1944. The 

diary he kept in transit camp Westerbork was later published and offered important insights in 

day-to-day life in the camp (Romijn, 2002, p. 329). Mechanicus was eventually executed in 

Auschwitz-Birkenau in 1944. 

 

George Nypels (1885–1977) 

George Nypels was one of the rare Dutch travelling reporters. Nypels was born in a wealthy pa-

trician family284 in Maastricht: his father owned a reputed printing and publishing company. Ny-

pels was an excellent student in high school (classic gymnasium), but was too restless and too fond 

of travelling to complete a university degree: he spend a year each in Amsterdam, Lausanne 

(Switzerland) and Munich (Germany), studying medicine in the first and law in the latter two. He 

learned to speak several foreign languages. After that he lived in London for a year before mov-

ing to Seville, Spain. In 1910, he decided to write an article about his travels in Spain. The liberal 

newspaper his parents used to read, the Nieuwe Rotterdamsche Courant (NRC), already had a corre-

spondent in Spain and De Telegraaf rejected his article. Nypels then contacted the more ‘elitist’ 

liberal newspaper Algemeen Handelsblad, which not only decided to publish this article, but offered 

him the opportunity to publish many more articles about a wide range of Spanish topics. For 

some years, he was an on-and-off contributor to the editorial board, alternating and combining 

his spells as a correspondent in Spain and as an editor in Amsterdam with office jobs in trade 

companies. Although he had been baptised as a Catholic, he was listed in a 1916 municipal regis-

ter as ‘niet-kerkelijk’ (‘not belonging to a church’285). Finally, in January 1919, Nypels published a 

series of articles about the unrest in Berlin after having stayed there for a month. These articles 

were so well received that Algemeen Handelsblad offered him the prestigious position of travelling 

correspondent. This allowed him to travel anywhere he wanted to report on wars, revolutions 

                                                           
 

284 The Nypels family was ‘officially’ considered a patrician family by the Centraal Bureau for Genealogie (CBG) and 
included in its publication ‘Nederlands Patriciaat’ (better known in the Netherlands as the ‘Blue Book’). The main 
condition for admission to the patriciate was (and still is) that a family had consistently played a ‘prominent’ role in 
society for a period of at least 150 years. 
285 In its strict meaning, ‘niet-kerkelijk’ only indicates that Nypels was not registered with any official church. Thus, 
the more common English translation of ‘niet-kerkelijk’, ‘non-religious’, would not necessarily be correct. On the 
other hand, it is very well possible that Nypels was indeed non-religious, as he sent his first article only to secular 
newspapers instead of Catholic ones, and eventually worked for a liberal newspaper. Although the young Nypels 
grew up in a Catholic region of the Netherlands, the fact that his parents also used to read a liberal newspaper (Nieu-
we Rotterdamsche Courant) seems to indicate they were in fact already closer to the ‘liberal pillar’ than the Catholic one. 
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and revolutionary movements: he went to Germany, Russia, Hungary, Italy and many other 

countries (Van Renssen, 2006, pp. 33–44). 

In December 1920, he travelled from Greece to Istanbul to report on the war between 

both countries. He was appalled by the behaviour of partying, decadent soldiers and sailors from 

the United States, France and Britain, as well as the exiled Russian elite. This contrasted sharply 

with the poverty of the Turkish inhabitants and the Russian refugees. Nypels gradually developed 

more sympathy for the Turks, whom he found to be very decent, tolerant and peaceful people: 

this did not correspond to the ‘barbarian’ image of Turks that still existed in the Netherlands. He 

even went so far as to claim that the Turks should not be judged for the alleged genocide against 

the Armenians four to five year earlier: both sides committed cruelties, he stressed (Van Renssen, 

2006, pp. 176–88). 

Nypels became more and more curious about the surprising successes of the Turkish na-

tionalist movement and its leader, Mustafa Kemal. He noted that Turkey was undergoing much 

more radical changes than anyone in the West realised, although he also expressed uncertainty 

over how this revolution would end: in a military dictatorship, a theocracy, a democracy or some-

thing else. Nypels embarked on a long and hazardous journey to Angora (Ankara) to meet Ke-

mal: he hoped he would be the first Western journalist to make it to the headquarters of the 

Turkish nationalists. Upon arrival, in early March 1921, he discovered to his disappointment that 

a young American reporter, Clarence Streit, had arrived two days earlier and already interviewed 

Kemal. The biggest disappointment, however, was Nypels’ own interview with Kemal: the Turk-

ish commander was irritated by the first question Nypels asked him (about the strength of the 

Turkish army), insinuated he was a spy and abruptly left the room (Van Renssen, 2006, pp. 188–

213). 

Although Nypels later wrote that he felt a strong and imminent antipathy against Kemal as 

a person, he continued to be fascinated by the successes of the Turkish nationalists after his re-

turn to the Netherlands. In the following months, he published many articles about his adven-

tures in Turkey. He briefly returned to Smyrna at the end of a long Mediterranean trip in early 

1922. The city was the last Greek stronghold on the Anatolian west coast to be captured by the 

Turks. Its inhabitants braced themselves for the final battle of the war. Yet the Turks ultimately 

conquered the city only in September, when Nypels had already left Turkey and was in Denmark 

to report on Queen Wilhelmina’s state visit there (Van Renssen, 2006, pp. 212–5). 
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Willem van der Pluym (1879–1960) 

Van der Pluym was an architect and architectural historian. He was schooled at the Rijksmuseum 

and Utrecht University. In 1918 he was appointed as professor of art history at the Rijksakademie 

voor Beeldende Kunsten (State Academy of Fine Arts) in Amsterdam; four years later he also ob-

tained a chair at the University of Amsterdam. Van der Pluym made many study tours to other 

countries to expand his knowledge and wrote articles for both the Dutch and foreign press (Bo-

eyinga, 1963). 

 

Anna Polak (1874–1943) 

Polak was a prominent Dutch feminist. She was a vocal advocate of women’s labour and an 

equally outspoken critic of discrimination against women: she was the director of the Nationaal 

Bureau voor Vrouwenarbeid (National Bureau for Women’s Labour) and active in the boards of sev-

eral other feminist organisations. She was a member of De Vrijheidsbond, a conservative-liberal 

political party that supported equal rights for men and women, as well as a gradual development 

towards autonomy for the Netherlands Indies. Coming from a liberal Jewish family, Polak would 

eventually be killed in Auschwitz during the Second World War (Van der Veer, 1988). 

 

Andrée Viollis (1870–1950) 

Andrée Viollis, a pseudonym of Andrée Jacquet de la Verryère, was a star reporter of Le Petit Pa-

risien, who was widely regarded as a leading foreign and colonial affairs correspondent. This was 

an exceptional achievement in a time when fewer than two percent of the French reporters were 

women. In addition, Viollis worked for the newspaper with the largest circulation and travelled 

more than any of these female colleagues, to a wide range of countries (including war zones) in 

Europe, Asia and Africa. She was the first woman to win the prize for the best foreign affairs 

reporter, in 1933. Due to the enormous popularity of her reports, she gained a higher salary than 

most of her (male and female) colleagues. Viollis came from a wealthy family and was educated at 

the Sorbonne and Oxford. She started her journalistic career at feminist newspaper La Fronde, 

where she wrote from a liberal feminist perspective. Throughout her life, she advocated equality 

of men and women and supported both women’s suffrage and equal career opportunities. As an 

egalitarian feminist, she rejected not only the idea that women were morally weaker and frailer 

than men, but also the opposing view of women’s moral superiority. She soon expanded her 
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scope beyond the topics that were specifically about women. Viollis distinguished herself as a 

good investigative journalist. She read historical, sociological and anthropological texts and often 

challenged dominant views (Stewart, 2007; Brunazzi, 2011; Renoult, 2013; Stewart & Shearman, 

2014). 

 After having written for the anti-clerical, republican Freethought journals La Raison and 

L’Action, and also having worked as the French correspondent to the Daily Mail, Viollis joined the 

editorial staff of Le Petit Parisien in 1922. Initially she mostly wrote about provincial murder cases 

and sports events, but she gradually started writing more about her travels: she later noted that 

travelling was the part of her job she enjoyed most. Remarkably, Viollis’ career blossomed from 

the mid-1920s onwards, when she was already well in her fifties. She stated that she tried to set 

her own personality aside in her travel reporting and just record what she saw and heard. Accord-

ing to Stewart (2007, p. 86) however, “Viollis allowed her personality, or persona, to intrude into 

her reporting, and in so doing, invoked her gender to enhance the storyline”. Like many journal-

ists of her time, she sometimes openly expressed her own political view on particular topics, but 

generally expressed herself in much less explicit ways (Stewart, 2007). While Viollis could be 

characterised as an ‘écrivain engagé’ in her books, she strongly presented herself as a more neutral 

‘witness-ambassador’ in her reports for Le Petit Parisien (Harbers & Broersma, 2016). 

 Throughout her career, Viollis managed to gain access to the most prominent political 

figures. She did not refrain from asking them very direct, critical and even embarrassing ques-

tions. From the early 1930s onwards, Viollis increasingly criticised colonial injustice and ex-

pressed anticolonial views (Renoult, 2013). She confronted stereotypical images of the colonised 

people’s cultures with her own observations to demonstrate to her mass readership that these 

people were in fact civilised and reasonable (Stewart, 2007, p. 102). Yet she did not directly criti-

cise French colonialism as such (Harbers & Broersma, 2016). Therefore, there has been some 

debate on the nature of Viollis’ criticism. Cooper (2006) has argued that she was a colonial hu-

manist rather than an actual anti-colonialist. Viollis strongly criticised abuse, exploitation, oppres-

sion and inequality, but did not call for an end to the whole colonial system. Cooper situates Viol-

lis in a school of left-wing intellectuals who thought that the emancipation of the indigenous 

populations could best be achieved through further integration in the French Republic and the 

extension of humanist republicanism. Stewart (2007) strongly rejects these arguments for being 

partial and decontextualized. In fact, it could be argued that Viollis’ criticism of colonialism al-

ready went as far as one could reasonably expect from someone in her position – a grand report-

er of the best-read newspaper in France: “by reporting details about the economic backbone of 
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French colonialism, the exploitation of colonial workers, and the corruption of the colonial re-

gime, Viollis challenged orthodox colonial ideologies of association and assimilation alike” (Stew-

art, 2007, p. 102). Later, Viollis also developed strong anti-fascist thoughts and she was gradually 

drawn towards socialist and pacifist ideas (Charle, 2004, p. 260). Besides her journalistic writings, 

Viollis also published four novels and a biography of Mme de La Fayette. She eventually joined 

the Resistance in the Second World War, settling in the village of Dieulefit in Southern France 

together with numerous other journalists, writers, exiles and refugees. There Viollis wrote pam-

phlets and articles for the clandestine journal Les Étoiles (Brunazzi, 2011). 

 

Leopold Weiss/Muhammad Asad (1900–1992) 

Leopold Weiss was born to a Jewish family in Lemberg (present-day Lviv in Ukraine) in the Aus-

tro-Hungarian empire, later moving to Vienna as his father worked there as a barrister. He 

dropped out of university to pursue a career as a journalist in Berlin. In 1922 Weiss travelled to 

Jerusalem, where he wrote for the Frankfurter Algemeine Zeitung. He befriended the Dutch journal-

ist Jacob Israël de Haan (see Section 3.7.2) and just like him, Weiss also became highly critical of 

Zionism and sympathetic towards the Arab cause. In the next years he travelled extensively 

through the Middle East and Central Asia. In the book he published about this journey in 1924, 

he expressed great admiration for everything Arab. The young Weiss was deeply critical of Euro-

pean society, criticising in particular liberal utilitarianism and the lack of spirituality. Although he 

did not discuss Islam in this first book, he converted in 1926 and adopted the name Muhammad 

Asad. From 1927 to 1932 he stayed on the Arabian peninsula in Mecca, Medina and Riyadh, 

where he was allowed to attend the court of King Saud (Kramer, 1999, pp. 226–33). Weiss wrote 

very positively about the newly unified state under the leadership of Saud, but gradually became 

disappointed with the slow pace of his reforms (Aydin, 2017, p. 150). In his later life, Weiss/Asad 

developed a very successful career as a scholar of Islam and the Muslim world, as well as political 

theorist and activist who eventually played an important role in the creation of the Islamic Re-

public of Pakistan (Hofmann, 2000; Aydin, 2017, pp. 150–1). In the newspapers of the interwar 

years, he was alternately credited under his adopted name or his name of birth. 
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