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Abstract 

While reality is something experienced as an a priori condition, it is in fact constructed by 

many interlinked parameters of existence. This analysis aims to dissect the reality parameters 

determined by the media, examined with the example of the German hijab debate. Conducting 

a critical discourse analysis of twenty newspaper articles concerning four systematically 

chosen key events, published by five leading German print media outlets in 2019 and 2020, 

this paper establishes three defining elements that limit the perception of reality and solidify 

the protracted state of the hijab debate: a lack of demonstrated ambiguity tolerance, a claim to 

the prerogative of interpretation and a self-reinforcing feedback loop between media reporting 

and perceivable social reality. The occurrence, impact and possible dismantling of these 

elements will be analysed within a methodological and theoretical framework inspired by 

Norman Fairclough, Michel Foucault, and social constructionism.  
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PART I – Setting the Scene  

1. Introduction 

The perception of socially relevant events is significantly influenced by their media coverage, 

or lack thereof. If not part of somebody’s personal experience, only those events covered by 

the media will become a part of their reality construction, and the way an event is covered 

will inform its placement and assessment within that reality construction. 1 Public discourse, 

of which the media constitute a large part (and the one I will focus on in this paper), hence 

reflects and perpetuates what is considered socially relevant. What and how the media talk 

about things produces and mirrors our reality, determines what we feel to be important or 

trivial, right or wrong. Frequent reporting conveys a sense of urgency, while a lack of 

reporting leads to an assumption of common-sense that does not require discussion. Similarly, 

different rhetorical choices determine what readers perceive as moral or immoral. As such, 

much of what we perceive as our reality – and simultaneously what we do not perceive at all – 

is constructed for us in a natural and mostly unconscious process.2 Through an examination of 

media coverage, this paper aims to demystify this process of externally determined reality 

construction.  

The hypothesis guiding this endeavour is a general inability to accept the existence of 

opposing reality constructions, propagated by the media’s blurring of opinions with truths. 

Comments about ‘my truth’ and ‘your truth’ have been trending for the past couple of years, 

usually referencing subjective opinions or experiences. This form of relativism is taken ad 

absurdum when knowing ‘my truth’ becomes the endpoint of understanding, leading to people 

living in their own bubbles of truth and being either unaware or ignorant toward the 

possibility of different interpretations of existence. With their algorithms, social media 

networks are a catalyst for this process. Media theorists therefore invented the term echo 

chamber as people’s thoughts, beliefs and opinions are echoed back toward them while 

omitting opposing views.3  

 
1 Kahnemann, Daniel. Thinking, Fast and Slow. London: Penguin, 2012.  
2 Ibid.    
3 Pablo Barberá, Pablo et al. “Tweeting from Left to Right: Is Online Political Communication More Than an 

Echo Chamber?”. Psychological Science. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 2015. https://bit.ly/2DJAU6s. Accessed 12 

August 2020.  

 

https://bit.ly/2DJAU6s
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Once we label subjective interpretations of reality as truth and hence unarguable positions, the 

existence and acknowledgment of other interpretations becomes synonymous with an attack 

or devaluation of our own. That is why, when confronted with something that does not fit ‘my 

truth’, which constitutes the frame of how I perceive the world, the former is rearranged and 

explained in a way as to fit this frame. Every time the existence of multiple and possibly 

ambiguous reality constructions is bypassed, I cement a one-sided and biased construction of 

reality and impede the acceptance of difference. Subjective interpretations of reality hence 

become problematic if their subjective origin is forgotten or veiled, leading to claims of 

objective and universal validity. The media play a key role in perpetuating such an objective 

and universally valid understanding of reality.4 In theory, public discourse, the arena of 

medial influence, can be a space that allows many different realities to be heard while also 

searching for a social consensus that can be agreed by all.5 In practice, this ideal is rarely 

achieved, especially regarding topics where contradicting constructions of reality and hence 

contradicting objectivities collide.  

2. The Hijab Debate 

A debate where the impact of this collision can be demonstrated well is the German debate 

regarding the hijab (henceforth, and to allow better reading, called the hijab debate6). The 

debate first broke out in 1999, when Fereshta Ludin was refused employment in the teaching 

profession in Baden-Wuerttemberg by the authorities and ultimately also by the Federal 

Constitutional Court for wanting to wear hijab during lessons.7 Having lasted in public 

discourse for over two decades with no mutually accepted resolution in sight, the debate has 

deteriorated to a slugfest of two seemingly contrasting and hence irreconcilable reality 

constructions and interpretations of truth: the hijab as a symbol of oppression versus the hijab 

as a symbol of emancipation. Analysing the discursive practices cementing the 

irreconcilability of these positions bears social, cultural, political, and religious consequences 

and is thus the substance of this paper.  

 

 
4 Lippmann, Walter. Public Opinion. New York: Harcourt, Brace and Company, 1922.  
5 Habermas, Jürgen. Strukturwandel der Öffentlichkeit: Untersuchungen zu einer Kategorie der bürgerlichen 

Gesellschaft. Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp Verlag, 1990. 
6 For this analysis, I chose to focus on the hijab instead of the headscarf because hijab entails not only a way of 

dressing but a code of conduct. This decision is based in my assessment of the German debate pertaining not 

only to a Muslim way of dressing but to the way of life associated with it.  
7 Elyas, Nadeem. „Urteil des Bundesverfassungsgerichts im „Kopftuchstreit“.“ Deutschlandfunk. 24 September 

2003. https://bit.ly/2DT6w9G. Accessed 14 August 2020.  

https://bit.ly/2DT6w9G


7 

 

2.1 Previous Research on the Hijab Debate in Germany  

One explanation for the protracted state of the hijab debate is a Eurocentric understanding of 

secularism and progress. Because European secularism has led to a privatization of religion 

and a general disappearance of religion in the public sphere, visually conspicuous signs of 

religion, such as the Muslim hijab, inevitably stand out. In his book The Problem of Religion 

and the Anxieties of European Secular Democracy, José Casanova maintains that the 

resistance European democracies such as Germany show in their acceptance of Islam, the 

epitome of which is the Muslim hijab, rests on the assumption that secularization is a 

necessary premise for democracy.8 Religion, and specifically Islam, is regarded as the 

antidote of progress and with that, the hijab is seen as symbol of backwardness and as 

incompatible with the democratic ideal of gender equality. Dr. Birgit Rommelspacher 

identified this tension between secularism and religiosity as one of the pillars of the hijab 

debate, adding relations of dominance between different groups of women and contradictions 

in the understanding of emancipation to the list of underlying reasons for the debate. 

Rommelspacher states that it is the German majority's repressive and nonreflective self-

praising concept of emancipation that constitutes the true negative impact for hijab-wearing 

women in Germany.9  Similarly, Bettina Pinzl concludes her content analysis of articles 

published in two major German newspapers by confirming that discussions of the hijab 

mostly perpetuate an incompatibility of Muslim women wearing hijab with the majority’s 

understanding of female emancipation.10 Her analysis found that the media reporting on the 

hijab presents an obstacle to integration and acceptance of hijab-wearing women in 

Germany.11    

The first and still most prominent quantitative study regarding the hijab in Germany was 

published by the Konrad-Adenauer-Foundation (Konrad-Adenauer-Stiftung, short: KAS). A 

total of 315 hijab-wearing women of Turkish origin were asked about their motives behind 

their hijab as well as their social and political attitudes. The conclusion of the study was that 

 
8 Casanova, Josè. “The Problem of Religion and the Anxieties of European Secular Democracy.” In Religion and 

Democracy in Contemporary Europe, by Gabriel Motzkin and Yochi Fischer. London: Alliance Publishing 

Trust, 2008. pp. 64. https://bit.ly/30NuNXo. Accessed 12 August 2020.   
9 Rommelspacher, Birgit. “Zur Emanzipation “der” muslimischen Frau.“ Bundeszentrale für politische Bildung. 

23 January 2009. https://bit.ly/2POCNBm. Accessed 12 August 2020. and Rommelspacher, Birgit. Feminismus 

und kulturelle Dominanz. Kontroversen um die Emanzipation der muslimischen Frau. https://bit.ly/30Nwap0. 

Accessed 12 August 2020.  
10 Pinzl, Bettina. “”Der Kopftuch-Streit“ in den Printmedien“. Gender-politik-online. December 2006. 

https://bit.ly/2CpVpEI. Accessed 12 August 2020.   
11 Ibid. 

https://bit.ly/30NuNXo
https://bit.ly/2POCNBm
https://bit.ly/30Nwap0
https://bit.ly/2CpVpEI
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the hijab is worn for religious reasons, but not understood as oppressive.12 However, as the 

study was based exclusively on self-disclosure by the participants and included only a small 

selection of women wearing hijab in Germany, the results were widely criticized.13 A more 

recent study by Dr. Reyhan Şahin examined the different motivations of Muslim women 

wearing hijab, concluding that “there are at least as many variations in the meaning of the 

Muslim hijab as there are Muslim hijab wearers in the world.”14 

The approach most similar to my own was taken by German linguist Peter Kühn who 

proclaimed the hijab debate as a proxy debate for the presumed irreconcilability of different 

cultural politics.15 Kühn states that the portrayed irreconcilability of different symbolisms 

perpetuated within the debate act as roadblocks which impede an understanding of the 

complexity of the symbolic interpretations of the hijab. 

As the previous research shows, the hijab has been the subject of public debate for more than 

two decades. While there have been academic attempts to explore the controversy and 

protracted state of the debate, my text differs from the previous research in that I use the hijab 

debate as an example to demonstrate the general reality-constructing function of public 

discourse. I believe the hijab debate to be well suited for this endeavor for the following 

reasons: 

2.2 The Propagated Irreconcilability of Religious Freedom and Gender Equality  

On February 27th, 2020, the Federal Constitutional Court published its latest landmark 

decision regarding the hijab, deciding that the German principle of neutrality forbids female 

trainee lawyers from wearing a headscarf during their training in court. The court stated the 

following considerations, inter alia:  

“The interference with religious freedom is constitutionally justified.”16  

and:  

 
12 Jessen, Frank and Ulrich von Wilamowitz-Moellendorff. „Das Kopftuch – Entschleierung eines Symbols?“ 

Konrad-Adenauer-Stiftung. September 2006. https://bit.ly/3is9OQ2. Accessed 12 August 2020.   
13 Kiefer, Michael. „Fakten und Vorurteile.“ Taz. 30 October 2006. https://bit.ly/2XZuFSU. Accessed 14 August 

2002.  
14 Şahin, Dr. Reyhan. „Die Bedeutung des muslimischen Kopftuchs in Deutschland.“ Körber Stiftung. 2013. 

https://bit.ly/3ak3GX6. Accessed 12 August 2020. 
15 Kühn, Peter. Kopftuchstreit: Das Kopftuch im Diskurs der Kulturen. Nordhausen: Traugott Bautz, 2008.  
16 “Kopftuchverbot für Rechtsreferendarinnen verfassungsgemäß.” Bundesverfassungsgericht. 27 February, 

2020. https://bit.ly/30Phrdl. Press Release. Accessed 2 August 2020. 

https://bit.ly/3is9OQ2
https://www.kas.de/c/document_library/get_file?uuid=3d08932d-3e00-7ab3-abe6-6e9bb24c0f42&groupId=252038
https://bit.ly/2XZuFSU
https://bit.ly/3ak3GX6
https://bit.ly/30Phrdl
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“Whether the principle of neutrality leads to an indirect discrimination of the 

complainant on grounds of her sex, because the prohibition is likely to affect 

predominantly Muslim women, does not need to be decided.”17 

These statements reveal that at the core of this debate lies an assumed incompatibility of 

religious freedom and gender equality. While the media and most political parties have not 

directly denied Muslims their right to religious freedom18, many have called upon Muslim 

women to unveil as a sign of female emancipation and embrace of democracy.19 This reveals 

the popular assumption that the hijab can only be a sign of submission, preventing Muslim 

women from exercising gender equality in the way such exercise is envisioned by the German 

majority.20 If the Muslim woman’s understanding of religious freedom and gender equality 

deviates from this conception, she must decide which one of these rights she wants to claim: 

religious freedom, that is wearing hijab and being regarded as submissive to patriarchal 

religion or gender equality, that is unveiling and possibly going against her own religious 

beliefs. Religious freedom and gender equality have hence become constructed as mutually 

exclusive – for Muslim women.21 Advocating for religious freedom has become equated with 

wanting to curtail gender equality; advocating for gender equality has become suspicious of 

being anti-Islam. The debate allows for very little ambiguity, producing a reality where the 

freedom to religious autonomy cannot be reconciled with the right to gender equality. 

2.3 Immanent Power Structures 

The debate about the Muslim hijab has been and continues to be taken up by right-wing 

parties to fuel beliefs about the incompatibility of Islam with German democracy.22 

Condensed, their narrative maintains Islam as the root of female oppression, tangible in the 

Muslim hijab. Such rightist rhetoric thrives on simple truths and absolutist thinking that does 

not allow any room for ambiguity.23 Opinions are construed and presented as facts, providing 

a one-sided but easily digestible construction of reality. Acknowledging different opinions is 

 
17 Bundesverfassungsgericht, “Kopftuchverbot für Rechtsreferendarinnen verfassungsgemäß.“   
18 Neuerer, Dietmar. „CDU-Politiker fühlt sich an Nazi-Zeit erinnert“. Handelsblatt. 17 May 2016. 

https://bit.ly/30MH4eQ. Accessed 12 August 2020.  
19 Pinzl, Bettina. “”Der Kopftuch-Streit“ in den Printmedien“.  
20 Ibid.   
21 Sunder, Madhavi. “Piercing the Veil.” Yale Law Journal. Vol. 112. April 2003. https://bit.ly/2FkS0YZ. 

Accessed 12 August 2020.  
22 Programm für Deutschland.“ Alternative für Deutschland. April 2017. https://bit.ly/30OZITi. Accessed 12 

August 2020; Hafez, Kai and Sabrina Schmidt. „Die Wahrnehmung des Islam in Deutschland.“ Bertelsmann 

Stiftung. 2015. pp. 11. https://bit.ly/2PM8Ule. Accessed 12 August 2020.    
23 Dr. Greven, Thomas. “The Rise of Right-wing Populism in Europe and the United States”. Friedrich Ebert 

Stiftung. May 2016. https://bit.ly/3kyEfpH. Accessed 12 August 2020.  

https://bit.ly/30MH4eQ
https://bit.ly/2FkS0YZ
https://bit.ly/30OZITi
https://bit.ly/2PM8Ule
https://bit.ly/3kyEfpH
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treated as a sign of weakness and a betrayal of prescribed convictions. Claiming mutual 

exclusivity of religious freedom and gender equality thus serves to protect unequal structures 

of power, such as those between men and women, or those between Christianity and Islam. It 

is only those who identify as both female and Muslim whose reality is negatively impacted by 

the hijab debate. It affects them regardless of whether they themselves wear hijab or not, 

because the debate negates their individual complexity by reducing them to this one decision. 

The hijab debate offers the opportunity to examine how the media may unconsciously adapt 

and strengthen an absolutist rhetoric of power. Such rhetoric can manifest in claims to the 

prerogative of interpretation with a simultaneous denial of opposing interpretations, or more 

covertly, by referencing multiple possibilities of interpretation but using rhetorical tools to 

give authority only to one such interpretation.  

2.4 The Objectification of Social Constructions 

Lastly, the hijab debate reveals how the media is apt to objectify what are in fact social 

constructions. Adopting a social constructionist viewpoint, we must recognize and accept the 

plurality of social constructions and hence the plurality of what people perceive as truth. The 

way the majority of German society constructs a Muslima is a consequence of 

institutionalizing what was once established through social interactions and mutual agreement 

by the dominant social group.24 Most social constructions that determine our perception of 

reality have become shaped by interactions that we were not necessarily or directly a part of – 

through previous generations or media discourse.25 This means that we must not have directly 

interacted with a woman of Muslim faith to carry a social construction of a Muslima. Social 

constructions can become habitualized subliminally, eventually manifesting as ‘natural’ 

reality. Even though this process of ‘truth-building’ is a collective experience, not all are 

given equal access to it.26 Social constructions are reinforced or negated depending on the 

interests of the dominant social group, which means that what we perceive as objective reality 

may in fact serve the purpose of maintaining the status quo. Analysing the hijab debate will 

allow me to dissect how static and homogenous understandings of social constructions 

impede the acceptance of ambiguity, leading to absolutist discourse. The consumption of such 

 
24 Galbin, Alexandra. “An Introduction to Social Constructionism.” Social Research Reports. Vol. 26, 2014, 

pp.83.   
25 Berger, Peter L. and Thomas Luckmann. The Social Construction of Reality: A Treatise in the Sociology of 

Knowledge. Garden City: Anchor, 1967.  
26 Ibid. 
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discourse leads to a self-reinforcing feedback loop that prevents us from recognizing the 

objectification of essentially subjective constructions of reality.  

3. Research Aim and Course of Action  

The research aim of this paper is to dissect the reality parameters determined by the media, 

examined with the example of the German hijab debate. While reality is viewed as an external 

given, I argue that more attention should be given to its production through public discourse. 

What is discussed in public discourse – and what is omitted – may in part be a reflection of 

what the majority of discourse participants regard as relevant or irrelevant but in the decision 

to reflect this existing allocation of relevance lies a reinforcement of the latter as the societal 

status quo. Conducting a critical discourse analysis of twenty newspaper articles concerning 

four systematically chosen key events, published by five leading German print media outlets 

in 2019 and 2020, will illustrate how public discourse can serve to maintain static 

interpretations of social reality. My hypothesis of the media’s contribution to the inability to 

accept opposing reality constructions will be tested in the discussion of three elements found 

to be characteristic of the hijab debate and which illustrate the reality-constructing function of 

public discourse in general: lacking tolerance of ambiguity, the claim to the prerogative of 

interpretation, and a self-reinforcing feedback loop between media coverage and social 

reality, which prevents the recognition and transformation of the first two elements. The 

analysis of these elements will be proceeded by a discussion of key concepts necessary to not 

base the analysis on mistakenly assumed common understandings and interpretations. Then, I 

will present the methodological and theoretical considerations that provide the conceptual 

framework of the analysis. These reflections will constitute Part I of this paper. Part II will 

discuss the findings of the critical discourse analysis and conclude with suggestions how to 

make these findings relevant not only as an academic endeavour but as a practical guide to 

become more aware of the construction of reality.  

This paper is not a quantitative investigation of public discourse, a psychological treatise on 

the construction of our reality, nor an analysis of the political intentions behind a headscarf 

compulsion or a headscarf ban. Rather, by discussing the three identified elements, I want to 

highlight the social consequences of assuming a passive role in the production and 

consumption of media, and thus inevitably in the construction of reality. This paper is 

therefore intended to draw attention to how a society’s ability to act democratically depends 

on both conscious media production and the media consumers’ ability to comprehend and 

challenge the social impact of prevailing discursive practices.  
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4. Key Concepts and Background  

An analysis of the following concepts and academic as well as historical settings will be 

necessary to ensure that the analysis of the material is based on clearly defined terms and to 

provide the needed contextual knowledge.  

4.1 Racism and Racist Rhetoric in German Media  

Media reporting on those the majority population27 defines as ‘different’ is often difficult to 

contest. This is mainly because those considered ‘different’ constitute the minority, while the 

reporting is done from the viewpoint of the majority; the minority does not have the access 

and authority to challenge the reporting of the majority. In many cases, the majority 

population is therefore blind to the racist rhetoric that subverts the conduct of public 

discourse. A particularly drastic example of the unchallenged prevalence of racist rhetoric in 

Germany is the reporting of the murders by the National Socialist Underground 

(Nationalsozialistischer Untergrund, short: NSU), a neo Nazi terrorist group. These deadly 

attacks on nine business owners in the years 2000 to 2006, now clearly condemned as racist, 

were at the time described by the media as “kebab murders” (Dönermorde); due to the fact 

that all victims shared what the media called a “migration background”, a term whose 

emergence, usage and repercussions deserve its own critical analysis28. The term “kebab 

murders” reflects the stereotypes prevalent in the majority population at the time; the fact that 

the term was used until the detection of the actual perpetrators shows that the use of such 

rhetoric can very effectively limit the perception of reality by guiding the attention of the 

public.29 What is now seen as a clearly racially motivated series of murders was relativized, 

serving the cliché of foreign crime (Ausländerkriminalität). All newspapers at the time, 

including the left-leaning taz (Daily Newspaper, Original: Tageszeitung), allowed their gaze 

to be guided by the ruling discourse, which was reinforced with every mention of the term.30 

While the trivialization and normalization of racist rhetoric may not have been intentional, the 

harmful impact remained.  

 
27 In my analysis, the term majority population will be used not as a synonym for a truly quantifiable section of 

German society but rather for a set of rules, conventions, notions, beliefs, attitudes, et cetera shared by a large 

number of people in Germany and hence perceived as the so-called mainstream. 
28 Fuchs, Christian and John Goetz.  Die Zelle. Rechter Terror in Deutschland. Rowohlt, Reinbek bei Hamburg 

2012, pp. 182. and Fuchs, Christian. „Wie der Begriff Döner-Morde entstand.“ Der Spiegel. 04 July 2017. 
https://bit.ly/3kDZcPX. Accessed 12 August 2020.  
29 Kahane, Anetta. „Dieses Gelaber ist so unwürdig.“ Tagesschau. 16 November 2011.https://bit.ly/3gS0QLp. 

Accessed 12 August 2020.  
30 Litschko, Konrad. „Wir waren blind.“ Taz. 25 May 2017. https://bit.ly/2DLRLWf. Accessed 12 August 2020.  

https://bit.ly/3kDZcPX
https://bit.ly/3gS0QLp
https://bit.ly/2DLRLWf
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4.1.1 Stuart Hall and Hagendoorn/Kleinpenning  

This shows that in contrast to what seems to be commonly assumed or hoped, racism is not a 

relic of Germany’s past. This assumption stems mainly from the term racism in Germany 

being equated with the racial ideology of the Nazis, which has led German politicians and 

scholars to instead adopt the term xenophobia. The Oxford dictionary explains this as “the 

fear or hatred of that which is perceived to be foreign or strange”31. In public discourse, 

xenophobia has become the euphemised little sister of racism: xenophobic attitudes are 

portrayed as understandable, almost natural, based more in unknowingness and fear than in 

racist beliefs. At the core of this dangerous minimalization of racism lies the fact that, with a 

few exceptions, the racism we can observe today no longer has a distinct racial theory as a 

basis. Instead, we can see what Stuart Hall coined “the discursive concept of race”- which 

manifests itself as social exclusionary practices with which the excluding majority group 

seizes the power to define a minority as not ‘normal’ or ‘different’ and thus disadvantages it 

in its access to material and symbolic resources.32 A material resource withheld from the 

constructed minority could be the access to the labour market, a symbolic resource would be 

the access to German identity and a sense of belonging. In his book Racism as Ideological 

Discourse, Hall states that this new form of racist practices allows and in fact requires the 

construction of ‘the other’.33 Louk Hagendoorn and Gerard Kleinpenning argue similarly and 

state that the horrors of World War II have rendered blatant racism, based on race and 

ethnicity, socially unacceptable but outgroup prejudices and feelings of superiority have 

manifested in a more subtle form of racism based on cultural dominance.34 The goal of this 

new form of racism is the maintenance of ingroup culture, untainted by foreign influence. 

This new form of racism can be equally dangerous, partly because it is more difficult to spot, 

partly because its basis cannot be biologically disproven in the way racial theory has been.  

4.1.2 The Position from Which we Speak  

But: the fact that racism today differs from racism based on racial theory should not prompt 

us to use the term xenophobia when in fact we mean racism. If we speak of xenophobia when 

people who visually stand out from the majority are attacked, we confirm their difference, 

 
31 “Xenophobia”. Oxford Standard English Dictionary. Oxford Press, 2004.  
32 Jhally, Sut. “Race, The Floating Signifier Featuring Stuart Hall.” Media Education Foundation. 1997. 

https://bit.ly/3iuQ1PK. Accessed 12 August 2020.  
33 Hall, Stuart. Rassismus als ideologischer Diskurs. In: Das Argument. Zeitschrift für Philosophie und 

Sozialwissenschaften. Hamburg: Argument Verlag, 1989. pp. 913-921.  
34 Kleinpenning, Gerard and Louk Hagendoorn. “Forms of Racism and the Cumulative Dimension of Ethnic 

Attitudes.” Social Psychology Quarterly. Vol.56, No.1, 1993, pp. 21-36.   

https://bit.ly/3iuQ1PK


14 

 

their strangeness, their anomaly. Simultaneously, we confirm our position as speaking from 

and for the excluding majority. In her book Sprache und Sein (Language and Being), German 

author and journalist Kübra Gümüsay calls all those speaking from this position “the 

unnamed” – they do not require a label because they represent the norm.35 Then there are the 

“the named” – all those who deviate from the norm because of their appearance, their beliefs, 

or another factor and for which a name, demonstrating their difference, is therefore required.36 

In Germany, most individuals put in this latter category owe this to their visually discernible 

Middle Eastern background. While German society today seems able to recognize not only 

those with blond hair and blue eyes as belonging to Germany, there is still irritability if 

individuals chose to demonstrate, highlight or celebrate their difference – whether that be 

through their appearance, public prayer or other avenues - and simultaneously demand 

acceptance as a ‘normal’ German citizen. It seems as though individuals must decide: either 

you belong to ‘them’ or to ‘us’.  

In my analysis of the hijab debate, I will have to reconcile the need to cultivate an ambiguity 

of interpretation with the responsibility not to euphemize racist rhetoric. For this purpose, I 

will adopt a definition of racism that is not confined to intentional displays of racial hostility 

but one that also considers the discursive concept of race, as introduced by Hall, and what 

Kleinpenning and Hagendoorn called a racism based on cultural dominance. The call for 

ambiguity tolerance should not be misinterpreted as a plea to accept racism as simply another 

interpretation of reality. Much to the contrary, the concept of ambiguity tolerance should 

allow a better identification of racist rhetoric and concealed forms of racism because it aids in 

the recognition that a person does not need to be outright racist in order to promote racist 

thinking or to leave the latter unchallenged. The adherence to this binary of bad and racist 

versus good and anti-racist impedes the realization that good intent can still cause harmful 

impact. My focus in this paper will hence be on impact, not intent.  

4.2 Public Discourse  

Public discourse has already been introduced as a space that reflects and maintains socially 

constructed understandings of reality. Public discourse is the defining element of the public 

sphere, where individuals are – in theory - meant to identify and discuss matters of societal 

 
35 Gümüşay, Kübra. Sprache und Sein. Berlin: Hanser Berlin, 2020. pp.53. 
36 Ibid, pp.54.  
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importance and with that, steer political action. The following approaches and considerations 

regarding public discourse are fundamental to my analysis. 

4.2.1 Jürgen Habermas and Nancy Fraser 

In Jürgen Habermas’ original theory on the public sphere, he postulates that public discourse 

should be accessible to everyone and centered around issues of common concern.37 The 

purpose of public discourse was to reach agreements on the normative validity of certain 

norms through the process of intersubjective processes of argumentation.38  Habermas saw 

public discourse as a signifier of societal importance, a space where legitimization and 

significance were provided to those issues pertaining to the common concern and good of 

society.39 Habermas saw the media as undermining the democratic potential of public 

discourse, and cautioned against the dominance of mass media rendering public discourse into 

a tool for manipulation and control.40  

Nancy Fraser criticized the notion of the public sphere and discourse in her work Rethinking 

the Public Sphere: A Contribution to the Critique of Actually Existing Democracy by 

highlighting how in practice, the public sphere and public discourse are highly susceptible to 

exclusionary practices and hegemonic power structures. Fraser argues that the public sphere 

and discourse as envisioned by Habermas fall short of his liberal ideal because political 

domination is replaced with hegemonic domination, derived through the construction of 

artificial consent that ignores the realities of subordinated social groups.41 As a consequence, 

Fraser introduced the concept of subaltern counterpublics, which are formed as a response to 

the exclusions from the dominant public discourse and allow the existence and formation of 

oppositional interpretations.42  

 

 
37 Habermas, Jürgen. Strukturwandel der Öffentlichkeit: Untersuchungen zu einer Kategorie der bürgerlichen 

Gesellschaft.  
38 Habermas, Jürgen. Faktizität und Geltung. Beiträge zur Diskurstheorie des Rechts und des demokratischen 

Rechtsstaats. Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1996.  
39 Habermas, Strukturwandel der Öffentlichkeit: Untersuchungen zu einer Kategorie der bürgerlichen 

Gesellschaft.  
40 Habermas, Jürgen. “Reflections on the Public Sphere” in Calhoun, Craig. Habermas and the Public Sphere, 

Cambridge Mass. Cambridge and London: MIT press, 1992. pp. 421–461.  
41 Fraser, Nancy. “Rethinking the Public Sphere: A Contribution to the Critique of Actually Existing 

Democracy”. Social Text. No.25/26. 1990. pp. 60, 62. https://www.jstor.org/stable/466240. Accessed 2 August 

2020.  
42 Fraser, “Rethinking the Public Sphere: A Contribution to the Critique of Actually Existing Democracy”. pp. 

67.  
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4.2.2 Common-Concern and Public Opinion  

Such subaltern counterpublics challenge the construction of common-sense and ‘common 

concern’43, which the media, as the main vehicle of public discourse, propagates as normal 

and natural.  While the media are hence only a reflection of parts of society, it is still 

perpetuated as a reflection of public opinion. In theory, public opinion should represent a 

consensus of the multitude of opinions found in a society or group of people. In reality, public 

opinion is what is described as such by the media.44 Many studies show that individuals 

model their behavior according to what they perceive as group behavior and opinion. Ash 

Solomon’s studies, for example, found that individuals adapt their opinion to what is 

perceived as the opinion of the group, even if the latter goes against their own better 

judgment.45 This can be due to either normative or informational social influence, where the 

first concerns fitting in and being accepted and the second concerns the belief that the group 

must have more information and hence be more competent in decision making.46 Social 

comparison theory supports these assumptions.47 Such conformity of opinion can also be 

explained using the social psychologist construct of groupthink, which, inter alia, requires 

individuals to avoid raising controversial issues as to not threaten the cohesion of the group48. 

Elisabeth Noelle-Neumann’s theory of the spiral of silence adds that what the media present 

as public opinion will be difficult to contest due to fear of social isolation, eventually leading 

to pluralistic ignorance.49   

 

 

 

 
43 Habermas, Jürgen. Strukturwandel der Öffentlichkeit: Untersuchungen zu einer Kategorie der bürgerlichen 

Gesellschaft.  
44 Luhmann, Niklas. Die Politik der Gesellschaft. Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp Verlag, 2008. pp.286. 
45 Asch, Solomon. “Studies of Independence and Conformity: A Minority of One Against a Unanimous 

Majority.” Psychological Monographs: General and Applied. Vol.70, No.416. 1956. pp. 1–12. 
https://bit.ly/30nKnZQ. Accessed 2 August 2020.  
46 Deutsch, Max and Harold Benjamin. “A Study of Normative and Informational Social Influences upon 

Individual Judgment.” The Journal of Abnormal and Social Psychology. Vol.51, No.3, 1955. pp. 629–636. 

https://doi.org/10.1037/h0046408. Accessed 2 August 2020.  
47 Festinger, Leon. “A Theory of Social Comparison Processes. Sage Journals. Vol.7, No. 2, 1 May 1954. pp. 

117-140. https://bit.ly/2E2fMbw. Accessed 14 August 2020.  
48 Janis, Irving Lester. Victims of Groupthink: A psychological Study of Foreign-Policy Decisions and Fiascoes. 

Boston: Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 1972.   
49 Noelle-Neumann, Elisabeth. The Spiral of Silence: Public Opinion – Our Social Skin. 2nd Edition. Chicago: 

University of Chicago Press, 1993. and O'Gorman, Hubert J. "The discovery of pluralistic ignorance: An ironic 

lesson". Journal of the History of the Behavioral Sciences. Vol.22, No.4, 1986. pp. 333–347. 

https://bit.ly/2PSQH5b. Accessed 12 August 2020.  
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4.2.3 Media Communication and the Journalistic Position  

These studies and theories illustrate the power immanent in the position of the journalist, seen 

as a representation of public opinion. The prominent media critic Walter Lippmann coined 

journalists as authentic messengers and gatekeepers of information, who decide what will be 

withheld from the public and what will be transmitted.50 As such, every newspaper is, at the 

moment it reaches the reader, the result of a series of selections and omissions. This 

constitutes an attention control, informed by the interpretation and assessment of news by the 

journalist. As Lippmann writes, “[the public] reads not the news, but the news with an aura of 

suggestion about it, indicating the line of action to be taken.”51 Lippmann recognized the 

opportunities for manipulation inherent in this journalistic assignment but claimed that most 

people are neither able nor willing to themselves put in the intellectual effort of deciding 

which information should constitute their perception of reality and hence their interpretation 

of events. While Lippmann hence justifies the necessity of a “specialized class”52 that should 

use the media to manufacture the consent required for the cohesion of society, Noam 

Chomsky and Edward S. Herman criticized this conclusion as opposed to democracy but also 

recognized the media as fulfilling a system-conserving propaganda function.53 What is 

uncontested among the different approaches to media communication is the notion that the 

journalist and the newspaper not only decide on what information will be printed, but also 

transform this information into a message containing guidance as to how this information 

shall be processed.  

4.2.4 Symbolic Orders and Ontological Premises  

A key component deciding over which message will be extracted from existing information is 

the underlying epochal and culture specific symbolic order. As a result, the messages 

extracted from the same information or event depend on the national and cultural context in 

which the media operate. What German newspapers manufacture as public opinion can 

consequently be very different from what is portrayed as public opinion in other countries, 

while what was considered public opinion in Germany a century or even a decade ago may be 

very different from today’s public opinion. The core of these public opinions are the symbolic 

orders. Philosopher Hans-Herbert Kögler specifies these as systems of concepts that share a 

 
50 Lippmann, Walter. Public Opinion. New York: Harcourt, Brace and Company, 1922. pp. 3-35.  
51 Ibid., pp. 243.  
52 Ibid., pp. 234-249.  
53 Chomsky, Noam and Edward S. Herman. Manufacturing Consent: The Political Economy of the Mass Media. 

New York: Pantheon, 1988.  
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common, assumedly ontological premise.54 This premise and the resulting symbolic order pre-

structure our experience of things, persons and events in such a way that the modes of 

thematizing what can be considered real or relevant are pre-determined yet seemingly 

natural.55 With that, the symbolic orders we hold on to predefine and pre-structure our 

experience of reality and thus our potential contribution within public discourse. 

Simultaneously, these orders and premises are created and perpetuated through discourse, 

rendering discourse analysis indispensable if we want to critically examine the parameters of 

reality construction.  

4.2.5 Digitalization of Media  

The rise of digital media has disembodied and expanded the field of public discourse with 

online social networks like Twitter, Instagram, and Snapchat considerably impacting both the 

substance of and the way narratives are expressed and reproduced within public discourse. 

Through these new networks, people become primed to speak with a prescribed maximum 

number of words and to be hyper aware of the reactions their words evoke. Additionally, 

platforms such as Twitter and Instagram are increasingly used as alternative news portals, 

challenging the traditional role of newspapers as the sole gatekeepers of information.56 

However, the effect of this digitalization of discourse will not be discussed in this paper as it 

deserves its own analysis and expertise. An explanation of why traditional print newspapers 

(and their online formats) are the focus of this examination will be provided in the section 

“Selection of Material”.  

4.2.6 Use of Public Discourse in the Analysis  

Taking both Habermas and Fraser as well as the reflections on the responsibility of the media 

into consideration, I will hold public discourse accountable to the liberal and emancipatory 

potential it has in theory. A space not controlled by political or hegemonic domination serving 

to naturalize the status quo, but instead a space of equal access and representation where the 

multiplicity of interpretations of reality can be contested. While public discourse takes place 

on a medial, academic, and political level, I will focus on the media because out of these three 

levels, the media are regarded as the broadest reflection of public opinion. In this paper, I will 

 
54 Kögler, Hans-Herbert. Die Macht des Dialogs. Kritische Hermeneutik nach Gadamer, Foucault und Rorty. 

Stuttgart: Metzler, 1992. pp. 152. 
55 Kögler, Die Macht des Dialogs. Kritische Hermeneutik nach Gadamer, Foucault und Rorty.  
56 Von Nordheim, Gerret et al. „Sourcing the Sources. Digital Journalism. 20 September 2018. 

https://bit.ly/3kBB0xL. Accessed 12 August 2020.  
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at times use the terms ‘public discourse’ and ‘media’ interchangeably because I focus solely 

on the part of public discourse that is transmitted via the media. 

 

5. Methodological and Theoretical Considerations  

The following sections explain the methodological and theoretical approaches which 

motivated my critical examination of the media and especially the hijab debate, and which 

also provide the framework in which my analysis will be situated.  

5.1 Norman Fairclough 

With the aim of demystifying how and to what extent media and hence language determines 

our reality construction, two different analytical discourse approaches suggest themselves, the 

first being Critical Discourse Analysis (from here on CDA) developed by Norman Fairclough. 

While the term CDA is used to describe a wide spectrum of approaches, I chose to focus on 

the theory and method developed by Fairclough because his approach best reflects the 

constitutive and simultaneously constituted aspect of public discourse as well as the reciprocal 

influence between text, discursive practice and social practice/order.57 Fairclough’s 

understanding of CDA rests on the idea that every instance of language consists of these three 

levels: the textual, the discursive practice and the social practice.58 The textual concerns the 

words chosen and the linguistic structure of a text, both of which are strongly influenced by 

the other two levels of discourse. Words can have many different connotations and carry 

cultural and political weight, always dependent on the national and cultural context and 

underlying symbolic orders. The way the textual is produced, consumed, and reproduced is 

defined as the discursive practice. No discourse occurs in isolation but is shaped by the 

cultural, social, and political context and thus draws on other existing discourses and 

discursive practices. This interplay of the text and its discursive practice establishes our social 

practice of conducting discourse, which in turn provides the context in which further textual 

and discursive practices are formed. This self-consolidating reciprocity also constitutes the 

relationship between the above-mentioned ontological premises and the symbolic orders 

based on them: while what we perceive as ontological premises allow only for the emergence 

of certain social orders, these consequently strengthen and naturalize the underlying premises. 

 
57 Fairclough, Norman. Critical Discourse Analyis. The Critical Study of Language. London and New York: 

Routledge, 2010.  
58 Jorgensen, Marianne and Louise Phillips. Discourse Analysis as Theory and Method. Thousand Oaks, CA: 

Sage Publications, 2002. pp.61-62. 
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Unveiling this cycle of mutual reinforcement is necessary to better understand the media’s 

contribution to how reality is constructed.   

Fairclough defines the systematic investigation of “opaque relationships of causality and 

determination”59 between the three different levels of discourse as the main goal of CDA. 

While we may think that the use of words is no more than an individual decision, every 

choice of words in fact either reproduces or challenges the discursive and consequently the 

broader social status quo. If we are unaware of this opaque functioning of discourse, we may 

unknowingly reproduce discursive practices we aim to change. Fairclough writes that,  

“the opacity of these relationships between discourse and society is itself a 

factor securing power and hegemony”60.  

While discourse may be a democracy-sustaining construct in theory, its non-transparency 

results in it being experienced as something that we have no control over, a tool securing 

hegemonic domination.  

5.2 Hegemony 

Hegemony, according to Antonio Gramsci, is a process with which those in power depict a 

certain social order and social structure – that of the status quo, securing their position of 

power – as natural, common sense and as working for the benefit of all.61 With that, 

hegemonic domination achieves a state where those who suffer from the status quo, or, in any 

case, do not benefit from it, nevertheless consent to it because this state of existence has 

become accepted as normal and natural. The concept of hegemony is relevant for CDA 

because, as outlined by Nancy Fraser above, public discourse is a tool with which hegemonic 

domination is exercised. While Gramsci locates this exercise of domination in a “fundamental 

group”62 that wants to maintain subordination, I do not believe in the existence of a clearly 

defined group that can be held accountable for the persistence of the status quo. Instead, the 

collective unknowing or ignorance toward the functioning of discourse by all those who 

benefit from the status quo seems to be the more plausible culprit. It is my hope that CDA will 

illuminate the opaque influence of hegemonic domination, whereby my aim is not to uncover 

possible conspiracies of an elite class that tries to infiltrate the public discourse for their 

 
59Jorgensen and Phillips, Discourse Analysis as Theory and Method. pp.57. 
60 Ibid.  
61 Bates, Thomas R. „Gramsci and the Theory of Hegemony.” Journal of the History of Ideas. Vol. 36, No. 2, 

1975. pp.351-366. https://bit.ly/30R1TFP. Accessed 12 August 2020.  
62 Mastroianni, Dominic. „Hegemony in Gramsci.” ScholarBlogs. 2017. https://bit.ly/30O4CA2. Accessed 12 
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advantage. Rather, I want to instill an awareness of the fact that we – as part of the group 

benefiting from the status quo - do not have to be aware of the hegemonic domination 

inherent in public discourse, we can even have good intentions, and yet - as long as we do not 

reflect on the functioning and impact of public discourse – we are a part of hegemonic 

domination and thus part of the problem. 

5.3 Michel Foucault 

Michel Foucault’s belief that power is situated in the discursive context mirrors this 

understanding of the lacking localizability of hegemonic domination. The second analytical 

discourse approach used in this examination is hence Foucault’s theory of discourse and his 

reflections on the necessity of a hermeneutical external perspective if we want to deconstruct 

the power structures inherent in public discourse.  

Faced with the opacity of discourse, Foucault introduced the concept of the “ethnology of 

one’s own culture”63, which requires systematically dismantling how the ontological premises 

we hold on to define our symbolic order and with that, our reality. Foucault argues that this 

not only determines how we perceive reality, which would still presume the existence of an a 

priori reality that can be perceived differently, but rather, the ontological premises determine 

what we perceive as reality, they define our experienceable reality; what is thinkable and 

sayable. This restriction is determined by our cultural and historical context, which leads 

Foucault to establish the concept of the historical a priori.64 He argues for an historicization of 

previously universally conceived ontological premises and symbolic orders. What we 

perceive as objective interpretations of reality should be understood as a product of time and 

of cultural and social context.  

Investigating such learned structures of perceiving and interpreting reality requires, first and 

foremost, knowledge of their existence. Foucault’s intertwined concept of power-knowledge 

shows that the social impact and power of discourse does not belong to a localizable subject 

or group, but instead lies in the naturalization and habituation of certain ontological premises 

and patterns of social order.65 Illustrative examples of supposedly ontological premises 

securing the power of the status quo are the naturalized superiority of men over women, of 

those with white skin over those with dark skin, heterosexuals over homosexuals. While we 

 
63 Foucault, Michel. Analytik der Macht. Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 2005; Kögler. Die Macht des Dialogs. 

Kritische Hermeneutik nach Gadamer, Foucault und Rorty. pp. 93,154.  
64 Kögler, Die Macht des Dialogs. Kritische Hermeneutik nach Gadamer, Foucault und Rorty. pp. 94-95. 
65 Foucault, Analytik der Macht. 
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now have an increasing sensitization to such forms of oppression, and misogyny, racism or 

homophobia no longer go unchallenged, the root that allowed these repressive exercises of 

power has not yet been addressed. If we do not confront the allegedly ontologically 

determined and causally irreversible order of symbols that determine our discourse, our 

experienceable reality will remain limited and riddled with forms of oppression. 

Adopting the concept of power-knowledge, we can state that knowledge about these processes 

of naturalization and habituation constitutes power. Only with such knowledge will 

individuals be able to challenge, instead of unconsciously reproduce, the social status quo. For 

Foucault, such knowledge about learned structures of interpreting reality can only be gained 

through a hermeneutical external perspective, whereby even this perspective cannot be 

completely free of power relations.66  This perspective does not equal an unprejudiced 

understanding of one’s own or another individual’s culture. To borrow from Hans-Georg 

Gadamer, such understanding is in fact not possible; holding on to the ideal necessarily leads 

to impenetrable prejudices.67 Adopting a hermeneutical external perspective, attempting the 

ethnology of one’s own culture, is rather a matter of working toward awareness of one’s own 

prejudiced perception of reality, all the while knowing that a state fully without prejudice 

cannot be reached. With the help of this methodology, I attempt to deconstruct the 

habitualized and to an extent objectified structures that surreptitiously guide and determine 

our accessible reality. 

5.4 Social Constructionism 

What follows from the theories developed by Fairclough and Foucault is a relativization of 

reality. We do not and cannot perceive or partake reality from an objective standpoint. The 

acceptance of the impossibility of such an objective standpoint lies at the core of both 

discourse analysis and social constructionism. The goal of both analytical discourse 

approaches presented above is to provide awareness of how people unconsciously create and 

recreate what they perceive as objective reality by participating in certain discursive and 

social practices. Social constructionism compliments the project of discourse analysis because 

this theory too aims at exposing the ideological and contingent nature of reality. First 

introduced in Peter Berger and Thomas Luckmann’s book The Social Construction of Reality. 

A Treatise in the Sociology of Knowledge, social constructionism purports that all knowledge 

 
66 Focault, Michel. Überwachen und Strafen. Die Geburt des Gefängnisses. Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 
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of reality is constructed through interactions, which are socially, culturally, and historically 

situated.68 Over time, these constructed understandings of reality are experienced as externally 

produced conditions. Every action taken in the belief in this supposedly objective reality, 

reinforces its naturalness. Like discourse analysists, social constructionists believe that the 

power to create, and hence change, what we perceive as objective reality is derived through 

social interactions between individuals and groups of people. Through such interactions, we 

jointly construct the assumptions and interpretations upon which our perception of reality 

depends. Reality is understood as a product of historical and ever-occurring processes of 

interactions between people, which determine what will be understood as common sense. 

Multiple realities can coexist at the same time, each customized by interactions of different 

communities and traditions.69 With social constructionism as a theoretical foundation, we can 

attempt to dissect those taken-for-granted societal beliefs with which we knowingly or 

unknowingly create the discursive practices that eventually create our social order. Discourse 

analysis and social constructionism thus compliment and in a way even depend on one 

another: only in conjunction can they open our view to the ideological playing field of 

discourse and reality construction.  

5.5 Symbolic Interactionism 

Moving into a micro level of reality construction, the theory of symbolic interactionism – 

closely connected to social constructionism – and introduced by Herbert Blumer becomes 

significant. Blumer proposed that social reality is a fluid and constantly negotiated process, 

one that is created through the symbolic interaction between individuals. 70 The symbols of 

interactions are constantly produced, arranged, and redefined and are the basis for social and 

individual action. Speaking from 2020 Germany, we live in a multi-and interconnected reality 

where we are digitally connected to every other citizen in the country over the Internet while 

being detached from our next-door neighbors. Interactions between individuals as understood 

by Blumer have become scarce. Symbolic interactions between individuals are increasingly 

replaced by an individual interaction with symbolisms introduced through the media.  

For example, while we may have never seen a woman wearing hijab in our immediate 

environment, thus never having had an individual symbolic interaction, we have become 

 
68 Berger and Luckmann. The Social Construction of Reality: A Treatise in the Sociology of Knowledge.  
69 Cottone, R. R. Toward a positive psychology of religion: Belief science in the postmodern era. Winchester, 

UK: John Hunt Publishing, 2011. 
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involved in the construction of the symbol of ‘the’ ‘hijab wearing Muslima’ via public 

discourse. This discourse perpetuates symbolic orders that are rooted in what we believe to be 

ontological premises, but which are in fact common assumptions about the objectivity of 

reality. If there is no consensus regarding these assumptions, which in regard to persons or 

groups are also understood as stereotypes71, this results in a dispute over which can claim 

validity. The word hijab carries many different connotations: Muslima, Islam, oppression, 

emancipation, submissiveness, fundamentalism, extremism, et cetera. As Lippmann observed, 

none of these connotations – none of the images in our heads72 - can be objectively valid 

because they correspond to the cultural and socio-linguistic traditions in which they have been 

shaped.   

What does that mean for the word hijab, if there is no consensus on what it entails? Adopting 

a social constructionist lens allows us to recognize that there are multiple symbolisms and 

interpretations of reality that compete for truth and legitimacy. The inability to accept this 

ambivalence of truth and reality leads, inter alia, to the seeming insolubility of the hijab 

debate. Only when we sharpen our view to the perpetual construction of coexisting realities, 

can we begin to dissect how our desire for objective truth, for absolute validity of our 

perception of reality, reveals a compulsive need for order and totalization.73 This validation of 

our perception of reality as objective truth is, to a great extent, achieved via representation 

within public discourse. If the latter displays only one perception of reality, this may be a 

result of hegemonic domination because it reduces different experiences of reality to the one 

serving the status quo. An examination of the media’s role in the construction of reality is thus 

necessary if we do not want to subconsciously uphold undemocratic or paternalistic 

tendencies.  

 

5.6 Application of Theory and Method in my Analysis  

All methodological and theoretical considerations discussed above can be used as tools to 

challenge the status quo. All approaches localize the power for social change not in a certain 

group of people or class but in the individual, who is aware of the structures determining his 

or her reality. The discourse analyses by Fairclough and Foucault as well as the theories of 

social constructionism and symbolic interactionism aim to deconstruct the myth of objectivity 
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by bringing awareness to the contingent and contested nature of reality that should be 

reflected in a democratic public discourse. I will apply Fairclough’s CDA by examining the 

semiotic choices and representational strategies journalists use to present those arguing for 

and against the hijab. While there is no neutral way to represent a person or issue, all choices 

are influenced by the desire to evoke certain connotations or other kinds of discourses. Paying 

attention to the classification of social actors will show how authors may intentionally or 

unintentionally reproduce the ideological squaring of arguments into the binary of ‘us’ and 

‘them’, ‘good’ and ‘bad’ that lies at the center of the protracted state of the hijab debate.  

 

Foucault’s plea for an external perspective and ethnology of one’s own culture will inform the 

ideal by which I shall assess the selected articles. The ideal manifests itself not as the mastery 

of a nonexistent fully unbiased external perspective and reflection of one’s culture but rather 

in the demonstrated realization that the perception of different and foreign realities, 

ontological premises and symbolic orders is as much shaped by culture and social context as 

the perception of our own reality. I will hence examine the articles according to the awareness 

of the inevitable preference for the symbolic orders that come from our own cultural and 

national context and the simultaneous recognition of the need to accept opposing symbolic 

orders as equally valid.  

 

Social constructionism and symbolic interactionism, in a way, provide amicable solutions to 

the endless struggle over the meaning of ‘the hijab’ because they see all meanings attached to 

the word as equally legitimate constructions of reality. Basing my examination in a social 

constructionist framework allows me to identify the need to control the meaning of symbols 

as the pursuit of hegemonic domination. The hijab presents a site of contested hegemonic 

struggle – representatives of political Islam, representatives of a traditional image of gender 

equality and representatives of Islamic feminism all plead for their understanding of the hijab 

to be accepted as common-sense and natural.  

 

6. Selection of Material 

Selecting newspapers for an examination of public discourse may seem fallen out of time. 

Today, when much of public opinion-making takes place online, the impact of print media 

seems to be diminishing. Newspapers are covered with the dust of times long gone - when 

opening their pages was the only way of knowing what went on in the world. Today, 

international news is always just a click away. I nevertheless chose to focus on traditional 
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newspapers for two reasons. First, a focus on digital media would reduce the significance of 

conclusions because digital media is predominantly targeted toward younger generations. 

With the 2020 median age of Germany’s population being 45.774, it is important to look at 

other outlets of news if we want to receive a more representational picture of public discourse. 

Secondly, despite the encompassing take-over by social media, print media still carries the 

promise of objectivity. A Kantar poll of 8,000 consumers in the U.S., France, Brazil and the 

U.K. showed that consumers trust print media above all other types of media.75 Similarly, a 

study from pwc Germany states that around 70 percent of Germans trust the print media and 

public television stations because there they expect to receive truthful reports.76 Unlike in the 

U.S. or the U.K., reporting on social media, podcasts or YouTube channels rarely impacts the 

representation of public opinion in Germany - unless the reporting spills over to newspapers, 

trusted online news portals or public TV and its large news websites. Nine out of ten of the 

biggest online news portals in Germany belong to a newspaper or TV station77. That means 

that the representation of diverse and opposing opinions that is in many other countries 

secured through the influence of social media, is relatively weak in Germany. The news 

angles the public is presented with are thus heavily dependent on what is represented within 

traditional newspapers and public TV stations. While it is important to note that conclusions 

drawn from the selected material are not representative of the whole of German society, 

taking samples from German newspapers is a fair approach to capture the media’s 

contribution to the construction of social reality. To best represent the heterogenous group of 

people relying on newspapers for information, the following five daily newspapers were 

selected because they best represent the German political spectrum. All of them report 

nationally and belong to the daily newspapers with the highest audience reach in Germany.78  

 

 

 

 

 

 
74„Germany Population.” Worldometer. https://bit.ly/3gTFdui. Accessed 12 August 2020. 
75 “Dimension 2020 – „Media & Me””. Kantar. 12 May 2020. https://bit.ly/30Rz2RR. Accessed 12 August 

2020.  
76 “Vertrauen in Medien 2018. PwC. Juli 2018. https://pwc.to/30PwyDv. Accessed 13 August 2020. 
77 Schröder, Jens. „IVW-News-Top-50: Bild steigert sich auf neuen Fabelrekord, RTL.de springt in die Top Ten, 

HuffPost schon abgemeldet.“ Meedia. 08 February 2019. https://bit.ly/3alMS1W. Accessed 13 August 2020.  
78 Weidenbach, Bernhard. „AWA: Reichweite ausgewählter Tageszeitungen in Deutschland im Jahr 2020“. 

Statista. 14 July 2020. https://bit.ly/2CtVmrk. Accessed 14 August 2020.  

https://bit.ly/3gTFdui
https://bit.ly/30Rz2RR
https://pwc.to/30PwyDv
https://bit.ly/3alMS1W
https://bit.ly/2CtVmrk
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6.1 Selected Newspapers 

Bild Zeitung, henceforth Bild (literally “Picture”) 

With an audience reach of about 8.63 million per issue in 2019, Bild is Germany’s largest and 

most popular tabloid and the best-selling European newspaper.79 The paper is tabloid in style 

but in a broadsheet format and consists of a mixture of news, gossip, and sensationalism. It is 

published by the Axel-Springer Publishing Company, the largest publishing house in Europe.  

 

DIE WELT (literally “The World”) 

DIE WELT was founded by the British occupying forces after World War II but was taken 

over by the Axel-Springer Publishing Company in 1953.80 In 2019, the newspaper’s audience 

reach was about 700.000 per issue.81 Its political alignment is conservative, and its articles 

tend to represent a market-liberal position.  

 

Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, henceforth FAZ (literally „Frankfurt General Newspaper“)  

According to the Journalist Survey 2005, FAZ is one of the leading German-language media, 

seen as shaping social communication and public opinion.82 It was founded in 1949, its 

political orientation is centre-right to liberal-conservative and is often associated with 

positions of the Christian Democratic Union. The newspaper’s audience reach in 2019 was 

about 830.000 per issue83; additionally, the newspaper claims the widest circulation abroad.  

 

Süddeutsche Zeitung, henceforth SZ (literally „South German Newspaper“) 

With its first publication in 1945, SZ is the longest existing newspaper in this examination. In 

the above-mentioned Journalist Survey in 2005, journalists called the SZ the “leading German 

medium”.84 The editorial stance of the newspaper is liberal and generally centre-left. The 

 
79 Weidenbach, Bernhard. „Reichweite der BILD Zeitung in den Jahren 2012 bis 2019.“ Statista. 22 January 

2020. https://bit.ly/30Wk78W. Accessed 14 August 2020.  
80 Kellerhof, Sven Felix. „1953 kaufte Axel Springer die ganze "Welt". DIE WELT. 13 March 2012. 

https://bit.ly/2XVmWW1. Accessed 13 August 2020.  
81 Weidenbach, Bernhard. „Reichweite der Tageszeitung Die Welt (Die Welt + Welt Kompakt) in den Jahren 

2003 bis 2019.“ Statista. 22 January 2020. https://bit.ly/340UYMe. Accessed 14 August 2020. 
82 Weischenberg, Siegfrid et al. „Journalismus in Deutschland 2005. Media Perspektiven. 2006. 

https://bit.ly/30OGD3E. Accessed 13 August 2020.  
83 Weidenbach, Bernhard. „Reichweite der Frankfurter Allgemeinen Zeitung in den Jahren 2003 bis 2019.“ 

Statista. 22 January 2020. https://bit.ly/3h6grY8. Accessed 14 August 2020.  
84 Weischenberg, Siegfrid, 2006.  
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newspaper had an audience reach of about 1.28 million per issue in 201985, and is known for 

its elaborate feuilleton section.  

 

Die Tageszeitung, henceforth taz (literally “The Daily Newspaper”) 

Taz was founded in 1978 in West Berlin as part of an alternative left-wing movement and is 

assigned to the Green and left-leaning political spectrum.86 The newspaper is cooperative 

owned, with the currently 20,58087 members of the cooperative also acting as publisher. The 

newspaper explains this organizational structure with its aim to publish independently of other 

large media companies. In 2019, taz had an audience reach of about 240.000 per issue.88  

 

6.2 Selected Events 

The material selected from these newspapers concerns four systematically chosen key events 

of the hijab debate in 2019 and 2020. The selection can be justified as follows: all events were 

covered by not only the five chosen newspapers but a wide spectrum of other media, 

demonstrating the significance given to these events within public discourse. Three of the 

chosen events are concerned with the symbolism of the hijab, one event concerns a legal 

decision dealing with the symbolic implications of the hijab in court. This prompted me to 

explore the different underlying symbolisms of the hijab as possible explanations for the latter 

being a perennial point of contention in public discourse. The selection of events aims to be 

reflective of the public debate, not representative. The presentation of events illustrates that 

seemingly peripheral events such as museum exhibitions or university conferences can be 

blown up through media coverage, resulting in these events becoming decisive factors in a 

normative debate. Events pertaining specifically to the hijab for young girls were intentionally 

not considered because they concern the weighing of the right to free development of the 

personality, the general freedom of action, the parent’s right to education, the right to 

religious freedom and the right to equality of the sexes, hence deserving a separate analysis.  

 

While the media coverage of the hijab debate has ebbed and flowed for roughly twenty years, 

I chose to focus on these four highly covered events in 2019 and 2020 to provide up-to-date 

 
85 Weidenbach, Bernhard. „Reichweite der Süddeutschen Zeitung in den Jahren 2003 bis 2019.“ Statista. 22 

January 2020 https://bit.ly/31Ys1hD. Accessed 14 August 2020.  
86 „Die Geschichte der taz: 1976 bis 1986“. Taz. https://bit.ly/3kBPC05. Accessed 13 August 2020.   
87 „taz Genossenschaft.“ Taz. https://bit.ly/31PnHB0. Accessed 13 August 2020.  
88 Weidenbach, Bernard. “ Reichweite der tageszeitung in den Jahren 2003 bis 2019.“ Statista. 22 January 2020 

https://bit.ly/2Q1xhet. Accessed 14 August 2020.  
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findings and to examine the latest and with that possibly the most mutable developments 

within the debate. To ensure maximum reach of the selected articles, I chose only articles that 

were available for free on the websites of the respective newspapers. In addition, the 

following parameters determined my selection of articles: If a newspaper published two 

articles on one of the incidents, I chose the one being published on the same date as the 

articles selected from other newspapers to increase comparability. If a newspaper did not 

publish an article on the same day as the others, I chose the one published closest in date 

range; with two days of difference being the tolerated maximum. Some of the newspapers 

published several articles on the same day or within the accepted date range of two days, in 

which case I chose the one written in the supra-regional section; if there were still two articles 

to choose from, I chose the one written by a female author, given that an interpretation of 

female emancipatory experience constitutes the foundation of the German hijab debate. If a 

newspaper published only a news agency report on one of the incidents, I still chose to 

examine it in my analysis. While such reports may not fit the editorial line or the usual writing 

style of the newspaper, the majority of readers nevertheless perceive them as representations 

of reality, approved and perpetuated by the respective newspaper. 

 

Museum exhibition titled “Contemporary Muslim Fashion” (articles published 3rd – 4th April 

2019) 

According to the website of the museum for applied arts in Frankfurt, Contemporary Muslim 

Fashions was the world's first comprehensive museum exhibition devoted to the phenomenon 

of contemporary Muslim fashion.89 The responsible curators described the exhibition as an 

attempt to represent Muslim clothing traditions as a fashion phenomenon with social, 

religious, societal and political aspects.90 Next to the exhibition, the museum hosted a three-

day forum in cooperation with the Women’s Department of Frankfurt am Main, during which 

the public was invited to lectures and panel discussions to discuss topics such as cultural 

identity, gender, sustainability, politics and equal rights.91 The exhibition ran from April 5th to 

September 1st, 2019 with media coverage erupting on April 3rd. A week prior, Emma, a 

popular feminist magazine founded in 1977 by Alice Schwarzer, published an open letter to 

the museum director, criticizing the exhibition’s belittlement of the oppressive practice of 

 
89 “Contemporary Muslim Fashion”. museum angewandte kunst. 2019. https://bit.ly/3ap7t5I. Accessed 13 

August 2020.  
90 Ibid.  
91 Ibid. 

https://bit.ly/3ap7t5I


30 

 

veiling.92 The letter was signed by an organization called Migrant Women for Secularity and 

Self-Determination (Original: Migranntinnen für Säkularität und Selbstbestimmung), which 

urged the museum director to question the religion behind this “so-called fashion” and to not 

display a colorful and stylish trivialization of female oppression.93 Their letter received high 

media echoes, especially online, which undoubtedly contributed to the exhibition’s coverage 

in all selected newspapers.  

 

Public controversy ahead of an academic conference held at Frankfurt University (articles 

published 25th – 26th April 2019) 

In April 2019, Susanne Schröter, director of the Frankfurt Research Center for Global Islam at 

Frankfurt’s Goethe University, announced a conference with the title The Islamic headscarf - 

symbol of dignity or oppression? (hereafter referred to as the Frankfurt conference to allow 

for better reading) for the 8th of May, 2019.94 Following this announcement, a group of 

students, launched an Instagram handle with the name Uni against AMR - No place for anti-

Muslim racism, demanding that Schröter be removed from her professorship.95 The group also 

called for the conference to be cancelled. The Instagram handle was taken down after only 

twenty-four hours, but had at that point already gathered four-hundred followers, many of 

whom published photos in which they held a piece of paper up to the camera, reading  “My 

religion is none of your business" or "No place for their value dictatorship".96 The messages 

were each marked with the hashtag: “#schroeter_out”. This social media campaign to cancel 

the conference quickly made the rounds and was reported on by all five selected newspapers 

on 25th or 26th of April 2019.  

 

Media coverage of the conference itself (articles published 8th – 9th May 2019) 

On May 8th, 2019, the conference organized by Schröter took place as planned and with 

maximum attendance. Next to Susanne Schröter herself, the conference included inputs from 

Alice Schwarzer, self-proclaimed feminist icon and founder and editor of Emma, Necla 

Kelek, author and board member of Terres des Femmes, a non-profit women’s rights 

 
92 Migranntinnen für Säkularität und Selbstbestimmung. „Protest gegen Kopftuch-Ausstellung.” Emma. 22 

March 2019. https://bit.ly/33Uw2Gh. Accessed 13 Augsut 2020.  
93 Ibid. 
94 Frankfurter Forschungszentrum Globaler Islam. “Das islamische Kopftuch – Symbol der Würde oder der 

Unterdrückung?“. Normative Orders. 08 May 2019. https://bit.ly/2PN18HN. Accessed 13 August 2020.   
95 “Populismus, Diskurs(e) und Meinungsfreiheit“. AStA Uni FFM. https://bit.ly/2E0zNyS. Accessed 13 August 

2020.  
96 Majic, Danijel. “Rassismusvorwurf trifft Islamexpertin.“ Frankfurter Rundschau. 26 April 2019. 

https://bit.ly/3kEzivm. Accessed 13 August 2020.  
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organization, Khola Maryam Hübsch, journalist and member of the Ahmadiyya Muslim 

Jamaat community, Abdel-Hakim Ourghi, Islamic scholar and religious educationist, Dina El 

Omari, research assistant at the Centre for Islamic Theology at the University of Münster, and 

Ingrid König, director of the Berthold Otto School in Frankfurt.97 The conference was 

accompanied with a protest, whose attendees demanded that the critics on the podium be 

included in the academic discussion.98  

 

Decision by the Federal Constitutional Court (27th – 28th February 2020) 

On February 27th, 2020, the Federal Constitutional Court announced the ruling that banning 

headscarves for junior lawyers was in accordance with the German constitution.99 The 

complainant was a junior lawyer in the Land of Hesse who wears hijab. The court decided 

that even though the obligation to ideological-religious neutrality may present an 

encroachment on the woman’s religious freedom, such an encroachment was justified because 

the principles of the ideological-religious neutrality of the state are necessary for the 

functioning of the administration of justice and the right to negative religious freedom of third 

parties.100 Most newspapers reported this as a landmark decision after the court had decided in 

2015 that a general ban of headscarves was not compatible with the constitutional right of 

religious freedom.101 

 

6.3 Structure of the Analysis  

Given the selection of five newspapers and four key events, my analysis addresses the 

reporting of twenty articles on the hijab debate in total. While this is a small sample, the 

function of the selected newspapers as leading German media and the considerable media 

attention concerning the four chosen events nevertheless allow conclusions to be drawn about 

the hijab debate as a whole. The analysis of the articles has yielded three main insights into 

the conduct of discourse: a low tolerance of ambiguity, a claim to the prerogative of 

interpretation, and a self-reinforcing feedback loop between media reporting and perceivable 

social reality. I will discuss and examine these elements separately, with the tools of 

 
97 Frankfurter Forschungszentrum Globaler Islam. “Das islamische Kopftuch – Symbol der Würde oder der 

Unterdrückung?“.   
98 Fittkau, Ludger and Regina Brinkmann. “Kopftuch-Konferenz findet trotz Internet-Kampagne statt.“ 

Deutschlandfunk. 08 May 2019. https://bit.ly/2PNPjAX. Accessed 13 August 2020.   
99 Bundesverfassungsgericht. “Kopftuchverbot für Rechtsreferendarinnen verfassungsgemäß.”  
100 Ibid.  
101 Bundesverfassungsgericht. „Ein pauschales Kopftuchverbot für Lehrkräfte in öffentlichen Schulen ist mit der 

Verfassung nicht vereinbar“. 13 March 2015. https://bit.ly/3iubYP8. Accessed 13 August 2020.  
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Fairclough and Foucault and against the background of social constructionism, and show how 

the interaction of these three elements manifests a pattern of discourse and perception of 

reality that is one-sided, laid out to foster conflict, and difficult to penetrate. While the 

examination of articles was done chronologically, I will structure my reporting of the findings 

around the three above-mentioned elements. The order in which articles are mentioned does 

not speak to an assessment of their significance within the debate but is rather an attempt to 

structure the analysis around these commonly observed elements. Similarly, the length of the 

analysis, or lack thereof, credited to individual articles is a testament to the purpose of this 

paper, which is making readers aware of specific rhetorical elements. I will discuss the impact 

of the author’s rhetorical choices, as well as the impact of the rhetorical choices immanent in 

the quotation’s authors’ decided to include in their article. Both add to the solidification or 

challenging of discursive practices. As a result, the quotations discussed in the analysis 

present more anecdotal evidence than quantifiable results. Nonetheless, all articles were 

examined in their entirety and the presented quotations reveal tendencies of discourse that I 

believe can be found in all discourses dealing with social reality and its implications. Given 

that certain words and phrases included in the analysis depend on culturally and nationally 

situated connotations, I will provide the German original text along with my English 

translation where necessary. Even though the ramification of certain words may get lost in 

translation, I will focus on discussing their impact for a German speaking audience. All 

articles can be accessed via the hyperlinks provided in the respective footnotes.  

 

6.4 Final Considerations Ahead of the Analysis  

Before moving into the discussion of the material, a word of acknowledgment and caution. 

Readers must keep in mind that this analysis provides only a glimpse into the structuring of 

public discourse and social reality. The selection of events and newspaper articles aims to 

discuss distinctive and representative stages of the hijab debate, but this judgement depends 

on my subjective perception of the debate, inevitably sidelining other events and assessments 

of what is distinctive of the debate. Just like any other participant of public discourse, my 

perception of the latter is culturally and socially situated. Rather than claiming objectivity in 

my assessment of public discourse, I want to, as much as possible, deconstruct my own 

naturalized perception of it. Only when we recognize that everything we claim as objective 

irrefutably depends on previously constructed and contextual knowledge of the world can we 

begin to open our minds to the diversity of social reality. Even though internalized social 

constructions may escape our understanding in their totality, I want to tackle their naturalized 
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and thus unproblematized structuring of reality. Trying to adopt an external position to our 

own reality structure while simultaneously accepting the impossibility of fully reaching this 

ideal will be crucial for the present endeavour. Examining the medial conduct of the hijab 

debate is uniquely suitable because only through confrontation with realities built on different 

social constructions can we become aware of our own.  

 

Simultaneously, I want to caution against premature conclusions or unfounded presumptions 

that the media are a singular object or tool of political opinion-making. When conducting 

critical discourse analysis, discursive practices previously overlooked suddenly appear 

obvious. Rhetorical manipulation is suspected to be everywhere. But overanalyzing and 

overcriticizing all rhetorical means is a fallacy that should be avoided. It is not the media’s 

responsibility to provide an objective lens of societal issues void of any emotion or opinion. 

But opinions should be stated clearly and not hidden between the lines or presented as facts. 

Public discourse should not become the arena of propagating ideology. Instead, it should be 

the tool with which each individual is empowered to form her or his own opinion through 

honest and factual reporting. Both the media and the readership can be held accountable for 

how they use this tool to construct their reality. As Fairclough writes, people need to develop 

critical language awareness to recognize the discursive practices in which they participate 

when they consume texts and adopt the language propagated in such texts.102 This paper is an 

attempt to foster such awareness. 

   

 

PART II – Analysis 

  

Having established a common understanding of the necessary concepts, the methodological 

and theoretical framework, and social relevance of this paper, I will now move into the 

discussion of the three elements found to limit the perception of reality and solidify the 

protracted state of the hijab debate: a lack of demonstrated ambiguity tolerance, a claim to the 

prerogative of interpretation and a self-reinforcing feedback loop between media reporting 

and perceivable social reality. Each element will be discussed in a separate section with the 

necessary subheadings and a short introduction and conclusion. 

 
102 Jorgensen and Phillips. Discourse Analysis as Theory and Method.  
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7. Lacking Ambiguity Tolerance   

 

The term ambiguity tolerance refers to the ability to acknowledge and tolerate the existence of 

multiple, simultaneously existing interpretations and the accompanying uncertainty.103 

Persons tolerant of ambiguity can acknowledge contradictions, inconsistencies, cultural 

difference, or ambiguous information that seems difficult to understand, without attempting to 

resolve the contradiction or difference.104 With that, ambiguity tolerance is necessary to 

maneuver the uncertainty of much of our reality, especially concerning the realm of morality, 

of what we believe to be right and what we believe to be wrong. While the German Basic Law 

outlines the tenants of what German society considers to be important guiding values, what 

these values contain in their lived actuality is, in many cases, contested. The hijab debate is 

the abstract arena of one such contests. Both the right to religious freedom and the right to 

gender equality are prescribed in the Basic Law. How these rights should be implemented, 

however, and which right should trump the other in the event of conflicts of interest, is 

interpreted differently. And while such struggles for interpretation are reflective of a 

democracy, the following discourse examination shows that there is a fine line between 

voicing an opinion or criticism and being unable to accept the ambiguity that may come with 

disagreements on a multilayered subject.  

 

7.1 The Compulsive Need to Control the Hijab’s Interpretation 

The article by JETZT, the online magazine of SZ aimed at 18- to 30-year-olds105, published 

on the day of the Frankfurt conference, includes a quotation of conference organizer Susanne 

Schröter that shows the perpetuation of the clear binary between the ‘good’ and the ‘bad’ 

hijab, which is the main obstacle in the development of ambiguity tolerance.106 The article 

quotes Schröter: 

 

 
103 Frenkel-Brunswik, Else. “Intolerance of ambiguity as an emotional and perceptual personality variable: 

interrelationships between perception and personality: a symposium.” Journal of Personality. Vol. 18, No. 1, 

1949. https://bit.ly/31MmydA. Accessed 13 August 2020.  
104 Ibid.  
105 As SZ did not publish another article on 8th of May or the accepted date range of two days, the article by 

JETZT was chosen for examination.  
106 Aschenbrenner, Sophie. „Studierende protestieren gegen Konferenz zum Thema Kopftuch.“ Jetzt. 08 May 

2019. https://bit.ly/31Q3haX. Accessed 13 August 2020.  
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“Every woman has the right to wear what she wants. I distinguish between the 

system headscarf, which is repressive and forces women to wear the headscarf. 

And between the headscarf that a woman wears of her own free will.”107 

 

Schröter hence acknowledges that the hijab can be an expression of different – individual or 

socially enforced – intentions. But she believes that it must be either one or the other, 

claiming the ability to detect when the hijab functions as oppression and when it is a 

representation of free will. This reveals that the acknowledgment of ambiguity can easily lead 

to the presumption to be in the unique position to objectively assess one’s own and other 

people’s symbolism. It can thus be read as an attempt to monopolize hegemonic domination 

by assuming unwarranted objectivity. Schröter believes that “every woman has the right to 

wear what she wants” but ignores the subtleties of free will still being situated in a historical, 

cultural, religious, and social context. Schröter assumes to be uniquely able to assess the 

intentions behind a hijab without calling into question her own intentions. This is a distorted 

attempt of Foucault’s external position and at intercultural understanding because Schröter 

assesses the interpretative structures of others without questioning her own interpretative 

structures determining her assessment. She hence fails at the ethnology of her own culture, 

which Foucault demands as a crucial first step in accepting the historical-cultural pluralism of 

symbolic orders.108 While she does not explicitly place her judgment as superior to others, she 

does draw conclusions about other cultural symbolic orders based solely on her own cultural 

symbolic order. The statement shows how seemingly nuanced remarks can fuel 

ethnocentricity by not practicing the necessary reflection toward one’s own symbolic orders. 

Overcoming this ethnocentricity lies in the ability to accept two incommensurable symbolic 

orders and underlying ontological premises as equally valid.109 

 

The article by JETZT also shows that both sides of the debate demonstrate a lack of 

ambiguity tolerance and the need to control the interpretation of the hijab. Conference 

protestors are quoted with the following demand: 

 

 
107 Aschenbrenner, „Studierende protestieren gegen Konferenz zum Thema Kopftuch.“ 
108 Kögler, Hans-Herbert. Die Macht des Dialogs. Kritische Hermeneutik nach Gadamer, Foucault und Rorty.  
109 Ibid., pp. 272.  
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“We can tolerate criticism of the headscarf. And we find that at a university, 

it’s perfectly debatable. But provided that at least half of the invited guests 

are not critical of the headscarf per se.”110 

 

What does it mean if people only feel capable of entering a dialogue if a balanced 

representation of opinions is guaranteed? The fact that such an equilibrium is seen as a 

prerequisite for debate shows that the latter is more of a power struggle than an exchange of 

opinions: to ensure a fair battle, each side of the argument needs an equal number of 

competitors. Concentrating on the invited guests and which side of the argument they 

represent shows the awareness of discourse as the arena for hegemonic domination. While the 

protestors of the conference base their criticism of the latter in its perpetuation of such 

hegemonic domination, their claim that the hijab is only “debatable” if their viewpoint is 

represented shows the compulsive need to control its interpretation and hence lacking 

tolerance of ambiguity.  

 

The article DIE WELT published on the occasion of the museum exhibition in Frankfurt 

includes a quote that explains the binary of the ‘good’ and the ‘bad’ hijab with the rigidity of 

its underlying images.111 Quoting the project coordinator of the forum accompanying the 

exhibition, the article defines the upheaval surrounding the exhibition as “cumbersome and 

unjustified” and quotes that “the dominant images have become so rigid that nobody can see 

the essence [of the exhibition] anymore.”112 Describing a debate taken up by most media 

outlets as “unjustified” implies that the final and correct interpretation of the hijab has been 

established, any further discussion of this is seen as void and without purpose. The quote 

explains the debate as unjustified because of the rigidity of images surrounding the hijab. 

However, instead of attempting to dissolve this rigidity, the project coordinator is quoted with 

demanding a realization of the “essence”. This shows that it is only the rigidity of the wrong 

images that is deplored for the bemoaned “essence” speaks to an intrinsic nature or quality, 

something that, by definition, cannot be argued with and hence displays rigidity in its 

definition. Regardless of the motivations behind this quote, the assumption of and search for 

an “essence” shows the lacking capacity for tolerating possibly “unjustified” discussions and 

different interpretations, and with that, lacking capacity for tolerating ambiguity.  

 
110 Aschenbrenner, „Studierende protestieren gegen Konferenz zum Thema Kopftuch.“  
111 „Voller Widersprüche: Schau zu muslimischer Mode.“ DIE WELT. 08 May 2019. https://bit.ly/31VLdfV. 

Accessed 13 August 2020.  
112 Ibid.  
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7.2 The Myth of the Singularity of Truth 

As identified in the theories by both Fairclough and Foucault, symbols are social agreements 

on the significance of certain objects. Such agreements are the glue that holds society together 

and with that, accepting ambiguity when it comes to symbols always carries the danger of 

jeopardizing social unity. An illustration of the difficulty of accepting symbols and hence 

social agreements as open to interpretation and ambiguity can be found in the article 

published by taz on the day of the Frankfurt conference.113 Contrary to the assumption that the 

article will discuss the different positions regarding the conference, the author decides to 

focus her article on a petition by Terre des Femmes that condemns the headscarf for young 

girls.114 This is both worthy of praise and criticism; praise because she decides not to 

reinforce the media echo of the conference, which in most newspapers consisted of a mere 

rendition of the two opposing opinions towards the hijab; but criticism because writing about 

the headscarf for young girls on a day when the term hijab is trending in public discourse 

leads the reader to conflate two essentially different issues: a headscarf obligation for young 

girls with the freedom to wear hijab, or not. Regardless of the author’s intention, she must be 

aware of the impact: if any discussion, conference, or petition that in one way or another 

includes the term hijab is understood as pertaining to ‘the’ ‘hijab’, this pertains to a falsely 

assumed singularity of truth and symbolism that impedes any tolerance for ambiguity.115  

 

In her discussion of different interpretations of the hijab, the author demonstrates an 

awareness of the complexity of its symbolisms.116 However, taking stock of the possible 

interpretations of the hijab, she writes:  

 

“the headscarf is a symbol of political Islam (…), a symbol of backwardness 

and of being rooted in old patriarchal structures that grant girls less freedom 

and self-determination than boys.”117 
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This shows that the previous acknowledgment of ambiguity does not resolve the compulsivity 

and social reflex to resolve this ambiguity by deriving at a final, correct interpretation of truth. 

While the previous part of the article also recognized the hijab as a possible symbol for 

“cultural and religious self-determination”118, the quote implicitly accuses those wearing 

hijab of being unintentionally supportive of “backwardness” and “patriarchal structures”. 

Additionally, the structuring of her sentence relates the mentioned backwardness and 

patriarchal structures to Islam and hence impedes a reflection on how both may also be part of 

other religions. While the exposure of societal structures is the goal of Foucault’s envisioned 

external perspective, the quotations from this article show the danger of doing so only for 

societies or religions from which one can distance oneself, at the cost of neglecting the 

exposure of power relations determining one's own reality. This misguided focus on the ill in 

other contexts combined with an ignorance toward the ill in one’s own is, in a way, also a 

result of lacking ambiguity tolerance because it maintains the binary of good and ‘our’ 

context, religion, and culture versus bad and ‘their’ context, religion, and culture.   

 

7.3 Biased Criticism  

This myth of the existence of a reality without ambiguities is reinforced a paragraph further 

along in the same taz article.119 Referring to the petition of Terre des Femmes for a ban on 

headscarves for young girls, it reads:  

 

“Islam expert Ahmad Mansour says: "We need a ban to enable children to 

grow up free of ideology - without gender segregation and sexualization". 

[He] describes the compulsory headscarf for children as "a form of 

abuse".”120  

 

The backwardness and patriarchal structures that the headscarf was said to symbolize earlier 

in the text is now referred to as an ideology, which children must be protected from. An 

ideology is a set of ideas that underpin a certain political theory – the symbolism of the 

headscarf has hence become politicized. This immersion of symbolism into ideology prevents 

the emergence of ambiguity tolerance. While people upholding different symbolisms may still 

unite behind a common political ideology, once the symbolisms are presented as ideologies, 
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such a union would mean a betrayal of one’s own ideology. As a result, claiming the 

emancipatory potential of the hijab is equated with an endorsement of political Islam; the 

symbolism and the associated ideology have become indivisible. Mansour pleads that 

freedom from the hijab’s oppressive symbolism and related ideology must be protected by a 

ban. While freedom can never exist without limitations, whose freedom is protected and 

whose freedom curtailed with such a demand? And which freedom is valued higher, religious 

freedom or the freedom from gender discrimination? Answering these questions requires a 

level of ambiguity tolerance because the safeguarding of one freedom may entail the 

curtailment of another; similarly, we must accept that what we regard as a protection of 

gender equality may be seen as a curtailment of religious freedom and vice versa.  

 

Instead of using Mansour’s quote to dissect the supposed irreconcilability of religious 

freedom and gender equality, his quote and especially the lacking contextualization provided 

by the author add to the solidification of fronts within the debate. First, the quote insinuates 

that all those not in favor of a ban for the headscarf for young girls are automatically 

endorsing a compulsion to wear a headscarf. This is a convenient exaggeration of one side of 

the argument that is meant to elicit a seemingly natural preference toward his standpoint. 

Indeed, not banning the headscarf for children will undoubtedly result in some children being 

coerced to wear a headscarf against their will. But a ban will also undoubtedly result in some 

children being forced to discard a symbol of their religious and cultural identity. Banning the 

hijab in the name of gender equality stiffens the view of the hijab being incompatible with 

gender equality. The message being sent to girls is thus one of their inability to realize and act 

against their own oppression. This potentially well-intentioned paternalism is particularly 

questionable once we realize that people are quick to decry lacking gender equality in debates 

from which they can distance themselves. Gender-based discrimination does not solely 

culminate in a socially enforced hijab. Such discrimination also shows up, for example, in 

unequal pay for equal work, domestic violence and media driven sexualization of women. The 

quote by Mansour mirrors a discursive and social practice where ambiguity is granted only 

when it comes to our reality: while existence of the discriminatory issues above may be 

acknowledged, it does not impair our understanding of Germany as a liberal, progressive, and 

democratic society. However, the fact that women in many countries wear the hijab due to 

social and political force, does impair our understanding of the whole of Islam and defines all 

women wearing hijab as bowing to patriarchal rule.    
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Why is it that women and especially Muslim women of color must be protected with bans 

instead of consolidations of their freedom? May such demands also be founded in the “gender 

segregation” and “patriarchal structures” denounced by Mansour? These double standards 

reveal how a quick condemnation of other symbolisms and reality constructions is often 

accompanied with a failure to judge one’s own symbolisms and constructions with the same 

rigor and precision.  If the right to gender equality truly is the aim, the media cannot focus 

only on those forms of oppression whose resolution demands change solely from a minority, 

but not the majority population. This discursive practice has solidified as a social practice 

where it is easy to turn a blind eye to gender discrimination if not forcefully confronted with it 

visually – for example by a hijab wearing woman. Authors must realize that quotations, if not 

embedded in a broader analytical discussion, are read as a reflection of their opinion, and the 

reflection of Mansour’s quote is one of deliberately one-sided criticism. Such discursive 

practices can quickly produce biased social practices, which will in turn lead to biased 

discursive practices going unnoticed. The media should recognize their responsibility in 

unveiling this spiral of influence.  

 

7.4 Representation of Opinions  

Another tool with which the attention can be focused on only one side of the argument is by 

representation or lack thereof. The article published by DIE WELT ahead of the Frankfurt 

conference defines the framework of representation with a quotation of Susanne Schröter: “A 

broad debate with as many voices as possible is part of the scientific discourse.”121 Scientific 

discourse constitutes only a part of public discourse but the inclusion of as many voices as 

possible can be extended as an ideal for the whole of public discourse. The representation of 

diverse voices should, ideally, secure the neutrality of the media because different 

interpretations, opinions and arguments are represented and then left to the reader’s individual 

judgment. But more interesting than the ideal conception of discourse is its implementation. 

Looking at the list of conference speakers, voices from both sides of the hijab debate were 

invited. The panel was filled with voices who have become prominent within the hijab debate, 

such as those of Necla Kelek and Alice Schwarzer, both known for their strong stance against 

the hijab. A positive interpretation of the hijab was represented by Khola Maryam Hübsch, a 

journalist and author of books known for propagating a positive interpretation of the hijab. All 
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of these voices amplified at the Frankfurt conference were voices who were already 

established to represent a certain argument within the hijab debate. If scientific and public 

discourse repeatedly amplify the same voices, we cannot be surprised if we keep receiving the 

same echo. Schwarzer, Kelek, and Hübsch have been selected as representatives of opposing 

sides of the debate and as such, acknowledging the truth of the respective other side would 

mean a loss of authority and credibility for all of them. Claiming that their inclusion on an 

academic panel is a representation of diversity reads more as an excuse than a true attempt to 

enable the participation of as many different voices as possible.  

 

The newspaper FAZ ponders the question of representation in the context of freedom of 

expression in its article titled: “The end of free speech and free thinking?”, published ahead of 

the Frankfurt conference: 

 

“The free exchange of arguments must still be possible. Once freedom of 

expression is no longer possible, that is the end of free democratic society.”  

 

“The basic right to freedom of expression and the freedom of science are the 

foundations of the argumentative debate.”122   

 

These two quotations mention freedom of expression as a pivotal aspect of public discourse. 

Stipulated in the Universal Declaration on Human Rights, the freedom of opinion and 

expression includes the freedom to hold opinions without interference and to seek, receive 

and impart information and ideas through any media and regardless of frontiers.123 But how 

can freedom of expression be granted if one opinion demands the shutdown of another? 

Where does the freedom of one person intersect with the freedom of another? As the author 

states, it is worrisome if academic conferences are decried before they have had the chance to 

convene. In the opinion of those protesting, the list of speakers was sufficient reason to 

presume that freedom of expression would be a one-sided affair during the conference. Does 

it follow hence that freedom of expression depends on a balanced composition and 

consideration of opinions? Does the freedom of expression entail the right to ignore opinions 

that do not conform with my own? What responsibility lies with a list of speakers in the 
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granting or curtailing of the freedom of expression? Unfortunately, the author does not 

discuss these parameters of freedom of expression.124 Printing statements that reiterate the 

importance of free expression does not equal a protection of it. Both those organizing and 

those protesting the conference seem to value freedom of expression, but the realization of 

this freedom looks very different for the two groups. By assuming consent in how we 

envision the manifestation of freedom of expression, the author neglects the versatile nature 

of expression.  

 

7.5 The Tool of Discreditation and Personalized Reporting 

Freedom of expression is arguably the most important element of the media. Journalists 

should be encouraged to give their opinions, but they should do so transparently, and they 

should consider the existence of other, equally valid opinions. The FAZ article published on 

the Frankfurt conference is an illustration of the contrary and shows how opinions can be 

expressed implicitly through discrediting the opinions one disagrees with.125 The title 

“Against the victim cult” (Original title: “Wider den Opferkult”) introduces the protestors of 

the conference as self-stylized victims who revel in their powerlessness.126 While the title is 

clearly directed toward those opposing the conference, the article proceeds to declare those 

advocating against the headscarf (not the conference) as the ‘true’ victims: 

 

“Necla Kelek (…) can no longer find an academic podium. Alice Schwarzer is 

the hate figure of Gender Studies.”127  

 

It seems that not the victim cult is the issue of the author, but that society fails to recognize 

the true victims in the debate, who are being punished with censorship (“can no longer find 

an academic podium”) and public disdain (“hate figure”). While possibly not intentional on 

part of the author, both the terms “victim cult” and “censorship” produce associations with the 

right-wing political spectrum. Over the past years, the lamenting of censorship and the claim 

to victimhood have become a part of the narrative pushed by the German AfD and other right-

wing parties, who aim to portray themselves as the voice of the masses that is being censored 

 
124 Schmoll, „Das Ende von freier Rede und freiem Denken?“ 
125 Thiel, Thomas. „Wider den Opferkult.“ Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung. 08 May 2019. 

https://bit.ly/2DUZRLY. Accessed 13 August 2020.  
126 Ibid. 
127 Ibid.  

https://bit.ly/2DUZRLY


43 

 

by traditional elites, rendering them victims of the system.128 At the center of such a victim 

cult stands the desire to discredit and vilify those presented as the perpetrators and celebrate 

one’s own victim status. Whether or not the call for censorship (by those protesting the 

conference) or the claim to being a victim of censorship (conference speakers) are justified in 

the context of the Frankfurt conference, readers should be aware that both are rhetorical tools 

to push a certain agenda. While they differ in content, their motivation and intended purpose 

are very much the same in that they aim to further their own argument by eliminating the 

possibility for other arguments.  

 

Another way to not directly state your opinion and still align the reader with your 

interpretation of truth is to adopt a rhetoric of personalized reporting. BILD illustrates this 

with its article ahead of the Frankfurt conference, opening with a large-size image of Susanne 

Schröter titled “Character assassination campaign against professor. Big upset over 

headscarf-conference.”129 (Original title: “Rufmord Kampagne gegen Professorin. Riesen-

Ärger um Kopftuch-Konferenz.”) Schröter is put into the focus of the article – which, given 

that the protest ahead of the conference chose her as its bogeyman, cannot be criticized. The 

protest is then defined as a “shitstorm” in the subtitle of the article.130 The word “shitstorm” 

is both an objectification and a functionalization of all individuals protesting the conference 

because they are solely defined via their protest and not represented as individuals. This 

semiotic choice clearly aligns the reader alongside Schröter and prevents a recognition of the 

protestors as people with possibly legitimate concerns. The colloquial language of the 

“shitstorm” is contrasted with the criminal offense of a “character assassination campaign”. 

This combination constitutes the protest as both unpredictable and unjust. While this rhetoric 

is clearly aimed at redeeming Schröter’s character, it does the whole of the hijab debate a 

disservice by ignoring its social component and focusing solely on personal disagreements. 

This focus on the people chosen to represent certain interpretations of the hijab prevents the 

tolerance of ambiguity because questioning a position is perceived as criticism of said people. 

With that, personalizing the debate fuels the polarity of opinions and impedes the 

development of ambiguity tolerance.  
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The article published by DIE WELT ahead of the Frankfurt conference disseminates a 

similarly personalized narrative. The title of the WELT article can hardly be surpassed in 

sensationalism: ““Character assassination” – Islam researcher pilloried for headscarf-

conference.”131 (Original title: “” Rufmord” – Islamforscherin wegen Kopftuch-Konfress am 

Pranger”). In a German context, using the phrase “to pillory” (Original: “am Pranger stehen”) 

insinuates very graphic images of a public and societal act of shaming and capital punishment. 

The image evokes a feeling of injustice because the act of putting someone in a pillory is 

today considered an outdated tool of tyrannical and arbitrary rule. Using such a phrase in a 

title prepares the reader to view the accusations posed to Susanne Schröter as irrational and 

guided by the uninformed masses. This perception becomes hardened every time the author 

mentions the anonymity of the protest and the fact that “the search for those responsible is 

ongoing”.132 Despite the factual anonymity of the protest, the author choses to quote Schröter 

– albeit without a direct citation – in stating that the Salafist movement was also involved in 

demanding her removal from university.133 This accusation is reinforced several paragraphs 

later when the author references that several members of the Initiative Secular Islam 

(“Initiative sekulärer Islam”), founded by Schröter, live under constant police protection 

because of their engagement in the struggle for a liberal Islam.134 Mentioning these very real 

threats to life and limb in combination with the possible involvement of Salafist circles in the 

protest creates a threatening scenario that cannot be supported with evidence. Instead of 

addressing the concerns of both those organizing the conference and those protesting against 

it, the article focuses solely on the personal disputes between the two groups. It hence 

perpetuates a discursive practice that promotes personal disputes over content-focused 

examination. 

 

The article FAZ published on the day of the Frankfurt conference shows a similar focus on 

the personal level. Speaking on the list of invited guests, the author mentions the publicist 

Khola Maryam Hübsch as the representative of a positive understanding of the hijab.135 But 

instead of discussing the arguments brought forward by Hübsch, the author reverts to 

descriptions of Hübsch that devalue her as naïve and uninformed.136 He writes that she 
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“refrained from” using direct quotations of the Quran – sarcastically denying her intellectual 

and academic capabilities as well as the validity of her argument.137 He then goes on to write 

that “those spiritual sources [which Hübsch references] will always remain hidden”, 

discrediting her argument as unaccountable and inadequate.138 Further elaborating on 

Hübsch’s general incompetence, the author states:  

 

“In any case, in her reckoning of the secularism of the West, the spiritually 

ambitious Khola Maryam Hübsch did not shy away from using a study by the 

Bertelsmann Foundation, which is not exactly known for its criticism of 

capitalism.”139  

 

These quotations show the absolute need for a cohesive picture of reality and the inability to 

accept ambivalence. Hübsch’s arguments regarding the hijab can only be accepted as valid if 

they can be retraced literally in the Quran, if they can be scientifically proven, and if they are 

in the same breath critical of capitalism. This shows that the author can only accept arguments 

as valid if they are founded on the premises and interpretations of reality guiding his 

perception, in this case a skeptical view of Islam, a need for scientific evidence and a critical 

stance toward capitalism. Such rhetoric uses the discreditation of other people’s 

argumentation as a vehicle to elevate one’s own. It further shows the inability to judge an 

argument independent from who is voicing it.  

 

7.6 The Claim of Incompatibility  

The consequence of not being able to tolerate the ambiguity of the hijab’s symbolism is the 

claim of incompatibility of the different positions. Only when different interpretations are 

declared as incompatible and irreconcilable, can the protracted state of the hijab debate be 

justified. One such claimed incompatibility underlying the hijab debate is the one between 

different understandings of feminism, presented in the FAZ article on the Frankfurt 

conference as an incompatibility of traditional feminism with queer theory.140 Under the 

subheading “Divide within feminism”, the author references, 
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“the dominant gender and queer theory on the one hand and traditional 

women's studies on the other.” 141 

 

He then proceeds with his assessment:  

 

“since gender and queer have made a pact with anti-racism, the fight against 

real or alleged racism has taken priority over all other objectives.” 142 

 

Other key words used to describe those following queer theory are “racism-cudgel” and 

“inconceivable indifference toward all real suffering that contradicts theoretical 

guidelines”.143 The author equates upholding a positive symbol of the hijab and Islam with 

“anti-racism” but relativizes this with his reference to “alleged racism”. Using the phrase of 

“have made a pact” carries the ring of conspiracy and directs the reader to mistrust both queer 

theory and positive interpretations of the hijab. The war-like rhetoric and juxtaposition of 

“alleged” and “real” suffering does not allow for the emergence of any ambivalence 

regarding the different forms of feminism and their different interpretations of the hijab.  

 

Additionally, reporting on the conference and the hijab debate solely as a result of feminist 

disagreement perpetuates two limiting beliefs: the first is that the hijab debate is no more than 

a quarrel between women - a clear demonstration of paternalistic behavior, aimed to convey 

what I believe is essentially a debate perpetuated to control women’s agency and self-

empowerment, as female bickering. The second belief impedes a resolution of the hijab 

debate because it perpetuates an understanding that only when we share our orientation, 

motivation, tradition, or opinion, can we fight and achieve a common goal. It is precisely the 

opposite: traditional feminists and queer theorists; those calling for a headscarf ban and those 

embracing the headscarf; they all share the common goal of female liberation, empowerment 

and agency – they differ in their envisioned realization of these goals. Developing ambiguity 

tolerance would help to acknowledge the subjectivity of liberation, empowerment, and 

agency. Recalling Foucault’s historical a priori may help in moving away from universally 

conceived categories and understanding such categories as results of the social constructions 

constituting our reality.  
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7.7 Encouraging the Development of Ambiguity Tolerance  

The article published by SZ on the day of the ruling by the Federal Constitutional Court 

recognizes the responsibility of contextualizing universally conceived categories and the 

consequent unveiling of the interplay between discursive and social practice.144 Relating to 

the title of the article, “Concealed to reveal”, the author states: 

 

 “only in a society that distrusts Muslims because they are Muslims, (...) can 

demonstrative veiling become an expression of self-assertion.”145   

 

This shows how the symbolism attributed to the hijab depends on the social context in which 

it develops. Many women across the world are forced to wear hijab and face deadly 

punishment if they disobey. This is intolerable and must be addressed on both a political and 

social level. But it does not belong in the German debate regarding the hijab. A country that 

recruited large numbers of people from predominantly Muslim countries as migrant workers 

over fifty years ago and yet still debates whether symbols of Islam, such as the hijab, prevent 

the recognition of national belonging invites provocative confrontations with its double 

standards. We should accept that the hijab holds different symbolisms in different contexts – 

they must not be the same and they must not be reconcilable. Such an acceptance would 

constitute ambiguity tolerance.  

 

The article taz published on the museum exhibition explicitly mentions the need to accept this 

ambiguity surrounding the hijab.146 The title “More than just a Hijab”, references the 

multifaceted symbolism the hijab represents, and the article gives room to the different 

sentiments it elicits – keywords being “empowerment”, “xenophobia”, “misogyny”.147 In 

contrast to most other examined articles, the author identifies the diversity of symbolisms as a 

result of the ambivalent relationship between conditions of social pressure and individual 

agency, which she identifies as the “elephant in the room”.148 This idiom is used to speak of a 

controversial issue that is obvious but nevertheless not talked about because it makes people 
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uncomfortable. However, the author’s assumption that there is an agreement on the elephant 

in the room within the hijab debate is not reflected in the examination of articles on the topic. 

This assumption of a common analysis of the underlying problem within the hijab debate 

constitutes one of the main reasons for the protracted state of the debate. For those advocating 

the hijab as a possible vehicle for female empowerment, the root of the problem may be that a 

blanket condemnation of the hijab as patriarchally imposed denies them their autonomy and 

agency. For those proclaiming the hijab as a symbol of female degradation, the root of the 

problem may be the well-intended but misguided support of liberals for a coercive practice of 

veiling. One side is concerned with individual intention, the other with social pressure, and 

each side sees the focus on the respective other as a fatal error in judgment.    

 

It is with the use of questions and modal verbs that the author of this article aims to unveil 

what she considers the elephant in the room.149 These rhetorical tools speak to the level of 

certainty that she wants to convey and to the position of power she assumes. As all selected 

newspapers have a considerable readership and thus a prominent position within public 

discourse, authors writing for these newspapers naturally occupy a powerful position. 

Employing modality when covering a topic as controversial as the hijab can be seen as 

showing appropriate consideration to the complexity of the debate. At the same time, readers 

should recognize that questions and modal verbs are discursive elements that are never used 

without a specific intention. While questions may thus allow more room for the reader to 

develop his or her own opinion, the way they are posed often reveals the answers the author 

aims to initiate. Some of the questions included in the taz article are:  

 

“How did it come about, for example, that hijab and long-sleeved, less body-fitting clothing 

are now attributed this subversive fashion potential?” 

 

“[Could the hijab be] the gesture of punk in today's times, the fashionable fuck you (and if so, 

who is it meant for)?” 

 

“Can we conceive of Muslim fashion, which is not modest? Why this seemingly God-given 

constraint, which excludes a large part of Muslim women?”150 
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The first two questions reveal the author’s intent to suggest a positive potential of the hijab 

(“subversive fashion potential”, “gesture of punk”). Instead of introducing the reader to two 

opposing interpretations of the hijab, the author references a range of different interpretations 

and more importantly, questions why some interpretations have become more solidified than 

others. The questions also show an understanding of the historical and cultural context when it 

comes to the symbolism of the hijab.  The wording of “how did it come about”, “could the 

hijab be”, “can we conceive” speak to the possibility of multiple traditions and 

interpretations of the hijab coexisting even though some existing interpretations may escape 

our ability to conceive or imagine. Readers are hence encouraged to consider the historical 

and cultural origins behind different interpretations, an understanding and acceptance of 

which constitute the most important element of ambiguity tolerance.  

 

The taz article published ahead of the Frankfurt conference demonstrates how the inclusion of 

voices who combine praise and criticism can also encourage readers to accept an ambiguous 

position as an option next to demonizing and celebrating the conference, and the hijab.151 In 

addition to Zuher Jazmati, sole spokesperson of the protest, and Susanne Schröter, the taz 

article also includes statements by Islamic scholar Fabian Schmidmeier and board member of 

the Alhambra society, Eren Güvercin.152 While the protest is – in the sum of all articles – 

depicted as an emotional, irrational and unacademic spur of an anonymous group, including 

statements such as those from Schmidmeier and Güvercin broaden the debate by bringing 

forward arguments that are not in support of the protest per se but do share some of the 

criticism directed toward the conference format.153 In contrast to the other articles, the author 

of this article does not present the side of the protestors and the side of the conference 

organizers as the only viable, respectively negating options for readers to adopt. Instead, she 

encourages readers to develop a level of ambiguity tolerance by showing that a critique of the 

conference must not be equated with an endorsement of the hijab, and similarly, that a critique 

of the protest must not be equated with a demonization of the hijab. It allows for the existence 

of ambivalence and nuances without claiming the prerogative of interpretation. 
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7.8 Conclusion of Section 7 

This section discussed different discursive practices and rhetorical elements that, in their 

entirety, demonstrate a lack of ambiguity tolerance. The compulsivity with which public 

discourse, as represented by the twenty examined articles, clings to the singularity of truth and 

hence to the ability to define incidents from a supposedly external and objective position was 

shown. The analysis revealed rhetorical choices, such as the omission of diverse opinions, 

rendition of biased criticism, the tools of discreditation and personalized reporting, and the 

claim of incompatibility as reinforcing the polarity of opinions between the hijab debate and 

preventing the development of ambiguity tolerance. Some positive examples of how articles 

may foster such tolerance in their readers were also included.  

 

8. Claiming the prerogative of interpretation  

A low tolerance of ambiguity is often founded on a claim to the prerogative of interpretation. 

This claim is connected to the assumption to be able to objectively assess events and opinions 

from an external perspective and hence be in possession of all necessary information to make 

universally valid conclusions. If we believe to have the prerogative of interpretation, 

perpetuating this interpretation as the only valid one becomes a justifiable mission of 

‘spreading the truth’. The claim to an objective observer’s position is, in a way, part of the 

journalistic ethos. In 1973, the German Press Council published a collection of journalistic-

ethical rules, a form of a voluntary commitment, known as the journalistic principles 

(Original: Pressekodex).154 The first principle speaks to the respect for the truth and maintains 

that truthfully informing the public is the highest precept of the press.155 The following 

analysis examines the realization of this ideal of truthfully informing the public and its 

possible functioning as the premise for claiming the prerogative of interpretation. 

    

8.1 Who Speaks and Who is Spoken about 

The article published by JETZT ahead of the Frankfurt conference brings up the aspect of 

who can claim the prerogative of interpretation.156 Explaining the motives of the protestors, 

the author writes “the students also criticize the fact that women without a headscarf talk 

 
154 „Pressekodex.“ Presserat. 1973. https://bit.ly/2FlLK32. Accessed 13 August 2020.  
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about women who wear a headscarf”157. Who we allow to speak on issues within public 

discourse is a question of power. Being an individual with a high ranking academic or 

political position leads to instant presumptions about the expertise and knowledgeability of 

said person. This is problematic not because such people may not meet these presumptions, 

but because it indirectly disqualifies all those without socially accepted badges of intelligence 

as deserving representation within public discourse.   

 

Understanding the upset caused by a debate about the symbolism of the headscarf being 

predominantly led by women who do not wear a headscarf requires an examination of who 

has historically been centered in this debate and who has been sidelined. While the debate has 

been going on for over a decade, the media are only now beginning to represent a diversity of 

opinion, for example by including both women who do not wear hijab and women who do 

wear hijab as experts in the debate. The inclusion of male voices as experts within a debate 

solely concerning female reality speaks to a paternalistic discursive practice while the 

predominant inclusion of women whose reality does neither include Islam nor the hijab 

speaks to the assumption that being unaffected allows a better understanding of reality from 

an external and hence objective position. Currently, many different groups currently claim the 

lead of authority within the hijab debate: women, who do not prescribe to Islam religion and 

see either the entire religion or the specificity of the hijab as a symbol and tool of oppression; 

women who prescribe to Islam religion but reject the hijab as incompatible with their 

interpretation of Islam and gender equality; and women, who prescribe to Islam and embrace 

the hijab as a symbol that is individually determined and hence bears emancipatory potential. 

One group derives its assumed authority from its external position (these are the voices who 

have historically been put at the forefront of the debate), the others from their personal 

experience and concernment. While all positions should be given the space to be voiced, those 

not directly involved with the symbolism of the hijab should understand that what they can 

examine as an external object may be an integral part of another person’s identity. Assuming 

that the lack of direct involvement or concern equals Foucault’s envisioned external position 

and hence the capacity for objective examination is a logical fallacy. What Foucault 

considered the hermeneutical external position requires a reflection on how the current 

discursive and social practices have catered to the preferential treatment and equalization of 

lack of personal concern with being in possession of the prerogative of interpretation.158   

 
157 Aschenbrenner, „Studierende protestieren gegen Konferenz zum Thema Kopftuch.“ 
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8.2 Contextualization  

The article BILD published on the museum exhibition is an illustrative example of cementing 

the power position of those who have already been established as experts within the hijab 

debate, while omitting the fact that there may be other knowledgeable voices.159 The article 

consists of four large-size images of prominent critics of the hijab. All those cited are 

presented with their professional status, meant to portray them as authorities to the readership. 

The article opens by stating: “Islamic scholars and human rights activists are appalled”.160 

The possibility to view the exhibition and its contents differently is not mentioned. Instead, 

using the general terms of “Islamic scholars and “human rights activists” to describe the 

exhibition’s critics conveys unity in the assessment of the conference. Questioning the 

critique of the conference becomes equated with critiquing the canon of Islamic scholars and 

the work of human rights activists. The people chosen to represent the line-up of Islamic 

scholars and human rights activists further cement the portrayal of unity in the hijab’s 

assessment. Naila Chikhi, who is featured as a representative of human rights activists, 

specifically due to her association with Terre des Femmes, is quoted:  

 

“With this exhibition, well-meaning Western groups pander to political 

currents of a religion that despises women. Without thinking, they serve the 

Islamist message, which depicts only the veiled woman as modest.”161 

 

Seyran Ates, “women’s rights activist”, goes further and calls the organizers of the exhibition 

“mendacious henchmen of women's oppression.”162 The remaining quotations echo this in 

style and tone.163 The problematic issue of the article, however, is not its drastic quotes but 

their lacking contextualization and juxtaposition with other possible perceptions. All quotes 

perpetuate absolutist thinking and a division of society into those who agree with this thinking 

and those who think otherwise. While both Chikhi and Ates clearly portray their thinking as 

good and appropriate and those disagreeing as bad and uninformed, their statements differ in 

their insinuation of malicious intent. While Chikhi includes words such as “well-meaning” 

 
159 „Islam-Wissenschaftler laufen Sturm gegen Kopftuch-Schau“. BILD. 03 April 2019. https://bit.ly/2PNirYW. 
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and “without thinking” to indicate those in disagreement with her as not being sufficiently 

informed, Ates directly accuses all those involved in the exhibition of being deceitful and 

underhandedly supporting women’s oppression. Chikhi’s interpretation of the exhibitions still 

allows the possibility of good intentions and with that also the possibility of a different 

interpretation; Ates declares only her assessment of the intentions and the exhibition as 

correct. Both women claim the prerogative of interpretation, but one does so with absolute 

totality while the other does not. None of this devalues their arguments, but BILD showcases 

them as only truths on a multilayered subject. Not only does the article lack any 

representation of other opinions, the opinions chosen to be portrayed discredit and deny the 

possibility of reasonable disagreement, leaving the reader with a partial understanding of 

social reality. 

 

Overcoming such a partial understanding of social reality is difficult for two main reasons: 

first, repeating rigidified opinions of the same people over and over again perpetuates an 

understanding of those people as the only experts on a subject that should ideally include as 

many voices as possible. The assessment propagated by these experts becomes understood as 

truth. Secondly, omitting the social and historical context in which all incidents and people 

are situated creates the illusion of an impartial truth, independent of such contexts. This 

opposes Foucault’s understanding of the historical a priori necessary for recognizing one’s 

perception of reality as inevitably contextual.164  

 

The article published by SZ on the day of the decision by the Federal Constitutional Court 

highlights the importance of contextualization.165 Prior to the decision on February 27th, 2020, 

Germany had seen deadly attacks directed toward those whose visual appearance allows the 

majority population to label them as ‘others’. This article is the only one directly referencing 

this social and political context in which the court decision is embedded.166 The attack of 

Hanau had happened only a week prior; nine people – who shared nothing but an appearance 

different from the German majority population - were shot by a far-right extremist. The 

shooting prompted public consternation and outraged reactions by the government. But the 

author takes up a point dismissed in much of the debates and public discussions subsequent to 

the attack and symptomatic of the hijab debate in general: “Germans of Turkish, Arabic or 

 
164 Foucault, Analytik der Macht.   
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other non-German origin are often only part of the debate, but not partners in discussion.”167 

Being spoken of but not being able to speak, or rather, not being given the platform to be 

heard, repeatedly being denied the opportunity to proclaim one’s own interpretation 

constitutes a belittling discursive practice maintained by those who believe to righteously be 

in possession of the prerogative of interpretation. A court decision claiming the 

incompatibility of the hijab with neutrality will hence be perceived as cementing a social 

practice where the majority decides over the social reality of those defined as ‘others’. Just 

like relying solely on hijab-wearing Muslima as experts on the meaning of the hijab would 

constitute a simplification of the debate, relying solely on those who have no personal 

affiliation with the hijab means that the discussed meanings of the hijab will represent only a 

partial truth that is not grounded in the realities of those actually wearing hijab.    

 

8.3 Cementing Positions of Power  

Such a partial and hence biased understanding of reality is perpetuated by the BILD reporting 

ahead of the Frankfurt conference through an unequal representation and granting of 

authority.168 For example, Susanne Schröter is mentioned four times in the article, three times 

of which her mention is accompanied with an attest of her authority to speak on the issue at 

hand: 

 

“Professor Doctor Susanne Schröter, Director of the Research Centre for Global Islam at the 

Goethe University”, 

“Professor Doctor Susanne Schröter (61)”, 

“The renowned ethnologist, who has headed the Frankfurt Research Center for Global Islam 

for years”.169 

 

When providing quotations of people in a newspaper article, it is important to provide the 

reader with an explanation as to why this person has been chosen as an authority on the 

subject. Hence, mentioning Schröter’s position as the head of the Research Centre for Global 

Islam is fully legitimate. However, disproportionate repetition of this authority-fomenting 

practice in a short article, especially if the opposing side remains unmentioned and without 

authority, constitutes a discursive practice directed toward implicitly discrediting the 
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plausibility of opposing arguments. Those protesting the conference are represented with an 

Instagram image of a young hijab-wearing woman who is covering her face with a poster 

saying “Because my headscarf is my business. #Schroeter_out”.170 The image is subtitled: 

  

“This Muslima does not want the Islamic headscarf to be discussed. Instead, 

she demands the resignation of Prof. Schröter.”171 

 

To a certain extent, the circumstances surrounding the public dispute ahead of the conference 

induced such one-sided reporting where one side remains anonymous while the other is overly 

focused on one person. The fact that those protesting the conference chose to remain 

anonymous, for possibly plausible reasons, while simultaneously uniting their protest in the 

attack on one person naturally facilitates sympathy with Susanne Schröter. BILD cements this 

favoring of one opinion by not referencing any of the reasons the protesters may have had for 

objecting to the conference. Instead, the dismissal of Susanne Schröter is mentioned as the 

only goal of the conference opposition and summarized as a “character assassination 

campaign”172 (Original: “Rufmord-Kampagne”). While harming another person’s reputation 

without justification should be condemned, readers should be vigilant whether justifications 

are lacking or simply not reported.   

 

The BILD article reporting on the day of the conference further adds to this biased perception 

of reality. The title of the article references the weight and validity given to the protest: “At 

Goethe University – Tiny Protest Storm against Headscarf Conference”.173 The original 

German title uses the belittling version of the word “storm” (“Protest Stürmchen”), which 

shows the aim of discrediting the legitimacy and seriousness of the protest. This diminutive 

form of nouns is used twice more in the article, all times meant to deride the absurdity and 

puerility of the protest: “a small pile of opponents” (“ein Häufchen Gegnerinnen”); “a small 

group of protestors” (“ein kleines Demonstranten-Grüppchen”).174 In contrast, those in favor 

of the conference are given academic and scientific credibility by mentioning their full name, 

profession, and age: “Ethnologist Prof. Dr. Susanne Schröter (61)”, “University President 

Birgitta Wolff (53)”, “Feminist Legend Alice Schwarzer (76)”, “Head of the State Office of 
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Criminal Investigation Sabine Thurau (63)”, and “Ex-mayor Jutta Ebeling (72, Green 

Party)”.175 Citing the age of those being quoted is a tool to reflect maturity, especially when 

put in comparison with the use of the diminutive to describe their opponents. While the work 

somebody does to a certain degree reflect the capabilities of that person, including such 

information for only side of an argument is a rhetorical method of persuasion readers should 

be aware of.  

 

8.4 Implicitly Guiding the Reader’s Opinion  

The article published by DIE WELT on the day of the Frankfurt conference employs similar 

techniques. While those defending the conference are referenced with accompanying titles 

such as “Women's rights activist Alice Schwarzer”, “Frankfurt expert on Islam, Susanne 

Schröter”, and “Necla Kelek, member of the board of Terre des Femmes” those opposing the 

conference are referenced with the term “shitstorm” and “a few students”.176 The instructions 

for the reader regarding whose judgement holds more weight are obvious. The article does 

include a paragraph dedicated to the argumentation of Khola Maryam Hübsch, the 

conference’s panel member many articles cite as the pro-headscarf representative.177 While 

this inclusion is generally to be welcomed, it is striking how differently this paragraph is 

edited in comparison with the following one, where Necla Kelek directly contradicts the 

statements of Hübsch. The arguments brought forward by Hübsch are put in quotation marks: 

  

“The veil is "an expression of their faith"” and “It is important to "move 

outside your own bubble".”  

(Original Version: “Der Schleier sei „Ausdruck ihres Glaubens“.“ (…) „Es 

sei wichtig, “sich außerhalb der eigenen Blase zu bewegen“.“)178 

 

The double quotation marks create a distance between the arguments of Hübsch and the 

author’s opinion. Further, the authors choose to use the subjunctive I of the verb “to be” in 

this paragraph instead of the perfect tense. The subjunctive cannot be properly translated into 

English but is used in German when repeating a statement of someone for whose validity the 

author does not want to vouch. Using the subjunctive hence creates distance from the 
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statement and presents it as more of a vague assumption that might not necessarily be true. 

The subjunctive is also used in the paragraph presenting Kelek’s arguments, but without 

quotation marks, which reduces the mediated distance between the authors’ and Kelek’s 

statements. In direct response to Hübsch’s quote explaining the headscarf as an expression of 

faith, this paragraph reads, without quotation marks:  

 

“The headscarf is not a religious obligation. (…) Women wear the veil for 

fear of man.” 

(Original Version: “Das Kopftuch sei keine religiöse Pflicht, betont Necla 

Kelek, Vorstandsmitglied von Terre des Femmes. (…) Frauen trügen den 

Schleier aus Angst vor dem Mann.”)179 

 

While the use of the subjunctive in both paragraphs shows a distancing from the quoted 

statements, the placement of the Kelek paragraph as a direct response to that of Hübsch and 

the use of double quotations only for Hübsch’s arguments directs the reader to put more 

weight on Kelek’s assessment of the hijab.  

 

8.5 “As if it Were…” 

There are also certain phrases used to prompt a certain opinion to be adopted by the reader as 

his or her own. An illustrative example is the phrase “as if it were”, used to describe an 

understanding of reality that the author wants to portray as wrong, and found in the article 

published by FAZ on the museum exhibition.180 The article references the incendiary potential 

the subjectivity of art can unfold once it comes into conflict with another person’s subjective 

perception of it.181 Such disagreements are part of the discourse-stimulating potential of art, 

but those producing or showcasing art, and those writing about it, should be aware of the 

connotations and symbolisms a piece of art may carry. For those forced to wear hijab, a burka 

or niqab, presenting these as fashion choices or pieces of art will be experienced as a 

minimization of a painful, potentially deadly reality. Similarly, for those voluntarily wearing a 

veil as a sign of female religious empowerment, presenting this decision as nothing more than 

a style may be experienced as a neglection of their social and political agency. Trying to 
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reconcile the conflict between the subjective reality and the ideal of objectivity, the author of 

the FAZ article falls into the fallacy of elevating her subjective perceptions as objectively 

valid, justifying her claim to the prerogative of interpretation.182 Speaking to those who 

denounced the exhibition as downplaying female oppression, the author writes:  

“As if it were a matter of making the Sharia and dress regulations - the non-

observance of which in parts of Indonesia, Iran or Saudi Arabia, for example, 

entails draconian punishments - presentable by showing "modest fashion", 

which is the self-designation of this fashion trend. As if it were a matter of 

disregard for coerced veiling.”183 

 

While mocking those who allow only their reading of the exhibition, this paragraph presents 

the exact discursive practice it intends to mock. Using the phrase “as if it were” denies the 

existence of any other plausible perceptions, claiming an external position from which “the 

way things really are” can be perceived. It discredits those assessing the museum exhibition 

differently as being blinded to the correct interpretation, as not being able to access the full 

truth. With that, a different assessment of the exhibition is not only devalued but its possibility 

fully denied. This is a clear demonstration of the prerogative of interpretation, used to 

establish the author’s subjective perception as universally valid and to hence determine the 

public narrative on the true substance of the museum exhibition.  

 

8.6  “Allegedly” 

The article published by taz ahead of the Frankfurt conference illustrates the use of the word 

“allegedly” to discredit anything that follows it.184 In a paragraph where Zuher Jazmati, sole 

spokesperson of the protest, explains the motives of the protestors, he is quoted as follows: 

“There is no need for an allegedly academic justification for the fact that Islam is a 

threat.”185 Using the word “allegedly” shows that Jazmati aims to discredit the academic 

justifications as not fulfilling his – the correct – standards and normative requirements. This 

shows that both sides of the hijab debate, not only those speaking on behalf of the status quo, 

share the claim to the prerogative of interpretation, leading to two different realities colliding, 

each claiming to be objective and therefore universally valid. Jazmati intentionally or 

 
182 Lueken, Verena. “Hip Hop im Hijab.” 
183 Ibid.  
184 Riese, „Kritik an Panelbesetzung“. 
185 Ibid. 



59 

 

unintentionally moves the discussion from the hijab to Islam in general, complicating an 

amicable resolution of the debate because all those criticizing the hijab are now represented as 

criticizing Islam in general.  

 

8.7 Assessment of Social Relevance  

Just like rhetorical choices such as the use of the above-mentioned phrases direct the reader 

toward a certain assessment of what is being discussed, the choice of events that newspapers 

report on determine, to a certain extent, what readers perceive at all and to what extent they 

recognize the event as relevant to their reality. Similarly, if newspapers print a news agency 

report instead of commissioning a separate article, this signals the newspaper’s assessment of 

the event as not particularly relevant for their readership. The largest news agency in 

Germany providing such reports is dpa (Deutsche Presse Agentur). Given their large number 

of reporters and wide-reaching network, dpa reports are often the first ones to be published 

and newspapers often include a dpa report before publishing an article by one of their own 

reporters.186 If newspapers chose to publish only a dpa article, this serves an agenda-setting 

function. For example, BILD and DIE WELT published nothing but the dpa report on the day 

of the Federal Constitutional Court ruling, revealing the assumed irrelevance of the latter for 

their readership.187 While the other three incidents touched upon the reality of the majority 

population by each causing a public and heated debate about the meaning and validity of the 

hijab’s symbolism, the court decision pertained only to the reality of Muslim women wearing 

a hijab. The reporting chosen by BILD and DIE WELT hence shows them catering to what 

they believe is the social reality of the majority population, sidelining the social reality of 

those in the minority.  

 

SZ made a similar assessment regarding the relevance for their readership but regarding a 

different incident. On the day on which all other newspapers reported in length on the public 

controversy surrounding the online protest and demands for Schröter’s resignation, SZ did not 

commission a separate article. Instead, the newspaper published only a short summary of the 

heated discussions dominating the news.188 This demonstrates the newspaper’s awareness of 
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their power to amplify and sideline certain events for their readership and the decision not to 

add to widespread emotionalized reporting of a conference’s protest before said conference 

has taken place. Such editorial decisions signal a newspaper’s claim to being in the position to 

determine an incident’s relevance for the social reality of their readers.  

 

8.8 Double Standards  

In contrast to BILD and DIE WELT, SZ chose to highlight the relevance of the ruling of the 

Federal Constitutional Court. The article examines the extent to which a court must 

demonstrate ambiguity tolerance toward individual intentions, such as wearing a hijab while 

exercising a legal clerkship, that may clash with the majority population’s understanding of 

neutrality.189 The article’s title – “Concealed to Reveal” – speaks to the agency emanating 

from an individual’s attire. While demands for a demonstration of neutrality are appropriate 

for the court room, the scope of the court decision does not concern the obligation to 

neutrality in court. Instead, the decision speaks to which religions and individual intentions 

are seen as compatible with neutrality and which are seen as demonstrations of lacking 

neutrality. What we see as agreeable with neutrality is a reflection of what we see as the 

justified status quo of society. While such a status quo can never be fully neutral, those 

benefiting from the status quo and those disadvantaged by it must be held to the same 

standards of neutrality and given the same leeway in their demonstration of neutrality.  

 

The author discusses the principle of ideological and religious neutrality in her commentary 

and adds an important element: perfect and infallible fulfilment of this principle is an ideal –  

 

“necessary for democracy, worth striving for, to be defended at all costs, but, 

like any ideal: unattainable. The discrepancy between absolute standards and 

the human factor cannot be eliminated. The cross, just like the headscarf, 

turban or other visual stimuli merely render this visible.”190  

 

A society must be guided by ideals. But it is problematic when courts do not hold all people 

equally accountable to the fulfilment of these ideals.  Holding those different from us - 

whether that difference be in religion, nationality, gender, or political belief - 
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disproportionately to the fulfilment of ideals we claim for ourselves, violates the ideal of 

neutrality. Accepting the discrepancy between ideal and human implementation seems to be 

an act of grace we reserve only for people we can identify with, whose “visual stimuli” do not 

contradict our perception of neutrality. The fact that we grant some people considerable 

leeway while others are strictly held to the fulfillment of an unattainable ideal is a testament 

to deep-rooted double standards. The fact that this article is the only examined media article 

directly referencing this double standard is a testament to the fact that they have become a 

mostly unchallenged aspect of social reality and a part of the supposedly neutral 

implementation of democratic principles.  

 

The author of the taz article regarding the court decision indirectly draws his readers' attention 

to the double standards immanent in the supposedly neutral court decision.191 He includes that 

the plaintiff claimed that the Hessian civil service law was specifically directed against 

Muslims because the law reads that, in the question of neutrality,  

 

"appropriate account is to be taken of the Christian and humanist western 

tradition of the Land Hessen.”  

(Original: “ (…) wonach bei der Frage der Neutralität “der christlich und 

humanistisch geprägten abendländischen Tradition des Landes Hessen 

angemessen Rechnung zu tragen“ ist.“192 

 

This shows that the preferential treatment granted to Christianity is stipulated in regional 

laws. Whereas a Muslim religious background is seen as undermining a person’s ability to 

demonstrate neutrality, a Christian background is seen as compatible, and even something that 

should be considered in the understanding and application of neutrality. The author’s 

commentary of the above-mentioned part of the decision is as follows:   

 

“The constitutional judges conceded that the Hessian legislature probably 

considered a privileging of Christian symbols to be legitimate. However, the 

sentence is to be interpreted in a way that is in conformity with the 

constitution, namely that privileging Christian symbols is prohibited.”193 
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His inclusion of the word “probably” in the first sentence as well as beginning the second 

sentence with “was to be interpreted” shows him questioning the sincerity and neutrality of 

the decision. With that, he highlights how even the highest-ranking German court turns a 

blind eye when something undeniably reveals the preferential treatment of Christianity and is 

quick to find an alternative interpretation that upholds the myth of neutrality. The author 

clearly mocks the credibility and impartiality of the court with the juxtaposition of sentences: 

in the first sentence, the judges admit that the Hessian legislation “probably” legitimizes a 

privileging of Christian symbols. In the second sentence, this is promptly relativized with a 

statement – once again assuming the innocence of Christianity and federal legislation - that 

claims this possible privileging should be overlooked and that the legislation “is to be 

interpreted” in a way that is in conformity with the constitution.  

 

8.9 Conclusion of Section 8 

This section demonstrated different explicit and implicit ways authors claim the prerogative 

of interpretation when it comes to the hijab. Being in a position from which such a prerogative 

of interpretation can be claimed is an indicator of power, granted predominantly to those who 

profess to speak on behalf of the majority German population. My examination has shown 

that few authors challenge the status quo of who is allowed to speak and be heard on issues 

concerning the hijab, instead reverting to an amplification of the solidified and opposing two 

fronts and the respective experts. While the claim to the prerogative of interpretation on part 

of the journalist may stem from the ideal of providing objective and truthful reporting and 

hence the necessity to be fully convinced of the validity of their argument, this ideal can 

easily mutate into a compulsive clinging to superiority. This desire to convince readers, and 

possibly also themselves, of the accuracy of their interpretations of reality is, for example, 

reflected by providing academic justifications only for their own arguments or by the use of 

certain phrases meant to elicit a natural preference for their argument and simultaneous 

reluctance toward others. This section also examined the prevalence of double standards, 

which help to conceal the power structures inherent in the status quo.   
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9. Self-Reinforcing Feedback Loop Between the Media and Social 

Reality  

The demonstrated lack of ambiguity tolerance and the prevalence of the claim to the 

prerogative of interpretation show that public discourse can be a powerful tool of hegemonic 

domination. I now introduce the third element hampering the democratic potential of public 

discourse: a self-reinforcing feedback loop between media reporting and our perception of 

reality. Only when we penetrate this loop, can we become aware of how both lacking 

ambiguity tolerance and a compulsive clinging to the prerogative of interpretation may limit 

our understanding of the versatile nature of social reality. This section will begin with 

theoretical considerations and be complemented with illustrative examples of the newspaper 

analysis.  

 

As psychologist Daniel Kahnemann states: “A reliable way to make people believe in 

falsehoods is frequent repetition, because familiarity is not easily distinguished from truth.”194 

The hypothesis of a self-reinforcing feedback loop between media reporting and public 

opinion borrows from the theory of the spiral of silence, formulated by Elisabeth Noelle-

Neumann. According to this theory, the willingness of many people to express their opinion 

depends on the assessment of public opinion. 195  If the latter is felt to contradict one's own 

opinion, there are inhibitions to express it, and the stronger the contrast becomes, the more 

inhibitions there are, leading to a spiraling effect of silencing one’s own opinion.196 Diana C. 

Mutz added to this theory by showing that a perceived agreement between one’s own opinion 

and that perpetrated by the media will lead to an increased willingness to showcase one’s own 

opinion.197 When faced with complex societal conflicts, people are hence likely to gravitate 

toward consuming media that supports their moral and political convictions. 

 

Following the methodology of Fairclough, I argue that there is a similar spiral or loop effect 

between the discursive practices perpetuated by the media and the social practices regulating 

society. As Noelle-Neumann observed, the media have the power to determine the 

presentation of public opinion.198 This presentation is determined by various discursive 

 
194 Kahnemann, Thinking, Fast and Slow.    
195 Noelle-Neumann, The Spiral of Silence: Public Opinion – Our Social Skin. 
196 Ibid.  
197 Mutz, Diana C. “The Influence of Perceptions of Media Influence: Third Person Effects and the Public 

Expression of Opinions.” International Journal of Public Opinion Research. Vol.1, No.1, 1989. pp. 3-23. 
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practices - such as claiming the prerogative of interpretation, discrediting opposing opinions, 

giving excessive authority to only side of the argument, or denying the existence of 

ambiguity. The consequently propagated perception of social reality then influences our 

assessment of the latter, which in turn influences the media we seek out to inform ourselves 

about incidents important to our social reality. This self-reinforcing feedback loop – the echo 

chamber – can also be observed in the algorithms governing many social platforms such as 

Instagram and Facebook, where people and arguments a person interacts with the most will in 

turn be the most displayed in that person’s profile.199   

 

While such individual adaptations are not possible in the print media, each newspaper still 

caters to its specific audience. While initially each newspaper attracts certain readers because 

of their content and rhetoric, they must, over time, also maintain that content and rhetoric if 

they do not want to risk losing their readership to other newspapers. While the social reality of 

a person directs the choice of newspaper, the newspaper in turn bases content and rhetoric on 

the social reality of their readership. This leads to a self-reinforcing feedback loop, in which 

social constructs and perceptions of reality become more and more solidified and naturalized. 

As a result of this loop, uniform opinions validate each other to the point where an opinion 

becomes understood as the sole representation of truth, justifying the claim to the prerogative 

of interpretation, and impeding the development of ambiguity tolerance.  

 

9.1 The Construction of Common-Sense 

The most striking result of this self-reinforcing feedback loop is the manifestation of 

assumptions as common-sense, such as in the article SZ published on the museum exhibition, 

titled “A fashion exhibition? I wish”.200 Referencing the two predominantly voiced 

interpretations of the hijab – “emancipatory for one, repressive for the other” – the author 

predicates the capacity to understand the complexity of the hijab’s meaning on the knowledge 

and correct intellectual assessment of historical and cultural contexts, which the author 

assumes to be common knowledge and common-sense and hence does not discuss. 201 While 

all newspapers assume a certain set of information as common knowledge among their 

readers, constituted through regular and recurrent readership, the assumption of common-
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sense runs detrimental to the responsibility of the media. Once something is considered 

common-sense, it becomes unquestionable, impeding critical reflection. Close inspection of 

this article shows how casual and almost unnoticeable such assumptions of common-sense 

can be in public discourse.  

 

Discussing her perception of the museum director’s inspiration for the exhibition, the author 

criticizes the “ambivalent admiration for the colorfulness and sensuality of the Orient”, 

sarcastically adding “then again, the Middle East has experienced more destructive 

encounters with the West”.202 The author assumes her assessment of the director’s admiration 

to be common-sense and the history of encounters between the Middle East and the West203 to 

be common knowledge. The West is not concretized, leaving it to the reader to figure out 

whether this construct is meant to address the geographical, cultural, or political West. The 

use of sarcasm within the sentence highlights that the author assumes a shared set of values 

and social constructs among the readers because sarcasm can only unfold its desired effects if 

its premises are either commonly known or previously explained. If neither is the case, the use 

of sarcasm can lead to alienating the reader and feelings of intellectual inadequacy. Oscar 

Wilde is often quoted as claiming sarcasm to be the highest form of intelligence, but if so, 

such intelligence should also advise on when to use sarcasm and when to refrain from it.204 

Applied to disdain others for lacking intellect, the use of sarcasm can righteously be 

confronted with claims of being elitist. By portraying an event and its intellectual assessment 

as common-sense, the reader is not stimulated to engage with the history of the event and 

form an independent opinion but instead is encouraged to perpetuate this interpretation of 

common-sense. While we may not take issue with the author’s assessment, we should be 

aware that the same rhetorical tactics can be employed to propagate the givenness of any 

statements intended to not be questioned.   

 

Another example of assumed common-sense can be found in the second to last paragraph:  

 

“And that the Western obsession with the liberation of Muslim women often has 

tactical traits has been known since the war in Afghanistan, which is 

 
202 Zekri, Sonja. “Eine Modeausstellung? Schön wär’s!”. 
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particularly disappointing because Afghan women still wear burkas. How 

rewarding it would be if at least the Syrian and Iraqi women were to become a 

bit more westernized, so that all the bloodshed could be justified by the 

recognition of the western lifestyle.”205  

 

In the first sentence, the author refers to an important aspect of the hijab debate, namely that 

the headscarf has been and continues to be used as a pretext to push certain political agendas. 

Using the term “has been known since” presupposes this knowledge in the readership, 

followed with a sarcastic comment referring to the failed political takeover of Afghanistan by 

the West. Referring to the results of the war in Afghanistan as “particularly disappointing”, 

albeit its sarcasm, is rhetorically, socially, and politically delicate because it can be easily 

misunderstood. Classifying the war in Afghanistan as “disappointing” denies the very real 

and deadly consequences of war, a practice that reveals the personal distance of the author to 

the occurrence of war. But in contrast to the external position envisioned by Foucault, this 

distance is characterized by a blindness toward one’s own privilege and conditioned 

perception of reality.  

 

While the author only insinuates the political intentions behind the mission to unveil Muslim 

women, the taz article on the exhibition explicitly states: “It is beyond question that hijab 

critique is often a pretext for xenophobia or misogyny.”206 This statement also assumes the 

author’s assessment to be common-sense by using the phrase “it is beyond question”207, but is 

less alienating to the reader because the assumed common-sense reality is not left unspoken 

but identified as xenophobia and misogyny. However, like the SZ article, this text does not 

explore how the political intentions behind both, enforcing a hijab obligation or a hijab ban, 

work to undermine the individual agency and self-determination of Muslim women.208 

Portraying the hijab debate solely as a power struggle between different political orientations 

and governments overlooks both the media’s and the individual’s responsibility in using 

public discourse as a tool to guarantee the exchange, not the unchallenged cementation, of 

opinions.   
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The FAZ article published on the Frankfurt conference demonstrates how the assumption of 

common-sense may also be the result of intellectual arrogance. The author believes the 

essence of the protest against the conference to be based in what he sees as unjustified 

“accusations of racism”, as shown in the subheading of his article:  

 

“The controversial Frankfurt Headscarf Conference marks a turning point: it 

detaches criticism of Islam from the accusation of racism and opens the 

space for a free debate.”209 

 

Those protesting the conference are not only presented as pitiable, self-chosen victims (the 

title of the article being “Against the Victim Cult”210) but also as intellectually incapable of 

separating criticism of Islam from racism. Alas, the author does not explore the intricacies of 

Islam critique nor racism, nor the delicate relationship between the two, leaving the reader to 

conclude that their separateness is self-evident and unnecessary to mention – only those 

protesting the conference are presented as too incompetent to fathom the distinction.211 

Mentioning the importance of separating accusations of racism from assumedly righteous 

criticism of Islam but then failing to explain how to see the difference, shows how the self-

reinforcing feedback loop has become an expected element within public discourse. The 

author expects this knowledge to be common-sense among his readers.  

 

A more moderate example of intellectual arrogance can be observed in the article published 

by taz on the day of the Frankfurt conference, titled “With head held high”. The first 

paragraph gives a summary of the author’s assessment of the hijab debate:  

 

“Cultural and religious self-determination versus discrimination and 

sexualization of women. Young feminists against old feminists. The discussion 

is a trench warfare, filled with fear, because accusations of racism are 

lurking and can hit even the most competent and sincere critics at any 

time.”212 
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This repetition of the different, seemingly irreconcilable aspects culminating within the hijab 

debate, contributes to the hardening of fronts because readers become primed to understand 

the debate as a conflict between mutually negating opinions. It determines how they will 

speak and think of the debate, but it does not add to an understanding of the debate. The 

assumed incompatibilities are mentioned but not explained. The use of warlike rhetoric and 

metaphors (“trench warfare”, “lurking”, “can hit (…) at any time”) may be to wake up the 

reader to the severity of the debate, but such rhetoric also determines how readers perceive the 

prospect for resolving it. This negative outlook culminates in the next sentence in the article: 

“The topic should have long been resolved; the positions seem to be clear, without any signs 

of compromise.”213 The reader is thus met with two contrasting assumptions of common-

sense: the hijab debate is defined by multiple, uncompromisable incompatibilities, but should 

also have long been resolved. Leaving both assumptions without explanation adds to the 

perception of the debate as tiresome and redundant.   

 

9.2 The Call for Censorship 

Both dominant sides of the hijab debate want to claim their interpretation of the hijab as 

common-sense but only those interpretations given the necessary media coverage stand a 

chance at being established as such. Zuher Jazmati, who the taz article ahead of the Frankfurt 

conference quotes as the spokesperson of the group ‘University against anti-Muslim racism’ 

comments this fact as follows: 

“With this conference, [Schröter] offers such positions a place in the 

academic world and thus makes them capable of gaining majority 

support.”214 

 

This statement is reflective of the powerful position academia is granted in determining which 

positions are legitimate, worthy of being discussed in the academic world, deserving of 

majority support, and hence stand a chance of being considered common-sense. While 

deciding on the legitimacy of positions may be a clear-cut issue in the realm of science, it is 

infinitely more difficult when such decisions bear direct implications on the realms of social 

co-existence and morality. Nonetheless or rather precisely because of this difficulty, it is the 

responsibility of academia to discuss the multitude of arguments and interpretations claiming 
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sovereignty in these realms. If there are positions that should be left out of any public 

discussion, it is academia’s responsibility to provide explanations as to why this omittance is a 

form of freedom and not censorship – such as in the case of racist speech. Academic 

discussions of any social or moral issues should, however, always acknowledge that academia 

is not a culture-free space from which phenomena can be assessed objectively. Searching for 

academic consolidation of essentially subjective positions represent a misguided search for 

academically objectified subjectivity. It may prove more useful to accept that there are 

intellectual and historical aspects informing all sides of an argument. The above statement 

shows a distorted image of academic discourse where simply including positions within 

discourse results in an endorsement of the position.  

 

The article published by JETZT ahead of the Frankfurt conference quotes Zuher Jazmati with 

a similar statement as the one mentioned above:  

 

“We do not want to accept that [Schwarzer and Kelek] speak in a university 

setting. This creates a form of legitimization of their theses.”215 

 

Jazmati and those protesting the conference demand censorship for the protection of their 

religious freedom. They see the opinions represented at the conference as compromising this 

right and further, as illegitimate. The aspect of legitimization is central to the concept of the 

self-reinforcing feedback loop: while the media use their assessment of public opinion as a 

tool to legitimize the content and style of their reporting as mirroring social reality, the 

framework of what can be considered public opinion is set by what the media display as 

legitimate opinion. Jazmati’s demand to censor the opinions represented by Schwarzer and 

Kelek, albeit misguided in its extent, points to the necessity of breaking this cycle of 

legitimization if both the media and social reality aim to be reflective of the diversity of 

opinion.  

 

 

9.3 Considering the Implications of Discourse 

In contrast to the articles published by the other newspapers on the day of the Frankfurt 

conference, the taz article concentrates on the apparent incompatibility of granting Muslim 
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women cultural and religious autonomy and protecting them from discrimination and 

sexualization.216 The article is the only one to point out that every time the hijab debate is 

taken up within public discourse, every time “girls and young women implicated [by the 

debate] are being reduced to this part of their lives.”217 This calls into question why the 

media report on certain incidents and not on others and who benefits from this attention or 

consequent lack thereof. What the media report on and what media outlets chose to forego in 

their reporting creates a hierarchy of urgency. If people continue to read about the 

discrimination emanating from the hijab, this determines their view of the most pressing 

issues women are currently facing. It should prompt more critical scrutiny that the most 

pressing issue of gender inequality targets only those considered different from the majority 

population, hence liberating the latter from their own contribution to this inequality. Equally, 

the gender inequality attached to the hijab demands concessions and change only from those 

communities considered different, but not from the majority population, hence allowing the 

latter to demonstrate their progressiveness without actually having to commit themselves to 

it.218  

 

Understanding and accepting one's own contribution to the persistence of gender inequality 

can only be done from Foucault’s hermeneutical external perspective. Only when we reflect 

on the social constructions governing our perception of reality, can we begin to see the 

possibility for other social constructions and realities. This perspective requires dropping the 

claim to the prerogative of interpretation and accepting the inevitability of subjective 

perception. Supposedly objective interpretations of the hijab conceal this undeniable 

subjectivity and will add to readers being oblivious to their own subjective and highly 

contextual perception of reality, eventually adding to the insolubility of the debate and an 

impenetrable self-reinforcing feedback loop between media reporting and social reality.  

 

The FAZ article on the decision of the Federal Constitutional Court highlights the 

implications of public discourse by showing how media coverage is often a measurement of 

the believed social relevance for the majority population. While the decision impacts only the 

reality of Muslim women wearing hijab, the author attempts to show the impact of the ruling 

as a decision in principle. The first sentence reads:  
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 “Defining the relationship between state neutrality and personal freedom of 

belief is a delicate task - also and especially for the Federal Constitutional 

Court.”219  

 

With that, the reader is instantly sensitized for the significance of the ruling. The author then 

references a 1995 court decision which ruled a school regulation asserting that a cross must be 

placed in each classroom to be unconstitutional and adds that “[this ruling], was met with 

more and fiercer protest than perhaps any other judgment in the history of the court.”220 In 

line with the speculated assessment of BILD and DIE WELT that the court decision did not 

provide an opportunity for emotional and inflammatory reporting and hence opting for only a 

dpa report, the public remained largely silent in 2020 and the public outcry protesting the 

court decision of 1995 remained unparalleled. By contrasting the reaction after the 1995 

decision regarding the Christian cross with the reaction after the decision regarding the hijab, 

the author showcases the bias still inherent in what we perceive as neutral; how a curtailment 

to the right to religious freedom can produce either commotion or indifference, depending on 

the consequences for the majority population. While the cross and the hijab are by no means 

synonymous symbols of different religions, both were ruled to be at odds with the objectivity 

and impartiality of the courtroom. Only one decision caused a public stir – because only one 

decision affected the majority population. If newspapers proportion their reporting on certain 

issues according to what most people will personally relate to, issues concerning minorities 

and hence people and issues who have historically been marginalized, will continue to not be 

represented as significant to all. Breaking the self-reinforcing feedback loop, the media should 

hence accept the responsibility to cover not only what their readership will naturally gravitate 

toward but also those issues whose consequences will otherwise not penetrate the reality of 

the majority population.   

 

 

9.4 Conclusion of Section 9 

This section examined how the self-reinforcing feedback loop between media reporting and 

our perception of social reality can be both a product of and a reason for lacking ambiguity 
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tolerance and the claim to the prerogative of interpretation. It can be a product of those 

elements in that their combination justifies the status quo and will result in readers seeking out 

media that supports their preconceived notions of the hijab. With that, it can also be a reason 

for the persistence and prevalence of both discourse elements because public discourse, and 

the individual newspapers in particular, align themselves with their readership, catering to the 

individual reader’s need for a coherent picture of social reality. The construction of common-

sense makes penetrating this essentially democracy-undermining cycle difficult because by 

challenging the understanding of common-sense, we are challenging the pillars of our 

perception of social reality. The section showed examples of how common-sense can be both 

protected and questioned by calls for censorship, and how the media could take responsibility 

for their participation in an essentially undemocratic feedback loop.  

 

10.  Conclusion 

The research aim of this paper was to dissect the reality parameters determined by the media 

with the example of the German hijab debate. The elements observed in my analysis – a low 

tolerance for ambiguity, the claim to the prerogative of interpretation and the self-reinforcing 

feedback loop between media reporting and our perception of social reality – show the 

interplay of responsibility between the media and its consumers. While the media were shown 

to set certain parameters for the perception of reality, media consumers are complicit in 

leaving these parameters unchallenged and solidifying them as the status quo. 

Notwithstanding the intentions behind the application and perpetuation of these elements, the 

impact is one of veiling the construction of reality.  

 

10.1 Bringing it Together  

My analysis of twenty newspaper articles concerning four systematically chosen key events, 

published by five leading German print media outlets in 2019 and 2020, proves the initial 

hypothesis of the media’s contribution to the inability to accept opposing reality 

constructions. Portraying the different existing interpretations of the hijab as polar opposites 

whose respective claim to universal validity does not allow disagreement leads to the 

mistaken belief in the singularity of truth. In the search for this truth, media consumers 

become blind to the lack of ambiguity tolerance demonstrated in the reporting on the hijab 

and misjudge unjustified claims to the prerogative of interpretation as representations of truth. 

Once the latter has been established, the reciprocal relationship between one’s perception of 
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social reality and the sought-out media cements this understanding of truth as incontestable. 

Application of these elements maintains that there can be a universally appropriate resolution 

of the hijab debate for the myriad of Muslim women who chose to wear or not wear hijab, 

effectively denying the individuality and uniqueness of human, and in this case specifically 

female, existence. 

 

This protracted state of the hijab debate can be overcome. But the media must find an 

alternative narrative between declaring the hijab as a universal symbol of 

oppression/emancipation and reverting to an excessive form of cultural relativism that 

quashes any criticisms as a form of ignorance and assumed superiority towards others. 

Neither the religiously enforced hijab, nor demonstrative and emancipatory veiling represent 

the full spectrum of reality. Both claims negate the right of every woman - of every human 

being - to self-determination. Both prescribe a certain way of dressing due to certain beliefs 

about how women should live, act, and think. Both justify these prescriptions with the 

protection of women, with having their best interest at heart while instrumentalizing the 

existence of women for their own agenda. Both sides take it upon themselves to determine 

what constitutes the dignity of women and therefore how this dignity can best be protected. 

Both should be discarded if the democratic ideal of equality and self-determination are not 

meant to ring hollow. As Iranian journalist Masih Alinejad-Ghobi said: “If you cannot 

determine what you wear on your head, you cannot determine what is going on inside your 

head.”221 With different political powers trying to decide on the allowed content within 

women’s heads, the media must be vigilant to not become a mouthpiece for different political 

ideologies.  

 

While this paper is an appeal to realize the construction of reality, it should not be read as a 

plea for an all-encompassing ambiguity or relativization of reality. The dignity and maturity 

of every human being to decide – free from coercion – over his or her own life should be 

inviolable in any culture, state, or religion. Such a violation of humanity cannot be accepted 

by a perverted application of cultural relativism.  Instead, we must understand and accept the 

ambiguity of symbolisms, such as the hijab, without the need to resolve this ambiguity 
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through a universal claim to the prerogative of interpretation. This process leads to a state of 

constant conflict between cultures, states, and religions over the validity of different 

symbolisms and their underlying, supposedly ontological premises, which, by definition, do 

not allow for ambiguity. The dispute over symbols effectively neglects the autonomy of the 

individuals within these cultures, states, and religions. We must learn to reconcile the 

existence of two opposing symbolisms and simultaneously protect individual agency and 

autonomy in choosing which symbolisms dictate and reflect a person’s social reality. Only 

when we deconstruct the naturalized processes which present the social construction of 

symbolisms as objectified actualities, can we strengthen – and protect – each individual’s 

responsibility and freedom in the production of reality. The media can and should play a 

crucial role in unveiling these naturalized processes, not simply reflect and perpetuate them.  

 

10.2 Take-Away for the Media  

My examination has shown that unveiling habitualized patterns of discourse and reality 

formation is a delicate task that is often thrown overboard for the far simpler task of opinion-

making, or rather the repetition of opinions and thus also the unquestioned and in many cases 

unintentional cementing of opinions. Nevertheless, this paper is not meant as a general media 

scolding. The media and its consumers are equally, albeit differently, accountable for the 

continuous reproduction of the above-mentioned discourse-inhibiting and thus reality-

constraining elements. The responsibility of the media lies in their privileged role as 

gatekeepers of information. If the German media aims to not attract the accusations Chomsky 

and Herman directed toward the American mass media – of the media fulfilling a system-

conserving propaganda function222 – those working in the production of texts must challenge 

the processes that work against the democratic functioning of media. The three discussed 

elements of discourse can work to constitute an antidemocratic functioning of the media by 

perpetuating a false sense of objectivity and generating an uninterrupted feedback loop in 

which the reality they aim to both mirror and produce becomes perceived as unalterable. 

Applying the Thomas-Theorem, perceiving reality to be unalterable, will render it unalterable 

in consequence: “If men define situations as real, they are real in their consequences”.223 To 

counter the false sense of objectivity and irrevocability, objective reporting should be 

unmasked as the myth that it is. Objective reporting would require an omniscient, 

 
222 Chomsky and Herman, Manufacturing Consent: The Political Economy of the Mass Media. 
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disembodied and hence opinionless individual, which simply does not exist. As Malcolm 

MacLean, who co-developed what is known as the Westley/MacLean communication model, 

wrote:  

 

“In the hand of poor reporters and editors, objectivity becomes a neutralizing 

agent. In the hands of good ones, it can often excite more response than 

opinionated editorial material”.224  

 

Claimed objectivity can function as such a “neutralizing agent” by concealing the power 

structures that determine the functioning of the media – such as the profit-based nature of the 

dominant media corporations, the considerations for the business interests of advertisers, 

information filtering by the need to rely on wire and news agencies, the dependency on 

positive resonance and ideological blinders. Chomsky and Herman identified these five 

elements as the distorting filters that led them to adopt their propaganda model of mass media 

communication.225 While the German journalistic principles show that the media recognize 

the need to combat these elements, their existence is, to a certain extent, inevitable and not in 

the hands of the individual journalist. It is, however, the individual journalist’s responsibility 

to show that nothing in politics and society is natural or objective. Cultural values, 

symbolisms, beliefs, value hierarchies and even scientific systems are all situated in certain 

historical and cultural contexts and with that, open to debate, relativization, questioning and 

rejection. Claiming the existence of an objective or correct reading of the hijab debate equals 

the perpetuation of ideology. As epistemologists emphasize: objective is what is 

intersubjectively agreed.226 Journalists should illuminate the emergence and fairness of this 

intersubjective agreement, which is often only an agreement between subjects benefitting 

from the status quo. Once we pierce this veil of objectivity, the feedback loop in which media 

reporting cements the status quo by simply mirroring what it has helped to produce, would 

become penetrable for social action.  
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10.3 Take-Away for Media Consumers 

Just like media producers, its consumers must accept responsibility for the prevalence of 

discourse-inhibiting and reality-constraining elements within the media. In contrast to 

Lippmann, who argued that most people rely on the guidance of an elite for their perception 

of reality, I argue that all participants of public discourse can be held accountable for the 

reality that discourse produces. This accountability results from the fact that media reporting 

does not have any direct effect on social reality, instead, its effect is mediated through the 

individual media consumers who absorb and translate media reporting into social reality 

through their behavior. This mediation bears the possibility to analyze and question what and 

how the media report and therewith set the framework of perceivable reality. Recognizing the 

elements mentioned above and understanding the effect they have on our perception of reality 

is a first step in transforming passive consumption of discourse into actively using the latter as 

a platform for “critical public debate” as originally envisioned by Habermas.227 The 

maintenance of such critical public debate is a task for every individual, not just the media, if 

the democratic ideal of individual responsibility and self-determination is truly to be 

embraced. This responsibility for critical scrutiny should not be taken ad absurdum by 

suspecting a secret power structure or conspiracy behind every media reporting. It should, 

however, lead to more critical inspection of rhetorical tools and discursive practices found 

within the media so that the potential effect of these tools can be assessed and is not passively 

translated into potentially debilitating social practices. The five elements outlined by 

Chomsky and Herman showcase the many possibilities for media becoming a tool for 

propaganda and should hence illustrate to everyone their own responsibility when consuming 

media. If we are interested in demonstrating the first-rate intelligence referenced by F. Scott 

Fitzgerald’s opening statement, we, as media consumers, should be able to consume different 

media texts, containing different opinions and interpretations, and still retain the ability to 

form our own.  
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11.  Ideas for Further Research  

Lacking tolerance for ambiguity, the claim to the prerogative of interpretation and the self-

reinforcing feedback loop between media reporting and our perception of social reality are 

elements not unique to the hijab debate. What we perceive as reality is the result of a myriad 

of different discourses and experiences, each infused with similar discursive practices bearing 

certain social consequences. Elements veiling the construction of reality and hence protecting 

the status quo are particularly prevalent in public debates concerning a societally agreed 

‘other’. Such debates are predominantly led by experts from the majority population and used 

to confirm themselves as the norm – the debate regarding racism228 and the debate regarding 

the inclusion of LGBTQIA+229 being only two of the more visible ones within public 

discourse that deserve critical reflection and analysis. The public debate regarding the 

appropriate actions to be taken in accordance with the COVID-19 pandemic presents another 

interesting example in which the study of ambiguity tolerance, the prerogative of 

interpretation and the self-reinforcing feedback loop may harbor relevant findings for 

understanding why large parts of the population continue to talk past each other with great 

conviction. Analyzing the discursive practices immanent in such debates will be important if 

the democratic potential of public discourse is meant to prevail.   

 

To end on a philosophical and juridical note, the impact of the perpetuated irreconcilability of 

religious freedom and gender equality, not only within the German hijab debate but on a 

global scale, should prompt in-depth analyses. Why have gender equality and equality in 

general become understood as secular concepts? Does the image of irreconcilability – 

supposedly meant to protect women – not actually protect patriarchal structures in religion? 

Looking at religious freedom through the prism of gender equality may yield interesting 

results for how the protection of women should not only be conceivable without religion but 

within religion.  

 
228 Oluo, Ijeoma. “Confronting racism is not about the needs and feelings of white people.” The Guardian. 28 

March 2019. https://bit.ly/2FmbVql. Accessed 13 August 2020; Anderson, Carol. White Rage: The Unspoken 

Truth of Our Racial Divide. London: Bloomsbury, 2017.  
229 Schilt, Kristen and Laurel Westbrook. „Doing Gender, Doing Heteronormativity: “Gender Normals,” 

Transgender People, and the Social Maintenance of Heterosexuality.” Sage Journals. Vol. 23, No. 4, July 2009. 

pp. 440 – 464. https://bit.ly/33XdDbO. Accessed 13 August 2020; Sumara, Dennis and Brent Davis. 

“Interrupting Heteronormativity: Toward a Queer Curriculum Theory.” Taylor & Francis Online. 12 January 

2015. https://bit.ly/30QHbGi. Accessed 13 August 2020.  
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