Séparisianisme, or internal colonialism

France is the only francophone country that is officially monolingual, and speaks French rather than a particular variety of French. And while it is fine, indeed a matter of pride, for France to have some 265 varieties of cheese, as de Gaulle famously put it, France seems far from comfortable with the richness of its linguistic heritage. The controversy in 1999 over the signing of the European Charter for Minority Languages only threw into sharp relief a longstanding problem: the French State’s intolerance, or perhaps fear, of France’s own indigenous regional languages. While French is the language of the One and Indivisible Republic, Alsatian, Basque, Breton, Catalan, Corsican, Gallo and Occitan are all taught today in French schools (Cerquiglini 1999, www.culture.fr), and support for them has arguably never been stronger. So just like la Francophonie, the Hexagon itself is a mosaic of differences, and the Paris-provinces axis has long been conceptualized as a centre-periphery relationship. This chapter investigates ways in which regionalist movements within metropolitan France are analogous to, proclaim solidarity with, and draw inspiration from Francophone postcolonial writers.

While French literature and political discourse alike have predominantly portrayed provincial regions as picturesque variations on a French theme, with their inhabitants proudly assimilated into ‘Frenchness’, the literary and political activities of these regions reveal a rather more complex situation. This is because French unity, as well as French grandeur, have never been more than a myth in the regions of France where indigenous languages are used as a defining characteristic of identity. These include Alsace, or Elsass, where a Germanic dialogue is spoken; its tragedy is to have been torn between two states, with Alsatians unable to express their Frenchness under German rule, and prevented from expressing their German identity under the French. Somewhat similarly in the north of France, French Flanders is a linguistic minority in northern France created by its geographical proximity to the Flemish-speaking parts of Belgium. The South of France contains strong cross-frontier identities in the form of the Basques and the Catalans; the Basque language is so ancient that it is believed to be unrelated to any other language still in existence. As the larger part of the Basque Country, or Euzkadi, is in Spain, its autonomist movement has focused its energies on that State, and the same is true of Catalonia, which also has its larger part in Spain. Off shore, the autonomist movement on the island of Corsica has certainly been making its voice heard in Paris in recent years. Brittany, the westernmost tip of France, was independent until 1532, and prides itself on its separate history, culture and literature, especially the Breton language. Most of the estimated 500,000 speakers live in Lower (i.e. western) Brittany, whereas the Romance dialect Gallo is also spoken by a much smaller number in the eastern part of Brittany. In the South of France, Occitania’s precise definition is open to dispute, thanks to its own internal heterogeneity, but it, like Brittany, takes pride in its unique cultural heritage; unlike Brittany though in that it cannot look back to a former state for inspiration. Brittany’s unbroken tradition accounts for the fact that it presents the most coherent body of texts and theory, and provides the most striking example of internal difference in France.

Regionalist writers have been pointing out for well over a century that the sense of national identity, shared heritage, and homogeneity necessary for the concepts ‘France’ and ‘Frenchness’ to exist, were achieved at the expense of this rich internal difference. But it is only relatively recently that centralizing views of French history and French literature have been challenged in mainstream writing (Thiesse 1991, 1999; Ford 1993; Gildea 1994), and that France’s intolerance of its indigenous langauges has been discussed in terms of fear, or insecurity in the face of its demise on the world stage (Ager 1999). Despite being referred to in the homegenizing singular la province, the periphery of France is not only different from its centre, but the peripheral cultures of France are also different from each other. What unites them, though, is an accusation levelled at the centralized State, for the cultural and linguistic persecution, the economic underdevelopment, and the political domination of the rest of France by Paris; a situation that has been provocatively termed séparisianisme (Champaud 1977). 

The regionalist movements are also united by their internationalist outlook. This was an inevitability for Basques and Catalans as they are cross-border peoples, and similarly for Alsatians as they have shuttled between two states. But equally important were the connections between Celtic civilisations, which meant that the Breton movement naturally looked across the sea to Wales and Ireland as points of reference. As a consequence of looking beyond France’s borders regionalists focused increasingly in the course of the twentieth century on France’s role on the world stage; and it is when they came to scrutinize their State’s record in an era of decolonization that the use of ‘colonialism’ as a point of comparison became common, giving birth to the term ‘internal colonialism’. More than a political slogan, this was a France-wide political and cultural movement at its peak in the late 1960s and early 1970s, founded on renewed solidarity between the marginalized regions of the Hexagon. The movement was led jointly by Brittany and Occitania, whose links on the literary scene had been well established during the nineteenth-century Romantic revival of regional feeling. More crucially this newfound confidence was based on solidarity between regions of the Hexagon and other parts of the world that had been colonized by France; though this too was in fact an old framework, as regionalist movements had been anticolonial from an early date. Maurice Duhamel in La Question bretonne dans son cadre européen (1929) provides an early example of such thinking; his study attacks the so-called ‘unity’ of France as a myth, and uses its colonial record to prove how bad France is. A similar attitude fills the columns of Breiz Atao from the 1930s; the mouthpiece of the Breton nationalist movement urged its readers not to take up the French Government’s offer of farms in Algeria (November 1936), and contained articles opposing French attacks on Ethiopia (September 1935, February 1936), and the policies of Blum in North Africa (April 1937). These are no exceptions; the very first editorial of Le Peuple breton, written by Joseph Martray in 1947, is devoted to Algeria, and such an outlook proves to be a guiding principle of this publication. Through the 1950s and 1960s the comparison between Brittany and Algeria in particular becomes routine. Yann Poupinot in his Les Bretons à l’heure de l’Europe (1961, p. 70) could describe Brittany as: ‘une colonie qui s’ignore’ [a colony that doesn’t know it] in his direct comparison of economic underdevelopment in Brittany and Algeria, but by the end of the 1960s the situation had changed irrevocably, and all the marginalized cultures were using the colonial framework to argue their case. Work on Arabic language and culture had appeared regularly in Al Liamm throughout the 1960s, with attention given, for instance, to comparisons of the status of Breton and Arabic on the radio (1962), to the place of Arabic in the education system (1964), to ‘Arabisation’ in Algeria (1966), and to cultural decolonization in Algeria (1967). 

The Algerian war was undoubtedly responsible for a sea change within the regionalist movements in France. In the Occitan movement the term ‘algérisation’ was coined as a precise way of conveying the extent of the underdevelopment suffered by the French regions (Lafont 1974, 270). The Union Démocratique Bretonne (UDB) presents its mission statement entitled Bretagne=colonie of 1972 as largely a response to the war on the part of young Bretons. This is echoed by Morvan Lebesque in his celebrated Comment peut-on être breton?, when he claims that it is essentially since the Algerian war that he has hated France (Lebesque 1970, vii). But apart form this there were also internal, or more local catalysts. The term ‘internal colonialism’ was probably used for the first time in winter 1961-2 as a response to the strike of the Décazeville miners; an event which also led to the founding of the ‘Comité Occitan d’Études et d’Action’ (COEA). Like the demise of the Forges d’Hennebont metal-works in Brittany, Décazeville occupies a symbolic position in the history of interior colonialism. It is considered indicative of the behaviour of the French State by Robert Lafont, the most prolific theorist of the Occitan movement, in his key text La Révolution régionaliste of 1967. This study was the most cogent exposition of internal colonialism to date, and was soon joined by a document in the same vein about Brittany; the manifesto of the Front de Libération de la Bretagne (FLB), diffused from Dublin by the Comité de la Bretagne Libre (CBL) at the very end of December 1968, set out the ways in which Brittany was in ‘une situation coloniale type’ [a classic colonial situation] (Caerléon 1969, 289-94). By 1972, when the UDB published the polemical pamphlet Bretagne = colonie, this analogy was more than just a title or definition, or even a mission statement; it had been gathering pace for years, and had now been built into a coherent doctrine with reference to Francophone theorists. It made explicit reference to Albert Memmi’s ‘Portrait du colonisateur et du colonisé’ in explaining how Brittany’s case fulfilled the criteria of cultural colonialism, and Sekou Touré is cited in the same piece as an authority for the definition ‘colonisé’. The Breton movement had shifted its focus, and the regional question in France had finally been liberated from its right-wing connotations.

The framework provided by Francophone writers allowed the regionalist movement to re-articulate the problem, and explains the change in the discourse. Their influence was equally significant over a simultaneous development: the harnessing, or re-harnessing of the power of poetry. Of course, the role of poetry in the nineteenth-century revival in regionalist feeling is well known, in particular La Villemarqué’s Barzaz Breiz (1839) and Mistral’s Mireille or Mirèio (1859). It can indeed be argued that the Breton movement would not have come into being without the Barzaz Breiz (Guiomar 1987, 553; Reece 1977, 26). More than a century later, the impact of discovering La Villemarqué’s infamous collection of ballads on the political understanding of an individual is dramatically incorporated into Morvan Lebesque’s energetic re-telling of the history of Brittany Comment peut-on être breton? (1970, 28). There is no need to repeat here the importance of literature to Empire, and its effect on the formation of identities. It is widely accepted that places are invented in literature, as literature is where images, both positive and negative, are formed, refined, and learnt. The clichés associated with provincial regions are the legacy of Romanticism; and the rural idyll (in the case of Brittany peopled by druids and sailors) created by minor Romantics became the target of the self-styled poets of decolonization. Rejection and subversion of these damaging clichés which portrayed a docile, subservient, and essentially backward ‘petite patrie’, became paramount and systematic in the work of Paol Keineg, Christian Keginer, Yann-Ber Piriou, and Yves Rouquette. Their stormy relationship with the poetry of perfect cadences and regular rhythms is evident on every page; as the Occitan poet Yves Rouquette put it: 

Fuir tout pittoresque

Nous ne sommes pas

Des poètes paysans

Nous n’avons pas de sabots à poser à la porte d’aucune ferme

Et les formules nous les avons oubliées (Rouquette 1972)

[Flee the picturesque

We are no

Peasant poets

We have no clogs to leave at the threshold any farmhouse

And the set expressions have been forgotten]

The Brittany described by Paol Keineg in a poem entitled ‘Il est défendu de cracher par terre et de parler Breton‘ [Spitting and Breton speaking are forbidden] is deliberately unfamiliar to the student of Romantic literature: 

Lèvres et yeux gommés

os de la face éclatés

gisements de sang froid dans les veines

racines des doigts tranchées

aubépine fanée de notre haleine (Keineg 1971)

[Eyes and lips erased

face of scattered bones 

veins of cold blood

fingers sliced

breath of dying hawthorn]

The picture revealed here is neither Celtic nor seafaring, it is perhaps savage, but not noble. The state of humanity here is a sorry one, and the only hint of the usually grand and inspiring Breton nature – hawthorn - is in its death throes (‘fanée’). This image of exploitation and oppression is echoed in contemporary Occitan poetry. In Marie Rouanet’s 1971 anthology Occitanie 1970: Les poètes de la décolonisation/ Occitania 1970: los poètas de la descolonizacion: anthologie bilingue, a similar picture of an ‘internal colony’ is presented, and the French are denounced as ‘colonialist’: ‘le peuple occitan et la terre d’Occitanie sont encore dans une situation coloniale’ (Rouanet 1971, 9) [the Occitan people and Occitan land are still in a colonial situation]. 

The underlying comparison that led these poets to describe their home territory as a colony is drawn explicitly by Yann-Ber Piriou in his 1971 anthology Défense de cracher par terre et de parler breton: poèmes de combat (1950-1970. Anthologie bilingue), where he asks: ‘Où sommes-nous donc? En Bretagne, en Algérie, au Kurdistan ou au Vietnam?’ (Piriou 1971, 14) [Then where are we? In Brittany, Algeria, Kurdistan or Vietnam?]. Statements of solidarity between victims of colonialism are a letimotif in the work of this period, as in this example from Paol Keineg:

c’est un de nos villages qui brûle 

quand un de nos frères saccage un village vietnamien

c’est nous tous qu’il assassine

quand il fracasse le crâne d’un enfant algérien (Keineg 1969, p. 52),

[it’s one of our villages that burns

when one of our brothers ransacks a village in Vietnam

it’s all of us he is killing

with the smash of an Algerian child’s skull].

Keineg makes no distinction between different types of colony; his dedications and quotations range from the Basque separist group Euzkadi ta Azkatasuna (ETA) ‘victimes de la répression française et espagnole’ [victims of French and Spanish repression] (dedication of ‘Hommes liges’), to Malcolm X and Aimé Césaire. Similarly in Occitania Yves Rouquette cites Césaire in a poem about Béziers ‘Oda a Sant Afrodisi’ [Ode to Saint Aphrodise, patron saint of Béziers], which satirizes the inertia of politicians at a time when industries were closing and unemployment rising. Solidarity and an internationalist outlook are necessitated by the nature of the problem, as Frances’s crimes stretch from Béziers to Indochina:

De Béziers à l’Indochine, tu as troué des peaux de toutes les couleurs. Tu as ramassé dans tes banques de l’argent de toutes les odeurs. Tu as entassé dans tes musées les souvenirs de toutes les horreurs. Qui dressera la liste de tes crimes? […] France – Cancer (Larzac 1972a, 27)

[From Béziers to Indochina, you have slashed skins of every colour. You have hoarded in your banks money of every odour. You have piled in your museums memories of every type of horror. Who will draw up the list of your crimes? […] France – Cancer]

What really cements the solidarity is not so much the economic similarities between internal and external colonies, as the shared experience of State education: ‘l’école est la même pour tous: Bretons, Africains, Arabes hier’ [school is the same for everyone: Bretons, Africans, yesterday Arabs], as Rouanet claimed (1971, 9).

The way the French education system inculcates a centralizing, biased account of history amounts to more than selectivity with the truth, it constitutes a lie. The major part of Comment peut-on être breton is devoted to demonstrating how France has provided Bretons with a pseudo-history, and has just as deliberately robbed them of their mother tongue (Lebesque 1970). Language is so much more than a simple means of communication: a shared, standardized language is generally considered a prerequisite for the creation of a feeling of group identity. This symbolic importance is well illustrated in the case of French. It explains why ‘le français est la langue de la République’ [French is the language of the Republic] was added to the Constitution in 1992, on the ratification of the Maastricht treaty; even if this was intended to protect French from the perceived threat of English, its effect now is to act as a renewed threat to the regional languages, France’s own cultural diversity. Suppression of language is one of main the instruments of colonialism, and from the Revolution of 1789 especially, France’s regional languages were persecuted, initially through being tainted by association with counter-revolution. A century later, the education reforms of 1882 were parallel in strategy to the assimilationist educational policy pursued in French territories overseas. As Louis-Jean Calvet argues in his critique of the whole concept of Francophonie, there was essentially no difference between the linguistic policy of the French Revolution in the Hexagon, and that of the Third Republic in the colonies (Calvet 1974, 15). Well into the twentieth century children who were heard speaking a language other than French in school were punished, and had to wear what was called the ‘symbole’ in Brittany, or the ‘signal’ in Occitania.

It was above all the fact that that they did not speak French, language of the Revolution and of progress, that incriminated the Breton peasants in the eyes of the Parisian administration, and meant that in the nineteenth century they were routinely compared to the primitive inhabitants of the further-flung parts of the new world. Balzac voices the opinion of the time in his novel about the counter-revolutionaries in Brittany, Les Chouans (1829); a typical description of a ‘chouan’ (a counter-revolutionary) reads:

Il faisait croire à une absence si complète de toute intelligence, que les officiers le comparèrent tour à tour, dans cette situation, à un des animaux qui broutaient les gras pâturages de la vallée, aux sauvages de l’Amérique ou à quelque naturel du cap de Bonne-Espérance (Balzac, 22)

[He gave an impression of such a total lack of intelligence, that the officers compared him, in this situation, now to the animals grazing the rich pastures in the valley, now to American savages or some native of the Cape of Good Hope]

Around the same time, Auguste Romieu, the ‘sous-préfet’ of Quimperlé in western Brittany wrote the following shocking recommendation:

La Basse-Bretagne, je ne cesserai de le dire, est une contrée à part, qui n’est plus la France. Exceptez-en les villes, le reste devrait être soumis à une sorte de régime colonial. Je n’avance rien d’éxagéré (Romieu 1831, 153) 

[Lower Brittany, I insist, is a land apart, which is no longer France. With the exception of the towns, it should be subjected to some sort of colonial regime. I make no exaggeration].

Even though the stereotype of the fierce chouan is gradually replaced by the docile feminine figure of Brizeux’s Marie (and Mistral’s Mireille follows shortly in Occitania), and the barren land comes to be described as a fashionable blend of the sublime and the picturesque, and the uncivilized peasant gives way to a native version of the noble savage, the only ‘petite patrie’ allowed by Paris was still a backward one which was to be condescended to (Bertho 1980; Williams 2003). Patronizing positive clichés are ultimately no better than vicious ones; and so it is clear why the poets of decolonization in Brittany and Occitania rejected Romanticism’s legacy. But they did much more than replace the damaging clichés with positive ones; for these modern poets, there was a more subtle sense in which poetry was political, and this was inseparable from the issue of language loss. For these ‘révolutionnaires’, as they called themselves, a poetic utterance was a political act, as Christian Keginer explains in his ‘Point de départ: une poésie révolutionnaire bretonne existe’ (Keginer 1972, 69-72). Truly revolutionary poetry does more than put the revolution to music, or tell its story in rhyme; Keginer explores what happens when a poet employs the language that has been forced upon him, and his people, by their oppressor, and argues that Breton poetry of French expression is necessarily political, and revolutionary. In order for this energy to be realized the Breton poet writing in the French language must first be conscious of actually speaking Breton despite using French words, and this is achieved through political commitment to the people of Brittany. The theory is set out as a parallel to the case of the black poet who writes in French: 

le poète noir qui écrit en français doit saisir qu’il est Noir pour cesser d’écrire dans la langue française, et parler enfin dans la langue noire, même si c’est avec des mots français (Keginer 1972, 69)

[the black poet who writes in French must be conscious that he is Black so as to stop writing in the French language, and to write at last in black language, even while using French words];

and it works though doing violence to the French language from within:

La poésie bretonne de langue française – c’est par cette contra-diction qu’elle est politiquement révolutionnaire – entretient avec la langue française des rapports incestueux et meurtiers : née de cette langue étrangère, quoique sa source soit ailleurs, elle s’y marie afin de la mieux détruire (Keginer 1972)

[Breton poetry in the French language – and it is this contra-diction that makes it politically revolutionary – has an incestuous and murderous relationship with the French language. Born of this foreign language, despite its source being elsewhere, it merges with it so as to better destroy it].

So although this poetry takes colonial suffering as its main subject-matter, it is the subtle but radical linguistic achievement that makes it ‘decolonizing’ and revolutionary. Even so, one could object that these fiery statements belong mainly in the domain of the postcolonial literary critic. But the actual poetry produced was also conceived as a political act in the same sense as a tract, and was meant to be read or sung aloud at gatherings and to be immediately accessible to the masses in that way. Many poems were turned into popular songs when put to music by Glenmor, Stivell, Servat, and the Tri Yann in Brittany, and music was also an essential part of the protest in the Occitan movement. Perhaps, after all, this is the most real sense in which the poetry was politics.

The poets’ cultural legacy, on the other hand, is long-lasting. Keineg and Keginer, in pursuing a policy of poetic decolonization, are also responsible for the first concerted attempt to define Francophone Breton writing; and Bretagnes, a journal founded by them in 1975, became the main forum for discussion. As a result they have become a privileged point of reference in the work of postcolonial literary critics in Brittany. The question ‘is there a francophone Brittany?’ is today being asked by Plurial, the journal of the Centre d’Études des Littératures et Civilisations Francophones at the University of Rennes. It has produced some key definitional work, like Marc Gontard’s survey article: ‘Pour une littérature bretonne de langue française’, in an issue entitled Écrire la Bretagne 1960-1995 in 1995. And combines revisionist work on the contribution of poets such as Keineg, with discussion of present-day debates in Francohpone writing from around the globe. Bernard Hue argues in the same issue that modern Francophone Breton literature shows us the change that has come about in Brittany and in Breton identity, concluding that: ‘bretonnité = altérité’ [Bretonness = otherness] (Plurial 5, 1995, 12). An important issue comparing Brittany, the Maghreb, and Québec, from 1994 takes its conceptual frame from Tahar Ben Jelloun, presenting the idea of ‘métissage’ as a positive, forward-looking value: ‘l’avenir est au métissage’ [the future belongs to métissage] (Plurial 4, 1994, 5). 

As another recently-founded journal Hopala!: débats de Bretagne et d’ailleurs confirms, the Breton movement prides itself on being: ‘résolument ouverte sur le monde’ [resolutely open to the whole world]; each issue featuring a ‘culture invitée’ [guest culture] either from elsewhere in France or from further a-field. The direction of French regionalism is, and always has been, determined by looking at the rest of the world, and then looking closer to home and seeing the double standards. Why couldn’t and can’t France embrace the values that it claims to promote in other countries or regions where French is one of the languages spoken, such as Québec? Why has France failed to extend the values of ‘liberté’ and ‘égalité’ to its indigenous minority cultures? The call today is for France to change in order to be saved from itself: ‘faisons entrer la France dans la francophonie’ [let France join in la francophonie], urges Cerquiglini (1999).

If Parisian writers of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries were allowed to compare Brittany to a colony, and arguably treat it like a colony, then the 1970s claim that Brittany is a colony, or even is like a colony, seems only fair; and by the same token the 1990s claim that Breton literature requires a postcolonial framework is also difficult to argue with. It was a heightened awareness of the devastating effect of the loss of language, combined with an internationalist outlook, that led the poets of decolonization in the French regions beyond the rejection or subversion of a literary legacy, and towards a new understanding of poetic utterance as political act. Now we have, in the form of postcolonial criticism, a renewed interest in, and indeed engagement with, writers from around the Francophone world, with the journal Plurial, based at the University of Rennes, taking the lead in an exciting new attempt to negotiate and interrogate France’s internal difference.
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