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“Muslim Politics in France”
Daniel Annenberg


KEY POINTS
· Population: largest of any country in Western Europe
· The veil: a politically sensitive symbol and battleground
· Terrorism: a hard secularism has made it a target for extremism 






POLITICAL CONTEXT

France maintains a distinct separation between religion and the secular state; often described by political observers as a 'hard secularism'.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Barry A Kosmin and Ariela Keysar, Secularism & Secularity (Hartford, CT: Institute for the Study of Secularism in Society and Culture, 2007), 9.] 

Population: the secularist principles that underpin French government make gathering religious data problematic. However, consensus exists that around 10% of the population is Muslim – equating to 6 - 7 million people. One-third of this population claim French citizenship.[footnoteRef:2]  [2:  Nina Markovi and Samina Yasmeen, Muslim Citizens in The West (Florence: Taylor & Francis, 2016), 270] 

Plotting the arrival of Muslim populations is less problematic. Prior to 1962, the majority of French Muslims were from Algeria. Following Algerian independence, the French government aimed to diversify its migrant population. A significant influx of Moroccan and Tunisian Muslims followed. Today France has a diverse and distinct Muslim population made up of Algerians, Turks, Senegalese, Moroccans, Tunisians, Malians, Iranians and Pakistanis.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  David Westerlund, Islam Outside the Arab World (London: Routledge, 2007), 340-341] 
“While the history of Muslim immigration into France is about as old as that of Britain, it is characterised by much greater continuity.” 
Nielsen, The Enemy Within – Muslims in Western Europe. 

IMMIGRATION – A POLITICAL FOOTBALL
In 1974 an oil embargo caused a huge downtown in the French economy. Plans were put together to repatriate half a million, largely Algerian Muslims by refusing them the possibility of renewing residence permits.  One of the key parties in the then Conservative coalition ultimately prevented this from happening. However, the move greatly infuriated the Muslim community. In 1980 a law was passed that allowed the French government to expel the children of Algerians parents born in France.[footnoteRef:4] During the next two decades, the children of immigrants became a political football dependant on whether a socialist or conservative government maintained the balance of power.[footnoteRef:5] [footnoteRef:6] [4:  David Westerlund, Islam Outside the Arab World (London: Routledge, 2007), 340]  [5:  David Westerlund, Islam Outside the Arab World (London: Routledge, 2007), 341]  [6:  For a fuller treatment of specific laws introduced during this period consider further study of the Bonnet law and the Pasqua law.] 

POLITICAL SYMBOLISM – THE VEIL
As Muslim communities grew, French media and academics paid increasing attention to the ‘spread of Islamic ‘fundamentalism’ (intégrisme) and the danger it posed to social stability. A series of public policy debates, particularly in schools, made the headscarf the popular symbol and evidence that such fundamentalism had successfully infiltrated France, posing a public affront to French values.[footnoteRef:7] [footnoteRef:8] [footnoteRef:9] [7:  Jørgen S Nielsen and Jonas Otterbeck, Muslims In Western Europe, 4th ed. (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2015), 182]  [8:  Dale F Eickelman and James P Piscatori, Muslim Politics (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 2004), 3]  [9:  For a full treatment of the French ‘veil affairs’ read Per-Erik Nilsson, Unveiling the French Republic: National Identity, Secularism, and Islam. ] 

The veil has become politicized in France because it symbolically highlights how Islam ‘calls into question’ the identity and nature of its institutions.[footnoteRef:10] Its politicization has taken two distinct routes. First, it challenges the limits of state authority. Second, it creates a larger public debate regarding the competing ideals of social order.[footnoteRef:11] Moreover, it enabled conservative governments a focus for opposing multiculturism and fuelled a resurgence in the political far right, specifically the Front National.[footnoteRef:12]  [10:  Olivier Roy and George Holoch, Secularism Confronts Islam (Columbia University Press, 2009), 2]  [11:  Dale F Eickelman and James P Piscatori, Muslim Politics (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 2004), 4]  [12:  Jørgen S Nielsen and Jonas Otterbeck, Muslims In Western Europe, 4th ed. (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2015), 182] 

ISLAMIC TERRORISM
[image: Image result for charlie hebdo protests france]If the veil, fairly or unfairly, represented a symbol to many in French society of Islamic fundamentalism, their worst nightmares were realised when committed Islamists turned to violent means in an attempt to gain political ends. At the beginning of 2015 the offices of the satirical magazine, Charlie Hebdo were attacked. In July 2016 Jacques Hamel, a Roman Catholic Priest, was killed as he celebrated mass in his Normandy church. In this eighteen-month period some 239 people were killed by jihadists in France, including 130 people murdered in a single day in attacks at the Stade de France and the Bataclan. France has not seen this level of civilian causalities since World War II.[footnoteRef:13] These sustained attacks caused a shift in French political allegiances to the far right. The Front Nationale, often accused of maintaining racists ideologies, now focussed its targets and rhetoric squarely at Islam and Muslims.[footnoteRef:14] 
 [13:  Gilles Kepel and Antoine Jardin, Terror in France (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2015), 11 ]  [14:  Jørgen S Nielsen and Jonas Otterbeck, Muslims In Western Europe, 4th ed. (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2015), 185.] 

Charlie Hebdo

Caricaturing Muhammed enlivened political arguments on both sides of the debate. For many French Muslims, depicting the Prophet was beyond the pale. The French political commentator, Nabila Ramdani, maintained that publishing any picture of the Prophet was ‘blasphemous under Islamic Law’. The response by some elements of the media and many French politicians was to point out that the magazine had, over several years, published cartoons mocking political and religious figures on all sides. Moreover, France guaranteed freedom of speech and expression and opposed the idea of any kind of Muslim exceptionalism.[footnoteRef:15]  [15:  BBR World Service, The World Today, December 2011.] 

[bookmark: _GoBack]The magazine, and by implication the wider French culture, were also accused of that most politically charged of accusations – racism. One side argued that the legitimate role of satire is to speak ‘truth to power’. The other side made the case that this was pure racism dressed up as satire.[footnoteRef:16]  [16:  Gilles Kepel and Antoine Jardin, Terror in France (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2015), 301.] 

FURTHER THOUGHT
This seemingly insoluble debate has not been resolved in France and neither will it any time soon. However, for those outside France, the concern is that the terrorist events witness at the Charlie Hebdo offices may bring in de facto blasphemy laws as other liberal democracies self-sensor, rather than risk the wrath of Islamists groups within their borders.[footnoteRef:17]  [17:  András Koltay and Jeroen Temperman, Blasphemy and Freedom Of Expression (Cambridge University Press, 2018), 617.] 
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