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CHAPTER 10

La République postcoloniale?
Making the Nation in
Late Twentieth-Century France

Emile Chabal

Is There a Postcolonial Nation?

In contemporary Francophone studies, the nation has become a rather unfa-
shionable concept. We are invited to break down, deconstruct, or look beyond
the nation-state.! It is seen as a compromised point of reference, one that
represents the culmination of a narrative that excludes not only the colonial and
the postcolonial, but everything at its margins. We are told that it is the nation
that has provided the framework for the multitude of universalist and exclusio-
nary ideologies that have emerged in modern French politics: “republican,”
“liberal republican,” “Jacobin,” “revolutionary.” Since the majority of such ide-
ologies take as their reference point the primacy of the nation, their contradic-
tions can only be revealed by a careful criticism of the nation itself.” In the con-
text of France, there are good grounds for such skepticism. The nation has
continued to be canonized in the late twentieth and twenty-first centuries with a
tenacity that few other European nations can match.® This has limited our gaze
to a restricted number of narratives, historiographies, and teleologies. In particu-
lar, it has pushed to the margins France’s colonial experience, which has been so
central to its history. Even major recent French historiographical projects (such
as Pierre Nora’s Lieux de mémoires, 1984-93) have failed to provide a reflexive
analysis of France’s national Em::Q.r. There can be little doubt that a postco-
lonial turn, in its French form, is long overdue.
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Yet, as this chapter will argue, the nation persists. It remains both a point of
political reference and a conceptual placeholder. Atiempts to decenter or decon-
struct it must not lose sight of the fact that it is a seductive and self-sustaining
discourse. This does not mean rejecting the disruptive narratives of, say, the
colonial encounter; but it does involve recognizing that disruptive narratives are,
more often than not, deployed or marginalized within the existing framework of
the nation. By looking at “neo-republicanism”—the political language that has
represented, since the 1980s, the most consensual interpretation of the contem-
porary French nation—this chapter suggests that today’s paradoxes of universal-
ism and the turn to nostalgia are not simply consequences of France’s fledgling
posicolonial consciousness. They are part of a process of reflection at a time
when the French national narrative has been challenged both at home, by the
realities of French society, and in the wider world, as part of a changing geopo-
litical map.

After a long period when other shibboleths—such as grandeur or the prole-
tariat—held sway over the language of politics in France, the term “republican-
ism” returned in the 1980s. The collapse of Communism and the Marxist intel-
lectual consensus, the fragmentation of the political left, the triumph of liberal
democracy, the problematic integration of immigrant communities, and the
threat of the Front National irrevocably altered the French political landscape.
Although various political controversies of the past thirty years, such as [’affaire
du foulard, la crise d’intégration, and les banlieues, have been the subject of
intense and often partisan disagreement, there is a growing acceptance that “re-
publican” ideals have extensively informed these debates.” Since the 1980s,
politicians and intellectuals have increasingly called upon what they see as
France's republican tradition to justify a wide range of political actions. For
instance, opposition to the wearing of signes religieux in state schools was
framed in terms of its incompatibility with the concept of la laicité républicaine.
Or, in a very different context, the notion of a pacte républicain was resuscitated
in the mid-1990s by Chirac in order to oppose the Front National and denounce
its “un-republican” platform.

The resurgence of an explicitly republican discourse that advocates and de-
fends a “strong” notion of the Républigue has been termed a “neo-republican”
revival by a number of scholars and commentators both inside and outside
France. Its proponents include academics, public intellectuals, political philoso-
phers, journalists, and active politicians who, since the 1980s, have often noisily
defended an explicitly “republican” agenda in the press, on television, or at par-
ty conferences. Prominent, but seemingly incompatible figures, such as the So-
cialist politician, Jean-Pierre Chevénement, historians, such as Maurice Agulhon
and Henri Guiano, public intellectuals, such as Alain Finkielkraut and Régis
Debray, or the former head of SOS-Racisme, Harlem Désir, are just some of the
more famous names to have been associated with this neo-republican turn. De-
spite the fact that these figures appear to have little in common, their active and
public commitment to a “republican” agenda makes them the heart of today’s
“neo-republican” revival.
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However, if the words “Republic” and “republican” have passed into the
consensual vocabulary of French politics since the 1980s, they remain flexible
and complex concepts that bring together several contradictory political strands.
For instance, those neo-republicans who have defended the principle of laicité
have drawn from different historiographies depending on whether they see
laicité as an institutional construct that minimizes social conflict or as a “trans-
formative” principle that represents progress towards a more rational v,oowo&\.o
Thus, rather than seeing it as a clearly-defined political tradition, it is more fruit-
ful to treat republicanism as a political space of languages, symbols, and histo-
ries on which political actors can draw. It offers a political vocabulary that is
relatively stable, while being recognizable and adaptable to a variety of different
circumstances. What is described here as “neo-republicanism” is simply the
most recent incarnation of a well-established language of politics in France.’

The rest of this chapter will look closely at precisely this question of politi-
cal language. The focus will be on three terms that have developed alongside,
and in conjunction with, the recent neo-republican consensus: la fracture so-
ciale, 'intégration, and la laicité. The development and spread of these three
terms allows us to understand how contemporary France has dealt with emerg-
ing postcolonial narratives that have profoundly affected French politics. La
fracture sociale, I'intégration, and la laicité are significant concepts because
they demonstrate some of the ways in which the French national narrative—
most commonly expressed in a form of neo-republicanism—has absorbed a
number of key postcolonial challenges, such as the rise in immigration and the
battle for colonial memory. The moments in which these three terms gained
importance and the reasons for their (re)emergence as key themes in public de-
bate are, therefore, of crucial importance in understanding France’s postcolonial
turn.

Dividing the Nation: La Fracture sociale

There is no satisfactory translation for the term “fracture sociale” in English.
The English term “social fracture” is vague, while the more precise “inequality”
suggests a primarily economic phenomenon. Yet, despite the difficulties of
translation, the term “social fracture” is a good starting point for an examination
of contemporary French politics since it highlights the ways in which politi-
cians, intellectuals, and public figures have conceptualized the socio-economic
challenges that France has faced in the late twentieth century.

The enthusiasm with which French politics adopted the word “fracture” to
describe the ills of the nation is in itself revealing. A fracture implies a break-
down, dissolution, or disintegration of the body politic. As has already been
suggested, the language of neo-republicanism has reinforced the tendency of
French republicanism to stress the unity of the nation. While the idea of a frac-
ture sociale appears at first sight to show the extent to which the concept of the
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nation has been undermined in contemporary French politics, it simultaneously
demonstrates the continuing relevance of a language of national unity. For in-
stance, there is little talk of a fracture nationale since the implication of any
kind of fracture for the nation is taken to be self-evident.

At the same time, the specific context in which the term “fracture sociale”
emerged tells us a great deal about why a neo-republican turn occurred in the
late twentieth century. The first use of the term was attributed (incorrectly) to
the geographer, Emmanuel Todd, but it came to prominence in the 1995 election
campaign, when Jacques Chirac om:am on a “discipline républicaine” to counter
the threat of the Front National® A Front National success, which would even-
tually take place in 2002, gave Chirac the political legitimacy to invoke the tra-
ditional rallying cry of the République: that the Republic was in danger. It was
not only in danger from the far right. Alongside the threat from Le Pen, there
was a growing sense of insecurity. In particular, rising unemployment and un-
rest in France’s banlieues had once again brought to the fore issues of social
exclusion, racism, and spatial segregation. Employing an analytical term that
was emerging at the same time, Chirac grouped these numerous malaises under
the term “fracture sociale.”

The success of the phrase was immediate. After Chirac won the election,
variants of the term “fracture sociale” began to appear regularly across a variety
of media.’ For example, the sociologist, Michel Wieviorka, in his work on the
strikes of 1995, used it to describe the kind of social divisions that had led to the
confrontational politics of the strikers. 1% At the same time, well-known figures,
such as the writer, Azouz Bégag, were talking of a fracture éthnique. 1 Others,
particularly those on the losing left, denounced the growing fracture politique,
the most important aspect of which was the right’s neglect of “la souverainté
movc_m?@.:s As the millennium approached, the term appeared to have lost
none of its urgency. When asked in a 1997 opinion poll, the overwhelming ma-
jority of respondents claimed that la fracture sociale had either remained as bad
as it ever was or had worsened.’* Within a few years, this term, along with the
constellation of socio-economic problems associated with it, had become com-
mon currency. By 1999, the French had, according to another opinion poll, be-
come the “most morose” of western European nations, something that the then
head of the French polling organization IPSOS, Pierre Giacometti, attributed to
the continuing fracture."

Throughout Chirac’s presidency (1995-2007), the expression “fracture so-
ciale” featured in political discourse. On the right, figures such as the historian,
Henri Guiano, used the concept to suggest France was going through a “moral
and intellectual crisis.”'> On the left, the term was employed both to undermine
Chirac’s policies and to understand Jospin’s failure in the 2002 presidential
election. Not surprisingly, the riots in the banlieues of 2005 and the rejection of
the European Constitution in the same year saw the idea coming to prominence
once again. For example, an editorial in Le Monde in late 2005 suggested that la
fracture sociale had not been addressed, and that both the right and the left were
responsible for the “déchirure du pacte républicain” in the banlieues. Once
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again, the crisis of the nation-state provided the backdrop to a discussion of the
nation’s fractures.'®
The term “fracture sociale” has continued to feature prominently in political
and academic discourse surrounding contemporary France. Scholars of France’s
colonial history coined the term “fracture coloniale” to describe the initial sup-
pression and subsequent resurgence of France’s colonial memories at the turn of
the twentieth century, while commentators on contemporary France, such as
Pierre Rosanvallon, have continued to use the term “fracture sociale” to describe
France’s social _unoEoBm.: In spite of claims in 2001 that the term “fracture
sociale” had been replaced by that of “insécurité” in the electoral vocabulary,
there are few signs that the earlier concept has passed its political sell-by date:
editorials in Le Monde in 2007 and 2008 again invoked the various fractures—
“sociales, scolaires, éthniques, urbaines”—to explain the worsening state of the
Parisian banlieues. fs
The continuing relevance and use of the term “fracture sociale” has no
doubt been connected to a marked sense of “declinism” that has characterized
the last two decades of French politics."” Thus, it comes as no surprise that those
most strongly associated with French “declinism,” such as Nicolas Baverez,
have shown a mam: aom_ of concern with the “fragmentation” or “disintegration”
of the nation-state.”’ More than simply a response to crisis, however, the term
“fracture sociale” also captures the importance of two contemporary political
phenomena: first, the spread of a language of neo-republicanism; and, second,
the concomitant and enduring presence of the nation as a reference point in
French politics. In some cases, the link was made explicit—as was the case
when Blandine Kriegel coined the term “fracture républicaine”—, but, in the
majority of ommom it was simply assumed that national integration could repair la
fracture sociale.* The zeal with which France’s political and intellectual classes
took to this term in the mid-1990s and subsequently adapted it to different con-

“texts suggests that it provided a convincing way to conceptualize social prob-

lems. It brought together in one idea the fear of fragmentation and the continu-
ing pre-eminence of the nation-state.

Repairing the Nation: L’Intégration

One of the clearest responses to the perceived threat of the disintegration of the
body politic is intégration, a word that has now become synonymous with the
neo-republican revival. Though a renewed emphasis on intégration predates the
emergence of the term “fracture sociale” in French political life, its ultimate
goal of unity brings back many of the same themes as la fracture sociale. While
outside observers have mainly focused on the implications of intégration for
France’s “ethnic minorities,” this limited analysis conceals its wider connota-
tions. Rather than simply assume that intégration is referring solely to the inte-
gration of immigrants, this section shows how it has been posited as a solution
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to a wide variety of social problems and, in particular, to those associated with
la fracture sociale.

The reports of the Haut Conseil a I'Intégration (HCI), set up by the French
government in 1989 (also the year of I'affaire du foulard), @mogs% a means of
understanding the multiple meanings of the term “intégration.””” At the time, the
HCI was seen to be a positive, state-driven response to the perceived crisis of
integration. Over the past two decades, its reports, along with its eclectic and
changing composition, have made it an important indicator of the various offi-
cial meanings of integration.

The HCT's definition of integration is quite explicit:

Le terme d’intégration (généralement référé a la situation des immigrés instal-
1és de facon durable dans le pays d’accueil) désigne a la fois un processus et les
politiques qui ont pour objet de faciliter sa mise en ceuvre. . . . Le processus . . .
est celui d’une participation effective de I’ensemble des personnes appelées a
vivre en France 2 la construction d’une société rassemblée dans le respect de
principes partagés (liberté de conscience et de pensée, égalit€ entre homme et
femme par-exemple) telles qu’elles s’expriment dans des droits €gaux et des
devoirs communs. . . . Mener une politique d'intégration, c’est définir et déve-
lopper des actions tendant a maintenir la cohésion sociale.”

This extended definition captures some of the key dimensions of the term
“intégration.” In the first instance, it emphasizes its strongly political aspect—
there is a sense of contractual agreement in the idea of “principes partagés.” If
intégration is something that depends on a certain “cohésion sociale,” that
“cohésion” is above all political in nature. The unity of the body politic is the
implicit assumption behind any politique d’intégration, for no integration can
take place without a united society in which to integrate. The consequence of
such a conceptual framework is that,

I'intégration n’est pas destinée aux seuls Francais issus de I'immigration et
concerne tout individu qui participe a ’espace civique. . . . L’identité nationale
se vit 2 travers de valeurs partagées: il ne suffit pas de naitre sur le sol frangais
pour se sentir Frangais. Pour s’associer, chacun de nous doit faire un effort
pour oublier ses seules particularités et retrouver ce qu’il a en commun avec les
antres.”*

This is a “strong” form of citizenship and one that passes through the state. It
could also be described as a total form of citizenship, insofar as it brings togeth-
er the social (insertion sociale), the economic (exclusion), and the “ethnic” (ori-
gine) under the specifically political notion of intégration founded on a “pacte
républicain”. This “pacte,” to which both citizen and state are subservient, con-
stitutes the “lien social,” the collapse of which has brought about la fracture
sociale®

This notion of total citizenship has deep roots in, and is of central impor-
tance to, French history, but is often forgotten by those attempting to unravel the
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discourse surrounding immigration in France.?® This being the case, any discus-
sion of intégration cannot limit itself (as it might in the Anglo-American world)
solely to “ethnic minorities,” a concept that remains taboo in France and for
which no statistics exist.”’ The idea of intégration is intimately connected with a
wide range of other social and economic processes, which are seen to undermine
the unity of the nation: unemployment, spatial inequality, difficulties in France’s
educational system. . . . Crucially, it is the whole body politic that is deemed to
be under threat.

It is noticeable that, since 1995, the HCI's reports have articulated an in-
creasingly sophisticated conceptual framework in an attempt both to respond to
criticism directed at its monolithic republican universalism and to present a co-
herent ideological justification of the concept of intégration.”® The result of this
increasing conceptual clarity has not, however, given rise to a questioning of the
assumptions behind intégration. If anything, the HCI's conclusions have be-
come more militant in tone. For example, the Conseil argued in 2002 that,

Il faut maintenir la tradition républicaine francaise, dans sa version laique et
contractualiste, mais en opérant une catharsis de sa dimension refoulée organi-
ciste que représentait I’assimilationisme. . . . La désintégration menace toujours
la République. C’est un combat constant 3 mener et ’autorité politique doit
toujours étre vigilante a ce mE.nrwo

Quite apart from the difficulty of distinguishing between “assimilation” and
“intégration”—a problem that the HCI has tried to address**—the claim that the
République is under threat has, since its inception, been used as a rallying cry.
No threat appears more dangerous than that of “désintégration,” which in
French carries the double meaning of the “disintegration” of the state and the
“failure” of its citizens to integrate. By the same token, a call for vigilance on
the part of an “autorité politique” places a heavy burden on the state. Thus,
intégration requires the active participation of both the state and its citizens, a
position consistent with the HCI’s recommendations. A surprising exception
was the unwillingness of the HCI in 2000 to recommend a ban on the headscarf
in schools, despite the heated debates that accompanied that issue.’! Neverthe-
less, it is clear that the HCI’s approach to the notion of integration draws heavily
from the highly political language of republicanism and posits a much more
“total” conception of citizenship than that commonly found in the Anglo-
American world. Integration is not simply something that concerns immigrants,
but becomes the responsibility of every citizen. As a result, “ethnic” exclusion is
seen to be only one part of a “crisis of integration™ that has much wider implica-
tions for French society.

Moreover, the HCI's definition of intégration républicaine has become
common currency in French political discourse. In one of its own reports, the
HCI uncovered the powerful hold of a “rhétorique républicaine” in the public
and private sectors, which made managers and civil servants reluctant to talk
about the problems of racial or ethnic discrimination. In the majority of cases,
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employers used a republican language of color-blind integration to minimize the
role of job discrimination and explain away the need for various forms of “posi-
tive discrimination.”** Within the academy, the HCI’s definition of integration
has been validated by a growing body of work, most notably by figures such as
the philosophers, Dominique Schnapper and Pierre-André Hmm:aﬁ.a

Even amongst France’s limited “ethnic” elite, the language of republican in-
tegration has pride of place. On the left, the Togolese politician, Kofi Yamg-
nane, and the president of SOS-Racisme, Malek Boutih, have both stressed inte-
gration as the primary means for immigrants to surmount their social and
political disenfranchisement.® Yamgnane, for instance, argued in 1995 that
“I’intégration ne peut se faire que sur les valeurs de la République.
L’intégration que nous proposons se veut positive, mobilisatrice car elle est le
ciment de la cohésion sociale.”> On the right, the deputy of the RPR and UMP,
Rachid Kaci (of Kabyle origin), founded La Droite Libre in 2002, which de-
scribes itself as “libérale et 8\@:@:85@.:3 Kaci’s right-leaning interpretation of
republicanism stresses a strong discourse of republican integration alongside
Gaullist nationalism and hostility towards economic interventionism. Even the
French Muslim community more generally appear to be strongly attached to the
political contract implied by !’intégration républicaine—in a recent survey, the
Pew Global Research Centre found that French Muslims were much more likely
than their European counterparts to value their “French” identity and demon-
strate a willingness to “adopt French customs.””’

The fierce debates surrounding “multi-culturalism” have further streng-
thened the republican consensus regarding integration, although this has often
been little more than a defensive argument designed to show the merits of a
“French model” in the face of Anglo-American criticism.®® Nevertheless,
beyond its purely defensive character, the fears that multi-culturalism could
bring about the fragmentation of French society have been entirely consistent
with the revival of both a republican language and the unifying notion of inte-
gration. In 1989, for example, the outspoken neo-republican intellectual, Alain
Finkielkraut, deplored the fact that “la nation disparait au profit des tribus, . . .
[et] L'unité culturelle cédera la place a la juxtaposition de m:m:ow,% A decade
later, his fellow neo-republican, Daniéle Sallenave, argued that opposition to the
development of regional languages “c’est s’opposer a une division de la com-
munauté nationale, qui est une ‘communauté de citoyens’ et non pas une juxta-
position de groupes, ethniques, linguistiques, religieux . . . c’est forcer le droit
francais 2 se mettre 2 ’heure du communautarisme et du différentialisme.”*

These arguments have often been relied on the construction of an artificial
dichotomy between le communautarisme—a dystopic reading of multi-
culturalism—and ['intégration républicaine. Le communautarisme is seen to be
the culmination of the logic of multi-culturalism, a fearful descent into isolated
and discrete communities that would run counter to even the most flexible defi-
nition of intégration. These fears have partly emanated from the right. Journal-
ists and commentators, such as Christian Jelen (an editor at Le Point) and Jo-
seph Macé-Scaron (a regular contributor to Le Figaro), have denounced “la

La Républigue postcoloniale? 145

tentation communautaire” in increasingly hyperbolic terms.!' Nevertheless, by
the 2002 presidential election, this same fear of multi-culturalism and of its dan-
gerous “communitarian” logic had found a home on all sides of the political
spectrum, from Jean-Pierre Chevenement’s left-wing republicanism to Philippe
de Villiers’s defense of a rural France in opposition to a specifically Islamic
communautarisme.

It might be tempting to argue, as some have, that France’s political and in-
tellectual classes are making a concerted shift to the right.* There can be little
doubt that there is a strong element of reactionary cultural nationalism in the
critique of multi-culturalism. However, it seems more accurate to describe this
critique as yet another example of the growing neo-republican consensus among
the elite. It is this consensus that has allowed the notion of integration to play
such an important part in contemporary French politics. It can be seen not only
as a reply to an Anglo-American “multi-cultural” paradigm, but also as a re-
sponse to immigration, one that has developed further France’s heavily political
conception of citizenship.

Protecting the Nation: La Laicité

A central part of today’s discourse surrounding intégration focuses on religion.
In the context of French history, this is hardly surprising. Religious divisions
were the most enduring feature of the so-called “guerre des deux France.” Until
very recently, religious affiliation heavily determined political affiliations. One
of the most sustained battles fought by the Third Republic was against the he-
gemony of the Catholic Church. For much of the nineteenth and twentieth cen-
turies, religion was seen as one of the most significant threats to the unity of the
nation.*

To forget this history is to risk making contemporary discussions of secular-
ism a mere by-product of France’s attempts to accommodate its Muslim minori-
ties. Though the religious divisions that divided modern France have, to a large
extent, been erased, the legacy of its religious battles remains potent, especially
when the unity of the nation is in question. Put simply, intégration is not possi-
ble without a resolution of the potentially divisive effects of religion. For neo-
republicans, this resolution comes in the form of laicité. The focus here is not,
however, on how this term has been used historically, but rather on its impor-
tance for many neo-republicans and the ways in which it has been absorbed into
discussions surrounding the unity of the nation. It considers how neo-
republicans have dealt with another important postcolonial challenge: that of
absorbing religious difference, in this case, the threat of Islam.

So central is laicité to the neo-republican credo that it has been suggested
that it belongs alongside the other three words that form part of the French re-
publican motto: liberté, égalité, fraternité.** However, such a strong position
need not be taken to see the intimate relationship between the République and
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laicité, a relationship that has been strengthened in the neo-republican consensus
of the late twentieth century. For many neo-republicans, laicité is a fundamental
and relatively uncontroversial principle. For example, the openly neo-republican
intellectual, Régis Debray, has staunchly defended the central role that laicité
occupies in republican conceptions of the nation.” The same is true of Jelen,
whose defense of laicité and denunciations of multi-culturalism come across as
a thinly veiled form of Islamophobia.*®

A more subtle defense of the concept can be found in the work of the aca-
demic, Henri Pefia-Ruiz, khdgne teacher at the Lycée Fénélon and maitre de
conférences at Sciences Po. As a specialist on laicité, Pefia-Ruiz argues that the
Republic needs laicité to defend its principles:

La laicité consiste essentiellement 2 faire du peuple tout entier, sans privilege
ni discrimination, la référence de la communauté politique. Celle-ci mérite, dés
lors, son nom de République, chose commune 2 tous: nul credo obligé, nul pri-
vilege clérical.”’

In this definition, laicité appears as an incontrovertible republican axiom. Even
so, contemporary French politics—and, in particular, the legacy of colonial-
ism—is never far away. Another article by Pefia-Ruiz explicitly ties together the
question of laicité with a reference to France’s postcolonial memory. Under the
heading “les remords de I’ethnocentrisme,” he argues that “[La colonisation] fut
détestable en effet. . . . Mais faut-il se ‘rattraper’ en se prosternant désormais
devant ces cultures, sans égard a ce qui en elles mérite approche critique ou au
contraire €loge ciblé?"*® This is a succinct example of how a neo-republican has
dealt with the postcolonial implications of laiciré. Pefia-Ruiz suggests that co-
lonial guilt has led to a fragmented multi-culturalism with a potential for a reli-
gious pluralism that would be contrary to the principles of laicité. Colonial guilt
is, therefore, unproductive and potentially dangerous to the République. The
“fait colonial” is pushed aside in favor of the wider republican narrative of
laicité.

This same intimate relationship between nation and laicité can be located in
what was perhaps the most sustained, and certainly the most public, discussion
of the idea in recent French history: ['affaire du foulard in 1989. The events
surrounding the expulsion from a lycée of two female students for wearing a
headscarf, and the extended public and legislative debates that followed, have
been extensively m:m_ﬁoa.é What is of interest here, however, is how a histori-
cal legitimacy for laicité was constructed during this period. While religion has
always been a disruptive narrative in modern French projects of nation building,
laicité as a solution has not always been considered to be the incontrovertible
principle it appears today. As will be argued, the reason for its centrality in con-
temporary French politics is due to an elision between nation, laicité, and
intégration. Such an elision has been facilitated by the growing neo-republican
consensus—by making the République and laicité coterminous, neo-republicans

“word laicité.
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have made any attacks on the latter appear to be a veritable affront to the integri-
ty of the nation.

This finds its clearest expression in the report of the Commission Stasi,
which was set up in 2003 to resolve the question of whether or not there should
be legislation prohibiting the wearing of religious signs in French schools. Both
Pefia-Ruiz and Debray were members of the Commission, which also included
twenty academics and specialists on religious affairs and laicité, many of whom
had been actively involved in the debate surrounding Islam and religion since
the 1980s. The Commission’s conclusions eventually became legislation, but the
Commission and its report remain interesting from a number of different pers-
pectives.

From a purely historical point of view, the Commission’s report tells us a
great deal about the assumptions of contemporary republicanism. The opening
sentence of the préambule alone is deeply revealing: “La République francaise
s’est construite autour de la laicité.”*° Historically, such a statement is debata-
ble. If the battle with the Catholic Church was an important part of modern
French history, particularly in the period 1880-1914, relations between the state
and the church were not always viewed through the lens of laicité. By subsum-
ing discussions surrounding religion under the banner of laicité, the report si-
tuates itself firmly within the framework of the Third Republic and its complex
combat laique.”* Even then, as Baubérot has pointed out, the 2004 legislation on
“signes na_wmuwncx ostentatoires” was the first in French history to contain the

Even in the chronology it proposes, the Commission’s report suggests that
laicité was a progressive republican project. The crowning glory of the combat
laique is taken to be the legislation separating church and state in 1905. This law
is placed within a historical teleology, beginning with Article 10 of the “Dé-
claration des Droits de I’Homme” of 1789 on religious freedoms, then the
“laicisation” of the civil service in 1792, and, finally, the educational legislation
of 1882 and 1886.” What is revealing is not so much the factual accuracy of this
chronology—there is no doubt that the aforementioned dates were vital mo-
ments in defining the relationship between the church and the French state—,
but rather how laicité becomes exclusively associated with the Republic.

The historiography of laicité becomes clearer still if we look at the report of
the HCI that followed a few years after that of the Commission Stasi. In its
propositions for a “charte de la laicité dans les services publics,” it laid out a
history of the idea, beginning with the Revolution.** Its assessment of 1905 was
that,

La loi de 1905 a correspondu 4 la consolidation de la République qui était en-
core I’exception frangaise au cceur d’une Europe monarchique et impériale.
Elle a prolongé et confort€ la politique laique de la troisiéme République qu’on
avait cru achevée aprés les lois scolaires de Jules Ferry de 1882 instituant
I’enseignement primaire gratuit obligatoire et laique. . . . Objet d’étonnement
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pour le monde, la loi de séparation a suscité des émules et fait naitre des imita-
. 55
tions.™

These excerpts capture in brief some of the most important historical premises
of neo-republicanism. They demonstrate that the “politique laique” has become
a “pierre angulaire du modele républicain” (an expression used in both the Stasi
and HCI reports) and one that was born in the Third Republic. The HCI report
provides a detailed pre-history of church-state relations, but the point of depar-
ture remains the late nineteenth century and the institutionalization of the Re-
public through the school.”®

At the same time, the HCI’s report made clear that its remit extended to the
application of laicité, thereby reinforcing the existing relationship between
intégrarion and laicité. The two have now been made officially coterminous to
an extent unprecedented in French history. While both intégration and laicité
have had a long history, their marriage in contemporary France has created a
new version of the republican synthesis that has, for the past century, been used
as a consensual reference point in French politics.

La République postcoloniale: A Contradiction in Terms?

Paradoxically, it is just as France is beginning to come to terms with its colonial
legacy that it has achieved its most coherent and widely accepted definition of
the nation. Although the focus here has been on the most active proponents of
neo-republicanism, the connections made between la fracture sociale,
Uintégration, and la laicité have now been generally accepted in contemporary
France. In their discussions of the République, the small, elite, and vocal group
of neo-republicans have often reflected a much more consensual and “banal”
republicanism, which has become the overwhelming interpretation of the nation
in contemporary France.

This increasingly cohesive definition of the nation has two important impli-
cations for our understanding of France’s postcolonial condition. First, it sug-
gests that disruptive postcolonial narratives, such as immigration, can only be
absorbed within the context of a “mature” nation with a well-developed national
narrative. A French national narrative has, of course, existed for some time, but
it was vigorously contested, until 1945, by various counter-revolutionary and
right-wing movements and, until the 1970s, by a strong Communist bloc. Al-
though neo-republicanism has written into modern French history the story of an
ever-expanding republican consensus, this did not become apparent until the
Fifth Republic. It is only with the ultimate consolidation of a neo-republican
national narrative in the past three decades that France finally has something
akin to a consensual interpretation of the nation and it is within this context that
France has begun its “postcolonial turn.” Before France could begin the compli-
cated process of understanding its status as a “postcolony,” it had to put some of
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its guerres franco-francaises to rest—and none was more fiercely contested
than the fight over the definition of the nation.

The second important consequence of neo-republicanism is that the ways in
which the French interpret emerging postcolonial narratives will be heavily de-
fined by national priorities; the nation will remain the overarching reference
point. While this last point is perhaps rather obvious, it is important to recognize
not only how the nation has been undermined and redefined by its colonial (and
postcolonial) “periphery,” but also how it has interpreted and adapted itself to
these disruptive narratives. As has been demonstrated throughout this chapter,
France has continued to absorb—some might say, deflect—postcolonial ques-
tions with remarkable success. La fracture sociale, 'intégration, and la laicité
are three concepts that have made it possible to incorporate manifestations of
the postcolonial, such as the presence of Islam, into an existing national narra-
tive. They have also opened up a debate about the contours of contemporary
French society. At the same time, France’s postcolonial challenges appear to
have encouraged the emergence of a sharper and clearer definition of the nation
than before, one that is built on French history and draws from the well-worn
political language of republicanism. This should serve as a reminder that, even
if Francophone postcolonial studies challenges the legitimacy of this reformu-
lated national narrative, the latter remains an extremely potent paradigm.
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