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1. INTRODUCTION

The debate about symbols of faith has been a biggign Europe over the last few
years. It has been questioned, for example, $f @ppropriate for a schoolgirl to wear
a cross round her neck, and is wearing such at@misymbol a denial of secular
ideas? The latest wave of this debate has centoeedi@ minarets in Switzerland and
burgas in a number of European states. These sgrhbhoe been commonly regarded
as conflicting with the national cultural valuesaorejection of the secular ideals, as is

the case in France.

This paper aims to examine the debate about trgathan in the French media,
namely Le Figaro, Libération, Le Nouvel Observatau Le Point, at the beginning
of 2010. The debate in France was activated dirtteebecause the parliamentary
committee proposed to ban the burga in public slakly study focuses on the debate
that was waged in the above mentioned media bdtréand after the committee’s
proposal was released. | limited the study to #wéop between the 7January and

10" February, because | assume that it is a represensample of the debate.

| chose these four media because they represéatatif political camps and also
project the current division between the governnagk the opposition. The
newspaper Le Figaro and the weekly Le Point aditiomally regarded as
conservative and therefore representing the govemhim power. On the other hand,
the daily Libération and weekly Le Nouvel Observateave leftist leanings and

hence represent the socialist opposition.

| have examined the editorials, analyses, letfgages and special interviews in these
publications, aiming to determine the opinions palitical orientations of the media
covered. | also compared the coverage of the bduagan order to highlight the
similarities and differences between the differmedia. One important aspect was
also to examine whose stands got through to thevamd and whose voices were
heard in the media coverage about the debate doutiga ban. How did the media

represent Muslim women who wear a burga, and hosvtheir choice to wear it



interpreted? Was the burga, like the Muslim veilieg considered a statement
against fa laicité in France?

Besides the media coverage, | also consulted sacpsdurces, such as the literature
and articles, which shed some additional lightrengroblem studied.

One aspect related to the backdrop of the studyteasgery fact that, in the post-9/11
world, the media narrative about Islam changedrdFism and Islamic extremism
have created a negative image of the whole religroeuch an atmosphere, Islam is
stigmatised and, in the narrative of the mediayrg#® is seen not only as a symbol of
Islam but also as a symbol of intolerance, oppoessind even fundamentalism and

terrorism.

1.1. The Burga vs. Republican values

The total size of the Muslim population is incre@sall over the Europe. That is one
of the reasons why the debate on religions is fedws Islam. The whole debate can
be interpreted as a means of trying to find newsafay European countries to define
the relationship between the state and the religionat least the relationship

between the state and Islam.

In France, on the BJanuary 2010, the parliamentary committee propbseding
the wearing of the burga in public places, sucimdle social services, hospitals or
post offices. Also, a complete, general ban wasudsed. The proposition to ban the
burga in public places in France is mostly conrtbethe republican values in
France. The burga is considered to conflict witsthvalues. This is the official

explanation presented by the president, Nicolakdzsr

The latest debate on the burga ban has directricsttinks with previous debates in
France. Since the 1980s, there have been simibatel® about Muslim veils. In 2004,
the French National Assembly adopted the so-cé¥leill law”, which forbids the
wearing of ostensible symbols of faith in publibgcls. The ban included the

Muslim veil as well as the Jewish kippa and lardgpei€lian crosses.



The argumentation against the wearing of veilsublig places has a similar logic
today — the burga should be banned because itdalates the idea of the secularism,
“la laicité’.

1.2. The daily politics behind the debate

Parallel to the burga debate, Sarkozy’s governtastried to continue talking about
the French identity. In autumn 2009, Sarkozy laeaican official debate in order to
update the concept. This debate has certain lintkstire debate about the burga ban
and the position of Islam in French society.

These debates have been combined and, from thengoeet’'s point of view, it was
meant to be so. The political purpose of this weaattract the supporters of the Front
National (FN) party and catch the votes from threifght. The FN has, for years, been
actively promoting the idea of national identitydamas also spoken out about the
threat of Islam. For many observers, the FN hdarsmonopolised the whole topic of
national identity, so interventions into the topicother political forces have been

rare.

One may question if the burga ban is ultimatelyeatyea political move and whether

it is motivated by the daily political struggle.

1.3. Outline of the study

The debate surrounding the burga ban has beenrangimice summer 2009, but |

will concentrate on the period around the parlialmgncommittee’s proposition.

In my study, | would like to point out that the dission about secularisiha, laicité,

and republican values in this context could benmgrhalso as a trick to legitimate the
criticism or even hostile attitudes towards Islanvould like to analyse if Islam is

still seen as “alien” or “other”.



Thus, I would like to ask if the post-911 mediarative has strengthened the
stereotypical image of Islam and whether journsltsintinuously reproduce it. Is
Islam seen as a problem? Do the media descrilmdyitas a problem? When Islam

and its practices face civil society, does the meepresent this as a conflict?

In chapter 2, | will concentrate on explaining ttiea of French secularisia, laicité,
and its history. In the same section, | will explabw republican values are

connected to the idea of secularism.

In chapter 3, | will provide a short history of thebate about the Muslim veil.

Chapter 4 concentrates on the basic research ofi¢hlea and on comparing the
different positions expressed in the said medaélllalso explain the political context
of the debate.

The last chapter provides the conclusion and arsstherquestions: is the debate over
the burga just about the burga or are there othere or less, hidden agendas
underlying it? What kind of stereotypes of Islamm cae detect in the editorials and

analyses?



2. COMPLEX REPUBLICAN VALUES

Because the main motivation to legitimate the Isagxplained by French republican
values, in this chapter | would like to outline thistory of these values. In French
society, there is a certain ongoing process to tepdapublican values, mainly
because France is not the same as it was overez08 ggo, when the French
Revolution defined Republican values.

2.1. Liberté, egalité, fraternité

The French Revolution in 1789 created Republicamée. The ideals of freedom and
individualism, the enlightenment and equal righ&sewvthe cornerstones of its values.
The slogan wa4.iberté, egalité, fraternité”. The idea of universalism was the key to
the philosophy — individual rights were regardediaiversal — and France, with this
republican model, became a model for the restefrbrld. Since then, France has

eagerly played the role of the partisan and “trettds’ for real republicanism.

After the revolution, the ideal was that a perswide the French borders was firstly a
French citizen and, after that, came the ethnisdins. National unityla France une

et indivisible is a crucial ideal in the French identity. In hrsicle,Citizenship,
Republicanism and Multiculturalism in Contempor&nance Jeremy Jennings notes
that “behind this lay a sense of the fragility ot&l consensus and the fear that all
particularisms - Breton, Corsican, Occitan or whete- posed a threat to national
unity” (Jennings 2000, 578).

Jeremy Jennings quotes Dominique Schnapper, wingeeant runs like this:
“National identity is not a biological but a potisil fact: one is French through the
practice of a language, through the learning aflauce, through the wish to
participate in an economic and political life” (d&mgs 2000, 577).



When the French republican ideals were first laedclthe French population was
homogenous, white and mostly Catholic and agraBarce then, immigration has
changed the population and communities and largs p&the population live now in
an urban environment. ¢ Europe’s largest immigsaetety now lives in France.
Jeremy Jennings points out: “in short, despiteshtoreshing level of cultural and
ethnic diversity, France has seen itself as andgbaght to become a mono-cultural
society” (Jennings 2000, 575).

2.2. Multiculturalism and the pressure from the poiltical far right

The multicultural dimensions of society and immtgra have been largely used in
the political struggle in France. The French fghtiparties, especially the Front
National (FN), have raised these issues on théqallagenda since the 1980s. In
FN’s populist rhetoric, these issues have beerelirntk unemployment and security
problems. The mono-cultural ideal has been at e af the FN’s manifestos for

decades. For them, “la France” is immortal and rrcultural.

In FN’s ideology, as well as multiculturalism, Isias also seen as a threat to French
society. For the far right, Islam is “alien” anohsething that cannot and should not
be integrated into French society. Also, Islamrikdd to security problems, because
it is identified with extremism and terrorist graugso, Islam, immigration and
multiculturalism are demonized as major threathéonational identity and as having

their own interpretation of republican values.

As | pointed out earlier, FN has monopolised inghblic debate the issue of national
identity. You could also argue that FN has “orcredstl” the debate surrounding
immigration, Islam and multiculturalism. They haygened the debate, framed it and
given direction to it. The debate has, in a wagrbe prisoner of the far right
ideologies. The others have followed the given gaiid they have only reacted to the

given impulses.



Therefore, today, there is also a lot of talk abowrhigration, Islam and
multiculturalism and how these things affect theolehidea of Republican values.
These changes have caused the debate surroungnglRan values during the last
few decades. Are those values any longer compatitiles new world and how

should republicanism be renovated?

2.3. A new interpretation of universalism

Jeremy Jennings again quotes Dominique Schnappédrarndea that the key to the
renovation of republicanism can be found in thenpttetation of universalism. It
should not be interpreted inside the specific histime. “The universal cannot be
identified with any concrete historical realityjsta principle, an horizon, a regulatory
idea”, writes Schnapper, who explains further, ‘ener of the false universalism of
the nineteenth century was precisely that it dehtdy itself with a particular

historical reality: Western society” (Jennings 20591).

You could say, simplifying Schnapper’s idea, the tiniversal (and the Republic) is
an aspiration that the citizen seeks to attain.epains that this aspiration is a form
of ouverture potentiellewherein “the citizen breaks with the ‘given’, ares
distance from a ‘historical destiny’ but does neng it”. In a way, the question is: is

there a need to choose between the universal anaipl? Schnapper answers:

“We must refuse the general, the unique, the glolvalmust choose the particular,
and therefore plurality; but by inscribing in withia reference to the universal which
in the very condition of its existence and of thegibility of dialogue with others, as
well as of the fundamental recognition that thendigof others, of all others, is equal

to my own”.

Jennings crystallizes that “the Republic can ngésrbe built upon the ‘utopia’ of an
‘abstract humanity” (Jennings 2000, 592).



As | have pointed out, the pressure to rethinkcthr@ent of republican values arises,
on the one hand, from the far right ideologies farh the need to reinterpret the
whole fundament of those ideals, on the other. “Gtopia of an abstract humanity”
has really been a target of the far right andheirtsimplistic argumentation, this
“utopia” is seen as impossible, dangerous, unaabéptand against the very idea of

‘la France une et indivisible’

2.4. The plurality of ways of being French

The need to redefine republican values is takdowssy also by France officially.
Several official reports (Rapport de la Commisgieria nationalité, 1988; Reports of
‘Haut Conseil a l'intégration’, 1995 and 1997) hdezn written under the above
mentioned pressures. The focus of these reportsdeason immigration and Islam.
The key questions in these “guides” have been atmwtislam should be treated and

what efforts should be made by the state to ai$sistganisations.

The basic message in these reports is clear: Framehrsalism cannot acknowledge
the rights of minorities or accept the claims afneounal particularisms. Only

individuals exist in the eyes of the Republic.

In the 1997 report, it was written in this way: if8teach man and each woman that is
granted full rights in order to allow him or hediwidually to take place in French
society”. In other words, immigrants should beatord with “la laicité” - it is
individuals that integrate and immigrants must eesf-rench law. One crucial point
is also that immigrants and the French must béadeaqually. “Equally” in this
context means that there should not develop thensent that immigrants are better

treated than their French neighbours.

This has been the new climate of thinking which fnasied the debate surrounding
multiculturalism and republican values. The Fretigchker, Jo&l Roman, wants to
invent ‘a middle path’ grounded upon ‘a relativanalism, a plural universalism’

(Jennings 2000, 592). Roman suggests that the frraost cease to give an ‘aura’ of

10



universality to all of their national particulags (cuisine, fashion, politics,
philosophy) and start to ‘recognize the diversitgaciety and of the groups which
compose it'. Roman talks about a move from a ‘deamcof emancipation’ to a
‘democracy of recognition’.

Roman clarifies his idea and talks about the neadvent a plurality of ways of
being French. “French society is not on the pofrdisintegration but it is diverse.
What threatens it is the refusal to accord a pladbese differences, its forced
homogenization.” One could ask if there is a ligtvizeen the idea of forced

homogenization and the idea of banning the burgmubiic places or in general?

2.5. La laicité - the French version of secularism

The French idea of secularista,laicité, has also a long tradition and is linked with
the history of republican valudsa laicitéis a crucial part of those values. Shortly
after the French Revolution, clashes between thmdRoCatholic church and the state
started strongly to affect the relationship betwtdwse two powers. The republican
side wanted a total separation of religion fromgtete. Monarchists, in those days
and even today, supported the Roman Catholic cramdhwanted Catholicism to be

nominated as the state religion.

The driving force of secularist ideas was the idgglof the enlightenment and the
principle of individual freedoms. The freedom odig®n was seen as one aspect of
the freedom of thought. Religion belongs to privdeeand therefore the state should
not have any relationship with it. These two easitshould be totally separate.

Jennings explains the rise of‘la laicité” to thedeof a constitutional principle in this
way: “this doctrine postulates the existence odeutar ethic, grounded in science and
philosophy, that would act not only as a civil gghn and social bond but also as the
means of educating the free and tolerant citizegaired by the new democratic
order” (Jennings 2000, 578).

11



The principles of the French Revolutidhjberté, egalité and fraternité; stand
beside the fourth pillar faicité. These principles can also be seen today in the
official documents. Article 1 of the French congiibn states’La France est une

République indivisible, laique, démocratique etiaet.

The idea ofa laicité does not mean that the state is atheistic. The dtges not
confess any religion, is not in favour of any religand does not support them in any
way. On the other hand, the core ide#adficitéis — or at least should be — that all
religions are equal. In the spirit of the enlightemt, the school was the place where
the idea ofa laicité should be fully implemented.

Therefore, in the 1880s, the French parliament &dbine famous Jules Ferry laws,
in whichla laicité was officially stated to be a basic principle lod school system.
Actually, the law about the total separation of skege from religion emerged slightly
later — in 1905.

Because the school has been the place where ti@pbei ofla laicité was fully
implemented and where it has been flourishingstif®ol has also been the place
where the ideal has had its toughest clashes weathife. Michel Wieviorka reminds
us about the new threats that school faces in mdéience. Because of social and
economic problems, urbanisation and immigratiorgltiny parents choose to send
their children to private school rather than statieool. Many of these private schools

are basically religious (Wieviorka 1995, 63).

Inequality has increased. Other children can stadyod schools while others’
destiny is to be preserved in the overcrowded siEteols, where the social problems
are enormous, including marginalisation and vioéeri€his evolution has made the
idea of an equal school a denied myth”, Wieviorkants out (1995, 63).

12



3. DEBATES SURROUNDING THE MUSLIM VEIL — A SHORT HISTO RY

“What is in a woman'’s head is a lot more
important than what'’s on it.”
Sherifa Zuhur

As stated earlier, schools were the places whereltal ofla laicité met reality. The
Christian, mostly Catholic, heritage was stronghiible — the church was still in its
place at the heart of the village and the fear @fl @as the backbone of spiritual

thinking. Therefore, the presence of religion ih@as was substantial.

3.1. 1989 — The Satanic Verses and the fatwa

French colonial history has given France the biglyesslim minority in Europe.
France has also the largest Jewish minority in @adturope. The religious co-
existence was quite smooth until the rise of theutiet far right in the 1980s. The FN
used immigration and Islam in its political campagnd manifestations. The
undertone was negative — immigration and Islam weked to security problems
and other social problems.

One could argue that FN hijacked the whole politibate surrounding these issues.
The leader of the party, Jean-Marie le Pen, orchiest the whole show with his
exaggerated comments that were intentionally raldsspite the fact that the

socialist, Francois Mitterrand, stayed on in poletween 1981 and 94, it is widely
claimed that the 1980s were, in French politicsei@nof “lepénisation”, which means
that the whole political climate and debate shiabstantially to the right. The
phenomenon of Le Pen and his skilled rhetoric veasqf it and the political pressure

came also from FN’s success in the elections (Dé®©2005, 364).

1989 became a turning point in French thinking alelaicité (Wieviorka 1995, 61).
Ten years eatrlier, the regime in Iran changedrasut of the Islamic revolution, and
Ayatollah Khomeini came to power. The general msodounding Islam changed

and the highpoint was in spring 1989, when theidraneligious leader, Ayatollah

13



Khomeini, pronounced fatwaon Salman Rushdie. Rushdie’s novidie Satanic

Verseswas published in 1988 and, in Iran, was interpreethsulting to Islam.

Iran was a religious state and was seen, moressigiebally, as intolerant and an
enemy of the freedom of speech. This incident edkattotally new climate regarding
Islam and the whole religion was interpreted thiotlge Iranian interpretation of it.
The idea of one, monolithic Islam became strongdrsaronger and was adopted all
over the Western world.

3.2. The headscarf as a religious symbol

Clothing as a symbol of faith was not really a isgue until 1989. In October 1989,
three Muslim schoolgirls from th@éollege Gabriel-Havein Creil were expelled for
wearing thehijab in class. So, their heads were covered with thseliMuheadscarige
foulard islamiqueand they refused to remove it. Wearing such € ses seen as a

religious expression that conflicts with the prpieiofla laicité.

The debate surroundirig foulard islamiquevas incredible. One could generalise that
the rare voices in favour of the right to wear sbarf came from the political left and,
on the right side of the political spectrum, opmisas almost totally opposed to the
scarf. “The public response was almost unanimolusstile, not to say at times
hysterical’, Jeremy Jennings summarises (Jenni0ge,584).

“The wearing of the headscarf was seen not meselyreligious gesture but also as a
symbol of male dominance, of the patriarchal charaaf the Muslim faith. As the
school was a ‘site of emancipation’, it could naetate this ‘symbol of feminine
submission’.” (Jennings 2000, 584)

The media interpreted the girls’ choice to wieafoulard islamiquainanimously, as
simply an act of provocation. The problem was thatmedia, in general, failed to
ask the girls themselves about their motivatiow@aring thefoulard. Francoise

Gaspard and Farhad Khosrokhavar undertook a seriesdepth interviews with

14



girls and found out that their reasons for weath&foulard varied. Often, it was a
way of mediating between two different cultures afsb a form of protection against

theanomieassociated with modern society (Jennings 2000),. 593

Therefore, wearing thiulard was more an expression of identity than a sign of
Islamic fundamentalism. Gaspard and Khosrokhavaentgd out that, “the wearing of
the headscarf should not be interpreted as a i@jeat French citizenship but as a

desire for integratiowithoutassimilation”.

In any case, wearing foulard islamiqueat school hit hard at the heart of the whole
ideal ofla laicité. The school was, fda laicité, its place of birth, and the republican
ideals of equality and freedom were seen as basggated by the ‘symbol of

feminine submission’. These same arguments have dreéhe agenda ever since.

The debate continued throughout the1990s and tirene a few similar cases to that
in Creil. Finally, in 2004, the French National Assbly adopted the so-called “vell
law”, which forbids the wearing of ostensible syrshaf faith in public schools. The

ban included the Muslim veil as well as the Jewkigipa and large Christian crosses.
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4. DEBATES ON THE BURQA - VEILED PHOBIAS

“S’il y a une loi, je ne sors plus;

Mon voile, je ne I'enléve pas.

Avec cette loi, on va me mettre en prison.”
Tesnim (Libération, 22.1.2010)

The debate on the burda,voile intégraj started on 17 June 2009, when the
communist Member of Parliament, André Gerin, pupldemanded that there should
be a parliamentary committee to tackle the issuewAdays later, President Nicolas
Sarkozy pronounced his opinion, saying: “the busgaot welcome to the territory of
the Republic of France”. The official process tlhegan to find out how to ban the
wearing of the burga, at least in public placesréhwere also suggestions that there

should be a general ban on the wearinig oile intégral.

At the same time, there was a debate about Freleciity. These two ongoing
discussions share a symbiotic relationship, feedffigne another. It should always
be remembered that, at a rough estimate, thersoane 1,900 Muslim women who
wear the burga among the 60-million strong Frermbugation. Therefore, it is fair to
guestion whether this political operation and outsronly about the burga or whether
there are other reasons underlying these debatesk€y to understanding these

debates is the long tradition of debating Islanstigmatising the whole religion.

4.1. To see and be seen

In France, the debate surrounding the burqa isegtdtontinuation of the earlier
debates on the Muslim veil. The debate on the bdat@s back to more or less the
same time as the people in Switzerland voted efexendum against minarets.
Therefore, one could argue that, in Europe, theeegrowing belief that symbols that
are linked to Islam should be banned. Similar tentks and debates to those in

France exist also, for example, in Belgium andhegity of Barcelona in Spain.

16



In my study, | have concentrated on the latest vadtbe debate (from 17th January
to 10th February, 2010) in two newspapers, Libératéind Le Figaro. | have also
chosen three copies of two weeklies, Le Nouvel @lageur (17.12.2009 and
28.1.2010) and Le Point (21.1.2010). | also studiededitorials, analyses, special

interviews and opinion pages, and one specialagddf Libération (26.1.2010).

Le Figaro is traditionally in favour of conservatiweologies, as can be seen in this
case also — Le Figaro's opinion was almost idehtectghat expressed by president
Sarkozy. Le Point also has rightist leanings amdutld be regarded in this case as a
“pro-government weekly”. Libération and Le Nouvdbservateur have leftist
leanings and one can find the socialist opposidimoice in these media, so | have
chosen them for my research. These aforementioolétcal engagements were

clearly visible and this chapter aims to explaid analyse these findings.

Politically speaking, the debate on the burga barot a classic “government against
opposition” issue. For example, the communist Mendbéarliament, André Gerin,
was the head of the parliamentary committee toarghe possibility of banning the
burga. Interestingly, Sarkozy’s UMP-party gave plost of spokesperson for the
burga ban project to a well-known communist. Thobtjgal trick certainly aimed to
blur the political scene surrounding the case. dibputes between those who favour
or oppose the burga ban takes place within paatesell as between them. | will

return later to the party political aspects of bnega case.

The argumentation in favour of the burga ban redieshe concept of French
republican values. The burga conflicts with thoakigs and is therefore not

welcomed in France, in line with president Sarkeayain message. In this
argumentation, the burg, voile intégral is seen as a problem of liberty. It is seen as
a gender issue, highlighting that women do not liagesame right as men to express
themselves. Under the burga, a woman loses hetitygland her dignity. In this

reasoning, the burga is linked to an old-fashiangerpretation of Islam.

“The burga is not a clothing, it is a shrownh (inceu) which signifies the negation of

an identity and personality”, states André Geria Higaro, 21.1.2010). Le Figaro and

17



Le Point allot quite a lot space to this sort @ftanentation. “Living in society is to
be seen”, explains the psychoanalyst and philospgheques-Alain Miller, in an
interview with Le Point (21.1.2010), and later gd@sher in his psychoanalysis,
saying that “wearing a burga is a symbolic murdea buman being, it signifies the

castration of a person”.

Burga, murder and castration in a same sententardgrsound impressive. This
same idea of a dead body under the burga can hars&erin’s comparison between
a burga and a shroudr( linceu). To connect a burga with murder is a very strong
mental image. How much stronger it is when the ausdinked to Islam and, finally,
Islam is linked to extremism and terrorism? Youndd need to be a psychoanalyst to
understand the power of such comparisons.

Le Figaro (8.2.2010) continued with this choserpatits opinion pages and gave
column space to Marie-Laetitia Bonavita. Her idessthat the existence of a human
being comes true with his/her face. The idea okapgnce is the face and that is how
one is connected with other human beings. “Thedig@ collection of negations:
negation of being subject or having a soul, negaticthe body, negation of the face.
The burga denies the existence of these thingedlllyi Bonavita sees the burga as a
negation of humanity. The justification for herntraf thought springs from various
western pholosophers (Aristotle, Marx, Spinozaddgger) and from God and the
Bible. The key to this thinking is “the West".

Le voile intégraland “Islamic dress code” are seen through westges and the
interpretation is that a woman who wears a burggmessed and under male
dominance. It underlines that it is her husbanti@i@e when a woman wedesvoile
intégral and there is no other possibility to understanthithis simple, or even

biased, interpretation, the woman is not a sulgiadtshe has not made any choice. Le
Figaro made exactly this kind of interpretationtugdly, in Le Figaro, there was not a

single story in which the voice of Muslim women twbbe heard.

Le Point and Libération gave space to Muslim wortmeexpress their motives in
wearingle voile intégral This gives a slightly different image of the cagkislim

women from France seem to have various reasomngdaring the burga. Some of
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them are related to religion, while other womenlaixpthe dress code as the cultural
heritage from their ancestors’ homelands. Of cquoeer women simply do not want

to be looked at by men.

The French media did not discuss at all the featt Wearinge voile integralis also a
game in which you want to protect your identitynfréooks and glances. In this game,
a woman wants to be voluntarily invisible to a vdatthat tries to force you to be more
and more visible. She is brave enough to coveratel herself. This aspect does not
fit into the image of women under oppression anterdaminance, and is

incompatible with the official explanation of Musis as a group.

As mentioned earlier, Le Point gave space for Mousliomen to explain their
motives in wearing the burga but, on the other hérelweekly showed clearly how
to read these tales. In the caption to the manyskt@ Point asks: “Who are these
women who disappear under religious dress?” LetRatierprets that these women
have disappeared; there is no free will behind ttievice to weale voile integral
and certainly it has nothing to do with the idediofing and protecting.

Yamina Benzarba states in Libération (22.1.2018) ‘tle voile intégralis forles
Maghrébinegartly spiritual evolution and partly cultural isss My mother and
mothers before her in Morocco have dressed like titersonally | understand those
who are againde voile intégraland those who are in favour of it...| don’t weamit i

relation to male looking but in relation to God”.

Yamina Benzarba’s statement shows us all of the ist@reotypical attitudes about
Islam and wearing the burga. It shows that thericdy are various reasons for
wearingle voile intégra) and it cannot be interpreted plainly by religious
explanations. Secondly, it demonstrates how Muséinesseen as a monolithic group
rather than individuals. Thirdly, it drills deegarthe core ofa laicité — religion is a
very personal thing, like your relationship to Gtd¢our clothing in this sense
demonstrates your personal relationship to God, ¢tmvid it be banned in the name
of la laicité?
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The idea of freedom inside body-covering clothiag be found in a marvellous book
“The Veil”, edited by Jennifer Heath. Women from all overwioeld relate in the
book their own thoughts about tharga, chador, jilbab, safsari, hag&nddupatta As

it has many names, being under it also veils dffekinds of feelings. Mohja Kahf
writes:

“In this little mobile sanctum, my body is free. Mybs swing loose; each leg
is not stuffed sausagelike into a pant leg. Notltinghes my waist. Nothing
holds my belly in. Nothing demands that | confapra tertain shape or size.
It is supple as a living membrane and offers a kdefhtayered meanings...
...Sometimes | love to cast it off, layer after lajige a revelation of my
heart. And sometimes | love to draw it around me gather its folds like
insights. The play of veiling and unveiling, neitlseepossible without the

other. How blessed is each to each!”

4.2. Threat and Fear

“On me regarde comme si j'étais un monstre.
J'ai été argessée, insultée,
on s’en prend aussi a mes filles.”

Siham (Le Point, 21.1.2010)

As noted earlier, there are less than 2,000 wontemweare voile intégralin

France. Nobody can give an exact figure becausasinot been counted. It is the
same for the total number of Muslims — at a rougfimeate, there are 5-6 million
Muslims in France. For the official and secularriee there are only individuals and
none are registered by his or her religion. Thétésway in whicHa laicité works.
Nevertheless, for the media in France and elsewtberéMuslims are seen as a
monolithic group of people, not as individuals awtien talking about Islam in
France, the group wearing the burga representstibée religion and they are
interpreted as a threat.

20



“There is a sort of sharia law in certain neightbmads. And ther&e voile intégralis
just a peak of an iceberg of fundamentalism.” Thia quotation from André Gerin
(Le Figaro, 21.1.2010). Again, we find rough stigisetion and generalisation in one
sentence. The message here is that people whahlechurga are fundamentalists
and actually they are only the visible part of famgntalism and Muslim extremism.
Women who wear the burga represent the whole oglignd all Muslims are

fundamentalists.

Libération gives a totally different view of thewgtion. “A few hundred burgas
became a national phenomenon and small bunch dafuoantalists takes place of
spokespersons of Islam. The referendum of Swisanm@is resounds all over the
Europe...The proportion of believers among MuslimBhance is a minority; the

faith itself is peaceful and it does not create tnaybles for the public order...France
has not been a scene for any attack by islamistE5fgears — not from outside France
nor inside France.” (Editor-in-chief Laurent JafifrLibération, 26.1.2010)

The stigmatization of Islam has a long traditiofFmance and, of course, elsewhere.
The mechanism in the media has been as followsaiginalises Islam as a minority
and Islam is ignored or becomes invisible, and wiskm is represented in the
media, in public, “the representation in often ¢amsd in negative discourses” (Saeed
2007). Amir Saeed quotes Paul Hartmann and Chdsband, who studied racism

in Britain in the 1970s:

“... the perspective that coloured people are presermts ordinary members
of society has become increasingly overshadowedrn®ws perspective in

which they are presented as a problefRacism and the Mass MediE974).

This same pattern was seen at the same time icd&raere immigration from the
former colonies, North and West Africa, was an@asing phenomenon. Immigrants
lived in their own suburbs and their education Emgdjuage ability was often poor.
That caused marginalisation and social problemdiaatly a vicious circle whereby
everything that was linked to immigrants was regdrds negative.
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Immigrants were seen as “others” and “aliens”, #eir assimilation into French
society was categorised as a mission impossiblethfen dimension was that most
immigrants were Muslims and that created anotheahee for the media.
Immigrants were seen as a mass, and the unifyotgrfavas Islam. The media
explained that religion is the basic reason foiaqaroblems. Social problems had a
new explanation from the cultural basis and socimremic reasons were put aside.

This negative circle stigmatized Islam and thegieh as such was seen as a problem.

During the last few decades of thé"a@ntury, the French media were full of stories
from suburbs with a bad reputation. In almost these stories, religion was clearly
visible. Laurent Joffrin writes: “Let’'s be honestir ghettos have nothing to do with
religion, but they have much to do with the clasedsrench society” (Libération,
26.1.2010).

Joffrin’s claim has been partly understood in otheanch media too. One could say
that, during this current debate, the burga isseen as a part of the problem linked to
suburbs, but this time the burga — as a probleapresents the religion. It could be
crystallised that, during recent decades, feamsbials and stereotypes have turned

straight towards Islam itself.

“The media tend to ignore religion unless it becemmblematic and/or religious
individuals/groups behave in a disruptive fashi@tate Leen d’Haenens and Jan
Bosman in their article “Media and Religion” (2030,457). D’Haenens and
Bosman have studied the Dutch media and its reygpdi Islam. A similar analysis

can be performed all over the Western world.

D’Haenens and Bosman (p. 460) quote P.S. Van Kengld: “The media often
portray Muslims as fanatics, as irrational, prinetimilitant and dangerous
people...the portrayal of Islam is too simplistic dad unsympathetic; Muslim
groups are presented as the source of intractabidgons and are often stigmatized,;

society is split into the categoriesugandthent.

The Palestinian philosopher, Edward Said’s, ide&fentalisni rises just from this

categorisation: “it is only a slight overstatemensay that Muslims and Arabs are
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essentially covered, discussed, apprehended, eishal suppliers or as potential
terrorists”. The above mentioned André Gerin’s canta about sharia law and
fundamentalism (Le Figaro, 21.1.2010) demonstrpenty this “Orientalist”

conception and he is certainly not alone in hisveie

Another famous quotation of Said is surely appmtprhere:

“In newsreels or newsphotos, the Arab is alwaysxshm large numbers. No
individuality, no personal characteristics or exyrces. Most of the pictures
represent rage and misery, or irrational gesturestking behind this is the
menace of jihad. Consequence: a fear that the Mss{or Arabs) will take

over the world”.

Edward Said wrote the quotation above over 30 yagosand it is still valid today.
The media continuously build the narrative of Mondiand Arabs by expressing them
as masses, and the context for this narrativesaalseays from problems. In this
narrative, Islam is seen as one and homogenousre- éine no variations between

Muslims from different countries, backgrounds amidries.

The debate surrounding the burga in the studieddRrenedia shows that there is a
strong presumption that such an entity as the Musbmmunity exists and that Islam
can be seen as a united phenomenon. For exampRyihe(21.1.2010) asks in the
caption to its main story: “What does Islam sayutlibe burga?” The presumption
here is that there is one Islam and that it is iptes$o find one solution to “the

challenge to the burga”, as Le Point describediisteria surrounding the burga ban.

One could ask, with good reason, why no one eVies &bout the Catholic
community. Why are Catholics more individual thans¥ms? Why do the media
never refer to Catholics as a mass? Actually, dalyrent Joffrin in Libération
(26.1.2010) pays attention to such a generalisatidghe Muslim community. “There
is no such thing as the Muslim community. The réigah and anti-communitarian
model functions well, much better than is assuriéeére is no Muslim vote that

could be identified.”
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4.3. The new narrative after 9/11

“Ce qui les dérange, c’est que I'lslam tel que nous
pratiquons est trop visible.
On fait peur car nous revendiquons haut et fodreit
de pratiquer notre religiori

Sandra (Le Point, 21.1.2010)

As | pointed out earlier, Islam is nowadays seeth@French media as the core of
problem and posing a threat to French society.allta’e-mentioned historical
development is one reason behind this growing osswof Islam. Secondly, much has
hanged after 9/11 and during the so-called “wateoror”. The strong suspicion of
Islam is now even stronger, and has created a aenative for the French media as

well as the media throughout the Western world.

The impact of the terror attacks ofi September 2001 has been enormous. Attacks
against the Western way of living were immediatedgd as a cause for deepening the
division betweends’ and “theni. Terrorists began to represent Islam in the Weaste
media. It was an easy answer for journalists ardkie world to “explain” what had
happened. The most famous question in those days"Wdy do they hates?”

The new narrative brought a new dawn to Samuel iHgtan's “Clash of
Civilisations. Huntington’s idea of cultures competing agaieath other spread like
wildfire. Again, Islam was seen as a monolithidggieln and homogenous culture. It
was represented as medieval, suspicious and d thréree Western world. The only
predictable thing about Islam was that it wantedxpand, and to do so violently. In
the simple dichotomy of the West/the Rest, Islaoktihe leading role of the Rest.

As is well known, the French government had its alwabts about the so-called “war
on terror”. Frankly speaking, this line of thinkiogn be seen in the government’s
policy during the debate on the burqa. Laurentriboftibération, 26.1.2010)
recognises the government’s goodwill: “The mytHstém as conqueror can’t be

identified in the reality of Muslims in France orthe government’s policy during the
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debate”. The sentiments among people are a corhyptitierent thing and, in the
process of formulating the so-called public opinithre media play a decisive role.
The burga wearing women, for example, are ofteaaated with terrorism. What
does this mean then? The simple answer could beuttder such a costume, the
women really carry guns and bombs. The French netddied in this paper did not

directly shoot down that absurd idea.

In the recent past, when talking about Islam, tlestrsalient example of the
manipulation of public opinion has certainly beba article inNational Reviewon 3¢
December 2001, just after 9/11. In that story, @eddush was presented as a
medieval crusader and the article was headlingidrtyred: Muslim Murder and
Mayhem against ChristiaisThe article’s ‘Huntingtonian’ message was the
following: “The underlying problem for the Westnst Islamic fundamentalism. It is
Islam, a different civilisation whose people arewiaced of the superiority of their

culture and are obsessed with the inferiority efrtipower”.

The compositionus’ and “thenf slides easily into an even more dangerous pasitio
in the contemporary political rhetoric. The prirleipYou are either with us, or
against uswas widely used after 9/11 and has become ao$@rimotto in the so-
called “war on terror”. This pattern of stigmatisat humiliation and victimisation is
clearly visible also in the French debate aboainisgenerally and about the burga

ban particularly.

“Humiliation” was the headline in the editorial lbhurent Joffrin (Libération
27.1.2010) the day after the parliamentary commitedeased the report about the
burga ban. The fear of public humiliation and viggation of all Muslims has been
present during the whole process of banning thgaukt the time when the
committee officially launched the report, this asp&as, surprisingly, covered quite

timidly.

On the same page as Joffrin’s editorial, the sogist, Vincent Geisser, was
interviewed and he warned: “the law banning burgates martyrs”. Geisser points
out: “there is a risk that the law strengthensdeeelopment in which the fractures

within the Muslim identities and communities reirde” (Libération, 27.1.2010). A
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further aspect is that some extremist movementsartent to have a reason to

manifest their martyrdom.

Since 9/11, Western Europe has feared terroretkgthappening on its soil. From
this point of view, the attacks in Britain on th&df July 2005 were crucial. The
suicide bombers were British citizens and the thoégerror drew nearer than ever
before. In European countries, like France andaBrjtwhich have a notable Muslim
minority, the idea of security has strengthenec Muslim communities are being
monitored and that has created a lot of tensiowdxt them and the authorities.

Many Muslims feel humiliated by this.

In France, the whole issue of Muslim communitiegnigration and Islam has, for
years, been partly a question of security. Pollficgpeaking, FN and its leader Jean-
Marie Le Pen linked these themes to security inl@®&0s, when the suburbs’ social
problems started to culminate in marginalisatiod @lence. That was politically
successful and the populist leader, Le Pen, actliseme victories in the elections.
FN emerged on the political scene and startedtttheeagenda and frame the debate.
FN shouted loudly its anti-immigration, anti-Islaand openly discriminative message
— and people, as well as the other parties, stéotksten. The old parties ruled the

country and FN dominated the debate.

Shortly afterwards, Jacques Chirac, having beeastezgldo government, appointed
Nicolas Sarkozy to the post of Home Secretary. &rkvas ambitious and wanted to
see results. His statements and politics were eaiy influenced by FN’s ideas.
Some French people were fascinated by Le Pen’sligbpuetoric and Sarkozy
wanted to struggle for these souls and their v@askozy continues his politics now
as a President with the same ambition, and higgi®pre still leaning a lot towards

FN’s populism.

Laurent Joffrin (Libération, 26.1.2010) writes abthis tendency, saying that
Sarkozy’s right wing government no longer holdsoathie diversity of French society.
Actually “it presents Islam as if it were a strampget of the nation and that connects

Sarkozy’'s government to the principles of the FN”.
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4.4. National identity — the excellence of the past

“Avec le nigab, c’est impossible de trouver
du boulot aillers qu’au sein de la communduté
Nadia (Le Point, 21.1.2010)

In parallel with the debate on the burga in Fratizere is an ongoing debate about
national identity. The government is also behind trebate. The background to this
though is naturally the fact that France is now imonore multicultural than it used to
be in the past. Another reason for the considerasishe pressure from the political
far right and especially from FN. There is a certag¢ed also to provide another way
to approach the issue than the populist one burtotel earlier, FN has defined the

angles from which to approach these themes.

Laurent Joffrin (Libération, 27.1.2010) defines ttebate as a form of “paranoid
national identity”, whereby a woman wearing a busjseen as “aaccusedather
than avictim’. Here again, the categorisations unveil the prgstions behind the
thinking. Women are either accused or victims. Taeyobjects rather than subjects

of their free will.

Because the sentiments among the Muslim populatieense for the various
reasons mentioned above, they certainly look atdrlito the confused debate over
the burga and national identity. The fear of bemayginalised is evident. “| feel that
the France that | love has betrayed me. Thanksaoce, | am now a free woman, but
now France wants to chain me because it doesrgppacgey choices”, says Siham in
an interview with Le Point (21.1.2010).

The most crucial point here is that FN has, in médecades, been the moving force
when dealing with the definition of the nation arational identity. Michel Wieviorka
points out that “the globalisation of the economimg culture becoming more and

more international- under American hegemony — &eccbnstruction of the Europe
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have weakened the idea of the nation as open space on the contrary —

nationalism has strengthened” (Wieviorka 1995, 68).

Wieviorka looks sadly at the development and fitiig the idea of nation has now
“gloomy (sombr@, nationalist, racist and xenophobe face, whidhiissult of a strong
presence of the FN in the political scene”. Wiek#notes that we live now in an era
of cultural fragmentation that develops particutkantities to be recognised in the
public space. That causes confusion and complexiy national identity (Wieviorka
1995, 68).

The French author, Abdelwahab Meddeb, crystallsesdea of himself as follows:
“I am both Tunisian and French, Arab and Latin,dp@an post-Muslim and | am
contemporary with my post-Christian and post-Jdievecitizens” (Libération,
26.1.2010). This clearly points out that the oldki@ned mono-cultural ideal of
France as beinguihe et indivisiblgis past and it is impossible to restore it to the

excellence.

The French republican values have the universal ed Dominique Schnapper
doubts the possibility of placing tharfiversar into any specific time’. With the
debate about the burqga, religion and the natiatgltity, there are certain tendencies
to place it in the time when the Republic was @datvhen France was mono-cultural

and Christian. The reality of today is totally éifént.

Yet, as two researchers, Rachid Benzine and Patiaekni, underline in their
analysis in Libération (26.1.2010), Nicolas Sarkbayself has strongly demanded
that Muslims should respect the Christian heritafgerance. Sarkozy came out with
this statement when Europe was confused by thesSefsrendum on minarets.
“Sarkozy placed Islam at the centre of the deblateianational identity.” Benzine
and Haenni summarise that, in these debates, tiga bepresents oppression and the

minaret represents domination (Libération, 26.1001

As becomes clear, the agony of adjusting the regarblalues to the new world with
a multicultural population is prominent. Politigglthis is problematic because FN

has been successful in many elections. Jean-Markeln’s simplistic message has
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been efficient and FN has gained support from tmerounists, socialists and the
moderate right. These parties have adopted the gamees as FN and mostly with
the same vocabulary, just to win back lost votBrging the debate on the burga,
these political divisions can be seen inside athefpolitical parties and each of them

had their own camps both for and against the boaga

Sad to say, intellectually, the debate is in thees@osition as it was in the 1980s,
when FN monopolised the themes like national idgntnmigration and Islam,
defining them by the ideal of mono-culturalism. & Khosrokhavar claims:
“republicanism becomes more and more intransigeditnaonolithic to the extent that
its capacity to secure adherence weakens. Repolheano-culturalism” has to be
abandoned and to be replaced by a “new republicanpmmise”, aépublicanisme

elargi”.

The fanatical idea of mono-cultural France hasagest straight links to racism. This
ideology has distanced itself from the crudestamstiof biological inferiority and
replaced them with cultural definitions. In thigadogy, for example, Islam as a
religion and as aculture’ is other and alien and therefore it is undeseahht it will
be assimilated into French society. French socse$gen as a unified cultural

community — ethnically pure, homogenous — and white

“1 believe that the fanatics of cultural identitgpse who raise collective difference to
the level of an absolute, do not proceed diffegefniim racists, even if to be accurate
the determinism within which they enclose individus not genetic but rather

historical or traditional.”

This quotation by the French philosopher, Alainkelikraut (Jennings 2000, 587), is
sharp and true, and expresses the core of thelleo-tiaew racism”. The definition of
islamophobia is widely used in this connectionemts of Islam. In this case, racism
or discrimination are more accurate definitiong uscauseislamophobid sees

Islam as a special case and it presumes thatithere, monolithic Islam.
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4.5. Who has a voice?

"C’est vrai qu’on a le droit de porter
I’habit qu’on veut, mais c’est vrai aussi
gu’il y a une montée extréme des femmes
qui le portent de force
Yamina Benzarba
(Liberation, 22.1.2010)

Jean Daniel writes in his editorial (Le Nouvel Otvs¢eur, 28.1.2010) that the
representatives of different religious groups (O&tls, Protestants and Muslims)
have been silent or have made relatively neutnangents about the burga debate.
The French media have, in general, tried to unaethat this is not a question about

religion. In this sense, Le Figaro is the exception

Le Figaro (4.2.2010) published an interview withIN&m Goldnadel, a famous pro-
Israeli advocate. In the interview, Goldnadel séidem not scared to say, that France
is historically built on its Jewish-Christian cuktuand especially on its churches. And
is there a place for talk about compatibility betwdslamic fundamentalism and the
Republic? | am not an Islamophobe. | believe inrtbgon of moderate Islam that
incarnates finely in Soufism. Unfortunately, inéeflual terrorism suspects all critics
of that religion of racism. In this way, banningthurga is seen as a stigmatisation of

Islam”.

This quotation clearly expresses Le Figaro’s startdrms of the government’s
policy. It has defended it unconditionally and,idgrthe period studied, the journal
did not publish any critical voices against thedauban. Le Figaro has provided an
opportunity to express oneself only to hard-linegauban supporters, like André
Gerin and Goldnadel. Furthermore, during the pkesindied, Le Figaro did not give
any column space at all to Muslims or their repnéstieves. The Muslim voice was

totally denied.

The most controversial comments, as those mentiahede, could not be found in

Le Figaro’s editorials, and therefore one can kaythose opinions were not “the
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official stance” of Le Figaro. These comments warmterviews and on the opinion
pages in order to distance the media from this nat®ichardson argues rightly
that: “Newspapers frequently use letters’ pagesdiude but rhetorically distance
themselves from racist or controversial commentiti@@rdson 2009, 374).

It should be remembered that the debate on thealsiagted to intensify in June
2009. Since then, there has been a lot writtentabeussue and every type of media
has had its own rhythm in raising the questiontepages. During the period studied,
there was, however, a certain tiredness regartimgssue and that was clearly and

explicitly seen in Le Figaro in particular.

One further political aspect is that, during theqefor which | examined the
newspaper coverage, France was preparing itsdlifiéoregional elections held in
March 2010. That was certainly the reason why labén, as the voice of the
socialist opposition, wanted to show its activaxséaon the burga case. It was, for
them, an issue to differ themselves from the gawemt’s official burga policy.
Libération gave space to various critical voicesaaning the burga ban. It also
interviewed Muslim women and gave them the oppdtyun express themselves and

clarify their motives in wearinge voile intégral

Libération was also the only media, during the getexamined, that paid attention to
the practical problems that the burga ban couldedor Muslim women. “Today |
can go everywhere wearing my burqa. | take my ohceverywhere. It would cause
huge problems for me if they say that | am foreedtay at home. What do | do with
my children?” This comment by Tesnim can be foundibération (22.1.2010).
Finally, none of the other studied media paid atgrdion to this issue of the basic
right to move. This individual right was not seenaaRepublican value in the other

media.

Libération’s opposition stances could be seen lgléaithe stories and titles of the
editorials and analysis. The burga ban was searfldamiliation”; Islam was
considered “One component of the Republic” and “htos do not want to apply the
sharia law in France”. One headline showed clahdy, also for socialists, the

guestion of national identity is delicate. ThegtitiL’islam, une religion francaise”,
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gives a free hand for a reader to define indepehdeow Islam is French. Is it
possible to express your religion just as you tikshould you adjust your way of
being a Muslim into the old-fashioned and mono+galt France la France une et
indivisible?

Concerning the weeklies, the debate on the burgafeathem, an excellent
opportunity to cover Islam and the Muslim commumitygreater detail. Le Point and
Le Nouvel Observateur had quite similar approatbéise issue. They interviewed
various Muslims to find out their sentiments abihg burqa ban. The difference
between the two weeklies was that Le Point (e.dL.2010) decided to interview only
Muslim women while Le Nouvel Observateur’s (e.g.1272009) idea was to draw “a
modern picture” of the Muslim community by interwieg illustrative and also

successful people from that community.

From Le Point’s stories, the reader could find aeggenuine image of Muslim
women and their fears about the burga ban. Theiryeay life was visible. Every
story was a statement by an individual and the Musbmmunity was pushed more
into the background. Le Nouvel Observateur’s “madduslim society” was
obviously well meaning in trying to focus on thespitve dimensions of the Muslim
community and show their success stories. Yetinieeviews with psychoanalysts,
engineers, senators and business people gave pihesision that these Muslims are
the good ones, because they are compatible witRrérech community, and that

community is defined in the old way, with the ofi®al of a single, unified France.

Le Nouvel Observateur was the only media that caiegethe issues of Islam and the
national identity to a broader and historic persipemf the French colonial past.
“Let’s be serious, Islam has been the second biggkgion in France since Algeria
became a part of France in 1830”, underlines te®han, Benjamin Stora, in an
interview with Le Nouvel Observateur (17.12.200pra reminds us that the
presence oMaghrébing who are Muslims, have continued for decades amdthere
are various generations that have been born amehgup in France. “These
descendants of immigrants say now: It is over -da@t go back to anywhere. We

are French”.
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5. CONCLUSION

It is often said that the media have an interesgligion only when it poses a
problem. In the post-9/11 world, this could be digaeen particularly with Islam.
Islam as a religion and a culture has been commemdgciated in the media with
Islamic religious fundamentalism and terrorist greuThreat, fear and violence have
been connected to Islam in the post-9/11 mediatiaer The French media debate
on the burga ban has been a straight continuafitmsonarrative. A one and
monolithic interpretation of Islam was widely usadd it also created a rather

negative image of Islam as an intolerant religion.

The media studied in this paper showed expliciypplitical leanings. Le Figaro was
completely in favour of Nicolas Sarkozy’'s governmend its policy. Le Figaro took
the government’s principle that the burtgayoile intégral is against French
Republican values as a given. Muslim women weahedourga were totally
interpreted as being under male domination andeggpwn. Le Figaro did not

interview Muslim women and ask about their own wations for wearing the burqa.

Of all of the media studied, Libération, at theefoont, tried to give a much more
detailed picture of Muslim women’s motivation in avang thele voile intégral In
Libération, Muslim women were seen more as indigldihan plainly as
representatives of a Muslim community. In this rmembverage, Muslim women’s
everyday life was also highlighted. Libération clgadopted an opposition voice and

it supported strongly the same stance as socialigfsneral.

Yet, one should remember that the burga ban isigadly a question that divides the
parties internally also. In this perspective, iswet at all surprising that the stands of
the weeklies studied here (Le Nouvel Observatedr.anPoint) were less politically
motivated than journalistically considered. Le Rowanted Muslim women to give
genuine statements about their lives. Le Nouvele®lageur showed its own
conception of the ideal Muslim community and intewed only Muslims who were

successful, as the French bourgeois populationuldhze”. This was a strong image
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of the historically defined French society that hasackground in the era following

the French Revolution.

The French media examined here were also stucktigtldebate about national
identity. Islam and Muslims were very much regarttech that point of view.
National identity was seen in an old-fashioned aag the multicultural reality of
French society was denied. This definition of Frenational identity has strong links
with FN'’s populist rhetoric. The debate about nagiadentity is still a prisoner of the
political moment when FN and its leader, Jean-Mbeié®en, monopolised the theme

for their own use.

All in all, the debate on the burga ban was suingly tired and there was a huge lack
of innovative thinking. In the editorials, analysisd commentaries, the basic
argument that the burga conflicts with Republicalugs was not really questioned as
such, nor thoroughly analysed. The media coveesd tlid not widen this

perspective to ask if there were some other opegsactices in French women'’s

lives in which their Republican rights might bedatened.

The Interior Ministry estimates that there are a(,700 women who wear the
burga, while other estimations (e.g. Rue89 — irgesite, seéttp://www.rue89.com

say that there are less than 400 burga wearing wonte phenomenon is quite
limited and, yet, has attracted enormous mediaragee It is fair to ask why the
media is less interested in the over 160 women dwbgearly at the hand of their
husband or companion (see e.g. Rue89)? Is it reahstgFrench Republican values
when tens of thousands of women are forced tathee everyday life under constant
threat and amidst acts of sexual violence? Theaarstddied here did not have the
bravery to highlight such comparisons that coulshdestrate Republican values in
greater detail and give a new perspective to theerpretations.

Finally, while the burga was interpreted as a caltoode to symbolise Islam and its
culture, it also led the debate straight to the adrthe religion. The idea of Islam as a
monolithic religion was powerfully present. The gamwas interpreted as a symbol of

oppression — and Islam was interpreted as an agipeeand dominant religion. These
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arguments, connected to the post-9/11 media nagratiere the starting point of the

whole debate and created the negative “aura” sndiog it.

Therefore, one could argue that the debate onuflgmbwas actually not about the
burga, but rather about the relationship betwelmis&ind French society. French
society is willing to draw new borders betweendtate and religion; in other words,
it wants to update the idealaflaicité. Basically, the old-fashioned ideal of a mono-
cultural and homogenous France, with its Jewishs@in heritage, is competing
with the new idea of a multicultural France, whttre largest Muslim minority in

Western Europe resides.

On the other hand, the whole of Europe is defimimgelationship with Islam in the
post-9/11 world. In this process, the burqga, orarets, are being used as weapons to
show the otherness of Islam. Humiliating or stigsiagy Muslim individuals or

communities are not wise solutions. Doing so wqudd create martyrs.

For Muslim women, there are various reasons forrwvga burga. In some cases,
they are forced to wear it and, in other casegy, Wear a burga, jilbab, or chador to
express their identity. The French media covered del not discuss how wearing a
burga might also be a political manifestation andet of resistance against the West.
(Heath 2010, 319) In this sense, being coveredliyrga expresses an anti-Western

sentiment, but not Muslim extremism. It is a ganith\& political message.

Related to this, in my view, Jennifer Heath goesight to the key point in the
epilogue td'The Veil”:

“Neither legislation nor bombing will “solve” veitlhg. The veil does not need to be
solved. The energy that has been expended ongyailnveiling, reveiling, or
deveiling by non-Muslims and Muslims alike has twy hecome downright
preposterous and dangerous. Considering the reablems facing women,
ideological battles about the veil are tragic wastd time... That millions are
undereducated and unskilled and have no econonwepd hat millions are victims
of HIV/AIDS and domestic violence. That millions i childbirth (or their children
do not live past the age of five). That millions aefugees. That millions are robbed

and raped and held hostage by conflicts they didmate and do not want”.
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