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Abstract
In May 1953, a group of Lyon’s political and social leaders hosted a series of Ramadan celebrations in honor of the region’s growing Muslim North African migrant population. While it seems strange that civil authorities in the secular French Republic would publically observe a Muslim holiday, the French Empire had, for decades, engaged in activities to promote Muslim attachment to France and demonstrate its support for Muslim cultural and religious practices. From declarations that France was a “Muslim power” through the campaigns of the Algerian War, the French consistently waived the ideals of strict laïcité in order to strengthen the imperial system. This pragmatic willingness to relax secular positions when greater state interests were at stake contrasts with contemporary claims that the Republic can make no accommodations for Islam or its observance. More importantly, this history proves that there are strong French precedents for allowing the Republic to make space for its Muslim citizens.
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Introduction
In May 1953, a group of Lyon’s political and social leaders joined forces to stage an important event. The city’s mayor, the Rhône prefect, the local cardinal, and the military commander of the La Doua camp oversaw a series of artillery salutes on 15 May and 8 and 12 June, followed by a feast hosted by a local charity. While this may sound typical of local French commemorations, the intriguing piece of the story is the occasion for these festivities: Ramadan. The salvos were fired for the first and final nights of the Muslim holy month, as well as for the “Night of Destiny” (when it is believed Muhammad received the first verses of the Quran) (Bureau de Garnison, 1953). The feast was an Eid “couscous” held at the Maison de l’Afrique du Nord. In other words, deep within the secular French Republic, civil authorities publically observed a Muslim holiday, with support from the Catholic Church. 
	At first glance, this poses a paradox, since the promotion of any religious practice seems at odds with the French doctrine of laïcité, a strict secularism that—in its most commonly invoked contemporary form—seeks to keep all markers of individual faith out of the public sphere. Yet, France had been engaging in a wide variety of activities, over many decades, to demonstrate its support for Muslims throughout the empire. Beyond the Ramadan celebrations, French officials helped to construct mosques and Muslim centers; they also enabled their imperial subjects to participate in the traditional Muslim pilgrimage. Pursuing such policies became an urgent imperative once Algerian nationalists launched their bid for independence in the early 1950s. Furthermore, the demands of empire not only encouraged secular civil officials to reach out to Muslims, but also brought them into close cooperation with Christian aid associations. Ultimately, the imperial state’s belief in the need to maintain French Algeria trumped the bedrock Republican principle of laïcité.

France as a “Muslim Power”
From the beginning, the French Republic has defined itself by its secularism. The 1789 revolution had a powerful current of anti-clericalism, which swept through all the later Republics.[endnoteRef:1] French laïcité is commonly contrasted with other approaches to secularism, characterized as being predominantly a freedom from religion, not a freedom of religion (Ewing, 2000; Fetzer and Soper, 2004; Laurence and Vaisse, 2006: 10).[endnoteRef:2] This is a central piece of French civic belonging, articulated as a belief that society should be organized through each individual’s direct relationship to the Republic itself, unmediated by any alternative group, community, or religious affiliation.[endnoteRef:3] In practice, however, French state policies have been guided by a succession of legal frameworks and a wide variety of secular notions. [1:  Historians of French laïcité are as insistent on the Revolution’s marriage of secularism and Republicanism as have been the most eloquent proponents of both doctrines (Lalouette, 2005). ]  [2:  Other scholars have rightly emphasized that laïcité has, in fact, been more classically liberal than anti-clerical at points in its history, particularly in the late-nineteenth century (Laurence and Vaisse, 2006: 164). Jean Baubérot (2015: 27, 36) demonstrates that “laïcité antireligieuse” has not been the dominant force in shaping French state policy, while acknowledging that the idea continues to exert considerable influence. ]  [3:  The debates surrounding the adoption of the 1905 law separating church and state reveal a central disagreement between those who based the idea of separation on a strictly individualist conception of freedom of conscience and those who recognized the collective dimension of religion (Baubérot, 2015: 59-70). This second view supported “respect” for religion, in the place of “indifference,” and promoted a more inclusive laïcité (Baubérot, 2015: 70).] 

	In the early twentieth century, for example, France staked a claim as a “Muslim power.”[endnoteRef:4] This notion had first been invoked by Napoleon, during his Egyptian campaigns, when he declared, “more than the Mamluks, I adore God and respect His Prophet and the Quran… we [the French] are the true friends of Muslims” (Bonaparte, 1798).[endnoteRef:5] Later, imperial officials burnished France’s claim to being a Muslim power as a means of justifying French rule in Africa and the Near East.[endnoteRef:6] They hoped that such credentials would create goodwill towards the empire and save them from the need to undertake massive surveillance and repression operations, especially in West Africa (Robinson, 2000: 76). The French bid for Muslim support was epitomized in the 1903 fatwa issued by Sidiyya Baba, who called upon his coreligionists to live peacefully under French rule, in light of France’s proper “conduct.” “They do not oppose the exercise of religion,” Baba explained, “they also provide positive support in the construction of mosques, appointment of qadis [Muslim judicial officials], and provision of good organizational structure” (in Robinson, 2000: 179). It is important to recognize that the French imperial project did not simply accept Islam as it was practiced in the territories they conquered. Rather, officials aimed to create a specifically French Islam that would be modern and enlightened, constructed on a foundation of “tolerant” Muslim populations who served as a bulwark against the “fanatical” (Robinson, 2000: 78). [4:  Ian Coller (2010) offers an intriguing portrayal of Arab Muslim experiences in France in the early nineteenth century, while Naomi Davidson (2012) provides a comprehensive look at the development of policies to promote “Islam français” among migrant groups in the metropole in the twentieth century.]  [5:  All translations from French are the author’s, unless otherwise noted. For a sense of how Napoleon’s declaration was received by the Egyptians, see Al-Jabarti’s “Chronicle of the First Seven Months of the French Occupation of Egypt” (Moreh S, trans., 1993: 25-33).]  [6:  This attempt to regulate and define Muslim practice follows the tradition Jean Baubérot (2015: 40) terms “laïcité gallicane”: rooted in the monarchy’s belief in “the right of the state to intervene in religious affairs” and a related “duty to protect the State’s religion.” Up until 1905, policies on Islam in the imperial sphere were articulated within the context of the 1802 Concordat. Naomi Davidson (2012: 30) cautions that imperial Muslim relations cannot solely be examined within the framework of church and state, as “ultimately Islam was a marker of racialized rather than religious difference for North Africans.”] 

	In the aftermath of the First World War, this image of France as a Muslim power was brought back to the metropole, in part to recognize the vital role played by colonial troops in the conflict. Construction projects were launched in the capital region as brick and mortar testaments to the sentiment, expressed by Pierre Godin, President of the Paris City Council, that “France [was] no longer simply an old European state, but an Empire, and notably, a great Muslim nation” (in MacMaster, 2002: 75). As part of this moment, the Grand Mosque of Paris was erected in the heart of the city, while a Muslim hospital and cemetery were built in nearby Bobigny (Davidson, 2012; Lamri, 2006; MacMaster, 2002).
	This policy of showcasing French support for Muslim populations gained urgency after the Second World War. In the face of growing anti-imperial movements, a new “integrationist” approach engendered a willingness to acknowledge religious and ethnic origins (Shepard, 2013: 456-459). Nationalists proved particularly strong and effective in Algeria; yet even as France gave up its other colonies, it clung to assertions that Algeria was an integral part of France and not an imperial territory. The state went so far as to grant full citizenship rights to Algerian migrants living on the mainland in 1947. After the outbreak of the Algerian War for Independence in November 1954, the French state devoted a great deal of energy and funding to try to convince Algerian “Muslims” that everyone was better off in an intact French empire (Lyons, 2013). The 1950s brought a flurry of social policies to improve Algerian migrants’ employment, health, and housing. Alongside this social welfare platform, the French state also got involved with matters of religion, finding ways to demonstrate respect for—and to make room for—Muslim religious practices throughout the empire (and especially in the metropole).[endnoteRef:7] This included providing substantial funds for “urgent repairs” at the Paris Mosque, under the heading of social action expenses connected to events in Algeria (SAMAS, 1959).  Conveniently, all of these programs also provided excellent opportunities for the state to surveille and control Algerian migrants (Abdelfettah, 2004; Byrnes, 2013; House, 2004; Lyons, 2013). [7:  The 1905 law separating church and state was never fully applied in Algeria, though it had significant effects on imperial policy (Achi, 2004, 2007; McDougall, 2010). In the metropole, policy regarding Islam (and Muslim migrants) was indeed subject to the 1905 law. James McDougall (2010) offers an intriguing analysis of the parallel experiences in Algiers and Paris, emphasizing the 1905 law’s role in opening up space for Algerian Muslims to enact and debate their own religious practices.] 

	One Muslim practice that received a great deal of attention was imperial subjects’ participation in the hajj (the pilgrimage to Mecca). Support for the hajj had older roots. France’s interest in establishing a mandate in Syria after World War I came partly from the desire to control Damascus as one of the main starting points for the hajj (Burke, 1973: 176).[endnoteRef:8] Interwar imperial officials had hoped that good management of the pilgrimage routes would enhance France’s reputation across the Muslim world (Massenet, 1953). In the 1950s, the French Empire worked to ensure that pilgrims had appropriate health and travel documents for their journey (Commission chargée de la préparation du pèlerinage aux lieux saints de l’Islam, 1955). A state commission organized official boats that ran from Marseilles and various North and sub-Saharan African ports to Jeddah and back (Commission chargée de la préparation du pèlerinage, 1955). The commission oversaw commercial flight plans from the major carriers and even created ways for Muslim soldiers serving elsewhere in the empire to make the trip (in 1955, some were still in Indochina) (Commission chargée de la préparation du pèlerinage, 1955).  [8:  The British Empire was similarly concerned with the hajj, its health and security implications, and establishing control over pilgrimage routes (Low, 2008). Additionally, West African Muslims on the hajj provided a valuable labor source in Sudan (Boddy, 2007: 170).] 

	This French oversight of the hajj, along with myriad other programs aimed at supporting Muslim residents of the empire and the mainland, highlights the French state’s need to cultivate closer relationships with Algerians. In the face of strengthening anti-imperialist movements, such policies attempted to make the case that remaining with France was the best option for advancing Algerians’ own interests. To achieve imperial harmony—and thus ensure the survival of the empire—France was willing to promote Muslim religious activities, despite the apparent contradiction with laïcité.

Ramadan on the Rhône
This imperial imperative to woo Algerian migrants was the foundation for the Ramadan celebrations in Lyon. The Rhône Prefecture, as the local arm of the Interior Ministry, was an active participant in the state’s attempt to enforce imperial ideals at the local level, even within the French mainland. The prefects’ work and correspondence makes it very clear that they—and most of their colleagues—saw Lyon as a front in the struggle to hold French Algeria. As such, they understood their work with local North African migrants as crucial to maintaining French imperial status. Moreover, Lyon’s long tradition of Catholic devotion shaped the region’s understanding and experience of laïcité, one that was particularly open to massive public rituals, like the annual Fête des Lumières.
	Thus, alongside the social welfare policies that emanated from the state, local authorities used religious celebrations as a way to express support for local North Africans. Through the 1950s, local officials and business leaders corresponded with Muslim leaders to determine dates for religious celebrations, then disseminated this information to all organizations involved in North African issues in the region so that they might make appropriate arrangements. The most visible endorsement of Islam in the metropole came with Ramadan—and French officials at all levels found ways to support this in the 1950s. As described above, 1953 ushered in a local Lyon tradition of an artillery salvo to mark the opening and ending of the holy month. Local newspapers proudly claimed that this was the first commemoration of its kind in mainland France; according to L’Echo-Liberté (1953), it offered “proof of the sympathy for our Muslim co-citizens, come to participate in the country’s economic activity and to search, in sometimes difficult conditions, for the means of existence necessary for their families.”
	The initiative was launched by the Rhône prefect, Pierre Massenet, in response to requests from the region’s Muslim migrants (Massenet, 1953) and in close consultation with the mayor of Lyon (Edouard Herriot, who was also President of the French National Assembly), the city’s military commander (General Joseph Magnan), Lyon’s Cardinal (Pierre-Marie Gerlier), and local associations. The salvos continued at least until 1956. Massenet explained that the festivities were meant to be a “sign of respect for moral and spiritual values, and in the spirit of liberalism appreciated by the Muslim population of the Lyon agglomeration” (Massenet, 1953). 
Certainly, the local press embraced this sentiment. Le Progrès (1953a) lauded the prefect and his wife for their “considerate approach to the problems of North Africa,” and concluded with a reminder that “there has always existed a close relationship between the Quran and the Gospel.” L’Echo-Liberté (1953) praised the “spirit of liberalism and tolerance… [and] the understanding of civil, military, and religious authorities” for yet another “happy initiative taken, on both the moral and material level, on behalf of the 14,000 Muslims who reside in our city.” Many of the news stories took the opportunity to educate the general French public about Islam, including a basic explanation of the meaning of Ramadan for “followers of the Mahometan Quran” (L’Echo-Liberté, 1953) and its function as one of the five pillars of the Islamic faith.
	The prefect and his wife also hosted a “couscous” for the Eid el-Seghir (Eid al-Fitr) feast marking the end of Ramadan.[endnoteRef:9] Local authorities had a well-established tradition of providing festive foods (largely couscous) to local North African workers, having even made special provisions during the Second World War (Considérations au sujet des distributions de denrées alimentaires…, 1946). They convened at the Maison de l’Afrique du Nord (MAN), an association whose mission was to aid North African migrants in the Lyon region and which was particularly active in helping to provide housing.[endnoteRef:10] In a press release for the event, the MAN exclaimed “all our wishes for a happy holiday are addressed to our Muslim friends” (MAN, 1953). Prefect Massenet, in his remarks, emphasized the bonds between migrants and metropolitans, “We are happy and proud when all those who come to us from the other shore of the Mediterranean find here a welcome that proves that we consider them not only as human brothers, but as compatriots of this great nation of France and the French Union” (Le Progrès, 1953b). [9:  The decision to host a public feast was very much in line with similar celebrations at the Mosquée de Paris, where cultural and culinary aspects were emphasized over religious content and the presence of French dignitaries heightened the events’ function of rendering Islamic rituals “transparently visible to non-Muslim French” (Davidson, 2012: 82 and 88).]  [10:  In 1953 alone, the MAN reported meeting with 4,215 Muslim migrants (Le Progrès, 1953b). They offered aid with repatriation, provided meals and food vouchers, distributed clothing, and launched a home healthcare program (Le Progrès, 1953b). These numbers increased significantly over the next few years, as did the sphere of welfare projects undertaken by the MAN.] 

	Another speaker at the 1953 feast was Abdelkader Zitouni, a Muslim of Algerian descent who was very active in local associations for North African migrants and a close ally of the regional and city governments. Zitouni (1953) praised local officials for their “benevolent attention” and declared that this recognition of Muslim holy days “gives us an idea of the true face of France, respectful of Islam, of our customs, and our traditions.” He explicitly invoked France’s role as “protector and civilizer” and made special mention of his French and North African brothers fighting in Indochina “to safeguard our liberty and defend the free world.” Clearly, this was what the officials hoped would be the events’ message: that North African Muslims were valued by the French imperial state and that they were made better through their association with the empire.[endnoteRef:11] [11:  The apparently positive reactions to this Lyon celebration were not shared in other regions. Around Paris, for example, Muslim migrants often boycotted “official” religious celebrations or used holidays as moments of political mobilization (Davidson, 2012: 144-149).] 

	The MAN and the prefecture continued to host such celebrations through the 1950s. In 1955, Massenet’s message was more closely attuned to the ongoing conflict in Algeria. He acknowledged that work remained, but “many things have been done, here just as across the Mediterranean” (Echo-Liberté, 1955). Regional policies to care for migrants, like national policies for Algeria, were the means to “fight against the misunderstandings of some to defend peace for all. Action is worth more than words and promises. It is the proof of action that we want to bring to Lyon. I want you all to know that you are our brothers and that we are working for our country, France and the French Union” (Echo-Liberté, 1955). Madame Massenet spoke more directly on the religious meanings for the holiday, concluding “I ask God to spread the mantle of joy and peace over all who love him. My sons, be joyous” (Dernière Heure Lyonnais, 1955).[endnoteRef:12] She also expressed her admiration for the discipline shown by fasting believers during Ramadan, a “victory over themselves” that had become even more difficult to achieve in the context of “modern civilization” (Dernière Heure Lyonnais, 1955). Taken together, the pair’s remarks evince an imperial paternalism. Rhône authorities were happy to use their recognition of Ramadan as proof of their commitment to their Muslim “brothers.” Yet the admiration for Muslim devotion was tinged with a sense that Islam remained foreign, ill-suited to French civilization, as well as with a dismissal of Algerian nationalism as a mere misunderstanding of the benefits of French rule. In its reports on the event, Echo-Liberté (1955) called attention to the celebration’s strangeness within the French context, noting the odd protocols for “this curious meal” and the incongruity of the “heady smoke” of roasting sheep wafting through the neighborhood. Le Soir (1955b) also remarked on the “very oriental ambiance” provided by the North African singers and dancers. [12:  That year, Mme Massenet also observed the Night of Destiny (Laylat al-Qadr) at the La Doua housing center for North African workers (Le Soir, 1955a)] 

	Perhaps the most remarkable thing about these official religious celebrations is that they were sponsored by a group of administrators who otherwise clung to the principles of French secularism. In fact, throughout the period, the Prefecture repeatedly refused to get involved in resolving the difficulties of proper Muslim burial for North African workers in the region. Each time, the prefect or his colleagues cited the idea of the separation of Church and State in France (Counil, 1962) and the foundational 1905 law that established French secularism (Prefet du Rhône, 1955). Certainly, this attitude—a strong and unerring devotion to laïcité—seems to prevail in twenty-first-century French debates. Yet, throughout the 1950s, this commitment to a secular state proved flexible enough to be waived in the interests of solidifying French imperial power.
	The need to support Algerian migrants not only involved local officials in Muslim religious practices, but also brought them into close working relationships with Christian groups. For example, the Catholic Association du Foyer Notre-Dame des Sans-Abri (NDSA) played a central role in the Rhône department’s efforts to house North African migrants and eliminate the bidonvilles (the shantytowns where many migrant workers had settled). The NDSA had been founded in 1950 by Gabriel Rosset, with the support of Cardinal Gerlier, to run a shelter for migrants in the city (NDSA, 1964). By 1954, Rosset also oversaw transitional housing centers for families escaping the city’s bidonvilles, within which the association ran socio-educational programs for the residents.
The NDSA often seemed to be a direct extension of departmental welfare services—another apparent oddity in a supposedly secular state. The association received consistent support and funding from a series of prefectural and national administrations despite its very close links with the local diocese. At no point did the NDSA hide its Christian roots, nor did Rosset distance himself from the tenets of social Christianity, on which he based his work. Crucially, there were no signs of proselytizing by the NDSA,[endnoteRef:13] though a monthly mass for the homeless was held at the original shelter (NDSA, 1964). This lack of overt Christianizing, coupled with the association’s successes in housing and educating migrants, allowed these unlikely collaborators to maintain a close working relationship.  Once again, practicality—and the desperate need for help in managing the social difficulties facing North African migrants—overcame any reticence French secular officials might have had in enlisting the help of a religious organization. [13:  Other groups did, however, target North African workers in an attempt to gain Christian converts (LePage, 1963).] 

	Finally, in an intriguing twist, pro-imperial French officials were not the only ones willing to bend their understanding of laïcité in order to cultivate the support of local North African migrants. The communist municipality in Saint-Denis, for example, was outspoken in its opposition to the empire, and especially the Algerian War (Byrnes, 2008, 2013); yet it too used Ramadan as an occasion to reach out to the city’s Muslim North Africans. In June 1950, Mayor Auguste Gillot and his colleagues in the city hall hosted an honorary Ramadan tea, open to all North Africans in Saint-Denis, “in order that the North Africans feel ‘at home’ and to signify as well that the Party respects the traditions and morals of the peoples from the overseas departments” (Plan de travail concernant les travailleurs nord-africains de Saint-Denis, 1950). The bilingual (French and Arabic) invitations promised “hispano-oriental music” and “expressions of fraternity.” The city also planned an “artistic evening” to celebrate the Eid-al-Kabir feast that July.
	As with the national project to win support for the empire by offering services to North African migrants, this Ramadan celebration in Saint-Denis coincided with a tremendous amount of municipal activity (Byrnes, 2008, 2013). The municipality launched a number of programs on behalf of North Africans—from housing and education to employment and social welfare. The Ramadan tea should also be understood as part of the run-up to the 1951 elections and local communists’ desire to strengthen their electoral results by gaining Algerian votes. Again, this support of a Muslim religious holiday seems at odds with Saint-Denis municipal communists’ otherwise strict adherence to a secular stance.[endnoteRef:14] It fits, however, the broader pattern of accommodating Muslim individuals’ faith—or at least French interpretations of that faith—in order to cultivate relationships and gain important political and social support. [14:  Correspondence with a young Dionysien soldier on his way to Algeria provides evidence for the municipality’s secularism (and that of its supporters). When the young communist protested being forced to attend a funeral mass in Strasbourg, he was told, “One does not discuss an order. The law of separation of Church and State does not apply in Alsace.” This gave the soldier pause, “When it comes to leaving for North Africa, the officers say, ‘Algeria is France!’ In this case, my comrades wondered whether Alsace is indeed part of France.” The event was particularly troubling for the young man, as “the Republican—and therefore: secular—army prevents the soldiers from the contingent in Saint-Denis from listening to the—republican and secular—Mayor, but obliges these same soldiers to listen to the priest of Strasbourg!” (Letter to Gillot, 1958).] 

	For local officials and their allies in Lyon, supporting—even celebrating—Islam was a means of upholding the French empire on the banks of the Rhône. The empire was not intangible, obscure, or far away; rather, it was central to the prefecture’s understanding of its role, particularly in its dealings with North African migrants. Imperial objectives—above all, the maintenance of French Algeria—were so vital to the state that local administrators were forced into policies and alliances that appeared to compromise their dedication to laïcité. Funding certain religious activities provided an opportunity to demonstrate respect for Muslims and to strengthen their bonds to France (or at least to regional officials). Meanwhile, the Rhône prefecture relied on overtly Catholic allies to manage the difficulties of providing social welfare services to migrant workers and their families—again, as a means of asserting French support for all members of the empire. It is essential, though, to recognize that the policies of religious accommodation and toleration discussed here rarely came from a place of openness. They were, to the contrary, part and parcel of enhanced policing and surveillance strategies, another tool for controlling Muslims in the French metropole. 

Decolonization and the Reaffirmation of Difference
Once Algeria established its independence, formally recognized in July 1962, France turned away from its claim to being a Muslim power. Decolonization allowed the French to distance themselves from the North Africans they had long attempted to integrate and created a system that emphasized and enforced fundamental differences between Muslims and other—“truer”—French citizens (Shepard, 2006, 2013). The Republic thus relinquished the strategies that had been required to promote a sense of imperial belonging among Muslim migrants and renewed its commitment to a rigorous laïcité.
	On the occasion of Ramadan in 1963, just after Algerian independence, the Interior Ministry sent a memo out to the departments to note that fewer Muslims were observing Ramadan that year. In the first place, cold weather made it difficult to fast, without even the possibility of a hot beverage. Yet, the ministry added hopefully, “it is necessary to take into account the evolution of Algerians who have resided in France for a long time and who, little by little, are losing their religious principles” (Interior Ministry, 1963). The ministry even went so far as to claim that earlier rates of observance were a consequence of the Algerian nationalist struggle: “during the rebellion, FLN leaders controlled the Algerian colony [in France] very closely and, at that time, all their coreligionists who did not observe Ramadan paid a large fine and were sometimes even subject to severe violence” (Interior Ministry, 1963).[endnoteRef:15] No longer were state-sponsored Ramadan celebrations to be a sign of respect or fraternity; even retrospectively they had become an artifact of FLN coercion aimed at Algerians whose progress towards modern Frenchness could be measured by a drop in their religious observance. To be more Muslim was to be less French, and the distance between the two was increasing.  [15:  For a thorough examination of FLN and French policies for Islam during the Algerian War, see Davidson, 2012: 133-168.] 

At the same time, local officials in the Rhône still proved willing to support restrictions on the North African migrant population in the name of Islam. In November 1962, the director of the Maison de l’Afrique du Nord forbade the sale of alcohol in any of the dormitories for migrant workers run by the association in the Lyon region (Le Page). The association’s policy referenced the new Algerian government’s own ban on its citizens’ drinking alcohol, and so might be understood as an attempt to reassure Algerians that their state’s values would be upheld within France. In this case, however, it was also in local Lyon officials’ interest to enforce a measure of a social control: banning alcohol in migrant dormitories inculcated a code of moral conduct and relieved certain local security concerns. This desire to uphold behavior deemed by the French to be “correct” echoed the imperial goal of crafting a proper, “modern,” French Islam (Davidson, 2012). In fact, the rule on alcohol consumption was only one restriction within a long list of guidelines that policed the behavior of migrants living in state-supported dormitories throughout France (Bernadot, 1997; Byrnes, 2008: 169-174; Hmed, 2006; House, 2004). Moreover, subjecting all North African workers to this policy continued the imperial habit of indiscriminately labeling all individuals from North Africa as “Muslim,” regardless of personal belief or practice.[endnoteRef:16] [16:  The Muslim hospital in Bobigny had been another site of French social control of Muslim immigrants. The hospital’s refusal to serve wine or pork dismayed many of the hospital’s residents who had grown used to “French customs” (Lamri, 2006).] 


Conclusion: Lessons and Precedents
More recently, the French state has enacted a series of laws that hinder, rather than support, Muslim religious activity within the public sphere. Many of these statutes focus on Muslim women’s attire and are rooted in a powerful combination of French secularist and feminist perspectives (Bowen, 2007; Scott, 2010). The 2004 ban on students wearing “conspicuous” religious symbols in state schools ostensibly upheld state neutrality towards religion, but clearly targeted girls wearing Muslim headscarves. A 2011 law prohibiting all face-coverings in public places, known colloquially as the “burqa ban,” was yet again perceived as singling out Muslim women. The debates around veiling regularly identified Muslim practices as contrary to the spirit of laïcité and thus incompatible with being French (Bowen, 2007; Laurence and Vaisse, 2006:64; Scott, 2010). These laws passed within the context of an emergent “laïcité identitaire,” which emphasizes French culture’s Christian roots, often as a means of rejecting Muslim migrants (Baubérot, 2015: 103, 110).[endnoteRef:17] In effect, the France that once sought to establish itself as a Muslim power has taken to promoting definitions of Frenchness that exclude Muslims from full Republican belonging.  [17:  Baubérot (2015: 105-118) locates the growth of laïcité identitaire within an overall political shift, as the French right seized the secular banner from its traditional bearers on the left. The neutral language of older secularisms is often used to cloak anti-Muslim sentiments. Baubérot (2015: 55) sees laïcité identitaire as an offshoot of laïcité gallicane. Though the difference between the two is significant, the imperial gallicanism that informed the French state’s intervention in Islamic practice contributed to the sense that “Muslims could only ever be Muslim” (Davidson: 2012: 14) and thus is an important step on the path towards exclusion. ] 

In the wake of the brutal killings in Paris in January 2015, public discourse explicitly invoked laïcité as the foundation of the French Republic and its sole defense against an illiberal Islamist threat.[endnoteRef:18] The brothers who attacked the headquarters of Charlie Hebdo, a satirical newspaper, claimed to be seeking revenge for what they perceived to be blasphemous renderings of the prophet Muhammad. In France, and indeed across much of the Western world, the motto “Je suis Charlie” immediately came to stand as a testament to free speech and liberal values; it also implied a deepening of the division between Republicans who supported such ideals unreservedly and those (presumed Muslim) who did not. In public remarks on January 10, Prime Minister Manuel Valls described his nation as fighting a war “for civilization…to defend our values, which are universal. It is a war against terrorism and radical Islamism, against everything that aims to shatter solidarity, liberty, fraternity” (France-Soir, 2015). This rhetorical construction aligned Islamism with radicalism, terrorism, and all that menaced the Republic. Thus, Valls declared, “We must defend laïcité, without compromise, there has been too much of that” (France-Soir, 2015). Not only did secularism emerge as the shield of the Republic, but Valls also singled out Islam as its main opponent.[endnoteRef:19] [18:  The opposition of a “liberal” Western society to an “illiberal” Islamic ideology was, of course, already a well-developed trope (Bowen, 2010; Cesari, 2013).]  [19:  While Valls was careful to limit his criticism to “radical Islamism,” that category has become notoriously quick to slip into a broader “Islam” in the public imagination. French President François Hollande’s address to the country following the attacks employed a less divisive tone. Hollande (2015a) evoked the same existential threat to French values: “Today, the whole Republic was attacked. The Republic is freedom of expression. The Republic is culture, creation, pluralism, democracy.” Along with invoking the idea of pluralism, Hollande avoided any direct mention of laïcité. Moreover, while the president took a strong stance against “terrorism and fundamentalism,” he did not make specific reference to Islam (Hollande, 2015a). Two days later, Hollande (2015b) carefully separated the attacks from the Muslim faith, “Those who committed these acts, these terrorists, these zealots, these fanatics, have nothing to do with the Muslim religion.”] 

Valls’s appeal to laïcité was echoed by Marine Le Pen, whose far-right Front National party rarely shares common ground with the Socialist government. In an opinion piece published in French and English in the New York Times, Le Pen explained, “We, the French, are viscerally attached to our laïcité, our sovereignty, our independence, our values” (2015). Le Pen, though, was more explicit in naming the nation’s enemies, pinpointing “immigrants” as the source of discord: “Without a policy restricting immigration, it becomes difficult, if not impossible, to fight against communalism and the rise of ways of life at odds with laïcité” (Le Pen, 2015). Le Pen’s preoccupation with immigration as the source of contamination of French values coincides with a longstanding popular habit of referring to French Muslims as “immigrants,” even though most are second- and third-generation French citizens. Denying Muslim citizenship in this way heightens the sense that Islam and France have contradictory values, and therefore Muslims cannot truly belong to the Republic (unless they forsake all claims to their faith). While Le Pen and the Front National remain at the far right of the French political spectrum, recent years have won the party quite a bit of support, which only grew after the Charlie Hebdo killings and the subsequent November 2015 attacks around Paris. Certainly, her demands for upholding—strengthening—the Republic’s commitment to laïcité in response to the growing dangers of extremism are well within the French mainstream at this moment.
Yet, such rigid notions of French secularism do not accurately reflect the Republic’s own history. Since the late-eighteenth century, France has repeatedly proved to have a flexible understanding of how secularism sets the terms for religious practice in public and the relation of faiths to the state. Individual leaders made use of whichever version of laïcité allowed them to pursue their interests. Particularly when the empire’s existence required the loyalty and support of Muslims, the French state willingly sought pragmatic compromises between secularism and Islamic practices. Now, amidst recurring episodes of violence and unrest, it seems that the survival of the French social fabric itself is at stake and that the state has a strong interest once again in promoting and supporting its Muslim citizens. The history of state-sponsored religious activities proves that laïcité can evolve to suit its circumstances and that religious accommodation requires only the will to enact it. Moreover, the record of state-support for specifically Muslim practices offers precedents for navigating the relationship between Islam and the Republic. Recovering the history of Muslim France is thus a crucial step in the process of reimagining contemporary Frenchness to include the Republic’s Muslim citizens.
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