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Abstract: This two-fold project reveals the political agenda of the French nation-state to control young Maghrebin (of Moroccan, Algerian, or Tunisian) girls, at a crucial site of ideological formation, the public schools, through the 2004 law of Laïcité (secular law), by paying close attention to ethnicity and gender, using post/decolonial theory and transnational feminist practice.
  In doing so, this project disrupts the notion of hijab-wearing young Muslims as “victimized” by documenting their statements made in the media, thereby demonstrating the emergence of a hybrid third space that allows for the negotiation of ideological dichotomous structures. 
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Introduction: Nearly twenty years ago in France, while celebrating the bicentennial of its glorious Revolution of 1789, the limits of “liberté, égalité, fraternité,” were stretched to a breaking point in the gritty urban sprawl of the Parisian suburbs, as three young French girls of Maghrebin origin unwittingly propelled the claims of universality and mutual respect under the eye of public scrutiny by refusing to remove their hijabs, exercising their individual freedoms as guaranteed by the Declaration of the Rights of Man and Citizen.
  Dubbed “l’affaire du foulard” (Scarf Affair) by the media, it quickly captivated the minds and imagination of all segments of society through the use of provocative titles and sensationalistic tactics.  Likewise, all entered the belligerent and boisterous fray: academics, politicians, and clergy of all faiths, where male voices echoed the loudest.  Rachel Bloul (1996) explains that the “acrimony of this male political debate over female attire clearly points to the collective stake at the heart of this particular bout of sexual politics, namely the role and use of women in the constitution, and public display, of collective identities.”
  Nira Yuval-Davis (1996), points out that women serve as the “biological and cultural reproducers of ethnic and national collectivities,” whereupon they become the contested objects of competition and control for the nation.
  

  Unwittingly, the preoccupation with the religious attire of a few hundred girls out of approximately 500,000 Muslim students at the time of the initial affaire du foulard,   

(and with corresponding figures only slightly higher in subsequent incidents in 2003-04), suggests the fragility of the French psyche and reflects in growing concerns over changing demographics in their country, as well as a diminished role in world politics.  I argue that to compensate, the nation is able to substitute its perceived deficiencies by exerting control over women’s bodies.  As Anne Mc Clintock (1995) states, citing Etienne Balibar, “(u)ltimately the nation must align itself, …with the “race,” the “patrimony,” to be protected from all degradation.”
  In 2004, as earlier in 1989, nationalistic impulses called out to eliminate threats, even visual ones, from the collective consciousness, such as in the affaire du foulard. 

  The 1989 affaire du foulard was mitigated by the ruling of the Conseil d’Etat (Council of State) that declared the “wearing of religious attire would not in itself, lead to expulsion,” on November 27, 1989, then ruling that future conflicts would need to be negotiated on a case-to-case basis.
  In contrast to the 1989 polemic, Elaine R. Thomas (2006) cites the grassroots organizing efforts of the group Ni putes, ni soumises [NPNS hereafter] and Fadela Amara, a well-seasoned, experienced organizer, as one of the main agitators for the 2004 formation of a law at the national level.
  The leader of NPNS with national recognition and as the daughter of Algerian immigrants, she was consistently sought out first by the media, then state officials, to speak out on behalf of the “women of the ghettos.”  In addition to NPNS, teachers and administrators approached and called for help from the state, feeling overwhelmed and legally unqualified at the difficulty that presented itself as young girls persisted in wearing their hijabs in the secular classrooms.

At their joint request, French Republican President Jacques Chirac convened an inquiry commission headed by Bernard Stasi, in July 2003, to specifically investigate and rule on the “breach” of etiquette in allowing the Islamic headscarf in a state institution staunchly dedicated to secular principals and ideals.
  After much analysis, time, and resources, the official figures released a few weeks before the Stasi Commission’s final report  put the total number of hijabs worn in the public schools at the paltry amount of 1256, out of the nation’s estimated over 13 million schoolchildren.
  Upon its release in December 2003, the Stasi Commission report ruled that the “Republic could no longer remain deaf to the cries of the young girls” [la République ne peut rester sourde au cri de détresse de ces jeunes filles], who had been forced to wear hijab, a “silent majority” [la majorité silencieuse] of victims who had been bullied, either by family or their neighbors, in need of refuge in the public school, a “site of liberty and emancipation.”
  It ruled to forbid primary, middle, and secondary school, the displaying of “conspicuous,” “ostentatious,” or even “visible” religious attire and symbols, to better maintain “public order.”

Methodology:  Otto Santa Ana writes “(I)n discursive practices, the presentation of the news by any media organization is an ideological discourse, (…) To be successful, the ideological discourse is disguised,” in ordinary idiom.
  This is accomplished through a “range of rhetoric that is comfortable, a set of recurring imagery that is expected and acceptable, and a shared stock of knowledge.”
  In order to examine closely how the media rationalized the state’s clearly discriminatory action, I surveyed French primary sources, finding 567 articles dealing with the affaire du foulard from newspapers and magazines, within a six-month chronological set of limits that represent the height of the most recent affair, looking for three currents of discourse: masculinist, Islamophobic, and the discourse generated by the participants and their allies in the conflict themselves.
    

  Drawing from Minoo Moallem (2004), I employ the term masculinist as she does to describe the “logic…associated with the position of the male head of household as protector of the family, and masculine leaders…as protectors of a population.”
  She continues “(w)ithin the postcolonial world order, the representation of women has been central to the framing of violence and protection.”
  Through the extension of and facilitated by a privileging of Eurocentricity, it relies on and perpetuates “old colonial divisions” between “civilized” and “barbarian” nations and peoples.
  In this type of construct, Muslim women are the “ultimate” other and placed as perpetual “victim” to be saved from their backward religion and/or culture, vicious men-folk, and/or both. Here I quote once again Minoo Moallem who keenly observes that “the racist, colonialist image of Muslim women as eternal victims, characterized by ignorance and passivity, has become Westerners’ most comforting cliché.”
  

Results: In the survey of articles, I found that the persistent indication by the media of hijab-wearing Maghrebines as either “budding terrorists” [terroristes en herbe] or “silent victims” of Islamic patriarchy to be protected by the state was consistent throughout the six-month period of investigation.  Whether proffered exclusively, or in conjunction with each other, these two dominant images provided the French Republic with the justification to pass its legislation.  Twenty-two articles employed the theme of young hijab-wearing Maghrebines being manipulated by Islamist forces, and simultaneously alluding to corresponding menace to the French Republic as well. In more disturbing articles, dramatic comparisons were being made by the journalists, two comparing the wearing with hijab as “sexual apartheid” imposed on the young girls, and five articles citing the hijab as a visual emblem of their status as chattel and “sexual inferiority.”  However, the two most egregious accounts were those who compared wearing the hijab with self-mutilation and female excision, and those that equated the hijab with an inherent Jewish anti-semitism (four articles).  One young women related her experience when she was fifteen-years old, and sent home by her principal who compared her bandana, (not even full hijab) to a swastika.

  As once the Dreyfus Affair precipitated a crisis of identity and nationalism, today the affaire du foulard follows suit, but with a small twist: this time the “threat” is the immigrant, the once colonial subject from the Maghreb.  Florianne Wild (1996) and Anne Donadey (1996) both note that the xenophobic hatred that served as the source for Jewish anti-semitism, can now be directed toward Maghrebin immigrants and their offspring.
  In equating the hijab with the swastika, the repressed historical guilt of Vichy collaboration, is conveniently, by a historical sleight of hand, is now displaced onto and born by another symbolic “subhuman” threatening other.  To overcome the rise in anti-Semitic insults and threats in the secular school system, the Stasi Commission has proposed strengthening the secular curriculum taught and its corresponding attributes of religious neutrality, overlooking the fact that while indeed Jewish anti-semitism is a problem, physical attacks on Arabs/Muslims in the public sphere is actually higher than attacks on those of Jewish ancestry, 292 to 169.

  While considerable efforts are rightly taken to teach the horrors of the Shoah,  a law passed on February 23 2005—Article IV—“insists that academic programs recognize the positive role and considerable accomplishments achieved by the French presence in the colonies, especially in North Africa,” that results in a carefully censored classroom.  The law of laïcité allows for a newly revitalized “civilizing mission”: saving her from her culture, stifling her belief, offering her a “sanctuary” to escape “oppressive” family dynamics, and indoctrinating her in the glories of Republican (i.e. secular) virtues.

  Much to the dismay of the proponents of the 2004 law of laïcité, it is the “failure of ‘secular modern’ states to deliver on their promises to a wide constituency,….and ideals coming back, like a return of the repressed, to haunt them,” that have young French Maghrebines exercising their civic and birth-right promised to them by the state, to practice their religion as they see fit.
  Attracting considerable media attention, on both the national and international level, the young women who spontaneously organized the widely photographed 21 December 2003 demonstration sported such slogans as: “Neither my brother or my husband, I chose the scarf!”; “School is my path, the veil my choice”; “Engaged citizen, emancipated citizen”; and “French and Proud to be French!” while wearing the French flag as hijab.  For those who participated in the march, it was important to convey their vision of themselves, not as manipulated young women, but women who see no contradiction in being French and Muslim. One young woman explained that French society “places barriers on us because we believe in a God. For the first time in my life, I feel like a stranger in my own country,” because “people can’t understand that one can be French AND Muslim (her emphasis) at the same time.”

  The un-assimilable factors of race and religion where Maghrebine teens are concerned places French demands for assimilation (with its ever-present demand to abandon the hijab) in a quandary and places them in-between, caught in a permanent category of outsider in the place of their birth. Drawing from Emma Perez (1999), I identify the construction of third space, “an interstitial site” from which opposition and resistance to binary structures can be articulated.
  This identification meets two criteria. First, it takes into account the difficulties or impossibility to assimilate because of racial discrimination and exclusion. Second, it accounts for the necessity to adapt to the dominant society “for survival and success,” because importance is placed on “invention” and “re-creation” through “diasporic subjectivities.”
  To subvert the totalizing discourse of “universal” feminism, and its rigid, narrow definitions of “agency,” “modernity,” and “liberation,” Minoo Moallem calls for “transnational feminist critical intervention” that takes into account specifically Islamic notions of gender, enabling the identification of feminist practices by Islamic women who rely on their rights guaranteed by Islam (my emphasis) to carve out a space for initiating gender based cultural change.
  Salwa Ismail (2004) adds that “the insertion of the veil into the world of fashion underlines the…process(…). The layered and multiple meanings that the veil evokes challenge the dichotomy of ‘modern’ and ‘traditional,’ as demonstrated by the hybrid dress adopted by Muslim women: veiled yet fashionable.”
  For those Maghrebines concerned, the hijab is a public manifestation of their dual identity, rearticulated and ascribed with positive traits, a visual proclamation of a hybrid third-space that denotes their private space within a public sphere, their allegiance to Islam and to France.

  Because veiling exacerbates the racialization of Muslim women by visually rendering them either included in or excluded from French secular society, it brings them into the crosshairs of a renewed civilizing mission.
  In the nation’s attempt to gain control of Maghrebine teen bodies by winning their hearts and minds, the Maghrebine becomes a target of discipline. Michel Foucault (1977) writes a “body that is docile may be subjected, used, transformed, and improved,” a “target and object of power.”
  In the classroom, a hierarchical apparatus of observation, a “specific mechanism of disciplinary power,” the Maghrebine is subject to the power of the disciplinary gaze, where visual mastery becomes a necessary tool for knowledge and a subsequent means of conquest of a person or object, a bringing into a domain of (discursive) power.
  

Conclusion: In this context, the neocolonial impulse to unveil “in a culture where the entire epistemology is characterized and dominated by a speculative or scopic tradition” so ingrained “that the desire to unveil the Oriental woman can emerge as a precondition of her liberation,” takes on new significance, as Meyda Yegenoglu (1998) states.
  Overlook for a moment the historical aspect of the struggle that France undertook in its past failed attempt to unveil Algerian women during its War of Independence.
  The politics of protection and its masculinist rhetoric have allowed the French state to act in a double capacity: saving young women from the hijab by its prohibition in the schools, diminishing the soi-disant “threat” to the secular schools by eliminating Islamic zealotry, and, for those preoccupied over a growing perception of a “Muslim” threat to France and its beliefs, values and citizenry, the law of laïcité allows for superficial resolution through the visual eradication of hijab in a Republican space. Requiring young women to remove their hijabs simultaneously allows for the elimination of visual and symbolic barriers and moreover signifies—an albeit coerced—compliance before the state, neutralizing any perceived threat to the public order, and guaranteeing at least in theory, a domesticated and tamed neo-colonial subject. She will no longer be an “obstacle in the field of visibility and control,” her “veiled presence” as the “inverse of Bentham’s omnipotent gaze,” completely “reversing” the position between the observer and the object of observation , in a disorienting displacement of power and loss of authority.
  Unveiled, she is symbolically freed from the shackles of her religion and culture, and Eurocentricity visually restored, she is once again able to be stigmatized by her ethnicity and rendered submissive as a second-class citizen to the patrimoine of France.  

  Within the confines of the public discourse, as demonstrated by the media survey, rages an imagined “civilizational and cultural war,” a vestige of the colonial past, where any symbolic rejection of compulsory Eurocentrism makes one suspect.
  For as Homi K. Bhabha (2004) writes, “(T)he civilizing mission is grounded in a profound sense of instability—not as a surmountable or sublatable “contradiction”—as the French Republic gazes anxiously upon its own mirror image as a world power. On the one hand, France is the supreme bearer of universal Rights and Reason; …on the other, its various administrative avatars—assimilation, association, integration—deny those same (indigenous) populations the right to emerge as “French citizens” in a public sphere of their own making.  The principle of citizenship is held out; the poesis of free cultural choice and communal participant is withheld.”
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