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Introduction

This paper looks at questions of French secularism and what I’m calling the ‘Muslimisation’ of North Africans in France, various processes through which North African-origin populations have increasingly come to be defined as a religious, rather than an ethnic, linguistic, or other minority category. It is important to note that I am using the term ‘Muslimisation’ to refer to government initiatives that frame people as ‘Muslims’, and I am not talking about radicalization or Islamism among the Muslim population in France. Starting from the tradition of secularism in Republican France, or laïcité, I’ll be discussing how certain parts of the North African population, specifically Berber community activists, have tried to fit into this framework, using a discourse that places Berber life and culture within a secular tradition in an attempt to make Berber culture an acceptable form of ethnic particularism within France. I will also be discussing how these groups are reacting now to initiatives that tend to define them as Muslim, seemingly contradicting the Republican tradition of secularism known as laïcité. 

The research on which this paper is based was carried out between 2003 and 2006 in Paris. It was part of a larger project for my PhD dissertation (Bernasek 2007), which looked at the exhibition and use of North African material culture in various sites, including state-run museums and local Berber associations. Questions of religion and secularism were not the central focus of my research, but they were issues that kept coming up in conversations and interviews, and they were clearly central to ideas of how Berber populations felt they could fit into French public life. Issues of religion and laïcité were also central because of a couple of historical circumstances during my research. Firstly, 2005 was the centenary of the 1905 secularism laws, which codified a strict separation between church and state. This centenary was marked by articles in the press and debates in the media, and I will be discussing how one Berber association participated in this centenary. Secondly, throughout my research but particularly in 2003 and 2004, debates raged over the wearing of the Muslim headscarf (or hijab) in state schools. After a long process of consideration by a commission appointed by President Chirac, in March 2004 a law that banned the wearing of “conspicuous religious symbols” in public schools (including the headscarf) was passed by the French parliament.

So throughout my research these issues kept coming up. However, it is important to keep in mind that this paper is primarily based on that research, during the last years of Jacques Chirac’s presidency. There are signs that President Sarkozy is interested in challenging some of the strict divisions between religion and the state, and also the tradition of ethnic blindness in France. There was a news story just last month suggesting that Sarkozy was considering carrying out an ethnic census for the first time. However, because I haven’t done enough research on more recent initiatives, this talk will be based on my previous research, and I would be glad to discuss more recent history in the questions.

In the first part of the paper I will discuss the tradition of secularism and republicanism and how Berber activists have taken up elements of this discourse to create a space for Berber identity in France. In the second part I will discuss some recent initiatives that tend to frame all North African populations in terms of Islam (over other forms of identity), and the Berber reactions to these initiatives.
Secularism and Islam in France
First, some brief background on the French concept of laïcité and its relationship to Islam. A strict separation of church and state has been an essential part of French republican ideology, dating back to the French revolution and the Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the Citizen. The separation was enshrined especially in laws related to secularism in public schools in 1882 and in the secularism laws of 1905. This separation is related to the republican conception of citizenship, in which all citizens are meant to be equal and neutral, with a direct relationship to the state. In this conception, there is no room for community identification based on race, religion, or ethnicity, and individuals are expected to subordinate their personal characteristics, including religious practice, in order to participate in public life (for more on French republicanism and citizenship see Silverman 1992). This was the logic behind the eventual banning of conspicuous religious symbols in state schools – pupils, as citizens in formation, should not express their religious identities in the public realm of the school. Such identities should, rather, be restricted to the private sphere.

However, despite this strict separation between church and state when it comes to individual practice, there has been government intervention into Islamic institutions in France since at least 1989. One could argue that government involvement in the practice of Islam in France actually dates back to the colonial period and the establishment of the Paris Mosque in 1926. But since 1989 there have been a series of initiatives on the part of the French government to engage different sections of the Muslim community in dialogue. These culminated in December 2002 when then-Minister of the Interior Nicolas Sarkozy brought together the main institutions of French Islam to form the Conseil Français du Culte Musulman (French Muslim Council) (CFCM) (Cesari 2004, 70-72). The CFCM is made up of representatives of mosques across the country, and is meant to act as a space for dialogue between different Muslim factions and as an interlocutor with the state. Similar bodies exist for the Catholic, Protestant and Jewish faiths in France. I will discuss the CFCM a bit more later in the paper.

So, on the one hand French republican ideology enforces a strict separation between private religious practice and public identity as a citizen; but on the other the government is keen to have a hand in the regulation of Islamic institutions in France.

How have immigrant populations, particularly those from primarily Muslim countries, fit in with this strict conception of laïcité? As highlighted in the debates over the Muslim headscarf and the formation of the CFCM, the nexus between secularism laws and the North African population has always been charged. In her book When Islam and Democracy Meet (2004) Jocelyne Cesari argues that many European Muslims have developed a ‘secularized’ form of Islam, which allows for personal religious practice while still keeping religion largely out of the public sphere. However, I would argue that some portions of the North African population, specifically Berber activists and parts of the larger Berber community, have taken this idea a step further to argue that Berber culture is actually not Muslim, but is inherently secular, egalitarian and democratic, and therefore an acceptable form of ethnic particularism within the French republic.

Just a note here: For those of you familiar with the history of French colonialism in North Africa, you will have immediately seen the echoes of colonial discourse in the idea of Berber culture as inherently secular, egalitarian, democratic, and more assimilable to French civilisation than Arab/Muslim culture (see Lorcin 1999). This is an important element in the development of the Berber activist discourse I’m discussing, but I don’t have time to go into it in too much detail here.

Berberism

People of Berber origin (also called Amazigh (singular) or Imazighen (plural)), meaning North Africans who speak a Berber language rather than Arabic or identify themselves as ethnically Berber rather than Arab, have made up a significant segment of the North African population in France since the early days of immigration. There are a number of regions across North Africa where Berber remains the first language of the majority of the population – the largest communities are in Morocco (40%) and Algeria (20-25%) though these numbers are not official statistics. One author cites a statistic placing the proportion of Kabyle Berbers (from the Kabylia region of north eastern Algeria) among Algerian emigrants to France at 84% in 1923 (MacMaster 1993: 22). This percentage has since decreased, but Kabyles continue to make up a significant proportion of the population of Algerian origin in France. Writing in 1998 Salem Chaker cites the following estimates: of approximately 2 million people of Algerian origin in France, around 35% (700,000), the vast majority Kabyle, are berberophone, and of around 500,000 people of Moroccan origin in France approximately 50% (250,000) are berberophone (Chaker 1998: 68-9). During the Algerian civil war (1991-2002) there was also a significant exodus of Kabyle activists and others attempting to escape the violence, pushing the numbers of Kabyles living in France even higher. 

Members of the Berber community in France, as in Algeria and Morocco, have been engaged in cultural associations and other projects that promote a transnational idea of Berber identity since the 1980s. The Berber cultural associations I will be drawing my examples from are part of two overlapping trends – the rise in civil society associations in France in the 1980s and 1990s and the growth of the Berber cultural movement in the same time period. This movement started in France and Kabylia, but is now transnational, made up of associations and political parties that advocate for increased recognition of the Berber language and culture in North Africa and in the diaspora. 

In France these associations run a variety of activities – language classes, classes about Berber history and civilization, readings and discussions of different topics, and annual celebrations of important dates like Berber New Year and the commemoration of the Berber Spring (an important event in Berber activist history).  Many associations also act as community centres for local youth, with after-school programmes and training in computer or job skills, and may provide other social services like legal or social counselling. In this variety of activities they are oriented both towards fostering a transnational sense of Berber identity but also, and importantly, towards creating a space for that identity within France itself.

One way in which this orientation towards the French context is expressed is in activist discourse on the topic of secularism. As other authors, particularly Paul Silverstein (2004), have argued as well, Berber activists have drawn on discourses of secularism to make Berber identity an acceptable form of ethnicity within France. Here I will give just two brief examples from the many occasions in which this discourse was salient during my research.

My first example comes from the Association de Culture Berbère (ACB), the oldest and probably most well known Berber association in Paris. The ACB positions itself and its activities very explicitly between the promotion and transmission of Berber culture and a desire to work for the integration of Berber immigrants into French society. The ACB has also been directly involved in the construction of an idea of Berber culture as intrinsically secular, democratic, and compatible with French republican ideals.
The association’s brochure for 2005-06, for example, describes the ACB as having established itself over the past twenty-five years as “a true reference point for the defence of the republican values of equality and secularism” (Association de Culture Berbère 2005b). This description is echoed in a letter from the mayor of the 20th arrondissement, where the association is based, which opens a 30-page special section on laïcité in the spring-summer 2005 edition of the ACB’s publication Actualités et culture berbères (Association de Culture Berbère 2005a). The cover of this edition of the journal features an illustration by the Kabyle political cartoonist Ali Dilem – under the title ‘Secularism is the separation of church and state’ a somewhat rabid-looking Muslim cleric is saying eagerly: ‘it was never about the mosque…’. In framing Berber culture in terms of secularism and democracy, activists are attempting to dissociate the Berber communities from the feared extremism of Muslim populations now living in France, and indeed play on these fears in portrayals like this one. 

This edition of the journal was published during the centennial of the 1905 law on the separation of church and state, and one year after the law forbidding the wearing of religious symbols like the Muslim headscarf in schools. In the journal the association takes a clear stand in favour of a strict interpretation of these laws. It includes articles on the principles of secularism and republicanism, Islam in France, veiling, and a brief article entitled “Secularism, a Kabyle tradition, according to Idir”. In this piece Idir, a well-known Kabyle singer, states that there has always been a “natural separation between civil life and religion” in Kabylia. He goes on to describe the separate realms of the village assembly (tajmacat) and the saintly lineages or marabouts who officiated at life events but did not intervene in the affairs of the assembly. Echoing colonial discourse, Idir calls attention to practices like maraboutism and the belief in sacred places that “come to us from the dawn of time and have nothing to do with the commandments of the Lord,” as evidence that Islam “has not been able to completely permeate the souls” of Kabylia (Idir 2005: 59).  Idir’s article and the other pieces in this special edition are part of a more general Berberist discourse that draws on the idea of the inherently secular and democratic nature of Kabyle society, to argue that Berber cultural consciousness is compatible with the values of the French Republic.

My second example of the salience of this discourse on French secularism comes from another association, called Taferka, located in the suburb of Montreuil. This association has a more local constituency than the ACB, working closely with youth and women of Kabyle origin in the area. Here as well, however, the association director often evoked the secular and democratic nature of Kabyle society – particularly when interacting with French public officials. At the association’s gala in the spring of 2006, for example, Idir, the Kabyle music icon who wrote the article I was just discussing, performed after a long series of short performances by association members, local musicians and dancers. The event was emceed in both Kabyle and French, and the performances included Kabyle folk music and dance as well as more transnational genres like slam poetry and pop music. Between two of the acts, the association founder Mohand Barache came out on stage to welcome the crowd, accompanied by an official from the municipality of Montreuil. Barache thanked the municipality for their continuous support of Taferka in all its activities, and told the audience that the Berbers had developed a “republican and secular” civilization, that they did not need to be taught these values because they were “in their blood.” The municipality official followed up on this, saying that they were pleased to support the efforts of Taferka and its promotion of “republican and secular values.” The unspoken implication of this exchange was that Berber ethnic specificity, as performed on stage that evening, had become an acceptable form of diversity within France.

Muslimisation
Given the centrality of secularism to Berber discourses of identity, and particularly of Berber identity within France, it is not surprising that Berber activist reactions to recent initiatives that frame North African populations in terms of Islam have largely been critical. I should emphasize that I am talking about only one portion of the Maghribi-origin population in France here. Whether these initiatives will be effective means of better integrating the majority of the Muslim population in France is a question for another paper; but what I want to draw out here is that the special case of Berber identity actually highlights the way these initiatives may contradict republican ideas of secularism and the separation of religion from public life. Again, I will give two examples.

The first is the creation of the Conseil Français du Culte Musulman (CFCM) in December 2002, mentioned above. Although the CFCM has been caught up in internal political disputes and is not uniformly accepted as a legitimate representative of the Muslim community (Cesari 2004: 70-72), its creation indicates that religion has become an important category in the official approach to the integration of the North African minority. In fact, in many ways it seems that the French state has come to view a state-sanctioned Islam as an important means of integrating the Muslim minority into the mainstream of French politics and society (Laurence 2003).

In supporting the CFCM, the French state effectively said that it was “as Muslims” that it was willing to interact with its North African (and other Muslim) minorities. Although the designation of the North African-origin population as “Muslim” may reflect the nominal religion of the majority of this population, it does not necessarily reflect daily practice or the personal identification of many people. In November 2005, when protests and riots broke out in the suburbs of Paris following the death of two youths of North African origin who were fleeing the police, it was not “as Muslims,” or even “as North Africans” that the protesters were acting. An identity as Muslim, Arab, or North African is often forced on these groups by the state, which requires categories with which to classify the population, or by the general public and popular press. At the same time, if these categories are mobilized by the people concerned, they are dismissed as communautarisme – communitarianism, or the identification of minorities with particular communities above their identity as ‘French citizens’.
The CFCM came up explicitly in an interview with Masin Ferkal, the president of another Parisian Berber association – Tamazgha. Tamazgha is known for a fairly radical political stance - its members identify themselves as “Berberists” who support the sovereignty of the Berber populations in a transnational Berber homeland in North Africa (called Tamazgha). In our interview, Ferkal argued that the French authorities actually encouraged communautarisme by creating bodies to deal with certain communities (like Muslims) and lumping others (like Berbers) into communities (Arab, Maghrebin, Muslim) that they did not consider themselves part of. He cited moments of mis-recognition – by the French state and by the general population – as part of the inspiration for his activism. Here I include a longish quote from our interview, because I think it illustrates nicely the constraining effect of state categories, and their impact on personal identity formation:

…if they didn’t put us in the group of Arab-Muslims we wouldn’t have to support the Berber question in any case. But we have undergone this pressure, they put us in groups without asking for our opinion...we have to say wait, we are Berber, we are not Arab, we are not Muslim…there are those who want to be Muslim that is their problem, but in any case there is no reason to systematically put a Berber in a Muslim group. Like me, I can’t systematically put a French person in a Christian group, when I see a French person I don’t see a Christian. But when the French see me they see at the very least a Muslim, while I have nothing to do with Islam….Therefore I’m obliged to say wait…

When Masin Ferkal is assumed to be “Muslim” by French authorities or the general population, he is put into a category he feels he must reject; this motivates his subsequent statements to those in power, and to “the French” in general: “Wait, I am not Muslim, I am not Arab, I am Berber.”  

To call oneself not-Arab, not-Muslim, but Berber, is to speak back to state discourses that attempt to classify the entire North African population as Muslim. It is a moment of interaction with the state that implicitly critiques, not the republican state itself, but the flawed realization of republican ideals. Ferkal argues that it is the French state itself that creates communautarisme, by going against its secular principles and institutionalizing categories such as “Muslim.” 

Not surprisingly, Ferkal’s association Tamazgha has also objected to a more recent initiative, the creation of an Institut des Cultures d’Islam (ICI), to be opened in the Goutte d’Or neighbourhood of Paris in 2012. As stated on its website, the ICI will be primarily a cultural space, meant to act at both a local level and to draw in audiences from around the city. The ICI emphasises its secular nature, and the idea of cultures coming together, “in a spirit of concord and mixing”.
 However, it will also have a religious dimension, hosting religious activities through a private association – in fact, one of the original reasons for creating this institution was to solve the problem of an overflow of worshippers who are forced to pray in the streets during Friday prayers at the mosque currently located in the neighbourhood, which has a large Muslim population. 

The ICI will host cultural events – exhibitions, films, theatre, music, lectures and discussions – and will serve as a space for local associations to carry out activities like language, literacy, or art classes. Many of these activities are already running in the centre’s temporary headquarters. Once fully established the ICI will also host researchers, and have an academic program of publications and conferences. These activities, as well as expenses for the two buildings to house the institute, which are currently under construction, will be funded by the city of Paris, which is planning to invest 20 million Euros in the project. A smaller section of the ICI, funded privately and directed by a private religious association, will provide religious services – as stated very explicitly on the ICI website, this association will be able to rent space from the ICI for larger services like Friday prayers, but will not be funded with public money. Again, there is a clear separation between religion and the state, but still an element of state interest or intervention in creating this space in the first place.

The project has evoked strong reactions from the Berber activist community, particularly from Tamazgha, whose directorate expressed their misgivings in a letter to the mayor of Paris in February 2008. During the municipal elections that led to Bertrand Delanoë’s re-election as mayor of Paris, another association asked the candidates what they proposed to do to promote Berber culture in Paris. Delanoë responded by saying that Berber culture could be accommodated as part of the future Institut des Cultures d’Islam. The directorate of Tamazgha responded with a letter emphasizing the secular nature of Berber culture, and arguing that it should not be confined to a particular religion, contrary to “the desire of certain French politicians”. In introducing this letter on its website, the association again emphasized the value of secular Berber culture to French republican life, asking “Why do these French politicians, who have every interest in celebrating attitudes that are favourable to secularism and openness – values so dear to the Republic – wish at all costs to maintain this amalgamation and associate Berber culture with Islam?”.

Tamazgha also carried out video interviews with members of the wider Berber community about this issue, and placed these interviews on its website.
  Again, the interviews emphasize the secular nature of Berber culture and disagree with any attempt to place Berber culture within an institute for Muslim cultures.

The fact that this cultural centre has provoked controversy within the Berber activist community is significant – ‘culture’ is the domain of these organizations, part of what is called the ‘Berber cultural movement’, which has focused on the distinctiveness of Berber cultural practices – including language, poetry, song, dress, arts, myths and ancient religious practices – to argue for Berber difference. To be placed under the rubric ‘cultures of Islam’ alongside Arab, African, Indonesian or other cultures, in effect making Islam the defining feature of Berber culture, contradicts their argument for distinctiveness. As the directorate of Tamazgha states explicitly on the website in relation to this controversy, this goes against the work they have done over the past 15 years to share and promote Berber culture as a culture of “openness, inspired by the universal values of secularism and democracy”.

Conclusion

These examples – the creation of the CFCM and the ICI – are initiatives that, I would argue, are contributing to the increasing ‘Muslimisation’ of the North African population within France. Again, I am referring here to these populations being seen as ‘Muslim’ in the eyes of the French government, not to Islamism or radicalism among these populations themselves. These initiatives are meant to engage the Muslim minority, to acknowledge and include Islam as part of French life. But the Berber activist reaction highlights the way in which they seem to run counter to republican ideas of secularism and the separation of religion and the state. When activists come out against these initiatives, it is by wielding the very ideals – secularism, democracy, egalitarianism – that the Republic is meant to uphold. In effect they are critiquing, not the French state itself, but the flawed realization of its own principles.

Of course, this is not the first time that the French state has institutionalized categories with which to deal with the North African population, and behind all of this are colonial policies that defined Arab versus Berber in the first place. The idea of an ethnic census, which would be the first of its kind in republican France (which is meant to be colour blind) will surely intersect and overlap in interesting ways with these initiatives related to Islam, and it will be interesting to see how this might play out in relation to the Berber populations within France.
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� Transcription from interview with Masin Ferkal at Tamazgha, held on April 11, 2006. Translated from French. 





� “Inspired by the greatest achievements of the golden age of Islam, inscribed in a secular and modern context, the Institute of Islamic Cultures (ICI) has resolutely chosen a popular, lively and open approach. It aims to simultaneously bring solutions to neighborhood tensions, to be the pride of its quarter, and to contribute to the international reputation of Paris….By adapting its activities to different audiences, at the local as well as the metropolitan level, for believers or those interested in the cultural dimensions, the ICI will encourage both curiosity and deeper learning, in a spirit of harmony and mixing.” (� HYPERLINK "http://www.paris.fr/portail/ici/Portal.lut?page_id=9026" ��http://www.paris.fr/portail/ici/Portal.lut?page_id=9026�, accessed 28 April 2009, translated from French)


� (� HYPERLINK "http://tamazgha.fr/Tamazgha-s-eleve-contre-l-assimilation-des-Berberes-a-l-islam,2179.html" ��http://tamazgha.fr/Tamazgha-s-eleve-contre-l-assimilation-des-Berberes-a-l-islam,2179.html�, accessed 28 April 2009).


� (� HYPERLINK "http://www.tamazgha.fr/Amalgame-berberes-islam-des-Parisiens-s-expriment,2184.html" ��http://www.tamazgha.fr/Amalgame-berberes-islam-des-Parisiens-s-expriment,2184.html�, accessed 28 April 2009).


� (� HYPERLINK "http://tamazgha.fr/Tamazgha-s-eleve-contre-l-assimilation-des-Berberes-a-l-islam,2179.html" ��http://tamazgha.fr/Tamazgha-s-eleve-contre-l-assimilation-des-Berberes-a-l-islam,2179.html�, accessed 28 April 2009). 
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