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Freedom, Norms, and the Ban of the 
Muslim Veil in France: 1830-Present

By Hilary Black

 Abstract:�7KLV�SDSHU�LQYHVWLJDWHV�WKH������KHDGVFDUI�EDQ�LQ�)UHQFK�VFKRROV�DQG�WKH�
�����YHLO�EDQ�LQ�)UHQFK�SXEOLF�VSDFHV�LQ�RUGHU�WR�XQGHUVWDQG�WKHP�IURP�ERWK�D�KLVWRULFDO�DQG�
a human-rights perspective. It seeks to answer two questions. First, how do the French policy 
of secularism and the bans on the headscarf and veil limit the rights of Muslim women? Sec-
ond, how did assumptions about gender and religion shape the formulation of the bans? Re-
search methods include an examination of both secondary and primary sources, with primary 
sources drawing from news articles and reactions of Muslim women. My research shows 
that with perceptions of the veil tracing back to colonial Algeria, the French state perceives 
an incompatibility between Islam and the nation. I conclude that the bans impose normative 
gender roles and constructs of personal identity on Muslim women based on a French as-
sumption that the veil negatively impacts women’s rights. Furthermore, with these bans, the 
French state places Islam in opposition to French national identity and implies that the two 
FDQQRW�FR�H[LVW��0\�FRQFOXVLRQV�HOXFLGDWH�WKH�ZD\V�LQ�ZKLFK�FRQÀLFWLQJ�V\VWHPV�RI�QRUPV�
can lead to legislation that limits rights based on false assumptions.
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Introduction

2Q�$SULO�����������.HQ]D�'ULGHU�VWRRG�RXWVLGH�1RWUH�'DPH�LQ�KHU�niqab—her Muslim veil that 
revealed only her eyes.1�,Q�IURQW�RI�WKLV�V\PERO�RI�3DULV��VKH�EHFDPH�D�V\PERO�RI�GH¿DQFH�LQ�GHIHQVH�
of what she referred to as her “civil liberties as a French citizen.”� Drider wore her niqab in protest of 
a law that went into effect that same day: a ban that prevented Muslim women from publicly wearing 
face veils in France.3

 Public displays of religion in France have consistently proven problematic. The French state 
abides by the policy of laïcité, or secularism.� This policy traces back to the Enlightenment, when 
revered minds such as Voltaire, Diderot, and Montesquieu deemed religion “divisive, benighted and 
intolerant.” 5 In 1905, the Third Republic declared a separation of church and state and prohibited 
SURVHO\WL]LQJ�LQ�SXEOLF��VSHFL¿FDOO\�LQ�VFKRROV��7KH�)UHQFK�UHSXEOLF�UHFRJQL]HV�LQGLYLGXDOV�RYHU�JURXSV��
)UHQFK�FLWL]HQV�RZH�DOOHJLDQFH�WR�WKH�QDWLRQ��DQG�WKH�QDWLRQ�GRHV�QRW�KDYH�DQ�RI¿FLDOO\�VDQFWLRQHG�
UHOLJLRXV�DI¿OLDWLRQ��$V�HDUO\�DV�������WKH�)UHQFK�HGXFDWLRQ�PLQLVWHU�RUGHUHG�KHDG�WHDFKHUV�WR�NHHS�
religious signs out of schools. 6

�6HFXODULVP�DQG�,VODP�FODVKHG�LQ�WKUHH�GLVWLQFW�FRQÀLFWV��ZKLFK�RFFXUUHG�LQ�������������DQG�
�����7 These three waves of controversy concerned the hijab, or the headscarf that covers the hair and 
neck.8 In 1989, three Muslim girls refused to remove their headscarves in school, and the school’s prin-
cipal Eugène Chenière expelled them.9 The Conseil d’État, or Council of State, ruled that wearing a 
KHDGVFDUI�DORQH�GLG�QRW�FRQVWLWXWH�JURXQGV�IRU�H[SXOVLRQ��KRZHYHU��WKH�UXOLQJ�DOORZHG�LQGLYLGXDO�VFKRRO�
administrators to determine which religious signs were “ostentations or polemical” enough to warrant 
expelling children from school.10�,Q�������0LQLVWHU�RI�(GXFDWLRQ��)UDQoRLV�%D\URX��LVVXHG�D�GHFODUDWLRQ�
that prohibited “ostentatious” signs of religion in schools, but the Council of State overturned Bayrou’s 
GHFUHH�DQG�UHDI¿UPHG�LWV������UXOLQJ�11

President Jacques Chirac appointed a commission to investigate the problem of religious signs 
LQ�VFKRROV�LQ�������IRUPHU�JRYHUQPHQW�PLQLVWHU�DQG�GHSXW\�%HUQDUG�6WDVL�VHUYHG�DV�LWV�OHDGHU��� The 
Stasi commission acknowledged religious diversity in France, but it also recommended a law that 
would prohibit children from going to school wearing “les signes ostensibles,” or conspicuous signs of 

1 1$QJHOLTXH�&KULVD¿V��³0XVOLP�ZRPHQ�SURWHVW�RQ�¿UVW�GD\�RI�)UDQFH¶V�IDFH�YHLO�EDQ�´�The Guardian, 
$SULO�����������KWWS���ZZZ�JXDUGLDQ�FR�XN�ZRUOG������DSU����IUDQFH�EDQV�EXUTD�DQG�QLTDE�
��  Ibid.
3  Ibid.
��  Joan Wallach Scott, The Politics of the Veil��3ULQFHWRQ��3ULQFHWRQ�8QLYHUVLW\�3UHVV������������
5  Henri Astier, “The deep roots of French secularism,” BBC News Online��6HSWHPEHU����������KWWS���
QHZV�EEF�FR�XN���KL�HXURSH���������VWP�
6  Ibid.
7 Scott, The Politics of the Veil�����
8  Ibid.��%URQZ\Q�:LQWHU��³6HFXODULVP�DERDUG�WKH�7LWDQLF��)HPLQLVWV�DQG�WKH�'HEDWH�RYHU�WKH�+LMDE�LQ�
France,” Feminist Studies�����QR�����6XPPHU�������������KWWS���ZZZ�MVWRU�RUJ�VWDEOH����������GH¿QHV�WKH�WHUP�
hijab.
9  Scott, The Politics of the Veil�����
10  Ibid��������
11  Ibid����������
��  &RPPLVVLRQ�GH�5pÀH[LRQ�VXU�O¶$SSOLFDWLRQ�GX�3ULQFLSH�GH�/DwFLWp�GDQV�OD�5pSXEOLTXH��³5DSSRUW�DX�
Président de la République,”�%HUQDUG�6WDVL��LQ�WKH�)UHQFK�/LEUDU\�RI�3XEOLF�5HSRUWV��'HFHPEHU������������KWWS���
ZZZ�ODGRFXPHQWDWLRQIUDQFDLVH�IU�UDSSRUWV�SXEOLFV�����������LQGH[�VKWPO
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religion.13 ,Q�0DUFK�������WKDW�ODZ�SDVVHG��WKHUHE\�EDQQLQJ�KHDGVFDUYHV��<DUPXONHV��DQG�6LNK�WXU-
bans in schools. In practice, the law primarily applied to headscarves.�� 

$V�RI�$SULO�����������DQ\RQH�ZKR�ZHDUV�D�niqab or burqa LQ�SXEOLF�IDFHV�D�¿QH�RI�����(XURV�
and may be forced to take “lessons on French citizenship.”15 Amnesty International condemned the 
ban as a violation of freedom of expression and religion.16 While the ban of the headscarf in schools 
and the ban of the niqab and burqa in all public spaces constitute two separate events in France, I 
will discuss both bans as indicative of similar larger trends. Because the term “veil” can encompass 
the headscarf, niqab, and burqa, I will use this more general term in my discussion of these trends.17 
Furthermore, while the terms “niqab” and “burqa” appear frequently in the Western literature on 
this subject, “headscarf” seems to be more common than “hijab,” so I will use the former term when 
discussing this form of the veil in particular. 

This paper seeks to answer two questions. First, how do the French policy of secularism and 
the bans on the veil limit the rights of Muslim women? Second, how did assumptions about gender 
and religion shape the formulation of the bans? I argue that the bans impose normative gender roles 
and constructs of personal identity on French women who wear the veil. The bans assume that the 
veil oppresses women, but simultaneously force normative French gender identities on them, thereby 
denying them the autonomy and self-realization that free expression of their religion actually awards 
them. Furthermore, with these bans, the French state places Islam in opposition to French national 
identity and implies that the two cannot co-exist.

Roots in Colonialism

 The normative gender roles underlying the bans trace back to French colonialism in Algeria 
�������������ZKHUH�WKH�YHLO�WKUHDWHQHG�FRORQLDO�PDOH�IDQWDVLHV�RI�VH[XDO�GRPLQDQFH��$V�-RDQ�:DOODFK�
6FRWW�QRWHV��HDUO\�)UHQFK�³IDQWDVLHV�RI�FRQTXHVW²WKH�OXUH�RI�ZHDOWK�DQG�H[SORUDWLRQ²ZHUH�¿JXUHG�
as sexual conquests.”18 French colonists substituted the image of the female body for the larger im-
age of imperial conquest.19 Often, prostitutes dominated female imagery in the desires of French 
male colonists, but the veil blocked the visibility of women.�� Scott’s analysis of sexual desire and 
frustration in colonial Algeria elucidates French impressions of the veil. To colonists, the veil led to 
sexual frustration and, ultimately, a denial of their imperial goal of sexual conquest. While a French 
gender assumption considered Algerian women sites of domination for colonizers, veiling practices 
interfered with this assumption. The French perception of the veil in colonial Algeria establishes the 

13  Ibid., 68. Translation is mine.
��  Scott, The Politics of the Veil, 35.
15  Reuters, “France begins ban on niqab and burqa,” The Guardian��$SULO�����������KWWS���ZZZ�JXDUG-
LDQ�FR�XN�ZRUOG������DSU����IUDQFH�EHJLQV�EXUTD�QLTDE�EDQ",17&03 ,/&1(77;7�����$FFRUGLQJ�WR�WKH�
BBC, “the niqab is a veil for the face that leaves the area around the eyes clear.” Women wear it with a heads-
carf. The burqa is a veil that covers the face and the body with a mesh screen over the eyes. BBC News, “In 
graphics: Muslim veils,” BBC��KWWS���QHZV�EEF�FR�XN���VKDUHG�VSO�KL�SRSBXSV����HXURSHBPXVOLPBYHLOV�KWPO���
stm.
16 �$PQHVW\�,QWHUQDWLRQDO��³)UDQFH�YRWHV�WR�EDQ�IXOO�IDFH�YHLOV�´�$PQHVW\�,QWHUQDWLRQDO��-XO\�����������
KWWS���ZZZ�DPQHVW\�RUJ�HQ�QHZV�DQG�XSGDWHV�IUDQFH�YRWHV�EDQ�IXOO�IDFH�YHLOV������������
17 �$FFRUGLQJ�WR�:LQWHU��³6HFXODULVP�DERDUG�WKH�7LWDQLF�´������WKH�WHUP�³YHLO´�WHFKQLFDOO\�RQO\�GHQRWHV�D�
niqab or burqa��KRZHYHU��LQ�WKH�:HVW�LW�KDV�EHFRPH�V\QRQ\PRXV�ZLWK�WKH�hijab as well.
18  Scott, The Politics of the Veil�����
19  Ibid., 55.
��  Ibid., 56, 58.

Freedom, Norms, and the Ban of the Muslim Veil in France: 1830-Present



11

historical context for current biases against the veil in France.
The presence of the veil in Algeria also violated a broader French norm—that of cultural as-

similation. During the French Revolution, the Jacobins hailed cultural assimilation by envisioning a 
nation-state that would promote the equal rights of all citizens to such an extent that it would do away 
with the need for smaller group identities.�� According to Ellen Wiles, “since the time of the Revolu-
tion, all hyphenated or localized identities have been associated with subversion and disloyalty to the 
Republic.”�� In fact, the Declaration of the Rights of Man of 1789 allows for the expression of reli-
gious views “provided their manifestation does not disturb the public order established by law.”�� In 
RWKHU�ZRUGV��)UHQFK�ODZ�WDNHV�SUHFHGHQFH�RYHU�LGHQWL¿FDWLRQ�ZLWK�D�UHOLJLRXV�JURXS��

The French brought this belief with them to Algeria. In colonizing, the French sought to turn 
Algerians “into model French citizens,” a goal that they implemented by infusing Algerian towns with 
French architecture and language.�� Forced veil removal became a tool for imposing French identity 
on Algerians. The French believed that if women removed their veils to cast off their culture, men 
would loosen their ties to Algerian tradition as well.�� Since, for the French, loyalty to cultural iden-
tity embodies the antithesis of loyalty to the Republic, Algerian Islam violated a key component of an 
ideal French society. As long as Islamic identity persisted in Algeria, Algerian loyalty to the French 
Republic remained unstable and incomplete. In order to rectify this problem, French colonizers 
targeted the veil as their gateway to assimilating Algerian Muslims into a larger French identity. An 
incompatibility between Islam and French national ideals emerged in colonial Algeria.

 French perceptions of the veil in colonial Algeria culminated in the war for Algerian in-
GHSHQGHQFH��������������'XULQJ�WKLV�ZDU��WKH�)UHQFK�VDZ�WKH�YHLO�DV�ZKDW�6FRWW�FDOOV�³D�VLJQ�RI�
backwardness.”���,Q�KHU�VWXG\�RI�WKH�ZRUN�RI�$OJHULDQ�QRYHOLVW�DQG�¿OPPDNHU�$VVLD�'MHEDU��0DU\�
(OOHQ�:ROI�¿QGV�WKDW�ZRPHQ�GXULQJ�WKH�ZDU�VHUYHG�DV�LFRQV�RI�DQ�HPHUJLQJ�$OJHULDQ�QDWLRQDO�LGHQWLW\��
which resisted Western intrusion. In response, French colonists “targeted the veil as a symbol to be 
dismantled.”�� The veil had symbolic undertones of backwardness, but it also posed a practical threat: 
it allowed for the smuggling of arms.�� Biases associated with the veil did not disappear at the end of 
the war. According to Scott, the French maintained a fear that Muslim immigrants would “colonize” 
France, and the veil became “an ominous sign of a threatened takeover of France by Islamists.”�� 
From French colonization through to the war for independence and Algerian migration to France, the 
veil symbolized an identity contrary and alarming to the French. By denying sexual access, highlight-
ing differences, and signaling backwardness and Islamism, the veil in the time of colonialism laid the 
foundation for assumptions about the veil in France today.

�7KH�GDQJHU�RI�WKH�YHLO�GXULQJ�WKH�$OJHULDQ�ZDU�IRU�LQGHSHQGHQFH�FODUL¿HV�FXUUHQW�SHUFHSWLRQV�

��  Ellen Wiles, “Headscarves, Human Rights, and Harmonious Multicultural Society: Implications of 
the French Ban for Interpretations of Equality,” Law & Society Review�����QR�����6HSWHPEHU�������������KWWS���
ZZZ�MVWRU�RUJ�VWDEOH���������
��  Ibid.
�� �1DWLRQDO�$VVHPEO\�RI�)UDQFH��³'HFODUDWLRQ�RI�WKH�5LJKWV�RI�0DQ�±������´�<DOH�/DZ�6FKRRO�/LOOLDQ�
*ROGPDQ�/DZ�/LEUDU\��7KH�$YDORQ�3URMHFW��KWWS���DYDORQ�ODZ�\DOH�HGX���WKBFHQWXU\�ULJKWVRI�DVS��DFFHVVHG�
'HFHPEHU������������
�� �:LOHV��³+HDGVFDUYHV��+XPDQ�5LJKWV�´������
��  Ibid.
��  Scott, The Politics of the Veil�����
��  Mary Ellen Wolf, “After-Images of Muslim Women: Vision, Voice, and Resistance in the Work of As-
sia Djebar,” in Francophone Women: Between Visibility and Invisibility, ed. Cybelle H. McFadden and San-
GULQH�)��7HL[LGRU��1HZ�<RUN��3HWHU�/DQJ�3XEOLVKLQJ��,QF�������������
��  Scott, The Politics of the Veil, 63.
��  Ibid., 69, 71.
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of the veil in France. The practical threat of the veil as a means to smuggle arms was perhaps pre-
VFLHQW�RI�SRVW������QDWLRQDO�VHFXULW\�FRQFHUQV�UHODWHG�WR�WKH�YHLO¶V�DELOLW\�WR�KLGH�ZHDSRQV�RU�LGHQWL-
ty.30 The French perception of the veil as backward also persists today. President Sarkozy alluded to 
$IULFD¶V�IDLOXUH�WR�PRGHUQL]H�VLQFH�FRORQLDOLVP�LQ�D������VSHHFK�WKDW�VSDUNHG�RXWUDJH�LQ�6HQHJDO�31 
A president who still associates France’s former colonies with backwardness might be inclined to 
include the veil in this association. During the Algerian war and post-war migrations to France, the 
veil represented a threat. The French state broadened its interpretation of the veil to include Islamism 
and the infusion of foreign ideals. The perception of the veil as harmful to “French-ness” informs the 
bans today, as it creates an opposition between French and Muslim identities.

Oppression and the Veil

6DUNR]\�H[SUHVVHG�KLV�VXSSRUW�IRU�WKH������EDQ�LQ�WHUPV�RI�ZRPHQ¶V�ULJKWV��³7KH�EXUTD�LV�
not welcome in France,” he said, “because it is contrary to our values and contrary to the ideals we 
have of a woman’s dignity.”�� The vision of the veil as detrimental to women’s rights imposes French 
gender norms on Muslim women. According to Scott, the headscarf in schools marks “girls’ refusal 
to engage in what were taken to be the ‘normal’ protocols of interaction with members of the op-
posite sex.”33 Essentially, the veil deprives men of visual sexual pleasure.�� The veil, however, does 
QRW�DFWXDOO\�SUHYHQW�0XVOLP�ZRPHQ�IURP�H[SUHVVLQJ�WKHLU�VH[XDOLW\��UDWKHU��LW�UHVWULFWV�WKDW�H[SUHV-
sion to the private space of the home.35 According to Naomi Wolf in The Sydney Morning Herald, 
veiling limits sexuality to marriage, strengthens the bonds of family life, and protects women from 
the “sexualizing Western gaze.”36�7KLV�GLVFUHSDQF\�EHWZHHQ�WKH�)UHQFK�GH¿QLWLRQ�RI�IHPLQLQLW\²DV�
dependent on visibility to men—and Islamic interpretations of sexuality clash in the bans. Scott 
notes that banning the headscarf “was to bring Muslim women up to the standard of their French 
sisters…free to display their bodies and experience the joys of sex—as French society (women and 
PHQ��XQGHUVWRRG�WKHP�´37 The bans, then, consider French norms of gender difference and identity 
and impose them on women who wear the veil.

Embedded in the bans of the veil and their roots in French gender norms is an assumption that 
the veil oppresses Muslim women. This assumption also has roots in colonialism, as French coloniz-
HUV�EHOLHYHG�WKDW�LI�ZRPHQ�ODFNHG�YLVLELOLW\�E\�ZHDULQJ�YHLOV��WKH\�ZHUH�³LPSULVRQHG´�DQG�³FRQ¿QHG�

30  Ariel Zirulnick, “France’s burqa ban: 5 ways Europe is targeting Islam,” The Christian Science Moni-
tor��$SULO�����������KWWS���ZZZ�OH[LVQH[LV�FRP�OQDFXL�DSL�DSL�YHUVLRQ��JHW'RF&XL"RF �����	KO W	KQV W	K
QVG I	SHUPD WUXH	OQL ��0��1�.��'<5.�%�55	KY W	FVL ����	KJQ W	VHFRQG5HGLUHFW,QGLFDWRU WUXH�
discusses these concerns.

31 �'LDGLH�%D��³$IULFDQV�VWLOO�VHHWKLQJ�RYHU�6DUNR]\�VSHHFK�´�5HXWHUV��6HSWHPEHU����������8�.��HGLWLRQ��
KWWS���XN�UHXWHUV�FRP�DUWLFOH������������XN�DIULFD�VDUNR]\�LG8./�����������������
��  Steven Erlanger, “Parliament Moves France Closer to a Ban on Face Veils,” New York Times��-XO\�����
������6HFWLRQ�$��3DJH����/DWH�HGLWLRQ��KWWS���ZZZ�OH[LVQH[LV�FRP�OQDFXL�DSL�DSL�YHUVLRQ��JHW'RF&XL"RF ���
��	KO W	KQV W	KQVG I	SHUPD WUXH	OQL �<;:�;-&��<�7&�6��6	KY W	FVL ����	KJQ W	VHFRQG5HGL
UHFW,QGLFDWRU WUXH�
33  Scott, The Politics of the Veil������
��  Ibid., 159.

35  Naomi Wolf, “Behind the veil lives a thriving Muslim sexuality,” The Sydney Morning Herald, 

$XJXVW�����������KWWS���ZZZ�VPK�FRP�DX�QHZV�RSLQLRQ�EHKLQG�WKH�YHLO�OLYHV�D�WKULYLQJ�PXVOLP�VH[XDOL-
W\��������������������������KWPO�
36  Ibid.

37  Scott, The Politics of the Veil������
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by tyrannical men.”38 In the current French republic, that belief still exists. Rather than referring to the 

RI¿FLDO�)UHQFK�SROLF\�RI�laïcité��&pFLOH�/DERUGH�GLVFXVVHV�laïcisme as “anti-religious, anti-tradition-

alist,” and “perfectionist.”39�$FFRUGLQJ�WR�/DERUGH��)UHQFK�laïcistes endorse a feminist interpretation 

of fundamentalism “as a patriarchal movement” that re-asserts traditionalism.�� Laïcistes interpret the 

headscarf as a symbol “both of female and religious oppression,” from which they believe the state 

“should emancipate Muslim girls.”���7KH�VSHFL¿F�FRPSRQHQWV�RI�WKH������ELOO�WKDW�SURSRVHG�WKH�EDQ�
UHÀHFW�WKH�DVVXPSWLRQ�WKDW�WKH�YHLO�UHSUHVHQWV�SDWULDUFKDO�RSSUHVVLRQ��ZKLOH�D�ZRPDQ�ZKR�ZHDUV�D�
niqab or burqa�LQ�SXEOLF�IDFHV�D�¿QH�RI�����(XURV��D�PDQ�ZKR�IRUFHV�D�ZRPDQ�WR�YHLO�PXVW�SD\��������
Euros.�� 

 In discussions of the veil as oppressive, the term “feminism” becomes important. Cultural dif-

IHUHQFHV�VXUURXQG�GH¿QLWLRQV�RI�IHPLQLVP��DV�1DQF\�-��+LUVFKPDQQ�QRWHV��:HVWHUQ�QDWLRQV�YDOXH�IUHH�
DJHQF\��DQG�:HVWHUQHUV¶�HYDOXDWLRQV�RI�QRQ�:HVWHUQ�SUDFWLFHV²VSHFL¿FDOO\�ZLWK�UHIHUHQFH�WR�ZRPHQ²
becomes complicated by their generalized interpretation of feminism.�� Determining whether the veil 

RSSUHVVHV�ZRPHQ�IURP�D�:HVWHUQ�IHPLQLVW�SHUVSHFWLYH�SURYHV�GLI¿FXOW�EHFDXVH�HYHQ�ZKHQ�ZRPHQ�
choose to wear the veil, they may do so in a framework that men have established.�� The veil itself 

may not indicate freedom or lack of freedom for women: “it is the patriarchal use of the veil to control 

women that indicates women’s freedom and agency or lack thereof.”�� Westerners must evaluate both 

the practice of veiling and the societal systems in which women wear the veil.

 According to Hirschmann’s interpretation of feminism, banning the veil may itself be op-

pressive because an authority—the French state—uses the veil to dictate women’s conduct. Indeed, 

���\HDU�ROG�)UHQFK�ERUQ�0XVOLP�FRQYHUW�&KU\VWHOOH�.KHGURXFKH�EHOLHYHV�³D�ZRPDQ�VKRXOG�EH�DEOH�WR�
dress as she likes.”�� She proceeds to state, “I have made the choice not to be unveiled, so to force me 

to unveil—that’s not freedom.”�� Hirschmann emphasizes the role of the distinctly Western perspective 

in forming assumptions about oppression and, as a result, denying freedom by imposing an oppres-

sive ban. Bronwyn Winter echoes this concept by noting the importance of context when evaluating 

the headscarf. Winter argues that “those who wear the ‘Islamic bandana’ in France, along with Western 

jeans, are arguably as Westernized as those women of Muslim background who are vocally opposed to 

the hijab as a symbol of women’s subjugation.”�� While the visibility of a headscarf can incite Western 

assumptions about oppression, Muslim women who wear the headscarf in France may be as Western-

ized as Muslim women who do not wear the headscarf. The veiled women, however, become sites of 

debate and assumed victims of traditional, non-Western oppression. Western norms of freedom deter-

mine the ways in which the French state perceives the Muslim veil, and by banning the veil, the state 

38  Ibid., 58.

39 �&pFLOH�/DERUGH��Critical Republicanism��2[IRUG��2[IRUG�8QLYHUVLW\�3UHVV�������������
��  Ibid�������
��  Ibid���������������
��  Pepe Escobar, “Don’t Mess With My Burqa, Monsieur,” +XI¿QJWRQ�3RVW��6HSWHPEHU�����������KWWS���
ZZZ�KXI¿QJWRQSRVW�FRP�SHSH�HVFREDU�GRQW�PHVV�ZLWK�P\�EXUTD�PBEB�������KWPO�
��  Nancy J. Hirschmann, “Western Feminism, Eastern Veiling, and the Question of Free Agency,” Constel-
lations����QR����������������������KWWS���OLESUR[\�ZXVWO�HGX�ORJLQ"XUO KWWS���VHDUFK�HEVFRKRVW�FRP�ORJLQ�DVS["GLU
HFW WUXH	GE VLK	$1 �������	VLWH HKRVW�OLYH	VFRSH VLWH�
��  Ibid., 351.

��  Ibid�������
�� �*DYLQ�+HZLWW��³%HKLQG�WKH�EXUND�´�%%&²*DYLQ�+HZLWW¶V�(XURSH�%ORJ��SRVWHG�-DQXDU\�����������
KWWS���ZZZ�EEF�FR�XN�EORJV�WKHUHSRUWHUV�JDYLQKHZLWW���������EHKLQGBWKHBQLTDE�KWPO�
��  Ibid.

��  Bronwyn Winter, Hijab & The Republic: Uncovering The French Headscarf Debate (Syracuse: Syra-

FXVH�8QLYHUVLW\�3UHVV�������������
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imposes these norms on Muslim women. 
Western norms regarding provocative clothing also come into play in the veil debates. In 

������D�JRYHUQPHQW�RI¿FLDO�SURSRVHG�D�UHWXUQ�WR�VFKRRO�XQLIRUPV�ZKHQ�JLUOV�ZRUH�SURPLVFXRXV�
clothes that exposed “le string,” or a thong, but no law passed.�� While people worried about the vis-
ibility of le string in schools—one mother of four complained that the fashion trend reduced adoles-
cent girls to nothing more than their bodies—this anxiety did not turn into legislation.50 The outcome 
of this controversy demonstrates that the French system of norms permits promiscuous clothing, but 
prohibits the veil.  This limitation suggests that the state perceives the veil as an element of a foreign, 
non-French system of norms in its decision to ban it.

 Although contrary to French standards of self-presentation, the veil may allow those who 
wear it to achieve personal satisfaction. John Bowen notes, “wearing a headscarf rarely is a mark 
RI�FRQWLQXLW\�LQ�IDPLO\�GUHVV�EXW�D�PDUN�RI�GLVFRYHU\�DQG�VHOI�LGHQWL¿FDWLRQ�DV�DQ�LQGLYLGXDO�´51 The 
decision to wear a headscarf can mark a “moment of personal growth,” when young Muslim women 
graduate from school or start working, thereby defying the norms of their families.�� The submission 
WR�*RG¶V�UHOLJLRXV�DXWKRULW\�WKDW�WKH�YHLO�VLJQL¿HV�DOVR�GHQRWHV�D�FRPPLWPHQW�WR�VHOI�UHDOL]DWLRQ�53 Un-
der this interpretation, banning the veil denies Muslim women the achievement of personal identity 
and autonomy from the family. On a more concrete level, a prohibition on wearing the veil in pub-
lic spaces limits women’s access to necessary services. As one Muslim woman in Burgundy stated, 
“I’ve got a pregnancy scan on Friday. My doctor supports me wearing the niqab, but I’m not sure I’ll 
be allowed into the hospital.”�� Taking into consideration the multiple positive functions of the veil, 
American philosopher and feminist Judith Butler summarizes the veil as signifying belief, participa-
tion in a group, and the ability to move between public and private spaces.55 A ban on the veil pre-
vents women from fully realizing these aspects of their faith.

 Certainly, support exists for the oppressive nature of the veil. Writing shortly after the ban of 
WKH�YHLO�ZHQW�LQWR�HIIHFW�LQ�$SULO�������4DQWD�$KPHG�SURYLGHV�LQVLJKW�LQWR�WKH�RULJLQV�RI�WKH�YHLO�LQ�
WKH�,VODPLF�IDLWK��6KH�¿QGV�D�³YDFXXP´�LQ�WKHRORJLFDO�VFKRODUVKLS�UHJDUGLQJ�WKH�LQWHQGHG�IXQFWLRQ�RI�
WKH�YHLO�LQ�,VODP��WKH�.RUDQ�LQVWUXFWV�ZRPHQ�WR�FRYHU�WKHLU�ERVRPV��DQG�0XKDPPHG¶V�ZLYHV�VSRNH�
with curtains in front of their faces, but “no record exists as to how exactly [veils] were worn” be-

��  Scott, The Politics of the Veil���������
50 �3DXO�:HEVWHU��³µ/H�VWULQJ¶�IDFHV�VFKRRO�EDQ�DV�)UHQFK�IHDU�VH[�DEXVH�RI�JLUOV�´�The Observer, October 
���������KWWS���ZZZ�JXDUGLDQ�FR�XN�ZRUOG������RFW����VFKRROV�IUDQFH�GLVFXVVHV�WKLV�PRWKHU¶V�FRQFHUQV�
51  John Bowen, “Does French Islam Have Borders? Dilemmas of Domestication in a Global Religious 
Field,” American Anthropologist������QR�����0DUFK������������GRL����������DD���������������
��  Ibid��������
53 �0D\DQWKL�/��)HUQDQGR��³5HFRQ¿JXULQJ�IUHHGRP��0XVOLP�SLHW\�DQG�WKH�OLPLWV�RI�VHFXODU�ODZ�DQG�
public discourse in France,” American Ethnologist�����QR�����)HEUXDU\������������GRL����������M������
����������������[� 
�� �$QJHOLTXH�&KULVD¿V��³)UHQFK�EXUTD�DQG�QLTDE�EDQ��µ0XVOLP�ZRPHQ�DUH�EHLQJ�VFDSHJRDWHG�´�
The Guardian��$SULO�����������KWWS���ZZZ�JXDUGLDQ�FR�XN�ZRUOG������DSU����IUHQFK�EXUTD�QLTDE�EDQ�
PXVOLP"LQWFPS ����
55 �-DQH�.UDPHU��³$JDLQVW�1DWXUH�´�The New Yorker�����QR������-XO\������������KWWS���ZZZ�OH[LVQH[LV�
FRP�OQDFXL�DSL�DSL�YHUVLRQ��JHW'RF&XL"RF �����	KO W	KQV W	KQVG I	SHUPD WUXH	OQL ��)5�3����
'<:+�����	KY W	FVL ������	KJQ W	VHFRQG5HGLUHFW,QGLFDWRU WUXH�
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yond these functions.
56

 According to Ahmed, the veil reduces Islam to a symbol, and societies may 

use it for “gender segregation.”
57

 As a Muslim woman, Ahmed embraces the ban.

 Ahmed’s position complicates any discussion of the merits of the bans. Others have echoed 

her concern about the veil. Speaking as the president of the feminist group “Ni Putes, Ni Soumises,” 

�³1HLWKHU�:KRUHV�QRU�6XEPLVVLYHV´���)DGHOD�$PDUD�VXSSRUWV�WKH�KHDGVFDUI�EDQ�LQ�VFKRROV�DV�D�PHDQV�
of breaking free from a patriarchal system.

58
 These positions, however, do not address the limitation 

on freedom that denial of choice enacts. Ahmed does not account for the legitimacy of veiling prac-

WLFHV�DV�WKH\�H[LVW�RXWVLGH�WKH�.RUDQ��3HUKDSV�WKH�.RUDQ�LV�YDJXH�RQ�WKH�WUXH�IXQFWLRQ�RI�WKH�YHLO��EXW�
long-standing veiling traditions in Islamic civilizations surely indicate that the veil plays a role in the 

Islamic faith. Furthermore, Ahmed partially bases her argument on her experience in Saudi Arabia, 

where legislation requires women to wear veils.
59

 While mandated veiling might be oppressive, so 

too is banned veiling. The decision to wear the veil may occur within a patriarchal system, as Amara 

claims, but the bans emerge from the French state, a source of authority removed from the intentions 

and goals of Muslim women. The veil might reduce Islam to a symbol of oppression, but the state’s 

ban reduces it to a point of contention and hostility, and imposes limitations on free choice.

A Threat To National Identity 

 In a broader sense, discrepancies in French and Islamic norms demonstrate the state’s percep-

tion that the two cultures are incompatible. Bowen differentiates between two visions of Islam in the 

French state—Islam en France��³,VODP�LQ�)UDQFH´��DQG�Islam de France��³,VODP�RI�)UDQFH´��60
 Most 

Muslims in France, Bowen argues, feel obligated to abide by Islam de France—a concept that, for 

the French government, “means an Islam regulated by the state and bounded by the state’s borders, 

with French Islamic institutions and French-trained imams.”
61

 In order to foster Islam de France, 

Muslims living in France may place Islam in a European context, while preserving Islamic practices 

DQG�QRUPV��KRZHYHU��QRQ�0XVOLPV�LQ�)UDQFH�PD\�VHH�D�QHHG�IRU�³DVVLPLODWLRQ�´�� 
Anthropologist Ruth Mandel cites the French emphasis on assimilation as the core of the ban. 

The veil, she says, becomes the symbol of “more substantial debates on whether and how those still 

VHHQ�DV�RXWVLGHUV�¿W�LQWR�PDLQVWUHDP�(XURSHDQ�VRFLHW\�´63
 This preference for Muslim assimilation 

LQ�PRGHUQ�GD\�)UDQFH�¿WV�ZLWK�-DFRELQ�SULQFLSOHV�RI�SUHYHQWLQJ�VXEYHUVLRQ�WKURXJK�GLIIHUHQFH�DQG�

56 �4DQWD�$��$KPHG��³)UDQFH¶V�EXUTD�EDQ��$�EUDYH�VWHS�WKDW�ZH�0XVOLPV�VKRXOG�ZHOFRPH��

France’s ban on wearing the niqab in public defends secular society - and the rights of Muslim women like 

PH��/LEHUDOV�EHPRDQ�WKH�EDQ¶V�LQIULQJHPHQW�RQ�SHUVRQDO�IUHHGRPV��%XW�,VODPLVWV�ZKR�PDQGDWH�WKDW�ZRPHQ�
wear the veil are incorrectly interpreting the true message of the Quran,” The Christian Science Monitor, April 

����������KWWS���ZZZ�OH[LVQH[LV�FRP�OQDFXL�DSL�DSL�YHUVLRQ��JHW'RF&XL"OQL ��16�'-1��'<5.�%���	FVL 
����	KO W	KY W	KQVG I	KQV W	KJQ W	RF �����	SHUPD WUXH�
57  Ibid.

58  Daniel Strieff, “For women in France’s ghettos, a third option,” MSNBC.com��-XQH����������KWWS���
ZZZ�PVQEF�PVQ�FRP�LG����������QV�ZRUOGBQHZV�LVODPBLQBHXURSH���7XJ]��0E9O0�
59  Ahmed, “France’s burqa ban.”

60 �%RZHQ��³'RHV�)UHQFK�,VODP�+DYH�%RUGHUV"´����
61  Ibid.

��  Ibid.

63  Jabeen Bhatti and Aida Alami, “Burqa bans grow fashionable in Europe,” USA Today��-XQH�����������
KWWS���ZZZ�XVDWRGD\�FRP�QHZV�ZRUOG������������%XUTDB1�KWP�
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UHÀHFWV�WKH�JRDO�RI�GLVFRXUDJLQJ�FXOWXUDO�YDULDQFH�ZLWKLQ�WKH�GRPLQDQW�)UHQFK�FXOWXUH��� The Haut 
Conseil à l’Intégration, or High Council for Integration, echoed this Jacobin principle in 1995. The 

Conseil�LGHQWL¿HV�,VODP�DV�WKH�PRVW�IUHTXHQWO\�FLWHG�REVWDFOH�WR�LQWHJUDWLRQ�LQ�)UDQFH�65 It proceeds to 

discuss laïcité as indifferent to cultural and ethnic traits, which should remain in the private sphere.66 

As Jean Baubérot, a leading specialist on laïcité, claims, the French tend to believe the state knows 

what is best for its citizens.67 A French version of Islam poses problems of interpretation rooted in 

differing opinions of what it means to be a Muslim in France.

 Bowen addresses these problems by examining Muslim immigration to France in the 1970s. 

The children of these immigrants demanded the rights of citizenship, including the right to build 

mosques and wear Islamic clothing.68 Assimilation involved reduced piety, and pratiquants, or prac-

ticing Muslims, gained labels as fanatics.69 As of the 1990s, the term “integration” implies that it is 

the responsibility of immigrants to adapt to French culture, rather than of the French to re-evaluate 

their prejudices, and laïcité requires these immigrants to “become complete political individuals” by 

socializing in public institutions as citizens and not as Muslims.70

 Bowen’s points speak to a lack of harmony between Islam and French citizenship. The con-

cept of an Islam en France conveys an image of isolation. Muslims may physically reside in France, 

but they belong to an entirely different sphere. Attempting to develop an Islam de France raises is-

sues of assimilation and its demands. According to Bowen, assimilation requires a reduction in piety, 

which suggests that true commitment to Islam cannot exist within the French state. The association 

of practicing Muslims with terrorism also indicates an incompatibility between French and Islamic 

societies. In fact, there exists a tendency in France to confuse a locally increased visibility of Islam 

with surges of political Islam elsewhere in the world.71 French Muslims remain connected to other 

Muslims across national borders.�� While in reality these connections foster what Jocelyne Cesari 

calls “a collective narrative that celebrates the triumph of a tradition throughout the ages,” in France, 

the general perception is that transnational connections between Islamic communities are politically 

risky.73 By deeming pratiquants terrorists, French society brands them as threatening.

�%RZHQ�LGHQWL¿HV�FRPPXQDOLVP�DQG�,VODPLVP�DV�WZR�VSHFL¿F�WKUHDWV�WR�)UHQFK�VRFLHW\�UHODWHG�
WR�WKH�KHDGVFDUI�EDQ�LQ�VFKRROV��&RPPXQDOLVP��RU�³WKH�FORVLQJ�LQ�RI�HWKQLFDOO\�GH¿QHG�FRPPXQLWLHV�

�� �:LOHV��³+HDGVFDUYHV��+XPDQ�5LJKWV�´�����
65  +DXW�&RQVHLO�j�O¶,QWpJUDWLRQ��³/LHQV�FXOWXUHOV�HW�LQWpJUDWLRQ��UDSSRUW�DX�3UHPLHU�PLQLVWUH��MXLQ�����,” 

LQ�WKH�)UHQFK�/LEUDU\�RI�3XEOLF�5HSRUWV��KWWS���ZZZ�ODGRFXPHQWDWLRQIUDQFDLVH�IU�UDSSRUWV�SXEOLFV�����������
LQGH[�VKWPO��DFFHVVHG�'HFHPEHU����������������2ULJLQDO�WH[W�UHDGV��³/HV�GpEDWV�VXU�FH�VXMHW�RQW�WHQGDQFH�
à se cristalliser sur l’islam, le plus souvent présenté comme un obstacle par nature à toute intégration des 

populations s’en réclamant.” Translation and paraphrase are mine.

66  Ibid�������2ULJLQDO�WH[W�UHDGV��³OLpH�j�OD�FRQFHSWLRQ�GH�OD�FLWR\HQQHWp�IUDQoDLVH��OD�ODwFLWp�FRPPH�
système d’incorporation politique se veut indifférente aux traits culturels et ethniques tant que ceux-ci sont 

limités à la sphère privée.” Translation and paraphrase are mine.

67 �5HXWHUV��³$IWHU�VFDUYHV�LQ�VFKRROV��)UDQFH�PXOOV�EDQ�RQ�EXUTDV�DQG�QLTDEV�´�5HXWHUV��-XQH�����������
8�6��HGLWLRQ��KWWS���EORJV�UHXWHUV�FRP�IDLWKZRUOG������������DIWHU�VFDUYHV�LQ�VFKRROV�IUDQFH�PXOOV�EDQ�RQ�
EXUTDV�DQG�QLTDEV��
68 �%RZHQ��³'RHV�)UHQFK�,VODP�+DYH�%RUGHUV"´����
69  Ibid.

70  Ibid������
71  Jocelyne Cesari, “Islam in France: The Shaping of a Religious Minority,” in Muslims in the West: 
From Sojourners to Citizens��HG��<YRQQH�<D]EHFN�+DGGDG��1HZ�<RUN��2[IRUG�8QLYHUVLW\�3UHVV��������������
��  Ibid������
73  Ibid. 
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on themselves,” threatens French society by valuing ties to communities over ties to the nation.�� A 

physical separation of Muslim communities within France echoes this concept. Even though as of 

the 1980s France has the largest Muslim population in Western Europe, many Muslim immigrants 

in France suffered economically during that decade and found themselves pushed out into suburban 

areas.75 While communalism places Islamic communities at odds with the French nation in their 

separation from one another, fears of Islamism represent the perceived threat of Islam itself. Is-

lamism “may refer to movements that advocate creating Islamic states as well as to those that merely 

promote public manifestations of Islam.”76�$VVRFLDWHG�ZLWK�ERWK�GH¿QLWLRQV�RI�,VODPLVP�DUH�³IHDUV�RI�
totalitarian Islamist regimes abroad.”77 That is, the threat of “a public presence for Islam in France” 

raises concerns about Islamist nations.78 The headscarf came to symbolize tension that grew between 

Muslims and non-Muslims due to their spatially separated communities and the socioeconomic gap 

between them, as well as fears of Islamism.79�%RWK�FRPPXQDOLVP�DQG�,VODPLVP�SUHVHQW�GH¿QDEOH�
dangers to the French nation.

�%RZHQ¶V�GH¿QLWLRQV�RI�FRPPXQDOLVP�DQG�,VODPLVP�FRQYH\�WKH�LPSRUWDQFH�RI�WKH�QDWLRQ�WR�
)UDQFH��%HFDXVH�WKH�QDWLRQ�KROGV�VXFK�VLJQL¿FDQFH��DQ\�VXJJHVWLRQ�RI�QRQ�QDWLRQDO�LQÀXHQFH�SRVHV�D�
threat. Muslim communities and their perceived ties to Islamist states abroad, suggest loci of power 

removed from the French nation. While this perceived riskiness associated with Islam in France 

explains the motivation for the bans of the veil, it is a relatively unfounded perception. Christian 

-RSSNH�QRWHV�WKDW����SHUFHQW�RI�0XVOLPV�LQ�)UDQFH�LGHQWLI\�WKHPVHOYHV�DV�³)UHQFK�¿UVW��0XVOLP�
second.”80 This number stands out in comparison to the mere seven percent of Muslims in Great 

%ULWDLQ�ZKR�DWWDFK�JUHDWHU�VLJQL¿FDQFH�WR�WKHLU�QDWLRQDO�LGHQWLW\�WKDQ�WR�WKHLU�UHOLJLRXV�LGHQWLW\�81 Fur-

thermore, 70 percent of Muslims in France—compared to 63 percent of Protestants and 58 percent of 

Catholics—“think that democracy in France works well.”�� Although Joppke published these sta-

WLVWLFV�LQ�����²DIWHU�WKH�KHDGVFDUI�EDQ�LQ�VFKRROV��EXW�EHIRUH�WKH�YHLO�EDQ�LQ�DOO�SXEOLF�VSDFHV²WKH�
numbers suggest that the reality of Islam in France is less problematic than the French state assumes.

 The perceived lack of compatibility between the French state and Islam emerges in the under-

representation of Muslims in the National Assembly and the response of Muslims in the banlieues—

the areas on the outskirts of cities.83�,Q�0D\�������UHSRUWHU�'DQLHO�6WULHII�FDOOHG�WKH�3DULV�banlieue 

of Clichy-sous-Bois “a tinderbox of crime,” as this underrepresentation, among other issues, caused 

unrest to grow among young Muslims.��� In response to larger riots the prior autumn, the Union des 

��  John Bowen, Why The French Don’t Like Headscarves �3ULQFHWRQ��3ULQFHWRQ�8QLYHUVLW\�3UHVV���������
156.

75 �:LOHV��³+HDGVFDUYHV��+XPDQ�5LJKWV�´������7KH�3HZ�)RUXP�RQ�5HOLJLRQ�	�3XEOLF�/LIH��³7KH�)XWXUH�
RI�WKH�*OREDO�0XVOLP�3RSXODWLRQ�´�3HZ�5HVHDUFK�&HQWHU��KWWS���SHZIRUXP�RUJ�IXWXUH�RI�WKH�JOREDO�PXVOLP�
SRSXODWLRQ�UHJLRQDO�HXURSH�DVS[��DFFHVVHG�'HFHPEHU����������SURYLGHV�WKH�VWDWLVWLF�WKDW�DV�RI�-DQXDU\�����
�����������RI�)UDQFH¶V�SRSXODWLRQ�LV�0XVOLP��PDNLQJ�LW�WKH�ODUJHVW�0XVOLP�SRSXODWLRQ�E\�SHUFHQWDJH�LQ�:HVW-
ern Europe.

76  Bowen, Why The French Don’t Like Headscarves, 156. 

77  Ibid.

78  Ibid.

79  Wiles, “Headscarves, Human Rights,” 701.

80  Christian Joppke, Veil: Mirror of Identity��&DPEULGJH��3ROLW\�3UHVV������������
81  Ibid.

��  Ibid.

83  Z. Fareen Parvez, “Debating the Burqa in France: the Antipolitics of Islamic Revival,” Qualitative 
Sociology�����QR�����������������GRL����������V���������������� GH¿QHV�WKH�WHUP�³banlieue.”

��  Daniel Strieff, “Forging a voice in ‘France’s high-rise hell’,” MSNBC.com��0D\����������KWWS���ZZZ�
PVQEF�PVQ�FRP�LG����������SDJH�����7XJ6�;0E9O1�
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Organisations Islamiques de France��³8QLRQ�RI�WKH�,VODPLF�2UJDQL]DWLRQV�RI�)UDQFH�´�RU�82,)��KDG�
deemed rioting “incompatible with Islam.”85 The media, however, criticized the UOIF for not also 
calling the riots incompatible with French law.86  &RQÀLFWLQJ�SXEOLF�PHVVDJHV�DERXW�,VODP�LQ�)UDQFH�
further separate the religious community from the state. These Muslims resorted to rioting as a means 
of expressing discontent. Beyond this discontent, Islamic and French institutions each maintained 
WKDW�WKH�ULRWV�YLRODWHG�LWV�SULQFLSOHV��7KH�FODVK�EHWZHHQ�,VODPLF�DQG�)UHQFK�LQWHUHVWV�LQ�WKH�¿HOG�RI�
public relations suggests that the two cannot co-exist without controversy.

�:LWKLQ�WKH�FRQWH[W�RI�FRQÀLFW�EHWZHHQ�)UHQFK�0XVOLPV�DQG�WKH�)UHQFK�VWDWH��WKH������EDQ�
emerges as a response, perhaps preemptive, of what is currently no more than a minimal threat. Only 
������RU�IHZHU�ZRPHQ�OLYLQJ�LQ�)UDQFH�ZHDU�niqabs or burqas. Many of these women are young. 
Furthermore, nearly a quarter of them are converts to Islam. The veiling trend, however, is becoming 
more popular.87 An increase in the number of veiled women in France could serve as an even greater 
symbolic threat to the French nation. Moreover, the French Muslim youth, in particular, fall subject 
to alienation in the banlieues, a phenomenon that might encourage a turn to violent Islamism as a 
form of rebellion.88 By banning the veil today, the French state seeks to prevent both symbolic and 
practical threats to the nation in the future.

Conclusion 

�6KRUWO\�DIWHU�WKH������EDQ�ZHQW�LQWR�HIIHFW��.HQ]D�'ULGHU�DQQRXQFHG�KHU�FDQGLGDF\�IRU�3UHVL-
dent of the French republic. Drider seeks to prove a point with her campaign: the ban violates rights, 
and women who wear the veil represent freedom rather than submission.89 Certainly, Drider’s posi-
tion does not represent that of all Muslim women in France. For example, Ahmed and Amara stand 
RXW�DV�WZR�ZRPHQ�ZKR�FRQVLGHU�WKH�YHLO�RSSUHVVLYH��:KLOH�WKH������DQG������EDQV�UHPDLQ�D�VXEMHFW�
of debate among men and women, Muslims and non-Muslims, their historical roots speak to a broad-
er problem surrounding Islam in France.

 At the center of this problem is a discrepancy in norms, particularly those involving gen-
der roles. French Muslim women live in a nation where society expects them to dress in a Western 
style—that is, not to cover themselves. The “le string´�FRQWURYHUV\�RI�������ZKHQ�FRQWUDVWHG�ZLWK�
adverse reactions to public veiling, demonstrates this expectation to the extreme. Assumptions about 
the veil’s function and its impact on women pervade the bans. While these assumptions may be true 
in some regions of the world, they do not necessarily hold in France. What the West perceives as op-
SUHVVLYH��)UHQFK�0XVOLPV�PD\�SHUFHLYH�DV�OLEHUDWLQJ��7KLV�FRQWUDGLFWLRQ�FODUL¿HV�WKH�SHFXOLDU�SRVL-
WLRQ�WKDW�)UDQFH�RFFXSLHV�DV�D�:HVWHUQ�QDWLRQ��ZKLOH�LW�LGHQWL¿HV�WKH�YHLO�DV�D�VLWH�RI�RSSUHVVLRQ�JLYHQ�
its ties to oppressive regimes, its own limitation on public attire may also appear to be oppressive to 
some communities.

�)UDQFH¶V�VWDQGSRLQW�RQ�WKH�YHLO�DOVR�¿WV�ZLWKLQ�WKH�IUDPHZRUN�RI�LWV�FRPPLWPHQW�WR�laïcité. 
The roots of secularism extend far back into French history, and laïcité KHOSV�GH¿QH�WKH�VWDWH¶V�DWWL-
WXGH�WRZDUG�PXOWLFXOWXUDOLVP�ZLWKLQ�LWV�ERUGHUV��6HFXODULVP�WXUQV�WKH�YHLO�LQWR�D�V\PERO�RI�LGHQWL¿FD-

85  Ibid. Translation is mine.
86  Ibid.
87  “Running for Cover,” The Economist������QR��������0D\�������������������KWWS���ZHE�HEVFRKRVW�
FRP�HKRVW�GHWDLO"YLG �	KLG ��	VLG �������I�GF�G����H�������DGI����H������VHVVLRQPJU��	EGDWD -Q
1SG*8�=:KYF�4WE*O�=6=]<��Z=7�]D;5O�GE DSK	$1 ���������
88 �&HVDUL��³,VODP�LQ�)UDQFH�´����
89 �(ODLQH�*DQOH\��³.HQ]D�'ULGHU��)UHQFK�3UHVLGHQWLDO�&DQGLGDWH��7DUJHWV�%DQ�RI�9HLO�´�+XI¿QJWRQ�3RVW, 
6HSWHPEHU�����������KWWS���ZZZ�KXI¿QJWRQSRVW�FRP������������NHQ]D�GULGHU�QLTDE�EDQBQB�������KWPO�
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tion with a foreign group, and deems it incompatible with the French nation. Against the backdrop of 
a state that considers loyalty to its national identity more important than individual cultural ties, the 
bans impose a French way of life on Muslim women and become problematic in their implications 
for the veiling practice.
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