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French Anti-Extremism Law: Government eliminates 
controversial provisions 

Following the advice of the State Council, the new text no longer includes parts 

that would have put religious liberty at risk. 
 

 

 Council of Ministers (source: French Presidency of the Republic) 
 

By Massimo INTROVIGNE 

 
Bitter Winter Int’l (09.12.2020) - https://bit.ly/340YPYO - On December 9, the 

French Council of Ministers passed an amended text of the anti-extremism law, which 
accepts the objections and comments of the State Council. The latter reflected the 

prevailing opinion about both French and international scholars of religion, as presented 

inter alia in a White Paper of which I was a co-author and in articles published 

by Bitter Winter. 

The most dangerous provisions from the point of view of religious liberty that were 

included in the original text of the draft law have now disappeared. 

First, the total ban of homeschooling is no longer part of the law. According to the new 

Article 21, homeschooling may be authorized on a yearly basis by the school authorities, 
for reasons including “the special situation of the child, provided that the persons 

responsible for his or her education justify their ability to offer an instruction in the family 
respecting the prevailing interest of the child.” “Religious and philosophical persuasions” 

are not enough to request that children be homeschooled, but the notion of “special 

situation” may indeed allow for a liberal grant of the authorizations. 

Second, places of worship can no longer be shut down by administrative authorities for 

sermons or distribution of literature promoting “discrimination,” a vague concept that 

https://bit.ly/340YPYO
https://www.dalloz-actualite.fr/sites/dalloz-actualite.fr/files/resources/2020/12/projet_de_loi_confortant_le_respect_des_principes_de_la_republique.pdf
https://bitterwinter.org/french-anti-extremism-law-state-council-shares-scholars-concern/
https://www.cesnur.org/2020/separatism-religion-and-cults.htm
https://bitterwinter.org/france-draft-law-on-extremism-to-be-examined-on-december-9/
https://bitterwinter.org/france-draft-law-on-extremism-to-be-examined-on-december-9/


Human Rights Without Frontiers FoRB Newsletter | France    

 

would have put, for example, the expression of views on abortion and homosexuality 

traditional in certain religions at risk. Only “incitation to violence and hate” remains as 

ground for shutting down a place of worship in the new Article 44. 

Third, the new Article 35 authorizes the local “prefect” to prevent a religious entity from 
receiving funding or other help from abroad only in presence of “a threat that is real, 

current, and serious enough to affect a fundamental social interest.” The comments of 

the State Council on this delicate issue, and European Union case law, have been taken 
into account, even if there is still the risk that overzealous “prefects” may adopt an 

excessively broad interpretation of the “serious and current threats” and “fundamental 

social interests.” 

Fourth, and most importantly, it would not be possible to liquidate by administrative fiat 

a religious organization because it exerts “psychological pressures” on members, or 
incites or commits “acts against human dignity.” As we observed in our own criticism of 

the law, which was shared by the State Council, “human dignity” is a concept that may 

be subject to different interpretations. For instance, the so-called “ostracism,” i.e. the 
fact that some religious organizations counsel their devotees not to associate with 

“apostate” ex-members turned into opponents of their former religion, is constructed by 
some as being “against human dignity,” notwithstanding the fact that in various 

countries courts of law have declared it part of the freedom of religious bodies to 

organize themselves as they deem fit. 

The notion of “psychological pressures” is reminiscent of the scientifically discredit theory 

of “brainwashing,” allegedly used by “cults.” As the State Council observed, these 

provisions in the old text of the law may have been aimed at introducing a tool for the 
swift administrative liquidation of groups labelled as “cults” (sectes), without passing 

through the final decision of a court of law. But this would have put religious liberty at 

risk. 

In the new Article 8, these reasons allowing the dissolution or liquidation of a religious 

association are no longer mentioned. 

The law should now move to the Parliament, where it can be further amended. It seems 

difficult that the Parliament can ignore the clear remarks of the State Council, and the 
questions of constitutionality it raised. On the other hand, an anti-cult lobby is highly 

active in France and may try to include again provisions aimed a restricting the religious 

freedom of the groups it condemns as “cults.” Bitter Winter is proud to have participate 

in this important discussion, and will continue to monitor the progress of the draft law. 

 

French Anti-Extremism Law: State Council shares 
scholars’ concern 

Administrative liquidation, harassment of groups labeled as “cults,” total ban on 
home-schooling are deemed as being against the French Constitution 

 

by Massimo Introvigne 

https://bitterwinter.org/french-anti-extremism-draft-law-discriminates-against-foreign-based-religions/
https://www.cesnur.org/2020/jehovahs-witnesses-whitepaper.htm
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The Palais Royal in Paris, home of the State Council (credits) 
 

Bitter Winter Int’l (08.12.2020) - https://bit.ly/2ItkeTb - French Council of Ministers will 

examine on December 8 the controversial draft law against “religious extremism.” I am 

among the authors of a White Paper arguing that, while some provisions of the draft law 
make sense in a country plagued by terrorism using ultra-fundamentalist Islam as its 

ideology, several provisions are dangerous for religious liberty. Bitter Winter also called 

the attention on the religious freedom problems of the text. 

The Conseil d’État, the French State Council, is the highest legal advisory body in France. 

Draft laws are submitted to its exam. The Council’s opinions are not binding, but a law 

passed ignoring them is exposed to the serious risk of being declared unconstitutional. 

Bitter Winter has seen a copy of the 67-page opinion of the Council of State. It raises 
several technical and constitutional objections against several articles of the draft law, 

while supporting other articles. The opinion insists on a general principle, that religious 

leaders and believers cannot claim a “religious exemption” when they breach common 
laws, yet they cannot be submitted to obligations not imposed on other citizens. This 

principle is applied, inter alia, to freedom of expression and opinions expressed in 

sermons in places of worship and in religious literature. They cannot include hate speech 
or other contents generally forbidden in France, but the law cannot impose on preachers 

and publishers of religious brochures obligations heavier than those applied to all French 

citizens. 

On the four points raised in the White Paper and by Bitter Winter, the State Council 

intervenes with specific advice, confirming that the objections raised by scholars of 

religion are well-founded and have been heard. 

First, the draft law included what amounted to a general ban of homeschooling, with 
minimal exceptions. While not judging the whole part of the draft law as unconstitutional, 

the State Council raised “serious objections,” and recommended to list a number of cases 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Conseil_d%27Etat_Paris_WA.jpg
https://bit.ly/2ItkeTb
https://www.cesnur.org/2020/separatism-religion-and-cults.htm
https://bitterwinter.org/france-draft-law-on-extremism-to-be-examined-on-december-9/
https://bitterwinter.org/france-draft-law-on-extremism-to-be-examined-on-december-9/
https://bitterwinter.org/france-draft-law-on-extremism-to-be-examined-on-december-9/
https://bitterwinter.org/france-draft-law-on-extremism-to-be-examined-on-december-9/
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in which homeschooling will remain permissible, based on an authorization by the school 

authorities to be granted on a yearly basis. While the family’s religious belief per se is not 
among the reasons generally allowing homeschooling, the Council specifies that its 

reference to the best interest of the student should allow for “quality educational project” 

of homeschooling to continue. 

Second, we objected on the provision allowing the administrative authorities to shut 

down places of worship where sermons and activities promote “discrimination,” and not 
only “terrorism” or “violence”. The State Council recommends, as we did, that “the 

reference to the promotion of ‘discrimination’ in the draft law as ground to shut down a 

place of worship should be eliminated. The definition is too uncertain, and the risk is to 
unduly broaden the scope of the provision,” thus violating the Constitutional and 

international principle of religious liberty. 

Third, we regarded as the single most dangerous provision of the draft law the 

introduction of a swift administrative liquidation of religious organizations, not only when 

they promote terrorism or violence, but also when they exert “psychological pressures” 
on members, or incite or commit “acts against human dignity.” Just as we observed 

in Bitter Winter and in the White Paper, the State Council notes that “the principle of 
human dignity has a moral dimension that may be the object of conflicting 

interpretations” (we mentioned the examples of religiously based opposition to abortion 

and same-sex marriage, but many others come to mind), and that “considering the 
serious risk of violating the principle of freedom of association, the State Council 

suggests to exclude the ‘acts against human dignity’ from the reasons allowing the legal 

dissolution of an association.” 

Similarly, the State Council recommends eliminating the reference to “psychological 

pressures” as too vague and in turn dangerous for religious liberty. The State Council 
understands perfectly that this provision in the draft law may “target the cults (sectes) 

and similar movements,” but notes that France has a legislation against “cults” allowing 

the dissolution of their associations—not through an administrative order, however, but 

after a “final conviction in a court of law in a criminal case.” 

Fourth, we criticized Article 38 of the draft law, and the possibility for the administrative 
authorities to prevent French religious entities from receiving financial support from 

abroad in case of a serious threat to a “fundamental social interest.” The State Council 

believes that the provision is not unconstitutional, but only if the “fundamental social 
interest” is defined as a “threat real, current, and very serious” to the social order. This is 

a step ahead, but too much will still be left to the appreciation of the administrative 
authorities. Today we published an article by Alessandro Amicarelli on this subject, which 

would hopefully shed more light on the problems of Article 38. 

The State Council’s comments appear to be inspired but by commons sense and by an 
awareness of the domestic and international criticism of provisions dangerous for 

religious liberty. We may only hope the Council of Ministers will follow them. 

 

https://bitterwinter.org/french-anti-extremism-draft-law-discriminates-against-foreign-based-religions/
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Article 38: New French Anti-Extremism draft law 
discriminates against foreign-based religions 

A provision allegedly introduced to cut foreign funding to Islamic radical groups 

may in fact severely limit the activities of hundreds of different religious 
movements 

by Alessandro Amicarelli 

The Palais de Bourbon in Paris, the seat of the lower house of the French Parliament 

(credits). 
 
Bitter Winter has covered the new French draft law on extremism, explaining why, as it 
previously happened in Russia, measures intended to contain Islamic radicalism and 

terrorism create dangers for freedom of religion or belief in general. 
 

One provision of the draft law that was overlooked by many, and which is no less 

dangerous than others, is Article 38. Ostensibly, its purpose is to limit the activities of 
Islamic radical organizations that are funded by citizens or foundations based in Saudi 

Arabia, the Gulf Emirates, or Turkey. However, as is the case for the law in general, 
provisions targeting one specific religion would be unconstitutional and non-compliant 

with other basic legal principles. To avoid this risk, these provisions are formulated in 

general terms. But precisely these general terms endanger hundreds of peaceful and law-
abiding organizations (also including the peaceful organizations that constitute the vast 

majority of the Islamic groups). 

According to Article 38, any cash contribution, benefit, or resource granted to a French 

religious association by a foreign State, legal entity, or individual, whose amount or value 

exceeds Euro 10,000 should be declared to the French administrative authorities. Note 
that this does not apply to monetary contributions only, but to benefits whose value 

should be assessed on a case by case basis. For instance, a foreign person or entity may 

assist a French religious association with services whose value may be assessed at more 
than Euro 10,000. This may also be the case when the foreign entity supports (with more 

than Euro 10,000 per year) missionaries or other personnel helping a French branch. 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Palais_Bourbon,_Paris_7e,_NW_View_140402_1.jpg
https://bitterwinter.org/france-draft-law-on-extremism-to-be-examined-on-december-9/
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/Inventing%20Extremists.pdf
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/Inventing%20Extremists.pdf
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What happens after the foreign contribution has been declared? The administrative 

authority may believe that the contribution is contrary to a “fundamental social interest.” 
The French religious association will be heard, but the final decision will be rendered at 

the administrative level by the “prefect,” who operates under the Ministry of Internal 
Affairs. If the prefect still believes the contribution threatens a “fundamental social 

interest,” he or she will issue an order compelling the French religious association to give 

back the foreign contribution within three months. The failure to return the contribution 
will become a crime punished with a jail penalty of two years, plus a fine of Euro 30,000. 

The foreign contribution will be confiscated. 

Why is the provision dangerous? The average French citizen may only have in mind the 
wealthy “Saudi Islamic fundamentalists” ready to finance potential terrorists in France. 

But, while such individuals may have sophisticated systems to elude the law, Article 38 
would threaten the very existence of hundreds of peaceful Islamic communities, 

 Evangelical churches, new religious movements, and other religious entities that depend 

for their support from parent organizations or churches abroad. 

Imagine an Evangelical church in France that is a newly created branch of an American or 

Brazilian or South Korean missionary body (today, many large Evangelical churches have 
their headquarters in Asia, Africa, or Latin America rather than in the United States). 

Being new, it would have a small number of French members, and would depend on the 

help through money contributions, personnel, and other resources of its parent church 

abroad. 

Under Article 38, these contributions should be declared to the “prefect,” who can forbid 

them as contrary to a “fundamental social interest.” Somebody can believe that a 
“prefect” would only act if the resources are clearly intended to support terrorism or 

political extremism. But this is not the case. France officially opposes groups it labels as 
“cults” (sectes) and officially cooperates, as confirmed by the Minister Delegate in Charge 

of Citizenship, Marlène Schiappa, when discussing the law, with UNADFI, a French anti-

cult organizations that is part of FECRIS, the European Federation of Research and 
Information Centers on Sectarianism. FECRIS, which receives financial support from the 

French government, was recently exposed by the U.S. Commission on International 

Religious Freedom as a serious international threat to religious liberty. 

FECRIS and France have a very liberal notion of “cult” (secte), and have listed hundreds 

of groups as such. Given the cooperation between the Ministry of Internal Affairs and the 
FECRIS affiliate in France, a “prefect” could easily rely on the proscription lists compiled 

by UNADFI or FECRIS to identify certain groups as “cults,” and conclude that “cults” 
threaten “fundamental social interests.” FECRIS has an international character and 

networks, and it may be enough for a movement to be proscribed as a “cult” in Russia or 

China to be also regarded as “against fundamental social interests” in France. Even 
outside the area of movements labeled as “cults,” xenophobia (also in the form of 

Islamophobia) or media campaigns may always play a role. 

Article 38 creates a regime of discrimination against religions whose headquarters are 
not in France, violating several principles of international law. No exception is granted 

even for contributions coming from within the European Union. This is another egregious 
example of how statutes introduced as tools to contain radical Islam may and will be 

easily used against all sort of religious minorities—and a dangerous Trojan horse needing 

attention internationally. 

https://www.leparisien.fr/politique/derives-sectaires-il-y-a-une-floraison-de-petites-structures-alerte-marlene-schiappa-10-10-2020-8400297.php
https://www.leparisien.fr/politique/derives-sectaires-il-y-a-une-floraison-de-petites-structures-alerte-marlene-schiappa-10-10-2020-8400297.php
https://bitterwinter.org/uscirf-exposes-who-support-ccp-campaigns/
https://bitterwinter.org/uscirf-exposes-who-support-ccp-campaigns/
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Islam: Muslims under pressure to sign French values 

charter 

By Lucy Williamson 

IMAGE COPYRIGHTEPA Prayers at the Paris Grand Mosque 
 
BBC (03.12.2020) - https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-55132098 - 

France's Muslim Council is due to meet President Emmanuel Macron this week, 

to confirm the text of a new "charter of republican values" for imams in the 
country to sign. 

 
The Council (CFCM), which represents nine separate Muslim associations, has reportedly 

been asked to include in the text recognition of France's republican values, rejection of 

Islam as a political movement and a ban on foreign influence. 
 

"We do not all agree on what this charter of values is, and what it will contain," said 
Chems-Eddine Hafiz, vice-president of the CFCM and Rector of the Paris Grand Mosque. 

But, he said, "we are at a historic turning point for Islam in France [and] we Muslims are 

facing our responsibilities". 
 

Eight years ago, he said, he thought very differently. 

 
The Islamist Mohamed Merah had just carried out attacks in Toulouse.  

 
"[Former French] President Sarkozy got me out of bed at 5am to talk about it," he 

remembers. "I told him: 'His name may be Mohamed, but he's a criminal!' I didn't want 

to make the connection between that crime and my religion. Today, I do. The imams of 
France have work to do." 

 
The plan is for the CFCM to create a register of imams in France, each of whom would 

sign up to the Charter, in return for accreditation. 

https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-55132098
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President Macron spoke in October about putting "immense pressure" on Muslim 
authorities. But this is difficult territory in a country that cherishes state secularism.  

 
Mr Macron is trying to stop the spread of political Islam, without being seen as interfering 

in religious practice, or singling out one particular faith. 

 
Integrating all groups of Muslims into French society has become a pressing political 

issue in recent years. France has an estimated five million Muslims - Europe's largest 

Muslim minority. 
 

Olivier Roy, an expert in French Islam, says the Charter raises two problems. One is 
discrimination because it targets only Muslim preachers, and the other is the right to 

freedom of religion. 

 
"You are obliged to accept the laws of the state," he told me, "but you are not required to 

celebrate its values. You cannot discriminate against LGBT, for example, but the Catholic 
Church is not obliged to accept same-sex marriage." 

  

Fashion designer Iman Mestaoui receives regular abuse from those she calls the "haters" 
- hardline Islamists who say her brand of scarves and turbans does not always cover a 

woman's hair enough. 

 
But, she says, the idea of getting imams to sign up to "French values" is a problem, when 

Muslims are already seen by many as not fully French. 
 

"It's putting us in a strange place where you have to show people that you subscribe to 

the republican values; where you feel French, but they don't feel you are," she explained. 
 

 
IMAGE COPYRIGHT EPA Imam Chalghoumi led a Muslim tribute for beheaded teacher 

Samuel Paty 
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"We feel like nothing we do - pay taxes, do [national service] - will be enough. You have 

to prove that you're really French: you have to eat pork; drink wine; not wear hijab, 
wear miniskirts. And it's ridiculous." 

 
'Extremist time-bombs' 

 

But Hassen Chalghoumi, imam of the Drancy mosque on the outskirts of Paris, says that 
after years of terrorist attacks, the government has been forced to act. Mr Chalghoumi is 

now in hiding, following a spike in death threats over his reformist views. 

 
"We have to go the extra mile, to show that we are well-integrated, that we respect the 

law," he told me. "This is the price we have to pay because of the extremists." 
 

IMAGE COPYRIGHTAFP "It's not a provocation, just my freedom of conscience": 

Protest over the French law on Muslim headscarves 
 

Outside the Paris Grand Mosque, Charki Dennai arrives for prayers, his rolled-up mat and 

Koran tucked under his arm. 
 

"These young [extremist] people are time bombs," he says. "I think the imams are a bit 
too nice to them. We can respect French law and also Islam, it's feasible. That's what I 

do." 

 
But there are questions over how much influence imams have among younger Muslims, 

especially when it comes to extremist violence. 
 

"It won't work," says Olivier Roy, "for a very simple reason: the terrorists don't come 

from Salafi mosques. If you take the biographies of terrorists, none of them is a product 
of Salafi preaching." Salafism is a hardline, ultra-conservative movement identified with 

political Islam. 

 
Tackling alienated youth 
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The charter is one part of a wider government strategy to curb foreign influence, prevent 

violence and threats from extremists, and win back young people who feel forgotten by 
the state. 

 
Mr Macron has proposed more Arabic-language teaching in state schools and more 

investment in run-down areas, and has emphasised that he is targeting Islamists who 

reject France's laws and values, not Muslims as a whole. 
 

Hakim El-Karoui is a specialist in French Islamist movements at the Institut Montaigne 

who regularly contributes to government thinking. 
 

"I'm a real fan of the strategy," he told me. "It's comprehensive. It's cultural, and also 
about organisation and funding." 

 

But, he says, Muslims themselves should be included by the government in projects like 
this, "because they can do a lot in terms of spreading the enlightened version of Islam on 

social networks - the government is not able to". 
 

And without the buy-in of "grassroots Muslims", says Olivier Roy, the new Charter will be 

hard to enforce. 
 

"Let's suppose that the local Muslim community decides to ignore the CFCM and appoints 

its own imam," he told me. "What will the government do? Either we change the 
constitution and give up the concept of freedom of religion [or] the government cannot 

impose certified imams on local Muslim communities." 
 

In a Paris studio, shooting pictures for her new catalogue, Iman Mestaoui tells me she 

made her whole family vote for President Macron in 2017. 
 

Since then, she has noticed a "huge shift" to the right on issues like immigration and 
security.  

 

"I was pro-Macron," she said. "He was a real hope in our community, but we feel like 
we've been abandoned." 

 

 

 

The long and troubled history of the French Republic and 
Islam 

Emmanuel Macron is the latest in a long line of French presidents who have 

sought reform of the faith 

 
Jean-Pierre Filiu, professor of Middle East studies at Sciences Po, Paris School of 
International Affairs 

 

Newlines (02.12.2020) – https://bit.ly/3gg5jZ1 - (…) While the French expedition in 
Egypt lasted only three years, the invasion of Algeria in 1830 ushered in 132 years of 

French rule. The colonial campaign started just before another revolution established the 

July Monarchy in Paris. The French military first expelled the Ottoman garrisons, then 
waged a total war that eventually crushed, in 1847, the local resistance led by Emir 

Abdelkader. 
 

https://bit.ly/3gg5jZ1


Human Rights Without Frontiers FoRB Newsletter | France    

 

When the French Second Republic was founded in February 1848 on the ruins of the July 

Monarchy, it annexed French Algeria, dividing it between three départements – Algiers, 
Oran and Constantine – while the rest of the territory remained a military zone. Louis-

Napoléon Bonaparte, Napoléon I’s nephew, became Emperor of the French as Napoléon 
III in December 1852, replacing the Second Republic with his Second Empire. His 

imperial rule would appear to be more sensitive to the plight of the local population than 

the Republics that preceded and succeeded it. 
 

At the time, French and other Europeans were moving to Algeria and acquiring, through 

force, coercion and assistance from the French authorities, vast swaths of Arab land and 
property. During his two visits to Algeria, Napoleon III was appalled by this policy and 

decided to curb it in favor of the native population. In 1860, he envisioned an Arab 
kingdom allied with the French Empire, but the now-exiled Emir Abdelkader declined to 

join the venture. Five years later, Napoléon III decreed that the local Algerians would be 

French subjects whose personal status remained based on religious law: sharia for the 
country’s 3 million Muslims and the Mosaic law for its 30,000 Jews. 

 
The settlers in Algeria were incensed. They viewed this move as a pro-native bias in 

Napoléon III’s policy. They accused the French military of protecting the local population 

against an aggressive colonization. This explains why the Third Republic, as soon as it 
replaced the Second Empire in September 1870, worked to erase its “pro-native” 

Algerian legacy. Authority over French Algeria was transferred from the Ministry of War 

to that of the Interior. Algerian Jews became full-fledged French citizens, while Algerian 
Muslims remained mere subjects, creating a schism that polarized the Algerian 

population into “Europeans” – made up of foreign settlers and local Jews – and 
“Muslims.” 

 

This was a pivotal moment in the history of the French Republic with Islam, when a 
strictly religious identity was assigned to the Algerian population in order to deprive it of 

its rights. This dynamic only intensified after the 1871 uprising against French rule. The 
bloody repression led to a mass process of dispossession of the local peasantry, to the 

benefit of new waves of Spanish, Italian, and Maltese settlers, all of whom would swiftly 

acquire French citizenship. So determined was the Third Republic to control the Algerian 
population and exclude the majority from citizenship that it even sought to reverse the 

secular gains made elsewhere. 
 

Since 1801, the relationship between the French Republic and the Catholic Church had 

been governed by a pact with the Pope known as the concordat. But in 1905, France 
adopted the law of separation between Church and State, effectively ending the 

concordat. However, in Algeria, that law was never truly implemented. 

 
In 1903, the French-ruled Algiers court had already stated that a Muslim-born person did 

not need to be observant in order to be categorized as Muslim by the French 
administration. 

 

This assignation of an ethno-religious qualification was only a means to exclude the vast 
majority of the Algerian population from the rights reserved to “Europeans.” Between 

1865 to 1915, fewer than 2,400 “Muslims” – many of them converts to Catholicism – 
were granted French citizenship. 

 

In 1907, the French administration in Algiers further consolidated the idea of an official 
Islam, funded and run by the French, that would control a dense network of mosques, 

imams, muftis, and charities as a strategic tool of domination. 

 
Since the 1905 law of separation is the very founding block of French laïcité, as the 

specific brand of French secularism is called, it is only logical that the Algerian exception 
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to this much celebrated principle generated a double-standard policy: Instead of the 

neutrality that was supposed to prevail in the relationship between the French Republic 
and the Catholic, Protestant, and Jewish faiths, a de facto concordat remained in place in 

Algeria, with the French Republic interfering on a daily basis in Muslim affairs. 
 

In 1936, the left-wing Popular Front proposed to extend equal rights to 24,000 “French 

Muslims,” but the uproar of the European population in Algeria condemned this initiative.  
In 1944, the Free French granted equal rights to 65,000 out of 7.5 million “French 

Muslims,” but this limited gesture, compared to the 1 million “Europeans,” was too little 

and too late to stop the rise of Algerian nationalism that eventually erupted in a liberation 
war in 1954. The post-WWII Fourth Republic did not survive this colonial conflict and, 

after a coup in Algiers in 1958, was replaced by the Fifth Republic, whose founder and 
first president, Charles De Gaulle, negotiated the independence of Algeria in 1962. 

 

France had already relinquished its protectorates over Morocco and Tunisia, in 1956, and 
was now focused on its metropolitan territory. However, the need for cheap manpower to 

sustain the industrial growth led to a mass immigration from the Maghreb to France 
where, by 1968, over 600,000 North Africans had already moved. 

 

Confronted with rising unemployment at home, in 1974, Paris suspended economic 
immigration from North Africa. But the “family reunion” program changed the very 

nature of this population, with a second generation of French citizens born and raised in 

France. In May 1981, after 25 years of right-wing governments, the Socialist François 
Mitterrand was elected president, nurturing the expectations of the activist fringe of this 

second generation. 
 

French mobile policemen escort Muslim women for an identity control on the Trocadero 

square in Paris, on September 22, 2012/ Eric Feferberg/ AFP/ Getty images 
 

Incidents of racist violence and police brutality led in October 1983 to the launching of a 
“March for Equality,” inspired by the civil rights movement in the United States. Two 
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months later, 100,000 people converged on Paris for what was then described as the 

Marche des Beurs (Beur being a popular French equivalent for Arab). Mitterrand received 
a delegation of militants whose demands included the right to vote in local elections for 

alien residents, a proposal already included in the platform of the Socialist party. They 
argued that the more involved first generation immigrants became in French political life, 

the smoother the integration of the French second generation would be. But Mitterrand, 

wary of the rising tide of the far-right of Jean-Marie Le Pen, stalled on the Marche’s 
demands. 

 

This led to a disturbing pattern in which each gesture aimed at appeasing the growing 
far-right only facilitated its growing popularity. 

 
In the March 1986 parliamentary elections, Le Pen became one of his party’s 35 MPs to 

enter the National Assembly. Their fearmongering propaganda targeted a mythical 

“Muslim invasion” of France – despite there only being some 4 million Muslims out of 57 
million French residents. 

 
The actual figure of the Muslim population is still at the center of heated debate. Here 

again, history matters. France still bans ethno-religious statistics, a legacy of the French 

resistance that fought the collaborationist Vichy census of the Jews during the Nazi 
occupation. But there is no doubt that France hosts both Europe’s largest Muslim and 

largest Jewish community, the latter estimated at half a million people. 

 
Since French liberation in 1944, the Jewish community has had a representative body, 

the CRIF (an acronym of Representative Council of French Jewish Institutions), distinct 
from the religious leadership of the Jewish Consistory. 

 

The Ministry of Interior tried to promote a similar Muslim religious leadership – a Muslim 
equivalent of the Consistory rather than of the CRIF – in order to have an institutional 

partner to address Muslim religious issues. These include the certification of halal food, 
the training of imams, the organization of the Hajj/pilgrimage to Mecca, Muslim 

graveyards, and so on. This new body became known as the French Council for the 

Muslim Faith (CFCM). 
 

But forming a representative body for French Muslims would prove to be tricky. Sunni 
Islam has no hierarchy. Also, France’s Muslim community is extremely diverse, with 

origins in North Africa, sub-Saharan Africa, the Middle East, Turkey and southeast Asia, 

each with their own traditions and communal ways. A uniform body that aimed to 
represent all of France’s Muslims would face numerous challenges. 

 

The first CFCM was established in June 2003 after an election supervised by the French 
administration where each mosque would send delegates according to its surface in 

square meters. The French laïcité had found no better way to reconcile its refusal to 
admit religious constituencies and its demand for a modicum of representation. 

 

Nicolas Sarkozy, then Minister of Interior, hoped that this Muslim institutionalization 
would help his own presidential ambitions. Jacques Chirac, the president and his rival, 

had been re-elected in May 2002 with 82% of the votes against Le Pen. 
 

Chirac, eager to rein in Sarkozy, empowered in July 2003 a special commission on “the 

implementation of the principle of laïcité in the Republic.” Five months later, this 
commission proposed that Yom Kippur and Eid al Adha, the most important Jewish and 

Muslim holidays respectively, would replace in the French republican calendar two 

Christian-based holidays. The long list of proposals also included the national education 
teaching of Arabic and of religious creeds. But Chirac decided to follow only one of those 

numerous suggestions and draft a law banning visible religious signs in public schools. 
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Even though the Jewish kippa, the Sikh turban, and the great crosses were mentioned, 

this law, passed on March 2004, clearly targeted the Muslim veil. 
 

The French president had chosen such a hard line to marginalize Sarkozy as too “soft” on 
Islam. One year after Chirac had reached unprecedented popularity in the Muslim world 

for opposing the U.S. invasion of Iraq, the “veil law” generated widespread criticism of 

France in those very same countries. 
 

The constant progression of the far right, and the wide dissemination of its anti-Islamic 

discourse, have only benefited from the wave of jihadi terrorism that has repeatedly 
struck France since 2015 

 
Even though the controversy was less intense than the current one, the confrontational 

dialectics remains the same. Sarkozy became president in 2007, followed by François 

Hollande in 2012 and Emmanuel Macron in 2017, the latter after defeating Marine Le 
Pen, Jean-Marie’s daughter, with this time only 66 percent of the vote. The constant 

progression of the far right, and the wide dissemination of its anti-Islamic discourse, 
have only benefited from the wave of jihadi terrorism that has repeatedly struck France 

since 2015. 

 
The paradox is that each recent crisis, while triggering stormy new debates on Islam and 

its “radicalization,” also demonstrates how deeply French Muslims have become 

integrated in the country where the vast majority of them are now born. 
 

For instance, a collective of Muslim intellectuals recently offered its own republican 
synthesis: “Allowing each person to take charge of his destiny, while at the same time 

integrating himself in the republican melting pot, represents in our view all the beauty – 

and the difficulty, of the French paradigm, and in no way conflicts with the private beliefs 
of each person.” And those Muslim intellectuals insisted on disseminating their text in 

English as well, in order for their voices to be heard, even overseas. 

 

Why reforming Islam to fight violent extremism is a bad 
idea 

The idea that reforming Islam is necessary to fight violent extremism not only 

misses the point about violent extremism and the nature of Islam itself but is in 
fact counterproductive to this very aim. 

 

By Dr Georges Fahmi 
 

Chatham House (24.11.2020) - https://bit.ly/3l3KvVi - Following a resurgence of Islamist 
terrorism over the past five years, French President Emmanuel Macron has called for the 

reform of Islam in France. He wants to build an ‘Islam of Enlightenment’, a project which 

would include training for imams that combines knowledge about Islam with the values 
of the Enlightenment, as well as in-depth teaching of progressive Muslim thinkers such as 

Averroes and Ibn Khaldun from the 12th and 14th centuries. The French government’s 

plan also coincides with calls for reform of the Islamic tradition in Muslim societies such 
as Egypt and Saudi Arabia. 

 
Underpinning these calls is the argument that reforming Islam is necessary to fight 

violent extremism. What is problematic is that the idea of reforming Islam not only 

misses the point about violent extremism and the multivocal nature of Islam itself, but is 
counterproductive to this very aim. 

 

https://bit.ly/3l3KvVi
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First, the idea of reform makes two incorrect assumptions about radicalization. The first 

is the assumption that religiously inspired ideas are the main cause of violent extremism. 
In France, as in the MENA region, empirical research has shown that religious ideas play 

only a secondary role in driving violent extremism and that youth who join violent groups 
adopt radical religious ideas only after previous radicalization due to political and social 

conditions. 

 
The second incorrect assumption is the conflation of the incitement of violence with 

conservative religious views, in particular those of the Salafist movement. While Salafists 

share a religious interpretation of Islam that challenges many liberal values, such as 
gender equality and minority rights, they do not necessarily support the use of violence 

to advance their views. Salafists are divided into three main factions: purists, politicos, 
and jihadists. Only Salafi jihadists call for the taking up of arms to advance their religious 

ideas. These fault lines are evident in Egypt where Salafi jihadists have launched a war 

against the Egyptian regime while purist and political Salafists remain supportive of the 
government. 

 
Second, calls for religious reform misinterpret Islam as a univocal doctrine that political 

elites can shape according to their own needs and whims. But Islam, like other religious 

traditions, is multivocal. Sacred scriptures, Islamic or otherwise, have always been 
matters of contention and competing interpretations. The Islamic religious field is 

characterized by a diversity of ideas and organizational structures, which make it 

impossible to impose one uniform version of Islam. Attempts by state institutions over 
the past two centuries to create their own versions of Islam have often failed. 

 
Following the establishment of the Turkish republic in 1923, the secular Turkish elite 

sought to put an end to Turkey’s diverse religious sphere in favor of a single state-

backed version of Islam. Despite state measures which aimed to put an end to religious 
orders, these groups managed to find ways to survive and even develop their structures 

and support bases despite state restrictions. To this day, religious communities across 
the spectrum continue to play a prominent role in Turkey’s social and political life, even if 

legally they are still banned. 

 
Third, calls for reform are counterproductive to efforts which seek to reduce radicalization 

and violent extremism. Building on the previous point, this ‘Islam of Enlightenment’ 
should not be imposed on Muslims in France or elsewhere as the ‘correct version of 

Islam’. If religious authorities are forced to impose a state-sanctioned version of Islam on 

their communities they risk being viewed as mere mouthpieces of the state, which would 
severely compromise their legitimacy and present radical actors with an opportunity to 

gain more ground to advance their cause. 

 
This is what happened in Tunisia under the Ben Ali regime, where the state’s tight control 

over religious institutions caused them to lose legitimacy with their followers. In the first 
Friday prayers after Ben Ali left the country, preachers who used to praise him were 

prevented by the people from entering mosques. Estimates show that imams in 

approximately half of the country’s mosques were expelled during this period. At the 
same time, about 400 mosques are believed to have come under Salafi control, with 

around 50 under Salafi jihadist control. The wiping out of legitimate religious actors 
under the regime meant that the religious field was almost empty when the regime fell. 

Radical religious groups took advantage of this vacuum to spread their ideas and recruit 

new members. 
 

Reforming Islam – or any other religious tradition for that matter – cannot be dictated by 

the state. It must be the result of a long process of ideological exchange between Muslim 
leaders and their followers, and must respond to the specific political and socio-economic 
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context. States can work towards discrediting religious justifications for the use of 

violence, but only with the support of legitimate religious actors, including conservatives. 
 

The focus for Macron should not be about creating a new version of Islam, but rather to 
understand how radical interpretations of Islam gain more power in certain environments 

and in certain moments, and to then work in conjunction with Muslim actors to reduce 

the potency of radical interpretations. These religious actors should be chosen based on 
their legitimacy in their communities, rather than how ‘enlightened' their religious 

discourse is. 

 
Pushing for a state-backed version of Islam, even a more liberal version, is 

counterproductive to an anti-violent extremism agenda as it damages the legitimacy of 
religious actors who participate in such projects, weakening their position vis-à-vis 

violent groups. 

 

France to have a national council to "certify" foreign-

born imams 

The French Council of the Muslim Faith (CFCM) has presented President 

Emmanuel Macron with its plan to vet and authorize teachers of the Islamic 

faith 

 
During a prayer at the Yahya Mosque in Saint-Etienne (Loire), in 2016. (Photo by MARC 

CHAUMEIL/DIVERGENCE) 

By Mélinée Le Priol    
 

La Croix Intl (20.11.2020) - https://bit.ly/3l4tuu7 - Muslim leaders in France have 

approved a plan to train and certify imams as a way to vet and authorize the foreign-

born clerics to practice on French soil. 

https://international.la-croix.com/author/authorname?authorname=Mélinée%20Le%20Priol%20%20%20
https://bit.ly/3l4tuu7
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The French Council of the Muslim Faith (CFCM) announced its proposal on November 18, 

several weeks after President Emmanual Macron told its leaders they had the "immense 

responsibility" to come up with a plan within six months "at most". 

"We are going to put immense pressure on them, because we have no right to fail," the 

head of state had warned the CFCM in a speech on October 2. 

A late evening announcement 

 

Was the Council's announcement a result of Macron's "pressure"? 

In any case, the CFCM leaders went to the Élysée Palace to present the government with 

their plan for a national council of imams. 

Many observers of Islam in Francie hailed the development as "good news", though some 

were surprised that the announcement had already been made -- and, what's more, so 

late in the evening. 

Similar to the Bar Association, this new body will issue imams with an official card. It can 

withdraw certification in the event of a breach of a charter and a code of ethics, which 

remain to be drawn up. 

Depending on their role (imams who lead the prayer, imams who preach and imams who 
are lecturers), different levels of knowledge of French and diplomas will be required, 

which may go as far as university training. 

Avoiding "self-proclaimed" imams 
 

The French government hopes that the proposed plan will achieve at least two things. 

The first is to compensate for the recently announced suppression of foreign "sponsored 

imams", which is not due to take effect until 2024. 

Currently, Turkey, Algeria and Morocco send about 300 imams to France each year and 
also pay their salaries. 

 

The second hope-for result of vetting the Muslim clerics is that will curb the sometimes 

dramatic excesses of "self-proclaimed" imams. 

From the theologian armed with diplomas to the simple believer invested by his 
community, imams practicing in France have not been required to follow a specific 

training. This question, like that of their legal status, is one of the thorniest -- and most 

recurring -- issues in French Islam. 

Within two weeks, the leaders of the CFCM will return to the Élysée Palace. 

This time it will be to commit themselves to the "charter of Republican values" -- Liberté, 
Egalité, Fraternité -- again at the request of the government.  

This has caused controversy among some, who have called it "interference" or even 

"colonial management" of the Muslim faith by the state. 

"It is, perhaps, not pleasant, since this charter is not required from other religions," said 

Ghaleb Bencheikh, president of the Foundation for Islam in France. 

"But a clear commitment by French imams to freedom of conscience and equality among 

all human beings is obviously necessary," he said on November 19 on social media. 

https://international.la-croix.com/news/world/france-seeks-moroccos-help-in-taming-radical-islam/13313
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As for fraternity, the third part of France's motto, Bencheikh said is already honored "in 

abundance" in the Muslim tradition. 

Harmonizing the existing training 

 
President Macron said on November 18 that three of the nine member federations of the 

CFCM do not have "a republican vision".  

Most notable are the Milli Görüs, that are close to Turkey, and the French Muslims 

(former UOIF), that are close to the Muslim Brotherhood.  

Macron said these federations must "leave behind these ambiguities". 

"We are sometimes victims of a certain image, for political ends," Ahmed Jaballah, 
former president of the UOIF, told La Croix. 

This controversial federation is, in any case, particularly concerned by the current 
situation, having paved the way for the training of imams on French soil in 1992 with the 

European Institute of Human Sciences (IESH). 

A second branch, headed by Jaballah, was opened at the beginning of last summer. But 

its endowment fund is currently undergoing a financial investigation. 

Linked to the different federations of the CFCM, a handful of private institutions exist 
today in France, even though the imams still mostly go through Islamic universities 

abroad. 

The challenge for the CFCM is now to harmonize these French training courses in order to 
set up a "common curriculum" made up of bridges and equivalencies, which will allow for 

the certification of imams. 

Beyond wishful thinking, the gamble is a sizable one for the Muslim faith in France, which 

has been undermined for decades by internal squabbles and divisions. 

 

Olivier Roy: France's government fails to understand the 
nature of radicalisation 

The political scientist and specialist in Islam talks about recent attacks in 

France, says government focus on 'radicalisation' is counterproductive. 

 
By Nadia Henni-Moulaï 

 

Middle East Eye (23.11.2020) - https://bit.ly/376OP0T - His arguments may go unheard 
among top government circles, but Olivier Roy, a French political scientist and professor 

at the European University Institute in Florence, Italy, is a prominent figure in the French 
intellectual world. His work sheds light on the mechanisms and complexities of 

radicalisation processes. 

 
In 2015, he coined the phrase the "Islamicisation of radicalism" as opposed to the 

"radicalisation of Islam", a theory put forward by another leading scholar of Islam, Gilles 
Kepel, who in a 2018 column accused Roy of being a "jihad de-negationist". 

 

The insults and name-calling are highly symptomatic of the underlying political 
significance of what had started off as a purely academic quarrel. 

 

https://bit.ly/376OP0T
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Middle East Eye spoke with the academic about his analysis of Islam and questions of 

radicalisation, which he says is a whole comprised of many components, of which Islam 
is but one among many others. That is a view that warrants a closer look, as French 

authorities struggle to effectively blunt the threat of radicalism. 
 

Middle East Eye: In the wake of the November 2015 Paris attacks, you qualified the 

radicalisation of French Muslim youths who went to Syria to fight alongside armed 
Islamist groups as a sign of the "Islamicisation of radicalism". The scholar of radical 

Islam, Gilles Kepel, takes the opposite view, calling it rather the "radicalisation of Islam". 

After the murder on 16 October of Samuel Paty and the stabbings in Nice on 29 October, 
do you still have the same dissenting view of radical Islam?   

 
Olivier Roy: Yes, of course. My standpoint is simply more nuanced than that of Gilles 

Kepel, who sees things in terms of overarching dualisms, in either black or white. His 

analysis is rooted in a widely held belief that French society is being Islamicised, and that 
the rise of terrorism can be explained by Islamist movements in France.  

 
MEE: Are these recent attacks in any way related to the Charlie Hebdo and Hypercacher 

supermarket attacks of January 2015, and to the November 2015 Bataclan attacks, 

despite their having different modus operandi [MO]? 
 

OR: There are common threads to all of these terrorist narratives, but ruptures with 

earlier patterns can also be seen. I talk about this idea of continuity in my book Jihad and 
Death. Since 1995, the perpetrators of terrorist attacks in France have regularly chosen 

death. For the most part, they are suicide attacks, unlike those committed in the 1970s 
and 1980s [including the 3 October 1980 synagogue bombing in Paris, the 9 August 1982 

Jewish restaurant bombing in the Marais district, attributed to the Lebanese Hezbollah]. 

 
And yet suicide attacks, whether for al-Qaeda or the Islamic State, are irrational from a 

military standpoint. During the First Intifada in Palestine in the 1980s, terrorist groups 
had carefully laid out back-up plans to escape and try again if something went wrong. 

This is the ABC of political terrorism. And yet in the past 25 years, our homegrown 

terrorists have systematically chosen to die. This I believe is one of the keys to 
understanding radicalisation today. 

 
Then, there is the fact that suicide attacks kill indiscriminately. They play on our fears 

and have no strategic impact. They are directed not at the Israeli consulate but at a 

synagogue. They target the public at large.  
 

Furthermore, they are carried out in the name of a specific jihad: Khaled Kelkal in Lyon 

was affiliated to the Algerian GIA [Armed Islamist Group], "the Roubaix gang" terrorist 
cell was part of the Bosnian mujahideen, and the Bataclan attacks were claimed by the 

Islamic State (IS).  
 

Another common narrative thread is the view that blasphemy in Islam is punishable by 

death. This was the motive behind al-Qaeda's calls against Charlie Hebdo in 2005, after 
the satirical newspaper published the cartoons [of the Prophet Muhammad]. It was also 

that of the earlier fatwa against Salmon Rushdie (author of The Satanic Verses).  
 

On the other hand, certain elements break with these earlier MOs. For example, up until 

2015, attacks were being carried out by armed groups, some large, some small, as in the 
case of the Bataclan. The cells were backed by networks of individuals with ties to al-

Qaeda and IS, who had either been to training camps abroad or were in contact with the 

organisations.  
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In some cases in France, the terrorists were radicalised by former jihadists, members of 

al-Qaeda or IS, like Djamel Beghal (active in the Algerian GIA). These new cells are 
connected to the older groups, thus forming a network. 

 
Another point I would like to make perfectly clear - and here too I am in complete 

disagreement with Gilles Kepel - is that these radicals have not gone from French-bred 

Salafism to terrorism. In the first place, neighbourhoods are not converted to Salafism 
simply because there is a mosque or an imam. Radicalised youths do not socialise at the 

mosque. 

 
The only exception, documented by Hugo Micheron in his book French Jihadism, 

Neighbourhoods, Syria, Prison, is the Artigat cell near Toulouse. It's a totally 
uncharacteristic case, on a farm in the country, with no connection whatsoever to the 

projects, or to the troubled suburbs. 

 
MEE: So, you draw no correlation whatsoever between embracing religion and terrorism? 

 
OR: What I'm basically saying is that it is not a question of first embracing Salafism and 

then moving on to terrorism. This is why I talk about the Islamisation of radicalism. The 

break with society comes first, possibly followed by an immersion in Salafism but, in 
many cases, radicalisation is not preceded by a Salafist phase at all. 

 

The recent attacks are an example of this. However, these young people who resort to 
violent action see Islam as an inviolate framework - the martyr will pass through the 

gates of heaven. 
 

MEE: Why were the 2015 attacks a turning point in terms of attackers' profiles? 

 
OR: In the first place, the perpetrators of terrorism after 2015 have no ties to IS 

whatsoever. Some sort of ideological allegiance may of course exist, but no concrete 
connections. In other words, post-2015 terrorists are acting without the permission of a 

higher authority. They have not trained abroad and are not even remotely connected to 

an organisation's "administration". 
 

Secondly, they are acting almost completely on their own. This doesn't mean they don't 
have friends: they may have talked about their intentions. They may have tweeted or 

posted messages on Facebook. But they are not part of a group or a network. They do 

not have any logistical support. 
 

The suspects in the Charlie Hebdo attacks [currently on trial in Paris] are accused of 

having provided logistical support to the perpetrators - the brothers Said and Cherif 
Kouachi, and their accomplice, Amedy Coulibaly. The hearing will determine whether the 

people who provided logistical support were aware of the perpetrators' intent to commit 
murder. This, however, is another matter. 

 

In the recent attacks in France, the move to action came very suddenly, with no prior 
immersion in either Salafism or jihadism. The assailants were radicalised individually, in a 

fairly short amount of time. 
 

Another thing these recent attacks have in common - knives. Bladed weapons have been 

used in every single attack committed in France since 2016. 
 

MEE: Why knives? Is it a symbolic choice?  

 
OR: For one thing, it shows these recent assailants have no connections to weapons 

networks. It means they are improvising. 
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But I think there's more to it than that. Today, a Kalashnikov can be purchased in 
Marseille for a mere few hundred euros. I doubt they even tried. 

 
These assailants are not trying to kill as many people as possible. They are interested in 

sacrifice, in ritual slaughter. You kill people with a knife and are then killed in turn, 

bloody weapon in hand. It's a suicide committed in the name of the Prophet, with hopes 
of going to heaven. The assailants are assuming the role of high priest, they are 

dispensing religious justice. 

 
MEE: We have seen how the video posted by Brahim Chnina, the father of one of Samuel 

Paty's students who complained about Paty for showing the cartoons, played a part in the 
horrific killing by Abdullakh Anzorov. Knife attacks like these appear to be orchestrated 

with social media in mind. The live broadcast of the Christchurch attacks come to mind. 

Anzorov was a "digital native". A statement written at 12:17pm was posted on Twitter at 
4:55pm. His actions were symbolic, but would you say he was also trying to garner 

media coverage? 
 

OR: Yes, I definitely would. Staging here is very important and entirely in keeping with 

the slasher aesthetic that IS has instrumentalised from the very start, by means of 
videos circulating on social media, for example. 

 

The communication of IS is geared to today's youth culture. It spins the narrative of the 
avenging hero getting payback for past humiliations, his own and those of the Muslim 

world, by offering up a sacrificial victim. Staging is very important.  
 

Interestingly enough, however, the first murderous fantasies posted on the internet were 

the brainchild not of Islamist extremists but of the teenage perpetrators of the Columbine 
High School shootings in 1999. And the fact that the two youths made home videos prior 

to the attack making references to what they were going to do is fundamental. It is 
indicative of a certain youth culture that has been developing over the past 20 years.   

 

MEE: A "digital native" generation brought up on social media platforms lambasted for 
their lack of regulations. Could profiles like these be the manifestation of the darker side 

of capitalism? 
 

OR: Yes. Youths today are completely immersed in a globalised culture of individualism, 

in keeping with a neoliberal ideology, contending, in a word, that anybody can become 
rich and famous. 

 

Socioeconomic condition doesn't matter when you only need a garage and a DIY 
computer to be the next Bill Gates. An idea capable of switching egos into overdrive… 

"Everybody thinks I'm a loser, but I’m going to do something big." 
 

Of course, the terrorists we are talking about are the opposite of Bill Gates. They are 

negative heroes. 
 

So yes, I'd say there's this idea that it's all about communication, that we could go from 
anonymity to stardom, and this definitely ties in with social media policies and - by 

association - neoliberal constructs. You find this idea among the Brazilian and Nigerian 

evangelists, for that matter, who preach the prosperity gospel: I am a poor man but if I 
have faith in God and I truly believe, I will become very rich. 

 

The mindset also transforms the loser into the winner. Take the Nice attacks, for 
example. The assailant is a negative winner, but he is a winner all the same, as he truly 

believes he has won a place in heaven. This is why I talk about Islamisation. I have 
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never claimed Islam plays no part in the process. On the contrary, religion is clearly 

central to the problem. According to the assailant's reading of the Quran, he will go 
straight to heaven, and all of his sins will be erased, to boot. No need to even bother with 

a pious life beforehand. 
 

MEE: You talk about two generations of terrorism: the first, from 1995 to 2015; and the 

second, starting in 2016, with more diverse profiles. Would you say the lever of religion 
is less powerful today, that simplistic geopolitical views have shaped the profiles of these 

recent attackers? Such perpetrators often come from dysfunctional families and have a 

history with petty crime. Isn't the French government's insistence on placing the defence 
of laicite (secularism) at the centre of the fight against radicalisation somewhat stiff-

necked?  
 

OR: It's not a question in this case of "exonerating Islam". It's something else. The 

government's policies, widely approved by the media and public opinion, amount to 
saying - building on the arguments of Gilles Kepel - that since Salafism is the gateway to 

violent radicalisation, we need to identify signs of radicalised behaviour. 
 

So, what are these so-called signs of radicalisation? According to them, anything with 

connotations of religious observance. That's the problem. To stave off the threat of 
radicalisation, we need to keep a sharp eye out for youths who pray in coatrooms, for 

girls wearing headscarves, and so on and so forth. 

 
But public authorities are way off the mark. Radicalisation occurs in other communities, 

and I don't mean in mosques. 
 

MEE: For example, the small Chechen community where Abdullakh Anzorov grew up, 

before murdering Samuel Paty in Conflans-Sainte-Honorine? 
 

OR: We need to consider the devastating impact of the two wars in Chechnya, in 1992 
and 1999. We're talking about the children of people who lived through both conflicts, 

the second of which was nothing short of "civil war". People were massacred, tortured 

and raped. As often happens, the second generation, and people who did not directly 
experience the horror, are scarred by the trauma. 

 
But among them, a small percentage of youths have become radicalised. Not out of a 

sense of Chechen nationalism - the war was not only lost, it was a civil war. Their 

radicalisation is rooted in notions of the ummah (the Muslim community), and in Islam in 
general, to compensate for their parents' failings. In other words, by coming to France as 

political refugees, their parents were losers. They had given up. Then, there is the 

cultural uprooting of the second generation. The Chechens maintain close community ties 
but are dispersed. They have not recreated little Chechnyas. The French say the Chechen 

are well integrated, too… Or rather, that they attend public school, they are white, and so 
on.  

 

MEE: The family unit, even more than religion, appears to play a central role in the 
rhetoric of the radicalised. 

 
OR: Very true. Generational revolt is a recurring feature of radicalism, as attested to by 

the utter bewilderment of the assailants' parents, whether Tunisian or Chechen. "We just 

don't understand it," are the only words they can find. 
 

Entire families do at times turn to terrorism, like the Merahs (Mohammed Merah was 

responsible for the 2012 Toulouse shootings), although such cases are very rare. Then 
there are cases of older adults, like Mickael Harpon, the 2019 murderer of a police officer 

at the Paris prefecture.  
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We have seen a growing number of such atypical cases, but from 1995 to 2015 and, 
more recently, in the cases of the young Chechen in France and of the Macedonian in 

Austria (in a deadly shooting on 3 November in Vienna), most homegrown terrorists have 
been second-generation immigrants.  

 

MEE: The profiles are changing, too, fewer French citizens of North African origins? 
 

OR: Yes, and a similar trend can be seen in Britain. Ten years ago, the terrorists were 

mainly British nationals of Indian or Pakistani descent. The recent spate of stabbing 
attacks in London has shown a break with that pattern. 

 
I'd say we are witnessing a second-generation burnout, of sorts. In both the UK and 

France, there was a first wave of immigration in the 60s and 70s, when Muslims came for 

work. Today we are into the third generation. 
 

Interestingly enough, there have been virtually no third-generation Muslims involved in 
attacks. This is the generation of French people whose grandfathers came to Europe. 

They don't turn to terrorism, although they too have reasons to be unhappy. Not all of 

them have become doctors or lawyers. 
 

MEE: Why is France at the heart of radicalisation issues? 

 
OR: The latest prophet cartoon affair has a lot to do with this. In the first place, there is 

the ambiguous discourse of the French government and, consequently, of President 
Emmanuel Macron. He did attempt to address the issue of the caricatures in an interview 

on Saturday 31 October, but it was for Al Jazeera and not for the French population. 

 
When he declares "we will not give up on the cartoons", he appears to be saying the 

government supports the cartoons and intends to force Muslims to look at them. This is 
not the government's policy, but this insistence on the right to show them is indicative of 

a problem. 

 
Charlie Hebdo has the right to choose its editorial position. But the government's job is to 

guarantee the freedom of expression. While no one is being forced to buy Charlie Hebdo, 
the government appears to be defending the cartoons, instead of defending freedom of 

expression. And there is more than a simple nuance or two between the two standpoints. 

 
Secondly, the French law banning the wearing of conspicuous religious symbols, despite 

the official discourse, clearly targets the freedom of Muslim religious expression in public. 

Policies like these have only made the situation worse, as they stigmatise Muslims. 
Muslim communities are crippled by the burden and stymied in their hopes for a 

culturally and socially integrated Islam in France. They are placed, as it were, under what 
amounts to permanent government supervision. 

 

MEE: Beyond the discourse of the French government, how has the figure of Emmanuel 
Macron come to embody the rejection, not just of what he represents, but of what he 

actually is? Throughout the Yellow Vests crisis, symbolic anti-Macron measures were 
already being called for. 

 

OR: He is the embodiment of executive power, of course, but quite frankly, he has a 
certain kind of arrogance that is off-putting to many. He can be very pedantic when he 

attempts to explain "this is what you should think". 

 
And this was already perfectly clear at the time of the Yellow Vests crisis. The negative 

response that he has rightly or wrongly aroused runs deep, from the Yellow Vests to his 
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handling of Covid-19, to his views on Islamist "separatism", which he says he intends to 

fight - stealing the thunder of disgruntled right-wing circles who consider it a topic all 
their own. 

 

De Ligonnès’ prayer group allegedly abusing the 
weakness of a 60-year-old is fake news, a court rules 

Anti-cult organisations UNADFI and CCMM, the controversial state anti-cult 
institution MIVILUDES and George Fenech (a magistrate, former president of 

MIVILUDES and MP of the LR opposition party) misled the Minister in charge of 
citizenship, Marlène Schiappa, about the alleged danger posed by a prayer 

group. 

 
HRWF (23.11.2020) – In mid-November, a court in Metz dismissed the charge of abuse 

of weakness in a case involving two of the five sons of a 60-year-old and a traditionalist 
Catholic prayer group, called ‘Eglise de Philadelphie’ or ‘Le Jardin’. They were accusing 

this group of abusing their father to extort his savings.  

 
These two sons alleged that their father, Jean-Michel Brenner, lost touch with reality 

after their mother’s death three years ago, and claimed that he sold the family house and 

then transferred the proceeds to the ‘Eglise de Philadelphie’ prayer group. However, their 
father denied having ever been a member of that group. He was quoted as saying to the 

judge in the 19 November issue of France Bleu: ‘My wife was close to the “Eglise de 
Philadelphie” but there was never any plan to give any money to Christine and Geneviève 

Dupont de Ligonnès. The money from the sale of our house was used to reimburse loans 

taken out for the school studies of our children’. He now wants to lodge a complaint 
against his two sons, the newspaper said.  

 
This sordid family case would not merit any attention if the names of Christine and 

Geneviève Dupont de Ligonnès were not associated with it.  

 
What is the De Ligonnès case?  

 

In April 2011, the bodies of Agnès Dupont de Ligonnès and her four children were found 
buried in their garden in Nantes (Loire-Atlantique), while Xavier Dupont de Ligonnès, the 

husband and father, had disappeared. To date, he is still missing and is the subject of an 
international arrest warrant as he is considered the prime suspect in the murders. On 

several occasions, there have been reports of sightings of him in other countries and at 

one point it was announced that he had been arrested in Scotland, but all these were 
subsequently denied.   

 
Christine and Geneviève Dupont de Ligonnès, Xavier de Ligonnès’ mother and sister, are 

the leaders of the prayer group ‘Eglise de Philadelphie’, which has existed for over 20 

years. This group has been the target of unconfirmed rumours based on testimonies of 
former members and spread by the Interministerial Mission of Vigilance and Fight Against 

Sectarian Drifts (MIVILUDES) and anti-cult groups, but no one has ever been officially 

charged and indicted with any crimes.  
 

At the time of the tragedy, notorious anti-cult activists associated the murder of a whole 
family with the possible involvement of this prayer group, which they deem to be a ‘cult’ 

that believes in the imminent coming of the Apocalypse. Such linkage between mass 

murders and cults have easily found complacent ears in the media and among politicians 
since the mass massacres or suicides perpetrated inside the Order of the Solar Temple in 

France, Switzerland and Canada in the 1990’s. Since 2011, the media have circulated the 

https://www.francebleu.fr/infos/faits-divers-justice/la-mere-et-la-soeur-de-xavier-dupont-de-ligonnes-accusees-de-derives-sectaire-non-lieu-a-metz-1605786343
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same malicious but unfounded rumours discrediting this prayer group any time there is 

an alleged sighting of Xavier Dupont de Ligonnès.  
 

The attempted return to the fore of the MIVILUDES and the anti-cultists 
 

On 1 January 2020, the state anti-cult institution, the MIVILUDES, was reassigned from 

the Prime Minister to the Ministry of the Interior, merging with the Interministerial 
Committee for the Prevention of Delinquency and Radicalisation (CIPDR). A 

‘redevelopment’ and downsizing was on the agenda. Originally composed of 15 people 

with seven specialised advisers and administrative staff, the MIVILUDES was being 
reduced to three or four civil servants. The anti-cult organisations united  to thwart this 

plan and widely campaigned in the main national media outlets,1 but it was in vain. They 
viewed the downgrading of the MIVILUDES as its announced death.  

 

In October, the proclaimed fight against ‘separatism’ was seen as a new opportunity to 
resurrect the MIVILUDES and bring the fight against so-called cults to the fore. While the 

French government was working on a draft law on separatism designed primarily to 
target Islamists, the usual anti-cult actors campaigned to convince lawmakers that 

religious and spiritual groups called ‘sectes’ also live on the margin of society and should 

be identified as threats under the draft law. To this end, they instrumentalised the 
emblematic unsolved criminal case of Dupont de Ligonnès. They succeeded in gaining 

support from the Minister in charge of citizenship, Marlène Schiappa, for their cause. 

Although there were no new developments for this case, she discussed the need to 
investigate the prayer group in several interviews and repeatedly expressed concerns 

about separatism trends among ‘sectes’.2  
 

In the meantime, the November ruling of the court in Metz has unsubstantiated the latest 

malicious rumour targeting the prayer group, highlighting the baseless allegations of 
anti-cult activists and their perpetuation of fake news.  

 
On 17 November, the government made public the announced draft law under a totally 

different title. The word ‘separatism’ disappeared, and it is now the ‘Draft Law 

Strengthening the Republican Principles’. The content had also been deeply amended, 
but concerns remain about some articles of the draft law. Several vague concepts such 

as ‘behaviours threatening human dignity’ and ‘psychological pressures’ may open the 
door to abuses in the implementation of this law on other religious groups. Moreover, an 

article of this law provides that if any member of a group is considered to have acted in 

violation of the law, the Council of Ministers can enact a ban of the whole association.  
 

 
1 Here are some articles about the downgrading of the MIVILUDES:  

https://www.liberation.fr/checknews/2019/10/01/sectes-la-miviludes-va-t-elle-
disparaitre_1754651,  

https://www.franceinter.fr/lutte-contre-les-sectes-la-miviludes-va-t-elle-disparaitre, and  

https://www.lepoint.fr/societe/le-gouvernement-abandonne-t-il-la-lutte-contre-les-
sectes-01-10-2019-2338675_23.php.  
2 Marlène Shiappa and the ‘Eglise de Philadelphie’: 
https://www.lefigaro.fr/actualite-france/marlene-schiappa-veut-comprendre-comment-

fonctionne-le-groupe-de-prieres-des-dupont-de-nbsp-ligonnes-20201011, 

https://www.ladepeche.fr/2020/10/11/loi-sur-le-separatisme-le-groupe-de-prieres-des-
dupont-de-ligonnes-dans-le-viseur-de-marlene-schiappa-9132085.php, 

https://www.leparisien.fr/politique/derives-sectaires-il-y-a-une-floraison-de-petites-

structures-alerte-marlene-schiappa-10-10-2020-8400297.php, and 
 https://www.unadfi.org/groupes-et-mouvances/l-eglise-de-philadelphie-preoccupe-

marlene-schiappa/.  

https://www.liberation.fr/checknews/2019/10/01/sectes-la-miviludes-va-t-elle-disparaitre_1754651
https://www.liberation.fr/checknews/2019/10/01/sectes-la-miviludes-va-t-elle-disparaitre_1754651
https://www.franceinter.fr/lutte-contre-les-sectes-la-miviludes-va-t-elle-disparaitre
https://www.lepoint.fr/societe/le-gouvernement-abandonne-t-il-la-lutte-contre-les-sectes-01-10-2019-2338675_23.php
https://www.lepoint.fr/societe/le-gouvernement-abandonne-t-il-la-lutte-contre-les-sectes-01-10-2019-2338675_23.php
https://www.lefigaro.fr/actualite-france/marlene-schiappa-veut-comprendre-comment-fonctionne-le-groupe-de-prieres-des-dupont-de-nbsp-ligonnes-20201011
https://www.lefigaro.fr/actualite-france/marlene-schiappa-veut-comprendre-comment-fonctionne-le-groupe-de-prieres-des-dupont-de-nbsp-ligonnes-20201011
https://www.ladepeche.fr/2020/10/11/loi-sur-le-separatisme-le-groupe-de-prieres-des-dupont-de-ligonnes-dans-le-viseur-de-marlene-schiappa-9132085.php
https://www.ladepeche.fr/2020/10/11/loi-sur-le-separatisme-le-groupe-de-prieres-des-dupont-de-ligonnes-dans-le-viseur-de-marlene-schiappa-9132085.php
https://www.leparisien.fr/politique/derives-sectaires-il-y-a-une-floraison-de-petites-structures-alerte-marlene-schiappa-10-10-2020-8400297.php
https://www.leparisien.fr/politique/derives-sectaires-il-y-a-une-floraison-de-petites-structures-alerte-marlene-schiappa-10-10-2020-8400297.php
https://www.unadfi.org/groupes-et-mouvances/l-eglise-de-philadelphie-preoccupe-marlene-schiappa/
https://www.unadfi.org/groupes-et-mouvances/l-eglise-de-philadelphie-preoccupe-marlene-schiappa/
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It is to be hoped that the Council of State will keep in mind the guidelines of the 

OSCE/ODIHR concerning the freedom of religion or belief as well as the Venice 
Commission recommendations and will contest these questionable provisions.  

 
At the Ministerial to Advance Freedom of Religion or Belief webinar hosted by the US and 

Poland on 18 November, a side-event organised by CAP Conscience et Liberté addressed 

the concerns raised by this proposed law in France. The event can be watched here: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=U9Rl7DagZjQ&t=11s.  

 

Earlier in November, A White Paper on “Separatism”, Religion & “Cults”: Religious Liberty 
Issues addressing these concerns was published by the Centre for Studies on New 

Religions in Turin (CESNUR), Human Rights Without Frontiers in Brussels (HRWF), the 
European Federation for Freedom of Belief in Italy (FOB), Bernadette Rigal-Cellard from 

the Université Bordeaux-Montaigne and Frédéric Jérôme Pansier from the Université 

Panthéon-Sorbonne in Paris.   

 

Religious liberty endangered by French draft law against 
“separatism” 

By Newsdesk 

 
The European Times (02.11.2020) - https://bit.ly/3exzdap - France has a serious 

problem with radical Islam, but the draft law against “separatism” announced by 
President Macron may create more problems than it claims to solve. This is the 

conclusion of a “White Paper” co-authored or endorsed by well-known scholars of new 

religious movements Massimo Introvigne, an Italian sociologist and managing director of 
CESNUR (Center for Studies on New Religions) and Bernadette Rigal-Cellard, from the 

University of Bordeaux, French lecturer in law Frédéric-Jérôme Pansier, human rights 
activists Willy Fautré, of Brussels-based Human Rights Without Frontiers, and Alessandro 

Amicarelli, human rights attorney in London and chairperson of the European Federation 

for Freedom of Belief (FOB). 
 

“Eradicating the social roots of terrorism is a laudable purpose“, say the members of the 

task force who is launching the White Paper, “and some provisions of the draft law make 
sense, but there are also serious problems.” 

 
The White Paper can be downloaded as a FREE pdf at the website of CESNUR.ORG or 

hrwf.eu. 

 
First, the law is being proposed and publicized by some politicians and media with 

disturbing accents implying that only an “Islam des Lumières,” an Enlightenment-style 
Islam, is accepted in France, where all conservative Muslims, i.e, the majority of Muslims 

in France and Europe, are suspected of extremism if not terrorism. “This“, the report 

says, “risks to fuel extremism rather than containing it.” 
 

Second, the total ban on homeschooling punishes thousands of French parents who are 

not Muslim, and in most cases do not even decide to educate their children at home for 
religious reasons. Several sociological studies have concluded that homeschooling is a 

legitimate form of education and may give good results. “Islamic ultra-fundamentalism“, 
the authors state, “appears in homeschooling in a tiny minority of cases, and may be 

controlled or eliminated through adequate controls rather than by banning the practice 

altogether.” 
 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=U9Rl7DagZjQ&t=11s
https://hrwf.eu/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/White-paper-Separatism-rev2.pdf
https://hrwf.eu/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/White-paper-Separatism-rev2.pdf
https://bit.ly/3exzdap
https://www.cesnur.org/2020/separatism-religion-and-cults.htm
https://hrwf.eu/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/White-paper-Separatism-rev2.pdf
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Third, there is a speedy procedure for dissolving religious organizations deemed to 

operate against “human dignity” or use not only physical but also “psychological 
pressures.” This, the White Paper says, is standard jargon used against the so-called 

“cults” and in fact some French politicians have already announced that the law will be 
used to “dissolve hundreds of cults” (called in France sectes). 

 

Rather than relying on the pseudo-scientific notions of “brainwashing” or “psychological 
control,” the White Paper suggests, the law should focus on the “criminal religious 

movements” (a label several scholars prefer to the elusive “cults” or sectes) that use 

physical violence or commit common crimes. And, the report adds, the defense of 
“human dignity” may not lead to violate the corporate freedom of religious bodies, for 

example when they decide whom to admit or to expel, or suggests that their current 
members do not associate with those who have been expelled. The White Paper quotes 

several court decisions stating that excommunication and “ostracism” are part of 

religious liberty, as religions have the right to take decisions about their own 
organizations. 

 
Fourth, the reference to places of worship unduly used to spread “hostility to the laws of 

the Republic” should not mean that sermons should not be free to criticize laws they 

regard as unjust. Religion has always had the prophetic function of criticizing laws 
deemed as unfair, which is different from inciting to violence. 

 

“We understand“, the authors explain, “that France has its own tradition and history of 
laïcité, and our purpose is not to suggest that France should adopt the American model of 

religious liberty, or the Italian model of cooperation between religion and the state. On 
the contrary, our aim is to find ways to address, within rather than outside the French 

legal tradition, legitimate concerns about radicalization and terrorism, without infringing 

on the rights of religious minorities or breaching France’s international human rights 
obligations.” 

 
 

Read A White Paper on “Separatism”, Religion & “Cults”: Religious Liberty Issues. 

  
Further reading:  

 
EN: FORB Roundtable (Brussels-EU) Letter to French President Macron concerning the 

announcements on the “Law on separatism” 

FR: FORB Roundtable (Brussels-EU) Lettre au président français Macron concernant les 
annonces sur « la loi sur le séparatisme » 

 

https://hrwf.eu/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/White-paper-Separatism-rev2.pdf
https://hrwf.eu/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/FORB-Roundtable-Letter-to-President-Macron.pdf
https://hrwf.eu/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/FORB-Roundtable-Letter-to-President-Macron.pdf
https://hrwf.eu/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/FR-FORB-Roundtable-Letter-to-President-Macron.pdf
https://hrwf.eu/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/FR-FORB-Roundtable-Letter-to-President-Macron.pdf
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The “Law Against Separatism” targets “cults” as well as 
Islam  

 

 

Minister of Citizenship, Marlène Schiappa 

The European Times (15.10.2020)  - https://bit.ly/3mijyhv - Anti-cultism is back in 
France. Media around the world have covered President Macron’s announcement of a new 

law against “separatism,” explaining it as a measure against radical Islam. It is surely 

true that Islam is targeted but, not for the first time, a law introduced to fight Islamic 
radical groups is then used against other religious movements. The Russian law against 

extremism is an obvious example. 

The “general concept” of the law has been unveiled by the French Minister of Internal 

Affairs, Gérald Darmanin, on Twitter, as it is now increasingly common on world politics. 

We publish the document tweeted by Darmanin, to make it more easily accessible. 

The draft announces the “end of home schooling” in general, “except in cases justified by 

medical conditions.” Obviously, this provision will target a number of Christian 

communities and not the Muslims only. 

The draft also explains that places of worship will be put under increasing surveillance 

and “preserved […] from the diffusion of ideas and statements hostile to the laws of the 
Republic.” Again, the law cannot target Muslims only for obvious constitutional reasons. 

What about a priest or pastor criticizing abortion or same-sex marriage, which are part of 

the laws of the French Republic, but also claiming that certain “laws of the Republic” 

penalize the poor and the immigrants? 

https://www.europeantimes.info/2020/10/15/france-the-law-against-separatism-targets-cults-as-well-as-islam/
https://www.europeantimes.info/2020/10/15/france-the-law-against-separatism-targets-cults-as-well-as-islam/
https://bit.ly/3mijyhv
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Hidden in a law ostensibly aimed at Islamic radicalization is a provision that allows 

religious and other associations to be dissolved (the Russian word “liquidated” is not 
used, but the substance is very much the same) in case of  “attacks on personal dignity” 

and “use of psychological or physical pressures.” 

When reading this, and considering the French anti-cult tradition, I immediately 

suspected that the provision will be used against groups labeled as “cults,” and 

“psychological pressures” is reminiscent of the old idea of “brainwashing.” In Darmanin’s 

tweet the Minister of Citizenship, Marlène Schiappa, was copied. 

On October 10, Schiappa gave an interview to Le Parisien confirming that “we will use 

the same measures against the cults and against radical Islam.” Last year, the official 
French anti-cult mission MIVILUDES was moved from being an independent structure 

under the Prime Minister to becoming a part of the Ministry of Internal Affairs’ anti-
radicalization system. Anti-cultists protested that this may lead to the demise of the 

MIVILUDES, but Schiappa now explains that with the new law it will be reinforced and 

move from mere “analysis” to a more active role. The former politician and anti-cult 
activist Georges Fenech and the president of the largest French anti-cult organization, 

UNADFI, Joséphine Lindgren-Cesbron, will become members of the MIVILUDES. Anti-cult 
propaganda will be further promoted. Among the main aims indicated by Schiappa is 

identifying the “cults” that could be legally dissolved and banned because of “attacks on 

personal dignity” and “use of psychological or physical pressures.” 

Much in the new draft law is constitutionally problematic, not to mention possible 

interventions of the European Court of Human Rights. These developments confirm, 

however, that anti-cultism is alive and well in France and that, as in happened in other 
countries, what is introduced as “a law against radical Islam” may end up targeting a 

wide variety of religious organizations. 

Source: https://www.cesnur.org/2020/law-against-separatism-in-france.htm 

 

Discrepancies between the ECHR and the UN on the 
French burka ban 

Ten years ago, on October 11, 2010, the French law prohibiting the concealment 
of one's face in the public space (n° 2010-1192) was adopted. On the occasion 

of this anniversary, the ECLJ proposes a reflection based on an article by Nicolas 

Bauer, Research Fellow, in the journal Société, droit et religion (C.N.R.S. 
Editions, No. June 9, 2020): "Affaire Baby-loup" and burka: the deep divergence 

between Geneva and Strasbourg weakens religious freedom." 
 

This article analyses and compares the jurisprudence of two international 

bodies, the European Court of Human Rights (ECHR) and the United Nations 
(UN) Human Rights Committee, regarding religious signs and clothing. The 

article is based in particular on examples of French cases relating to the 
wearing of the full veil in the public space. While the ECHR has already validated 

the French law, the Committee considers that it violates the freedom of religion 

of Muslim women. 
 

ECLJ (11.10.2020) - https://bit.ly/3m4GzFf - The 1966 International Covenant on Civil 

and Political Rights ("Covenant II") aims to give a binding force to the civil and political 
rights of the 1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR). This is also the 

ambition, at the regional level, of the 1950 European Convention on Human Rights.[1] 

https://www.cesnur.org/2020/law-against-separatism-in-france.htm
https://bit.ly/3m4GzFf
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Former President of the European Court Guido Raimondi recalled in a symposium 

organized by the ECLJ in September 2018: "the Convention must be considered as an 
instrument reflecting the resolve of States to take the first steps to ensure the collective 

guarantee of certain rights set forth in the Declaration."[2] 
 

Two very similar articles protecting the right to freedom of religion 

 
The States Parties to Covenant II have committed themselves to its terms and have 

entrusted the Human Rights Committee with monitoring its implementation. Some of 

them, including France, have chosen to sign and ratify the Optional Protocol, which also 
allows the Committee to receive "communications from individuals". At the regional level, 

the States of the Council of Europe have chosen to entrust the ECHR with the mission of 
ensuring respect for the rights present in the European Convention.[3] 

 

After having exhausted domestic remedies, individuals who wish to defend their rights 
before an international body must choose between the UN Committee and the ECHR, 

which cannot be seized jointly. 
 

With respect to the right to freedom of religion, the articles of Covenant II and the 

European Convention are very similar in substance.[4] Both articles protect the right to 
have or to adopt a religion, as well as the right to manifest it. The Human Rights 

Committee and the ECHR usually manage to coordinate on the interpretation of this 

right. However, it appears that their jurisprudence on religious signs and clothing reveals 
deep divergences, particularly concerning the burka in the public space. 

 
Is the ban on the burka necessary for the "living together"? 

 

In the S.A.S. v. France judgment of July 1, 2014, the Grand Chamber of the ECHR ruled 
that the law prohibiting the concealment of the face in the public space was compatible 

with the right to freedom of religion of Muslim women. Indeed, according to the Court, 
this legislation is proportionate to the legitimate goal of preserving the "living together". 

The ECHR's reflection on this notion was concrete and developed in particular the role of 

the face in social interaction.[5] Its decision showed great caution with regard to "the 
flexibility of the concept of 'living together' and the risk of excess that results from it".[6] 

 
On the contrary, the Human Rights Committee has repeatedly stated that the 2010 law 

prohibiting the concealment of the face in the public space is contrary to religious 

freedom and creates a "sense of exclusion and marginalization of certain groups".[7]  In 
August 2015, in its concluding observations on France's fifth periodic report, the 

Committee classified restrictions on the "wearing of religious signs qualified as 

'conspicuous'" as one of its "main concerns and recommendations".[8]  In fact, this is the 
only issue on which the Committee found violations of religious freedom in France. 

 
On October 22, 2018, the Committee considered that the punishment of Muslim women 

who violated the 2010 law was a violation of their freedom to manifest their religion and 

a "form of cross-discrimination based on gender and religion".[9]  The Committee called 
on France to "[re-examine]" its legislation on the full veil "in the light of its obligations 

under the Covenant [International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights].[10]  The 
Committee, without explicitly citing the ECHR, clearly criticized the S.A.S. jurisprudence. 

It stated that "the notion of 'living together' is very vague and abstract" and that "the 

right to interact with any individual in the public space [is not protected] by the 
Covenant".[11]  

 

The influence of Muslim states at the United Nations 
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In its opinions of 22 October 2018 on the wearing of the burka, the Human Rights 

Committee did not hesitate to show irreverence towards the ECHR. Indeed, the 
Committee ruled in favour of the two Muslim women applicants, even though the Court, 

seized by the same women, had declared their applications inadmissible in September 
2014. However, their appeals related to "the same facts and circumstances" and "the 

issues raised were the same".[12]  However, the Committee considered that "no 

arguments or clarifications as to the basis of the inadmissibility decision had been 
provided to [the authors] to justify the dismissal of [their] petitions on the merits".[13] It 

stated that "it was not possible for the Committee to determine with certainty that [these 

cases] had already been examined even on the limited merits" by the ECHR and that it 
was therefore legitimate to examine them itself.[14] 

 
These applications had been declared inadmissible by the Court because the issue had 

already been decided on the merits two months earlier, in S.A.S. v. France. The fact that 

the Committee is examining a case that has already been judged at the ECHR is contrary 
to practice and above all violates the reservation made by France when it ratified the 

Optional Protocol to the Covenant II.[15] 
 

The Committee's complacency regarding the wearing of the burka is probably explained 

by its composition. Admittedly, its experts are independent from states. However, given 
that each expert is nominated by the State of which he or she is a national[16] and then 

elected by the States parties to Covenant II,[17] it would be illusory to believe that the 

massive presence of Muslim States at the UN has no influence on the Committee. In this 
case, nearly 30% of the experts (five out of eighteen) come from member states of the 

Organization for Islamic Cooperation (OIC), which signed and ratified the Cairo 
Declaration of Human Rights in Islam (5 August 1990).[18] This legal formulation of 

sharia law rejects freedom of religion and states that "Islam is the natural religion of 

man".[19] National and religious traditions have a strong and inevitable impact on each 
expert's conception of religious freedom.  

 
Ten years after the burka ban, is the debate over? 

 

The position of the Human Rights Committee has been used by some as an opportunity 
to reopen the debate on the full veil.[20] On the contrary, in a resolution adopted 

unanimously, the French Senate invited the government "not to act on these 
observations [of the Committee] in order, at the very least, to preserve the national legal 

order relating to the wearing of the full Islamic veil in the public space".[21] 

 
Today the question is posed in new terms with the masks of protection against the Covid-

19. Not only is the ban on concealing one's face waived for health reasons, but it has 

even become mandatory in many places to wear a mask that conceals one's mouth and 
nose. 

 
Footnotes: 

 

[1] See its preamble: "Being resolved, as the governments of European countries which 
are like-minded and have a common heritage of political traditions, ideals, freedom and 

the rule of law, to take the first steps for the collective enforcement of certain of the 
rights stated in the Universal Declaration ". 

[2] Symposium " The challenge of universality Crossed perspectives 70 years after the 

Universal Declaration of Human Rights", Council of Europe, 10 September 2018: 
intervention of the President of the ECHR Guido Raimondi available in video. 

[3] See Article 5 § 2 of the Optional Protocol to the Covenant II and Article 35 § 2 of the 

European Convention. 
[4]   See article 18 of Covenant II and article 9 of the European Convention. 

[5] ECHR, S.A.S. v. France [GC], no. 43835/11, 1 July 2014, § 122. 
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[6] Ibid. 

[7] Human Rights Committee, Concluding Observations on the Fifth Periodic Report of 
France, CCPR/C/FRA/CO/5, 17 August 2015. See also the Views adopted by the 

Committee at its 106th session (15 October-2 November 2012), Communication No. 
1852/2008, CCPR/C/106/D/1852/2008, 4 February 2013. 

[8] Ibid. 

[9] Human Rights Committee, Views adopted by the Committee under article 5, 
paragraph 4, of the Optional Protocol in respect of communication No. 2747/2016, 

CCPR/C/123/D/2747/2016, 22 October 2018, para. 8.17; Views adopted by the 

Committee under article 5, paragraph 4, of the Optional Protocol in respect of 
communication No. 2807/2016, CCPR/C/123/D/2807/2016, 22 October 2018, para. 7.17 

[10] Ibid.: CCPR/C/123/D/2747/2016, §§ 9 and 10; CCPR/C/123/D/2807/2016, §§ 8 and 
9.  

[11] CCPR/C/123/D/2747/2016, § 8.10 ; CCPR/C/123/D/2807/2016, § 7.10. 

[12] CCPR/C/123/D/2747/2016, § 4.10 ; CCPR/C/123/D/2807/2016, § 4.8. 
[13] CCPR/C/123/D/2747/2016, § 6.2 ; CCPR/C/123/D/2807/2016, § 6.4. 

[14] CCPR/C/123/D/2747/2016, § 11 ; CCPR/C/123/D/2807/2016, § 6.2.  
[15] This reservation is as follows: "France makes a reservation to article 5, paragraph 2 

(a), specifying that the Human Rights Committee shall not be competent to consider a 

communication from an individual if the same matter is being examined or has already 
been examined under another procedure of international investigation or settlement". 

[16] See Article 29 §§ 1 and 2 of the Covenant II.. 

[17] See Article 30 § 4 of Covenant II. 
[18] Declaration of Human Rights in Islam, drafted by the Organization for Islamic 

Cooperation (OIC) and adopted in Cairo on August 5, 1990, ratified by the 57 OIC 
member states. 

[19] Ibid., article 10. 

[20] See, for example: Bernard Gorce, interview with Magali Lafourcade, "Voile intégral: 
'It is in everyone's interest that France change the law,'" La Croix, 23 October 2018. 

[21] Sénat, resolution no. 34 « visant à préserver l'ordonnancement juridique relatif au 
port du voile intégral dans l'espace public », 11 December 2018. 

 

The weaponization of laïcité 

What began as a legal measure to keep religion out of state affairs has 
metastasized into open religious bigotry against Muslims. 

 

By Rim-Sarah Alouane 
 

Berkley Forum (07.10.2020) - https://bit.ly/3m6TGFJ - In the wake of the 2016 “burkini 
affair” in France, former Minister of the Interior Jean-Pierre Chevènement addressed 

French Muslims rattled by the rise of local legislation banning modest swimwear. 

Chevènement, who was on the short list to lead the Foundation for Islam in France, 
declared that Muslims in France “must be able to practice their faith freely [but with] 

discretion within the public space.” While trying to negotiate the space between “freely” 
and “with discretion,” French Muslims find themselves rendered invisible in certain public 

spaces in order to exist within French society. 

 
Not a day goes by in France without a new case concerning the treatment of French 

Muslims. As a recent example, in September 2020, Imane Boun, a young student who 

runs the popular “Recettes Echelon 7” Instagram account, was targeted by a Le Figaro 
journalist who tweeted “September 11” in response to one of her videos, apparently a 

reference to her Islamic faith and hijab. As a result, Boun had to deactivate her Twitter 
account in the wake of multiple threats. This attempt to connect the hijab to the tragic 

https://bit.ly/3m6TGFJ
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events of 9/11, and the lack of accountability for the ensuing harm to ordinary Muslims, 

reveals the extent to which anti-Muslim sentiment in France is normalized. 
 

France is a secular (laïque) country that constitutionally recognizes and guarantees 
freedom of religion and conscience, which must coexist with the principle of neutrality 

enshrined in Article 1 of the Constitution and in the 1905 Law on Separation of the 

Churches and State. Laïcité intends for the state to not interfere with religious matters 
and vice versa. As a consequence, religious neutrality is imposed upon any person 

directly or indirectly working for the state. In the modern era, laïcité has come to 

represent the cornerstone of a national identity based on French values—even though 
these values have not been specifically defined. In the absence of such a definition, 

“various cultural and political influences have taken control of this definition to the 
detriment of minorities, including and especially Muslims.” In recent years, both the right 

and the left wing have expressed support for the implementation of a more restrictive 

and narrow understanding of laïcité. The debate surrounding the prohibition of religious 
signs reached its peak in summer 2016 with the adoption of various bylaws by several 

cities across France to specifically ban the wearing of burkinis, a type of modest 
swimwear popular with Muslims in the West. 

 

The changing interpretation of laïcité—which was first intended to guarantee a strict state 
neutrality and religious freedom—has led to a toughening of the legislative narrative on 

the visibility of religious signs. Most political parties have joined forces to essentially 

make Muslims, especially Muslim women, disappear from public spaces. This 
transformation and manipulation of laïcité into an illiberal legal tool to restrict religious 

freedom has allowed elite public discourse to constantly question Muslim loyalty to 
France and debate whether or not Muslims can be good French citizens. 

 

Headscarves in public schools 
 

In 1989, there was a series of so-called “headscarf affairs” where several Muslim girls in 
the city of Creil wearing the Islamic headscarf were expelled on the grounds that they 

violated laïcité and school neutrality. These cases led to the development of a discourse 

justifying the dismissal of these girls based on the crucial role of public schools in training 
future citizens. Upon government request, the Council of State released a nonbinding 

opinion on the issue and embraced a liberal interpretation of the principle of laïcité by 
finding that the wearing of headscarves by Muslim schoolgirls as a symbol of religious 

expression in public schools was not incompatible with the principle unless it was shown 

to be a threat to public order. Despite that relatively broad interpretation, state officials 
proceeded to undermine the opinion, and ministerial directives gave carte blanche to 

teachers to decide to ban the headscarf. Disputed bans that were brought before the 

Council of State were largely overturned and relative peace was reinstated. However, in 
2003 the issue rose again, and the government appointed the Stasi Commission to 

review the application of laïcité in the country. 
 

The Stasi Commission's report called for the prohibition of religious signs in public 

schools. It has been strongly criticized by human rights activists and legal scholars for 
lacking evidence that wearing a religious sign constitutes a threat to public order, for not 

engaging those who will directly be affected by such a ban, and for failing to demonstrate 
any positive effect from a such a ban. On March 15, 2004 the French parliament adopted 

a new law prohibiting the wearing of any religious symbols or garments in public schools 

that ostentatiously exhibit religious affiliation on the grounds of the principle of laïcité. 
The symbols prohibited include the Islamic hijab, Jewish kippa, Sikh turbans, and large 

Christian crosses. In practice, however, the law was primarily aimed at Muslim students 

wearing hijabs. 
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The 2004 law thus extended to students in public schools the obligation of neutrality, 

formerly only applied to civil servants. It deeply affected Muslim girls and was 
complicated by a lack of clear definition as to what constitutes a religious sign, a 

definition the law has deliberately omitted. So, the Council of State upheld the expulsion 
of a female Muslim student wearing a bandana in 2007 and, in 2015, another Muslim 

student was barred from attending class because her long skirt was deemed too 

religious. Although the law seems to be based on the prohibitions of blatant visible 
religious symbols, it in reality tends to focus more on the supposed behavior of female 

Muslim students.  

 
Muslims in the public square 

 
The most striking example is the ban on face concealment in public spaces, intended to 

target the wearing of full-face coverings such as the burqa and niqab. Even though the 

phenomenon is marginal in France, where only 2,000 women are estimated to wear the 
niqab, and the potential threat to public order is negligible, a parliamentary commission 

released a report in January 2010 stating the issue was an emergency. The report 
provoked the adoption of a parliamentary resolution highlighting the need to respect 

“republican values” allegedly put in jeopardy by the development of “radical practices” 

such as the wearing of full-face coverings. At the request of Prime Minister François 
Fillon, the Council of State released a report expressing its opposition to a total ban of 

full-face coverings. According to the Council, all possible legal grounds that would justify 

the adoption of such a law were not enough to legitimize a total ban. The Council of State 
also raised serious concerns about the compatibility of a total ban with domestic and 

international anti-discrimination legislation. The bill was referred to the Constitutional 
Council, which upheld the ban. 

 

The bill was ultimately submitted to parliament, which adopted it by an overwhelming 
majority. This law used the ambiguous notion of human dignity as a component of public 

order to justify the ban, despite legal concerns from the Council of State. The law was 
subsequently challenged before the European Court of Human Rights (ECtHR), and in the 

S.A.S v. France decision the ECtHR upheld the ban, opening the door to other European 

countries to follow the French. 
 

In a similar situation, the mayor of Cannes introduced a municipal bylaw in July 2016 
preventing “access to beaches and for swimming…to anyone not wearing appropriate 

clothing, respectful of moral standards and laïcité,” to de facto target Muslim women 

wearing a burkini. Thirty-one municipalities immediately passed similar bylaws. Those on 
both sides of the political spectrum started a heated debate on the place of Islam in 

France. The administrative court of Nice initially upheld the burkini ban, which was 

immediately challenged before the Council of State. The latter deemed such a ban illegal 
and ruled that the alleged disturbance of public order was not proven and that religious 

freedom was infringed.  
 

The state of French laïcité 

 
These increasingly heated debates around the application of laïcité in France, in particular 

vis-à-vis Muslims, are signs of a deep national crisis. Originally designed as a principle 
compatible with human rights, in which all individuals are equal regardless of their 

religion or belief, laïcité in France has since become a tool for political identity, and 

Muslim women are paying a high price for it. This new form of illiberal laïcité is a threat 
to human rights and religious freedom. Indeed, it imposes a uniform and restrictive 

vision of republican values and national identity, which is based on a rejection of diversity 

and on a monolithic and biased understanding of the wearing of the headscarf by Muslim 
women. This modern and problematic definition of laïcité is weaponized to push for the 

adoption of increasingly restrictive legislation and policies regarding the wearing of 
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religious symbols, which now constitutes an acceptable form of legal discrimination 

against French Muslims. 

 

France to get tough on anti-religious acts, says interior 
minister 

Government official speaks out after attempted arson attack on Catholic church 

in metropolitan Lyon 
 

 
Visit of Gérald Darmanin at the St. Peter Chanel Church. (Photo by STÉPHANE 

GUIOCHON/PHOTOPQR/LE PROGRES/MAXPPP) 
By Xavier Le Normand  | France  

 

La Croix Int’l (07.10.2020) - https://bit.ly/2GP5yN6 - France's interior minister has 
vowed that the government would use all means to find and prosecute those who attack 

churches, mosques and other religious monuments. 

Gérald Darmanin made the comment on October 5, one day after an attempted arson 

attack on a Catholic church near the city of Lyon. 

"To attack a place of worship is a strike against the Republic," the interior minister said. 

His words echoed those expressed four years ago by the then-French President François 

Hollande after an elderly priest in Normandy was murdered while celebrating Mass. 

"To kill a priest is to desecrate the Republic," Hollande said after the July 26, 2016 

slaying of Father Jacques Hamel. 

https://international.la-croix.com/author/authorname?authorname=Xavier%20Le%20Normand%20
https://international.la-croix.com/country/france/182
https://bit.ly/2GP5yN6
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Darmanin spoke to the press during a quick trip to Rillieux-la-Pape, a city of some 

30,000 inhabitants about eight miles northeast of Lyon. 

The city's St. Peter Chanel Church is believed to have been the target of arsonists who, 

during the night of Oct. 3-4, set a dozen vehicles on fire.  

One of the autos was expressly moved in front of the church, which resulted in 

blackening the facade of the modern building.  

But thanks to the intervention of firefighters, who faced projectile fire upon arrival, only 

the church's offices and meeting rooms were damaged. 

 

"Christians are defended by the public authorities" 

 

"All means are being put in place, including scientific means, to find the perpetrators of 

this unspeakable act," Darmanin promised.  

He called the violence "hooded mischief". 

The 38-year-old interior minister said additional police would be sent to the Lyon area, a 
clear show of firmness in the face of anti-religious acts that seem to be multiplying in the 

region. 

"We have had at least 14 incidents of damage or thefts since the beginning of the year, 

including seven since the beginning of September," said Christophe Ravinet, director of 

press relations for the Archdiocese of Lyon. 

But he said these figures could be underestimated, since they only concern cases that 

parishes report to the archdiocese. 

Bishop Michel Dubost, the apostolic administrator of the archdiocese, said the interior 
minister's visit to Rillieux-la-Pape was "very important, because it showed Christians that 

they are defended by the public authorities". 

But Catholics are not the only ones experiencing such violence. In recent months, 

mosques in the Lyon metropolitan area have also been targeted by attempted fires. 

 
Anti-Semitic tags were also found in Lyon's historic center, while the front of a Protestant 

bookstore was covered with anti-Christian slogans. 

"A desire by some to set religious communities against each other" 

 

"What's happening in our good city of Lyon, which has been going through difficult times 

since this summer?" asked Kamel Kabtane, rector of the city's grand mosque. 

He said anti-religious insults spiked on social media during the coronavirus lockdown, but 

now the hatred is being transformed into acts. 

"The odious act of Rillieux-la-Pape confirms that there is a desire by some to set religious 

communities against each other," the Muslim leader lamented. 

He said the attack on St. Peter's is all the more "insidious" since "there is a willingness on 

the part of all believers (in Lyon) to work together". 

https://www.google.com/url?client=internal-element-cse&cx=007883053263669949544:jqyusirboew&q=https://international.la-croix.com/news/religion/another-french-cathedral-burns-raising-safety-questions/12774&sa=U&ved=2ahUKEwjiv7y3xqLsAhVuzzgGHVrhB7UQFjAAegQIABAC&usg=AOvVaw3rapOcNqwrxRZafOXLAKlR
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"We are very connected to each other, each one pays attention to the other," confirmed 

Bishop Dubost. 

He said that during Darmanin's visit to St. Peter Chanel Church, Muslim women were 

present, in tears, as a sign of support for the city's Catholic community. 

The bishop said the interior minister's visit and this good understanding between 

religions confirms everyone's roles. 

"The State must ensure order and justice, while our duty as believers is twofold: to 

create a bond between us and to turn in prayer to the Creator," Bishop Dubost explained. 

 

 

Christian bookstore attacked in Lyon  

The windows of the store were full of anti-Christian offensive graffiti. “This is an 

attack on religious freedom, are we still free to believe in God in France?”, the 
CNEF says. 

 
 

 
The windows of the store were full of anti-Christian offensive graffiti. / @comcnef. 

 

https://evangelicalfocus.com/cities/7804/christian-bookstore-attacked-in-lyon
https://evangelicalfocus.com/cities/7804/christian-bookstore-attacked-in-lyon
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Le Progrès (02.09.2020) - https://evangelicalfocus.com/cities/7804/christian-

bookstore-attacked-in-lyon - The Christian bookstore CLC located in the French city 
of Lyon, was attacked last Saturday. The staff of the store found all the 

windows with anti-Christian graffiti. 
 

The paintings said very offensive things, such as “Christianity is a successful sect”, “Up 

there, God does not exist”, or the drawing of Christ tagged on a Christian cross, followed 
by an insult, all drawn in red or white ink. 

 

Although vandalism “is recurring, we have them every month”, this time “it surprised 
me because there are some on all the windows. The police came by to take 

pictures. There are two video surveillance cameras on the public road, it happened 
overnight”, the manager of the bookstore told local newspaper Le Progrès. 

 

“This targets Catholics as well as at other branches of Christianity. In fact, we all are 
targeted […]. We live with it, but here it goes beyond the limits”, he added. 

 
Isabelle Marczak, assistant to the general manager of the CLC group, who was in Lyon 

when the attack took place, pointed out that it was “shocking to see this in 

France, religious freedom is something quite strong in France”. 
 

“It is important to respect each other's convictions. Here we mix everything up. There 

are attacks on the faith, a bit of a homophobic inscription too… it's aggressive”, she 
underlined. 

  
CNEF: “Are we still free to believe in God in France?” 

 

The director of communications of the National Council of Evangelicals of France 
(CNEF), Romain Choisnet said on twitter that “this is an attack on freedom of 

religion: are we still free to believe in God in France? Will the Minister of the 
Interior react as he reacted to the attempted fire at a mosque a few days ago?”. 

 

The CNEF explained that “faced with the proliferation of anti-religious acts, a group of 
inter-religious leaders in Lyon, called the G9, is considering a right of reply in the 

form of a forum to appear soon in a major national media”. 
 

“The objective is clear: to denounce these acts and call on the public authorities to 

be vigilant”, Erwan Cloarec, pastor of the Evangelical Baptist Church of Lyon and one of 
the participants of the G9 group, stressed. 

 

This G9 is made up of seven Christian leaders and two others of the Jewish and Muslim 
faith. 

  
Political and religious support 

 

The Prefect of the region, Pascal Mailhos, “strongly condemns the anti-Christian tags 
discovered this night at Lyon quai Tilsitt. He sends all his support to the Christian 

community”, on the Twitter account of the Rhône prefecture on Saturday. 
 

The mayor of Lyon, Grégory Doucet, also denouned the attack on Twitter, stating that 

“tolerance is a value that we will defend at all costs. All my support for the Christian 
community”. 

 

Meanwhile, Azzedine Gaci, rector of the mosque of Villeurbanne, tweeted that he 
“strongly condemns this despicable act and hopes that the perpetrators will be found and 

brought to justice. All my support for the bookstore”. 

https://evangelicalfocus.com/cities/7804/christian-bookstore-attacked-in-lyon
https://evangelicalfocus.com/cities/7804/christian-bookstore-attacked-in-lyon
https://evangelicalfocus.com/tag/France
https://evangelicalfocus.com/tag/religious_freedom
https://evangelicalfocus.com/tag/CNEF
https://evangelicalfocus.com/tag/CNEF
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In addition to this attack, two mosques in the metropolis of Lyon were the target 
of arson in August; anti-semitic tags were discovered in the 5th arrondissement 

of Lyon; and the new mayor of Givors, Mohamed Boudjellabade, received on August 21, 
an anonymous letter containing racist insults and death threats. 

 
 

COVID-19: A church of the St Pius X Society in Paris 
faces ‘fake news’ and stigmatisation 

 

By Willy Fautré, Human Rights Without Frontiers 
 

HRWF (29.05.2020) - The Church of Saint-Nicolas-du-Chardonnet does not have a good 
reputation in France and the Vatican. Since 27 February 1977, when it was forcibly 

occupied by people affiliated with the Society of Saint Pius X (SSPX), which it unofficially 

depends on, this church is the main place of worship for the traditionalist Catholic 
movement in Paris. Expulsion orders have been issued by courts, but they have never 

been implemented. The mass is said in Latin and the new modernising adaptations by the 

Roman Catholic Church at the Council of Vatican II (1962-1965) are banned. 
 

COVID-19 provided an ideal opportunity for some media outlets to discredit this 
controversial church by using questionable methods and arguments. It all started on 

Easter Sunday. 

 
 

Media snowball effect and escalation 
 

Sunday 12 April 2020 (Easter), AFP-La Croix/ Covid 19 : a clandestine Easter 

mass in the Saint-Nicolas-du-Chardonnet church (https://bit.ly/2ZDwSVT) 
 

Under the title of this AFP press release, which the daily paper La Croix published without 
any comment or verification, was the subtitle: “A clandestine Easter mass has taken 

place in the Saturday-Sunday night in the traditionalist Saint-Nicolas-du-Chardonnet 

church in Paris. Church members participated and the priest was fined for breaching the 
confinement regulations.” 

 

According to this release, 
 

• a few dozen people participated in a mass at this church in the 5th arrondissement 
(district) in Paris, which continues to celebrate the mass in Latin, despite Vatican 

II 

• on Saturday evening, local residents alerted the police after having heard music 
coming from the church  

• at midnight, members exited the church and told the police that there had been 
about forty people inside 

• police officers contacted the priest, who was fined, according to an unidentified 

police source  
• a video broadcasting on YouTube showed around thirty clerics and children 

serving the mass, without any masks and without respecting social distancing 

rules 
• the video broadcast on YouTube showed about 30 clerics and children serving the 

mass, all of them without a mask and no social distancing  
• the eucharist was distributed from hand to mouth to a dozen participants 

https://bit.ly/2ZDwSVT
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• there were no attendees in the church 

 
Sunday 12 April 2020, Police station/ Twitter 

 
On that day, the Twitter account of the police station read: “this night in #Paris05, a 

religious service took place in a church despite the confinement measures. When the 

police came to control it, all doors were closed. After the mass they fined the 
ecclesiastical authority that led the mass.” Where and when a priest would have been 

fined was not mentioned in the tweet. 

 
Strange message from the police: A mass celebration may take place despite the 

confinement measures, but only if people do not participate and it happens behind closed 
doors, which was the case with the Saint-Nicolas-du-Chardonnet church. In all cathedrals 

in France, Easter masses were celebrated by bishops behind closed doors. Moreover, it is 

not in the habits of the French police to crackdown on a Catholic church, a Protestant 
temple, a mosque or a synagogue. 

 
Sunday 12 April 2020, Le Point/ Clandestine Easter mass 

(https://bit.ly/2ZGff7R) 

 
Le Point additionally declared that a 135 EUR fine had been imposed on a priest. 

 

One must wonder how any police action was possible if the doors were shut and how the 
police imposed a fine on a priest in a closed church. 

 
Moreover, Le Point posted a video showing a church full of people inside. However, this 

was an archived picture and not the alleged clandestine evening mass of 11 April. 

Moreover, it was not a screen shot either. 
 

Jean-Luc Mélenchon, the charismatic leader of a left-wing political movement, used his 
interview on the prime-time RTL-TV programme « Le Grand Jury » to decry Catholics. 

 

Two days later, Christophe Castaner, the Minister of the Interior, declared on France-
Inter: “I was shocked by the celebration of this mass. It is irresponsible for a priest to 

hold it.” Despite basing this statement on fake news, this minister was not reproached by 
anyone. One must wonder whether he would have reacted in the same way, without any 

preliminary investigation into the story, if it had been about another religious community. 

 
Tuesday 14 April 2020, Le Progrès/ Clandestine mass, a fine imposed on 

traditionalists (https://bit.ly/3es37eW) 

 
This article reported that when the police arrived, the doors of the church were shut and 

the participants had slipped away. Therefore no one was fined.   
 

Tuesday 14 April 2020, Valeurs Actuelles/ Saint-Nicolas-du-Chardonnet, « fake 

news » and coronavirus : the media in bad faith crisis (https://bit.ly/3grxDqN) 
 

Father Danziec, a columnist at Valeurs Actuelles, declared that: 
 

• since the beginning of the confinement, it has been posted on the church website 

that church members could not participate in religious services and that they 
would be celebrated live on YouTube  

• the Easter Vigil was not « clandestine », instead it was celebrated at 10.30pm in 

the church and aired live on YouTube (26,000 views as of 14 April). 
 

https://bit.ly/2ZGff7R
https://bit.ly/3es37eW
https://bit.ly/3grxDqN
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Wednesday 15 April 2020, Le Point/ Clandestine mass in Paris: the police told 

to leave (https://bit.ly/2M1WzY5) 
 

Three days later, Le Point countered with an article titled: “Clandestine mass in Paris: the 
police told to leave”. This gave the impression that the police had been driven out of the 

church, when in fact it was closed. In the article, it was said that the officers went back 

to the police station on their superiors’ orders, which, according to the journalist, was an 
incomprehensible gesture of indulgence.  

 

Without any serious evidence, the journalist continued with more accusations, which 
strengthened the stigmatising effect of his article: 

 
• the presence of outside participants during the religious service, which is false  

• statements made by alleged participants to the police officers at the exit, another 

lie as there were no participants for the police to speak to  
• the “incomprehensible” indulgence, according to the journalist, towards the 

attendees, as if the hierarchy of the police was lax in this situation 
• the police station saying to the Minister of the Interior that “the participants left 

the church through other exits” and had therefore eluded them, which is a non-

established fact and an assumption without any evidence. 
 

Worse still, the journalist described the video posted on the website of Le Point as 

« staggering » evidence of violations of the confinement rules, even though he knew that 
it was not the video of the Easter religious service. 

 
 

What are the facts? 

 
The pictures distributed by the Saint-Nicolas-du-Chardonnet speak for themselves: 

 
https://twitter.com/MichelJanva/status/1249449549661450250  

https://www.lesalonbeige.fr/une-messe-denoncee-par-des-voisins/  

 
Moreover, the official church’s comment reveals the name of the priest – Petrucci – and 

asserts that he was never fined.  
 

On Saturday evening, local residents near the Saint-Nicolas-du-Chardonnet church heard 

some music coming from inside the place of worship and alerted the police. Police officers 
were sent to the church, but the doors were shut. As there was nothing amiss, they 

informed the police station which then ordered them to return. Inside the church, there 

had been an Easter vigil celebration only with the clerics, which was broadcast live on 
YouTube for people to watch from their homes. 

 
Prominent French media outlets did not hesitate to attack a Catholic community, without 

clear and undisputable evidence, because it is traditionalist and not mainstream. These 

are, of course, not valid reasons for accusing a church of imaginary offences. Moreover, 
as this community poses a challenge to the Roman Catholic Church, it is unsurprising 

that Catholic media did not establish the truth. 
 

These French newspapers:  

 
- re-published an AFP press release and a biased article of Le Point, without any 

investigation or verification  

- failed to contact a spokesperson from the Saint-Nicolas-du-Chardonnet church to hear 
their version of the story 

- failed to interview abbot Petrucci, who is in charge of the church 

https://bit.ly/2M1WzY5
https://twitter.com/MichelJanva/status/1249449549661450250
https://www.lesalonbeige.fr/une-messe-denoncee-par-des-voisins/
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- used stigmatising vocabulary to describe unfounded facts such as: clandestine mass, a 

church full of participants, incomprehensible indulgence by the police, staggering video, 
etc. 

- circulated a fake video of the Easter vigil mass allegedly held in that church on Easter 
eve 

- ignored and disregarded screen shots posted online by the accused church community 

which demonstrated that the confinement measures specific to religious celebrations had 
been respected 

- never questioned the authenticity of the said screen shots. 

 
In a previous article, Human Rights Without Frontiers (HRWF) denounced the same 

problematic disregard toward journalistic ethics in a case where an Evangelical 
community in Mulhouse (France) was scapegoated for the pandemic. See 

https://hrwf.eu/france-covid-19-scapegoating-an-evangelical-church-in-mulhouse/. 

 

 

Additional sources 
 

Press release of the Saint-Nicolas-du-Chardonnet church (15 April 2020) 

- https://www.riposte-catholique.fr/archives/155528  
 

Facebook pages of the church (6 and 11 April) recalling that the participation in religious 

services during the Holy Week is not allowed 
https://bit.ly/3gpbBoG  

https://bit.ly/2M4mFcP 

 
 

 

HRWF does not consider the merits of religions or beliefs, nor align itself with any specific religion, 

theology or worldview. HRWF does not defend any specific religion or belief system, but instead 

defends the right of a person to have the beliefs of his/her choice as it is guaranteed by Article 18 
of the UN Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948) and Article 6 of the UN Declaration on the 

Elimination of All Forms of Intolerance and of Discrimination Based on Religion or Belief (1981). 

 

 

Covid-19: Une église de la Fraternité de St Pie X à Paris 
face aux ‘fake news’ et à la stigmatisation 

 

Par Willy Fautré, Human Rights Without Frontiers 
 

HRWF (29.05.2020) - L’Église de Saint-Nicolas-du-Chardonnet n’est pas en odeur de 
sainteté en France et au Vatican. Depuis le 27 février 1977, date de son occupation par 

la force par des proches de la Fraternité sacerdotale Saint-Pie-X, dont elle dépend 

officieusement depuis lors, cette église constitue le principal lieu de culte parisien du 
mouvement catholique traditionnaliste, aussi appelé intégriste. Des arrêtés d’expulsion 

ont été publiés mais jamais appliqués. La messe y est encore dite en latin et les 
nouvelles orientations de modernisation adoptées par l’Eglise catholique romaine lors du 

Concile Vatican II (1962-1965) y sont bannies. 

 

https://hrwf.eu/france-covid-19-scapegoating-an-evangelical-church-in-mulhouse/
https://www.riposte-catholique.fr/archives/155528
https://bit.ly/3gpbBoG
https://bit.ly/2M4mFcP
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Le Covid-19 a offert une occasion idéale à certains médias de discréditer cette église 

controversée mais leurs méthodes et leurs arguments posent question. Tout a commencé 
le dimanche de Pâques. 

 
 

Effet boule de neige et surenchère médiatique 

 
Dimanche 12 avril (Pâques), AFP-La Croix/ Covid 19 : une messe pascale 

clandestine en l’église Saint-Nicolas-du-Chardonnet  (https://bit.ly/2ZDwSVT)  

 
L’agence de presse AFP, reprise sans commentaire ou vérification, par le quotidien 

catholique La Croix, annonce sous ce titre: « Une messe pascale clandestine s'est tenue 
dans la nuit de samedi à dimanche à l'église traditionaliste Saint-Nicolas-du-Chardonnet 

à Paris, en présence de fidèles, et le prêtre a été verbalisé pour non-respect du 

confinement. » 
 

Selon la dépêche, 
 

• quelques dizaines de personnes auraient participé à une messe dans cette église 

du 5e arrondissement de Paris, traditionnaliste et continuant à célébrer la messe 
en latin, malgré Vatican II  

• samedi soir, des riverains auraient alerté la police et les agents auraient entendu 

de la musique venant de l’église  
• à minuit, une personne serait sortie de l’église et aurait déclaré à la police qu’il y 

avait une quarantaine de participants à l’intérieur 
• les policiers ont pris contact avec le prêtre, qui aurait été verbalisé, selon une 

source policière non identifiée 

• la retransmission video sur YouTube montrait une trentaine d’ecclésiastiques et 
des enfants de chœur, tous sans masque et sans respecter la distanciation sociale 

• l’eucharistie aurait été distribuée de la main à la bouche à une dizaine de 
participants 

• aucun fidèle n’était présent dans l’église 

 
Dimanche 12 avril, Préfecture de police/ Twitter 

 
Ce jour-là, le compte Twitter de la Préfecture de police notifiait « cette nuit à #Paris05, 

un office s'est tenu dans une église malgré les mesures de confinement. Les policiers ont 

trouvé portes closes au moment du contrôle mais ont verbalisé l'autorité ecclésiastique 
ayant officié, après la messe ». Où et quand un prêtre aurait été verbalisé n’est pas 

indiqué dans le tweet. 

 
Curieux message : Les célébrations, malgré les mesures de confinement, peuvent tout à 

fait se tenir dans les églises, à condition que les fidèles ne puissent y assister et donc... 
que les portes restent closes, ce qui était le cas à Saint-Nicolas-le-Chardonnet. Dans les 

cathédrales de toute la France, les offices de Pâques y ont été célébrés par les évêques 

portes fermées. De plus, il n’est pas dans les habitudes de la police française de faire une 
descente dans une église catholique, un temple protestant, une mosquée ou une 

synagogue. 
 

Dimanche 12 avril, Le Point/ Messe pascale et clandestine 

(https://bit.ly/2ZGff7R)  
 

Le Point reprenait les informations de la dépêche et déclarait en outre qu’une amende de 

135 EUR avait été infligée à un prêtre. 
 

https://bit.ly/2ZDwSVT
https://bit.ly/2ZGff7R
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On peut se demander comment une intervention policière pourrait être possible si les 

portes étaient fermées et comment la police peut infliger une amende à un prêtre non 
identifié à l’intérieur d’une église fermée. 

 
De plus, Le Point affichait une video de l’intérieur de l’église bondée de fidèles qui était 

une photo d’archives et non pas la messe soi-disant clandestine du 11 avril au soir. De 

plus, ça n’était pas non plus une capture d’écran de YouTube. 
 

Jean-Luc Mélenchon, leader charismatique d’un mouvement politique d’extrême-gauche, 

profitait de son passage à l’émission de RTL-TV de grande écoute « Le Grand Jury » pour 
crier haro sur les cathos. 

 
Deux jours plus tard, Christophe Castaner, le ministre de l’Intérieur, déclarait sur les 

ondes de France Inter : « J'ai été choqué par la tenue de cette messe. Je trouve 

irresponsable le prêtre qui l'a organisée ». Grosse erreur d’un ministre désinformé par 
une fake news mais personne ne le lui a reproché. On peut se poser la question de savoir 

s’il aurait réagi de la même façon, sans enquête préalable, pour une communauté d’une 
autre religion. 

 

Mardi 14 avril, Le Progrès/ Messe clandestine, les intégristes à l’amende 
(https://bit.ly/3es37eW)  

 

Ce journal ajoutait que lors de l’arrivée de la police, à une heure non indiquée, les portes 
étaient fermées, les participants s’étaient éclipsés et n’avaient donc pas été verbalisés. 

 
Mardi 14 avril, Valeurs Actuelles/ Saint-Nicolas-du-Chardonnet, « fake news » 

et coronavirus : les médias en pleine crise de mauvaise foi 

(https://bit.ly/3grxDqN)  
 

Le Père Danziec, chroniqueur à Valeurs Actuelles, déclarait que : 
 

• sur le site paroissial de l’église, il était indiqué depuis le début du confinement que 

les fidèles n’ont plus accès aux offices et qu’ils seraient retransmis sur YouTube 
• cette vigile de Pâques n’était pas « clandestine » mais a été célébrée à 22h30 

dans l’église et  retransmise sur YouTube (26,000 vues en date du 14 avril) 
 

Mercredi 15 avril, Le Point/ Messe clandestine à Paris : les policiers priés de 

repartir (https://bit.ly/2M1WzY5) 
  

Trois jours plus tard, Le Point revient à la charge avec un article au titre accrocheur « Les 

policiers priés de repartir », donnant l’impression que les policiers ont été chassés des 
lieux alors qu’ils n’avaient pas pénétré dans l’église. Dans l’article, il est quand même 

indiqué qu’ils sont rentrés au poste sur ordre de leur hiérarchie, la préfecture de police, 
un geste de mansuétude bien incompréhensible à ses yeux. Un gros titre trompeur et 

avec une intention stigmatisante. 

 
Sans preuves, l’auteur de l’article fait d’autres accusations et insinuations, qu’il est le 

seul à exprimer, renforçant la stigmatisation: 
 

• la présence de fidèles pendant l’office, une contre-vérité puisqu’il n’y en avait pas 

• des déclarations de fidèles faites à la sortie aux policiers, une autre contre-vérité 
puisque les agents n’ont pas parlé aux participants 

• la mansuétude « inexplicable » à ses yeux de la police à l’égard de ces fidèles 

inexistants, comme si la hiérarchie de la police était laxiste 

https://bit.ly/3es37eW
https://bit.ly/3grxDqN
https://bit.ly/2M1WzY5
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• la préfecture de police affirmant au ministre de l'Intérieur que « les participants 

avaient quitté l'office par d'autres sorties » et avaient donc échappé à leur 
vigilance, un fait non avéré et une supposition sans preuve.  

 
Plus grave, l’auteur de l’article revenait sur la video affichée sur le site du Point qualifiée 

de « sidérante », comme preuve de la violation des règles de confinement, alors qu’il 

savait pertinemment bien que ce n’était pas une video du culte de Pâques. 
 

 

Quels sont les faits ? 
 

Les vraies images diffusée par l’église de Saint-Nicolas-du-Chardonnet parlent d’elles-
mêmes 

https://twitter.com/MichelJanva/status/1249449549661450250  

https://www.lesalonbeige.fr/une-messe-denoncee-par-des-voisins/  
 

De plus, le commentaire indique clairement que l’abbé Petrucci n’a pas été verbalisé. 
 

Le samedi soir, des riverains de l’église de Saint-Nicolas-du-Chardonnet ont entendu de 

la musique et des chants venant de l’intérieur du lieu de culte et ont alerté la police. Des 
agents se sont présentés mais les portes étaient closes. Comme il n’y avait rien à 

signaler, ils en ont informé la préfecture, qui les a rappelés. A l’intérieur de l’église avait 

lieu une célébration de de vigile de Pâques, uniquement avec des membres du clergé et 
sans fidèles, avec une diffusion en direct sur YouTube. R.A.S.  

 
Des médias français très connus n’ont pas hésité à mettre au pilori une communauté 

catholique, sans preuves claires et solides, parce qu’elle est traditionnaliste et 

dérangeante. Ce n’est bien sûr pas une raison pour l’accuser de délits imaginaires. En 
outre, comme elle pose problème à l’Église catholique romaine, il ne fallait pas s’attendre 

à ce que les médias catholiques établissent les faits réels. 
 

Ces médias français  

- ont reproduit une dépêche AFP et un article biaisé de Le Point, sans enquête et sans 
vérification  

- n’ont pas contacté un porte-parole de l’église de Saint-Nicolas-du-Chardonnet pour 
avoir leur version des faits  

- n’ont pas interviewé l’abbé Petrucci 

- ont utilisé un vocabulaire stigmatisant concernant des faits non fondés : messe 
clandestine, une église bondée de fidèles, mansuétude inexplicable de la police, video 

sidérante, etc. 

- ont fait circuler une fausse video de la messe de vigile de Pâques dans cette église 
- ont ignoré ou passé sous silence les captures d’écran diffusées par la communauté 

incriminée prouvant le respect des mesures de confinement lors de célébrations 
religieuses 

- n’ont jamais mis en doute l’authenticité des dites captures d’écran. 

 
Dans un article antérieur, HRWF a souligné le même manque de respect de la 

déontologie journalistique concernant une communauté évangélique à Mulhouse qui fut 
traitée en bouc émissaire de la pandémie dans la région du nord-est de la France. Voir 

https://hrwf.eu/france-covid-19-scapegoating-an-evangelical-church-in-mulhouse/  

 
 
 

Sources complémentaires 
 

Communiqué de presse de Saint-Nicolas-du-Chardonnet (15 avril 2020) 

- https://www.riposte-catholique.fr/archives/155528   

https://twitter.com/MichelJanva/status/1249449549661450250
https://www.lesalonbeige.fr/une-messe-denoncee-par-des-voisins/
https://hrwf.eu/france-covid-19-scapegoating-an-evangelical-church-in-mulhouse/
https://www.riposte-catholique.fr/archives/155528
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Facebook: Rappel de l'église (6 et 11 avril) du programme de la Semaine sainte et de 
Pâques ainsi que de l'interdiction pour les fidèles d'y participer physiquement  

https://bit.ly/3gpbBoG   
https://bit.ly/2M4mFcP  

 

 

 
HRWF ne défend pas des religions ou des philosophies particulières et n’a de position sur aucune 

théologie spécifique. HRWF défend le droit d’une personne à avoir les croyances de son choix ou de 

ne pas en avoir et de vivre ce choix tel que le garantissent l’Article 18 de la Déclaration universelle 
des droits de l’homme (1948) et l’Article 6 de la Déclaration de l’ONU sur l’élimination de toute 

forme d’intolérance et de discrimination basée sur la religion ou la conviction (1981). 

 

Covid-19: Scapegoating an Evangelical church in 

Mulhouse  

By Willy Fautré, Human Rights Without Frontiers 
 

HRWF (19.05.2020) - Since the outbreak of the Covid-19, the pastor of an Evangelical 

church and his congregation in Mulhouse, a city in the north-east of France, have been 
scapegoated by some politicians and media.   State authorities have been silent, in 

violation of France’s legal and political obligations to defend religious freedom and 

promote tolerance. 
  

A law-abiding Evangelical church before the Covid-19 tsunami: a timeline 
 

Following its tradition, on 17-21 February 2020, the Evangelical church “La porte ouverte 

chrétienne” held its annual international gathering of fasting and prayer in Mulhouse. 
About 2000 Christians, including families with children, from France and neighboring 

countries, but also from French Guyana in South America, participated in the event, 
Pastor Peterschmitt told French television France 2.   As he clarified in the 21 April 

interview with France 2, at that time all churches, bars and restaurants across the 

country were open, there were all sorts of sports events, including football matches, and 
there were no restrictive measures. Pastor Peterschmitt became aware that something 

serious was happening in his congregation when 23 members of his family got sick and 

19 of them were tested positive. This was the first visible cluster in France, not far from 
the German border, but where was the virus coming from? 

 
The cluster could have started anywhere else but it was never investigated how and 

when the virus reached our gathering, he said. The pastor and his son, a physician, and 

other parishioners tested positive. Twenty-nine people of the congregation died from the 
Covid-19, France 2 concluded at the end of the interview. 

 
On 18 February, President Macron was at a public meeting in Mulhouse, getting a crowd 

bath and shaking hands with people, only 300 m from the Evangelical church. 

 
On 21 February, doctors in France received a first official circular letter informing them 

that there were 12 confirmed cases of Covid-19 in the country but there was no active 
chain of transmission in France.  

 

https://bit.ly/3gpbBoG
https://bit.ly/2M4mFcP
https://www.facebook.com/watch/?v=225617935541372
https://www.facebook.com/watch/?v=225617935541372
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-fxBfM0z0QA
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-fxBfM0z0QA
https://www.facebook.com/watch/?v=225617935541372
https://www.facebook.com/watch/?v=225617935541372
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On 22-29 February, the annual Agricultural Show in Paris, which President Macron and 

high-level politicians attended, took place as usual and just closed its doors one day 
earlier because of the possible threat of the virus. 

 
On 29 February, the French government announced that it had decided to take some 

precautionary measures such as forbidding gatherings of more than 5000 people.  

 
France was then unaware that it was on the eve of an unprecedent health catastrophe 

which still acutely persists at the time of writing this paper (15 May). 

 
On 1 March, the Regional Health Agency (ARS) contacted Pastor Samuel Peterschmitt 

and told him that one of his faithful and her two children had been tested positive. The 
mother had not attended the mass gathering but her children had taken part in side 

activities. The ARS asked for the list of the 295 children who had participated in the 

recreational activities of the church at the mid-February gathering. The pastor did it 
without delay and posted a message on the website of his church telling his parishioners 

that they should contact the ARS. His parishioners followed his recommendation.  
 

Political and media stigmatization 

 
On 15 March, Ms. Josiane Chevalier, the recently appointed préfet (regional high 

representative of the state) of the Grand Est and Bas-Rhin region, announced the 

governmental decision to close non-essential shops and malls but clearly stressed that it 
was not a confinement.  

 
On 17 March, she declared on France-Inter radio station that “the pandemic started from 

an Evangelical gathering which took place in the Haut-Rhin, with more than 3000 people 

and no respect for the restrictive measures. In short, everything that cannot be done and 
we pay a high price for this disrespect of basic measures.” But this accusation, 

scapegoating the Evangelical event, was baseless. 
 

Again and again in her contacts with the media, she stigmatized the Evangelical Church 

as THE cluster that had infected the whole region, saturating for months all the intensive 
care units of the region to such an extent that many people needing hospitalization had 

to be transported to available medical facilities in Germany and other regions of France. 
 

French media reproduced her declarations without checking the facts and hereby further 

stigmatized the Evangelical church. 
 

On 5 April, Jean-Luc Mélenchon, the charismatic leader of a left-wing political movement 

and a member of the national assembly, incriminated the Evangelical church at the RTL 
Grand Jury, a prime time political show. 

 
On 6 March, the leading national newspaper Le Figaro dramatically amplified the wave of 

stigmatization by writing: “This issue sheds a harsh light on the community « Porte 

ouverte chrétienne » (Christian Open Doors) created on the model of Pentecostal 
megachurches and headed by Samuel Peterschmitt, who is surrounded by a team of 

‘pastors’ and about 20 employees.” And the newspaper quoted an unnamed elected 
person in an unidentified state institution as saying that the pastor had not managed “to 

be get the recognition of the official Protestant Federation of France (FPF).” 

 
Further suspicions about the church were sowed with references to proselytism (sharing 

one’s faith with others), laying on hands, warm hugs, tears, emotions,  a special focus on 

healing by faith and miracles, fasting, and so on.  
 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-fxBfM0z0QA
https://www.lefigaro.fr/sciences/coronavirus-annulation-de-tous-les-rassemblements-de-plus-de-5000-personnes-en-milieu-confine-20200229
https://www.francebleu.fr/infos/sante-sciences/coronavirus-prefete-du-bas-rhin-1584272154
https://www.franceinter.fr/emissions/edition-speciale-l-invite/edition-speciale-l-invite-17-mars-2020
https://www.lefigaro.fr/politique/dans-le-haut-rhin-des-mesures-fortes-pour-tenter-d-endiguer-l-epidemie-20200306
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Such connotations are not insignificant in France. They echo state-driven campaigns 

warning against so-called cults and the defamation activities of anti-cult associations over 
the last three decades.  The article of Le Figaro purposefully chracterizes the Evangelical 

church as a manipulative and rich cult, pastor Peterschmitt as a guru exploiting his 
faithful, and the other pastors as alleged pastors, apparently because such hysteria 

boosts the newspaper’s sales. All these clichés are well-known by scholars in religious 

studies and religious freedom defenders. Stigmatization of law-abiding religious groups 
largely sponsored by the state in France has been repeatedly denounced at the UN and 

the OSCE for many years. 

 
It must not be forgotten that 29 members of the Evangelical church died from Covid-19 

and that many others were tested positive and hospitalized. Moreover, the scapegoating 
campaign of some media and some politicians resulted in insults and anonymous threats 

addressed to the leaders of the church and some parishioners. Someone even received a 

message that his house would be burnt down if he did not move out. The church building 
had to be protected for some time by the police. 

 
Deaf and mute authorities about the stigmatization 

 

On 25 March, the Evangelical church requested a meeting with the local state authorities 
but there was never any answer. The National Council of the Evangelical Churches in 

France (CNEF) asked to meet President Macron who happened to be again in Mulhouse 

on 25 March to meet the health staff, but again there was no answer. 
 

There was no public word of compassion for believers who were victimized twice, first by 
the Covid-19 and second by the public stigmatization and scapegoating. 

 

The prejudice and opportunism on display in this tragic incident are shameful, and show 
that freedom of religion is on very shaky ground in France. 

 

French authorities oblige a French citizen and university 
professor to marry in Morocco and, consequently, to 

convert to Islam 

 

HRWF (23.03.2020) - Human Rights Without Frontiers (HRWF) received very disturbing 

testimony from a French university professor who was obliged, because of the poor 

administrative treatment of his file by French authorities, to go to Morocco to marry his 

Moroccan fiancée and, consequently, to convert to Islam and adopt an Arabic name – 

Ziad. However, the French administrative justice has recently overturned – alas too late 

– the Interior Ministry’s refusal of a visa for his fiancée.  

 

This case was first brought to HRWF on 11 September 2019 (read our initial article here: 

https://bit.ly/2wuFgL6). 

  

Letter from Mr. Stéphane VALTER to HRWF on 15 March 2020 

 

I am a French citizen and have been a state civil servant for many years. I was an 

assistant professor at Le Havre University when this issue occurred, and then I was 

https://bit.ly/2wuFgL6
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nominated to a full professorship position at Lyon 2 Lumière University on 1 September 

2019. 

 

On 6 May 2019, the French Consulate in Casablanca refused a request for a short-term 

visa for my Moroccan fiancée to come to France for our wedding. Had she been able to 

come, we would have gotten married on 8 June in the small village where my mother 

lives. Then my fiancée, Amina, would have returned to Morocco with the family booklet 

and applied for a one-year family visa. Hopefully, we would have been reunited in France 

a short time after that. According to this scenario, my forced conversion to Islam would 

have never happened because the French marital procedure is purely civil. whereas in 

Morocco a Christian man cannot legally marry a Muslim woman. 

 

Unfortunately, things turned out very differently. After the discretionary refusal of the 

Consulate, I sent a gracious request to the Commission of Appeals, which is based in 

Nantes. However, the original decision to deny Amina her short-term visa was confirmed. 

I then filed a complaint in the Nantes Administrative Court, demanding both the 

suspension and the annulation of the contested decision. 

 

Surprisingly, my request for a suspension was refused despite the urgency of this 

situation. The Court supported the infantilising argument of the Interior Ministry that we 

were “in too much of a hurry to marry”. I was unable to be present to defend our case 

and so it was denied. 

 

I was shocked at my own country’s attempt to block my right to start a family, especially 

when getting married in a foreign country would require my compulsory conversion to a 

religion. However, seeing that we would remain separated due to this impasse with the 

French authorities for an indefinite period of time, we pursued the only alternative 

solution – a wedding in Morocco. To prepare for this, I had to go to Morocco a few times 

to convert to Islam and change my name from Stéphane to Ziad.  

 

Finally, we got married in Morocco on 8 August 2019. I immediately sent our marriage 

documents to the civil status service in Nantes for transcription. On 13 January 2020, our 

marriage was transcribed, which was nearly five months after the ceremony. I received 

the family booklet by the end of January and then forwarded it to Amina, who asked the 

Casablanca Consulate for a one-year family visa. To our great relief, she finally arrived in 

France on 25 February. 

 

These many administrative problems cost us about six months of common life, in 

addition to the expenses induced by my frequent trips to Morocco. Furthermore, my 

forced conversion to Islam went against my personal convictions, and has now created a 

risky situation for me as I could be stigmatised or even in danger if I were known to be 

an apostate. 

 

I am a professor of Arabic language and civilisation, and so I am often studying Islam in 

my classes and written work. Now I could potentially encounter a fanatic who might 

consider me to be a traitor to Islam deserving of punishment. Especially considering the 

ongoing tensions between the Western world and Islamic extremists, the risk does exist 

even if it is weak. 
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Despite the extensive damage that has already been done, there is some good news. On 

16 January 2020, the Nantes Administrative Court overruled the refusal to grant Amina a 

short-term visa and included an injunction to deliver said visa within one month. 

Unfortunately, the Interior Ministry has not yet implemented this judgement, which 

demonstrates a manifest violation of the res judicata’s authority. Fortunately, this short-

term visa request was rendered obsolete when we obtained a family visa in February 

2020. 

 

On the one hand I am dismayed by the disregard of the political administration towards a 

citizen and civil servant, but on the other hand I must commend the French 

administrative justice in its ability to right wrongs, even with delay. However, nothing 

can erase these wounds. 

 

Finally, I am demanding compensation from the Interior Ministry for my travel expenses 

to Morocco for all the marriage formalities and for the emotional and moral damages of 

the prolonged separation and an obliged conversion to a religion. It is improbable that 

the Ministry will respond positively, if it responds at all, and in that case I will turn to 

administrative justice. 

 

Stéphane VALTER, Lyon, March 15th, 2020 

 

PS: those who would like more information may contact Mr. VALTER at the following 

address: s.valter@univ-lyon2.fr  

 

Les autorités françaises obligent un citoyen et 

universitaire français à se marier au Maroc, et donc à se 

convertir à l’islam 

 

HRWF (23.03.2020) - Human Rights Without Frontiers a reçu un témoignage très 

troublant d’un professeur d’université français obligé, en raison du mauvais traitement 

administratif de son dossier par les autorités françaises, d’aller épouser sa fiancée 

marocaine au Maroc, ce qui impliqua conversion à l’islam et adoption d’un prénom arabe 

– Ziad –. Mais la Justice administrative française finit par annuler – hélas un peu tard – la 

décision du Ministère de l’Intérieur (refus de visa pour la fiancée marocaine). (Ce 

message est la suite d’une information diffusée par HRWF le 11 septembre 2019.) 

 

Lettre de M. Stéphane VALTER à Human Rights Without Frontiers le 15 mars 

2020 

 

Citoyen français et fonctionnaire d’État depuis de longues années, j’étais maître de 

conférences à l’Université du Havre au moment du début des faits, puis fus nommé 

professeur à l’Université de Lyon 2 Lumière le 1er septembre 2019. 

 

Le Consulat français de Casablanca refusa le 6 mai 2019 un visa (de court séjour) à ma 

fiancée marocaine que je voulais voir venir en France pour y contracter mariage. Si elle 

avait pu venir, nous nous serions mariés le 8 juin, dans le petit village où habite ma 

mailto:s.valter@univ-lyon2.fr
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mère, puis Amina serait retournée au Maroc avec le livret de famille, d’où elle aurait 

demandé un visa d’une année pour raison familiale. Nous aurions alors pu vivre 

ensemble en France peu de temps après. Et selon ce scénario, la question de ma 

conversion forcée à l’islam ne se serait jamais posée, étant donné que la cérémonie 

française est uniquement civile, contrairement au Maroc (où un chrétien ne peut 

juridiquement épouser une musulmane). 

 

Mais il n’en fut rien. Devant le refus – discrétionnaire – du Consulat, je saisis la 

Commission des recours (sise à Nantes), qui confirma – tout aussi discrétionnairement – 

la décision. Je m’adressai alors au Tribunal administratif de Nantes pour demander la 

suspension et l’annulation de la décision contestée. 

 

La suspension fut – étrangement – refusée, malgré l’urgence, le Tribunal suivant hélas 

assez servilement l’argumentation infantilisante du Ministère de l’Intérieur (selon 

laquelle, par exemple, nous étions « trop pressés de nous marier »). Et je n’étais pas 

présent pour défendre notre requête… 

 

Afin de trouver une solution alternative à une situation bloquée (et qui risquait de 

perdurer) en raison du mépris des autorités françaises pour le droit fondamental d’un 

citoyen à fonder un foyer et à ne pas se convertir par obligation à une quelconque 

religion (selon la loi d’un pays étranger), je dus aller au Maroc (plusieurs fois) pour y 

préparer notre mariage. Je préférais ainsi accepter la conversion contrainte à l’islam et le 

changement subséquent de nom (Ziad pour Stéphane) plutôt que de rester éloigné (pour 

un temps indéterminé) de ma fiancée. 

 

Nous nous mariâmes donc au Maroc, le 8 août 2019, et j’envoyai ensuite le dossier au 

service central de l’état civil de Nantes, pour transcription. Après un temps fort long, le 

mariage fut transcrit le 13 janvier 2020. Je reçus le livret de famille fin janvier, puis 

l’envoyai à Amina, qui demanda un visa familial et privé (une année) au Consulat de 

Casablanca, et arriva enfin en France le 25 février dernier. 

 

Je peux dire que nous avons perdu à peu près six mois de vie commune, sans parler des 

frais induits par les nombreux voyages au Maroc pour régler les multiples problèmes 

administratifs liés aux mariages mixtes. 

 

Et, last but not least, la question de la conversion forcée à l’islam restera un stigmate : 

c’est non seulement une violence à mes convictions, mais aussi une épée de Damoclès, 

car je risquerais d’être mis en danger si j’étais accusé d’apostasie. Comme je suis 

professeur de langue et de de civilisation arabes, j’aborde très fréquemment la question 

de l’islam en cours et dans mes écrits, et je pourrais ainsi croiser un jour un fanatique 

qui, me considérant comme traître et renégat, voudrait en découdre. Même faible, ce 

risque existe : les attentats terroristes islamistes montrent bien que la situation est 

tendue, et un musulman jugé apostat encourt in fine plus de risques qu’un chrétien. 

 

Bien que le mal ait été fait, la bonne nouvelle reste que le Tribunal administratif de 

Nantes, dans un jugement du 16 janvier 2020, a annulé la décision de refus de visa de 

court séjour pour Amina, avec injonction de délivrer un visa dans un délai d’un mois. 

(Mais de manière très regrettable, le Ministère de l’Intérieur n’a à ce jour pas cherché à 

appliquer cette décision de Justice, montrant ainsi une violation manifeste de l’autorité de 
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la chose jugée. Heureusement, entre temps, l’obtention du visa familial a en quelque 

sorte rendu caduque la question du visa refusé en mai 2019.) 

 

Si on peut déplorer le mépris de l’administration (qui dépend du pouvoir politique) envers 

un citoyen et fonctionnaire, on doit par contre saluer la qualité de la Justice 

administrative française, qui redresse les torts, même avec retard, mais n’efface hélas 

pas les blessures. 

 

Enfin, je n’exclus pas de demander au Ministère de l’Intérieur une indemnité pour 

préjudice matériel (remboursement des frais de voyage au Maroc pour toutes les 

formalités de mariage) et préjudice moral (longue séparation et conversion obligée à une 

religion). Il est peu probable que le Ministère réponde favorablement, s’il daigne 

répondre, et je m’adresserai alors à la Justice administrative. 

 

Stéphane VALTER, Lyon, le 15 mars 2020 

 

PS : Les personnes qui voudraient des précisions supplémentaires peuvent contacter M. 

VALTER à l’adresse suivante : s.valter@univ-lyon2.fr 

 

Anti-Jewish, anti-Muslim and anti-Christian incidents: 
Official statistics 

HRWF (21.02.2020) - In 2019, there were 687 anti-Semitic incidents while there were 

only 541 in 2018, which is an increase of 27%, according to the official statistics released 

by the French Ministry of the Interior for 2019. 
  
These incidents are subdivided as follows: 
  

• 151 “acts” targeting individuals or properties such as degradations, thefts, 
physical violence  

• 536 “threats” in words or gestures, written or electronic communication, fliers 
  
The increase in anti-Semitic incidents in 2019 can be explained exclusively by the 
increase in threats. There was about 50% more incidents than in 2018. Anti-Semitic acts 

decreased by 15% and the gravest incidents (physical assaults) were significantly lower, 

by 44%. 
  
In 2019, there was not a significant change in the rate of anti-Christian incidents in 
comparison to the previous year. There were 1052 recorded incidents, of which 996 acts 

targeted religious property and 56 were threats. 
  
There was an increase in the rate of anti-Muslim incidents in 2019, although it remained 
relatively low at 154 incidents, of which there were 63 acts and 91 threats. In 2018, only 

100 acts targeting religious property were identified. 

mailto:s.valter@univ-lyon2.fr
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Vandalism of worship places damages Basque city's 

secular image 

'This is not a religious war, but a war against religion' says the mayor of 

Bayonne in southwest France 
  

By Xavier Le Normand  

 
La Croix International (23.01.2020) - http://bit.ly/2O2yXnL -    The Jewish cemetery in 

Bayonne was vandalized earlier this month. 
 

The message posted on the door of the Saint-Esprit church in Bayonne in the southwest 

of France was laconic: "Following a fire, church closed (until further notice.)" 
 

The church, a heritage monument, is the latest target of a wave of anti-religious acts 

plaguing the Basque city and its surroundings. 
 

In Bayonne, religious properties of Muslims, Jews and Christians have been targeted 
since October 2019. 

 

There is a pattern in the attack on holy places, confirmed Jean-René Etchegaray, mayor 
of Bayonne. "This is not a religious war, but a war against religion," Etchegaray said. 

 
"This worries me because Bayonne is a city of religious tolerance, where historically 

Israelites have always had their place," said the mayor, who is a distant cousin of the 

late French Cardinal Roger Etchegaray. 
 

The city's Jewish cemetery is wedged between a petrol station and a water tower and is 

surrounded by a high wall. It remains locked. 
 

On the other side of the road, a Catholic church has its cemetery, with its gates wide 
open. The crosses of the tombs seem more decorative than protective. 

 

However, it was the Jewish cemetery that the thugs targeted in the beginning of this 
month. 

 
Peace vigil 

  

At the town centre, a stone's throw away from Mayor Etchegaray's office, the ecumenical 
group of Bayonne had gathered for a meeting at the Protestant assembly hall. 

 
"In Bayonne, the situation used to be calm. But now it's getting worse," a Protestant 

woman said. 

 
"I am revolted, full of sadness and anger," said a Catholic with a Basque beret on his 

head. 

 
"The less people believe in God, the more they are against Him," he said. 

 
Members of an interreligious group that holds an annual "peace vigil" also seemed to be 

at a loss. 

 
"What else can we do but show our disapproval each time?" they ask. 

https://international.la-croix.com/author/xavier-le-normand
http://bit.ly/2O2yXnL
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No one is forthcoming with an explanation. 
 

Bayonne is not a bad place, said Father Michel Garat, parish priest of Saint Vincent de 
Paul parish and president of an interreligious group. 

 

His ministry is located among low-rent housing blocks, where drug trafficking takes place 
in the open. 

 

Opposite there is the café "Le Saint-Pierre", run by a Muslim. 
 

Secular thinking 
  

Father Garat pointed out to a "worrying social trend" throughout the country, linked to a 

"decline in secular thinking". 
 

"In recent years, some people have started to think that all religions are violent. Those 
who are sane stick to their words, others take action," he said. 

 

Vandalism is not limited to Bayonne. 
 

In Pau, which is in Béarn, nine statues of the Virgin Mary were targeted. 

 
"Is it the act of the evil spirit?" asked Father Jean-Jacques Dufau, a town center parish 

priest.  
 

"Are the values symbolized by Mother Mary - purity, tenderness and motherhood - being 

targeted?" he asked. 
 

"We will never know how many prayers were addressed to Mary in front of these 
statues," he noted. 

 

Looting in the Cathedral  
  

About 30 kilometers away, in Oloron-Sainte-Marie, Father Jean-Marie Barennes has 
similar worries. 

 

In November, the town's cathedral was looted after breaking open the door. 
"Some ornaments were stolen," Father Barennes said sadly. 

 

More than the loss of ancient objects, the priest noted the emotion of the inhabitants for 
whom the cathedral "is linked to the great moments of life". 

 
After the robbery, the residents sought to install lights in front of the 14th century 

building. 

 
"Sainte-Marie Cathedral is our Eiffel Tower," some people told him. 

 
In Bayonne, Father Garat is planning a thanksgiving Mass. 

 

In Pau, Father Dufau wants to "honour" the suffering of the faithful. 
 

Despite many attempts, representatives of the Jewish and Muslim communities of 

Bayonne refused to respond to interview requests from La Croix. 
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