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INTRODUCTION 

French “laïc” society has become a multicultural and multireligious society in which a diversity of cultures and religions bring about different social models and values in spite of trends that still seem to go in the opposite direction and create reactions of withdrawal and rejection.

Thus, with the presence of Islam, Buddhism, and various new religious movements, the fundamental question which is put to French “laïcité” today is that of living together in diversity.

This is the context in which I would like to address the process that I have called “co-cultural creativity”. This process is not yet recognized or identified as such, but it seems to be more and more at work in French society and to foreshadow, I hope, the face of the French multicultural society of tomorrow. This “co-cultural creativity” is the result of everyday learning and reciprocal adjustments between France’s Muslims and “laïcité”. On the one hand, due to the presence of French Muslim citizens, “laïcité” — a founding value and essential principle of the French Republic —  is invited to broaden its conception of pluralism. On the other hand, the ways of living and practising Islam among young French people are in turn influenced by a modern, “laic”, and secular context.


A recent sociological study shows that there are many ways of combining citizenship and Muslim faith. My presentation will specifically refer to the "accommodator" model that includes the case of young women from the study who acknowledge themselves as both French citizens and Muslims. This model, which is indicative of an interaction between Islam and “laic” values, testifies to this progressive building of an “Islam of France”. 

Behind the tensions, debates, and confrontations that may be encountered particularly around the issue of wearing the head scarf, I think it is possible to detect signs of this co-cultural creativity in progress. That is what I am modestly offering to show here. For that matter, I will resort to prospective analysis and draw on the examples of young French women of the Muslim faith. 

However, before starting, I would like to lay out a few principles that form the basis of French “laïcité”. These include respecting religious freedom, including choice in religion, and a guarantee that all religions receive equal treatment as long as they do not disturb public order. The conception of the French nation is highly political, and has no ethnic or religious content. Based on the idea of a social contract, the French nation is primarily the result of a joint agreement, a willingness to live together,  so that citizenship is not related to religious affiliation. Citizenship in France is based on the equality of rights of all individuals regardless of their religious affiliation. 


THE INFLUENCE OF THE “LAÏC” CONTEXT ON ISLAMIC WAYS OF LIVING

The inclusion of Islam in the French public sphere promotes new ways of living Islamic tradition. In France, Muslims live in a country of democratic and pluralistic traditions. Moreover, France is a secular society in which religious references no longer occupy a central position in social and political life. Such circumstances are engendering new ways of living one’s Islam; these ways are affected by "modernity" whose main characteristic is individual autonomy. 
This accounts for the current trend of individualization of religious choices, which means that the relationship between Islam and young women is the result of conquered faith. The adherence by young women to the principles and values of Islam (the Koran and Tradition) is the consequence of a rational choice - the outgrowth of a personal and voluntary commitment – rather than the result of family heritage. This first generation of French Muslim women who were fully socialized through the French Republic’s schools, question, criticize, and are not content with traditional Islam as transmitted by their parents. The freedom to lead their own lives has become a core value for these women. 

Re-considering Muslim sources through the lenses of French culture has allowed these young women to take ownership of their religion and to question some family values. For example, these women will protest against the imposition of community rules or parental decisions on the most personal aspects of their lives such as marriage. Thus their religiosity detaches itself from the traditional and familial Islam of first generation immigrants. 
Reference to Islam: a way of establishing the link between the two worlds they belong to (their families and French society). 

"By returning to Islam," these young women connect to Umma, the community of believers worldwide. And by using the concept of Umma in a religious and not political way, they are breaking away from their ethnic origin. They can maintain the link with family tradition without being locked in their ethnic origin (Maghreb), and they can position themselves as citizens of France. Being able to be Muslim, whatever their ethnic origins, allows them to build their French identity and then to claim citizenship like any other French citizen. 
Their assertion of religion increases their self-esteem. They are no longer "beurette" (second generation Maghreb women), Arab, or Maghreb women but French Muslim women. They express a desire to break away from the status of individual immigrant. 
We see how the reference to Islam allows them to reconcile with both their integration into French society and their loyalty to family. Paradoxically, it is Islam that helps many young people feel French.

Combining Muslim faith and social awareness 

By linking these two worlds (family and society), these young women enhance their common values: "The more Muslim I am, the more of a French Citizen I am”. The point is not, in their view, to compare the two systems  –  that of Islam and that of a “laïc” society – in order to determine which is best, but to enhance and promote common values of these two histories and these two civilizations. 
They build their identity according to all their references and refuse to be defined by one of them only. Indeed, they are French activists, but they act in accordance with their Muslim ethics or “in the name” of their Muslim ethics. According to this logic, there is no need to choose between Islam and French society. They claim their citizenship by linking it to Islam. The deepening of their spirituality leads them to focus on their commitment within society: "You cannot be a good Muslim if you are not a good citizen." By refocusing the debate on democracy, they share common values and common struggles with other French women. These struggles include the fight against inequality by referring to Islam. Their fight against discrimination towards Muslims takes place in the name of citizen values. The “Feminist Collective for Equality" is a perfect example of these group dynamics. 
The Collective sprang from "a veil on discrimination" petition circulated in December 2004. The Collective sets a variety of objectives including: "fighting against discrimination against women and for equal rights; refusing the idea of a single model of liberation and empowerment for women, respecting women’s freedom of choice namely in their decision to wear a headscarf as well as to not wear it; struggling for women’s emancipation by respecting their choices (political, social, religious, sexual…choices) and by denouncing  exercise of any political, religious, intellectual or sexist power that denies them this right… " 

Finally, female Muslim citizens make religious sources their own through the prism of their French culture. They are determined to prove that modernity is not incompatible with Islam and that Islam can be an integral part of the French nation without affecting its cultural unity. 


THE INFLUENCE OF MUSLIM PRESENCE ON REPRESENTATIONS 


A different look at feminism 

The French feminist movement is marked by the historical context of Western societies. It fits within the evolutionary paradigm that tradition and modernity are incompatible. From this perspective, religious membership can be viewed only as an obstacle to the process of modernization and emancipation of women. However, the young French Muslim women who wear the veil out of choice and conviction unwittingly contribute to blurring points of reference, to destabilizing these patterns of feminist thinking, to making the debate more complex. Veiled women claiming they are feminist and modern shatters representations in a society that, historically, had to break away from institutional religion to reach modernity. 

Even if in the Western world, we can hardly accept the idea that a Muslim woman can be free within an Islamic frame of reference or that a woman wearing a veil can be effectively free and liberated, a new form of feminism is on the way, namely, a plural feminism that can be nourished by a different story.  These French citizens, who claim their faith, religious practises, and modernity, are questioning the so-called "Western" model as the only model of women’s emancipation.

Reconsidering the concept of citizenship

Faced with a country that acknowledges those who share its culture and ideals as French, the position of these Muslim young women questions the French concept of citizenship. Because they are attached to their national identity, to their civic participation, as well as to Islamic religious principles, these women want to reconcile this dual belonging and claim compatibility of Islam with French citizenship. 

The women demonstrate their beliefs in the universal values of the French Republic, while affirming that they are also close to those transmitted by their religion. Islam becomes an additional reference in the creation of their French identity. They combine their faith and religious practice with the lifestyle of a “laïc” society. 

They have strived to work on these two fronts – Islam and the “laïc” Republic – at the same time and have thus fostered new reflection on the integration of Muslim references in French heritage.


PROCESS OF CO-CULTURAL CREATIVITY IN PROGRESS 


Beyond private-public divide 

In considering “laïcité” from a legal standpoint, religious visibility in social life is a right. 

However, public expression of the Muslim faith and the veil in particular question French representation of religion. This representation tends to reduce religion to a private faith, i.e., that religion should be limited to one’s private life, home, and places of worship. 

However, by refusing to dissociate religion from citizenship and by combining Muslim faith and civic engagement, these French Muslim women are questioning this view
: their religious belonging cannot be limited to their private lives since their religion also incorporates social commitment. 

In this case it is clear that the choice of wearing the veil demonstrates willingness rather than refusal to integrate. This is the core of a vicious circle in which signs of integration for some are interpreted as evidence of rejection of the French Republic for others. 

Towards a combination of universal and individual values

By claiming they are both French and Muslim, Muslim and modern, these women simultaneously refer to two registers: a universalist register (I am a citizen "like everyone else") and an individual register (I am Muslim). The experience of these young French Muslim women serves an example of the combination of universal and individual values, of equality and difference. They share common values and common struggles with other French women, for example on the ground of egalitarian claims, while asserting their individuality by referring to Islam. These women do not present themselves as a minority that needs to be recognized anymore but as French citizens in their own right. 
In conclusion 

With new generations, the situation of Muslim communities in France and Europe cannot be addressed only from the point of view of immigration; rather, it should be addressed also in terms of reciprocal influence and mutual transformations. Muslim minorities in France and Europe are playing a role in the evolution of the relationship between Islam and European societies, as exemplified by French women citizens of the Muslim faith. In parallel, the secularization context of European democracies is in the process of producing a unique way of living one’s Islam that is different from that found in Muslim countries. The Islam of new generations raised in Europe is different from the Islam practiced by Muslim immigrants; it is also the result of a new context. France represents a new historical context for the practice of Islam; the presence of Muslim communities represents an opportunity for France to expand its conception of religious diversity.
As far as modes of thought are concerned, it is easy to see how the concept of “co-cultural creativity” allows us (or “one”) to think beyond a binary mode of thinking, which considers that the oppositions between universalism and individualism, between private and public, and between Republican unity and diversity are irretrievable. This process of co-cultural creativity helps to deconstruct the vision of a bipolar world that separates the Western world on the one hand and anything related to Islam on the other hand. 

This is a significant reversal of perspective. Many Muslim and non-Muslim French citizens are privileged actors of this multicultural society that is slowly taking shape before our eyes. The balance between respect for individual cultures and the quest for common values of universal scope remains a project. The principles of cultural and religious pluralism present an opportunity to implement this project or at least to experiment with it.
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�Can we say something stronger than “way of seeing”? Perhaps “these established value systems” or “French representations of religion”?





