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AN ABSTRACT OF THE THESIS OF

Alissar George Daher for Master of Arts
Major: Media Studies

Title: Charlie Hebdo and The French Myth of Sameness
Race and Gender in The Nation’s Secular Imagination

Through a study of the editorial line and content of Charlie Hebdo, the French satirical
publication, as well as public discourse about the magazine in the aftermath of the terror attack it
faced in January 2015, this thesis aims to build an understanding of the French anxieties at play
in relation to Islam as “the other”. It explores French secularism, known as laicité, as a tool to
manage diversity and create a state of sameness through a process of forceful assimilation that
includes but is not restricted to the sexual shaming of North Africans and Arab Muslims living in
France. By taking Charlie Hebdo as a case study, the research will zoom in on the
representations of Muslim masculinity, femininity and the veil as a signifier of cultural
difference that is perceived to threaten not only the normative French understanding of female
sexuality, but also the purity of French identity in the postcolonial social imagination. In
addition, it will examine the discourse circulating in mainstream and social media in the
aftermath of the Islamist terror attack on the magazine’s headquarters to understand how and

why “French” and “Muslim” have been constructed as mutually exclusive identities.
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Chapter I

INTRODUCTION

A. Introduction

At approximately 11:30 A.M on Wednesday, the 7" of January, 2015, gunmen wearing
black and bulletproof vests stormed into the building of Charlie Hebdo, a satirical weekly
magazine headquartered in Paris, France. "Allahu akbar", they shouted, forcing their way into its
offices (“2015 Charlie Hebdo fast facts”, 2015). According to the French newspaper Le Monde,
they first killed an officer on security detail, before running into one of the magazine’s
cartoonists, forcing her to lead them into the offices. Security code in place, the gunmen barged
in on a lunchtime editorial meeting, which apparently had been a “weekly ritual” ever since
Charlie Hebdo was founded (Seelow, 2015). After they segregated the group, men on one side
and women on the other, they announced the names of the people they came in to kill (Levs,
Payne, & Pearson, 2015). Armed with assault rifles and other weapons, they killed a total of 12
people: first the police officer, followed by 8 employees, a guest and a maintenance worker
(2015 Charlie Hebdo fast facts, 2015). According to Paris Prosecutor Francois Molins, the
gunmen had made their purpose very clear, claiming that they were avenging the Prophet
Mohammed whom the magazine had often mocked (Seelow, 2015, p. 1). Ironically, at 11:28 AM
that morning, minutes before the attack, the magazine tweeted its very own version of a Happy
New Year: “a cartoon by Honoré, showing Al-Baghdadi, the leader of ISIS, wishing everybody
‘a good health’ for 2015 (Seelow, 2015, p. 1). On their way out, the attackers escaped a police
car that tried to block their way. After driving for a few blocks, the gunmen ran into another
police officer whom they shot as well before managing to escape (“2015 Charlie Hebdo fast

facts”, 2015).



The social media uproar that followed the attack crystallized around the statement “Je
Suis Charlie,” which was quickly trending as a Twitter hashtag. People from all parts of the
world, first in sympathy, and second in approval, started identifying with Charlie. The world’s
media, TV stations, and news sites had eyes only for Paris, with thousands of French people
mobilizing in protest and in honor of the victims on the evening of the attack (“2015 Charlie
Hebdo fast facts”, 2015). On the morning of the following day, January 8, 2015, the French
police announced two suspects of Algerian descent, brothers Cherif and Said Kouachi, listed as
“known or suspected international terrorists” by U.S. law enforcement (“2015 Charlie Hebdo fast
facts”, 2015). A police officer was killed in the Paris suburb of Monterouge later that day, and
four Jewish French citizens were also killed at a kosher supermarket the day after. The culprit
was later identified as Amedy Coulibaly, a French citizen of Algerian descent and a member of
ISIS, according to a testament he gave over the phone to a CNN aftfiliate. Coulibaly and the
Kouachi brothers were eventually captured and killed (“2015 Charlie Hebdo fast facts”, 2015).
As a result, international media outlets labeled the Paris events as “the three days of terror,”
following the HBO release of British television director Dan Reed’s documentary “Three Days
of Terror: The Charlie Hebdo Attacks” (“Three days of terror”, 2015). In light of these events,
many important questions must be raised. Why was Charlie Hebdo attacked? What does the
editorial line of the magazine say about French national culture? And why did the attack attain
such international visibility?

Founded in 1970, Charlie Hebdo came to life as a result of the banning of another
publication, a magazine called Hara-Kiri. Raymond Marcellin, French Minister of the Interior,
had banned the publication for mocking the death of former French President Charles de Gaulle.

Despite the ban, its staff found a home in the newly-established Charlie Hebdo. The magazine



was named after Charlie Brown, and the word “Hebdo” is a shortened version of weekly in
French. While it never reached mass circulation and appeal, the magazine gained recognition for
its biting satire, targeting celebrities, politicians and most notoriously, religions (Gibson, 2015).!
Indeed, the magazine had long skirted controversy for its explicit ridicule of Islam. During
February 2006, Charlie Hebdo printed cartoons of Prophet Mohammad in a Danish newspaper
called Jyllands-Posten, and then republished them in France through Charlie Hebdo itself. The
magazine’s website describes this issue as a “special edition with Muhammad on the cover
despairing of being flooded by fundamentalists and sighing: /¢’s tough being loved by idiots”
(Charlie Hebdo History, 2016). The magazine gloats that it sold 400,000 copies that week,
angering many French Muslims living in France. President Jaque Chirac at the time made an
official statement in which he requested the responsible exercise of freedom of expression and
the avoidance of the ridicule of religions (Gibson, 2015). In a polemical response, Charlie Hebdo
published the “Manifeste des douze”, a letter signed by influential figures including three
Muslims Ayaan Hirsi Ali, Taslima Nasreen and Salman Rushdie. The letter stated, “We, writers,
journalists, intellectuals, call for resistance to religious totalitarianism and for the promotion of
freedom, equal opportunity and secular values for all” (Charlie Hebdo History, 2016; Gibson,
2015). In 2007, Charlie Hebdo found itself in court as it was prosecuted by the Great Mosque of
Paris and the Union of Islamic Organizations of France. The case against the magazine was
eventually dismissed. In 2011, after proclaiming Prophet Muhammad as its editor in chief, the
magazine was the target of a bomb that damaged the offices, leaving no injuries (Charlie Hebdo
History, 2016). These historical facts are proudly mapped out in a timeline on the magazine’s

website, with statements such as “This is the beginning of the big story”, “Resistance begins”,

! Due to financial difficulties, the magazine closed in 1981 only to reopen again in 1992 (Gibson, 2015).
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“It’s time to live or die: Charlie Hebdo will live on”. In fact, the website opens with a manifesto
that describes Charlie Hebdo as “an angry magazine, a paper that takes the piss. It’s a weekly
with a wallop, a digest with a dream. It’s a periodical that argues and a journal that thinks. It’s a
gazette of the grotesque — because that’s what so much of life and politics is. It’s a rag that has
nothing to lose in the afterlife for the laudably simple reason that there is no afterlife. Charlie
Hebdo has no need of God, nor any need of Wall Street ... Satirical magazine, secular, political

and jubilant” (Charlie Hebdo History, 2016).

In the French version of the same manifesto, Charlie is described as “Journal satirique,
laique, politique et joyeux”. The term “laique,” from laicité, refers to French secularism,
“derived from the French term for laity—non-clergy or lay people” (Wrinkler, 2016, p. 1). The
concept lies at the core of the French republic, found in Article 1 of the constitution which states
that France is a secular republic; “La France est une République indivisible, laique, démocratique
et sociale, which translates to “France is an indivisible, secular, democratic and social Republic”
(Dutoit)."Charlie Hebdo’s commitment to laicité, made explicit in 2006 with the Manifeste de
Douze, is a central point of focus of the present study. While Charlie Hebdo might symbolize an
extreme end of the political spectrum, the French attachment to the idea of secularism is
widespread. As Muriam Haleh Davis (2015), a historian of France and Algeria shrewdly points
out, Charlie Hebdo attacks triggered “nation-wide fascination” or paranoia with French
secularism: laicité. Influential newspapers such as Libération and Le Canard Enchainé reacted
immediately with articles like “My laicité is going to crack™ and others implying the stubborn
non-negotiability of French secularism and the threat that Muslims continue to pose for one of
the pillars of French republicanism. According to historian and gender theorist Joan Wallach

Scott (2007), laicité is the “the separation of church and state through the state’s protection of



individuals from the claims of religion”, distinguishing it from American secularism which
connotes the protection of religions from interference by the state (p. 15). In the French context,
religion is perceived as a private matter, one that must not be put on display in public. This strict
separation can be traced back to a 1905 official legislation that was issued to separate church and
the state. This law was the result of a battle between two Frances, one that supported the Catholic
Church and another that supported the idea of a secular republic, from which laicité emerged
victorious. But laicité is a type of secularism distinct from all others. It is so singular that it can
only be used in the French language. Scott argues that “it is part of the mythology of the
specialness and superiority of French republicanism—the same mythology that paradoxically
offers French universalism as different from all others—to insist that laicité can only be used in
its original tongue” (p. 15). The ideology of French republicanism and universalism, from which
laicité stems, insists on the assimilation of different cultures into one. According to Scott,
“French universalism insists that sameness is the basis for equality...Sameness is an abstraction,
a philosophical notion meant to achieve the formal equality of individuals before the law” (p.12).
laicité thus constitutes a process of homogenization or purification, which makes it illegal to
distinguish individuals based on their religion and thus denying people the right to display
religious difference in public. Similarly, Danielle Allen (2004) states that it is a fixation with
achieving “oneness” or “purity” that unavoidably results in exclusions that are completely

contradictory to the ideals of democracy.

French Muslims living in France were offended by Charlie Hebdo’s cartoons, but taking
public offense on the basis of religious affiliation is inherently defiant to the idea of Laicité.
Objecting to the ridicule of the prophet is framed as an encroachment on the fundamentals of

French secularism. Charlie Hebdo'’s cartoons are created for the very purpose of collective



laughter. Their main intention is to entertain a French audience that supposedly does not have
religious or ethnic sensitivities. Thus, the public critique and rejection of the satirical ridicule of
religion was counted as an expression of religious affiliation in public and, ultimately, of an
attack on laicité. Charlie Hebdo'’s staunch commitment to the principle of laicité, defined as the
right to ridicule any and all, therefore demonstrates the inability of Arab Muslims — both terms
used generically and interchangeably — to accept and comply with French secularism, itself a
testimony to their failure as French citizens. As such, they continue to be perceived as the

2 (13

nation’s “other” and treated as a threat to its foundational myth of laicité.

French President Frangois Hollande gave a speech shortly after the Charlie Hebdo attack,
arguing that Muslims living in France are the “main victims of fanaticism, fundamentalism, and
intolerance” (Davis, 2015). Despite his honest confession, the only solution he could give was
laicité itself. Even Manuel Valls, Prime Minister of France, admitted to the “territorial, social,
and ethnic apartheid” in his country from which French Muslims suffer the most with poverty,
unemployment and marginalization (“Social and ethnic apartheid”, 2015). However, he too
spoke of the universality of the French republic, also implying that Islam had to take a certain
“republican form” to end its own suffering and blend into the French republic (Davis, 2016).
Likewise, Olivier Tonneau (2015), member of the Parti de Gauche and the People’s Assembly
against Austerity, addressed his British political allies on the Left who had lost their sympathy
for the magazine and started accusing Charlie Hebdo of racism and Islamophobia. In a letter that
was published in The Guardian, Tonneau’s words were panic driven, taking offense that some
people suggested laicité was a myth, an image, for the republic to hide its Islamophobia. He
argued that the magazine mocked all religions equally, targeting Muslim fundamentalists and not

secular Muslims. He argued that the problem is that the French republic has shown utter failure



“in abiding to its principles of Liberté, Egalité, Fraternité, which are the necessary foundation of
laicité”. The answer, he believed, was to better “fight for the ideals of the republic” and that
Charlie Hebdo, by doing that, was part of the solution, not the problem (Tonneau, 2015, p. 4).

In a similar vein, when Charlie Hebdo reprinted the cartoons of Danish Newspaper
Jyllands-Posten that ridiculed the prophet in 2006, it did so as an act of defiance against protests
taking place across the Middle East and as a reaction to Jyllands-Posten’s public apology
(Prophet Mohammed cartoons, 2015). In fact, newspapers in 16 other countries reprinted the
offensive cartoons in support of freedom of speech. In France, prominent publications took a
stance in affirming their commitment to satire as a defense of secular values. The Parisian daily
France Soir created its own cartoon, showing the prophet surrounded by figures from different
religions including Christianity, Judaism and Buddhism, with the Christian figure saying, “Don’t
worry, Muhammad, we’ve all been caricatured here” (“French Editor Fired”, 2006). This cartoon
implies that ridicule is part of secularism, that taking offense is an exaggerated reaction, and that
acceptance of laicité and “free speech” is the only solution. The Managing Editor of France Soir
Jacques Lefranc was laid off as a result, which angered many media personnel in France. Still,
the newspaper safeguarded the right to freedom of speech, making sure everyone was aware of
its standpoint with a front page headline the very next day. Le Monde also showed its support,
running “an editorial asserting that French law permitted religions to be freely analyzed,
criticized and even subjected to ridicule” (Dean, 2015, p.3). Le Monde also quoted Nicolas
Sarkozy, Interior Minister and presidential candidate at the time, who appeared in La Chaine Info
(LCI) television station saying that he "preferred an excess of caricature to an excess of
censorship," emphasizing the eminence of French law and French courts in judging whether

these cartoons are appropriate or not, which is not the right of authorities from Muslim



Countries. Other political figures like French Prime Minister Dominique de Villepin called for
tolerance and respect towards religions, but also upheld the importance of freedom of speech to
French identity and laicité¢ (Gurrey, 2006).

Thus, this unsettling and curious reality begs an exploration of the development of the
concept of laicité in France as a tool to “manage” diversity and create a state of sameness,
dictating a process of forceful assimilation - which includes but is not restricted to sexual
shaming - that has ultimately caused painful and inevitable exclusions. If laicité is “culturally
identitarian”, interventionist, and often islamophobic as Fernando (2015) argues, does it go as far
as intertwining race with religion (Davidson, 2015)? If so, why? Is it due to the fears surrounding
the dissolution of French identity, stuck between the weakening of the nation-state as a result of
the European Union on the one hand and the fear of the American version of “multiculturalism”
on the other? American culturalism has always been perceived as the embodiment of
communautarisme, which Scott (2007) refers to as communalism, a concept feared by supporters
of laicité such as Charlie Hebdo. Communautarisme refers to individuals’ prioritization of group
affiliation over national identity. “In theory,” Scott explains, “there is no possibility of a
hyphenated ethnic/national identity—one belongs either to a group or to the nation” (p. 11). This
is echoed in the aftermath of the Charlie Hebdo attacks, when people started to wonder whether
it’s possible to be French and Muslim simultaneously (Davis, 2015). For that reason, Charlie
Hebdo’s cartoons are significant because they are fueled by the ideology of abstracted
individualism that naturalizes biting satire against any sign of difference or otherness. The
passive acceptance of religious “satire” thus becomes as fundamental to Laicité as is the banning

of the headscarf.



Indeed, since 2004, the French government has passed several laws to control the
wearing of the hijab, ultimately banning the headscarf in public schools and the burga in public
spaces (Scott, 2007). Scott (2007) puts this in the context of French colonial history and its
aftermath, tainted as it is with racism against and sexual shaming of Muslim and Arab
“immigrants”. She examines these “shaming” efforts as the French’s unyielding attempt to
fittingly sexualize a group that refuses to conform to French norms of gender and sexuality. By
wearing the veil, Muslim women are seen to be accentuating difference, and therefore of
violating French law, in a country that takes pride in oneness, indivisibility, and gender equality.
The debate over laicité, and the place of Muslim women’s bodies therein, was renewed two years
after the Charlie Hebdo attacks, this time around the visibility of the burkini on public beaches.
The controversy around the full-body swimsuit, marketed as a mix of both a burqa and a bikini,
demonstrates how the bodies of Muslim women and their sexuality often become the site of
conflict, serving much larger political agendas (Bourdieu, 2012). In June 2016, the “burkini” was
banned in over 15 towns and cities across France. Burkini-clad women were fined 38 euros on
the beach and some were even forced to undress by the police. According to Mayor David
Lisnard of Cannes, the burkini is a symbol of Islamic extremism and a threat on public order, one
that does not belong on French beaches (“Cannes bans burkinis”, 2016). Once again, women’s
bodies proved central in the construction of otherness through a discourse of “us” and “them.” Of
course, Charlie Hebdo did not miss the chance to yet again sexually shame Muslims, mock the
full-body suit and come out in support of the burkini ban. Scott argues that this obsession with
the representation of “the other” as a dangerous and homogenous entity — in which the veil and
women’s bodies play a significant part — has “secured a mythic vision of the French republic,

one and indivisible” (p.10). She blames this on the “national ideologies” that fall under French



Republicanism, laicité, and abstract individualism that dictate certain “French norms of sexual
conduct taken to be both natural and universal” (p.10). Gender and sexuality become markers of
cultural difference. As Scott explains, if “one has already been labeled different on any of these
grounds, it is difficult to find a way of arguing that one is or can become the same” (p. 13). For
this reason, this project pays special attention to the depiction of Muslim sexuality as “unnatural
and oppressive” in comparison to the fictional and abstract ideas of a more liberated French
sexuality.

Through a study of the editorial line and content of Charlie Hebdo, as well as public
discourse about the magazine in the aftermath of the terror attacks of 2015, this dissertation aims
to build an understanding of the French anxieties at play in relation to Islam as “the other”. By
examining Charlie Hebdo as a publication and the terror attacks as a media event, I will explore
how the magazine represents and constructs Islamic norms of sexuality in its depictions of
Muslim men and women, the veil (in all its forms i.e. hijab, burqa, burkini etc.), the prophet, and
North African immigrants in general. My research will specifically zoom in on representations of
the veil itself as a foreign object and important Islamic symbol that is perceived to threaten not
only the normative French understanding of female sexuality, but also the purity of French
identity and society. As Feldman (2005) argues, images are not mere recordings of an event; they
often become the event depending on the “political code” of those in power. How, then, can the
twinned processes of the over-sexualization of Muslim women and their construction as
sexually-repressed victims in Charlie Hebdo’s cartoons and French public discourse be
understood in relation to French secularism and its attendant norms of gender and sexuality?
What do Charlie Hebdo'’s representational tropes signify about the inassimilability of North

African minorities or Arab Muslims, as both terms are used interchangeably, in the French
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postcolonial imagination? What conclusions can we derive from the global mediated reactions to
“Charlie” about secularism, freedom of expression, and their relationship to modernity?
Therefore, through an exploration of Charlie Hebdo, this thesis unpacks the politics of
representation and the social schisms and identity politics that they unravel in the process of
circulation. Women’s bodies and sexualities are salient in these debates, providing the needed
discursive and symbolic sites of contention around binaries like citizen/terrorist,

secular/religious, modernity/tradition, and West/East.

B. Theoretical Framework and Literature Review

In order to understand the representation of Muslims and immigrants in Charlie Hebdo,
and the discourse surrounding the purportedly Islamist attack against the magazine, I explore
French national identity and its construction of Muslim minorities as “other”. This will be done
by resorting to Anderson’s (1991) imagined communities and Appadurai’s (1990) work on the
fear of minorities, while also shedding light on the importance of abstracted individualism to the
national ideologies of the French republic and the problem that religious gender presentations
pose in this regard. This also entails understanding the hypervisibility of the veil during both the
colonial period and the contemporary moment, as well as the French fixation with unveiling as a
quest towards the sexual emancipation of the repressed other. I then move to an examination of
the veil as a marker of a racialized difference and a site of sexual shaming. This is followed by
an exploration of Muslim women’s bodies as cultural fault lines between the East and the West,
the secular and the religious, and “us” and “them”. I conclude with a discussion of the attacks on
Charlie Hebdo as a media event, using Dayan and Katz’s (1992) conceptualization to understand

how the attacks transfixed a global audience.
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1. Identity and The Other

French national identity is at the very heart of understanding the state of otherness that
French Muslims were cast into. French universalism is one that promotes the eradication of
difference, which is one of the main reasons French census has kept no record of the religious,
ethnic and national origins of its population (Scott, 2005). Evidence of these threaten the
indivisibility of the nation, a complete contradiction to the national ideology of the French
Republic. This holds true since the French revolution in 1789 which gave birth to a “feudal
corporate regime” one in which hierarchies were determined based on social class, but in which
all people were deemed equal and free (Scott, 2007), Scott defines French national belonging by
referring to the importance of abstract individualism in achieving sameness and solidifying
national belonging. It is not by swearing allegiance to the nation that one truly becomes French,
instead it is through the complete assimilation to its culture. Abstraction here allows universal
sameness, which in turn secures a solid state of Frenchness. These cultural norms to which one
must abide as well as the active exclusion of any “dangerous other” protect and secure the

boundaries of an imagined France.

Benedict Anderson (1991) wrote of nations as imagined political communities,
dismissing the possibility of any real scientific definition. The nation, he argued, is invented by
a feeling of nationalism, a sense of belonging to a certain community in which its members do
not know each other, but are united by this imaginary of a nation. Anderson argued that
nationalism shouldn’t be treated as an ideological construct but as a social grouping, like
‘kinship’ and ‘religion’. Anderson forcefully emphasized that this in no way implies falsity.
Nations are not weighed based on falsity or genuineness, they are simply distinguished by the

extent to which they are imagined. Emerging at the end of the eighteenth century, Anderson
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(1991) found that in the midst of the gradual decline of the religious and dynastic realms,
nationalism offered a secular alternative. These nations, or imagined communities, were the
result of multiple cultural and historical factors. These were reinforced by what Anderson called
print-capitalism, or print media, given that they facilitated the formation of sameness: the rise of
a united national consciousness. He argued that there wasn’t a more “vivid figure for the secular,
historically clocked imagined community” than this form of media (p.36). To put this in context,
laicité is a central and defining factor in French nationalism and republicanism. As defined by
Scott (2007), it 1s a kind of secularism that makes it illegal of religion to interfere with the state.
Since “the formal separation of the church and state in 1905”, France has carefully policed
religion, especially the Catholic Church. Hussey (2014) noted that, “As an especially anti-
religious concept, laicité, it is argued, guarantees the moral unity of the French nation — The
Republique Indivisible” (p. 9). This moral unity, an imagined one as Anderson would argue,
opposes communautarisme, a concept connoting difference, labeled as sectarian and perceived as
a danger to the idea of the republic. This imposed politics of inclusion and unified consciousness

however is a central driver towards dangerous exclusions.

For that reason, the concept of imagined communities remains extremely relevant in our
contemporary moment, as Harald Bauder (2014) indicates. In fact, it continues to affect how
nation-states frame their own identities especially when it comes to domestic and foreign policy
and dealing with immigrants and migration in general. As Arjun Appadurai (1990) argues, "One
man’s imagined community is another man’s political prison." (p. 6). In his Fear of Small
Numbers, Appadurai (2006) writes a reflection on global capitalism, democratic political practice
and human rights ideology, as well as the propagation of ethno-political violence and terrorism.

He discusses the degradation of nation-state’s sovereignty due to expansionist global finance,
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advancements in communications technology and mass migration. These have created multiple
ambiguities particularly in terms of national identity and power, thus creating "surplus rage"
which manifests itself in an obsession with purification and an intolerance of minority groups.
These minorities become the little gaps in the ethnic purity of the nation. The anxiety of
incompleteness creates what Appadurai called predatory identities which he defines as those
identities whose social construction and mobilization require the extinction of other, proximate
social categories, defined as threats to the very existence of some group, defined as “we”. These
anxieties are vivid in France, very much so in the poor suburbs north of Paris, the banlieues, in
which communities of North African and Middle Eastern origin reside. The banlieues are very
much separate from the city, another world, connected to Paris by trains running into the Gare du
Nord. As Henry Hussey (2014) argues, the banlieues are the “most literal representation of
otherness — the otherness of exclusion, of the repressed, of the fearful and despised — all kept

physically and culturally away from the mainstream of French civilization” (p. 10).

Zooming into these marginalized communities, we can take Muslim women as an
important illustration of these anxieties of incompleteness. The veil plays an essential part in this
story, as it has received special attention from French policymakers and remains one of the most
visible signs of difference. Besides banning the headscarf in schools, France happens to be the
first European country to prohibit the full-face Islamic veil, also known as the burgah in public
places. There are around 6 million Muslims currently living in France out of which only 2000
women wear the full veil. While France’s population makes up a total of around 66 million
people, only 9% are Muslims and less than one percent wear the full veil (BBC News, 2014).
The existence of small numbers or minorities elicits much fear for those who believe in a

Universalist idea of State (Appadurai, 2006). Due to what Davis refers to as “the delusional” and
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often-hypocritical obsession with sameness, France lacks transparency in terms of its ethnic and
religious composition. As Heather Meiers (2007) says “Even asking questions about religious
and ethnic differences is seen to be dangerous and improper. Overall the French state is
unwilling to collect statistical information about its minorities (whether religious or cultural)” (p.
27). This ambiguity inevitably causes people to doubt “collective identities” and fear everyday
labels/signs that point them out (Appadurai, 1990). These signs include the banlieues, which the
Parisians fear speaking of, let alone visit (Hussey, 2014). As Appadurai (2006) noted,
“Minorities are the major site for displacing the anxieties of many states about their own
minority or marginality (real or imagined) in a world of a few megastates, of unruly economic
flows and compromised sovereignties. Minorities, in a word, are metaphors and reminders of the

betrayal of the classical nationalist project” (Appadurai, 2006).

One of the twelve people who were killed in the attacks in Paris was Charlie Hebdo's
editor-in-chief, Stephane Charbonnier. In an interview with al-Jazeera, Charbonnier says that the
magazine had been in the business for 20 years and every time they issued something related to
Islam they had to deal with “indignant violent reactions”. Charbonnier insisted that he had to
answer to no one but the French law: “Our only limit is French law, it is that what we have to
obey. We haven't infringed the French law, we have the right to use our freedom, as we
understand it” (Pozzebon, 2015). In another interview, Charbonnier claims that there are no
Muslims or moderate Muslims in France. He insisted that there are only French citizens with
Muslim heritage, and heritage is something of the past that were best forgotten. Thus, the most
significant entity remains the abstract individual, who is first and foremost, French. “In
recognizing individuals rather than collectivities, [Laicité¢] has denied the roots of belonging that

define social collectivities and emerge in the wake of structural discrimination” (Davis, 2015).
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The distinction between the collectivities and the individuals under the overarching idea of
French sameness is crucial here. Proceeding with this trail of analysis, Muslims are deemed as
inappropriately collectivist in their orientation and belonging (living by the concept of
communautarisme) which automatically makes them inappropriate as citizen-subjects.

2. The Colonial Other

In the nineteenth and twentieth century, both Britain and France were on colonial quests
to power. Nonetheless, each empire had different ideas of what that power meant. While Britain
was solely or at least mostly interested in money and subjugation, they showed no interest in the
cultures of the people that they colonized. France, on the other hand, upheld the “civilizing
mission” with an aim to render its subjects “culturally French” (Hussey, 2014). The money was
important too, surely, but on top of it all was their strategy of spreading the idea of Frenchness
wherever they went (Hussey, 2014). The civilizing mission however has far deeper roots in
history, stretching towards 1789 and Napoleon’s “cynical aggression” of Egypt. France
accumulated a pure lust for all things oriental, which was then eventually translated in the
French’s forceful colonization of Algeria, Tunisia and Morocco (Hussey, 2014). The civilizing
mission is the common thread that binds the colonial with the postcolonial moment, as its
practice is continued today with North Africans in modern French society.

Frantz Fanon, a psychiatrist from Martinique, loathed French colonialism for the
destructive thing that it was. He believed that it was a form of “psychic violence which destroyed
the identity of the colonized” (Hussey, 2014, p. 68). Moving to Algeria in 1953, Fanon worked at
Hopital de Saint-Alban. It was there, through his practice of colonial psychiatry, that he saw
colonialization for what it was. Colonialism is far more than just political and economic

dominion; it what was more about the colonial power’s ability to strip the colonized people of
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their culture and sense of belonging. It is a system that pushes the colonized to question their
own identity, driving them so far as to ask themselves questions like “in reality, who am 1?”
(Fanon, Sartre, 1965, p. 250). Thus, colonized people lose sense of their own selves, because of
an outright denial of its discovery. The colonizer, by claiming ownership of information about
the colonized, acquires the ability “to objectify, to confine, to imprison, to harden” (p. 36). By
stripping them of who they are, exploiting them both physically and culturally, the colonized
people become fit only to be suppressed. Fanon argues that they are represented as unproductive
slaves who deserve very low wages in return for their labor. They are treated as mentally inferior
as a justification of the colonial quest and its method to enlighten and assist an incapable
population. Also, the colonial power frames these people as uncivilized and savage, in order to
justify its brutal and coercive methods. All that remains is a people “in whose soul an inferiority
complex has been created by the death and burial of its local cultural originality” (Fanon, 1967,
p. 18).

Pierre Bourdieu viewed colonialism as a racialized system of domination. The French
sociologist started writing about colonized Algeria and French colonial power in the late 1950s, a
stressful time for the empire. By that time, France had lost its grip on both Lebanon and Syria
and struggled with mounting revolts in Tunisia and Morocco. It even faced unsettling conflict in
both Indochina and Madagascar. These struggles for decolonization put a great deal of pressure
on the very ideological foundation of the French colonial empire, which were built on concepts
of “assimilation” and “association”. In light of this, “in Algeria, Governor-general Jacques
Soustelle promoted the idea of ‘integration’: This would make Algerians French, officially equal
without distinction while maintaining their cultural and ethnic differences—a variant of ‘separate

but equal’ that nonetheless subtly reinscribed the superiority of the French culture and identity”
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(Go, 2013). As Bourdieu and Sayad (1964) argue, colonialism is a violent creation of clashing
identities and hybrid cultures. This gave birth to his idea of a cultural sabir, one who is stuck
between two worlds or “two mutually alienating universes” (Bourdieu & Sayad, 1964).

The civilizing mission and culture-eradicating theme of the colonial effort is central in
understanding the contemporary struggles of North Africans and their descendants in France. In
2005, after the headscarf was banned in public schools, the Mouvement des Indigénes de la
République was formed, a group whose goal was to create an organized and unified voice for
immigrants living in France. In their appeal on the 24th of January, 2005 they claimed the
following: “We are the indigenous of the Republic! France was a colonial state. France is still a
colonial state! The treatment of people from the colonies prolongs (but is not reducible to)
colonial policy...The colonial cancer takes over the mind. Decolonizing the Republic is a must”
(Kipfer, 2010, p.2). These frustrations are not merely detected in organized movements like this
one. Speaking of his own experiences in contemporary Paris, Henry Hussey (2014) describes the
frequent riots that took place at the Gare du Nord, “the dividing line” between Paris and the
banlieues. The rioters would get in conflict with the police, (“a display of colonial power” as
Hussey called it) and their slogan or angry cry was almost always the same, “Fuck France”. The
rioters’ rage is thus, in many ways, the product of postcolonial memory, a powerful and
dangerous thing.

Writing in the Independent the immediate aftermath of the Charlie Hebdo attack, Robert
Fisk (2015) claimed that he was not surprised that the attackers were Algerian. In fact, he
claimed to have known before he even heard their names. After the attacks, the media answered
questions such as “who” and “how”, but hardly ever addressed the “why”. Fisk refers to the

“history corner” that was left out from the media coverage of this particular incident. Algeria was
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a French colony that endured French imperialism for 132 years. The Algerians fought for their
independence from 1954 till 1962. The struggle was so brutal that the Algerian revolution came
to be known as that of “the one million martyrs”. Indeed, postcolonial scholarship was never
merely about theorizing. Instead it aims to critique power relations and reconstruct western
knowledge, recognizing the sorrows of the once colonized and the vestiges of colonialism.
According to Young (2012) those who inflict violence and subjugation upon others forget much
sooner than those who actually experience the domination (Young, 2012). The French have yet
to come to terms with past colonial subjects after a long period of continuous social apartheid
and denial. As Fanon (1967) claims, the shortcomings of once colonized countries are taken for
granted every day. The colonizers forget the long-term damage inflicted upon the nations they
once colonized. Inevitably, however, the memory of colonial times persists for long and stubborn
lifetimes. As Young describes it, “postcolonial remains operate in a dialectic of invisibility and
visibility” (p. 23). The postcolonial tends to make what was once invisible, visible in the eyes of
the world. In The Wretched of The Earth, Fanon and Sartre (1965) argue that colonial violence
begets anti-colonial violence, especially in the postcolonial era. Decolonization is always a
violent process, an argument heavily criticized by many of Fanon’s critics. After over a century
of domination, this proved to be true in Algeria’s revolution for independence with a million
lives lost. Algerians have immigrated to France in the thousands since then. This has led Fisk
(The Independent, 2015) to trace the Charlie Hebdo attacks to 1954, the inception of the
Algerian revolution, claiming that “Algeria is the post-colonial wound that still bleeds in

France”.
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3. The Visibility of The Other

The veil is one of the most visible markers of otherness for Muslims in the postcolonial
context of contemporary French society, signifying different meanings during French
colonialism. Fanon’s analysis allows a better understanding of the veil as a symbol of Algerian
and Muslim culture as a whole. He explains its importance in a Dying Colonialism (1967) by
describing attire’s significance in general, saying “the way people dress themselves, together
with the traditions of dress and finery that custom implies, constitutes the most distinctive form
of society’s uniqueness” (p . 35). In Algeria Unveiled, Fanon (1965) specifically describes the
homogenous reaction the veil provoked among French colonial society. Veiled women were
regarded as objectified and dehumanized by oppressive male counterparts, and thus required
saving. The dominant idea was that by “winning over the women”, convincing/forcing them to
unveil themselves, all the others will simply succumb to the French. Thus, the process of
unveiling became a means of surrender to an occupier rather than a process of sexual
“libération”. Al-Saji (2010) similarly notes that “the unveiling of Algeria was then coextensive
with the colonial project to destroy its culture” (p.883). Representing the veil as a barrier to the
eyes, an obstacle that stands in the way of seeing these women’s bodies, made the process of
unveiling more desirable, a process that “normalized the availability of women’s bodies to this
colonial gaze” (p. 886).

Fanon (1965) describes situations where European superiors/managers would invite their
Algerian employees to a holiday dinner and insist on getting their wives with them. This was
after these superiors would interrogate the workers with questions about whether their wives
were veiled or not. There were two choices in this scenario, one was to leave the wife at home,

deny “the boss” pleasure and risk getting fired and the other was “prostituting the wife”, putting
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her on display and losing a significant mode of resistance. Thus the veil was worn for two
reasons, first because of tradition, which “demanded a rigid separation of the sexes but also
because the occupier was bent on unveiling Algeria” (Scott, 2007, p. 64). This reality lived on
during the early period of immigration to France. While Algerian men were seen as uncivilized,
sexual predators who could never be assimilated into French society, the women occupied sexual
imaginations of domination and submission (Scott, 2007). Scott describes the frustration that the
veil caused for French men since colonial times in Algeria because the women were concealed
from their gaze. She makes the argument that the veil is both an excess of sexuality as well as its
denial. The veil, according to its opponents, emphasized Islam’s strict segregation of the sexes,
which is at odds with the more “natural” French gender system. Scott makes the distinction
between “open” and “covered” systems and approaches to gender relations. To the French
community the veil appeared to be a form of “psychological, sexual and social mutilation” (p.
158). It was also seen as an assault to male masculinity and a form of castration since men were
denied the pleasure of looking at women. Al-Saji (2010) insightfully argues that the veil was
more than just a material and highly visible form of culture difference, it is also a “barrier to the
possessive vision” of the colonizer (p. 883). The French men’s gaze was a possessive one, driven
by an overpowering desire to see (Fanon, 1967). As French soldiers would patrol the Algerian
countryside at the time of the colony they would intentionally violate Algerian women, forcibly
remove their veil, and then rape them. As Scott (2007) shows, one woman was electrocuted,
forced to stand nude, with her face covered with a hood to prevent her from seeing her torturers.
Fanon (1965) specifically addresses what such a scenario symbolizes by claiming that the main

frustration the veiled woman elicits is her ability to see without being seen. Al-Saji (2010)
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argues, “The project of unveiling is then not an accidental aspect of French colonialism, but
belongs to the structure of the colonial vision itself” (p. 887).

This proved to be part of a continuum that was not restricted to the colonial moment. The
affaires de foulard began in 1989, in October, at the beginning of another school year in France.
Three Muslim girls had refused to remove their veils and were thus suspended from Creil’s
Middle School. The headmaster at the time, Eugene Cheniere, claimed that he was merely
reinforcing laicité against what he called “the insidious jihad” (Scott, 2005). These events drew
the attention of the media and were heavily covered in the press. The Conseil d'Etat, which Scott
defines as “the highest administrative court in France, whose task is to deal with the legality of
actions taken by public bodies” ruled in favor of the veil. The argument was that the veil didn’t
necessarily go against laicité as long as it didn’t constitute a sign that instigates pressure or
propaganda and affects the freedom of other students. Nonetheless, by 2003, all of that was
beginning to change especially since, at the time, Nicolas Sarkozy was insisting that Muslim
women take identity photographs without the veil. This gave rise once again to the debate of
veiling in public schools and whether a law should be passed to ban it completely. President
Jacque Chirac appointed a commission headed by Bernard Stasi to explore the possibilities.
Some on the left were in favor of the law, comparing Islamic fundamentalists to Nazis. Others,
also on the left, were against the law because they believed it was another manifestation of
French colonial power. Feminists who were against argued that removing these children from
school on the basis of their attire would only push them towards early marriage and thus defeats
the purpose of their supposed emancipation which other feminists were arguing for (Scott, 2005).

But it wasn’t until the following year, on March 15, 2004 that the government of France

issued a law that bans wearing “conspicuous” signs of any religious affiliation in public schools.
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The ban was indeed phrased to include everyone, but was specifically aimed at French Muslim
girls who wore headscarves, or “veils” in public classrooms, supposedly defined as “secular
spaces”. The ban was supposed to create a clear-cut boundary between the realms of the private
and public, and respectively the political and the religious. Even though the national assembly
report acknowledged the importance of individuality and freedom of choice, these were trumped
by the notion of national unity and laicité, the “cornerstone” of French republicanism. As Talal
Asad (2003) argues, the segregation between the religious and the secular inevitably leads to the
transfer of the sacred from the public realm to an “imagined/abstracted humanity”. Nonetheless,
in order to blur the effect of Laicité and French secularism, Alia Al-Saji, an associate professor at
McGill University, whose work revolves around phenomenology and French philosophy, states
that the 2004 law was framed in such a way to appear as a “feminist and anti-sexist law — as a
way for French society to combat gender oppression in one of its last remaining outposts, within
its Muslim communities and its suburbs”, the banlieues (Al-Saji, 2010, p. 880)..This was the
argument made, even though there was no mention of gender oppression in the law itself. The
law simply referenced “conspicuous” religious signs, referring to those that are overtly visible in
comparison to others. This applies as much to the cross as it does to the veil. So what is it that
makes the veil appear so visible in comparison to others in such a secular context? Why did it
drive such “active exclusion” (Al-Saji, 2010, p.882)? Al-Saji argues that the veil, was not
“merely visible in belonging to a different religion but hyper visible as the symbol of gender
oppression of that religion” (p.882).

Thus, French feminists supported the banning of headscarves because they sought to
rescue less fortunate female “immigrants” from limitations on their sexuality (Scott, 2007). The

veil allowed the French to reject Muslim women as “objects of desire”, which made French
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women ultimately deem themselves superior in their sexuality. As Scott (2007) notes, “The point
was to bring Muslim women up to the standard of their French sisters (a version of the civilizing
mission with all of its racist and colonial implications), free to display their bodies and
experience the joys of sex —as French society understood them” (p.162). This is evident in one of
the cartoons by Charlie Hebdo published in 2010, shortly after banning the burgah in public
spaces. The caricature includes an Algerian woman (a woman of color) with a piece of cloth (the
burgah) protruding from her behind. The woman looks happy, skipping with the joy of her
newfound freedom. The cartoon reads, “Yes to wearing the burgah.. from the inside” (Taub,
2015). Another cartoon released in 2002 shows prophet Mohammad and a group of women
wearing brown burqahs. The caricature shows the prophet as the “organizer” of a beauty pageant
called “Miss Potato-Sack”, where he must choose the prettiest potato sack. This particular
caricature emphasizes Fanon’s (1965) description of the homogenous French perception of
veiled women, which is mainly dehumanized/objectified by the Muslim male and lacking in
sexual manifestations; “while the veil is hypervisible as oppressive and repressive barrier,
Muslim women ‘behind the veil” are not merely invisible to the western gaze, but are made
invisible as subjects” (Al-Saji, 2010, p. 886). Through the above-mentioned cartoon for example,
we can establish a discursive continuity between the colonial past and the realities of Muslims
living in France today. We can also better understand the invisibility of Muslim women as
subjects and their homogenous representations by a French secular media outlet like Charlie
Hebdo.
4. Muslim Women: The Primary Cultural Fault Line

The civilizing mission, of colonialism and of laicité, also connotes racism. Jean-Paul

Sartre once referred to this as an “impossible dream”, the pursuit of a universal brotherhood a
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quest in which one is already rejected, before even trying. As Azar (2005) argues, this is echoed
in Fanon’s expression: “Turn white or disappear” (p. 22). In his book, Black Skin, White Masks
(1967), Fanon argues that the black man, or the man of color, can only escape the gaze of the
white man by blending together with the white other and rejecting himself so that his own
otherness, or what Fanon called blackness, can no longer be noticed (Fanon, 1967; Azar, 2005).
Racialized vision however is not reserved to skin color alone, it also extends to other cultural
attributes that attach meaning and thus signal inferiority to the gazer. This is what gives birth to
what has been known as cultural racism. Maurice Merleau-Ponty (1962) and Linda Martin
Alcoff’s (2006) phenomenological work can help understand how vision is far from neutral and
how it can naturalize race to the body. This is made possible by vision’s reliance on habit, and
the way people learn to see. It is these learnt and habituated ways of seeing that make vision so
powerful in creating meaning. Racialized vision, or othering vision, is first and foremost limited,
because it really shrinks one’s perceptual schemata. In other words, racialized beings will always
be seen as naturally inferior, and they cannot be seen any other way. Racist vision is also
“narcissistic and self-justifying”, which increases its rigidity and homogeneity, making it
extremely resistant to change. This is strikingly evident in the French perception of the veil as
described before, which makes it, just like one’s skin color, a site of racial difference (Al-Saji,
2010). This at the heart of Alcoff’s mission to debunk the idea that strongly felt and visible
identities that involve race, gender or ethnicity undermine the quest towards the building of a
nation and a unified sense of belonging. She argued that they do not give birth to an identity
politics that prioritizes the group and ultimately overshadows the nation at large, threatens the

common good and has a “disuniting” quality. Alas, the scripts and expectations that are attached
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to these identities are seen to be so overpowering that they demolish individual autonomy and
the rational ability to truly plan one’s life free from any predetermined conditions.

Thus, as Fellag (2014) argues, French Muslims have been shed into an enduring status of
"otherness" that functioned in the same way as racial difference. He discusses the immense social
and economic difficulties that the people of the banlieues, among which are the French North
Africans (also referred to as Arabs or Muslims, the three terms used almost interchangeably),
face on a daily basis. As Davidson writes “The French belief in Islam’s domination of the
Muslim’s physical self was less a cultural argument than a biologized one” (p. 4). Contemporary
French policies, buttressed by concepts like laicité, have further exploited and marginalized
French North Africans even if they were born and raised in France. Issues related to housing,
education and employment are only some of the challenges that North Africans face. Scott
(2007) addresses this issue by describing how North Africans never escaped their “immigrant”
status and how Muslim women are at the very heart of these exclusions.

Looking at the modern history in the Middle East, Leila Ahmed (1992) argues that
oppressive practices against Muslim women was not really caused by Islam itself, but the
patriarchal cultural interpretations of Islam. However, these oppressive practices made “the
thesis of the new colonial discourse of Islam centered on women” (p. 152). The veil was a highly
visible symbol of oppression, not only in France but across the western world; it was one of the
most important symbols of “the comprehensive backwardness of Islamic society” (p.152). In
other words, she indicates that the veil, or veiling, constituted one of the most apparent and
appalling symbols of inferiority of Muslim countries in the eyes of the West. For that reason,
“The primary cultural fault line”, as Bilge argues, “between the West and Islam is not about

democracy but gender equality and sexual liberalization” (Bilge, 2010, p. 2). To understand this
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obsession, Ahmed analyzes the portrayals and representation of Muslim women and the veil by
basing her analysis on several factors that in her opinion have come to shape these
representations.

Ahmed (1992) maps out religious, social, political and gender factors that allocate
meaning to the veil. In history, in Sumerian Civilization, the veil wasn’t exclusively a sign of a
male dominated culture. On the contrary, the veil was actually reserved for upper-class women
and was an important sign of social class. It signified social class; for instance, while the proper
lady was expected to wear the veil, a prostitute or a slave was forbidden to do so. It wasn’t until
the 19 century was coming to an end that the veil started to symbolize oppression. Both Ahmed
and Abu Lughod (2010) emphasize the misconceptions in thinking of and understanding the veil,
especially by First world and mainstream feminists. While religion is framed as an inherently
patriarchal institution that promotes and even praises gender inequality, some religious women,
as they show, deem themselves feminists and critique these arguments as oversimplifications.
The question of autonomy and female agency is crucial here, for Muslim women appear to be the
victims on the one hand, subjected to the horrors of a domineering patriarchal society, and a
threat to liberty, secularism and western sexuality on the other.

As Clark (2009) explains, the discourse against the hijab is one of domination, “in which
Muslim women are rendered “docile bodies” rather than active agents”, self-sufficient and ends
in themselves. First world feminism has had a history of interpreting “religious women in
patriarchal traditions either as passive victims of false consciousness or as agents who resist and
set limits to male domination” (p. 109). This has put a lot of pressure on feminists, who in the
wake of banning the veil in France, were caught between appearing anti-sexist on the one hand,

and anti-racist, anti-colonial on the other (Al-Saji, 2010). In Gender Trouble, Judith butler
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(1990) addresses the complexity of agency, refusing this idea that agency is in fact a
manifestation of intent given that people are driven by some unconscious stimulators. While
arguing that the concept of agency might seem absurd and even contradictory to feminism,
Butler states that agency has a prerequisite, which is the subject itself and his/her already
“constituted” character (Butler, 1990). An important reference here is Saba Mahmoud (2012)
who reworks Butler’s performativity through her study on pious female subjectivity. She argues
that the importance of agency in pious women is not limited to their ability to subvert and resist
patriarchal structural norms but also in their willingness and explicit acceptance of
submissiveness and modesty, which to them is necessary to enact Islam and their roles as
expected of them by God (Mahmood, 2012). The French completely disregard this type of
agency that drive Muslim women to actively and consciously choose the veil. This is largely
depicted in Charlie Hebdo’s caricatures, to be analyzed thoroughly later, that highlight unveiling
as sexual emancipation.

Muslim Women were central to the “othering” discourse in the the colonial era, which
was further emphasized in the postcolonial moment, particularly upon the eruption of several
political catastrophes in the Arab world. The first of these is 9/11, short for four coordinated
terrorist attacks by al-Qaeda on the United States of America on September 11, 2001. George
Bush declared a war on terror, a war that was sometimes packaged as means to liberate Arab
women, particularly Afghan women from the patriarchal grip of Islam. As Abu Lughod (2002)
quotes First Lady at the time Laura Bush in a radio address saying, ‘“Because of our recent
military gains in much of Afghanistan women are no longer imprisoned in their homes. They can
listen to music and teach their daughters without fear of punishment...The fight against terrorism

is also a fight for the rights and dignity of women” (p. 783). Abu-Lughod found it disturbing and
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rather unsettling that after the horrific events of 9/11, the curiosity about Muslims’ way of life
and their treatment of their women overshadowed more important questions about the root of
terrorist groups and authoritarian regimes in the Arab world and the role of the United States in
their development. Abu-Lughod went as far as naming the “war on terror” the “war on the
burgah”. She said, “Ultimately, the significant political-ethical problem the burqa raises is how
to deal with cultural ‘others.” How are we to deal with difference without accepting the passivity
implied by the cultural relativisim for which anthropologists are justly famous—a relativisim that
says it’s their culture and it’s not my business to judge or interfere, only to try to understand” (p.
785). Furthermore, recently after the emergence of the Islamic State in Iraq and Syria (ISIS) in
2011, Iraqi and Syrian fled their homelands in search for shelter elsewhere, mainly in
neighboring Lebanon as well as Europe, the United states and others. Since then, the refugee
influx, particular to France and Germany, put both countries in panic mode. In an article in the
Financial Times Anne-Sylvaine Chassany (September 15, 2016, p. 2) wrote, “France banned the
hijab in state schools in 2004 and six years later prohibited the face-covering nigab in public
spaces. The debate is spreading. Germany is looking at whether to issue a similar nigab ban after
an influx of refugees from Syria in the past 18 months.” The same article describes even harsher
plans in France as Nicolas Sarkozy was calling to ban the hijab in universities and at the
workplace. Marine Le Pen took it even further by calling to ban the veil in all public spaces.
Evidently, contemporary arguments about citizenship and immigration, today more than
ever, are tied to gender and sexuality. As Bilge (2010) argues, gender equality and sexual
freedom are key elements that draw real and tangible “civilizational boundaries” between
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Western modernity, and non-Western religious cultures. Immigrants’ “real or presumed cultural

practices, gender, and intergenerational relations have become not only a major target of policy
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initiatives and media comments, but also central to arguments over the rights and wrongs
of multiculturalism” (Bilge, 2010, p. 2). Seyla Benhabib’s (2002) work on the “claims of
culture” is important to understand the struggles of Muslims — and Muslim women in particular —
in retaining their own identities, which French authorities have continuously sought to diminish
through laicité. Benhabib argues that thinking of culture as a defined whole must be challenged
to avoid the injustices of diversity, urging the “renegotiation” of the imagined boundaries
between “us” and “them”. Thus, by exploring the literature on Muslims in France as the other
and the salience of women’s bodies in the visibility of that otherness, we can better understand
the politics of representation in and around Charlie Hebdo as a self-proclaimed “laique”
publication. In the process, I show how media illustrations of Islam and Muslims have become
vital in thinking citizenship, nationalism, immigration, and cultural racism in Europe today.
B. Methodology

To go about the research questions, the dissertation adopts a threefold structure. First, |
describe and analyze depictions of gender and sexuality in Charlie Hebdo’s cartoons on Islam,
focusing more specifically on the hijab. The analysis is intersectional insofar as it simultaneously
explores the place of ethnicity, class, and gender in the construction of the Muslim Other. I also
examine representations of Prophet Mohammed as well as that of North African men and women
to sketch out and understand the trope of sexual shaming at work. It is important to note that
while the analysis is not limited to sexuality as a vector of stigmatization and othering, it is the
dominant register of the magazine’s sarcasm, which largely depends on sexualization for
humorous effect. As Dora Apel (2012) argues in her book War Cultures and Contests of Images,
sexual shaming and sexual degradation can have powerful embedded meanings: “pleasure in the

sexual degradation of others relies on a process of colonial dehumanization that depends in large
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part on constructing Arabs and Muslims as an undifferentiated mass of terrorists, making them
far easier to torture, humiliate, sexually exploit and kill” (p. 93). Thus, a thorough semiotic
analysis was conducted for a sample of Charlie Hebdo’s cartoons that are related to Islam, from
2003 until the present day. I consider around 15 of these cartoons which I have managed to
collect over the course of a year. All the cartoons I have managed to find are online, found
through different sources including newspaper and magazine articles, blog posts and social
media platforms. The most reliable of these have been Charlie Hebdo’s Facebook page as well
as the Harvard library archive for Charlie Hebdo. The semiotic analysis demonstrated that
Charlie Hebdo’s satirical cartoons aim to either position female sexuality among Muslims as
inferior, sexually shame Muslim masculinities, or mock Islam as a religion and ideology all for
the purpose of positioning Muslims as the other in French society. I would also like to note that I
tried to contact the magazine several times to no avail. Had I been successful, I would have tried
to get access to the full archive and secure an interview with one of the magazine’s cartoonists or

editors to get some first-hand insights.

Second, through a discourse analysis of the news coverage of the attack on Charlie
Hebdo, 1 examine how concepts such as Islamophobia, fundamentalism, immigration, terrorism,
secularism and freedom of expression have been rendered by French publications Le Monde,
Libération and Le Figaro as well as international mainstream media outlets BBC, CNN, Al-
Jazeera, The Guardian and The New York Times. 1 chose these French publications because, as
my research suggests, they are three of the most popular and relevant publications in France. At
different points in time, as this proposal suggests, these publication have been indirectly involved
in amplifying or at least emphasizing the representations of Islam and Muslims in general, all of

course in the name of French Republicanism and laicité. As for the mainstream media outlets,
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since we are treating the attacks as media event their importance lies in the fact that they cater to
a global audience, but each in a different context. The search was conducted using key
words/phrases such as: three days of terror, je suis Charlie, Charlie Hebdo, Islamophobia, laicitg,
freedom of speech, hijab, veil, terrorism, Kouachi brothers, Muslims, Islam, Algeria,
immigration, immigrants, etc and was restricted to a duration of a month after the attack.
Interpreting what Charlie Hebdo symbolizes in relation to laicité and national identity was also
detrimental. During my research process, I read tens and even hundreds of articles in each
publication, and then narrowed my focus to 20 articles from each one. The set of 20 articles were
chosen to ensure variety in terms of topic of focus, especially since the articles in total are largely
repetitive and branch out into 5 discursive tropes, which will be mapped out later on. This
thorough media analysis allowed to discover different perceptions on freedom of speech,
especially the right to offend, and decipher five discursive tropes, or representations of Islam, in

the media after the attack.

Third, an analysis of the Je suis Charlie hashtag that went viral on social media platforms
including Instagram, Twitter and Facebook, not only in France and Europe but across the world,
is also in order. This was done using Crimson Hexagon, a platform that offers Social Media
Tools and Analytics, focusing on this particular hashtag on a single social media platform,
Twitter. This tool generates snapshot reports of recent and old data, carries out engagement
analysis of buzz words and hashtags with geo-data, giving the user a holistic picture. This was
crucial to discover in which countries it was used most and how it was used. The hashtag Je suis
Charlie was used in solidarity with the French and the victims of the attack on the one hand, and
as an explicit identification with Charlie, the French secularist, on the other. The argument that

Je suis Charlie is synonymous with Je suis Laicité is put to the test here as I demonstrate that the
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#jesuischarlie campaign made it very difficult to express difference or disagreement except for a
small minority, thus operating as a powerful “othering” tool that manages diversity and creates a
state of sameness. I also zoomed into the hashtag Je ne suis pas Charlie to understand this
minority that refused to identify with Charlie. Analyzing this social media campaign also
provided an opportunity to understand the role of new media technologies in constructing,
magnifying and circulating various narratives that go beyond the terror attack itself, thus building

transnational publics.
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Chapter II

RACE, GENDER AND SEXUALITY IN THE FRENCH SECULAR
IMAGINATION

A. Semiotics

In light of the attacks on Charlie Hebdo, the world erupted with debates on freedom of
speech and the right to offend, both of which are argued to be at the heart of a true democracy.
Digital influencers, Journalists and bloggers from around the world showed sympathy towards
the tragic losses that Charlie Hebdo and Paris had just suffered from. The unfortunate series of
events also led people to dig into Charlie Hebdo’s previous works on Islam, Muslim people and
the Prophet. Some publications were even republishing some of the magazine’s cartoons, while
others hesitated to invest in this biting kind of satire, first out of fear, and second out of principle.
Would we have published something as offensive as these cartoons in isolation of this sensitive
situation (Bilefsky, 2015)? Charlie Hebdo'’s series of Islam-related cartoons were nothing short
of obscene. Many, especially the religious communities in Europe and the world, have accused
the publication of racism and intolerance as a result. Popular discourse usually singled out
political cartoons as a unique genre that cannot be evaluated the same way as other means of
communication and expression. Ethically speaking, many have treated cartoons as
unquestionable territory because, after all, they are just cartoons that must not be taken too
seriously (Ashfaq & Shami, 2016). The New York Times quoted Laurent Léger, an investigative
journalist with Charlie Hebdo who said, “People can see what they want to see, but a cartoon is a
cartoon,” he said. “It is not a photograph” (Bilefsky, 2015). Nonetheless, the facts on ground
speak otherwise. The French cartoon dilemma is so powerful that it created an extreme polarity.

People suddenly had to choose between being Charlie or a “freedom hating fanatic” (Ashfaq &
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Shami, 2016). Charlie Hebdo’s cartoons, while only cartoons, are loaded with meaning, and go
far beyond poking fun, magnifying stereotypes and sending out angry political messages. Having
a secular left-wing entourage, the cartoons embody much larger national, social and political
complexities. I found that cartoons are especially interesting because they can incorporate
various expressions by bringing in different colors, angles and textual elements. But more
importantly, they can convey meaning in an extremely bold and “unfiltered” manner.

This semiotic analysis will explore the role of ethnicity, class, and gender in the
construction of the Muslim Other. It will specifically examine representations of Prophet
Mohammed and Muslim women by zooming in on the sexual shaming at work in every cartoon,
a theme that I found to be quite dominant across the series. The veil and the burqa are central to
the analysis because they have the power to organize female sexuality and accentuate difference.
Very much like Laicité, French norms of sexuality are at the heart of France’s national character,
as Scott (2007) argues, quoting historian Mona Ozouf who believed it was an essential element
of “la singularite francaise” or the French singularity (pp. 157). The analysis will largely revolve
around sexuality and sexual shaming as a means of alienation and “othering”, but will not be
restricted to it. It nonetheless receives special attention given that it is one of the magazine’s

main tools for biting satire.

Two of the most important references in Semiotics or semiology are Ferdinand de
Saussure (1959) and Charles Sanders Pierce. Given humanity’s endless and natural desire to
create meaning of things, we tend to do so by our creation and interpretation of signs. Saussure
ventured into semiology in order to discover the nature of signs and the laws that govern their
ability to give meaning. He discovered that every sign is made up of a dyadic model, constituting

of a signifier, which describes the object or that particular form the sign takes, and a signified,
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which is the mental representation or the concept that the sign represents. The importance of this
model lies in the fact that the meaning that the sign conveys is arbitrary because it largely
depends on the person interpreting, his/her knowledge and background on the matter. With a
similar rationale, Pierce adopted a triadic model. Pierce firstly defined the “representamen” or
the form that the sign takes which is not necessarily a material object, the interpretant, or the
sense made of the sign, and finally the “object”, which is the thing being referred to. The
interaction between the three is called semiosis.

For this particular research I will mostly draw on Saussure’s work which also inspired
Roland Barthes. Barthes’ (1977) work gave special attention to advertising which is very useful
in analyzing Charlie Hebdo'’s cartoons especially since they include both imagery and textual
messages. Barthes was especially interested in the process of signification and how people tend
to internalize things differently given three major factors. He firstly defined a linguistic message
as the text on a certain image, the literal message, which is the denoted meaning of the image
and finally the symbolic message, which refers to connoted or intended meaning of the image.
Barthes argues that at the level of mass communication almost all images have some form of
textual content, whether it’s in the form of a headline, title, caption etc. For that reason, the
linguistic message is extremely important especially since it guides the viewer to understand an
image in a certain way rather than another. Barthes (1977) also says that “with respect to the
liberty of the signified of the image, the text has thus a repressive value and we can see that it is
at this level that the morality and ideology of a society are above all invested” (p. 36). This is
especially true in the case of Charlie Hebdo given their reliance on text in all their cartoons as a
means of directing meaning and sending out coded political and social messages. The denoted

image or literal message is a non-coded message (an image free from all connotations) that acts
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as a support for the connoted image or symbolic message. All three elements can be found in

each of Charlie Hebdo’s cartoons.

B. Charlie Hebdo’s Cartoons: A Semiotic Analysis

All 14 cartoons analyzed below are issued by Charlie Hebdo and deal either with Islam,
Muslim people in general, the prophet or the veil/burqa. I selected the ones I felt were most
relevant for this thesis and its respective research questions. Unfortunately, I had no access to a
single archive for Charlie Hebdo’s cartoons. They are especially reserved on their website, even
though a lot of their cartoons, especially the most recent ones, can be found on their Facebook
page. I tried to contact them over the phone and via email to no avail. Their security measures
are quite intense. Therefore, for the purpose of proper data collection, I had to search the web,
through different articles and sources, in order to accumulate the cartoons that I needed for this
research. Given this limitation, the exact issue in which each of the cartoons was published is not
always provided. It is also important to note that visualizing the prophet in any shape or form is
considered in itself an insult to Islam and Muslim people in general, which the magazine does
recurrently, as I describe below. The cartoons are grouped according to 3 major themes: Female
sexuality and the veil, Homosexuality and sexual shaming and the undermining of Islam as a
religion and ideology.
1. Female Sexuality and The Veil: Sites of Racial Difference

The Stasi commission that ruled the banning of the veil in French public schools focused
on the term “conspicuous” to describe religious signs that were unacceptable in public spaces. As
Scott (2007) argues the term “conspicuous” is crucial in understanding this dilemma. It basically

“refers to an excessive display on or by a body, especially if it’s a woman’s body, it conveys a
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sense of erotic provocation” (p. 152). This is largely ironic because the ultimate purpose of the
veil is to make the body more discreet, and act of modesty in Islam. The veil is supposed to
downplay the attractiveness of the physique and thus deviate attention from it. Nonetheless,
veiled women still occupy an “unacceptable” kind of sexuality, not because they are excessively
revealing, as Scott shrewdly observes, but because they are more discreet and inconspicuous.
This discreetness is in itself excessive as Scott says, “both too little and too much were being
revealed” (p.152). The veil overtly signifies the presence of sexuality rather than its absence, and
more importantly signifies these veiled “women’s refusal to engage” in what a French woman
would normally engage in with the opposite sex. This is at the heart of the problem with the veil
which is a Muslim woman’s refusal to live up to her femininity and readiness to be looked at,
and thus denying the opposite sex, the right to look, which is in turn at the core of their true
masculinity. The invisible wall that the veil seems to put up between the two sexes became very
problematic for the concept of “mixité” or “the mixing of the sexes” in public spaces. This is also
ironic, because the veil is that one thing that allows Muslim women to be present in places that
they otherwise couldn’t be present in and the main argument presented against the veil is that it
is a symbol of female oppression, inequality and subordination, which the French could not
accept in their society. Nonetheless, from a French viewpoint, true presence is only established if
the sexed body with all its sexual manifestations is made readily available and seeable. This is
where French feminists contradicted themselves. Before the stasis commission and the debate on

the headscarf, French feminists had rejected the “sexual exhibitionism of their society—
particularly as it applied to women—as demeaning to women because it reduced them to a sexed

body” (p. 156). All of that seemed to disappear when it came down to the veil. All of a sudden

“gender equality became synonymous with sexual emancipation, which in turn was equated with
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the visibility of the female body” (p.156). Unveiling was suddenly more important than young
girls going to school and getting an education. This is also largely linked to Laicité, gender
equality also being considered one of the main pillars of the French republic. Scott states, “As
was the case with laicité and autonomous [abstract] individualism, the French system of gender
was offered as not only the best, but the only acceptable, way to organize relations between the
sexes. Those who did not conform to it were by definition inferior and therefore could never be
fully French” (p. 156). This obsession with sexual emancipation and unveiling is something on
which Charlie Hebdo builds on in its cartoons that target Muslim women which I demonstrate in

the following.

A cartoon released in 2002 (Pazienza, 2015) shows Prophet Mohammad and a group of
women wearing brown burqas. The caricature shows the prophet as the “organizer” of a beauty
pageant called “Miss Potato-Sack”, where he must choose the prettiest potato sack. The prophet
has very sharp teeth, very much like a Dracula, which gives him an overall devilish look. He’s
wearing all black, a striking contrast with the brown burqas in the background. He has his hand
in the air with what seems to be a black pen. The cartoon linguistic message reads “Je Choisis La

',’

Belle-De-Fontenay!”. Belle-De-Fontenay is a French term that refers to a type of potato that is
yellowish in both skin and flesh. What is extremely noticeable in the cartoon is the identical
manner in which the women are drawn, their eyes brown, matching with their burgas. Describing
them as potatoes for one suggests that Muslim men, represented by the prophet in this case, view
women as objects, and their similarity in the cartoon conveys that they are lacking in terms of
individuality or individual worth, which is tied with their lack of sexual manifestations. As Scott
would suggest, these women’s choice of bodily “discreetness” and their sharp brown burqas are

the thing that is made overtly obvious in the image. Their lack of sexual manifestation is the very
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aspect that the cartoon problematizes and builds on. This particular caricature also emphasizes
Fanon’s (1965) description of the homogenous nature of the way the French perceived veiled
women in the past, which is mainly dehumanized/objectified by the Muslim male. Fanon’s
observation from colonial Algeria continues to be largely echoed in contemporary French
society. Moreover, the cartoon’s symbolic message also sheds light on the prophet’s sexuality,
and his needs as a man. He is portrayed as someone oppressive, treating women as mere objects
to be chosen from for sexual gratification. His face, which is harsh and hungry, is one important
illustration of this. Demonizing him, this cartoon also demeans his masculinity. This takes us
back to Jaque Chirac’s statement that wearing the veil is an act of aggression (Scott, 2007). Scott
explains that “The aggression of the [veiled] woman consisted in denying (French) men the

pleasure—understood as a natural right (a male prerogative)—to see behind the veil. This was

taken to be an assault on male sexuality, a kind of castration. Depriving men of an object of
desire undermined the sense of their own masculinity” (p. 159). Hence the prophet’s masculinity
as depicted in the cartoon is lesser than that of a French man because of his inability to truly
“see” the women. Referring to men’s “right to look™ as argued by Scott, the prophet is drawn to

appear castrated, and thus less of a man.
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Figure 1.1: Charlie Hebdo Cartoon - 2002
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One of the most controversial cartoons that Charlie Hebdo ever created on Muslims is
one that shows Boko Haram’s sex slaves as welfare queens in its 22" of October 2015 issue. We
can see four women, almost completely identical, all veiled, pregnant, hideous and angry
looking. The cartoon reads “Boko Haram’s Sex Slaves Are Angry” and the women are saying
“Don’t touch our benefits”, with both their hands placed protectively on their pregnant belies
(Fisher, 2015). They are drawn to have dark skin, flat noses, savage and animal-looking eyes,
with angry angled eyebrows and a touch of masculinity to their faces. Their mouths are also wide
open, in a nonhuman manner, to reveal a set of missing teeth. Their bellies are also drawn in
such an unpleasant manner, bulging and strangely outlined, that you could assume the child
growing inside each of them is more likely a monster than a human. The women are absolutely
identical, with only the color of their attire/hijab separating them. Even the text bubble hovering
above them is shared, as if they have one single collective thought, further diminishing their
individuality. The hijab, in this particular cartoon, is treated like the only differentiator or sign of
identity.

R S mnase s e st e

CHARLMEBDO

| Les BSCLAVES SpxuELLEs v BokorRAM EN COLERE
| (ToUCHEZ PAS A NOS ALLOCS!

Wil i A e | SO

Figure 1.2: Charlie Hebdo Cartoon - 2015
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There are two stories that put this cartoon in context. The first is the kidnapping of school
girls by Boko Haram, the extremist Islamist movement in Nigeria. It was rumored after the
incident that the girls were most likely going to become the militia’s sex slaves (“Who are
Nigeria's Boko Haram”, 2016). The second story is simply the never ending debate regarding
child benefits in France (Tidey, 2014). By relating these two ideas together, the cartoon shows
how these women (sex slaves) are complaining about the laws governing child benefits in France
so that, once the welfare system is changed, refugees can take advantage and abuse the French
state. Now the girls supposedly represented in the cartoon look more like older women than
school students. Their old age and ugliness remove any chance of stirring feelings of pity or
sympathy towards them. Their aggressive and nonhuman features also aim to dehumanize them
as subjects and draw attention to their uncivilized appearance. The literal messages used in the
cartoon are key because they put the whole cartoon in context, and allow us to know who the
subjects are in light of the lack of visual signs of identity, besides the Hijab. The unified text
bubble signifies a collective thought, or action plan, referring to Muslim refugees coming to
France as a group. As a signifier, the overly visible hijab in the cartoon has a very negative
connotation, treated as a sign of backwardness and female oppression. Very much like the
previous cartoon of “Miss Potato Sack”, this cartoon visualizes these women as inappropriately
sexual, through their veils and especially through their pregnant bellies that make them look
more like monsters than actual feminine women. These women have been stripped of their
femininity despite their pregnancy which is only highlighted as a means to a different end:
monetary compensation and child benefits. As Scott rightly argues, in France girls were thought

to be “lost to their feminine identity if their bodies could not be seen” (p. 158). The veil made it
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impossible for a woman to be regarded as a full human being let alone French, some even
equating it with genital mutilation.

Scott (2007) argues that major efforts in the time of colonized Algeria were exerted to
mold Muslim women the way their French sisters were, especially in terms of sexuality and
sexual freedom. This was at the heart of the civilizing mission and evident in one of the cartoons
issued by a cartoon issued by Charlie Hebdo in 2010 shortly after banning the burqa in public
spaces. The caricature includes a woman of color with a piece of cloth (the burqa) protruding
from her behind. The woman looks happy, skipping with the joy of her newfound freedom. In
the background, we see a man wearing traditional Muslim attire, staring at the woman’s behind
and looking grey in shock. The cartoon reads, “Yes to wearing the burqa... from the inside”
(“The five most controversial”, 2015). This linguistic message directs the whole understanding
of the image, which makes us think of Muslim women as the kind that are seeking sexual
freedom and wish for the same lifestyle that their French sisters have. The image shows the
woman elate with joy, which could be tied to the freedom of not wearing the burqa, and the
actual burqa protruding from her behind. The cartoon makes an obvious effort in bringing
Muslim women to par with normative sexual conduct and making a Muslim woman’s view of
sexuality seem similar to that of a French woman. Saba Mahmood (2012) discusses the many
ways in which Islam seems to be contradictory with feminism and women’s natural interests,
which has been largely problematic in feminist debate. She argues that women Islamist
supporters are regarded as “pawns in a grand patriarchal plan, who, if freed from their bondage,
would naturally express their instinctual abhorrence for the traditional Islamic mores used to
enchain them” (p. 2). She then recites a commonly asked question “why would such a large

number of women across the Muslim world actively support a movement that seems inimical to
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their “own interests and agendas” (p. 2). This cartoon is a depiction of what that moment of the
regaining agency and the emancipation from tradition and Islam looks like; a moment of pure
enlightenment. This takes us back to Scott’s argument that gender equality, female
empowerment and true release from the patriarchal grip of society become synonymous with
sexual emancipation. A veiled women cannot be seen as a self-governing individual, but only as
the oppressed, no matter how accomplished she might be. Agency in this type of discourse is
defined as one’s ability to recognize personal interests contextually, despite all other social and
traditional factors working against it. In Gender Trouble, Judith Butler (1990) addresses the
complexity of this concept, refusing this idea that agency is in fact a manifestation of intent
given that people are driven by various unconscious stimulators. While arguing the concept of
agency might seem absurd and even contradictory to feminism, Butler states that agency has a
prerequisite, which is the subject itself and his/her already “constituted” character (Butler, 1990).
An important reference here is Saba Mahmood (2012) who reworks Butler’s performativity
through her study on pious female subjectivity. She argues that the importance of agency in
pious women is not limited to their ability to subvert and resist patriarchal structural norms but
also in their willingness and explicit acceptance of submissiveness and modesty, which to them
is necessary to enact Islam and their roles as expected of them by God (Mahmood, 2012). The
French completely disregard this type of agency that drive some Muslim women to actively and

consciously choose the veil.
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Figure 1.3: Charlie Hebdo Cartoon —2010

In fact, Ahmed (1992) maps out religious, social, political and gender factors that allocate
meaning to the veil. In history, in Sumerian Civilization, the veil wasn’t always a sign of a male
dominated culture at all. On the contrary, the veil was actually reserved for upper-class women.
It signified social class; for instance, while the proper lady was expected to wear the veil, a
prostitute or a slave was forbidden to do so. It wasn’t until the 19" century was coming to an end
that the veil started to symbolize oppression. Both Ahmed and Abu Loghd (2010) emphasize the
misconceptions in thinking of and understanding the veil, especially by First world and
mainstream feminists. While religion is framed as an inherently patriarchal institution that
promotes and even praises gender inequality, some religious women, as they show, deem
themselves feminists and critique these arguments as oversimplifications. The question of
autonomy and female agency is crucial for these cartoons, for Muslim women appear to be the
victims on the one hand, subjected to the horrors of a domineering patriarchal society, and a

threat to liberty, secularism and western sexuality on the other.
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Figure 1.4: Charlie Hebdo Cartoon — 2016

With a similar rationale, and in light of the burkini ban in France, in the summer of 2016,
Charlie Hebdo release an issue with a cover that shows a Muslims couple. The man and the
woman, both naked, are running on what seems to be a French beach. The man has an
outrageously long beard, from which his genitals are clearly protruding. The woman, her head
veiled, is completely naked from shoulders downwards. Much like the previous cartoon in which
the “freed” Muslim woman is elate with happiness, both also seem to be skipping with joy,
enjoying the sandy beach. This is mostly evident in their body postures, and of course, their
facial expressions, huge smiles drawn on both their faces. The cartoon reads, “the reform of
Islam: Muslims, loosen up” (Diacon, 2016). The cartoon evidently makes fun of the whole
burkini notion, even though there is no sign of it in the cartoon, except in the linguistic message.
To put this in context, Muslim women who were wearing the burkini on French public beaches
were being forced to undress by policemen in the name of laicité and were fined on the spot.

Wearing the burkini thus became a public offense that is punishable by law and Laicité was yet
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again presented as the solution towards gender equality. The burkini is especially problematic for
the French since it is worn at the beach, a space meant for people to display their bodies in
public. The excessive absence of sexuality in Muslim females wearing the burkini at the beach, a
place where everything is uncovered, is provocative and unsuitable. The burkini here is both a
sign of religious affiliation and sexual inferiority. It is thus presented as yet another decisive
evidence of the inassimilability of Muslims largely due to their different understanding and
approach to sex and sexuality.

This obsession with unveiling French Muslim women resembles the alleged concern that
George Bush pretended to have for Afghani women when he declared the war on terror. Of
course, the reality was that he never gave them a single thought, and this declaration of
apprehension was as false as the existence of weapons of mass destruction in Iraq. These claims
constituted a mediated marketing strategy to justify the war to the American public. Media
coverage at the time focused on Afghani women wearing the burqa and their limited access to
proper living conditions, such as education, due to oppressive masculine powers. As soon as the
Taliban was taken down “the media were flooded with images of women ripping off their veils.
The New York Times wrote of gleeful women who were finally free to pursue their lives”
(Stabile, Kumar, 2005, p. 773). The significance of referring to the war on terror in this context is
to point out the ways that the bodies of Muslim women, wherever they are, and concerns for
their sexuality become the site of conflict, serving much larger political agendas. In Picturing
Algeria Bourdieu (2012) referred to the notion of “symbolic violence” which he defined as “the
many ways in which people’s dignity and capacity to organize their own lives were wounded”.
One means of symbolic violence in colonized Algeria and in contemporary French society is the

forced unveiling of women. These are at the heart of a larger civilizing mission that involves
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forced assimilation into a state of French sameness that refuses difference, especially in
sexuality.
2. Homosexuality, Passivity and Sexual Shaming

As aresponse to the 2011 attack on its offices, Charlie Hebdo issued a cartoon in which a
Charlie Hebdo cartoonist is kissing a generic Muslim man. The Muslim man has a beard and is
dressed in traditional attire. The cartoonist is wearing a Charlie Hebdo t-shirt and glasses, a
pencil behind his ear. Both seem to be drooling, eyes closed, enjoying the embrace. The cartoon
headline reads “Love is stronger than hate” (Taibi, 2015). In the background we can see the ruins
and ashes from Charlie Hebdo'’s attacked offices. While the linguistic message here sounds very
positive, the overall symbolic meaning of the cartoon is also meant to offend. It imposes a same-
sex encounter on a generic Muslim man, organizing his sexuality as it sees fit, in a cartoon
which, at first glance, appears to be conveying love, forgiveness and tolerance. The homosexual
element is firstly based on a stereotype that Islam denounces homosexuality and secondly is
meant as an insult to Muslim definitions of masculinity, a trend that is all too common in Charlie
Hebdo’s drawing of Muslims. The magazine contradicts itself and French values of sexual
freedom by reproducing ideals of hegemonic masculinity and utilizing homosexuality to insult in

an attempt to sexually shame Muslims as well as the Prophet.
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Figure 1.5: Charlie Hebdo Cartoon - 2011

Connel (1995) believes that hegemonic definitions of masculinity entail dominance over
women, especially when it comes to social status and influence in society. This hegemonic
masculinity entails the domination of not only females, but any gender identity that is feminine
or has feminine tendencies. Connel suggests that traits such as control, competitiveness and
aggression, are important identifiers of this type of masculinity, among other things. That being
said, there is a common perception that Arab masculinity is often defined with such hard set of
rules and conditions, aggression and sexual domination being two of them. The same rigid
definitions of masculinity also often suggest that homosexuality is unacceptable in Islam and the
Arab world. Nonetheless, William Beeman (2014) argues that the Middle East, unlike popular
belief, has a wide array of acceptable sexual activity. He references a controversial study done by
Scott Siraj al-Haqq on homosexuality in Islam in which is argued that same sex activity is not
prohibited in the Quran. The study interprets some of its passages in great depth to demonstrate
this in full. The hadith, on the other hand, which includes all the sayings and deeds of the
prophet, suggest that same sex is unacceptable in Islam, and these are usually taken to be the
norm only by the most conservative of Muslims. Beeman asserts that sexuality in Islam is often
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inspired by emotional bonds, a very nonsexual element. Men can be spotted holding hands on the
streets or embracing and the same applies to women. However, traditionally same-sex sexual
relationships were only evaluated based on active and passive roles, with the passive role being
highly stigmatized. Beeman says that “Passive partners are denigrated and may carry a lifelong
stain if their sexual role is known, even after a single Incident. They have been deflowered, as it
were, in the same way that women might lose their virginity” (p.154). For that reason, the role of
passivity in a “first same-sex encounter” is only likely in the case of rape, particular in younger
men. This is very different from the western definitions of same sex sexual activities, in which
these passive and active role are “flexible” and don’t mean much. This is especially true in
French society which celebrates sexual freedoms a great deal. Ultimately, same-sex relationships
exist in the Muslim world, though are not made very public. The emphasis remains on the
family, a typical quality of a collectivistic society. Interestingly Afsaneh Najmabadi (2005)
claims that same sex in Iran was not categorized as shameful until it was deemed so by the West.
In fact, Joseph Massad (2013) argues that homophobia is really a western export. This I find to
be subject to debate, particularly since homosexuality cannot be restricted to one part of the
world versus the other, the same way in which homophobia cannot be treated so simply as such.
In fact, an article in the guardian talks about how the Muslim world appreciates male beauty a
great deal and that “in the Qur’anic vision of Paradise, there are not only 72 female virgins in
attendance but handsome young men who serve an endless supply of non-alcoholic drinks” .
However the same article reads, “In Iran today, lavat (sodomy) is a capital offence and people are
frequently executed for it. In Saudi Arabia, Sudan, Yemen and Mauritania, sodomy is also
punishable by death — though no executions have been reported for at least a decade. Among

other Arab countries, the penalty in Algeria, Bahrain, Kuwait, Lebanon, Libya, Morocco, Oman,
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Qatar, Somalia, Tunisia and Syria is imprisonment — up to 10 years in the case of Bahrain. In
those that have no specific law against homosexuality, gay people may still be prosecuted under
other laws. In Egypt, for example, an old law against “debauchery” is often used”, (Whitaker,

June 21, 2016).
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Figure 1.6: Charlie Hebdo Cartoon 2 — 2012 Figure 1.7: Charlie Hebdo Cartoon 1 - 2012

That in mind, some Charlie Hebdo cartoons have depicted the prophet in passive,
sexually vulnerable positions that are not only vulgar and grotesque but also provocatively racist.
Two of the most offensive and improper of the magazine’s posts were those that followed the
release of the cheap film “The Innocence of Islam”, which depicts the prophet as a sexually
driven womanizer and child molester. The first cartoon is one where the prophet is drawn naked
and kneeling on the ground with his behind raised, embodying the receiving end of a doggy-style
sex position. With his face almost completely hidden there is a clear upfront depiction of his
genital area, which is the center of the drawing, above which there is a yellow star. The

caricature linguistic message is, “A star is born” (Pazienza, 2015). This cartoon tackles the idea
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of creationism, common amongst all monotheistic religions, showing a star being formed from
the Prophet’s behind. Another similar drawing shows the prophet naked and lying down on his
front with a cameraman filming him from behind. The title of the caricature is “The film that will
set the Muslim world on fire”. The same caricature also shows the prophet Muhammad saying
“My ass? You love my ass?” (Pazienza, 2015). The Prophet is depicted in a very passive and
submissive position, making him look extremely vulnerable. These cartoons satirize
homosexuality and use the male’s feminized and passive role as a means of mockery, a major
contradiction to French society’s flexible and “open” norms of sexual conduct that encourage all
kinds of sexual behavior and celebrate femininity and female sexuality. In a similar light, another
controversial cartoon was published in the magazine’s September 19th, 2012 issue. Drawn in
reference to the scandal over a French magazine's decision to publish pictures of a topless Kate
Middleton, Britain's Prince William’s Wife. The cartoon published was of a bearded male
character drawn with a woman’s breasts that reads, “Riots in Arab countries after photos of Mrs.
Mohammad are published.” The character in the cartoon is cropped from the nose down. He/she
has a goofy smile on with a side sticker on the picture that reads: “exclusive”. This cartoon is a
deliberate attempt to feminize the prophet and to reinforce French norms of sexual conduct
which again are all about putting the sexed female body on display. In this particular cartoon, the
prophet, who has been given a female organ, is now being subjected to the male gaze, which
further underpins his femininity. Using femininity in such an offensive manner only reinforces
the contradictions in France’s celebration of female sexuality, and how the female body again
becomes a political battleground.

These profane caricatures of Prophet Mohammad signify a much larger issue. Evidently,

they do not intend to modernly sexualize French Muslims as much as they aim to sexually shame
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them. However, sexual shaming in this context was regarded nonchalantly. The images were
supposed to have entertainment value, something that would strike controversy in the media and
serve as a harmless joke that people could discuss before forgetting the next day. Similarly,
Charlie Hebdo'’s cartoons are created for the very purpose of collective laughter. Their main
intention is entertaining a French audience that supposedly does not have religious or ethnic
sensitivities. This way the magazine constructs a pure French audience that will not only get the
joke but also like it. Simply put, if one doesn’t enjoy the joke, one cannot be considered French.

Biting satire that targets religions thus becomes a kind of exercise in nation making.
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Figure 1.8: Charlie Hebdo Cartoon - 2006

In many ways, the cartoons resemble the pornographic photos taken of Iraqi prisoners at
the Iraqi Abu Ghraib prison in 2004 especially in the way they were first treated as an inside joke
for the American soldiers serving there. As Mirzoeff (2006) argues, the photos were dealt with
very lightly since they were shared between the soldiers as a form of sexual gratification. The

photographs were burnt on CDs and saved on memory cards. They were available to anyone who
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wanted access to them. Judith Butler (2010) claimed the photos were in fact those of the soldiers’
everyday routine. This is evident in the fact that among these horrific pictures of sexual torture
were photographs of the soldiers having dinner, undergoing sexual acts among themselves,
watching DVDs and doing other seemingly ordinary things. Alas, even after the photos were
leaked to the public, as soon as the shock wore off the photos sustained their entertainment value
for an American audience. Allen Feldman (2005) also elaborates that the pornographic pictures
of Abu Ghraib detainees were “an empowering projection of American fantasies and sexuality
onto Iraqi bodies”. This was particularly reinforced through having a female figure as the sexual
torturer. The woman was “the agent of humiliation” in the photographs, appearing as the
dominant, while the Iraqi men as obedient. The detainees were forced to wear women’s
underwear for example. As Feldman rightly argues, “the Iraqi prisoners, in turn, were subjected
to a gender inversion, they were feminized through the visual exposure of vulnerable bodily
orifices by and for their custodians” (Feldman, 2005, p. 17). The Arab audience not only found
this inhumane but also considered it a humiliation to notions of Arab Muslim masculinities,
where the men are perceived as overriding, and the women weak, oppressed and submissive.
While there is much difference between the ways in which these two kinds of representations
came about, Charlie Hebdo'’s cartoons of prophet Mohammad posing nude, or the one in which
he is flashing his breasts, also reduced him, as well as the masculinity that he represents for
Islam, into feminized passivity and vulnerability. Dora Apel (2012) in her book War Cultures
and Contests of Images says that “The pleasure in the sexual degradation of others relies on a
process of colonial dehumanization that depends in large part on constructing Arabs and
Muslims as an undifferentiated mass of terrorists, making them far easier to torture, humiliate,

sexually exploit and kill” (p. 93).
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The terrible inhumane photographs of torture taken at Abu Ghraib are of course far worse
than the cartoons drawn of Prophet Mohammad. Nonetheless, the point here is not to compare
the imagery, but rather understand their more profound implications. Mirzoeft (1998) argues that
images are separate from what they represent. The relationships that images form with their
“exterior realities” are always changing depending on the different moments of modernity.
Furthermore, Feldman refers to Junger (1931) in his essay on the actuarial gaze in order to argue
the point that images are not mere recordings of an event. Images often become the event
depending on the “political code” of those in power. Alas, passive acceptance of religious
“satire” is as fundamental to laicité as is the banning of the headscarf. After all, Charlie Hebdo'’s
satirical content was aimed at all religions, not just Islam. The efforts to continuously shame and
sexualize a people that refuse to conform to French ideas of republicanism, including sexuality,
has been central to the efforts to assimilate the inherently discordant and unfitting Algerians and
other North African minorities.

3. Islam as Religion and Ideology

Other Charlie Hebdo cartoons utilized less sexual elements and instead laughed at Islam
as a religion and ideology. In a “special” issue in 2006, Charlie Hebdo’s cover reads
“Mohammad overwhelmed by the fundamentalists”. In the image we see a cartoon of the
prophet, wearing all black, bearded with his hands over his eyes in what seems to be frustration.
His face looks red, and there are a few tears in sight. A speech bubble reads the following “it is
tough to be loved by idiots” (Pazienza, 2015). The cartoon pokes fun at Islamists, but also
Muslims in general, who in this cartoon are portrayed to be unintelligent sheep who simply put
the Prophet on a pedestal. The cartoon strongly implies that Muslims lead truly idiotic lifestyles

while basing it all on this one man, who doesn’t even take them seriously, as depicted in the
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cartoon. With a similar spirit, Charlie Hebdo printed an issue titled “Charia Hebdo — guest edited
by the prophet Mohammad”. This was in 2011 when the Tunisian Islamist Part Ennada’s won in
the national elections. Under “Charia Hebdo” is a cartoon of the prophet smiling, his eyes
looking hysterical and pupils hardly in place. The prophet’s nose and eyes resemble a man’s
genitals. His index finger is raised in the air, with a thought bubble that reads, “100 lashes if you
don’t die laughing” (Pazienza, 2015). This linguistic message mocks the Sharia law, depicting it
as yet another laughable and idiotic matter that must, not in any shape or form, be taken
seriously. This message also directs the overall symbolic message making the prophet, the Sharia

and Islam overall seem pitiful.
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Figure 1.9: Charlie Hebdo Cartoon — 2006 Figure 1.10: Charlie Hebdo Cartoon - 2011

Then again in 2013, when the Egyptian president Morsi was removed from power, the
Muslim brotherhood were mobilizing in protest, and some clashes occurred with the military and
the police. In light of these events, Charlie Hebdo released another issue with a cover that reads
“the Quran is Shit” (Abunimah, 2017). The cartoon shows a man from the Muslim brotherhood,

carrying the Quran with bullets going right through it, and through his very own chest. The man
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looks in shock, bullets shooting through him, with Xs for pupils. A pink sign on the cartoon
reads “killings in Egypt” and another yellow sign with an arrow pointing at the Quran that reads,
“It doesn’t stop bullets”. If we interpret the cartoon itself without its linguistic/literal messages,
we can simply make the conclusion that Charlie Hebdo implies that the Quran has no
metaphysical or supernatural powers. It suggests that it is manmade and can’t protect Muslims.
Putting the cartoon in context however, and looking into the linguistic messages, we can
understand that Charlie Hebdo is referring to Muslims in Egypt and how they can no longer hide
behind Islam. More specifically, the cartoons points to the Muslim Brotherhood who have failed
in their quest to use religion and the Quran to hold on to their claim for power. It also shows the
Quran’s defeat in Egypt, which is represented by Morsi’s defeat. Symbolically as well, this can
be understood as an attack on any type of representation of holiness and divinity, keeping in

mind Charlie Hebdo’s secular and anti-religious nature.
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Figure 1.11: Charlie Hebdo Cartoon —2013 Figure 1.12: Charlie Hebdo Cartoon - 2015
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Moreover, on the day of the January 2015 attacks, the magazine had already issued a
cover of the novelist Michel Houellebecq, an extremely old unpleasant looking man who has
evidently lost all his teeth. He’s wearing a turquoise suit and a cone shaped hat, with stars and
crescents for a pattern. The cover reads, “The predictions of Houellebecq”. In a speech bubble,
Houellebecq says “in 2015 I lose my teeth .. in 2022 I will do Ramadan”. Putting this in context,
Houellebecq had just released a new novel in which he makes the prediction that France will
eventually be run by Muslims, which will then celebrate polygamy and forbid western attire. The
cartoon’s symbolic meaning is quite obvious, being heavily supported by the linguistic messages.
In 2015, Houellebecq has lost his teeth, by 2022, Houellebecq would need to lose his mind to
celebrate Ramadan. In fact, in one way or the other, the cartoon sort of implies he already has,
just by making this prediction. Analyzing a bit further, one could also make the conclusion that
only an old person would be okay with celebrating Ramadan and boycotting western attire, in
comparison to a younger, sexually active man, who is less likely to agree. Then, a week after the
attack, Charlie Hebdo issued another cover of Prophet Mohammad. The caricature shows the
prophet with tears in his eyes holding up a sign in apology that says “Je suis Charlie”. What is
particularly striking about this image too, like the “Charia Hebdo” issue in 2011, is the uncanny
resemblance of the prophet’s nose and eyes to a man’s genitals. He looks more pathetic than sad.
The cartoon clearly aims to show that the magazine remains unapologetic for any of its cartoons,
determined to fight for freedom of speech, and more importantly, the right to offend. It is
indirectly stressing that those who take offense because of this kind of religious satire can never

be French. The prophet claims to be Charlie on the cover, and thus claims to be Lacite and
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freedom of speech, which ideally for the French constitute the only way he could ever be truly
forgiven.
C. Conclusion

Each of Charlie Hebdo’s cartoons on Islam was intended to do one of three things:
position female sexuality among Muslims as inferior, sexually shame Muslim masculinities, or
mock Islam as a religion and ideology. The overarching purpose is to provoke and alienate a
group of people that can never be French because of their sense of belonging to a religion. One
can only belong to the nation by adopting all “French” values — which are outlined as such
through the very process of satirical representation - and not taking offense is one of them. Satire
within this context becomes a nation making exercise that acts as a filter, an othering mechanism

that keeps Muslims on the margins of a society that has long failed to assimilate them.

Figure 1.13: Charlie Hebdo Cartoon - 2013
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Chapter III

DISCOURSE ON FREEDOM OF EXPRESSION, ISLAM AND WAR
ON TERROR

A. Discourse Analysis

The Charlie Hebdo attack was heavily covered by the media, not only during the first few
days following the incident, but throughout the month of January 2015. The event stimulated
many topics and conversations that went beyond the attack itself to issues such as freedom of
speech, the right to offend, islamophobia and representations of Islam and Muslims in general.
For that reason, this chapter includes a discourse analysis which seeks to find patterns and
differences between mainstream, French and Arab pieces of news. The analysis was carried out
on French publications Le Monde, Libération and Le Figaro as well as international mainstream
media outlets BBC, CNN, Al-Jazeera, The Guardian and The New York Times. These French
publications are key because they constitute three of the most renowned publications in France.
Le Monde and Libération are left-wing publications, Le Figaro right-wing. They play a key part
in shaping the discourse around Islam and Muslims in France and clearly depict the
representations of Islam and Muslims in general, but more importantly accentuate the meanings
and implications of French Republicanism and laicité on these representations. The mainstream
media on the other hand cater to a global audience, but each within its own unique context. They
also allow an understanding of Charlie Hebdo’s three days of terror as media event, one that
shocked the world, and got it to take part in the debate on freedom of speech, terrorism,
islamophobia and other related issues. Building on Dayan and Katz’s work, Douglas Kellner
(n.d.) believed that a media event “referred to how political systems exploited televised live,

ceremonial, and preplanned events, such as the funeral of President Kennedy, a royal wedding,
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or Olympic Games to celebrate and reproduce the social system” (p. 3). A discussion on the
attack as media event, or a disruptive mediated occurrence that receives global attention and
reproduces a certain social status quo, will be held later when exploring the hashtag “je suis
Charlie”. It is worth mentioning here however that this particular case departs from Dayan and
Katz’s traditional definition of media events, especially because it is unplanned and disruptive in
nature, very much like September 11. Meanwhile, to ensure a solid understanding of the
discourse, I paid special attention to key terms including je suis Charlie, Charlie Hebdo,
Islamophobia, laicité, freedom of speech, hijab, veil, terrorism, Kouachi brothers, Muslims,
Islam, Algeria, immigration, immigrants and others as I was reading the articles in each
publication. As the research progressed, I identified more of those terms and managed to
decipher many patterns and differences, some of which were more obvious than others.

A discourse is a particular way of thinking, talking or understanding the world or an
aspect of it (Jargensen & Phillips, 2011). Discourse analysis is known for its discursive struggle,
because discourse in itself is ever changing. It is not a fixed thing that cannot be transformed. On
the contrary people’s way of talking and understanding the social world is something extremely
dynamic, especially since different discourses usually overlap and affect each other. For that
reason, Van Dijk (1993) believes that certain discourse often leads to the “(re)production and
challenge of dominance” (p.1). Dominance, which involves creating hegemonic meanings or
fixing the meaning of something and is defined here as the “the exercise of social power by
elites, institutions or groups that results in social inequality, including political, cultural, class,
ethnic, racial and gender inequality” (Van Dijk, 1993, p. 2). Historically, for this particular topic,
Edward Said (1997, 1981) claimed that, despite Islam’s broad interpretative quality, western

media usually cover it regarding two fronts, oil/petroleum and potential terrorism. He was
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especially referring to the United States of America, which he argued was driven by a need to
further accentuate difference between the Orient and the Occident. In a similar fashion, Stuart
Hall (2013) believed that power was often times about fixating certain meaning that helped
reinforce or support certain agendas. He argued that people were not only receivers of meaning,
but also recreated and reproduced meaning every second. Ultimately then, meaning is never
fixed, but constantly in flux. For that reason, Hall claimed that the continuous critical assessment
of media representations is crucial. In the case of this particular research, all the media texts
analyzed focused on a few main topics: Islamic Fundamentalism, terrorism, moderate Islam,
Laicité, freedom of speech and the right to offend, each in different proportions. The dominant
theme however was freedom of speech and the right to offend in relation to religion in general
and Islam in particular. Nonetheless I was able to understand the different perceptions on
freedom of speech, especially the right to offend, and decipher five representations of Islam, or
discursive tropes, in light of the attacks. The first trope speaks of a “second” Islam, one that is
fundamentalist and violent and completely separate from moderate Islam. The second trope
separates real Islam from terrorism. The third trope which views Islam as innately radical and
views it as a violent threat. The fourth discursive trope views Muslims as those who were forced
into violence due to a series of historical events or due to modern day discrimination. The fifth,
which is French specific, views Islam as the discordant “other”.
1. Freedom of Speech

Voltaire said “I do not agree with what you have to say but I will defend to the death your
right to say it”. This is very descriptive of the importance of Freedom of speech to French
culture. The French’s attachment to this concept is deeply rooted in the country’s secular values.

Satire and humor are also an essential part of the country’s history. The New York Times describe
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Charlie Hebdo as proud carrier of the “torch of provocation”, living up to a “venerable European
tradition dating to the days of the French Revolution, when satire was used to pillory Marie
Antoinette, and later to challenge politicians, the police, bankers and religions of all kinds”
(Daley, 2015). Charlie Hebdo is one extravagant case that has no limits on humor, targeting
everyone with biting and offensive satire. Yet the Europeans, particularly the French, seem to be
accustomed to it. The media discourse under analysis focused on the right to offend and this type
of humor, which according to the New York Times “prompted fury among both Muslim
extremists and less radical Muslims who see the denigration of their religion as provocation, not

food for thought” (Daley, 2015).

France supports the right to offend a great deal, which is evident in all three French
publications under consideration. They all emphasize that the attack is a complete violation to
France’s secular nature, in which satire and unbounded freedom of speech are key. The right to
offend is conveyed as something intrinsic to French values and French history. By taking
offense, one is not truly French. Edgar Morin (2015), French philosopher and sociologist
commented on the attack on Charlie Hebdo and freedom of speech. Writing for Le Monde he
said, "France was struck at the heart of its secular nature and its freedom". This is also in line
with Francois Hollande's statement in which he says "France has been struck at its very heart.
She was struck at the heart of her secular nature and her idea of freedom, especially since the
attack was targeted at a weekly that makes fun of all religions. Charlie Hebdo is known for its
humor, it makes people laugh, which makes the attacks feel even more monstrous and
inhumane”. Another article in Le Monde spoke of how the attack on Charlie Hebdo left the
world of culture in mourning and that the theaters of France united to buy 100,000 copies of the

satirical newspaper. It also spoke of how Fleur Pellerin, French government Minister,

63



businesswoman and civil servant, was openly planning to donate 1 million euros "to ensure the
longevity" of the weekly and that a special charity was held in tribute at Maison de la Radio, in
partnership with French television stations, where artists, comedians, intellectuals and other
cultural personas were expected to show their support (Doiezie , Le Gall, 2015). Also within
those same lines the article goes on to talk about the annual Angouleme International Comics
Festival, which was held on the 29th January till the 1% of February. Wolinski, who died in the
attack, was awarded the Grand Prix in 2005. The organizers of the event set up an exhibition of
Charlie Hebdo's drawings/cartoons and created a new award, a prize dedicated to freedom of
expression in the press. Quoting one the festival’s management team the article reads "We want
the festival to be a time and space for debate for comics, journalists, the press and representatives
of the Republic," says Franck Bondoux, delegate general of the festival (Le Gall, Doiezie,
January 9, 2015). Other articles just spoke of how freedom of expression is now in danger. Le
Figaro quoted the famous South African cartoonist Zapiro, who himself had many troubles with
the successive regimes of his own country. "I hope this will not have additional intimidating
effects on satirists, commentators and journalists, as well as on the free thinkers of society. But, I
fear that this scenario is probably inevitable" Zapiro told the Weekly Mail and the Guardian, for

which he works (Charlie Hebdo : la libre expression en danger, January 07, 2015).

The American publications weren’t as fond about this type of humor as their French
counterparts. While some articles supported the ultimate right to offend, others posed open ended
questions on how “free” should freedom of speech be and when would it become hate speech
instead. This does not come as a surprise particularly since hate speech is a long standing issue
the American society struggles with and thus takes seriously. One article in the New York Times

written by David Brooks (2015) stated that “it is inaccurate for most of us to claim, Je Suis
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Charlie Hebdo, or I Am Charlie Hebdo. Most of us don’t actually engage in the sort of
deliberately offensive humor that that newspaper specializes in.” The article in no way justifies
responding to this kind of humor with violence, and even encourages all kinds of speech,
claiming that the suppression of speech leads to an unhealthy society. Instead, Brooks only
discourages identifying with it as the norm. An article in the New York Times titled “Charlie
Hebdo’s Defiant Muhammad Cover Fuels Debate on Free Speech ” talked about Elsa Ray “the
spokeswoman of the Paris-based Collective Against Islamophobia in France”. The article quoted
her saying “The freedom of expression may be guaranteed by the French Constitution, but there
is a limit when it goes too far and turns into hatred, and stigmatization,” She argued that it wasn’t
okay to ridicule the prophet Muhammad so indecently (Bilefsky, January 13, 2015). Other
articles were implicitly more supportive of the French definition of freedom of expression such
as an article in the Guardian which quotes Former French Prime Minister Frangois Fillon, who
said “I have always defended Charlie Hebdo. There can be no debate on freedom of expression,
never” (Penketh, Weaver, January 13, 2015).. Fillon also describes the new cartoon release after
the attack as absolutely “magnificent”. The article overall basically discusses how the struggle in
France isn’t really with the attackers but with the “ideology” that fuels them. (Penketh, Weaver,
January 13, 2015). Nonetheless, the overall media coverage of the attack by the United States
was criticized by French publications. One article in Liberation talks about the American porn
icon, publisher and president of Larry Flynt Publications Larry Flynt who attacks American selt-
censorship. In a column published by the Hollywood Reporter Flynt strongly criticized the
attitude of some American media, including the New York Times, for choosing not to republish
Charlie Hebdo’s cartoons. "It breaks my heart to see that most national media have been

cowardly in refusing to defend Charlie Hebdo and not publishing the cartoons that led to the
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senseless tragedy that happened in Paris," he wrote in his introduction (Hervaud, January 22,
2015). This is particularly interesting because Charlie Hebdo often relies on “pornographic”
cartoons to relay certain messages, as discussed in the semiotic analysis. Utilizing pornographic
imagery can constitute the trigger for collective laughter, whether it is in Charlie Hebdo’s
cartoons or the obscene pictures taken of Iraqi detainees at Abu Ghraib prison. While some
might argue that this is a harmless attempt at satire, images can take on certain meanings and
become political statements of their own based on context as well as the moment in modernity in
which they are part. Images can be so powerful that they become the event. In the case of
Charlie Hebdo’s cartoons specifically, they constitute a reminder that Muslims are different in
terms of what they consider “normal” sexual conduct. The reactions to biting sitire, especially
the kind that takes on sexual/pornographic themes, accentuate the contrast between French

people, who protect the right to offend, and conservative self-censoring Muslims.

Al-Jazeera’s articles, on the most part, did not support the limitlessness on freedom of
speech even though it openly condemned the attack and violence in general. Instead, the
publication focused on the importance of rethinking hurtful freedoms that are offensive to
religions, which are central to people’s identities. It also chose to highlight the many ways in
which the French are hypocritical in their understanding of freedom of speech. An important
example of this is Dieudonne M'bala M'bala’s capture by the French authorities. A/-Jazeera
wrote, as did the other publications, about M’bala M’bala, a French comedian, who was arrested
because he posted “Je me sens Charlie Coulibaly" or “I feel I am Charlie Coulibaly", after the
man that attacked the Jewish Kosher deli. Al-Jazeera quoted opinions such as the following,
“What he said is shocking, but for us as well what appeared in Charlie Hebdo was shocking.

When we talk about freedom of speech it should be for everybody" (Marks, 2015). It highlights
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the importance of respect, which it believes triumphs over freedom of expression in its limitless
form. The article also, very much like several articles did across all the publications, quoted the
Pope who emphasized there should be a limit on freedom of speech. The article reads, “the pope
understood that free speech without limits is an invitation to indulge the worst negative impulses
that will then operate as viruses destroying the vital organs of the body politic” ( Falk, January
17, 2015). Similarly, French Algerian author Yasmina Khadra (January 17, 2015) shares his
opinion on the matter through A/-Jazeera. He says, “We are seeing a battle of extremes. On one
side, in France, for example, freedom of speech is sacred. On the other, for all those who believe,
religion is sacred. Of course, both are right to defend their values. But both are wrong to impose
their values upon others.” other articles in Al-Jazeera were more emotional, and used painful
stories from the Middle East to show examples of the many times when absolute freedom of
expression wasn’t allowed and journalists suffered immensely . One article, written by journalist
Daoud Kuttab reads as follows “Israeli Military Order Number 101 forbids Palestinians from
demonstrating in the occupied territories and the Israeli government restricts movements of
Palestinian journalists between Gaza and the West Bank and vice versa. Yet, the Israeli leader
unabashedly elbowed his way to the forefront of leaders demonstrating for freedom of
expression.” The article continues, “The Palestinian government, whose president also took part
in the Paris demonstration, has a similar record in restricting freedom of expression by banning
demonstrations and jailing individuals who have defamed the president on social media”
(Kuttab, January 18, 2015).
2. The Representations of Islam: 5 Discursive Tropes

The bulk of articles on the Charlie Hebdo attack allowed me to decipher 5 discursive

tropes that represent Muslims and Islam. The first of those is the fundamentalist trope which
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speaks of a “second” Islam, one that is radical, fundamentalist and violent, but one that is
completely separate and different from the moderate more peaceful Islam. The second trope sees
one Islam, and instead separates Islam from terrorism, treating each as a distinct matter. The
third is the islamophobic trope which views Islam as inherently radical and violent and thus a
threat to the rest of the world, especially the west. The fourth discursive trope views Muslims as
those who were forced into violence due to various historical and/or current-day catalysts and
discrimination. The fifth, which is a more French specific form, views Islam as “the other” and
as something inherently discordant with French values and Laicité.

To summarize, the discursive tropes are as follows:

1. Two forms of Islam: one radical, one moderate

2. Islam = Terrorism

3. Islam # Terrorism

4. Islamic violence as a symptom of racism and injustice against Muslims

5. Islam as the other

The first discursive trope, which treats radical Islam as a second Islam, is the dominant
form of representation across the different publications, excluding 4/-Jazeera, which mostly
separates Islam from terrorism, treating them as two different things. All the publications treated
Islam as such at one point or another during the course of the month following the attacks. The
first way in which this was clearly demonstrated is through all the publications’ account of the
Muslim police officer who died in the attack, Ahmed Merabet, who was honored with the
hashtag #JeSuisAhmed and portrayed as a symbol of a moderate and peaceful Islam. The New
York Times wrote “But the killing of Officer Merabet stood out: The #JeSuisAhmed hashtag —

“I am Ahmed” in French — sprang up on social media alongside #JeSuisCharlie, as users of
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social media stood up for the slain officer. Speculation that Officer Merabet was Muslim spread
quickly on social media, where users praised him as a hero and, in some cases, a potent symbol
in the debate about free speech and religious tolerance.” (Breeden, January 8, 2015)
Furthermore, right after the attack, various articles laid out the facts of what happened during
those three days of terror and then quoted Muslims who denounced the attack and labeled the
attackers as “not Muslim”. In an article in Liberation tor example, a group of French Muslims
defend freedom of expression saying, “We, French and European citizens of Muslim faith, are
not used to speaking by brandishing our faith as a banner. But we understand some questions
from our compatriots and it is in the light of these that we decided to speak publicly today. Once
and for all, the murderers who justify their actions in the name of Islam must know it: when they
attack France or Europe, they attack us, our values and the essence of our religion” (Marquardt,
Oubrou, & Marongiu-Perria, January 22, 2015). Many of the articles also showed concern
regarding the backlash to take place in France and the one that moderate/innocent Muslims will
have to suffer from the most. The western publications, especially the French ones, emphasized
the importance of Laicité in managing this polarity and protecting moderate Muslims. In an
article in the New York Times, titled “Charlie Hebdo and the Assault on French Identity” Sylvie
Kauffmann (2015) wrote “We also have a big, quiet and nonradicalized Muslim community
living among us. Islam is the second religion in France, behind Catholicism. So in order to try to
keep everybody reasonably happy together, we have promoted secularism, giving way to a new
motto: Liberté, égalité, fraternité, laicité¢”. This again sheds light on Laicité’s perceived ability to
dictate a state sameness and eradicate any visible signs of difference that can be the cause of
annoyance or problems. It is quite evident here that the Muslims who are able to conform to the

basic conditions of Laicité are considered moderates. Kauffmann then continues to say, “Yet we

69



have been unable to have a rational national conversation about integrating Islam into our core
values. If there is a lesson to learn from Salman Rushdie’s ‘Satanic Verses,” from the murder in
Amsterdam of Theo van Gogh, from the saga of the Muhammad cartoons and from the attack on
Charlie Hebdo’s ‘soldiers of freedom,’ it is that radical Islam can only be fought with the
support of moderate Islam.” Another article in the New York Times starts off with a question: “Is
there something about Islam that leads inexorably to violence, terrorism and subjugation of
women?”” (Kristof, 2015). The answer first of all discusses how Muslims oppress women, and
how Muslim countries count as the worst in the world in terms of gender gap, as stated by an
official study done by the world economic forum. It then takes on a softer approach to say that
despite these facts, it would be harsh to assume that terrorism is inherent to Islam, stating that
“The great divide is not between faiths. Rather it is between terrorists and moderates, between

those who are tolerant and those who “other.”

This sheds light on the fifth discursive trope which treats Muslims as the other, or as
inherently incompatible with French society. This is especially the case in the French
publications all of which, one way or the other, address the Muslim community’s in ability to
conform to the French way of life. All the problems that took place in French schools after the
attacks demonstrate this issue, all of which are reported with a sense of urgency and anxiety in
French publications, which see this as a glitch in the system’s ability to maintain the perfect
French secularism that will protect the French people. Le Monde for example published one
article in the aftermath of the attack on the fundamental role that Laicité plays in organizing life
in the French republic. It starts with a summary as follows, The separation of Church and State
allows the individual to preserve his autonomy, and not to be subjected in all circumstances to a

religious regime. This space offered to everyone must be preserved (“Contre l'intégrisme,
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choississons la respiration laique”, 2015).” In an article by the BBC News, which is titled
“Charlie Hebdo attack: French values challenged in schools” Henri Astier (January 30, 2015).
writes that “For many French teachers, the Charlie Hebdo attack has brought home a disturbing
fact: some of the principles that have forged French identity no longer go without saying”. He
speaks of the ideological battle that teachers are waging in schools, trying to instill within their
students the French values which are so dear to them, including freedom of expression and
Laicité. This emphasizes that Islam is not only incompatible with French values, it is also seen as
a source of disruption and danger. This takes us back to the banning of the veil which was a
source of anxiety in schools and a demonstration of Laicité’s obsession with sameness. An
important example of this, which was covered by all publications, is an 8 year old Mulsim
child’s refusal to take part in the minute of silence along with other fellow French students after
the attacks. The New York Times publishes an article about the matter saying, “The boy was
identified as a Muslim by the French National Observatory Against Islamophobia. His name was
not released because he was a minor. The authorities said he first aroused notice at his school
after he refused to observe or take part in the minute of silence honoring the victims of the Paris
attacks, according to Fabienne Lewandowski, the deputy director of security in the Alpes-
Maritimes department. She said “the boy later lashed out at the journalists of Charlie Hebdo, the
satirical newspaper that was targeted in the attacks, and defended the terrorists, who were killed
by the police on Jan. 9” (Baume & Bilefsky, 2015). Another article published by Le Figaro
states that “the minute of silence was not an easy exercise to do on Thursday in schools, colleges
and even high schools”, especially in areas where the political tensions are high. This
incompatibility is also conveyed in an article published in Le Monde, surprisingly written by an

Algerian named Ali Malek. The article title reads: "How Islam is perverted by the faithful".
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Malek justifies why everyone in the west is flat out terrified when the name of the prophet
Mohammad is mentioned. He blames Islam’s problem on Sharia or Islamic law, which he
believes is manmade and incorrectly derived from the Quran. He says, “European Muslims are
doing great harm to their religion by reducing it to wearing the veil and halal meat”, addressing
all Muslims, not a particular group. He also discusses the many ways in which the prophet would
have disapproved of today’s Muslims. The style he uses is very harsh, especially towards the
Muslim people, less so towards the ideology of Islam in its pure form. Also, in Al-Jazeera, in an
exclusive interview with Marine Le Pen, Leader of far-right Front National, the incompatibility
was made very visible. When asked if she believed that Islam was incompatible with French
values she replied “There are some who believe that secularism and Islam are not compatible.
But Muslims should show everyone that this is not the case. It's up to them to show that you can
be French and Muslim and still respect secular rules. And for that we have to oppose all demands
that aim to shatter secularism - demands for different clothes, demands for special food, demands
for prayer rooms. Demands that create special rules that would allow Muslims to behave
differently” (Rowland, 2015). The incongruence of Muslims with the French is almost always
directly related to their inability to be truly secular. Gérard Biard, Editor-in-chief of Charlie
Hebdo was quoted in the Guardian saying: “We hope that from 7 January 2015 the firm defense
of laicity [secularism] will be obvious for everybody.” All the millions of people who have said
“I am Charlie” since last Wednesday must know that the expression also stands for “I am laicity”
(Penketh, & Weaver, 2015). Furthermore, another article in Le Figaro discusses the cartoon of
the prophet that was published a week after the attack on the magazine’s front cover. The
cartoon, as mentioned earlier, has a picture of the prophet holding a sign that says “je suis

Charlie” and above him written, “all is forgiven”. The article first of all discusses the apparent
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messages that the cover sends out to its audiences. First, the cover in itself is Charlie Hebdo
making a stand that it has the right to draw the prophet and that no religion, authority, threat or
danger can prohibit it from doing so. Second, the statement “all is forgiven” is an indirect
mockery of all monotheistic religions that hypocritically preach about forgiveness. The article
goes on to address a more sensitive meaning behind the drawing, one that I discuss in my own
semiotic analysis, which is the shape of the prophet’s nose and turban. The prophet’s nose and
turban are clearly drawn to resemble the shape of a man’s genitals. Le Figaro acknowledges the
similarity but immediately explains it as a matter of style. The article states that it is not
unexpected to be drawn by Charlie Hebdo as such because the magazine is all about denouncing
prohibitions, especially when it comes to sexuality. The role of Charlie Hebdo, as stated, is an
iconoclastic role: to represent prohibited things in addition to breaking taboos. Ultimately then,
the article justifies the cover and the distasteful depiction of the prophet by subtly othering
Muslims, explaining that such satire is normal in French society and that Muslims need to accept
that this is the French way of doing things (Courbet, 2015). France Soir has a similar take on the
same cartoon, celebrating the millions of copies that Charlie Hebdo sold as a result, and
emphasizing the need for Muslims to join the “je suis Charlie” movement. An article in the
magazine quotes Gérard Biard, the editor-in-chief of Charlie Hebdo, who says, "For a week
everyone has supported us, the whole world is Charlie, it was logical that Muhammad be among
them" (Bertrand, 2015).

Other articles adopted the second discursive trope, separating Islam from terrorism and
treating them as completely different things. In one article published on CNN titled, “Should
Muslims really apologize for terror attacks?” Caner K. Dagli (2015) argues that “This is really

about political statements and maintaining a certain social hierarchy. Demanding that innocent
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Muslims always make new statements about crimes they could not have stopped, from which
they do not benefit, and have always condemned anyway, is an act by the powerful assigning
collective guilt against the powerless. The critics who want Muslims to "speak out" only grow
more demanding when Muslims actually do speak out, because by doing so Muslims have
publicly affirmed the right of others to blame them collectively, regardless of whether they are
accountable or not.” BBC news also published an article which talks about some Muslims that
argue that the Charlie Hebdo attackers weren’t Muslim at all, that this behavior is not
representative of Islam. The article reads, "I don't know who did this, but they are not Muslims,"
says the 18-year-old, standing outside his school (Astier, 2015). Al-Jazeera (“Yasmina Khadra:
A battle of extremes”, January 18, 2015) adopted this form of representation the most, quoting a
French-Algerian author who says, “For me, the murderer doesn’t have an identity. He doesn’t
have a nationality. He is characterised and identified by its wrongdoing. So I shouldn’t have to
feel guilty because he’s Algerian. We have to stop linking the origin of a murderer with his act”.
Even French publications hinted at this, but only in the cases when Muslims completely adopt
the values of the republic. Libération quoted Ahmed Merabet’s brother as he sobbed and
described him as follows, "the French of Algerian origin and Muslim faith, my brother was very
proud to be called Ahmed Merabet, to represent the French police and to defend the values Of
the Republic, "freedom, equality, fraternity". I now address all racists, Islamophobes and anti-
Semites. We must not mix up extremists with Muslims. Fools have neither color nor religion.
Ahmed was a protective son, a teasing brother, a cowardly uncle and a loving companion”

(Guetta, 2015).

Other articles represented Muslims as being the victims of a violent and racist past,

provoked into violence because of a long history of marginalization and discrimination. This
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form of representation is almost nonexistent in the French publications, and predominantly
appears in Al-Jazeera. One article in latter addresses this with a short historical detour. It says,
“Where does the story begin? Quite simply with colonialism. It's no mere coincidence that at
least two of the Charlie Hebdo attackers are reportedly of Algerian descent and the third from
Senegal. France's 1830 invasion of Algeria began a 130-year odyssey of murder, expropriation,
racism, exploitation and misrule that only ended after a vicious anti-colonial struggle costing
well over one million Algerian lives” (Levine, 2015). The Guardian also published an article on
France’s bloody history. It tells of the different times during which France, and Paris in
particular, became sites of bloodshed, starting from the French revolution. The writer of this
piece, an Arab Muslim, Nabila Ramdani (2015) says, “The three French-Algerian men believed
responsible for the 12 deaths in Paris on Wednesday would have been steeped in a recent history
of this conflict which, in the 1960s, was exported from the battlefields of Algeria to Paris itself.
During one notorious atrocity in 1961, up to 200 Algerians were slaughtered around national
monuments, including the Eiffel Tower and Notre Dame cathedral. Many were tossed into the
Seine from some of the most beautiful bridges in the world and left to drown.” Some articles also
highlight the lack of adequate policies in France and the failure of French society to integrate
Muslims as a result. This appears in all publications, even the French ones. Andrew Hussey,
known for his book The French Intifada, wrote a piece on the matter for the New York Times in
which he also shed light on the French colonies in the Middle East. The article was titled “The
Attack on Charlie Hebdo and the Tradition of Parisian Wit”. It reads “Or at least this is how the
magazine is viewed out in the banlieues — the enormous and often wretched suburbs that
surround all major French cities and that are home to a huge immigrant population, mainly from

former French colonies in the Middle East, Africa and Asia. What is seen in the center of Paris as
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tweaking the nose of authority — religious or political — is seen out in the banlieues as the
arrogance of those in power who can mock what they like, including deeply held religious
beliefs, perhaps the only part of personal identity that has not been crushed or assimilated into
mainstream French society”. The Guardian also gave its readers the full story on the Kouachi
brothers’ lives, humanizing them by telling some key incidents of their biographies and linking
them indirectly to their criminal choices. These men were living on the margins of society,
searching for some kind of meaning. The article refers to a source that describes Chérif
Kouachi‘s earlier years “He was living almost like a homeless person, staying with someone but
it was more of a mattress on the floor than a real home. He was very clearly marginalized. He
was immature, just out of adolescence. He wasn’t vindictive ... He went to the mosque, but went
clubbing, made rap music, smoked hash, drank. He wasn’t a hermit”. This passage clearly shows
that the man wasn’t entirely Muslim in his way of life. He did a lot of what very secular kids his
age do. Nonetheless, it is also clear in the passage that he must have lacked some kind of
purpose. The article reads, “This was a group of kids with very little education, without a
political project, inexperienced, de-socialised, on the margins, delinquent, unemployed. In their
mentor, who was their own age, they had a manipulator. They were looking for identity”
(Chrisafis, 2015). Ramdani (2015) who ties French history and today’s marginalization of French
Muslims also wrote for the guardian, “Half a century on, the violence has subsided but there is
still a strong sense of resentment among alienated communities living in housing estates on the
outskirts of the capital. Many are Muslims of North African origin who complain that
discrimination against them extends to every field of life, from housing and employment to the
right to religious expression. This is particularly so as politicians of the left and right regularly

blame Islam for these social problems, which in fact have nothing to do with spiritual faith”.
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Less articles were islamophobic, demonstrating outright dislike towards the Muslim
community and portraying them as a threat to the west. In fact, most of the articles were far more
analytical than shallowly hateful towards Islam, which was recognizable across all the
publications, in varying degrees of course. Nonetheless, there were still some articles that
highlighted islamophobic attitudes. Others spoke of the heightening islamophobia in the West
given the increasing number of terrorist attacks in Europe. 4/-Jazeera wrote about PEGIDA, or
Patriotic Europeans Against the Islamisation of the Occident, who took the street to protest
against Islam, before and after the attacks on Charlie Hebdo. This was happening “even in
tolerant Denmark™ to quote the magazine (2015). Likewise, The Guardian for example published
an article which is not islamophobic in itself but quotes a great deal of people who demonstrate
islamophobic opinions. One of them is Zineb El Rhazoui, a surviving columnist at Charlie
Hebdo magazine. She was quoted talking about the attackers of Charlie Hebdo saying “We don’t
feel any hate towards them. We know that the struggle is not with them as people, but the
struggle is with an ideology” (Penketh & Weaver, 2015). This is problematic and Islamophobic
because it assumes that Islam is an ideology that is fundamentally violent and evil. CNN also
published an article in which it quotes a French Jihadist that released a video calling for other
Muslims to initiate more attacks in France. He says, and the article quotes him, "Terrorize them
and do not allow them to sleep due to fear and horror. There are weapons and cars available and
targets ready to be hit. Even poison is available, so poison the water and food of at least one of
the enemies of Allah. Kill them and spit in their faces and run over them with your cars (Lister,
2015). All the publications, at one point or another, also covered the often violent protests
happening in different countries around the Muslim world. Anti-Charlie Hebdo protests were

taking place in Kabul. Niger, Chechnya, Algeria, Iran etc. The protests were in objection to the
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Charlie Hebdo cartoons that visualize the prophet, which is unthinkable and forbidden in Islam.
The New York Times for instance described it as follows“In Islam, visual depictions of the
Prophet Muhammad are widely considered to be forbidden and deeply offensive. Irreverent
Western depictions of Muhammad have set off violent protests several times in recent years, and
that was the case again in several countries on Friday. In Niger, at least four were reported dead
when a protest march turned violent, and many were reported injured when riot policemen
clashed with protesters in Algeria, Reuters reported” (Masood, 2015). These protests were
especially covered by all the French publications. The headlines would always be along the lines
of: thousands of Pakistanis again protested this Sunday in Pakistan against the publication of a
caricature of Mohammed by Charlie Hebdo, some burning French flags as well as pictures of
Francois Hollande and the cartoonists of the satirical weekly (““Contre Charlie Hebdo, nouvelles
manifestations”, January 18, 2015). An article in Liberation talks about the entirety of the
Muslim word’s anger towards Charlie Hebdo and its post-attack cartoon of Mohammed saying
“The entire Muslim world is inflamed in reaction to the satirical newspaper’s issuing of another
caricature of Mohammed” (Benraad, January 22, 2015). This takes us back to Edward Said’s
(1997) “Covering Islam” In which he described the term Islam to be “part ideological and part
fictional”. He spoke of how Western representations of Islam are imbedded with deep hatred
towards this particular religion. He believed that western media have heavily covered this
religion in a very particular way and have made that kind of information known to the western or
non-Muslim public. He said, “But this coverage is misleadingly full, and a great deal in this
energetic coverage is based on far from objective material. In many instances Islam has licensed
not only patent inaccuracy, but also expressions of unrestrained ethnocentrism, cultural, and even

racial hatred, deep yet paradoxically free-floating hostility” (P. 2). In the Guardian, Gary
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Younge (2015) also discusses whether violence is inherent to Islam as a religion and ideology or
not. He writers, “It is simply untenable to claim that these attackers had nothing to do with Islam,
anymore than it would be to say the Ku Klux Klan had nothing to do with Christianity, or that
India’s BJP has nothing to Hinduism. It is within the ranks of that religion that this particular
strain of violence has found inspiration and justification. That doesn’t make the justifications
valid or the inspirations less perverted. But it doesn’t render them irrelevant either.” Younge
goes on to defend those who believe Islam is violent in essence, because looking at it from the
other extreme is impossible at this point; Islam cannot be described as inherently peaceful.
Hatefulness is inevitable at this point, given the circumstances, or so he argues. The argument
made here suggests that people have a choice on how to incorporate their religious values into

their lives and to what extremes they should take it.

B. Conclusion

Kellner (2009) argues that “Political conflicts, campaigns, and those attention-grabbing
occurrences that we call “news” have all been subjected to the logic of spectacle and
tabloidization in the era of media sensationalism, infotainment, political scandal and
contestation, seemingly unending cultural war and the ongoing phenomenon of Terror War” (p.
3-4). He suggests that such information flows usually serve particular political ends and hope to
preserve or even create a certain social order, and in this case that would be the incompatibility
of Muslim in French society and their inherent discordance with French republicanism and
laicité. For that reason, the significance of the 5 identified types of discursive tropes lies in their
ability to see Islam and Muslims from several different lenses. The most interesting of those was

the representation of Muslims as deviant from and incompatible with French society. This
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discursive trope, which appeared predominantly in the French publications, tackles a key
question for this research which is whether one could be French and Muslim at the same time.
By looking into the data it seems that the only Muslims who stand a chance in being considered
French are the “moderates”, but not just any moderates, but the ones who agree to adopt all of
France’s secular values as their own. The French publications stressed a great deal on this matter,
emphasizing that in order for Muslims to be considered true French citizens their lives must take
some republican and secular form. Furthermore, the articles were not as islamophobic as I would
have expected. The dominant attitude was more analytical than hateful, choosing to question the
boundaries of freedom of speech, discussing Islam’s inherent qualities, putting matters in a
contextual framework, digging up historical roots to Islam’s current struggles etc. Nonetheless,
that being said, a lot of terminology used still conveys otherwise, and imbed a hateful
islamophobic spirit. These term, which were used pretty redundantly in all of the publications,
especially the western ones, include Islamists, Islamic state, Islamic fundamentalism, Islamic
radicalism, Islamic terrorism. In fact, Google defines the term fundamentalism as the “strict
adherence to the basic principles of any subject or discipline” or “a form of a religion, especially
Islam or Protestant Christianity, that upholds belief in the strict, literal interpretation of
scripture”. It is unfortunate however that the term fundamentalism, which should encompass any
form of religious extremism, seems to primarily refer to Islam and not to Christian
Fundamentalism or Jewish Fundamentalism. The term has been denied its original meaning, and
instead given a new one, connoting Islamism and Islamic terrorism. This now common-sensical
definition of fundamentalism as Islam is made quite obvious in the definition offered by Google,
which is often treated as people’s modern-day go-to platform that can answer all their questions

and holds all information possible. Edward Said discusses this as well arguing that terrorism as a
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performance is indiscriminately attributed to Arabs and Muslims, regardless of any concrete
evidence. Terrorism is framed from a western ideological perspective, which labels Muslims and
Arabs "absolutists", "paternal"”, "unreasonable" and "punitive" (Said, 1997). Furthermore, most
of the publications were treating Islam as a religion from which two communities stem, a first
and a second Islam, the radicals and the moderates. The arguments made suggest that the world
should be concerned with the former and not the latter. Some of the articles, and that was largely
the case in the Arab publication A/-Jazeera, tried to separate Islam from extremism, treating
them as two separate entities. Unfortunately, this was not the general trend and the fact that the
attackers are Muslim is the first thing we learn about in almost all the articles. It is the dominant
mode of identification, and such terror attacks are unfortunately always-already Islamic, before
they are defined as anything else. While some of the articles tackled and looked into the
attackers’ history and identities, most of them dismissed who they were as individuals
completely and focused on the fact they represent Islam and fundamentalism instead. Even those
that explore the Kouachi brothers’ identities do so in such a manner as to show that Islam
eventually “catches up to you”, no matter how “normal” you might seem at first glance. During
these people’s search for a sense of identity, in a country that has failed to integrate them, it is
framed in such a way that Muslims will always go back to their roots because they want to

impose their beliefs and way of life on non-Muslim people.
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Chapter IV

#JESUISCHARLIE: HASHTAG ACTIVISM IN TRANSNATIONAL
PUBLICS

A. Media Events and Transnational Publics

Accepting the Cecil B. DeMille Award at the Golden Globes 2015 George Clooney said,
“Millions of people — not just in Paris but around the world, Christians and Jews and Muslims,
leaders of countries all over the world — they didn’t march in protest, they marched in support of
the idea that we will not walk in fear. We won’t do it. So Je Suis Charlie (January 11, 2015).”
This is one example of how the attack on Charlie Hebdo mobilized people globally, and that
wasn’t just restricted to on ground mass assemblies. The world also expressed solidarity with the
magazine online, particularly through social media. It started a conversation in which NGOs,
civil society institutions, governments, influencers, celebrities, the media and regular people took
part. What was an attack of very powerful local relevance suddenly became a “media event” that
constructed a global public in less than 24 hours, all under the campaign name and hashtag: Je
Suis Charlie. In light of this campaign, people from around the world found themselves having to
choose amid two extremes: one was either Charlie or a speech hating fanatic. The hashtag was
created by Joachim Roncin, an ordinary man who resided in the neighborhood of Charlie
Hebdo’s offices where the attack took place. The use of “je suis”, which means “I am” is of
extreme significance here because it is a clear expression of the self (Giglietto, Lee, 2017). It
constituted an easy means of expressing a very subjective point of view for social media users.
Thus the deeper issue at stake is that people were not entirely aware of what it meant to
personally identify with Charlie, a name that represented much more than just a magazine or

freedom of speech. Showing solidarity was one thing, but claiming to be Charlie had much
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deeper meanings and implications. As Gérard Biard, Editor in Chief at Charlie Hebdo said after
the attack, “We hope that from 7 January 2015 the firm defense of laicity [secularism] will be
obvious for everybody. All the millions of people who have said “I am Charlie” since last
Wednesday must know that the expression also stands for “I am laicity”” (Penketh, & Weaver,
2015).

Daniel Dayan and Elihu Katz (1996) defined media events as “high holidays of mass
communication”, giving examples such as global sporting events or the British royal wedding.
While a holiday is not the right term to describe this particular situation, in essence, Dayan and
Katz’s theory still holds true. Its positivity however was long ago challenged in light of 9/11, a
terrorist media event that was also live, mediated and unanticipated. This was later on established
by Katz and Liebes (2007) who defined such mediated terrorism as “disruptive events”, but ones
that receive global attention and engagement nonetheless. Moving forward, and in light of the
global digital era, Eide, Kunelius, and Phillips (2008) found that some media events do not have
the same national character as the traditional media events did when first defined by Dayan and
Katz. Disruptive events such as 9/11 or the Danish cartoon controversy address phenomena
which by nature are (more) transnational” (p. 13). This is particularly true for Charlie Hebdo
since its cartoons encroach on a world religion. The attack is nothing short of global media event,
especially since it spoke to people from across borders and interrupted people’s daily media
routines. A media event then, in our day and age, is not the global thing in itself, but rather the
context in which it falls that makes it relatable to a global audience (Hepp & Couldry, 2010).
Hepp and Coudlry thus define global media events as “certain situated, thickened, centering
performances of mediated communication that are focused on a specific thematic core, cross

different media products and reach a wide and diverse multiplicity of audiences and participants”
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(p. 12). This is exactly how #JeSuisCharlie became a media event, particularly because it got a
variety of audiences to converse under one umbrella while utilizing a variety of media channels,
especially social media.

John Thompson (2013) also addresses the “nonlocal” nature of contemporary media
events which he believes have created what he calls “mediated publicness”, which is not limited
by time or space and is very much global in nature. He specifically criticizes Habermas’s model
and theory on public spheres, which he believes is largely focused on physical presence, or face-
to-face interactions. By doing so, Habermas, and others alike, disregard the ways in which new
media have given birth to new forms of publicness. The internet has created various forms of
communication, Thompson argues. Some information are meant to the masses, while others are
meant for more defined groups. Regardless however, what these share is the departure from
“mutual presence” or “face-to-face”, allowing information to retain meaning even in isolation of
context. This is because, as David Holmes (2002) likewise argues, due to the “narrowing of the
range of symbolic cues” which include physical appearance or nonverbal cues that can be sensed
only in person. This creates a “social vacuum” that is very different from face-to-face
interactions. He states that, “when cues are ‘filtered-out’ because the context is removed, so too
is the fragmentation which derives from the fact that all cues-based communication is always
localized and incapable of universalization. Thus, paradoxically the more there is a narrowing of
cues by way of the constraints of a technical medium, the greater the prospect for semantic
standardization, by which communicative competence and consensus can be achieved” (2002, p.
10). This indicates that with the removal of these cues online, it is far easier to collectively
identify and agree with a particular mediated campaign like #JeSuisCharlie. Furthermore, while

acknowledging the mediated publicness that the internet gives birth to, Zizi Papacharissi (2002)
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questions the internet as public sphere, and instead suggests that it is more of a public space, one
that is largely defined by real social relations and public spheres. These existing relations in the
“real world” dictate how people make sense of these new technologies and how they utilize them
for both public and private expression. A virtual space, she argues, “enhances discussion; a
virtual sphere enhances democracy” (p. 11). Hence, Papacharissi questions the notion that the
internet enhances democracy and hints that in many ways those democratic spheres we speak of
don’t even exist in the physical world. They are largely mythic, unreachable ideals. This is
especially so in the case of the virtual world because of the digital divide and varying degrees of
internet access around the world which work against the representativeness of this public space.
What the internet offers instead is plurality and the amplification of political processes, a
reflection of current and existing political cultures. She also argues that the internet allows
people to operate from their individual private spheres. But, these mediated private spheres do
not exist in isolation, on the contrary, they are connected. This allows people to become catalysts
of democracy or democratic conversations, “but in an atomized mode” (Chadwick, Howard,
2010, p. 244). This raises questions as to whether the popularity of #JeSuisCharlie can be
considered a legitimate democratic statement that supports the right to offend. It is evident that
the utilization of the hashtag and its popularity do not necessarily signify a positive amplification
of democracy. It might only be reflecting an existing political or cultural situation, as it is most
likely the case with the very French secular statement #JeSuisCharlie. This also sheds light on
the vast digital divide in the world, our knack to often times falsely assume that everyone has
internet access and that conversations like #JeSuisCharlie are representative of a global audience.
The attack on Charlie Hebdo became a global media event that sparked an online

conversation which went far beyond an expression of solidarity. The attack attracted a wide array
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of audiences and participants and sparked conversations on terrorism and Islam, democracy,
freedom of speech and others. All of these were mainly translated into the aggressive social
media campaign “Je Suis Charlie” from which other branches seemed to trickle down. For that
reason, this chapter aims to highlight the role of new media technologies in constructing,
magnifying and circulating various narratives that go beyond the terror attack itself, thus building
transnational publics or mediated transnational publics. To better understand this global audience
or transnational publics, I will zoom into the online conversation, particularly the #JeSuisCharlie
hashtag and its respective social media campaign on twitter using Crimson Hexagon, an
enterprise social media analytics tool. Thinking of these blurred lines between the public and the
private created online, as Papacharissi argues, twitter becomes the perfect platform to examine
the performativity of the self or how individuals perform themselves while tweeting, retweeting
and using popular/trending hashtags and thus identifying with a certain public or conversation.
This will in turn tell us how these conversations can shape the events themselves, and vice versa.
After all, as Bruner (2004, p. 708) argues “a life as led is inseparable from a life as told.” This
takes us to a very critical subject in this research, which is “hashtag activism” as a form of social

movement or discursive protest.

One of the major challenges was finding the right tool for this research. The initial
platform I was planning to use did not provide analytics on historical data, only for real time. I
tried several others also to no avail, until I came across this impeccable platform to which I have
access to at my place of work. The tool allowed me to unravel all kinds of information on the
social media campaign on twitter for the full month of January 2015, as I will share below.

B. Hashtag Activism: An Analysis of #JeSuisCharlie
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Hashtag activism is defined as “discursive protest on social media united through a
hashtagged word, phrase or sentence” (Yang, 2016, p. 1). Yang describes it as the digital
phenomenon that happens when “large numbers of postings appear on social media under a
common hashtagged word, phrase or sentence with a social or political claim”. He specifically
emphasizes on the inter-connectedness of the posts which give them meaning that goes beyond
the hashtag itself. They tie up in a narrative form, which attaches to them some form of agency
that in turn can help shape public discourse.

Digital activism in its more traditional form is quite different from hashtag activism as we
understand it today. While digital protests were limited to a certain “electronic bulletin board” or
“news-group”, an online platform like twitter now allows a much wider level of participation.
The power of a hashtag lies in its ability to loop in other people in a certain conversation. Upon
adding the # to a word, it makes it extremely simple for other people to find it and even interact
with it just by using the same hashtag. This could be absolutely insignificant if the hashtagged
word is as routine as the words “weather” or “summer” because they might not evolve into a
larger conversation. If the hashtagged words are tied to more important issues, whether they are
personal, social, economic or political, their impact becomes far more crucial, especially if they
contribute to the co-production of certain narratives which have agency. Campbell (2005) argues
that, “Textual agency is linked to audiences and begins with the signals that guide the process of
“uptake” for readers or listeners enabling them to categorize, to understand how a symbolic act is
to be framed” (p. 7). Yang argues that some of the most powerful cases of hashtag activism have
involved hashtags with full sentences, ones that are forcefully making a certain statement or
demanding some form of action or belief system. Some examples include: “#BlackLivesMatter,

#BringBackOurGirls, #StopGamerGate, #WhylStayed, #OccupyEverywhere, #CancelColbert,
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#ThisIsACoup, #lcantBreathe, #MuslimsAreNotTerrorist.” For the purpose of this research, this
observation is of extreme relevance especially since were are looking into the #jesuischarlie
hashtag, and its other derivatives, which constitute similar forceful statements. It is also
important to note that these very derivatives I just mentioned are key to understanding the larger
conversation that took place in light of the attacks, and how one larger narrative branched out
into smaller counter narratives.

To find the information I was looking for on Crimson Hexagon, my search was narrowed
down as follows. I included four key terms: Charlie Hebdo OR Je Suis Charlie OR #jesuischarlie
OR #JeNeSuisPasCharlie. The data duration requested was from January 15 2015 till January
31%t2015. This first query was to see who participated in the overall conversation. Then I ran
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Figure 2.1: Volume trend in overall conversation from 2015-01-01 to 2015-01-31
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two other individuals queries for #jesuischarlie and #jenesuispascharlie separately, for the
particular purpose of unveiling the geographical characteristics of the two hashtags.

On January 7, the day of the attack, 1,992,875 total twitter posts were about Charlie Hebdo. The
posts doubled in less than 24 hours. By the next day, January 8, there were a total of 4,048,287
posts. The volume of posts was mainly concentrated on the first few days after the attack and then
that number began to decrease gradually especially after January 11. There were 14,307,835 total
posts on the subject in January. The #jesuischarlie hashtag, the most popular hashtag used during
this period, was used 2,748,099 times on January 8 and over 7.4 million times during the full month
of January. This was followed by #CharlieHebdo with more than 1.8 million tweets.
#JeNeSuisPasCharlie was not as popular as [ had expected with 130,000+ tweets. #JeSuisAhmed
was at 87,000+ tweets, the hashtag used to pay respects to the French Muslim police officer who
was on patrol and died protecting the magazine. The vast majority of posts were under the
#jesuischarlie hashtag rather than the other above mentioned hashtags. This clearly shows that in
the aftermath of the attack, the larger narrative under #jesuischarlie made it extremely difficult to
express difference. Deviant opinions, or even deviant means of showing solidarity were
unwelcome overall. People felt scrutinized for not identifying with the magazine’s definition of
free speech and claiming to be Charlie. A key example is news circulating in the media about
students and teachers in schools who did not pay their respects to the victims of the attack by
refusing to take part in the minute of silence. More than 200 cases of similar occurrences were
documented, out of which 40 were officially reported to the French government, mainly the
Ministry of Justice (Le Nouvel Observateur, 2015). Soon enough, the Ministry of education issued
an official press release in which it stated the following, “As the minister reminded the rectors and

all academic leaders on Tuesday the 13th of January, national education will not allow any
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behavior contrary to the values of the French Republic to flourish”. (Ministére de I’éducation
nationale, de I’enseignement supérieur et de la recherche, 2015). This yet again brings us back to
Laicité’s intolerance towards difference, especially in schools where the values of the French
republic should supposedly be taught, passed on and preserved. This also constitutes another
example of how the right to offend is a key of the French republic. Another clear demonstration
of this is the #NousSommesCharlie hashtag, which was used no more than a little over 87,000
times. Its lack of popularity implies that it was less about the collective that represented French

republicanism and more about the abstract individual embodying and perfectly representing that

collective.

#)eSuisCharlie 7,400,000+ ]
#CharlieHebdo 1,800,000+ [
#Paris 130,000+ |
#]eNeSuisPasCharlie 130,000+ |

H#AFP 97,000+ |
#MarcheRepublicaine 97,000+ l
#France 91,000+ |
#)eSuisAhmed 87,000+ |
#NousSommesCharlie 87,000+ |
#Charlie 81,000+ |

Financial Services (Do not Delete) — Hashtags from 1/1/15 to 1/31/15 :::

Figure 2.2: Twitter Hashtags from 2015-01-01 to 2015-01-31

Moreover, the hashtag itself #jesuischarlie had a particular appeal, making people feel like they
could truly and subjectively express their thoughts on the terror attack. Rocin, the creator of the
hashtag actually argued that the name Charlie, taken separately, without Hebdo, sounds harmless

and almost childish. That was one reason why the hashtag was adopted so quickly. “Charlie” was
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created to signify that popular victimized kid that people wanted, or even had to, salute and
support (Boinet, 2015). However, the #jesuischarlie posts on twitter varied in terms of their
aggression and overall approach. While most of them were an expression of solidarity, some of
them were more Islamophobic than others. One of the posts that was heavily retweeted included
a caricature of the three Kouachi brothers and Amedy Coulibaly standing in front of God in
heaven saying “Hello Allah! We are the three martyrs of Paris!”” and God replies with an
unimpressed look on his face, “Je suis Charlie”. The caricature is one way of saying that even
god would denounce what happened and that Islamists are not welcome in the kingdom of
heaven as they so openly claim. Other tweets mock Islam indirectly. One person tweeted,
“#JesSuisCharlie If there is god he will punish the hell out of those guys. 100 Virgins? Haven't
heard so much #Rubbish #FreedomEcosse”. This tweet refers to the supposed idea that
Martyrdom in Islam is usually awarded with tens of virgins after death. Other posts were more
sympathetic of Muslims. One post for example reads as follows "As a non-Muslim, I'd like to
apologize to Muslims for the non-Muslims demanding that all Muslims should apologize for the
attacks today." Such an apologetic tweet is a response to the online conversation that equated all
Muslims with the Kouachi brothers, or with Islamists, Islamism referring “a popular reform
movement advocating the reordering of government and society in accordance with laws
prescribed by Islam” as defined by Meriam Webster dictionary. What this suggests is that
Islamism is an ideology that equates Islam with a religious political system that hopes to enforce
an Islamic way of life. At a deeper level, this also brings to light the colonial nature of French
society, which Nacira Guénif-Souilamas and Hourya Bentouhami (2007) call “présent colonial”,
and its automatic or even natural exclusion of certain minorities from the Republic and its values.

The attackers are always firstly identified as Muslim, before anything else, attaching to such
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terror attacks an always-already Muslim kind of label. Others tweets just discussed freedom of
expression saying "Worked at a newspaper; made people angry with words. I was what those
cartoonists were. I am still. #JeSuisCharlie". Some tweets denounced the attacks but made it
clear that they did not agree with the magazine’s harsh satirical approach that was especially
Islamophobic. Using the opposite hashtag, one tweet read “You can condemn the attack on
#CharlieHebdo journos while rejecting the mag's racism & today's reactionary Islamophobia
#JeNeSuisPasCharlie”. Many tweets shared similar thoughts, mainly saying that it is not okay to
equate freedom of expression with racism. Others talked about how people were falsely
identifying with Charlie, not knowing what it fully meant, arguing that it’s hypocritical given
that most media outlets censor most of the content we consume as to avoid offending anyone.
One example of such sweets reads as follows “Lumping together extremists and French Muslims
is a national disgrace. #JenesuispasCharlie and I denounce all acts of violence”. In fact, the
importance of the #JenesuispasCharlie is that it made visible a group of people who condemned
violence but also refused to accept that Charlie Hebdo were to become a symbol of freedom of

expression and freedom of the press around the world.

In terms of demographics, 56% of the global public that took part in the conversation
were males, with the remaining 44% being female. Looking at the age breakdown, the majority
are over the age of 35, with 72% and teenagers below 17 occupied 24%. People aged between 18
and 34 had minimal participation occupying only 5%. This was relatively strange, but also
understandable given the studies on millennials’ general attitude towards politics. On the one
hand, they are apathetic towards politics in general and demonstrate a great deal of frustration
towards political systems on the other (Beaton, 2016). Also, the right to offend isn’t something

that Millennials can relate to. On the contrary, millennials, a generation to which so many social
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justice warriors belong, believe that the right to take offense is an inherent component of
freedom of expression. Roxane Gay wrote for the guardian saying, “Murder is not an acceptable
consequence for anything. Yet it is also an exercise of freedom of expression to express offense
at the way satire like Charlie Hebdo's characterizes something you hold dear — like your faith,
your personhood, your gender, your sexuality, your race or ethnicity." She talks about how a
slogan like je suis Charlie, that intends to unify expressions of solidarity can "quickly turn into
demands for groupthink, making it difficult to express nuance" (“Seven reasons why”, 2015).

In terms of geographic distribution, over a 150 countries joined in on the conversation on
the Charlie Hebdo attacks. Three countries had noticeable participation, the first of course is
France, with 31.5% of the total number of posts. Then there’s the United State of America with
15.81% followed by the United Kingdom with 9.6%. The same ranking applies when zooming in
on just the hashtag, with almost 42% of the #jesuischarlie tweets coming from France. The top
20 countries for both the general conversation and the hashtag are listed in figures 3 and 4
respectively. Zooming in on some of the countries, Algeria counted for 6,343 posts on Charlie
Hebdo in general, out of which only 793 include #jesuischarlie. Morocco on the other hand
contributed to 11,697 of the total posts in the general conversation, out of which 5,726 included
the hashtag. In fact, the top 5 Arab countries to have used the je suis charlie hashtag are Saudi
Arabia with 14,329 #jesuischarlie tweets (out of a total posts of 20171), followed by Morocco,
Lebanon at 5,663 and a similar number for Egypt 5236, which is curious given the significant
difference in population size. Then, ranked fifth is the United Arab Emirates at 5181
#jesuischarlie tweets. In fact, countries like Morocco, Algeria, Tunisia, Lebanon and Pakistan
exhibited a higher level of online activity on twitter for this particular media event, taking into

account the level of tweeting in these countries outside of a media event which is usually pretty
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low (Smith, 2013). This was nonetheless expected for Morocco, Algeria, and Tunisia since they
were all French colonies at one point in time and can thus relate to the subject far more than a
person in Panama for example can.

It also comes as no surprise that the bulk of participants are French, neither is the fact that
Europeans countries occupy high ranks in this particular list such as Spain, Belgium, Germany
and the UK. I found it to be quite striking however, that the United States of America was the
second in terms of the greatest number of participants with over 1.6 million posts. Nonetheless,
only 574,412 of those used the #jesuischarlie hashtag. The American people can relate to the
notion of freedom of speech because it is deemed of great importance in terms of America’s
definition of democracy. The first amendment of their constitution addresses it quite differently
than the French. The first amendment reads “Congress shall make no law respecting an
establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof; or abridging the freedom of
speech, or of the press; or the right of the people peaceably to assemble, and to petition the
government for a redress of grievances” ("First Amendment", 2010). As Scott (2007) argues
when making the distinction between French and American secularism, people in the United
States are allowed to display religious difference freely. The separation between church and state
in America is for the purpose of protecting people, particularly the religious, from unwanted
governmental intervention. This way the US could make sure that no religion was overly
powerful and that it could be completely separate from the government. In France, it is quite
different, separation of church and state was to ensure that citizens’ loyalty to the nation was
absolute and that there would be nothing else dictating their lives, thus diminishing religiosity to
a very private and rather invisible sphere. Evidently then, the right to offend is not as obvious or

detrimental to national culture as it is in France. Furthermore, Scott (2015) makes the argument
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that while it might be useful in some aspects to compare African Americans and French
Muslims, this is in many respects limited. It is mainly so because it focuses on visible
differences. In her reply to Bowen’s comparative piece of these two groups, Scott claims that the
“The degraded status of French Muslims is a consequence of the beliefs and practices associated
with colonialism. French imperial expansion was justified in terms of the superiority of Christian
and secular people to the purportedly barbaric Arabs and Muslims. If, in the United States,
racism refers primarily to skin color, in France it is the religion of Islam that has become the
referent for racialized identity”. As she makes it clear in The Politics of the Veil, being Muslim
became part of postcolonial subjects’ genetic makeup, for no matter how republicanized they
became, they were still fundamentally Muslim, and thus inherently unassimilable (Scott, 2007).
For that reason, zooming into #JeNeSuisPasCharlie was especially important. |
discovered that it was most popular in France itself, followed by the United States of America,
United Kingdom, Canada, Spain, Brazil, Morocco, Belgium, Japan, Algeria, Indonesia and
Russia. The majority of these tweets, constituting 47.27%, came from France. This high
percentage is likely due to the fact that the issue at hand is largely a French affair, which signals
the persistent importance of location or locality in certain events, even in an age of transnational
publics and global media events. This hashtag constitutes a defensive response to the
#jesuisCharlie, taking on another expression of self to voice a refusal to identify with Charlie.
While we couldn’t possibly know the faith or background of those who tweeted under this
hashtag, it seems to be an inevitable outcome particularly because the right to offend can
constitutes a rather slippery slope for Muslims and non-Muslims alike. Alas, how could French
Muslims identify with Charlie? They were suddenly being asked to relate to values that they

have been excluded from for years. For that reason, the #JeNeSuisPasCharlie seems like a
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natural reaction to this reality. As a result, those who did not identify with Charlie, did not
identify with Laicité, adding yet another layer of visible religious affiliation. The whole
campaign automatically created this dangerous alienating binary. It largely served the purpose of
signaling out those who weren’t Charlie, another othering mechanism. It also equated not being
Charlie with being anti-laicité or even anti-French. Hence, the Charlie Hebdo affair has led to
the emergence of a split public, one that is Charlie and one that isn’t.

Monitor: Financial Services (Do not Delete) (01/01/15 - 01/31/15)

Country Posts % of total
France 2516585 31.56%
United States of America 1261080 15.81%
United Kingdom 765592 9.60%
Spain 322975 4.05%
Canada 219605 2.75%
Indonesia 209237 2.62%
Italy 182599 2.29%
Brazil 178350 2.24%
Mexico 177765 2.23%
Turkey 168707 2.12%
Russia 162460 2.04%
Netherlands 132009 1.66%
Belgium 127512 1.60%
Germany 126344 1.58%
Venezuela 122694 1.54%
India 101824 1.28%
Australia 80192 1.01%
Argentina 77344 0.97%

Figure 2.3: World Posts on Charlie Hebdo by Country from 2015-01-01 to 2015-01-31
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Monitor: Financial Services (Do not Delete) (01/01/15 - 01/31/15)

France

United States of America
United Kingdom

Spain
Canada
Italy
Belgium
Germany
Netherlands
Turkey
Brazil
Australia
Mexico
India
Ireland
Indonesia
Switzerland
Venezuela

1798127
574412
409780
175137
151232
113506

81205
77765
74092
62864
62341
49169
44511
39543
33234
31944
30981
29294

% of total
41.84%
13.37%
9.54%
4.08%
3.52%
2.64%
1.89%
1.81%
1.72%
1.46%
1.45%
1.14%
1.04%
0.92%
0.77%
0.74%
0.72%
0.68%

Figure 2.10: #JeSuisCharlie world posts by country 2015-01-01 to 2015-01-31

Financial Services (Do not Delete) — Map from 1/1/15 to 1/31/15 §o8

Figure 2.11: #JeSuisCharlie tweets by country 2015-01-01 to 2015-01-31
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C. Conclusion

The terror attack on Charlie Hebdo brought together millions of people in a virtual space
in order to express solidarity, which in turn created a much larger conversation on freedom of
expression, Laicité and Muslims in France. The social media analytics tool Crimson Hexagon
allowed me to explore that conversation and to better understand the common discourses in the
aftermath of the attack. It also allowed me to see the most commonly used words on twitter. The
most recurrent words are mostly in French, some of which include Islam, humanity, islamisation,
freedom, expression, France, Paris, we are Charlie Hebdo, Charb, marche republicaine etc. these
words further demonstrated the types of conversation that this media event sparked online. Going
beyond social media platforms, people from around the world could download what was called
the “Je suis Charlie” mobile application, which was designed for people to show solidarity. The
application asks users to state where they are on the world map, constituting a very organized
space where people could further emphasize the transnationality of this media event through the
collective expression of solidarity by a global public. 264 891 people actually downloaded and
used this application (Kakabadze & Uzoikina, 2016). The virtual world’s support of democracy,
freedom of speech and denouncement of Islamic terrorism was also translated on ground, with
around 1.6 million people taking the streets in France. World leaders flew to Paris to take part,
including over 40 presidents and prime ministers from all around the world. Some of these
names include President Francois Hollande of France, Chancellor Angela Merkel of Germany,
Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu of Israel, President Mahmoud Abbas of the Palestinian
Authority and Britain’s Prime Minister David Cameron (Bilefsky, 2015). This is an on-ground
evidence of the emergence of transnational publics that came together for one single thematic
core. The world came together to support Charlie, the newfound symbol of Freedom of

Expression. Nonetheless, Charlie also represents the values of French republicanism (including
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Laicité and the right to offend), the main barrier that makes it even unthinkable to be French and
Muslim simultaneously. For that reason, the je suis Charlie hashtag constituted a powerful
othering tool that made it easy to label those who were Charlie and those who weren’t, and those
who were pro- Laicité and those who weren’t. The popularity of #jesuischarlie” and its
underlying messages and implications made it very difficult to demonstrate difference in the
aftermath of the attacks, except by a small frustrated minority who claimed “je ne suis pas
Charlie” instead. Their refusal to identify with Charlie represented the powerful impact a media
event as such can have. In fact, Kellner (2009.) referred to such media events as media
spectacles, the word “spectacle originating from Guy Debord’s (2014) “The Society of the
Spectacle”. Kellner argued that media spectacles come in many different kinds. Spectacles of
terror he believed “are highly disruptive events carried out by oppositional groups or individuals
who are carrying out politics or war by other means. Like the media and consumer spectacles
described by Debord, spectacles of terror reduce individuals to passive objects, manipulated by
existing institutions and figures. However, the spectacles of terror produce fear which terrorists
hope will demoralize the objects of their attack, but which are often manipulated by conservative
groups... to push through rightwing agendas, cut back on civil liberties, and militarize the

society”.
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Chapter V

CONCLUSION

This research zooms in on the editorial line and content of Charlie Hebdo, the French
Satirical publication, as well as public discourse about the magazine in the aftermath of the terror
attack that happened early January 2015. This was done in order to better understand the French
anxieties at play in relation to Islam as “the other” and French Secularism laicité, as a tool to
manage diversity and create a state of sameness through a process of forceful assimilation that
includes but is not restricted to the sexual shaming of North Africans and Arab Muslims living in
France. By taking Charlie Hebdo as a case study, the research zooms in on the representations of
Muslim masculinity, femininity and the veil as a signifier of cultural difference that is perceived
to threaten not only the normative French understanding of female sexuality, but also the purity
of French identity in the postcolonial social imagination. In addition, a thorough examination
of discourse circulating in mainstream and social media in the aftermath of the Islamist terror
attack on the magazine’s headquarters was carried out to understand how and why “French”
and “Muslim” have been constructed as mutually exclusive identities.

In the semiotic analysis we unravel that Charlie Hebdo’s satire is a kind of “nation
making” exercise that filters out those who do not belong or adopt French values as dictated by
the republic and laicité. The cartoons actively alienate Muslims and emphasize that biting satire,
that includes sexual connotations, is an inherent part of the right to offend and in turn part of
freedom of expression as dictated by French secularism. The cartoons were always found to do
one of three things: position Muslim female sexuality as inferior, sexually humiliate or shame

Muslim masculinities and/or mock Islam as a belief system or ideology. In the Media Analysis, it
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was easy to conclude that the conversation was predominantly focused on the role and scope of
freedom of speech in France and worldwide. The right to offend was central in that conversation
as it was made clear that satire, especially the kind adopted by Charlie Hebdo, is not only
tolerated but celebrated in France. The right to offend becomes another filter to detect “true
Frenchness”. While a lot of the publications debated the extent to which biting satire is
acceptable, the dominant agreement was that no one should die because of an offensive cartoon.
The media analysis also unveiled five representations of Islam, or discursive tropes after the
attack. The first trope highlighted conversations that spoke of a “first” and “second” Islam, one
that is fundamentalist and violent and completely separate from moderate Islam. The second
trope separates real Islam from terrorism, insisting that the two are completely different things.
The third trope views Islam as inherently violent and a threat to the rest of the world. The fourth
discursive trope views Muslims in a historical and contemporary context, taking into account the
violence and discrimination in their past and present. The fifth trope, which is French specific,
views Islam as the discordant “other” that is innately different and inassimilable. In the hashtag
analysis we discover that the #jesuischarlie hashtag acts as a key othering tool that allowed the
organization of diversity. The hashtag is crucial to the reinforcement of abstract individualism
which laicit¢ demands, powerfully categorizing those that fit that definition of individuality and
those who don’t. By not claiming to be Charlie, the use of “je suis” being a crucial indicator of
individuality, the hashtag allowed for the clear segregation between those who are perceived to
be truly French and those who are not.

This research zooms in on the troubles of citizenship and immigration, and how they are
very much tied to issues of gender and sexuality. A clash of cultures between French and

Muslims, the “open” system and “covered” system, is clearly manifested in the attack on Charlie
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Hebdo, which utilizes highly sexual biting satire as a powerful “othering” or “alienating” tool.
The research clearly demonstrates how this falls within a much larger political and historical
context since French authorities have long sought to dim non-French identities in the secular
republic. The attack on Charlie Hebdo similarly gave birth to a media campaign that also sought
to diminish, demean or at least shun those who do not approve of Charlie Hebdo’s humor and
“laique” agenda. Taking offense is considered an assault on freedom of speech, the right to
offend and hence, French identity. Ironically, in the aftermath of the attack, taking offense was
framed as a privilege reserved for the French to protect what they deem matters to their national
identity. However, by insisting on sameness, an elusive and imaginary concept, as the basis of
equality in the French republic, such painful exclusions will inevitably result. This alienation of
minorities will internalize a resentment that is bound to surface in the future. The racial content
of Charlie Hebdo, which mockingly accentuates “unacceptable” differences, along with other
similar expressions will only shed light on the contradictory values of the French republic. These
will not ensure enlightenment or the will to integrate among minorities as the French might hope.
On the contrary, they will further deepen the colonial wound, affect generations yet to come and
emphasize the dangers of France’s longstanding civilizing mission, which today manifests as
laicité. Ultimately, enforcing this kind of sameness will not protect a nation’s people and its
culture, tolerance and coexistence however, probably would. The media illustrations of Islam
and Muslims laid out in this thesis are extremely crucial in thinking of citizenship, nationalism,
immigration, and cultural racism in Europe today and suggest that it is rather difficult, if not

impossible, to be truly French and Muslim at the same time.
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Le Figaro Juliette Méadel: | Juliette January 28, | http://www.lefigaro.fr/vox/societe
apres Charlie, Méadel , | 2015 /2015/01/28/31003-
batir un projet Benoit- 20150128 ARTFIG00157-julie-
collectif Joseph meadel-apres-charlie-batir-un-
Onamb¢él projet-collectif.php
¢
Le Figaro Charlie Hebdo: Claire January 9, | http://www.lefigaro.fr/culture/201
le dessin Courbet | 2015 5/01/09/03004-
controvers¢ de 20150109ARTFIG00241--
Cabu publi¢ sur charlie-hebdo-le-dessin-
12 unes controverse-de-cabu-publie-sur-
québécoises 12-unes-quebecoises.php
Le Figaro Charlie Hebdo : | Pauline January 12, | http://madame.lefigaro.fr/societe/
que faire lorsque | Verduzier | 2015 evoquer-charlie-hebdo-en-classe-
les ¢leves disent moi-jsuis-pour-ceux-qui-lont-tue-
des horreurs ? 090115-93697
Le Figaro Charlie Hebdo : | Le January 8, | http://www.lefigaro.fr/flash-
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attacks show Chomsky 20, 2015 | /opinion/charlie-hebdo-noam-
hypocrisy of chomsky/

West's outrage

CNN Opinion: Should Caner K. January | http://edition.cnn.com/2015/02/06
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News French Jackson | 12,2015 | ld-europe-30773773
BBC Paris attacks: Were Frank January | http://www.bbc.com/news/wor
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