0
Q
=
LU
o

2
i

Tyson Barker

__The Final Colonial War

French Identity, Colonial Historiography and the Law of February 23
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groups who worry that this historical
face-lift touches on the more controver-
n 2003, French President Jacquessial debate of French colonial memory,
Chirac inaugurated theviémorialdes LWVHOI %\ FRQADWLQJ
Guerres en Afrique du NordPromi- the reputation of France’s harki and
nently located in Quai Branly near repatriated communities with the his-
the Ei el Tower, the memorial is a high- toriographical restoration of the French
tech shrine to the harkis, former colonial colonial experience in general, the law
soldiers and others who died for Franceof February 23, 2005 embodies this dy-
during the country’s administration of namic. The law of February 23, 2005
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Tyson Barker is currently a

North Africa. ree towering digital pan-

ostensibly intended to help transform

els, each baring either the red or white orthe image of repatriated Frenchmen
blue of the Tricolor, scroll the names of from former colonies. It was amended
the fallen soldiers, nurses, doctors, teachto include a provision mandating that
ers, colonial administrators, and harkis the positive role of the French in their
across their faces. [1] e establishment former colonial holdings be recognized
of Mémorial des Guerres en Afriqgue duin the teaching of French history at the
Nord was part of a larger process currentlyprimary and secondary levels.
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taking place in France to rehabilitate the  More generally, the question over how
historical image of repatriated French, in- France should portray its colonial past has
cluding the harkis and thepeids noirs. injected itself into the ongoing debate in
The Gaullist inclination to honor  France about the role of the state in legis-
those who died and have been repatri- lating memory. So-calledois mémorielles
ated as a result of French colonialism have become politically fashionable in re-
has become a prominent feature of the centyears and the number of such laws has
UMP political agenda. While not a point  correspondingly grown. Beginning with
of political contention on its face, it in-  the 1990Loi Gayssofwhich outlaws ques-
spires incredulity on the part of certain  tioning the existence of crimes against hu-
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manity upon which Holocaust charges were based),
the French National Assembly has since followed
with the law of January 29, 2001 (which recognizes
the Armenian genocide) and thkeoi Taubira (which
recognizes slavery and transatlantic slave trade as
crimes against humanity). Most recently, the French
National Assembly adopted a law forbidding the de-
nial of the Armenian genocide. is law has led to
strained diplomatic relations with Turkey including
the suspension of military relations between the two
countries.

is paper examines this episode of how France
continues to process its colonial past, particularly
in the context of the long and sometimes contradic-
tory republican tradition of public education and the
role of the state in shaping national history. e rst
section of this essay will give a brief outline of the
role that education has played in creat-
ing a national consciousness in France
since Jules Ferry’s development of the
école républicainat the end of the 19th
century. France has historically been
faced with the daunting task of creating
French citizens out of disparate ethnic
groups (Celtic, Italian, German, Basque)
spanning across Western Europe’s larg-
est territorial state. France’s success in
creating a cohesive nation based on a
set of common Republican values is a
testament to the traditional e ective-
ness of public education in conveying a
sense of common belonging rooted in a
strong historical narrative. is section
will examine the foundations of Repub-
lican education, particularly in light of
colonialism and its legacies.

e second section will chronicle
the controversy over the French law of
February 23, 2005 from its passage to
the ultimate removal of the contentious
“role positif” clause of article four by
the Constitutional Council on January
31, 2006. is section will open with a
short description of the law. It will then
trace the how opposition to article four
gradually mounted over the course of
2005, eventually wielding enough polit-
ical pressure to coerce President Chirac
to indirectly call on the Constitutional
Council to repeal the amendment. is
section will demonstrate that resis-
tance to Article four came primarily
from three concentric fronts —
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former French colonies, and much later, the Socialist
Party establishment. e development of opposition
to Article four demonstrates a unique dynamic of
periphery to center politics in which both the terri-
torial center (Parisian elites) and the organizational
center (party leaders in both the PS and the UMP)
proved the most reticent to removing the clause ex-
pounding the positive role of French colonialism.

e third section will identify new political cleav-

ages that emerged in the course of this controversy.

As post-materialist issues become more prominent
in French political discourse, traditional ideologi-
cal fault lines are often giving way to mored hoc
political coalitions. e debate over teaching French
colonial history reveals a particularly interesting
political ssure, in which level of education trumps
party or ideological aliation as the most obvious

the in- War memorial for the harkis, former colonial soldiers and others who died for France during

tellectual community, political elites in the country’s administration of North Africa in Paris, 7th near the Quai Branly.
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“Creating national citizens with a common sense of identity and pur
at the heart of the French pedagogical mission since the inception o
tion in the 1880s.”



“In contemporary France, the connection between the mission of ed
ating national cohesiveness and France’s colonial legacy has resur
newed urgency in the minds of policy-makers. The role of educatio
French values and identity has grown over the past two decades a:
SHUFHLYH J)UHQFK FXOWXUH DV LQFUHD)
globalization, Muslim immigration, and cultural Americanization
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French Tunisian-born Dorsaf Damak is seen at parliament as French deputies vote to ban the wearing of headscarves in schools, February 10,
2004 in Paris, France.(Photo: Pascal Le Segretain/Getty Images)
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“The critiqgue was elegant in its multifacetedness. It was founded nof
RORJLFDO JURXQGV3WKDW VODYHU\ IRUF
realities of French occupation [...] But the historians also framed an
their critique on Republican values, namely that Article four violated F
pedagogical creed”
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“Are you in favor or opposed to the law stating that school curriculums recognize the positive
role of the French colonial period?”

Total (%) Those withdbdipldome$%) Those withipldmesligher than

Bac. +2 (%)

In favor 64 71 45
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No Response 7 10 5

Table 2. Trans. From: “Etes-vous favorable ou opposé a ce que soit indiqué dans la loi que les programmes scolaires reconnaissent le réle
positif de la colonisation francaise ?
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“Evidence suggests that the debate over French colonial history migh
cal issue in which opinions do not fall along traditional political cleav
primary variable upon opinion was not region- or ideology-based, but
on the level of education attained.”

&
=
Ro
1
=3
9]
7

1 The person merely had to enter his or her name and the de-
partment in which he or she lived.
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“Are you in favor or opposed to the law stating that school curriculums re¢ognize
the positive role of the French colonial period?”

Total (%)

In favor 64 Y4 75
7))}
: L_) Opposed 29 38 19
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Table 1. Trans. From: “Etes-vous favorable ou opposé a ce que soit indiqué dans la loi que les programmes scolaires
reconnaissent le role positif de la colonisation frangaise ?

2 At the apex of the controversy in December, 2005, a group of
19 prominent French historians including René Rémond and Marc
Ferro published an open letterlia Libératioantitled ‘Liberté pour
I'Histoiré in which they called for the abolition of kdls mémori-
elles.
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“The spirit of article four was being executed in the classrooms of su
around Paris, Lyon and other major French cities where the majori
were the children of immigrants. [...] These were the countries and tel
which French school teachers were supposed to emphasize the “p
JUHQFK FRORQLVWY W XQGRXEWH-GO\ F
ployment and income statistics —that they were on the wrong si
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