France hopes hostages

will be relea

DOMINIQUE RODRIGUEZ
PARIS, SEPTEMBER5 Q[ .
[z

FRANCE remained hope-
ful on Sunday that two French
hostages in Iraq will be freed,
although its Foreign Minister
returned empty-handed froma
West Asian mission intended
tosecure their release.

“We have serious reasons to
believe both of them are in
good health and that a

* favourable outcome is possi-
ble,” Foreign Minister Michel
Bamier said after discussing
the hostage crisis with Presi-
dent Jacques Chirac. “Our top
priority remains to secure their
release. Our priority is their
safety,” he said. “We are work-
inghard, calmly, cautiously and
discreetly.”

Journalists Christian Ches-
not and Georges Malbrunot
have been held by militants in
Iraq since August 20. Com-
ments by government officials
have become increasingly cau-
tious since hopes that they
would be released on Friday

sed soon

was caught in Tikrit on Sunday by members of Iraq's
National Guard. He was sixth on the US list of the 55 most-
wanted members of Saddam’s regime. Reuters

provedunfounded.

Bamier, who returned
from Amman late on Saturday,
spent an hour with Chirac and
was due to meet PM Jean-
Pierre Raffarin and senior
Cabinetmemberslater on Sun-

"day. A Muslim delegation

whichwent toIraq to try to help
the hostages said the main ob-
stacle seemed to be difficulties
inarranging asafe handover.
French leaders are aware

that efforts to secure the two
men’s release could easily be
upset, and fresh violence in
Iraq could complicate efforts.
There was no fresh word
from the Islamic Army in Iraq,
which stunned France when it
seized the men and demanded
Paris revoke a law banning
Muslim headscarves in state
schools. France refused the de-
mands and the law went into
forceon Thursday. —Reuters
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France votest q/ansymbms

of religion in p

By Elaine Sciolino /,-u'
W foeo

Paris: The National Assembly voted by an
overwhelming majority on Tuesday to ban
Muslim head scarves and other religious
symbols from public schools, a move that un-
derscores the broad public support for the
French secular ideal but is certain to deepen
resentment among France’s large Muslim
population.

The 494-t0-36 vote, with 31 abstentions, came
hours after the minister of national education,
Luc Ferry, said in
a radio interview
that the Ilaw
would stretch
much further
than - religious
symbols and re-
quire all students
to attend physical
education classes
and accept what
is taught on the
Holocaust and g
human reproduc- E
tion,

Three weeks
ago, Mr. Ferry, a
philosopher and best-selling author, said ban-
danas and excessive hairiness would be
banned from public schools if they were con-
sidered religious signs.

The draft law bans ‘ostensibly’ religious
signs, which have been defined by President
Jacques Chirac and a government advisory
commission as Islamic head scarves, Christian
crosses that are too large in size and Jewish
skullcaps. Sikh turbans are also likely to be in-
cluded.

But the legislation also includes a lengthy
preamble that demands that public schools
guarantee total equality, including “coeduca-
tion of all teachings, particularly in sports and
physical education.” Schools, it said, are “the
best tool for planting the roots of the republi-

Wearing a headscarf will no longer be allowed in schools

blic schools

can idea.”

On Tuesday, Mr. Ferry made clear that reli-
gious beliefs could not be used as an excuse to
avoid gym or biology classes, and that ques-
tioning the veracity of the Holocaust would
not be tolerated. Mr. Ferry also said the law
“will keep classrooms from being divided up
into militant religious communities,” noting
that there had been a “spectacular rise in
racism and anti-Semitism in the past three
years.”

In recent years, teachers have complained
that some Mus-
lim students
have been so
disruptive in
rejecting  the
veracity of the
Nazi slaughter
1 of the Jews that
it is impossible
to teach the
subject.

Teachers
have also said
some Muslim
girls have boy-
cotted classes
on human re-
production because they are too graphic, and
have demanded sexually segregated gym class-
es. There are also reports that male and female
Muslim students have demanded prayer
breaks within the standardized baccalaureate
exams at the end of high school and a ban on
pork in school cafeterias.

In the Europe 1 interview, Mr. Ferry did
not single out Muslims for censure, but he
did not have to. Most Orthodox Jewish
schoolchildren who would object to mixed-
sex gym and biology classes, for example, go
to private Jewish schools that are already
sex-segregated, keep kosher kitchens and
teach the Torah. The first and only private
Muslim high school in all of France opened
laSt fall in Lille. nyT News Service

-
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“France toeing a soft
Iing against US in Iraq

-~ \ By Jal Taraporevala
"\ \"‘0/\\ Times NEws NETWORK

Mumbai: As the pressure mounts on the Bush
administration on the exaggerated intelligence
reports of the biological, chemical and nuclear
weapons capabaility of the Saddam Hussein
regime in the build-up to last year’s Iraq con-
flict, France, which had led the opposition to
the war, is responding to unfolding events in a
relatively low-key manner. Although France
has continued to justify its pre-war line on the
issue of Weapons of Mass Destruction, it has
tactical reasons not to publicly highlight the
inadequacies of Washington’s stand.

The failure of the White House-appointed
Iraqg Survey Group to find biological or chemi-
cal weapons in Iraq and the resignation of its
chairman, David Kay, have dented the credibil-
ity of the Bush administration. This, in turn,
has indirectly served to vindicate the pre- war
stance of the French government. Even so, the
Jacques Chirac administration has decided
not to score political points on the subject be-
cause it is not in its politico-strategic interests
to further antagonise Washington at this junc-
ture.

After all, given the fluid political equation in
Iraq, the country’s oil reserves and the sub-
stantial debt owed to Paris by Baghdad, the
Chirac administration is keeping open the pos-
sibility that it could play some kind of an indi-
rect role in Iraq through the aegis of the Unit-
ed Nations in the future. The French move, not
to openly and strongly criticise the US at this
stage is, therefore, aimed at not undermining
its long-term interests in Iraq. However,
whether France is able to play such a future
role in Iraq through the UN will hinge on such
factors as the security situation in the country
and the fate of the American plan to transfer
sovereignty to an Iraqi transitional govern-
ment at the beginning of July.
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93 ‘ookmg for deflarfl\ce is hardly wise statesman-
ship. Unfortunately, for the president of France,

Mr Jacques Chirac, and his government, the at-

tempt to defend the hard-won secular ideals of France
has provoked an enormous outburst of indignation
from Muslims, not just in France, but in other coun-
tries as well. Mr Chirac’s new bill proposes to ban the
Muslim headscarf, the Jewish skullcap, outsize Christ-
ian crosses and other overt signs of religious affilia-
tion within state schools. The question of secularism
of the state is always a confusing one. The state shall
not interfere in the practice of any religion, and it shall
not endorse any particular religion. The line in be-
tween is blurred and shifting. So, behind the thou-
sands of marching Muslim women, proclaiming the
freedom to wear the hijab, loom the shadows of the
most difficult of today’s questions: about identity and
freedom, about discrimination, oppression and equali-
ty, about the overlapping grids of religion, nationhood,

gender and ethnicity. 2 ’l ]_I./
France’s dilemma is obvious. If such a bill'were to

become the law, it would, instead of integrating the
Muslim community in the country with the main-
stream, add further to its sense of marginalization. In-
evitably, such a law would be grist to the mill of ex-
tremist forces. While the headgear, being the signature
of areligion, is perceived as divisive in a secular state,
a law to ban it would turn out to be frighteningly more
so. The confusion runs deep into the concept of secu-
larism, itself a result of the struggle between the
church and the state. In France, “outsize” crosses
would be banned by the same law — but who would de-
cide on size, and do crosses equal headgear? It is an ac-
cident of history and regional custom that most lay
Christians do not carry overt signs of their religion
among their apparel. This, together with the history of
secularism, has created a peculiar situation. In Chris-
tianity-dominated Western countries, all religions ex-
cept Christianity are “marked” religions. This is
enough to obfuscate the more important issues that lie
at the heart of the problem. The debate in feminism,
for example, between those who feel that the women’s
headscarf is a sign of male oppression, and those who
feel that there is here an element of women’s choice of
identity, is conducted on a completely different plane.
In the case of a ban by the state, it has to be decided
whether suppressing “signs” of religion falls within
the domain of secularism too. The next step would be
to discuss whether beards must be shaved off as well.
This kind of argument promises dizzying descents
into the absurdity of trying to decide which beard is re-
ligious and which is not.



