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Its Significance Today
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19 世紀後半のフランスにおけるライシテとその今日的意義

伊達聖伸

要旨
　フランスのライシテは最も厳格な政教分離の形態であると思われてい
るかもしれない。たんに世俗主義の原則を守ることを超えて、反宗教的
なイデオロギーの役割を果たしているように見えるかもしれない。そし
てまたライシテは、フランスのナショナル・アイデンティティを担保す
るものとして、逆説的にも「宗教的」な代物と機能しているようにも映
る。だが、1905年の政教分離法によって定式化されているライシテは、
良心の自由と礼拝の自由を保障するもので、宗教を信じる者と信じない
者の共生を可能にする枠組みを提供している。本稿では、19世紀フラン
スにおいてライシテが形成されてきたプロセス、そして 1905年法の形成
過程をたどるとともに、ジャン・ボベロの議論を参考にしながら同法制
定当時と現在のライシテのあり方を類型論的に比較する。それを通して、
ライシテには「宗教的」と言える面を含めてさまざまな側面があること、
そしてその歴史から多様な側面を掘り起こすことが今日的な課題にとっ
ても重要であることを論じる。 

Introduction

One may think of laïcité, or French secularism, as the strictest version of separation 
of churches and state, if not an instrument of islamophobia. It is often understood 
as a principle that preserves the religious neutrality in the public sphere, confining 
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religions within the private sphere. In this regard, the most representative example is 
a law introduced in 2004, banning Muslims’ headscarf in public schools. It may have 
an impression that this law targets the Islamic religion, but it also prohibits the cross 
(grand croix) and Jewish kippa. There is, therefore, a logic of universalism behind the 
enactment of this law, because it is intended to apply to all religions equally, including 
Christianity.1 Another example from a more recent event is an incident involving 
a Christmas display. In December 2014, the display of the Nativity of Jesus was 
removed from the General Council of Vendée in the name of laïcité, which stirred 
controversy. For some, this display may have been not more than a custom which 
is not intended as a religious symbol, but for others, the General Council is a public 
institution which needs to preserve its non-religious, neutral character.

This type of laïcité seems to hold an anti-religious ideology, rather than simply 
implicating secularism. This would be an overstatement because if we recall the 
original idea of laïcité, officially introduced by the law of 1905, it was intended 
to guarantee French citizens’ freedoms of conscience and worship as opposed to 
suppressing them. Of course, it is the law which regulates the relationships between 
churches and state, but I would like to emphasise that the idea of laïcité also has 
wider political, social and philosophical ramifications. Indeed, laïcité is linked to 
Republicanism which in principle aims to integrate all citizens regardless of their 
cultural, ethnic and religious backgrounds, but it is worth mentioning that there is a 
disparity in perceptions: today laïcité is often regarded as being intolerant to these 
differences in that it enforces assimilation. In fact when laïcité becomes an ideology it 
culminates to an almost religious-like claim about protecting “French” identity.

Is laïcité antireligious in principle? Or is it a secular principle which enables 
different religions to coexist? Or does it promote secularism to such an extent that 
it has become religious-like? Any of these three can be an answer because laïcité 
implies all three aspects. We can understand this by looking closely at the historical 
process through which laïcité came into being during the latter half of the nineteenth 
century. Firstly, let us try to explore how the concept of laïcité evolved during the 
nineteenth century. In doing so, I would like to show that it contains some religious 
elements.2 I will also examine the process through which the law of separation of 
churches and state was enacted in 1905. This will enable us to see that the anticlerical 
politics of laïcité were transformed into a secular rule which offered the framework 
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allowing different religions to coexist. I argue that there should be plural concepts of 
laïcité today which must be explored by tracing its history, which will help us to find 
a way for different worldviews, religious as well as non-religious, to harmoniously 
coexist together in contemporary French society. 

I. Religious aspects of “morale laïque” under the Third Repubilc 

Roughly speaking, nineteenth-century France can be characterised by the conflict 
between the two Frances (“conflit des deux France”), that is, between Republicans 
who inherited the ideology of the French Revolution and Catholics who attempted 
to regain power. The origin of laïcité can be traced back to the pre-revolutionary 
period, but we can safely say that the Revolution played a major role in giving rise to 
it (Baubérot, 2000, 2008). However, the idea of laïcité was not clearly understood or 
specifically defined at the time of the Revolution. The fact that the earliest recorded 
evidence of the word in Le Petit Robert is in 1871 confirms it. We can say that the 
concept of laïcité was gradually formed with the changes of the political body in the 
nineteenth century: the First Empire (1804-1815) was followed by the Restauration 
(1815-1830), and then the July Monarchy (1830-1848) led to the Second Republic 
(1848-1851), followed by the Second Empire (1851-1870), finally transforming into 
the Third Republic (1870-1940). 

We may be inclined to perceive laïcité as something that is hostile to, or external 
to, religion, but in fact it emerged out of the religious discourses during the nineteenth 
century. According to Georges Weill’s classical research (1929, 2004), laïcité 
comprises of four different philosophical currents. 
1. Gallicanistic tradition: Gallicanism supports the autonomy of the French Church, 
which therefore goes against ultramontanism that emphasises the prerogatives and 
powers of the Pope. In that Gallicanism presupposes the alliance between the French 
monarchy and the Catholic Church, it may seem opposed to the principle of laïcité. 
But it is actually presaged the emergence of laïcité since the King’s secular power 
surpassed the power of the Pope. I would like to draw attention to the fact that the 
drive towards laïcité can be found in Catholicism. Louis de Bonald, a Gallican, 
vindicated the restoration of the power of Deity against human rights in the post-
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Revolution period. This position which may appear to run counter to laïcité actually 
strengthens its principle because he presupposes the superiority of France authority 
over the Papal power.
2. Liberal Protestantism: In France, Protestants are in the minority, and there was no 
conspicuous rift between liberals and evangelicals in the early part of the nineteenth 
century, but in the mid-century, evangelicals criticised liberals’ interpretation of 
the Bible to have undermined Christian faith. Ferdinand Buisson, one of the liberal 
Protestants who had been on good terms with Republicans, has played an important 
role in the promotion of school education during the Third Republic era. Buisson’s 
liberal Protestantism which supported the freedom of mind and dismissed dogmatism 
gave a religious inspiration to the Republican laïcité. 
3. Deism: Voltaire who is well-known for his severe criticism against religion, and is 
considered in this respect as one of the fathers of laïcité, was not in fact an atheist, but 
a theist. Kantian philosophy, another deistic stream, which perceives religion through 
reason (rationality) was introduced to nineteenth-century France by Victor Cousin. 
As I will explain more in detail later, the secular morality (morale laïque) which was 
adopted by Jules Ferry in 1882 reflects the deistic, idealistic and spiritual tendency 
of Cousin’s disciples, such as Etienne Vacherot, Jules Simon, Paul Janet, Jules Barni, 
etc. 
4. Free thought (libre pensée) or Atheism: This is an anti-religious philosophy, but in 
the nineteenth century materialists who did not have religious faith were minorities. 
Even those who aggressively rejected religion actively participated in religious 
debates, through embracing Freemasonry and free thought. In that sense, even they 
could be called “religious.”  

What needs to be emphasised is that the philosophy of laïcité is not something 
that was contrived by a specific philosophical strand or a person, but something like 
a “bundle” of thoughts. In her Moral Education for a Secular Society, Phyllis Stock-
Morton (1988) also situates the emergence of the secular morality in the philosophical 
developments of the nineteenth century. 

Another crucial aspect of this part of French history is that Napoleon’s 
Concordat (1801) regulated the relationship between the churches and the state 
without completely severing the ties with Catholics or non-Catholics. Also, while 
Catholicism was the state religion under the Ancien Régime, Catholics and non-
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Catholics including Lutheranism, Calvinism, and Judaism were authorised as official 
religions under the Concordat. This allowed the clergymen to receive stipends from 
the French state.3 This continued until laïcité was officially introduced by the law of 
1905. Under the rule of the Concordat, although laws were no longer regulated by 
the religious institutions, the social validity of religion was still widely recognised. 
For example, the Guizot law of 1833 sets out a requirement for elementary schools to 
teach religious moral classes. 

The Ferry laws of 1881 and 1882 introduced compulsory education and it also 
set down free education for public schools and the principle of laïcité. Jules Ferry 
who was responsible for these laws, in 1869, believed that there would be no freedom 
in France until official churches are abolished, and stated that “the alliance between 
the state and the churches is unfavourable to both parties” (Ferry, 1893-1898: I 191). 
However, when the Second Empire collapsed, followed by the establishment of the 
Paris Commune which stipulated the separation between churches and state, Catholic 
authorities regained power. Seeing this, Ferry judged that the hasty process of 
separation would bring about a serious crisis to the French society.  

Ferry was persistent in his attitude to fight against clerical Catholics. But he 
understood that the great majority of the French people held Catholic faith. He 
was cautious in order not to present the principle of laïcité as something that was 
antagonistic to religion. Ferry thought of himself as a positivist, and a disciple of 
Auguste Comte, and what’s more, he became a Freemason. However, he established a 
favourable relationship with Ferdinand Buisson who was a liberal Protestant, and also 
came to terms with the deistic and spiritual morality of Cousin’s disciples. In fact, 
Étienne Vacherot and Jules Simon supported him when Ferry ran for the election of 
the National Assembly in 1869 (Date, 2007=2010: 202-208).

The Ferry law was the turning point for France to shift from Catholic morality 
to the secular morality, but this does not mean that the religious faith was lost 
completely. It was Ferdinand Buisson and Paul Janet who were appointed to design 
the content of moral education courses for each grade of primary school students 
(Stock-Morton, 1988: 101). Both of them inscribed themselves in the stream of 
nineteenth-century French spiritualism. If we look at the curriculum for moral 
education of 1881, we find the instructions for middle school (aged 9-11) to teach 
“the duties to the self” and also “the duties towards other men,” followed by “duties 
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towards God.”

The teacher is not expected to give a course ex professo on the nature 
and attributes of God; the teaching to be given to all without distinction is 
limited to two points:

First, he teaches them not to pronounce lightly the name of God, he 
associates closely in their minds the ideas of a First Cause and a Perfect 
Being with a sentiment of respect and veneration; and he habituates each 
of them to surround that notion of God with some respect, although may 
present itself to him under forms different from those of his own religion. 

Further, and without concerning himself with the special prescriptions 
of various confessions, the teacher strives to make the child understand that 
the first homage due to God is obedience to God’s laws as they are revealed 
to him by his own conscience and reason. (Cited by Stock-Morton, 1988: 
179)

The kind of God that appears in this text is not a God that is revered by a particular 
religious denomination, or that which transcends humanity, but a spiritual existence 
that appeals to a child’s heart. The research conducted by Jacques Ozouf and Mona 
Ozouf (1992) shows that there were hardly any materialists or atheists amongst school 
teachers, and in most cases, a new faith based on laïcité was grafted on to the existing 
religious tradition.

Also, Ferry did not perceive Christian morality and secular morality as colliding 
with each other. Rather, he saw these two types of morality as complementary. Ferry 
offered freedom of education to Catholics and set Thursdays as holidays for religious 
education. He did not consider moral education to be monopolised by the state 
(Mayeur, 1985: 149-150). Similarly, René Goblet, who introduced the law of laïcité 
for school teachers, demanded flexibility in the application of the law. 

Furthermore, the religious aspect of the secular morality can be looked on from 
two other perspectives. One is that the secular morality was taught within a special 
environment of school culture, which contributed to the spiritual growth of each 
student. The culture, here, means a system of belief and practice for a particular 
group which allows for human development, and the socialization process through 
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discipline (=training) coincides with the ideas of Michel Foucault (1975) or some 
sociologists of religion such as Peter Berger (1967) and Thomas Luckmann (1967) 
who view “religion” from a functionalist point of view. Another relates to the 
statement that “anticlericalism is not a product to be exported,” as Paul Bert and Léon 
Gambetta have said. The time when morale laïque was introduced coincided with the 
establishment of the French Imperial Nation-State. When France was transforming 
into a non-religious country, or a country of laïcité, France paradoxically seemed like 
a Catholic nation to foreign nations or to its colonies. 

II. Enactment of the law of 1905 and its liberal characteristics

The law of the separation of churches and state was enacted at the height of 
“conflit des deux France” between the Republicans and Catholics, but this does 
not necessarily mean that the law eradicated the last vestige of Catholicism: it 
created the framework which enabled the Republic to coexist with Catholics. This 
particular conflict often invokes the memory of Émile Combes’s oppression of the 
congregations, although those who really contributed to the law enforcement were 
Francis de Pressensé, Aristide Briand and Jean Jaurès. This historical fact is clearly 
pointed out by Maurice Larkin (1974: 106), but Combes lingered in the memory 
of people as someone who effected the change. The 100th anniversary of the law of 
the separation of churches and state in 2005 gave people a chance to reflect on its 
liberalist ideas which promote different religions to coexist.4 Let me look closely at 
how the law came into being.

After a series of educational reforms in the 1880s, a relatively peaceful time 
ensued. “Ralliement” is a word which describes the policy of Pope Leo XIII who 
adopted a conciliatory attitude toward the Republic. The Republic welcomed his 
approach with a new spirit (“esprit nouveau”). However, at the end of the 1890s, the 
Dreyfus affair divided France deeply into two opposing camps (mostly Catholic anti-
Dreyfusards and pro-republican Dreyfusards). In 1899 Waldeck-Rousseau formed a 
cabinet of “Republican Defense” and fought against anticlericalism, militarism and 
anti-semitism. This cabinet passed the famous Associations Bill of 1901. The bill 
comprises of three parts: the first two are liberal in that it allows individuals to form 
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an association even without the need of declaration. However the third part concerned 
the religious congregation which became subjected to the strict regulations. Unlike 
other non-religious associations, the monastic order is required to apply for legal 
authorisation.

When the Left bloc won in the 1902 election which had divided the public 
opinions between the pros and cons of this law, Émile Combes, one of the radicals 
who made great strides, became the Prime Minister. Combes enforced the 1901 
law heavy-handedly. He rejected all the applications from any monastic orders and 
closed down thousands of monastic schools. This may seem like a severe religious 
persecution, but Combes saw himself as spiritualist and not anti-religious, for he 
became a doctor and then a politician after being educated in a theological school. To 
verify this, he states that his intention was not to promote the separation of churches 
and state but to maintain the Concordat: while Maurice Allard, a revolutionary 
socialist, demanded to abolish the religious budget in the Chamber, he criticised 
positivism and materialism (Bruley, 2004: 97-98). In other words, Combes, a 
spiritualist and anticlericalist, believed that it would be far better for the state to 
control religious activities than to give the churches freedom by separating it from the 
state. However, as a consequence of adopting policies which were Gallicanistic and 
authoritarian, he was ironically opening up a way for the separation of churches and 
state.

What does this all mean? By passing a law on 7th July, 1904, Combes prohibited 
education by priests and nuns, and on 30th July, the diplomatic relation with the 
Vatican was cut off. Since Concordat was an international treaty between France and 
the Vatican, they needed to create a whole new framework. On 4th September, Combes 
made a well-known speech of Auxerre and pronounced officially his choice for the 
separation of churches and state (Baubérot et Wieviorka éds., 2005).  

In October, Combes submitted a Government bill to the committee of the 
separation of churches and state. This bill did not contain any reference to the 
protection of the freedom of conscience or the freedom of worship. Also, the public 
expenditure that ensured church serves and the saleries paid to the clergymen was to 
be abolished. In addition, this bill prohibited associations for church services which 
are organised across different departments (Article 8). This was also a very strict rule 
for minority religions such as Protestant and Jewish, and Combes’s bill was met with 



9

Laïcité in Late Ninetenth-Century France and Its Significance Today

much disapproval. 
About this time, the “affaire des fiches” was revealed to the public. It was a 

scandal that the government was spying on bureaucrats and officers. Although this 
activity had started before Combes became Prime Minister, he had to resign his 
position in January 1905 all the same. If Combes’s coercive anticlericalism is believed 
to promote the law of separation between churches and state in France, in fact he had 
already left by the time the assembly deliberated on the bill in March 1905: his bill 
was never taken up. Those responsible for the law of separation between churches 
and state are, as mentioned above, the three socialists, Francis de Pressensé, Aristide 
Briand and Jean Jaurès.  

It was during the period of 1902 and 1903 that Parliamentary Commission for 
separation was established. Ferdinand Buisson was the chairman, Briand was the 
presenter. For Buisson, the law prioritised the freedom of conscience for the individual 
believer over the Church as an institution. A bill brought in by Francis de Pressensé in 
April 1903 did include treatments toward religious organisations such as taking away 
the clergymen’s positions at places such as barracks, hospitals, schools and prisons, 
and also applied penalties for certain commentaries by religious members. But the bill 
did ensure the freedoms of conscience and worship, and the germination of the article 
4 of 1905 law on religious association (association cultuelle) can be observed. The 
bill submitted by Pressensé fromed the basis of the one finally presented by Briand 
(Lalouette, 2005: 45-46; Cabanel, 2005: 18). 

One of the significant objectives of the separation law was to dissolve the 
Public Institution of Worship (établissement public du culte) which existed under 
the Concordat, and to reorganize it as a religious association (association cultuelle). 
Article 4 of Briand’s bill stipulated that religious believers can form religious 
associations, regardless of the high-level decision, but Catholic institutions which are 
traditionally hierarchical in structure understood this to be a challenge against them. 
That is why the revised version of article 4 stated that religious associations should be 
in conformity with the regulations of the general organisation of the worship, but this 
caused resistance amongst the Republicans who feared giving the Catholic Church 
more freedom, which would become a threat. It was Jaurès’s speech of 21 April on 
the importance of the Catholic Church’s principle of organisation that brought about 
peace in the end.5 As Jean Beaubérot has aptly said, if Briand was the “father” of the 
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law of 1905, Jaurès was its “godfather” (Beaubérot, 2014). 
The law of separation of churches and state promulgated on the 9th December 

1905 has a liberal feature as we can see from a statement in Article 1. “The Republic 
ensures freedom of conscience. It guarantees the free exercise of religion,” but it also 
stipulates the separation of churches, and as Article 2 states, “The Republic does not 
recognize, remunerate or subsidize any religion.” Article 4 specifies that they have 
the right to form a religious organization following “the regulations of the general 
organisation of the worship.”6

Amidst the conflictual situation, the Catholic did not immediately accept the law, 
but the theoretical framework of the agreement was already made in the 1905 law. To 
put it differently, by the time the law was enacted, it had already shifted to a liberal 
direction which allows for the coexistence with religions.

III. Comparison between laïcité during the law-enactment of 1905 and  
laïcité of today

World War I helped France become one nation through “union sacrée,” alleviating 
the French domestic strife between Republicans and Catholics. After the war, France 
and the Vatican recovered their diplomatic relations and in 1924 diocesan associations 
(associations diocésaines) were established, which means that the Catholic Church 
accepted the law of separation of churches and state. In 1945 while criticising 
atheism, the Assembly of Cardinals and Archbishops of France accepted laïcité as 
a framework which guarantees the State to gain autonomy over secular matters and 
also to achieve religious liberty (Rémond, 2005: 153-159). In the fourth republican 
constitution of 1946 and also in the fifth republican constitution of 1958, it is stated 
that France is a laïque Republic. It is true that the conflict between the two Frances 
of Catholics and Republicans was still observed in the late twentieth century over 
the subsidy issues: while the Debré law in 1959 enabled private schools (with the 
same curriculum as public schools) to receive subsidies, in 1984 François Mitterrand 
was faced with the opposition of Catholics since he tried to nationalise the education 
curriculum. Ten years later, when the government tried to lift a cap on subsidies for 
private schools, millions of supporters of laïcité took to the streets to protest. But now 
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the strife has more or less come to an end. 
As the Catholics accepted the framework of laïcité, the challenges of laïcité 

itself changed. In a word, it shifted from laïcité of separation (laïcité de séparation) 
to laïcité of recognition (laïcité de reconnaissance). The challenges that the late-
nineteenth century France faced was the necessity to separate religion from the public 
institutions and to ensure religious liberty within the private sphere. On the contrary, 
the challenges that we face in the post-late twentieth and twenty-first century is how 
to accept religions’ public role within the framework of laïcité (Portier, 2003). 

About the same time, largely due to the growing number of immigrants from 
the former colonies, Islam has grown to be the “second major religion,” and has 
acquired much visible presence in France. In 1989 when the Berlin Wall fell, the 
first veil incident took place in the suburb of Paris. Régis Debrey celebrates French 
republicanism which is predicated on the human rights of the individual as opposed to 
American democracy which respects the rights of each culture. However, this French 
universalism has paradoxically become an exception after the Cold War. Because of 
its uniqueness, French laïcité has come to represent the national identity of French 
people. 

Jean Baubérot (2015) classifies different types of laïcité and has mapped out a 
genealogy starting from laïcités of the time of law-enactment to those of the present 
day. By referring to his argument, I would like to show that these diverse forms of 
laïcité still exist today. It is meaningful to point this out, since we can observe a 
strong inclination to think that there is only one type of laïcité today, namely the one 
which is extremely severe against religions, Islam in particular. 

The first type is anti-religious (laïcité antireligieuse). When the 1905 law 
was about to be enacted, Maurice Allard considered religion as harmful to the 
development of civilization, for it damages man’s conscience. He believed that a 
secular state should be based on atheism and therefore religion should be abolished 
(Baubérot, 2015: 27-29). This type perceives laïcité and religion in a dichotomous 
way, and the laïcité of Charlie Hebdo which is well-known for its radical religious 
satire may closely resemble it. Anti-religious laïcité has traditionally been seen as 
a position taken by the left-wing extremist, but today, it has also become a position 
that right-wing extremists would take. The exemplary case would be an organisation 
called “Riposte laïque” which says things that would provoke hatred towards Muslims 
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(Ibid.: 34). 
The second is Gallicanistic type of laïcité (laïcité gallicane). This is a kind of 

laïcité in which the political body controls religion in an authoritarian way. The 
exemplary case would be Émile Combes who closed down many monasteries. 
Even today, religion is often perceived as potentially dangerous, or something that 
could undermine public order. We can trace the laïcité of Gallicanism in this way of 
thinking. France may be thought of as having a strict separation policy compared to 
the US, but in fact France manages the policy in a more flexible manner, in that it sets 
regular meetings between religious leaders and politicians. In France, the Ministry 
of Home Affairs which controls the Police Force also controls religious matters. In 
addition, the government promoted the foundation of CFCM (Conseil français du 
culte musulman) in order to authenticate it as the representative of Muslim people in 
France. It is interesting to see laïcité which should guarantee freedom of worship and 
in theory also depart from the logic of Gallicanism is thus haunted by its ghost (Date, 
2015).

The third and fourth types of laïcité focus on the separation (laïcité separatists) 
and can be seen in Buisson’s and Briand’s cases during the period of the law-
enactment in 1905. Both are liberal laïcité in that they accommodated the interest of 
the religious believers and that of French citizens. The difference would be that the 
former (Buisson) perceives religion as an issue of individual inner life, and the latter 
(Briand) considered the freedom of worship to have a social and public ramification. 
Indeed, from Buisson’s perspective, “with the separation, the State doesn’t recognise 
any more the (Catholic) Church as entity or official hierarchy [...]. But the State 
acknowledges Catholic French citizen” (cited by Baubérot, 2015 : 64). For Briand, 
on the contrary, the Church is not a simple extension of individual right, but an 
intermediate group which would be located between individual citizens as believers 
and the State (Ibid.: 66). In other words, to guaranteed religious freedom in some 
cases the State is responsible for expenditures (In actuality, priests who have positions 
in an institution are paid by the public funds). 

There are other kinds of laïcité that did not exist around 1905 but can be observed 
today. Alsace-Moselle which used to be German territory is still under Napoleon’s 
Concordat to this present day (laïcité concordataire). Laïcité that acknowledges the 
public character of religions and that which is called “open laïcité” (laïcité ouverte) is 
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also something that did not exist in 1905. But above all, what is most significant is the 
fact that laïcité has come to define French national identity (laïcité identitaire). 

Originally, French laïcité was formed in a context where Catholicism was 
criticized for its clericalism, and it was politically left-wing. However, after the 
1980s when the enmity between the left and the right was alleviated, it became more 
permissible for the right to advocate laïcité too. To some this attitude shows a double-
standard of maintaining a favourable relation with the Catholics in France and treating 
the religions of immigrants, especially Islam, more severely. There is a case in which 
the hard right-wing and the right-wing extremists advocate laïcité as the case of 
Marine Le Pen, whereby justifying their anti-immigrant, anti-Muslim discourses. 

The problem is that this type of laïcité as national identity, if not as instrument 
of islamophobia, is publicised through media in France and abroad. When France is 
seen from outside, this dominant image has taken over the original and fundamental 
French laïcité which is more diverse in its meaning. The current situation is that 
laïcité through the media (laïcité médiatique) seems to overpower laïcité of the law 
(laïcité juridique). However, if we were to reflect on the1905 law, it clearly states 
that it protects the freedoms of conscience and worship. The word “protect” is a very 
strong word. We can interpret the separation stated in the second article as a means 
to secure these freedoms. But looking at the recent situation, it is more likely that the 
separation and the neutrality of the State has become an end in itself.

Conclusive remarks

In January 2015, after the Charlie Hebdo attack followed by huge national 
manifestations. Prime Minister Manel Valls, in the assembly, pronounced the 
importance of laïcité as a leading value of the Republic, stating that this is what 
guarantees the nation’s cohesiveness and tolerance. He then said that “the only issue 
which matters [in education] is laïcité, laïcité, laïcité!!,” repeating the word three 
times. “This is central to the Republic and therefore schools!” 

“Laïcité is the possibility of believing or not believing, he continues: 
in the face of the attack we’ve experienced, France must fight more than 
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ever for education about these fundamental values. This is another aspect 
of our response to these attacks. Let’s proudly parade this principle, since 
we’ve been attacked because of laïcité and because of the laws we’ve passed 
banning religious symbols in schools and prohibiting the wearing of the 
full veil. Let’s defend these laws, because they must help us become even 
stronger!” (Valls, 2015)

Minister of Education Vallaud-Belkacem also put forward a policy that reinforces 
the education based on laïcité. The fact is that for France there is probably no other 
choice but to re-emphasise laïcité. The questions is, what kind of laïcité would that 
be? Is this warlike laïcité really effective? Doesn’t it end up being counterproductive?

I have tried to show in this article several aspects of laïcité, including its religious 
dimensions. Despite of, or because of, its critical attitude towards clericalism, the 
secular moral education of the Third Republic has religious elements in that it was 
embedded in the French spiritualism’s tradition and played a similar role of what the 
religion had once played. I also presented diverse ideas of laïcité when the 1905 law 
was enacted. Combes tried to maintain the system of Concordat in order to control the 
monks, before envisaging a radical separation even without guaranteeing the liberty 
of conscience. The law which was adopted at the time was a liberal law of Briand, 
Jaurès and Pressensé that would allow not only citizens to choose whether to have 
their own faith or not, but also the Catholic Church to maintain its hierarchical order. 
Although the Catholic Church’s reaction was tense at that time, it ended up adhering 
to the principle of laïcité throughout the history of the 20th century. That is why the 
separation of churches and state and the latter’s neutrality are now foregrounded, and 
this laïcité seems to characterise today’s French national identity. If this kind of laïcité 
were to be worshiped as the absolute, then, it will lead to the deification of laïcité, 
consequently making it into something resembling religion. What is now required 
is to dig up the historical roots of laïcité which is more diverse, and to embody this 
republican principle of coexistence in a liberal way, so that we can adequately apply it 
to our social and cultural context, despite of its difficulty.



15

Laïcité in Late Ninetenth-Century France and Its Significance Today

［Acknowledgement］

This essay is based on a lecture given at Santander International Summer School entitled “What 
is Caesar’s, what is God’s: A Transcultural Perspective on the Legitimation of the Political and 
Religious Spheres” which took place at Kyoto University (March 2015). I would like to express 
my special thanks to Associate Professor Orion Klautau of Tohoku University, who was then a 
member of Centre for East Asian Studies of Heidelberg University. This research was sponsored 
by JSPS Kakenhi (Grant-in-Aid for Young Scientists (B)), Grant Number 24770022.

［Notes］

1 In Germany, after heated debates in 2000s, many Lands, or federal states, enacted their 
unique laws banning teachers’ headscarves, while tolerating students’. From this, German 
laws can seem to be more tolerant than French counterparts, but as Christian Joppke points 
out, Germany’s “nationalism untouched by universalistic impulse” (2009:119) allowed 
certain religious believers to wear their symbols. For example, in Germany, Christian and 
Jewish symbols are exempted. 

2 This is what I tried to argue in my doctoral thesis (Date, 2007=2010). In this article, I would 
like to elaborate on how laïcité contains religious elements.  

3 As for Judaism, the worship was recognized in 1808, but it was after the July Revolution in 
1830 that rabbis received stipends from the state. 

4 Maurice Larkin’s Church and State after the Dreyfus Affair (1974) was translated into 
French in 2004 (L’Église et l’État en France. 1905 : la crise de la Séparation).

5 Prior to this, Jaurès secretly came into contact with Monarchiste members of National 
Assembly such as Denys Cochin or Mgr Fuzet, and tried to find out the conditions with 
which Catholics were willing to accept the law.

6 Louis Méjan, a Protestant high official believes this passage to be written by Jaurès (Mayeur, 
1991: 51).
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