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A FRAGILE FRENCH REPUBLIC 
Laïcité, a project of social cohesion and a key component of citizenship,  

cannot by itself fix social and political problems 
 The recent series of terrorist attacks have come at the worst possible time for France. For months, the 
country has been struggling with a surge in COVID-19 cases. The recent lockdown, with its onerous paperwork 
requirements and sharp restrictions on everyday life, has been greeted with a weary shrug by most French 
people. This time, they know what to expect. 
 It is much the same with the spectre of terrorism, which has been around for far longer than COVID-
19. The French have become grimly accustomed to watching news reports about attacks committed against 
French citizens in the name of Islam. 
 Even the media carousel has become familiar. There is footage of the crime scene, cordoned off, with 
the flashing lights of police cars and ambulances. This is followed by a brief period of uncertainty about the 
cause or the perpetrators, usually accompanied by the sombre faces of politicians. Finally, as information 
starts to trickle out, the emotions flood in, the chat shows light up, and the public pronouncements begin. 
 
The symbol of Samuel Paty 
 Yet, despite the predictable storyline, all but the most cynical observers were taken aback by the 
assassination of the schoolteacher Samuel Paty. Ambushed and beheaded on October 16, 2020 in a leafy, 
genteel distant suburb of Paris, Paty stood accused by his assailant of having violated the long-standing Muslim 
tradition that prohibits representations of the Prophet Muhammad. 
 The attacker was an 18-year-old Chechen refugee who lived 80 kilometres from the scene of the 
attack. He had heard on social media that Paty had shown in class some of the cartoons of the Prophet 
Muhammad, which were published by the French satirical magazine Charlie Hebdo in 2011 and 2012. 
 More than five years after the first, devastating attack on Charlie Hebdo’s office in January 2015 — and 
with the perpetrators currently standing trial — Paty’s assassination was designed to shock the French public 
and produce a reaction across the Muslim world by reigniting a culture war that had begun to fade in the wake 
of the COVID-19 crisis. 
 But the symbolism went further than spectacular violence. Paty was a history and geography teacher 
in a French state school. His job, like mine, was to teach young people about the importance of the past. He 
was leading a class on free speech. By all accounts, he was careful and sensitive in the way he presented his 
material, including the cartoons in Charlie Hebdo. He was doing what every good teacher does: pushing his 
students to think differently about the world around them. 
 Paty, then, was anything but exceptional. Every person who has attended a French school in the past 
century or more has had a history and geography teacher like him. He was — quite literally — a symbol of the 
everyday life of France. 
 
Schools and secularism 
 The powerful reaction to Paty’s assassination was not simply a reflection of the fact that everyone 
could identify with him. It also had to do with his profession. Since the start of the Third Republic in 1870, 
teachers have been at the forefront of the French state’s mission to unify its diverse population. 
 In the late 19th and early 20th centuries, state school teachers were responsible for converting young 
people in rural France away from the heavy hand of Catholic dogma, and they spearheaded efforts to 
“educate” and “civilise” indigenous peoples in the French colonies. In recent decades, teachers have been 
charged with trying to “integrate” France’s myriad ethnic minority communities. They are seen — and often 
see themselves — as engines of social unity in a notoriously divided country. 
 Of the many things that teachers are expected to do, one of the most important is to embody the 
principles of laïcité. Often translated as ‘secularism’, laïcité is better understood as a project of social cohesion 
and a key component of French citizenship. It encompasses not simply the formal separation of Church and 



 

2 

 

DAILY VOCAB DIGESTIVE (8th-JAN-2021) 

 1441, Opp. IOCL Petrol Pump, CRPF Square, Bhubaneswar-750015 

Ph. : 8093556677, 9040456677, Web :www.vanik.org, E-mail : vanikbbsr@gmail.com 
 

 

State, but also the evacuation of religious values from the public space and their replacement with secular 
values such as liberty, equality, and fraternity. 
 Traditionally, teachers have seen laïcité as a progressive idea. But its meaning in contemporary France 
no longer always matches the lofty principles that underpin it. Indeed, for many people today, laïcité is mainly 
about Islam. 
 This reflects France’s recent history. The decolonisation of the French colonies in Africa in the 1950s 
and 1960s brought the problem of Islam into sharp focus, as the French tried and failed to manage Muslims in 
unprecedented numbers. Subsequently, France was the site of violence that spilled over from the Algerian Civil 
War in the 1990s. Around the same time, it also experienced a series of public controversies over the wearing 
of the hijab in state schools and other public places, often spurred on by a far-right party committed to the 
stigmatisation of immigrants and Muslims. 
 These factors hardened attitudes towards both Islam and laïcité. While it once was a bulwark against 
Catholic obscurantism, laïcité also came to be used as a rhetorical tool against French Muslims. France 
thereafter became a prime target in the new wave of global Islamist violence that took off in the early 2010s. 
 
Compromise or conflict 
 So how should France respond to the ongoing threat of terrorist attacks in the name of Islam? 
 One way would be to compromise. This would involve acknowledging that laïcité alone cannot fix the 
country’s social and political problems. It would also require the French state to recognise that France has — 
almost without realising it — become part of the Muslim world. It cannot stand apart from conflicts over 
religious practice that have affected countries with much larger Muslim populations, from Morocco to 
Indonesia. 
 Another way would be to double down on French “values”. This is the path that President Emmanuel 
Macron has chosen. He and his cabinet have spent a lot of time in recent weeks emphasising the importance of 
laïcité and denouncing all those who are seen to threaten it. In the light of the most recent attack on a church 
in Nice — committed by a young Tunisian man who seems to have travelled to France for this express purpose 
— such a defensive posture makes sense. 
 But Mr. Macron’s strategy is a risky one. For a start, it is almost guaranteed to elicit a hostile response 
from leaders of Muslim-majority countries, many of whom are keen to find an international issue that can 
distract from their own domestic problems. 
 More than that, however, the continuous invocation of laïcité risks eroding its meaning. Since the late 
19th century, laïcité has been used to integrate different social and religious minorities into the national 
community, but it has taken on a more exclusionary and anti-Muslim quality in recent years. Paradoxically, this 
has made it hard for the very people whose job it is to teach these values — people like the late Samuel Paty. 
In his case, a genuine commitment to freedom of expression — an essential part of laïcité — was manipulated 
by his attacker to make it appear as if he was intent on pursuing an anti-Muslim agenda. 
 So, while it might seem like a good strategy to use the idea of laïcité as a shield against an amorphous 
Muslim threat, the danger is that this will strip it of its most positive elements and render it useless as an 
instrument of social integration. That, more than any terror attack, would be a tragedy for all French people — 
Muslim or not. 

Meanings of Difficult Words: 
 
 fragile (adjective) – easily broken/destroyed, 

weak, risky, unreliable, insecure. 
 Laïcité (noun) – French word literally meaning 

“secularity” (the state of being unrelated/neutral 
with respect to religion); secularism. 

 cohesion (noun) – connection, linkage, bond. 
 surge (noun) – sudden increase, rise, growth. 

 onerous (adjective) – burdensome, difficult, 
tough, troublesome, stressful. 

 paperwork (noun) – official procedure/ 
documentation, rule, regulation. 

 greet (verb) – receive, acknowledge, respond to, 
react to. 

 weary (adjective) – tired of, fed up with, sick 
of/jaded by. 
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 shrug (noun) – an act of shrugging one’s 
shoulders as a sign of disregarding/dismissing 
something. 

 spectre (noun) – prospect or possibility that 
something unpleasant might happen; threat, 
menace, danger/peril. 

 grimly (adverb) – seriously, gloomily, 
depressingly, threateningly. 

 accustom to (verb) – adjust, accommodate, 
adopt. 

 carousel (noun) – a format that tells a story 
through multiple images and videos in a single 
unit. 

 cordon off (phrasal verb) – to close off an area to 
prevent people/vehicle from entering it; seal off, 
fence off, shut off, isolate. 

 uncertainty (noun) – unpredictability, 
unreliability, riskiness/precariousness. 

 perpetrator (noun) – someone who does 
immoral, harmful and illegal activity; offender, 
criminal, wrongdoer/evil-doer, culprit. 

 accompany (verb) – occur with, be present with, 
coincide with, coexist with. 

 sombre (adjective) – serious, stern, grim. 
 trickle (verb) – come gradually, occur slowly. 
 pronouncement (noun) – announcement, 

proclamation, formal statement. 
 cynical (adjective) – sceptical, doubtful, 

distrustful. 
 take aback (phrasal verb) – surprise, shock, stun, 

astonish. 
 assassination (noun) – murder, killing. 
 ambush (verb) – attack by surprise. 
 behead (verb) – cut off the head of, decapitate, 

to remove the head of. 
 genteel (adjective) – correct, well mannered, 

respectable, civilized. 
 suburb (noun) – outlying district, residential 

area, outskirts. 
 assailant (noun) – attacker. 
 long-standing (adjective) – long-established, 

deep-rooted, fixed, persistent, continuing (for a 
long time). 

 prophet (noun) – a person who is believed to be 
sent by God to Earth (to say the things that God 
wants to tell people). 

 satirical (adjective) – mocking, ironic, 
sarcastic/ridiculing. 

 devastating (adjective) – destructive, ruinous, 
disastrous. 

 stand trial (phrase) – to be brought to a court of 
law (in order to hear, investigate & pass 
judgement on). 

 design (verb) – originate, create, plan, formulate, 
think up. 

 reignite (verb) – evoke, call up, rekindle, stir. 
 in the wake of (phrase) – as a result of some 

event, especially an unpleasant one; in the 
aftermath of, as a consequence of, on account 
of, because of, owing to. 

 symbolism (noun) – representation of 
ideas/qualities. 

 spectacular (adjective) – striking, noticeable. 
 by all accounts (phrase) – supposedly, 

apparently, seemingly. 
 exceptional (adjective) – outstanding, 

extraordinary, remarkable.  
 secularism (noun) – the belief that religion 

should not have a strong influence in education 
or other public parts of society. 

 reflection (noun) – indication, display, 
demonstration. 

 forefront (noun) – fore, front, front line. 
 at/in/to the forefront of (phrase) – be in a 

leading/front/important position in an important 
activity; spearhead, van guard, front line, leading 
position. 

 diverse (adjective) – including people from a 
range of different social and ethnic backgrounds. 

 heavy hand (noun) – oppression, suppression, 
repression. 

 dogma (noun) – principle, rule, tenet. 
 spearhead (verb) – lead, head (an 

movement/protest); be in the forefront of. 
 civilise (verb) – enlighten, edify, educate, 

instruct. 
 indigenous (adjective) – native/local, domestic. 
 decade (noun) – a period of ten years. 
 myriad (adjective) – a great number, countless, 

various. 
 ethnic (adjective) – relating to a population 

subgroup (cultural, national, traditional/folk) 
with a common national or cultural tradition. 

 notoriously (adverb) – infamously, ill-reputedly, 
ill-famedly, noticeably (with a bad quality). 

 embody (verb) – include, incorporate, 
encompass, integrate. 

 encompass (verb) – include, subsume, 
incorporate. 
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 evacuation (noun) – departure, withdrawal, 
retreat; abandonment. 

 liberty (noun) – freedom, independence. 
 fraternity (noun) – brotherhood, solidarity, 

union, mutual support, friendship. 
 equality (noun) – fairness, justness, impartiality. 
 progressive (adjective) – forward-looking, 

forward-thinking, dynamic, advanced. 
 contemporary (adjective) – modern, present-

day. 
 lofty (adjective) – noble, high, elevated, worthy. 
 underpin (verb) – support, strengthen, fortify, 

buttress. 
 indeed (adverb) – in fact, actually. 
 reflect (verb) – indicate, show, reveal, exhibit. 
 decolonisation (noun) – the process of releasing 

a state/country (from a colony) to have 
autonomy and outright independence from the 
colonial rulers. 

 unprecedented (adjective) – not done or 
experienced before. 

 subsequently (adverb) – afterwards, later on, 
eventually. 

 hijab (noun) – a head covering, generally a veil or 
a scarf, worn in public by some Muslim women. 

 spur (verb) – motivate, stimulate, encourage, 
urge, galvanize. 

 far-right (adjective) – relating to the extreme 
right wing of a political party or group; extremely 
conservative, rightist. 

 stigmatisation (noun) – accusation, cursing, 
denouncement, discredit/dishonor, 
disparagement. 

 immigrant (noun) – non-native, foreigner, 
migrant. 

 harden (verb) – toughen, make tough; stiffen. 
 bulwark (noun) – protector, guard, supporter. 
 obscurantism (noun) – deliberate obscurity 

(non-recognition) of something true/facts. 

 rhetorical (adjective) – relating to the art of 
speaking or writing effectively & persuasively or 
impressively (but, often lacking substance); 
oratorical, overblown, extravagant, bombastic. 

 take off (phrasal verb) – remove, discard, divest 
oneself of, shrug off. 

 compromise (noun) – agreement, deal, 
understanding, settlement. 

 acknowledge (verb) – admit, accept, realize. 
 double down (phrasal verb) – to be more firm & 

resolute on something (decided) even if that 
might be a risky choice; to double or increase a 
risk involved in doing something. 

 denounce (verb) – condemn, criticize, censure. 
 in the light of (phrase) – considering, taking into 

account, keeping in mind. 
 express (adjective) – sole, specific, particular. 
 for a start (phrase) – in the first place. 
 elicit (verb) – obtain, bring forth, bring out, 

extract, evoke. 
 hostile (adjective) – opposed, inimical, averse, 

unsympathetic. 
 invocation (noun) – citation, mention, calling on. 
 erode (verb) – undermine, weaken, destroy, 

spoil gradually. 
 exclusionary (adjective) – alienating, isolating, 

separating out/sorting out, segregating. 
 paradoxically (adverb) – contradictorily, 

inconsistently, incongruously. 
 manipulate (verb) – misrepresent, falsify, distort. 
 pursue (verb) – engage in, conduct, follow. 
 amorphous (adjective) – unstructured, 

indeterminate, formless/vague. 
 strip of (verb) – dispossess, deprive, 

deny/remove, take away from (rank, power, 
etc.). 

 render (verb) – make, cause to be, cause to 
become. 

 instrument (noun) – mechanism, apparatus, 
system, means (to achieve/attain something). 

 


