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Sunday morning, green fields in the northern region of France, known as Picardy. It is the end of 
winter and the beginning of spring is in sight. Despite its chilling weather, the French 
countryside provides a wealth of quaint warmth that is archetypical of Europe. This countryside 
in particular is a canvas of historical vibrancy. Monarchs of old have ruled these lands, the touch 
of the World Wars are still deep seated, and Catholicism has left its imprint here. In almost every 
city, a church adorns the center. In fact, there are over forty thousand in France.

There are only two thousand mosques. 

Those two thousand mosques serve five million Muslims in the entirety of France. So that is 
twenty-five hundred Muslims for every mosque.

 Muslims make up about 8% of the total French population. That number may seem small, but its 
significance is quite large. Rising social as well as political tensions regarding Muslims and the 
religion of Islam have taken center stage in world affairs. The aftermath of WWII propelled the 
Muslim world into the modern era.The Arab Spring set the tone for western relations with the 
Arab world. Much recently, 9/11 has induced the outbreak of terrorism. 

All this, with Islam at the center of it all. The religion of peace has been linked with acts of 
terror. Its legitimacy has been questioned since its founding. The Arab stage where Islam is 
predominant is in a seemingly constant state of conflict. For a religion that associates itself with 
the widely followed Abrahamic tradition, it is quite controversial. 

A Brief Overview

Its influence, presence, and current state, however, can be most accurately assessed in Europe. 
More specifically, the nation of France. 

These two cultures have been in contact for quite some time. The Battle of Tours saw the defeat 
of the Muslim Moors against the Franks (the equivalent of modern day French), led by Charles 
Martel in 732. If it was not for the Frankish victory, Europe may have been predominantly 
Islamic. 

Europe has strong roots in Christianity and more especially in Catholicism. France as well, 
having many religiously-influenced rulers and practices. After most of the pagan deities had 

 



stopped being worshipped by the Anglo-Saxons, Greeks, Romans, and that like, Christianity had 
became the dominant religion in Europe. In fact, Christianity has not ever once lost its foothold 
in Europe. This is due in part to the overtly strong presence of the Catholic Church. The Church 
itself was not just a religious symbol, it was powerful state-like institution.  

If it were not for the Church, Europe – and France – would not be what it is, for better or worse. 

Much like Europe, Arabia has led a similar legacy. In a sea of pagan gods, the prophet 
Mohammad had began to spread the “last message of God” to the Arab world. The illiterate 
messenger had inadvertently changed the status quo. But not just for Arabia. The prophet was, in 
the Islamic faith, the last messenger of the Abrahamic tradition.  Despite changing the religious 
and spiritual qualities of the medieval Middle East, Islamic influence had changed the political 
and social landscapes as well. The barbarous times of before were slowly being replaced by the 
modernistic spiritual traditions of Islam.

These two faiths are quite similar; both have spawned cultural revolutions and had revitalized 
their respective regions. Yet Islam today is quite different compared to its European counterpart. 
In France, political turmoil concerning Muslims has been on the rise. All across Europe claims of 
Islamophobia increase. All the while, Catholicism is on the decline. According to a 2011 survey 
conducted in 2011, only 45% of French are Christian. In 1965, this number was about 80%. In a 
survey conducted in Gay-Lussac, a high school in the Picardy region of France, earlier this year, 
less than half of the lycee’s seniors even admitted to having an affiliation with any religion. 

Islam, in particular, was not mentioned. 

A View into Another World

March, 2014. For a brief two week stay, I had visited the Picardy region of France. It is in the 
north of France. Naturally, it was cold. The major city within the region is Amiens. It’s a college 
town quite akin to Norman or Stillwater, Oklahoma. A beautiful Roman cathedral lies within the 
center of Amiens. But Amiens is not large like Paris – most cities are not as large as Paris. 
Scattered around the region’s capital are smaller cities, such as St. Quentin, and many villages (a 
petite village called “Autreville” comes to mind) sprinkled throughout. Chauny is one of those 
cities.

Upon arriving in Chauny on a cozy Sunday with my first host family, a French-Muslim family, 
the mother and youngest daughter, the first thing I notice is the architecture, post-WWI. France 
revels in its history. The other thing I notice is a person. It’s a man in his thirties, carrying a 
baguette, wearing something like a beret, and smoking a pipe. Stereotypes are stereotypes for a 
reason I suppose. However, something even larger gained my attention. While approaching Gay-

 



Lussac one wouldn’t think it was a lycee. It’s in the heart of Chauny and looks like a building 
like every other. However, a slightly worn sign sits in the front signifying the purpose of this mix 
of buildings. The lycee is gated in two areas, the north and south entrances. The south is the front 
entrance and has an interesting magnetic lock. All a student must do is place their school-issued 
ID card into a square opening and the gate opens. This square opening was slightly closed, and 
on it was a paper sign that read:

Burka’s, Mosques, enough!

That was my first impression.

The sign had obviously been there for quite some time. The next day, it was gone. Now of course 
this wasn’t a real representation of Gay-Lussac, or France for that matter. But it does point to 
some interesting dynamics between the native “French”, Muslims, and the French government. 

The French and Muslim Cultures

Equality, Liberty, Fraternity

This is the undisputable motto of the French republic. It oozes all the nationalism, tenacity, and 
free-thought that the French are popular for, it did originate from the French Revolution anyhow. 
Not to be cliché – or offensive – in the slightest, the French culture regularly embodies these 
three words. The French are perhaps some of the most patriotic people in the world. 

With that being said, the French culture leans towards the collectivist mindset. Yet individualistic 
qualities are to be found in this seemingly collectivist society. Although beliefs are often heavy 
and strongly opinionated, they are never spoken in casual company. A person may have an open 
personality, but may not being all too revealing on topics such as politics and religion. Beliefs 
too go the gamut, politically, socially, and perhaps religiously. I met a French royalist in my time, 
a socialist, even a capitalist. Whatever opinion a francophone holds, they are almost always very 
strong. The French do also hold their traditions strongly. Breakfast, lunch, and dinner are not just 
highly revered traditions; it is almost like a ritual. Family is an important facet in the French 
culture. This is much like the Muslim culture. 

Muslim culture is somewhat hard to pinpoint. But we shall divide it into two groups: traditional 
and conservative. These cultures largely rely on the socieo-economic background of a muslim 
family. For example, a family based out of a region that promotes Sharia Law will typically be 
traditionalist and orthodox. Usually, this type will have very set views that never waver. The 
other type is slightly more grounded in tenacity. Usually, this group comes from a good 
background, still has set views, but is usually a bit more open in several areas. However, these 

 



are fairly large generalizations. My time in France did in fact reveal to me recurring traits in 
French-Muslims.

Muslims in France and the United States

As stated earlier, Muslims make up about 8% of the total French population whereas they make 
up about 0.8% (or 27.5 million roughly) of the total American population. 

French Muslims seem to be more numerous due to French colonization. American Muslims, 
however, still had a length history with the U.S. Some were Africa slaves. More recently, muslim 
immigration in American has grown within the past twenty years.

Muslim American communities are quite numerous. Large societies like Dearborn, Michigan are 
prosperous and highly functioning societies. Muslims constitute the third largest religious group 
in America as well. Their numbers are projected to double within a decade. Although Muslims 
are not highly active in politics, there are many organizations such as CAIR.

In France, Muslim communities vary greatly. In my time in France, I did not a Muslim 
community except in Paris. There, female Muslims were gathered around the city’s bustling 
centers for activism. I believe it was donations for the deaf. On the other hand, Muslim “gypsies” 
patrolled the street, panhandling.

I saw two gypsies at the entrance and exits of Sacred Heart. The woman near the exit sat in the 
blistering heat, half blind, and looked solemnly across the Parisian buildings. I had asked her 
why she sat there and did what she did.

“Pour mes enfants,” she had said.

Whether she or the other gypsies were con artists I do not know. Regardless, they were 
unequivocally different from every other Muslim I’ve seen. 

Muslims in Picardy 

If Muslims in France have an understated presence, then they are virtually nonexistent in 
Picardy. Of course there are Muslims in Picardy but a strong community was nowhere to be 
found. The first host family I stayed with was Muslim, however. They did not eat pork, yet only 
the father prayed. The mother was not Muslim, her daughter seemingly undecided. This was not 
a poor family either. The father is a doctor, the mother a teacher, and the daughter a promising 
student. The family’s other two daughters are currently at university or studying abroad. 

It was a normal family.

 



I did not meet many more Muslims after this family. But from what I’ve had observed, the 
Muslim communities in Picardy were quiet. At Gay-Lussac, any indication of a student’s 
religious beliefs was unseen. Talking to several young Muslim girls, it came as a shock to upon 
realizing that they were in fact Muslim. They did not talk about their religion, they did not desire 
to. Some even feared to.

I talked to a woman in Reims – which is not in Picardy – and she refused to talk about it all. I 
was later told by her friend whom I had interviewed that the woman feared to be reprimanded by 
her mother. The woman was between 19-21 years old, she attended university by herself, free 
from her mother’s view, yet she still had fear. 

This was a trend in most whom I have interviewed. 

I was able to talk to another college aged Muslim girl who had this to say about French Muslims.

“There are three types of Muslims: people who don’t practice, conservatives, and white French 
radicals.”

I’ve had seen “liberal” Muslims, traditionalists, but not “white French radicals” in Picardy. But it 
is to say, Muslims are not only Arabs contrary to popular belief. 

Regardless, Muslims are ordinary people. They are activists, mothers, fathers, sons, soldiers, 
policemen, doctors, and of course people. In Picardy, this is especially. Even though Muslims 
have a soft presence, they are still there. A silent minority in the region. 

But why do they seem to be targeted?

In Chauny a couple of years ago, a Muslim man was violently attacked by several neo-nazis – in 
Reims alone there are two thousand skinhands, according to local young political activist 
Charlotte Brocheton. 

These attacks are rising in frightening numbers. What is the cause of these attacks?

Fear.

Terrorism

Extremist Islamic activity has been on the rise in the western world. With that, tensions naturally 
rise. But are terrorist sects and radical ideologies the norm?In reality, this is not the case. 
However, a large mix of historical and political factors could point to a cause for this unsettling 
trend. 

 



Before the World Wars, the majority of North Africa was colonized by the French. As with any 
case of colonization the indigenous people were oppressed. These people were used as manual 
labor and even later as soldiers. The end of World War I, however, socially and politically 
stonewalled the Middle East. Britain and France primarily distorted the Middle East into the two 
European powers’ desired geographical divisions. Naturally this was considered unnatural for the 
Middle Eastern people. This, combined with the creation of Israel and other unresolved conflicts, 
led to tense, belligerent, and confusing state for the Middle East politically, socially, and 
geographical. 

The World Wars were simply a condemnation for the Middle East, an unearned sentence that still 
plagues the region a century afterward. 

Because of this is why we have terrorism. Not entirely the reason, but one of the main causes. It 
is also due to greed for money, political power, and even pure insanity. It is also because of fear, 
fear of something different, fear of the unknown, fear of change. 

For a region that is violent – bred by violence – does that mean its culture and main religion is as 
well?

Islamophobia

“A hatred or fear of Islam or Muslims, especially when feared as a political force.”

France, the United States, the entirety of the Western World has been accused of this at some 
point or another – and they vehemently deny it. After 9/11, accusations of this have increased 
tenfold. 

“At elections there are Christians, no problem. There are Muslims, problems,” states Florentine 
Brocheton. “Ideally, there is no problem. But since we are in an economic crisis, the [French] 
forget their ideals.”

In the early 2000s, western economies had started to decline. Wars in the Middle East and 
numerous other factors are at the cause for this. With Terrorism on the rise, political and 
economic aspects of western nations became at odds with each other. Muslim and immigrant 
populations came under scrutiny. But unlike the ignorant yet fairly harmless Mexican blame in 
the States, Muslim blame takes it to a whole other level. 

In an interview with Telegraph, French football player Samir Nasri said, “French people turned 
against the Muslims. That is a little bit scary. Ten to fifteen years ago, it wasn’t like this. I don’t 
like the way the mentality is in France now.”

 



It seems conventional “French” and French Muslims are at odds with each other. The “poor, 
ignorant” French are belligerent towards Muslims, and thus they are draw in by the Front 
National. Meanwhile, French Muslims are becoming increasingly frustrated which in some cases 
draws them into extremist promises of resolution. 

This socio-political quagmire is breeding a battle of ideologies and ignorance on both sides in 
France. Whether the French government and culture facilitates this is an entirely other question; 
a morally grey one, undeterminable, yet potentially devastating. 

One thing is for certain, it is the people with irrationality that cause this. Perhaps it is fear of 
unending poverty, of continuous hostilities, or uncertain change.

“The majority of French are not racist; they are tolerant. France is a country of immigrants,” 
concludes Brocheton. 

So what is Islam’s role?

What is this religion of so-called peace? Is it blasphemous? Is it violent? Is it irresolute servitude, 
submission to a “dirty Arab” God? All of those questions are unequivocally ignorant – not to 
mention offensive. But they do reveal an unnerving fact, people can be hateful. 

But no, Islam is not hateful. It is not violent. It is, technically, the “religion of peace.” Its 
intention and purpose like almost every other religion, Abrhamic or not, is to worship God and 
promote a functioning, prosperous society. 

But yes – there are anomalies. There are extremist acts, violence, and turbulence. This is not the 
fault of Islam or even Muslims. It’s the fault of nations, peoples, leaders, mistakes, ignorance, 
fear. That is not to justify those actions whatsoever. But perhaps why Islam, Muslims, and 
Islamic-influenced regions are the topics of controversy, adversity, and ignorance is because of, 
once again, fear. Fear of realizing the region has been molested by foreign powers, fear of 
differences, fear of realizing actions and consequences.

Islam, Muslims are not nor ever will be the enemy. Islam has sparked cultural revolutions, 
influenced the successes of great civilizations, birthed innovators and innovations. Muslims are 
doctors, wives, husbands, fathers, mothers, activist, normal people.

The only difference is, they believe in something you probably don’t. 

 


