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January30,2004

TheHonorableJean-LouisDebr~
PresidentoftheNationalAssembly
126,ruedel’Universit~
75355Paris07 SP
France

DearMr. Debr~:

We write todayto respectfullyexpressourconcernover theproposedlegislationbanning
“obvious” religious symbolsin Frenchpublic schools,asthe prohibitionwill infringe on basic
freedomsof expressionandreligious liberty. In ourview, currentefforts to protectsecularism
(laYcit~) appearto unduly infringeon otherfundamentalfreedomsandrights. In light ofFrance’s
commitmentsasa foundingmemberin the Organizationfor SecurityandCooperationin Europe
(OSCE),theproposedbarFappearsirreconcilablewith obligationsto protectreligiousliberty and
freedomof expression,andwe thereforeaskthatit notbepassed.

We recognizethatFrenchcitizensenjoyameasureoffreedomthat is theenvyofaspiring
democraciesaroundtheglobe.However,PresidentJacquesChirac’sproposalfrom thefindings of
the Stasi Commissionto ban “obvious” religious symbolslike scarves,yarmulkesand “large
crosses”from public schoolsis causeforconcern.Consideringthediversityofreligiousbeliefs,it
is unclearhowschoolauthoritieswill determinewhatis areligioussymbol. Recentstatementsby
EducationMinisterLucFerryaboutbanning“religious”bandanasorbeardsillustratethedifficulty
ofregulatingthis arena. We urge yourgovernmentto fully respectthe right of individuals to
practicetheirreligionin keepingwithOSCEprinciples— including throughthewearingofoutward
articlesoftheirfaith — without sufferingdiscriminationorpenalty.

We havebeenimpressedwith therobustefforts takenby yourgovernmentto combatanti-
Semitism. Efforts by InteriorMinisterNicolasSarkozyto reachout to Francess sizableMuslim
populationarecommendable,includingtheestablishmenttheFrenchCouncil oftheMuslim Faith
(CFCM). However,we fear thatanyoutright banon religioussymbolslike headscarfswill force
someyoung womento withdraw from public schools,addingto their senseof separationfrom
Frenchsociety,marginalizingthemfurther from theoverallpopulation.Similarpoliciesastheone
proposedfor Francehaveprovenlargelycounterproductiveelsewhere.MembersoftheHelsinki
Commissionhaveraisedsimilar concernsin Turkey, anotherOSCEparticipatingStateandEU
aspirant.
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RememberingFrance’slongtraditionofrespectforhumanrightsandleadershipinpromoting
individual freedom,we respectfullyurge you to work within the National Assemblyto prevent
passageofanylegislationbanningreligioussymbolsin public schools.

Sincerely,

BenjaminL. Cardin,M.C.
RankingMember

h R Pitts,M.C.
missioner

cc:

ChristopherH. Smith,M.C.
Chairman

Mr. MichelVoisin
HeadoftheFrenchDelegationto the OSCEParliamentaryAssembly

His ExcellencyJean-DavidLevitte
FrenchAmbassadorto theUnitedStates


