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DOES FRENCH CULTURE HAVE A FUTURE?
by

Pierre Manent

8 . 1 . 16

This interview of Pierre Manent, former director of studies at the École des Hautes Études en Sciences Sociales in

Paris, was conducted by the newspaper Il Foglio in the wake of the ISIS murder of Fr. Jacques Hamel.

Il Foglio

What do you think and feel about the recent attack at a French church? No priest had been killed in odium

�dei (out of hatred for the faith) since the Second World War.

Pierre Manent

Imagine this scene: a mid-week mass, an almost empty church, two parishioners, three nuns, a very old

priest with a mild, �ne face who is immolated at the foot of the altar on which he has just celebrated the

memorial of Christ’s sacri�ce. This heart-wrenching scene sheds light on the state of Christianity in

Europe. The Catholic Church lives from the faith and zeal of a few, old and young. It is the object of hatred

with two faces: the cold and hissing hatred, the contempt of the class that speaks and writes; and the

murderous hatred of Muslim fanatics. The French as a human whole do not know what to do with the

Church, what to think or what to say of it. The President of the Republic rushed in to express his sympathy

for “Catholics,” but then immediately changed the subject, since he didn’t know what to say about

Catholics or the Catholic Church. Only the mayor of the little worker’s town, a communist, knew to speak

of “our priest.”

Il Foglio
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France looks exhausted. … What are France’s mistakes, especially those of the elite media and intellectuals,

and what is the nature of its malaise?

Pierre Manent

The French are exhausted, but they are �rst of all perplexed, lost. Things were not supposed to happen this

way. … We had supposedly entered into the �nal stage of democracy where human rights would reign, ever

more rights ever more rigorously observed. We had left behind the age of nations as well as that of

religions, and we would henceforth be free individuals moving frictionless over the surface of the planet. …

And now we see that religious a�liations and other collective attachments not only survive but return with

a particular intensity. Everyone can see and feel this, but how can it be expressed when the only authorized

language is that of individual rights? We have become supremely incapable of seeing what is right before

our eyes. Meanwhile the ruling class, which is not a political but an ideological class, one that commands

not what must be done but what must be said, goes on inde�nitely about “values,” the “values of the

republic,” the “values of democracy,” the “values of Europe.” This class has been largely discredited in the

eyes of citizens, but it occupies all the positions of institutional responsibility, especially in the media, and

nowhere does one �nd groups or individuals who give the impression of understanding what is happening

or of being able to stand up to it. We have no more con�dence in those who lead us than in ourselves. It is

neither an excuse nor a consolation to say it, but the faults of the French are those of Europeans in general.

Il Foglio

Do you think Europe in some way brought this catastrophe on itself?

Pierre Manent

We invite catastrophe by falling for an ideological representation of the world such as the one that is ours

today. We invite catastrophe by sincerely believing that the religious a�liation of a citizen has no political

bearing or e�ect. We invite catastrophe by excluding from authorized debate on Turkey’s possible joining

the European Union the fact that Turkey is a massively Muslim country. We invite catastrophe when we

confuse the obligation to rescue a person who is drowning with that person’s right to become a citizen of
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our country. We invite catastrophe when, in the name of charity or mercy, we require old Christian nations

to open their borders to all who wish to enter.

Il Foglio

Has French culture a future? Has Christianity, caught between Islam and a militant secularism, a future in

France? Will Western civilization continue to sustain Europe, or are we witnessing a slow abandonment of

Western ideals?

Pierre Manent

We do not know when the trumpet will sound. I cannot answer you in the name of some “expertise”; I can

only answer “by hope.” Christian hope is based on faith. I believe that, amid the crumbling of Western

civilization, which has begun, the supernatural character of the Church will become, paradoxically, more

and more visible. The hatred of the world will turn against it more and more clearly. More clearly than ever

the fate of all will depend on the “little �ock” of Christians.

Pierre Manent was director of studies at L’École des Hautes Études en Sciences Sociales, Paris, until his retirement in

2014.

This interview was translated from the French by Ralph Hancock, professor of political science at Brigham Young

University.
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