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Ethnicity in France: Selected Issues 

 

"We always need one. When there's one, that's all right. It's when there are a lot of them 
that there are problems." Brice Hortefeux, Minister of the Interior, Overseas Territories, 
and Territorial Collectivities of France.  

 

In September 2009, during an informal gathering of the Union pour un Mouvement Populaire 
(UMP), the governing party in France, the French Minister of the Interior made the above 
comments in response to his introduction to Amine. Amine, a young party activist of Arab 
origin, was presented as “pork eating and beer drinking” and thus “well integrated” by his white 
colleagues from the UMP. This incident, videotaped by one of the major organs of the national 
press, was widely circulated on the Internet.1 A heated debate ensued over whether the remarks 
should be considered racist, with opponents on the political left calling for the resignation of 
the Minister, and allies on the right denouncing the manipulation and decontextualisation of 
statements made ‘merely’ in jest.  

The point here is not to take a stand on whether the incident reveals anti-Arab sentiments or 
should warrant the departure of Minister Hortefeux. Rather, the intent is to demonstrate the 
underlying assumptions that guide the manner in which many French officials on either side of 
the political spectrum regard individuals belonging to France’s post-colonial minorities. The fact 
that such opinions were voiced by the former head of the controversial Ministry of Immigration, 
Integration, and National Identity (2007-2009) shows the extent to which they epitomise, albeit 
in a caricatured form, the latent fears and dilemmas raised by ethnic and racial diversity in 
contemporary France.   

At a time when it is no longer possible for French society to ignore the discrimination endured 
by its most visible minorities, and when the promotion of ‘diversity’ has become a rallying call 
on both the left and right sides of the political spectrum, it has become necessary for those in 
power to demonstrate their willingness to offer better prospects to individuals of non-European 
origin. Meanwhile, deep-seated stereotypes and the obsessive fear of anything that might 
denote a form of collectivism on the part of ethnic minorities are exacerbated by worsening 
social and economic inequalities and by enforced measures against immigration. Although the 
celebration of France’s diversity has become a gauge of political correctness, the demands 
placed on persons of minority origins to conform to French cultural standards and to prove their 
assimilation have also increased. This places individuals such as the young UMP member Amine 
in the uncomfortable position of having to assume the role of representative of his ‘community’, 
while at the same time demonstrating that he in no way resembles the stereotypes attached to 
this group.   

While the dominant Republican discourse advocates assimilation and equal treatment of French 
citizens of foreign origin, actual institutional practices that target non-European minorities 
often resemble a form of tokenism and an implicit policy of containment and social control 
aimed at real or imagined ethnic communities. Those who are responsible for applying policies 

                                                

1 The video can be viewed at: http://www.dailymotion.com/video/xafxrd_quand-brice-hortefeux-derape_news 
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for integration tend to presume the existence of an actual community of interests and shared 
cultural and religious traits among people of immigrant origin, even when such cohesive ethnic 
communities no longer exist (i.e. among those who have often settled in France two or three 
generations ago). In fact, it is among French citizens of North African descent, the group most 
readily associated with religious and cultural conservatism, that one finds the most widespread 
examples of cultural assimilation and the weakest forms of ethnic solidarity (Tribalat, 1995).  

This paper argues that, rather than applying the colour-blind principle claimed as the ‘heart and 
soul’ of the Republican model, public policy and institutional arrangements regarding the 
treatment of certain groups of citizens, most notably those of North African descent, tend to 
push these groups on the margins of society and to reinforce the stigmas associated with them. 
The aim is to show how, in a diversity of areas ranging from political participation to public 
housing, the dominant Republican discourse on the need to promote individuals rather than 
groups does not withstand the test of sociological enquiry and probe the actual practices of 
those in charge. The fear of communautarisme (a particular French neologism that one could 
translate as ‘voluntary ghettoisation’) is ever-present in the French collective consciousness 
whenever descendants of post-colonial migrants are found to congregate even in limited 
numbers or are ‘too noisy’ in voicing their dissatisfaction with their present condition. At the 
same time, the manner in which French institutions have tended to address issues of diversity, 
minority representation or segregation has invariably been based on a collectivist approach to 
the problem—one which assumes the existence of a distinct ethnic group to be both catered to 
and contained. In this sense, institutional treatments of the ‘immigrant or minority problem’ 
create the very thing that the Republican model of integration ostensibly is intended to combat. 
While encouraging forms of collective identification based on references to limited and 
stereotyped group characteristics, this way of dealing with the minority question also tends at 
best to ignore and at worst to discourage more spontaneous means of political mobilisation 
among immigrants and their descendants.  

 

1. Citizenship rights and ethnic profiling: When principles and practice collide 

In France, nationality acquired by way of naturalisation or through provisions of jus soli (right of 
birth place) is the legal equivalent of inherited or transmitted nationality through provisions of 
jus sanguini (right of blood). The vast majority of people born in France of foreign parents, as 
well as most of those who arrive during childhood or early adolescence, automatically acquire 
French citizenship upon reaching the age of 18. While the actual procedures are rather 
complicated and lengthy for resident foreigners wishing to become French citizens, the 
generous provisions regarding the acquisition of citizenship classify France as third, after 
Belgium and Canada, in proximity to ‘best practices’ on this policy dimension, according to the 
Migration and Integration Policy Index (British Council, 2007). The ideal born of the French 
Revolution, according to which membership in the national community is an issue of voluntary 
embracing of the principles and values of the Republic and not one of inherited cultural or 
ethnic characteristics, has made French citizenship open to individuals of many different origins 
and has contributed to making France a multi-ethnic nation.   

However, the legal status enjoyed by descendants of immigrants and French citizens of older 
stock alike is undermined by the widespread practice of identity checks by the police that are 
aimed disproportionately at young Black and Arab men. Being regularly stopped by the police 
and asked to furnish proof of one’s identity is an experience widely shared by members of 
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minority groups, and particularly among young adults whose style of dress and physical 
appearance convey membership in the broad category of stigmatised urban youth (les jeunes de 
banlieue). A recent study of stop-and-search practices in Paris revealed that Blacks and Arabs 
were six to seven times more likely than Whites to be stopped for routine police identity 
controls (Open Society, 2009). These have become increasingly frequent over the past few years 
with the crackdown on illegal immigration and increased police vigilance against terrorist 
activity. Many incidences of urban rioting have been sparked by routine police controls that 
degenerate into confrontations with local urban youth. Although in most instances, the identity 
controls do not lead to violence and confrontation, the fact that flagrant racial profiling of 
minorities is a standard practice serves to undermine the principle of equal treatment by the 
law regardless of ethnicity.   

 

2. Tokenism as the major form of political participation of minorities in France 

The nomination by Nicolas Sarkozy of three minority women to prominent ministerial positions 
in his government was deemed a daring move at the time of his accent to the presidency. Yet it 
still remains that only 3 of the 555 members of the French National Assembly belong to what 
are known as visible minorities, while only 4 senators—all of them women—of a total of 305 
qualify as visible minorities. At the municipal level, the proportion of deputy mayors belonging 
to visible minorities varies substantially among the major cities, ranging from 17% in Paris, to 
0% in Bordeaux (Keslassy, 2009).  

The distinct over-representation of women among minority politicians is surprising since women 
have been present in very limited numbers in the national representative bodies as well as 
among locally elected officials in France. In 2007, 18.5% of the French National Assembly was 
female, while such was the case for only 16.9% of the Senate. The proportion of women relative 
to men among the limited numbers of elected officials, parliamentary representatives or those 
holding ministerial positions who are of non-European origin is thus particularly high (Keslassy, 
2009). This is probably due at least in part to the fact that men of African or Muslim origin tend 
to be regarded as culturally conservative or as potential delinquents, while women are more 
readily seen as potential ‘victims’ of their communities, and therefore more likely to embrace 
the Republican ideals of equality and individualism.2 Minority women pose less of a ‘threat’ to 
entrenched politicians than their male counterparts in an environment where the competition 
for a limited number of openings is particularly fierce given the tendency for the same 
individuals to occupy multiple responsibilities at the local and national levels. Moreover, recent 
laws encouraging gender equality (parité) requiring that more women appear on election lists 
for a variety of local and national elections, combined with increased pressure for better 
representation of France’s ethnic groups, may well have encouraged the major political parties 
to ‘kill two birds with one stone’ by choosing to include women rather than men of minority 
background.  

The scarcity of individuals of minority origin who hold positions in the French political system is 
not first and foremost linked to reticence on the part of the electorate to vote for such 

                                                

2 See the latest political controversy over the accusations made by representatives of the leading party during the 
recent concerning the supposedly delinquant past of one of the Socialist candidates of African origin. 
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candidates. In a recent poll that asked whether a person would be willing to vote for a 
candidate belonging to a visible minority, the positive response rate reached 85% for legislative 
elections. With regard to a presidential candidate of minority origin, 80% responded positively 
toward a black candidate, 72% for an Asian candidate, and 58% for an Arab candidate 
(Keslassy, 2009).  

The major obstacle to the promotion of minority candidates in politics is the functioning of the 
French political system and the particularly slow turnover rate of its personnel. The major 
parties resist any changes in their modes personnel recruitment that would widen the pool of 
potential candidates and thus pose a threat to those who occupy the very limited number of 
available positions. When minority (or female) candidates are designated, it is most often under 
pressure from public opinion or supra-national organisations (such as the European 
Commission), or for reasons of conformity to the law (such as after the passage in 2000 of a bill 
requiring political parties to ensure parity between men and women on electoral lists). Even 
then, they are likely to be designated as candidates in districts considered to be strongholds of 
the opposition party or, when they are elected or nominated, to occupy positions in non-
strategic areas such as those concerning diversity, youth or family affairs.  

The few individuals of minority origin who do succeed in occupying positions as elected officials 
are seldom representative of their minority constituents who grew up in local working-class 
neighbourhoods. Indeed, they have rarely emerged from local grassroots associations. They are 
often first-generation migrants of relatively privileged backgrounds who immigrated to France 
in order to pursue their higher education. While a form of political activism did emerge around 
the anti-racist Beur movement among second-generation North African youth living in low-
income urban areas during the 1980s and early 1990s, militants from such grassroots 
organisations were seldom given any responsibilities in the local branches of the major political 
parties. While the Socialist party in power at the time encouraged the development of minority-
led national organisations such as SOS Racism in order to counter the xenophobic discourse of 
the National Front, this did not significantly increase the presence of individuals of minority 
origin in the middle and upper echelons of the major political parties. The sense of having been 
betrayed by the Socialist Party who used young adults of Maghrebian origin involved in 
community development during the 1980s and 1990s as agents of control of their turbulent 
younger brothers in order to contain the risk of urban unrest has led to a form of disaffection 
and political apathy among the second and third generations (Masclet, 2003). In this sense 
activism at the local level did not translate into political integration at the national level for 
those belonging to post-colonial minorities. The growing attraction exerted by radical Islamic 
movements, such as the Tabligh or the Salafists, on members of the second and third generation 
living in disadvantaged neighbourhoods is due in part to the disillusion born of the paternalistic 
treatment they and their elders experienced at the hands of the French political elites during 
the previous decades (ICG, 2006).   

In a study carried out in the 1990s on a significant sample of municipal councillors of North 
African origin working in urban areas of high minority concentration, it was noted that they 
were often staunch supporters of secularism, tended to be of privileged background, and were 
frequently first-generation migrants who arrived in France as university students (Geisser, 
1997). The foreign-born members of the more educated classes thus seem more likely to make it 
within the local political apparatus than the home-grown generation of sons and daughters of 
the first generation of migrant workers. During the 1990s, the political careers of elected 
officials of Maghrebian origin were rarely the result of upward social mobility within the French 
system or of the promotion of a class of local minority activists. Their acquaintance with the 
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major political parties in France was encouraged by their participation in transnational networks 
of members of the French political elite and by their familiarity with the more privileged classes, 
even though the choice to include them in electoral lists at the municipal level was often 
dictated by local concerns and by the growing emphasis on ‘diversity’. Indeed, their inclusion on 
electoral lists was often part of a particular mayor’s attempts to attract votes from certain 
‘ethnic’ constituencies. At the same time, the preference for the foreign-born over (other) 
members of local minority communities was a way to ensure that the local political elite’s 
‘minority collaborators’ did not display any of the resentments and negative social traits 
associated with this ethnic population. In this sense, municipal councillors of North African 
origin often have served more as symbols of diversity than as representative spokespeople for 
local ethnic groups. This form of tokenism has tended to further alienate local youth who are 
already wary of politicians, while at the same time putting the councillors in the uncomfortable 
position of being mandated to represent a population whose experiences and social traits they 
do not necessarily share.   

 

3. The institutionalisation of Islam: The more things change, the more they 
stay the same 

The institutional treatment of Islam in France reveals the same contradictions as those 
described in the area of political representation. The need to acknowledge the contribution of 
minority groups to French society is undermined by a dominant tendency to seek to contain and 
limit the participation of social or political elements that are regarded as potentially dangerous 
and disruptive (i.e. second- and third-generation youth of African origin  living in disadvantaged 
urban areas).  

The ‘normalisation’ of Islam began to emerge as a project among French officials working at the 
national level during the 1980s (ICG, 2006). Until then, issues such as the building of mosques 
or the regulation of expressions of religious affiliation in schools were managed mainly at the 
municipal level; thus, they were frequently subjects of conflicting interests and of local electoral 
strategies. Several highly controversial incidents, such as those concerning the wearing of 
headscarves by Muslim pupils in 1989, encouraged the Ministry of the Interior to take on an 
active role as the arbitrator in a number of affairs concerning the presence of Islam in the 
French public arena (de Galembert, 2005). The central government has thus aimed to create a 
centralised body, capable of furnishing legitimate representatives of the Muslim community and 
federating the variety of organisations and tendencies present within the very heterogeneous 
Muslim population of France. Major representatives of the French government and institutions 
repeatedly voice their desire to relieve Islamic organisations of their dependence primarily on 
clergymen and financial support from immigrants’ countries of origin. This slow process of the 
‘domestication’ of Islam led to the creation of the French Council of the Muslim Religion in 
2003. The Council is meant to serve as an umbrella organisation, bringing together the major 
national Islamic federations.  

While such a centralised structure has undeniably contributed to maintaining more direct 
communication between the government and representatives of Muslim organisations in France, 
it has not managed to hand over more responsibility to French-born Muslims (ICG, 2006). 
Similar to the experiences of the limited number of elected officials of minority origin (most of 
whom, as addressed above, do not reflect a general movement of upward mobility of the 
descendants of migrants workers who entered France during the period of industrial expansion), 
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those who occupy positions of responsibility within the Islamic organisations mostly come from 
the ranks of either older, first-generation migrants or are more recent arrivals. Members of both 
‘categories’ tend to reproduce traditional cleavages according to country of origin and to be 
wary of the claims of younger generations to a more universalised Islam. While most Imams in 
France do not speak fluent French, most second- and third-generation migrants who consider 
themselves to be Muslims practice a form of Islam that is far removed from that of their elders. 
They seldom participate in the formal structures of French Islamic institutions.  

During the massive urban riots that took place in the fall of 2005, the first response of the 
French government and of the more conservative segments of the public was to suspect the 
presence of radical Islamic influences. Several studies have shown, however, that this was very 
far from being the case (Lapeyronnie, 2006). On the contrary, the failure of representatives of 
Islamic institutions to contribute to appeasement in the banlieues3 revealed their lack of 
influence among the masses of discontented or disaffected youth, whose rioting activities 
stemmed more from economic frustrations, political disenfranchisement and rebellion against 
police brutality than from any assertion of cultural or religious radicalism.  

In a well-documented study of the government’s treatment of its Muslim population, the 
International Crisis Group (ICG), a Belgium-based think tank, notes that: 

“France’s Muslims are in reality far more individualistic than expected; conversely, the 
French republican model is far more communal than claimed, a feature expressed 
through the country's social ghettos and through the state's repeated 
instrumentalisation of religious elites. That this form of communalism is inconsistent 
with a strict republican dogma is not the issue. The issue is that it is singularly ill-
adapted to the management of a population dominated by individualism and in which 
demands placed upon the state are high and often unaddressed. A policy response that 
focuses on religion building and looks for ’moderate,’ controllable Muslim 
representatives will have little impact. Offering young Muslims a tamer domesticated, or 
co-opted Islam will hinder neither the temptation of radicalism, nor the dynamics of 
mass rioting” (ICG, 2006).4 

 

4. Minority access to public housing: When anti-segregation practices 
contribute to furthering discrimination 

In France, the issue of residential segregation is at the heart of the ‘problem of integration’ 
since most of the social difficulties faced by the descendants of post-colonial migrants are 
regarded as a consequence of the concentration of ethnic minorities in the most disadvantaged 
and stigmatised urban areas. Historically, this is not so much a result of the voluntary self-
segregation of migrants into ethnic enclaves or of discriminatory practices on the part of private 

                                                

3 The banlieue translates litterally as ’suburb’, but is used widely to designate areas with high concentrations of 
low-income public housing and an over-representation of non-European minorities.  

4 An executive summary in english of the report can be found online at: 
http://www.crisisgroup.org/home/index.cfm?l=1&id=4014 
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homeowners who wish to avoid having immigrant families as neighbours or renters. Rather, it is 
a result of the economic dislocation of many immigrants, particularly of North African origin, 
following the economic crisis of the mid-1970s and of the rise of an extreme right-wing 
populist vote in the 1980s. The volatile political context in working class municipalities that 
traditionally were held by the Communist Party encouraged public housing organisations and 
locally elected officials to attempt to limit the presence of visible minorities in these 
neighbourhoods, effectively maintaining a system of segregation that kept these groups in the 
most dilapidated segments of public housing sites (Masclet, 2003).  

Until quite recently, issues concerning the integration of the descendents of immigrants, 
particularly those of North African origin who are concentrated in disadvantaged suburbs, have 
not been framed in terms of discrimination or ethnic relations. Rather, they have been largely 
subsumed under the ‘urban question’ which, from a policy perspective, is known as ‘la politique 
de la ville’ (‘the politics of the city’) in France. This domain of public policy is particularly 
important given the fact that almost 50% of all renters live in government-subsidised public 
housing facilities (‘le parc social’) (GELD, 2001). While 38% of households in France are renters 
either in the public or private sector, 54% of households headed by an immigrant are in such a 
situation. While less than one out of six of all households are renters in low-rent public sector 
housing, two-thirds of immigrant households are in this category, with the highest percentages 
being found among those of Algerian origin (INSEE-Première, 2000).  

During the 1980s, the conditions for increased urban segregation in public housing areas 
appeared with the slowdown of government-subsidised housing construction, the rise in 
unemployment, increased immigration from Africa, and the flight of middle-class families from 
the Habitations à Loyers Modérés (HLM – Low Rent Housing) areas. The principle aim of public 
housing offices and the priority in public discourse on the issue of urban planning became that 
of ensuring a proper social mix in such neighbourhoods in order to avoid the formation of 
ethnic ‘ghettos’. The notion of mixité, which translates roughly as ‘social inter-mixing,’ has 
become the principle rallying cry for government, public administrators and housing officials as 
well as the main justification for recent urban renewal policy, such as the destruction of very 
high-rises containing large apartments and their replacement by smaller-scale housing units 
designed for smaller families. While the notion of mixité is never clearly defined in public 
discourse and seldom refers explicitly to ethnic or racial factors, the general, unspoken 
consensus is that the opposite of mixité, and that which public policy must attempt to avoid at 
all costs, is the concentration of visible minorities and immigrants in stigmatised suburban areas 
and the phenomenon of the American-style ghetto associated with such concentrations.  

However, the need for a better distribution of ethnic minorities within the pool of public 
housing has encountered the same obstacles as attempts at improving the representation of 
minorities in politics and in religious organisations. Fierce competition for very scarce units of 
public housing, combined with the idea among officials that even limited degrees of ethnic 
concentration may lead to urban unrest and to an increase in anti-immigrant sentiment among 
‘ordinary’ French citizens, have encouraged practices of containment rather than of dispersal of 
minority households.  

A study on discrimination in public housing allocation carried out in 2001 by the Group for the 
Study and Struggle Against Discrimination (Groupement d’Etude et de Lutte Contre les 
Discrimination – GELD) showed that the principle of mixité is often used in order to justify 
negative responses to requests for housing from immigrants and ethnic minority households, in 
effect making anti-segregation policy a vehicle for racial discrimination. The aim of attaining 
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mixité in public housing is generally framed in social rather than in ethnic terms given the 
taboo on ethnicity that characterises French public policy and official terminology. However, it 
has increasingly taken on racial overtones in its actual application at the local level by those 
involved in the complex and highly selective process of public housing allocation (which 
includes housing offices, municipalities, prefects), particularly given the huge discrepancy 
between supply and demand (Lelevrier 2001). Immigrants of non-European origin are not so 
much seen as undesirable clients for financial reasons. Indeed, they are often more solvent than 
households lead by people of majority origin applying for subsidised housing. Moreover, as long 
as they are legal residents they can benefit to the same degree as French citizens from state-
sponsored financial housing aid and the various public security systems that guarantee payment 
of rent for those benefiting from low income housing. Rather, it is their visibility, the threat of 
‘communalism’ (communautarisme) associated with ethnic concentrations and the generally 
negative image attributed to areas and buildings with high concentrations of immigrant 
families, that together encourage officials to reject such applications in the name of 
maintaining or creating a proper ‘social mix’ among residents of public housing projects.  

The irony here is that the dramatic rise in the average educational level of recent cohorts of 
immigrants from the African continent, combined with increased economic exclusion among 
those white households who have no other choice but to apply for subsidized housing in such 
neighbourhoods, may well lead to a situation in which the politics of mixité actually serves to 
lower the general socio-economic level among residents. Indeed, the dominant image of non-
European immigrants still remains the ‘illiterate peasant’ that was typical of older immigrant 
streams, even though those who have been settling in France since the beginning of the 1990s 
are more likely to hold university degrees than their French counterparts of the same generation 
(Thierry, 2003).  

Families originating from sub-Saharan Africa are seen as particularly problematic and often are 
subject to refusals for housing or offers for housing in the most degraded sectors of the public 
housing market. Respecting the principle of mixité in a strained housing market and in the 
absence of a substantial increase in public housing construction and renewal is difficult. In 
effect, mixité is applied only to the newest and most desirable segments of the pool of public 
housing units, to the detriment of applicants belonging to ethnic minorities. The overall result is 
that the waiting period for entry into the public housing market, or for change within it, is 
much longer for immigrant households than it is for households headed by a native French 
person (GELD, 2001).  

Practices conceived in the name of equality and the struggle against ethnic segregation and in 
favour of ‘social mixing’ have, in fact, had the opposite effect of creating implicit modes of 
discrimination that have tended to break up and disperse existing communities, while at the 
same time creating new categories of undesirable residents based on ethnic or racial origin 
(Simon, 2003). Here again, laudable intentions to improve the integration of minorities into 
French society, such as by denouncing processes of ghettoisation, manifest quite differently on 
the ground: in practice, they ultimately serve to limit the participation of immigrants and of 
French citizens of minority origins and tend to encourage collective outbursts of violence among 
younger generations. The fact that these outbursts are often aimed at symbols of the major 
French institutions, such as schools, police stations, and public administrative buildings, only 
serves to stress the view that the state is responsible for their plight.  

The variety of examples presented show how a range of public policies aimed at better 
integrating ethnic minorities have actually worsened exclusion and inequalities, or at least 

 9



Ethnicity in France: Selected Issues 

deepened the schism between the ‘deserving elite’ and the ‘rebellious masses.’ Ordinary people 
of immigrant origin have been left with few collective means of political mobilisation. The 
rather schizophrenic position of French officials—whose first reflex is often to contain the 
imagined risks of collectivism among visible minorities, yet who also seek to represent better the 
diverse nature of French society—encourages a form of tokenism that fits well with both French 
individualistic elitism and with entrenched stereotypes inherited from France’s colonial past.  
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