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Introduction

Why Do We Ask Whether Muslims Can Be French?

ho are France’s Muslims, what do they want, and why is their Frenchness

such a contentious subject? This book examines how the public iden-

tity of French Muslims is constructed in France and the implications
this has for this relatively new and diverse population. Elite public discourse
commonly (though not universally) questions whether Muslims can be good
French citizens. In comparing this elite discursive frame with the discourse
of French Muslims themselves, we see that it does not adequately reflect the
political diversity and complicated identity politics of this population. French
Muslims must respond to this common elite frame while attempting to project
their own public identity, which is a difficult task for those who do not have the
same access to mass media. While some might argue that rights, a familiar tool
for fighting political inequality, could be an important equalizer in such a con-
text, this book shows that they are ineffective at addressing social inequality,
particularly in the form of unfavorable discursive frames and public disrespect.

To understand the power of discursive framing—how the way we present
a story influences how others will respond to it and how the unequal status of
storytellers may affect which story is repeated and heard more frequently—it
helps to consider an example. Thus, we begin with the “jeer heard round the
world.”

In October 2008, the speculative, early days of the recession of the late
2000s gave way to a grim realization of the magnitude of the financial crisis.
Europe began to feel the aftershocks of American meltdowns, such as that of
AIG, which had been a staple in France for fifty-five years.! The French looked
to America with deeply mixed feelings of frustration and hope, newspapers
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crowded with stories about American financial blunders and the French-
favored American presidential candidate, Barack Obama. Then came two min-
utes of heckling in a soccer stadium that brought the attention of the media and
politicians back to France and its own affairs. It even attracted media atten-
tion from abroad. Anxiety over the financial crisis and fascination with Obama
were put on hold as French politicians agonized: France had failed to integrate
its immigrants.

But had it?

On October 15, 2008, France hosted a friendly soccer match in the Stade de
France between the French and Tunisian national teams. Both teams included
men of color and Muslims (Tunisia is a primarily Muslim country), and one
of the French players even had a Tunisian father. Before the event started, the
sports announcers took a moment to note how the two teams were filing in to-
gether, in lines composed of alternating French and Tunisian players, to symbol-
ize that this was a friendly game and not a competitive match (TF1 Productions
2008). The symbolism seemed to serve as an additional reminder, however. As
one of the sports announcers stated, “You only play for one color—the color of
your jersey. This is a perfect illustration of that” (TF1 Productions 2008).

As with many professional sports, race has been a contentious issue in soc-
cer. The story of race and soccer in France, however, speaks to the unique context
of that nation. The combination of France’s proud tradition of difference-blind
republican equality with contemporary social conflict regarding increased ra-
cial and religious diversity creates uncertainty, disagreement, and sometimes
open hostility—all of which make their way onto the pitch.

Not everyone agreed with the sports announcers that the only colors of any
importance in this match were those of the red and blue shirts. Before the game
commenced, two French women of Tunisian origin, Amina and L44m, walked
to the center of the field to sing the Tunisian and French national anthems,
respectively. Televised footage of Amina singing “Humat al-Hima” displays the
players of both teams lined up together, as well as excited fans of the Tunisian
team singing along. But when Amina finished and Ladm stepped forward to
sing “La Marsellaise,” the stadium erupted into two solid minutes of boos and
whistling—not whistling along with the anthem, but whistling loudly to drown
it out, as a form of jeering. In the French broadcast, Ld4m can hardly be heard
above the cries from the stands, and in home recordings taken from the vantage
point of the fans, found all over YouTube and DailyMotion, her amplified voice
is inaudible. Images of the fans all but disappear in the official broadcast as
the cameras focus on the upstaged Laam and the players, some singing along,
others not.

Among those not singing was Hatem Ben Arfa, the gifted French player
with a Tunisian father. Perhaps he just did not feel like singing. Perhaps he was
uncomfortably aware that some of the boos, it has been said, were directed at
him for “betraying” Tunisia for France, a country that many young people with
an immigrant background believe does not care about its citizens of North
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African, African, and Arabic heritage—let alone those citizens who claim an
affinity with Islam (Delaporte 2008).

A second explanation for the booing is again related to feelings of dissat-
isfaction with France, but unlike the “failed integration” explanation, it sug-
gests that the booing was not unambiguously anti-French. As several interview
respondents (young Muslim men and women with a family history of immi-
gration, as well as a middle-aged French woman who converted to Islam years
ago and now runs a Franco-Tunisian cultural organization that sometimes co-
operates with the state to run youth-oriented community events) explained,
these cries were of French youths, proud of being French, proud of France, and
profoundly frustrated at being continually rejected by the country they claim
as their own. In this interpretation, these cries had little to do with Tunisia
and much to do with France. The Tunisian match, like the previous whistling
episodes during the France-Algeria match in 2001 and the France-Morocco
match in 2007, provided an opportunity for these youths to make a scene
and acknowledge that French officials and society think of them only as im-
migrants, always immigrants, and never as completely French (R. Schneider
2008). As two Muslim respondents, a French man and woman with Algerian
parents, explained when asked why fans would whistle at the anthem:

Man: It is because someone has been telling you for a long time, “Yeah,
you are French, but, well . . . not completely. Not completely.”

Woman: “Not like the others.”

Man: Yes, “Not like the others.” So ... it is not good [to have booed];
it is an insult. But so often these people are insulted, every day, for
what they are, and . . . this is the only way to show it. It is stupid, yes,
but it is the only way to show it! I do not necessarily agree, but it is
awaytosay...

Woman: There is a problem.

Man: Yes, there is a problem. It means... when things are going
well. . .. You know, when we won the Word Cup in 1998: “Zidane!™
We all believed in the Black-Blanc-Beur France.? And me, even back
then, I did not believe it. I was seven years old, and I did not believe
it. I said, “Ah, this is crap. I live in forty square meters.* Equality?
Tomorrow, nothing will have changed!” And the people. . . . still had
difficulty finding a job, because if you are named Rachida or Mo-
hammed or you are black, it continues.

According to this alternative explanation, the youths were angry with
France for rejecting them—for not including them in the nation they want to
call their own. It is not so clear that these youths reject France completely when
their anger stems from a desire to be accepted as fully French. Like flags, na-
tional anthems are laden with complex symbolism. They speak to the unity
of a people, and yet national anthems and the politics surrounding them may
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divide as much as they unify. In this case, “La Marseillaise” was mobilized by
disaffected French youths to question, ironically, that supposed national unity.

In addition to these two explanations for the whistling and booing, there
exists a third: as one thirty-eight-year-old, white soccer fan stated, “I always
boo La Marseillaise, just for the fun of watching the tight-asses wig out. ...
It is harmless, but effective. Just look at the reaction today. You would have
thought the economic crisis had gone away!” (Crumley 2008). Whistling to re-
ject France, whistling to express anger over being rejected by France, whistling
for the hell of it: in all likelihood, all three of these motives were in play on that
day in October.

This incident sparked a political uproar. The swift and indignant reaction,
however, did not register the sometimes subtle but important variation among
these “different whistles.” The interpretation of politicians was largely consis-
tent across parties: this whistling incident was a sign that France’s immigrants
and their descendants have failed to integrate into France. They remain dis-
respectful of the nation and must be corrected. The French president at that
time, Nicolas Sarkozy, described the event as “scandalous” and “intolerable”
and demanded that in the future, all matches be immediately stopped if the
anthem is heckled (R. Schneider 2008). Prime Minister Francois Fillon went
further, expressing dissatisfaction that the match in question had not been
stopped then and there (R. Schneider 2008). Minister of Health, Youth, and
Sports Roselyne Bachelot said that all friendly matches with Tunisia would
be henceforth canceled and that “all members of government will immedi-
ately leave the stadium when our national anthem is booed”—something that
French President Jacques Chirac came close to doing in 2002, when Corsican
fans at a France-Corsica game booed the anthem (R. Schneider 2008). Dur-
ing that incident, Chirac left his seat, marched over to Claude Simonet (who
at the time was the president of the French soccer federation), and demanded
an apology, delaying the game for twenty minutes (“Chirac furious as fans boo
anthem” 2002). Bernard Laporte, a second secretary of state for sports, went as
far as to suggest that soccer matches against North African countries should no
longer be held in Paris. “We are not going to continually give a stick to then be
beaten with it,” he said. “We do not want to relive any more matches like Alge-
ria, Morocco, Tunisia in the Stade de France” (Guiral 2008; R. Schneider 2008).

In a comment that focuses both on the perceived lack of respect and out-
sider status of the young fans at the game, Frédéric Lefebvre, a spokesperson
for Union pour un Mouvement Populaire (UMP [Union for a Popular Move-
ment]), the center-right party of former President Sarkozy, stated, “When one is
adopted by a country, one respects the national anthem” (“Marseillaise sifflée
avant France-Tunisie” 2008). This comment perhaps best encapsulates the con-
cerns of Muslim activists, who would note that many of these fans had not been
“adopted” by France but were French from birth, the descendants of Tunisian
parents or even a Tunisian and a French parent. And what about those French
fans who participated in the whistling even though they had no affiliation with
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a religious or racial minority? Are immigrants and the children of immigrants
really the only ones causing a scene at soccer matches, the only ones outwardly
manifesting disrespect toward national icons?

his story is about more than a disrespected anthem. It points to a broader

contemporary political pattern in France that has yet to be highlighted. For
all the studies that have been conducted on Muslims in France (one wonders
whether there is another population so scrutinized), few examine the interaction
between Muslims in France and France’s elites. Many studies, for example, ex-
plore the religious views or interests of Muslims (Pedersen 1999; Shadid and
van Koningsveld 1995), or the state’s response to Muslims (Bowen 2007; Fetzer
and Soper 2005; Geisser and Zemouri 2007; Klausen 2005; Laurence and Vaisse
2006; Lewis and Schnapper 1994; Shadid and van Koningsveld 1991, 1996). Yet
such studies leave three questions unanswered.

First, what about Muslims as more than a religious people? As individuals,
Muslims in France are diverse. Some are leftist, some are rightist, and some are
centrist. Some are poor and live in modest housing or even crumbling ghet-
tos, while some are successful business or political leaders. Some are respected
academics; some are school dropouts. Some practice their religion a great deal;
some practice only during special holy days; and some claim only a cultural af-
filiation with Islam. Yet for all their differences, Muslims in France still share
the social situation of being a particularly new and feared religious minority
in a strongly secular country with a history of colonial domination over the
Muslim and Arab world—not to mention that for many there is a family ex-
perience of immigration. The glut of studies about the religiosity of Muslims
cannot change the fact that there is much less knowledge about Muslims as a
social group in France. We should not assume that all Muslim political claims
are religious ones or even religiously motivated.

Second, how have French elites and Muslims in France shaped each oth-
er’s view of what it means to be Muslim and to be French? This question per-
vades discussion about Muslims in France. Are they French or not? Do they see
themselves as French? Can they be made French if they are not already “French
enough”? A state-society analysis that examines how French elites have framed
the debates surrounding Muslims in France and how Muslims themselves re-
spond to such frames is necessary to fully understand the social and political
struggles of Muslims in France, as well as competing definitions of “Frenchness.”

Once we appreciate the diversity of the Muslim population in France, it
becomes clear that there is no one “French Muslim identity.” And yet French
elites frequently speak as if there were one, and depict this fictitious identity
as a threat to the nation. This points to an important aspect of elite power: the
power to create identities and to judge those identities as deserving or unde-
serving of citizenship. It is what Ange-Marie Hancock (2004) refers to as the
creation of a “public identity,” and it can be done only by agents with the power
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to project their discourse into all aspects of public life. Kathleen Moore (2010)
has also used this concept to describe how the United States has created a Mus-
lim “public identity” since 9/11. Activists (Muslim and otherwise) sometimes
work to change the perception of these “public identities,” and this is often one
goal of the politics of recognition. Yet it is elites, with their prestige and discur-
sive reach, who remain the creators of public identities par excellence.

When elites criticize this Muslim identity, they simultaneously reinscribe
the borders of another identity—the “good French citizen” who merits rights
and who is threatened by this outsider. Of course, this model of the “good
French citizen,” supposedly neutral and available to all who choose to enact
it, is just as incomplete a depiction of the non-Muslims in France as the elite
depiction of Muslim identity is of France’s Muslim population. The ideal model
of French citizenship excludes more than just Muslims, and this demonstrates
another important aspect of the power to create and identify public identities:
at this point in time, French elites have chosen to direct the exclusionary power
of this norm of French citizenship against Muslims, and they have the ability
to make this suspicion politically salient and widespread. It is the elite version
of William Felstiner, Richard Abel, and Austin Sarat’s (1981) “naming, blaming
and claiming,” and it unavoidably influences the terrain on which French Mus-
lims must struggle for equality. French elites often name nebulous social unrest
“integration problems” or, more recently, “national identity problems,” then
blame Muslims for them and make demands for various changes in Muslims’
behavior to remedy the situation. For example, during a debate about France’s
national identity, Assemblywoman Nadine Morano infamously urged Muslims
to look and sound more French by abandoning slang and ball caps (Leveque,
Balmer, and Trevelyan 2009). France’s national identity is threatened; Muslims
are the ones threatening it; and the solution is for Muslims to act more French.
Morano’s comments were denounced as racist by politicians on the left, but as
I argue, such arguments are not exceptional or limited to the center-right or
right (Leveque, Balmer, and Trevelyan 2009).

Muslims in France must respond to this elite claim of undeserving citizen-
ship, even if they disdain it, and attempt to create their own narratives about
what it is to be French and Muslim. Yet French Muslims face multiple challenges
in trying to create such political counternarratives. While French Muslims share
the experience of elite scorn and daily social indignities, their responses to these
social and political pressures vary widely, underscoring multiple understand-
ings about French citizenship, the nature of equality, and the place of religion
in one’s life. This diversity does not facilitate the construction of a unified
counternarrative that could call into question elite claims that Muslims make
poor French citizens. Furthermore, elite challenges to Muslim citizenship are
primarily discursive, and where laws have a disparate impact on Muslims (such
as laws banning prayer in the street, which primarily affect Muslims because
of a shortage of Islamic prayer rooms and mosques in France), they are facially
neutral and do not single out Muslims in their text. It can therefore be difficult
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for Muslims to accuse elites who challenge the quality of their citizenship of any
sort of rights violation, depriving them of a strategy that frequently has been the
backbone of political counternarratives made by disfavored groups.

Third, given the diversity of France’s Muslims, why does elite French dis-
course commonly depict Muslims as a homogeneous group? Why do these
monolithic depictions persist despite the small but growing number of Mus-
lims among France’s elites? What is it about the organization of the French elite
that hinders its receptivity to Muslims’ claims? France is home to many Mus-
lims who are active and deeply invested in the social and political life of their
country, but French elite discourse on Muslims continues to be framed primar-
ily in terms of failed integration. The reasons behind this cannot be reduced
solely to “xenophobia” or “political expediency,” and studying Muslims alone
cannot explain the various and often more subtle factors that contribute to this
myopia among French elites.

The centralized and elitist nature of French politics, in tandem with a legal
system and rights culture that are not strong tools for oppositional political
claims, explains some of this. When the British parliamentarian Jack Straw
expressed discomfort with the nigab in 2006,’ several British Muslim rights
associations immediately came forth to criticize his comment as discrimina-
tion, and Straw later apologized for his statement (“Straw’s veil comments spark
anger” 2006; “Jack Straw apologizes for his anti-nigab comments at ENGAGE
hustings in Blackburn” 2010). Meanwhile, the entire French National Assem-
bly engaged in a heated debate in 2010 critiquing the nigab as (among other
things) backward, uncivilized, extremist, and uniformly misogynist. There was
no outpouring of rights-based criticism from French Muslim associations as
there had been in Britain. Rather than rejecting this debate outright as dis-
criminatory, reactionary, or sensationalist, some French Muslim associations
and prominent French Muslims participated in it. Later, when the center-right
UMP, France’s ruling party, suggested an even wider debate about the compat-
ibility of Islam with France, a highly placed French Muslim registered strong
dissent: President Sarkozy’s adviser on racial and religious diversity, Abder-
rahmane Dahmane, described the debate as discriminatory; complained that
Muslims face the same kind of treatment today that Jews faced during World
War II; and called on all Muslims to end their UMP membership. This move
was unusual for France’s elite Muslims, and Dahmane was promptly fired
(“France’s Sarkozy sacks diversity head Dahmane” 2011). Understanding why
French Muslims struggle to challenge this discourse requires familiarity with
the institutional and cultural aspects of France that make elite discourse insu-
lar and that weaken rights as a tool for oppositional politics.

When we consider these three questions that ask us to look more closely
at the interaction between French Muslims and French elites, we see the wide-
spread political pattern that pervades all discussion of Muslims in France and
strongly affects the lives of those Muslims: the elite story of “failed integration”
that has prevailed in political, media, and intellectual discourse in France since



8 / Chapter 1

the 1980s has made it difficult for French Muslims to project their own diverse
political claims, even though these claims are made in ways that suggest Mus-
lims have indeed adopted French norms and values.

This book investigates the three hot-button political issues commonly as-
sociated with Muslims in France—education, employment, and housing—and
compares how French elites discuss these issues with the discussions of Mus-
lims themselves. In each case, the pattern is clear: elite discourse focuses on
how Muslims are failing to integrate into French norms, values, institutions,
and society, while Muslims focus on a variety of issues when addressing chal-
lenges they face due to their particular situation as a social group in France
today. Related to this, elite discourse typically depicts Muslims as a homoge-
neous group concerned primarily with religion, while Muslims present them-
selves as proud citizens with multiple, but not competing memberships and
articulate a wide range of political goals.

In short, to better understand the situation of Muslims in France, we need
to know more not just about Muslims but also about France. And as the story in
France goes, “There is a problem.”

Who Are France’s Muslims?

Chapter 3 discusses this question at length, providing an overview of impor-
tant changes in this population since the most recent, major migration trend of
Muslims to France following World War II. But first it is important to provide a
basic introduction to this population and to present an important concept that
arises repeatedly in discussions about Muslims in France: intersectionality.

As with all religions that have spread across the globe, Islam is not uni-
formly practiced.® While most Americans may be familiar with a difference
between the Sunni and Shia branches of Islam, there are several more, not to
mention different schools of thought for how to interpret the Qur'an and other
holy texts. We should not, therefore, expect all Muslims to have the same be-
liefs, opinions, or identities, let alone political orientations.

This is particularly true in France, where the question of labeling someone a
“Muslim” is actually quite tricky. It is not enough to say that Muslims in France
are those who “practice Islam.” As Nancy Venel (2005, p. 96) points out, there are
people in France who self-identify as Muslim who do not “practice” Islam, in the
sense that they rarely attend religious services in a mosque or may in fact be athe-
ist but still attest to a “cultural or affective relationship toward Islam.” Is “being
Muslim” in France a religious or cultural affiliation? It depends on who you ask.
The same is true for the question about what it means to be Muslim in France.

Interestingly, throughout the interviews with Muslims in this book, a com-
mon refrain appeared in otherwise diverse discussions about what it means to
be Muslim and French. Muslim interviewees consistently acknowledged that
the experience of “being Muslim” in France is not an isolated one. In other
words, they acknowledged that a multiplicity of affiliations and backgrounds



Introduction / 9

shapes one’s social experience. For example, Muslim women spoke about the
difficulties they faced specifically as Muslims who are women: some have found
that the intersection of their gender and religion put their clothing choices
under legal and political scrutiny. Muslims of color spoke about the experience
of being Muslims who are not white: Muslims of African descent sometimes
wondered whether the unequal treatment they received was because they were
Muslim or because they were black. Class and immigration history also shape
the experience of some Muslims in France.

To better understand these crosscutting identities and affiliations, it is
helpful to think about the concept of intersectionality.” According to Laurel
Weldon (2006, p. 239), intersectionality refers to the notion that “certain as-
pects of social inequality, certain problems and injustices, will not be visible as
long as we focus on gender, race and class separately.” In focusing on Muslims
as they describe themselves, as opposed to examining Islamic institutions and
religious leaders or asking Muslims to speak solely to their religious lives, this
book strives to situate French Muslims as a social group in France. As long as
we focus on Muslims as religious believers alone, we will not be able to fully
understand certain aspects of social injustice that they face, as these issues
often intersect with other structural inequalities.

The significance of intersectionality is evident throughout the book, but it
is perhaps clearest when considering the social assumptions and value state-
ments made in response to events that raise questions about gender and re-
ligion. As Chapters 4 and 6 show in particular, assumptions about women’s
submission and men’s violence and sexual predation sometimes frame the pub-
lic debate about the presence of Islam in France. But even these discussions are
complicated by other social categories, as they sometimes involve references to
immigration or perceived African familial norms.

Thus, in examining Muslims in France, this book often takes stock of how
various nonreligious affiliations, identities, and backgrounds influence the ex-
perience of being Muslim in France. Gender is an important part of this story,
but it is not the central focus. Readers interested in focusing more exclusively
on the nexus between Muslims in France and gender will appreciate the works
of Caitlin Killian (2006, 2007), Tricia Danielle Keaton (2006), and Catherine
Raissiguier (2010). Readers interested in concentrating on the nexus between
Muslims and immigration and race in France will appreciate the works of
Susan Terrio (2009), Richard Fogarty (2008), and (although Muslims are not
the main focus of her book) Elisa Camiscioli (2009).

Why These Cases?

Education, employment, and housing are important policy areas in France. They
are especially fraught issues for Muslims, who experience discrimination in each
of these three arenas. As Chapter 4 illustrates, Muslim students, along with the
children of immigrants (and there is considerable overlap here), are informally
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discouraged from pursuing higher education and often nudged in the direction
of inferior universities that do little to improve one’s employment opportunities.
Chapter 5 explores some of these employment problems in more depth, exam-
ining how Muslims experience discrimination in hiring, hostility at the office,
and even illegal surveillance at work. Chapter 6 examines the geographic isola-
tion of many of France’s Muslims in the banlieues, an inheritance of policy deci-
sions made in a climate of dramatically increased immigration and economic
stagnation. Persistent tension with the police also exacerbates the marginaliza-
tion of Muslims (along with Arabs, blacks, and immigrants and their children)
who speak about feeling unwelcome in their own neighborhoods. I argue that
the separation, exclusion, and hierarchies that Muslims encounter in education,
housing, and employment are due in part to the nature of elite discourse about
Muslims in France, which often perpetuates an image of Muslims as problem-
atic, “unintegrated citizens” who should be viewed with suspicion. Stated differ-
ently, elite discourse contributes to hardships for Muslims in France.

Consider, for example, how elite discourse (and even academic research) on
Muslims focuses on narrow issues that are only part of these more general policy
areas, such as the hijab in public schools or accommodations for prayer in the
workplace.® Such a narrow focus perpetuates the image of Muslims as solely in-
terested in religious affairs. Not all Muslims are interested in religious accom-
modations or see that as their main political priority. Not all Muslims organize
for political purposes related to their religion. To complicate the matter further,
some Muslims are interested in religious accommodations for the sake of re-
defining French citizenship and the republican model in a postcolonial world.
This diversity of opinions and political repertoires is lost when investigation into
the opinion and mobilization of Muslims focuses narrowly on religious issues.

Similarly, French elites often focus on the subject of criminality when dis-
cussing housing and Muslims, especially in the suburbs of France.” This cre-
ates the false perception that criminality is the only issue of importance when
one talks about Muslims and housing. This book instead examines the broader
issue of housing in general. While criminality may dominate elite discussion
about Muslims and housing, the discussions that Muslims are having about
housing, as seen in Chapter 6, are quite varied.

In looking at these three broad policy areas that include the narrow issues
that elites focus on when discussing Muslims, this book puts elite discussion
into the broader French context. It also highlights where elite discourse does
not align with Muslims’ discussions and what it may omit. These omissions are
informative, as they underscore elite French assumptions about the nature of
Muslim citizenship in France.

Epistemology and Methodology

The research presented here was driven by a set of very specific ways of knowing
and learning, as well as by a particular way of understanding concepts such as
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power and social status. The epistemological stances taken here, as well as the
methods used, reflect a growing movement in the study of politics away from
positivism and toward more “interpretivist” methods that question the possibil-
ity of objectivism in the study of something as constructed as social behavior
(Yanow and Schwartz-Shea 2006). This study strives for accuracy by triangulat-
ing its research methods. Some methods are more attuned to certain kinds of
questions (a survey, for example, is a poor method for exploring an individual’s
life story), but more importantly, we can be more sure about the validity of a
“data point” when it is observed using more than one tool. What follows is a
brief outline of the epistemology and methodology that informed this study.

Epistemology

The epistemology and methods articulated here were chosen for their aptitude
for answering the kinds of questions this book asks. Much of this book examines
the meaning making of Muslims and French elites. What does Frenchness mean?
What makes someone a good French citizen? Are Muslims somehow different
from non-Muslims? The answers to these questions reflect ideas, values and be-
liefs that are not universal but, rather, generated in a specific place geographi-
cally, culturally, politically, and historically. Because of this, my research on how
French elites and Muslims answer these questions required an “experience-near
perspective” (“What is interpretive research?” 2009). For example, the simple
act of residing in France provided moments where I could observe responses to
these questions. Posters in subways, interactions with people on the street, un-
expected conversations with strangers, walks through different neighborhoods
where the socioeconomics differed dramatically: these “experience-near” obser-
vations all suggested to me how people in France answer these questions. These
“data points” were never planned, but were sometimes just as illuminating as
scheduled interviews.

This sort of approach to knowledge and learning, the kind that sees ev-
eryday experiences as potential fonts of information about social constructions
(like social hierarchy and values), reflects what Lisa Wedeen (2010) and others
have called an “ethnographic sensibility” (Pader 2006; Schatz 2009; Schatzberg
2009). Borrowing from anthropology, particularly from Geertz (1973), an eth-
nographic sensibility encourages “immersion in the place and lives of people
under study” (Wedeen 2010, p. 257). Given the questions this book asks and
the difficulty of understanding responses to these questions outside a French
context, the ethnographic approach to knowledge and learning was the most
appropriate. This approach begat a number of ontological assumptions and
methodological choices that shaped this project.

As Michael Schatzberg (2009, pp. 183-184) states, “One of the great advan-
tages of an ethnographic sensibility is an awareness of how culture and context
shape the perceptions of individuals as well as their orientations toward poli-
tics and political life.” Indeed, as Wedeen (2010, p. 260) adds, an ethnographic



12 / Chapter 1

sensibility sees knowledge as “historically situated and entangled in power re-
lationships.” This sensitivity not just to power but also to the context in which
it is defined informs this study’s approach to social status and even citizenship.
For example, Muslims are not always marginalized and treated as outsiders.
Several of the Muslim women interviewed here discussed how they were per-
ceived as “integrated” by peers and coworkers when they did not wear the hijab,
a status that disappeared the moment they put the garment on their head. This
tells us less about the hijab than it does about a specific and highly politicized
debate in France concerning French values and perceptions of Islam. The hijab
is coded by French elites as synonymous with sexual oppression, and in the
current French context where sexual liberality is identified as a normative ideal,
the hijab is often stigmatized as a sign of ignorance or deviance.

Similarly, citizenship is not understood in this book to be a blanket sta-
tus that is uniformly recognized across individuals bearing a French passport.
While it is a legal reality, citizenship is also a nationally defined normative
ideal, and an individual who does not fit that norm may find his or her stand-
ing as a citizen undercut in informal ways that are not easily remedied by for-
mal rights protections. It would be difficult, for instance, to understand the
hijab example without considering the emphasis placed on sexual liberality as a
normative behavior of good citizens (and the assumption that Muslim women
must be sexually repressed).

These ontological stances reflect Steven Lukes’s (2004) “three dimensional
approach” to understanding power. While there is much disagreement about
Lukes’s thesis about the “power to mislead” and whether it depicts subjugated
peoples as dupes or fools, he draws our attention to power as a social construct
that affects not just how we act, but also how we think. Michael McCann (2007,
p. 25) similarly describes power as “embedded in social constructions that
shape hierarchies and dominance.” In this book, we see that a predominant
kind of elite discourse sets the agenda for the discussion of Muslims in France
in a way that tends to exclude and marginalize them as un-French. French Mus-
lims, typically outside the institutions that would enable them to challenge this
discourse and provide a counternarrative, are compelled to respond to this elite
frame that questions their citizenship. In addition to being unable to speak over
or reject this elite frame, French Muslims are such a diverse population that
they would struggle to propose a counternarrative even if they had the same
access to powerful platforms of public discourse. Thus, French Muslims are
locked in a discussion about the quality of their citizenship, perpetuating an
elite discursive agenda they condemn.

In addition to the power of discursive agenda setting, we must consider the
power of ideology and the role it plays in this book. While a minority of French
elites consciously question Muslim citizenship to attack Muslims, most elites
who participate in this discourse do so in a way that is not self-consciously or
transparently motivated by a desire to marginalize Muslims. Instead, their ac-
tions are filtered through their understandings of the norms of good citizenship.
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Specifically, while all elites are influenced by republicanism in France, some
understand it to require an “abstract, difference-blind” citizenship that they see
as unable to coexist with Islamic practices and habits. They may privilege this
version of republicanism out of a conviction of its truth, or an instrumental at-
tempt to advance political goals, or perhaps some combination of the two. This
is not true for all French elites. As Chapter 7 shows, there are elites who offer
criticisms of this view and some who even present more multicultural alterna-
tives. Nevertheless, it is a very common elite discourse, as many examples from
prominent figures and analysis of legislative and news media texts show. It is
too simplistic to call these elites who participate in this discourse blinded ideo-
logues or pure instrumentalists. Instead, we should appreciate how powerful
ideas shape the terrain on which the politics of citizenship are contested.

This is what makes discourse so powerful. Explaining the situation of
Muslims in France today is not as simple as saying, “French elites do not allow
French Muslims to sit at the political table.” Even when Muslims are invited
into conversations about French citizenship (and they sometimes are), those
conversations typically take place in the language of this abstract, difference-
blind articulation of republicanism. This necessarily affects the kinds of claims
Muslims can make and how they will be received.

Just as we see Muslims marginalized for not matching a normative ideal
of citizenship, we also sometimes see Muslims opt not to mobilize for rights
claims. Sometimes they anticipate the backlash they will experience, and other
times they do not see the usefulness of formal rights when it is informal, social
stigmatization that troubles them most. Whatever the reason, power is operat-
ing in subtle ways, influencing not just values and beliefs, but also the rules of
the game in the fight for equality.

Methodology and Methods

This book does not argue that French elites have “caused” Muslims’ social mar-
ginalization (although I do maintain that some elite discourse can indirectly
contribute to and foster it). Nor does this book present in equal detail the vari-
ous ways French elites define republican citizenship. That said, there can be
cautious analysis without causality, and it can be instructive to examine one
articulation of a larger social construct in depth. In the case of this book, what
is the benefit of a research question that does not revolve around a causal argu-
ment with a clear relationship between dependent and independent variables?
And what is the benefit of examining in detail one portion of elite discourse?
And finally, how can all this be done in a rigorous fashion if the usual signposts
of positivist argumentation are not available?

As a constructivist analysis of meaning production, this book illuminates
how powerful ideas shape the terrain on which political standing, public iden-
tities, and legal equality are contested. To do this, the book highlights an ab-
stract, difference-blind articulation of republicanism that is predominant in
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elite discourse. It traces how this vision of republicanism constructs the public
identity of “French Muslims” as unfit citizens and examines how French Mus-
lims, largely outside the channels that influence public discourse, struggle to
change the terms of the debate and project their own, alternative public iden-
tity. This has implications for equality, but not in a linear, unidirectional way.

The data analyzed here are largely discursive and therefore highly open to
interpretation. Methodological triangulation, however, strengthens the cred-
ibility of the analysis. Specifically, I assess how elite discourse depicts Muslims
by using frame analysis (Goffman 1974) and content analysis of newspapers
and political debates, as well as close readings of elite texts through a critical
theory lens. While the analysis demonstrates the predominance of the “unfit
citizen” frame, it is important to note that it is not the only trend in elite dis-
course on Muslims. Chapter 7, in fact, considers elite discourse alternatives to
this frame. That said, the book self-consciously focuses on elite discourse that
uses the “unfit citizen” frame not just because analyses of legislative reports
and news articles (presented in Tables 2.1 and 2.2 and in Figure 2.3 in the next
chapter) point to its prevalence but also because French Muslims constantly
struggle with it when generating their own political claims and proposing al-
ternative public identities.

Multiple methods are similarly used to substantiate claims about the di-
versity of Muslim politics. This includes content analysis of activist literature,
interviews, and participant observation in organizational meetings and social
gatherings. The interviews were semi-structured and included more than fifty
respondents, mainly Muslim activists but also a few political and business elites
(including some Muslim elites)."” Most of the interviews were with members of
social or political activist organizations, though a few were with non-activists
who did not take part in such groups. Interviews ranged from an hour to four
hours and took place in and around the cities of Bordeaux, Paris, and Lyon.
Activists and associations were chosen for one of three reasons: they are promi-
nent in France, as established by the existing literature on Muslims in France;
they were randomly selected from the Lannuaire Musulman,"* a thorough on-
line French “telephone book” for Muslim associations in France; or they were
recommended to me by other activists, non-activist Muslims, and scholars of
Islam in France.

Triangulation or “mixed methods” can do more than enhance the rigor of
discourse analysis, however. It can help ground stories of individual experi-
ences in larger social patterns. For example, it is one thing to note that Muslim
interviewees frequently complain about discrimination in the job market. They
believe that there is a kind of social bias that stigmatizes Muslims specifically
for their religion. Yet it is another thing to substantiate whether there is em-
ployment inequality between Muslims and non-Muslims. Statistics retrieved
from France’s Institut National de la Statistique et des Etudes Economiques
(INSEE [National Institute for Statistics and Economic Studies] 2009) and a
large-n survey conducted by Sylvain Brouard and Vincent Tiberj (2005) suggest
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that the interviewees are correct to perceive a bias against Muslims (see Chap-
ter 5). In this way, the book probes how daily, subtle social slights and indigni-
ties may play a role in shaping material inequalities.

One of the challenges of the ethnographic researcher is to substantiate what
he or she claims to have seen while “in the field.” Muslims interviewed for this
study said on more than one occasion that they can “just feel” the hostility some
people harbor toward them as Muslims and that this feeling is not an easy thing
to quantify or present objectively to others. In this book, I try to get at some of
the less tangible “feelings” of France with images. For example, saying “statistics
show that religious attendance has greatly declined in France” is not the same as
analyzing a cartoon image of a young man vomiting out religious symbols with
the slogan, “Down with all religions” (a sticker produced by the Anarchist Fed-
eration and displayed in public places). It is not just that fewer people attend reli-
gious services in France. Public denunciations of religion, articulated with a tone
of disgust, are not rare there.!” Images play an important role in this book, serv-
ing as a recorded history of my experience of daily life in France in 2008. Their
presentation here allows the reader to decide for himself or herself whether my
analysis of the significance of the images is correct. In this way, the reader, who
“replicates my measurements” and checks for reliability when he or she analyzes
the images presented here, is invited to participate in the triangulation process.

Outline of the Book

Chapter 2 interrogates the nature of citizenship and examines why French Mus-
lims see their citizenship routinely questioned. Part of this has to do with the na-
ture of citizenship as a normative, political identity. Defining the nation through
the exclusion of an “other within” has been a hallmark of all forms of citizenship
based on social contract, whether they are liberal or republican.”” This plays out
in different ways in different contexts. In France, uncertainty about the mem-
bership status of Muslims is a product of (1) contemporary fear generated by
elite stereotypes of Muslims; and (2) timeless philosophical concerns rooted in
French norms of citizenship. America took the path of race-consciousness and
multiculturalism; France’s revolutionary ideals set it on the road to difference-
blind equality and the celebration of a shared, national culture. It is far too easy
to say the French are just racist or just Islamophobic—easy and inaccurate.

After exploring the philosophical underpinnings of citizenship, Chapter 2
introduces France’s elite triad of discourse shapers: politicians, the media, and
intellectuals. These are the power players who shape French politics and debate.
The chapter considers how the organization of the French elite contributes to
intellectual insularity and then examines two instances of that elite insularity
that are central to this book: today’s elite norm of the ideal French citizen and
the elite depiction of Muslims as failing to obtain the ideal.

Chapter 3 introduces the reader to France’s Muslim population. It summa-
rizes the recent history of Muslim immigration to France and the changes the
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population has gone through since the 1950s, including changes in how Mus-
lims see the place of their religion in their lives. These changes produce tension
between Muslims who articulate French citizenship differently. The schism is
widest between those French Muslims who articulate a traditional, difference-
blind view of French citizenship and those French Muslims who embrace the
long-held civic values of freedom, equality, and fraternity while arguing that
this triad is in fact compatible with greater political and social recognition of
difference. The chapter then examines the diverse political goals and strategies
of France’s Muslims and interrogates why rights claims sometimes prove to be
ineffective tools for oppositional projects of social inclusion in France today.

Chapters 4-6 compare elites’ and Muslims’ discussion of Muslims in
France on the three key issues of education, employment, and housing. It is in
comparing these discourses that the striking homogeneity and shallowness of
the elite discourse becomes most clear. The narrow subjects discussed among
politicians, the media, and intellectuals (such as the hijab or violence in the
banlieues) certainly are not absent from the discussions that French Muslims
have on these three issues, but they are nowhere near reflective of the diversity
of concerns and hopes Muslims express when discussing education, employ-
ment, and housing.

Chapter 4 explores the issue of Muslims and education. While education is
a large issue encompassing many subjects, when French elites discuss Muslims
and education, they almost always consider the hijab. The hijab has crowded out
all other discussion about Muslims and education among French elites. Mean-
while, Muslims themselves have a host of additional concerns beyond the hijab:
dwindling school diversity (not just of religion and race but also of class), inept
or discriminatory school counselors, the tendency to send young Muslims and
children of immigrants to technical schools regardless of the students’ interests,
the limitations of French universities compared with grandes écoles and the last-
ing effects this can have on graduates, an inadequate system of teacher evalua-
tion, not enough internships, the lack of halal meat, and discrimination in school.
Most of these issues do not necessarily have to do with religion. Interestingly,
when French Muslims discuss discrimination in schools, they often recognize
the intersectionality of their discrimination experience: Is a French Muslim being
treated poorly because he is a Muslim or a child of immigrants? Because she is a
girl or has dark skin? Because he or she is from a working-class family? Or is the
discrimination fueled by some subtle combination of these factors?

Chapter 5 explains how elite discourse on Muslims and employment in-
cludes not only similar tropes of violence and laziness, but also a pattern of
neglect. Muslims are either ignored completely when discussing employment,
blamed for being lazy welfare moochers, or depicted as dangerous employees
who infiltrate French businesses to carry out terrorist plots. French Muslims,
meanwhile, do not all agree on employment issues. While some French Muslims
are concerned with unemployment (which is justifiable, given the higher rate
of unemployment they face compared with the rest of the French population),
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other Muslims argue that there are enough jobs to go around and the unem-
ployed are not looking hard enough. A common concern among Muslims that
connects back to the issue of housing is the geographic isolation of certain
housing developments from places of employment. Some French Muslims can
attest to workplace discrimination, while others (particularly those who work
outside the public service sector) say they have never experienced discrimi-
nation at work. It was common even among those who had not experienced
workplace discrimination, however, to share tales of how their coworkers were
generally ignorant about Islam and Muslims.

Chapter 6 illustrates how elite discourse about Muslims and housing re-
volves around tales of dangerous, violent male youths living in the banlieues,
who are depicted as uneducated gang-rapers. This elite discourse also centers
on the helpless young Muslim woman who is a victim of her oppressive male
counterparts. Muslims themselves, meanwhile, acknowledge the existence of
these problems but (along with French criminologists) deny that the problems
are increasing, are limited to the banlieues and Muslims, or are as widespread
as French elites make them out to be. Furthermore, French Muslims express a
host of different concerns that are rarely addressed when elites discuss Muslims
and housing: poor municipal planning that generates unemployment and social
marginalization; isolated immigrants (especially immigrant mothers); discrim-
ination on the housing market; inadequate government housing; and routine
discrimination, abuse, or hostility from police in one’s own neighborhood.

Chapter 7 concludes with a discussion about how the relationship between
citizenship and difference is being renegotiated in France today. French elites
are splitting along four views of citizenship and difference, the first three of
which shut out Muslims: a racial or ethnic view, a “single shared culture” view,
a difference-blind abstract republicanism, and a critical republicanism. Many
traditional supporters of the left—immigrants, their children, and minorities—
are increasingly disenchanted with the “abstract” policies that they see as tar-
geting them and blaming them for all of France’s woes. As parts of the divided
French left move away from these allies, we see the left struggling more than
ever to find a unified voice and purpose in elections. Early on in his presidency,
Nicolas Sarkozy claimed to have taken up the torch of speaking for a diverse
France, appointing racial and religious minorities to political posts (though not
always treating them well) and speaking candidly about religion. While Sar-
kozy’s center-right UMP has indeed won some Muslim adherents, most French
citizens of African and Turkish descent (60 percent of whom are Muslim) re-
main firmly leftist—more so than the rest of the French (Brouard and Tiber;j
2005, p. 52).!* Furthermore, the Sarkozy administration eventually soured on
this diversity project, and its efforts to use a sort of politics of recognition per-
versely culminated in the multiplication of formal political debates that ques-
tioned the Frenchness of Muslims and the compatibility of Islam with France.
Meanwhile on the left, while Socialist President Francois Hollande stated in
2013 that “France knows that Islam and democracy are compatible,” Interior
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Minister Manuel Valls caused consternation among his colleagues by say-
ing that it was “necessary to show” that Islam is compatible with democracy
(Tronche 2013). Today, the number of independents among French citizens of
African and Turkish descent is growing, especially among young voters, which
may reflect this increasing political disconnect (Brouard and Tiberj 2005).

All the while, French Muslims are exploring the meaning of citizenship.
Some French Muslims are challenging the dominant articulation of French
citizenship as difference-blind. For these French Muslims, who often are young
French people who were not adults in the 1980s, laicité means the freedom to
practice one’s religion as long as one does not actively proselytize.'”® Further-
more, these Muslims do not perceive sartorial gestures alone (such as the hijab)
as active proselytizing. For them, equality means exposing the hypocrisy of a
fabricated “public-private” divide that promises public equality but delivers
public and private indifference and scorn. In their view, fraternity means not
toleration but respect—the kind of solidarity that is bred from intimate famil-
iarity, not neutral abstractions. These Muslims tend to embrace the multiplic-
ity of identity. They recognize their various affiliations, such as “French” and
“Muslim,” in a nonhierarchical way and insist on the compatibility of these
affiliations.

his is a book about national identity, but only partially. Speaking about

“identity” on its own, as a rarefied, objective thing, is problematic. Identity
is always multiple and contested, the object of debates and disagreement. Try,
for example, to definitively describe American identity while avoiding essen-
tializing Americans. Thus, the examination of national identity in this book is
grounded in a discussion about how it influences the “standing” (Shklar 1991;
emphasis added) of Muslims as citizens of France. This book ultimately is about
citizenship as a normative ideal and the ways in which this ideal can be mobi-
lized to question whether certain groups deserve to be members of the nation
or not.

French elites today ask, Do Muslims deserve French citizenship? Can they
be made French? How would that happen? While these might seem like decid-
edly contemporary questions—the product of twentieth-century immigration,
combined with concerns about political Islam and the challenges of securing
social harmony in an increasingly diverse nation—they are not without prec-
edent. One particularly famous debate that examined how an “other within”
might be further integrated into the nation took place about one hundred fifty
years ago. As Western Europe struggled with the tension between its relatively
newfound human rights ideals and long-standing social, political, and legal
discrimination against Jews, Bruno Bauer wrote an essay suggesting a path for-
ward. His essay, titled “The Jewish Question,” theorized in a liberal fashion
about what to do with the “other within” who resists assimilation but whom the
state cannot legitimately punish or discriminate against because of the liberal
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state’s commitment to equality. Bauer sought to eliminate the inequality that
Jews faced in Prussia (and throughout Europe) by granting them all of the for-
mal rights of a full citizen. In return, Jewish people needed to sequester their
religion in the private sphere and remain neutral, secular individuals in the
public sphere. The result was a sort of Faustian bargain: a partial surrendering
of the spiritual for greater enjoyment of the secular. The extension of rights,
and the sacrifice of a degree of public religious exercise to earn that privilege,
was seen as the key to integration and equality.

The key to understanding Bauer’s argument is to recognize how he splits
human experience into two different arenas: the public (or political) and the
private (or social). This division, of course, is not unique to Bauer, and his thesis
gestures back to John Locke’s liberal public/private divide in A Letter Concern-
ing Toleration, from a century before.

Karl Marx not only disagreed with Bauer; he also fundamentally ques-
tioned the existence of a barrier between political and private life. His essay,
“On ‘The Jewish Question™ (1843) is a response to Bauer’s essay (see Tucker
1978). Marx’s essay is not without problems, particularly in how it employs
“the Jew” as a metaphor for capitalism that is associated with derogatory ste-
reotypes. That said, the essay is still one of the most insightful criticisms of the
limitations of rights and of the notion that increased legal equality is the key to
eliminating social and political inequality.” Why is Marx’s essay relevant to the
debate about Muslims in France today?

Marx declares that “political emancipation itself is not human emancipa-
tion” (Tucker 1978, p. 40). His concern with “human emancipation” relates to
his ontological beliefs about the nature of labor and society: it is possible for a
man to be politically emancipated by virtue of political rights and yet still be
a slave to capitalism. This slavery has to do with the way capitalism alienates
individuals from one another (and their labor). In contrast to liberalism’s focus
on absolute authority and how it limits political freedom, Marx describes how
economic unfreedom originates from the alienation of individuals from their
labor and other humans. In this sense, Marx complains that political emanci-
pation, guaranteed by rights, does nothing to secure social emancipation—that
is, our freedom from material inequality and its attendant miseries. In fact, it
may even hinder social emancipation, distracting people from the true misery
they face in society.

In short, Marx had two doubts about the liberals’ secular bargain. First, he
doubted that the inequalities that pervade private life, especially those inequal-
ities based on religious bias, can ever be kept from influencing public, secular
life. Second, he doubted that the current secular world, with its politically sanc-
tioned capitalist inequalities, is worth giving anything up for in the first place.
Marx did not disagree with Bauer’s answer to the “Jewish question” as much as
he felt that the incorrect question was being asked. For Marx, the significant
question was not “How do we achieve equality for a people that society finds
repugnant?” Instead, it was “What is it about our society and political system
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that enables this kind of repugnance?” For Marx, the answer was the alienating
power of capitalism.

Interestingly, while Bauer articulates a liberal social contract view of
rights—citizens give up a limited number of rights for protection from the
government, whose legitimacy relies on its ability to defend the remaining
individual rights citizens have not relinquished—we find a similar “public/
private divide” within republican social contract theory. In republicanism,
the legitimacy of government comes not from how well it protects individual
rights but from how well citizens set aside their own personal interests when
pursuing political activities, thereby seeking out those policies that best serve
the good of all (Cole 2008; Déloye 2007; Woll 2009 [a similar idea is present in
“French statism” according to Suleiman 1974]). The “common good,” for a re-
publican like Rousseau, is not the sum of everyone’s personal interests; it is the
voice of all citizens speaking together as citizens of the nation, without con-
sideration of other, particular (that is, not shared by everyone, not universal)
identities and affiliations (such as religion, or as nineteenth-century thinkers
would add, race and gender)."” To bring such particular concerns into politics
would make it impossible to generate a sense of what is needed for the well-
being of the nation as a whole, and therefore they must be left in the private
sphere—that is, outside politics.

While there are different variants of republicanism and theories about
what it entails in regard to difference, many French elites today articulate a
difference-blind, abstract republicanism that is critical of pluralism and sees
multiculturalism as a threat to national unity and the common good. Thus,
when defining key components of republicanism, Ariane Chebel d’Appolonia
(2009, p. 269) includes the “rejection of any form of communitarianism” (here
meant to imply something akin to “identity politics”) and “secularism.”

There are two parallels between Marx’s essay and the situation of Muslims
in France today."” First, Marx identifies the condition of nineteenth-century
European Jews as one in which political equality will coincide with, if not re-
inforce, social inequality. Even if we do not accept his diagnosis of capitalist
alienation, Marx’s description captures the condition of French Muslims today.
Just as Bauer would have hoped, France gave formal, legal equality to religious
minorities long ago. But the political equality guaranteed by rights has not gen-
erated social equality. The public identity of Muslims in France is an object of
criticism and occasional disrespect. Furthermore, relative social powerlessness
can reduce the perceived usefulness of formal rights, as it may be difficult for
French Muslims to claim these rights when faced with the material realities
of social inequality: poverty, poor education, geographic marginalization, and
social hostility. Second, once we recognize how formal equality may coexist
with social inequality, we are brought back to the central question that ani-
mates Marx’s “On “The Jewish Question™: What is it about our society and po-
litical system that inspires us to question a group’s citizenship? French elites
frequently ask, “Are Muslims French enough? Are they deserving citizens? Can
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they be made French?” This book asks instead, “Why is this question being
posed? What is its effect on France’s Muslims? And how do they respond?”

The main complaint among most Muslims interviewed for my study con-
cerns this elite discourse that challenges their standing as citizens, inviting
informal daily indignities, ridicule, and scorn. To use Judith Shklar’s (1989,
p. 438) language, it is a lack of “public respect,” which amounts to “the reduc-
tion of standing and demotion to second-class citizenship.” Some (not all, but
many) French elites engage in a kind of discourse that stigmatizes Muslims as
the “inassimilable other” threatening French national identity, “too particular”
ever to become part of the universal model of republican citizenship. The most
extreme variants of this discourse depict contemporary France as a sort of Mil-
tonian “paradise lost” or otherwise threatened by these Muslim “outsiders.” In
the words of Deputy Jean-Claude Guibal of the UMP, quoting the French intel-
lectual Alain Finkielkraut, France, faced with a new diversity of ideas and peo-
ple, is in a process of “decivilization,” undoing its way of life, social cohesion,
and intellectual, moral, and Judeo-Christian traditions (Assemblée Nationale
2010, p. 5395).

This is partly why many of the claims Muslims make are not rights claims
per se. They are more typically demands for neutrality that would keep talk of
religion out of politics altogether or demands for recognition that seek to com-
pensate for the weak protection provided by the empty abstraction of formal
rights. Formal rights do not compensate for the daily indignities of being seen
as an undeserving citizen, in the same way that having the right to employment
does not necessarily put food on the table. This critique is well known in the
field of public law (Tushnet 1984). Less well known, however, is the way differ-
ent national contexts can shape discussions about rights.

French Muslims’ emphasis on political claims for neutrality and recogni-
tion, as opposed to rights claims, reflects a very French sensibility about citi-
zenship and rights. Contrary to Doris Marie Provine’s (1996) finding that the
French have a low level of rights consciousness, the Muslims interviewed here
discussed their rights at length. But the discussion was about what they de-
served given their equal rights. They all saw themselves as rights-bearing citi-
zens already. They sometimes identified legal inequality as a problem, but they
more frequently attacked the way French elites represent Muslims. In short, the
claims of French Muslims were typically grounded in a sense of national be-
longing that is not sufficiently recognized by others. And this sense of national
belonging among Muslims is often justified by referencing the rights they al-
ready have as citizens of France.

So we see that rights matter, but not in the way we are accustomed to see-
ing in the United States. French Muslims are not demanding recognition for
the purpose of obtaining rights; rather, they are demanding recognition to
obtain the social equality they feel they deserve given their self-perception
as rights-bearing French citizens. Marx criticized liberal rights for engender-
ing complacency: people settle for political equality and fail to address social
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inequality and the system that drives it. In the French context, we can clearly
see where rights fail to address social inequality. We also see, however, in-
stances where rights may be a mere a sideshow: the moral and political justi-
fication for non-rights claims for social equality. There are exceptions to this,
and legal mobilization and the judicialization of politics is on the rise in France
(due, in part, to the influence of Europe). But this remains an important facet
of French rights culture. Rights are less oppositional in the sense that they are
used as evidence of one’s membership in a social order instead of being used as
a weapon intended to attack that social order as illegitimate.

To return to the central questions from the beginning of this chapter: Who
are France’s Muslims, what do they want, and why is their Frenchness such
a contentious subject? When the question is posed in this way, as opposed to
asking “Can Muslims be French?” we must think more carefully about why a
Muslim or Arab French soccer fan might jeer when “La Marseillaise” is played.
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Elusive Citizenship

The Consequences of an Undesirable Public Identity

When I wore the foulard, I had a group of little girls. . . . From time to
time—it was the summer—I took the little girls from their apart-
ment building in the housing project to the park. So we took the bus,
and the people who participated left, and there was a woman who
had a stroller. We got in the bus, and I helped take the stroller, and
as I climbed on the bus, the driver closed the doors on me. Because
I was wearing the foulard. The baby just missed being squashed. But
it was done on purpose. He did not excuse himself. I entered with
the stroller, and I discussed it with him. “Can you apologize, sir?”
And finally he said, “I am in a big rush.” He spoke very roughly to
me. . .. [ did not see that the kids from the housing project . . . were
not far away from the bus. They saw what had happened. They all
came, and they took the bus apart.

What does that mean?

They threw rocks, tried to break the windows because they saw this
scene of injustice. I did not know that [the kids] were following the
bus. ... [T]hey know that we are in an Islamophobic context, and
they get fed up. They intervened to reestablish justice. So what [the
driver] saw from a distance as an act of violence was for them an act
of justice.

his story comes from a member of Etudiants Musulmans de France (EMF
[Muslim Students of France]). She is a young French woman who is Muslim
and the child of Algerian immigrants. Her story illustrates the kind of daily
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hostility many Muslims experience in France. This hostility is in part a product
of an omnipresent elite discourse that condemns Muslims as unfit citizens. Yet
many French Muslims themselves do not doubt their French identity.'

As this young woman notes, the bus doors were closed on her because of
her foulard, an external sign of her belief in Islam.? While her story recognizes
the violence of the children’s response, it also complicates that interpretation
by explaining that for the children, vandalizing the bus was a reaction to what
they perceived as an act of injustice. The interviewee herself connects what she
perceives to be the driver’s Islamophobia (which for her connotes fear and in-
tense dislike of Islam and Muslims) to injustice.

But what kind of injustice took place? The interviewee was not denied rights
by a government official. Nor was she told she could not enter the bus. How are
we to understand the “injustice” present in this story?

Muslims, perceived by some in France as frighteningly or undesirably
“different,” routinely encounter social indignities of varying magnitude. This
sometimes amounts to acts of violence (hitting, shoving, grabbing, threats) that
could conceivably implicate courts as an arbiter in a civil or criminal dispute.
More typically, the slights are subtle, and their informality and openness to
interpretation make legal involvement unlikely.

Figure 2.1 illustrates the different ways in which citizenship may be openly
or subtly undermined or questioned and the likelihood that courts will be
called on to respond to these moments of exclusion. As it shows, an erasure of
rights by lawmakers is a major event that will be recognized and challenged by
many. Even lawmakers may challenge this erasure of rights, such as when leftist
parliamentarians asked that the bill that would ban the nigab (the full face veil)
and all face coverings in public spaces be sent to the Constitutional Court for
review.” Legally addressing a rights violation, however, can be difficult, as the
violation may not be taking place on the national stage, or may even be anoma-
lous. Thus, the courts, along with activists and allies who would help fight the
violation, may be unaware of it until they are activated by the injured party.
Finally, activating courts to remedy social indignities is even more difficult, as
the incidents are frequent and subtle, making them burdensome to pursue le-
gally and challenging to prove. There may be a paper trail if someone’s rental
application has been illegally turned down in violation of the right to equal
housing, but a spoken insult or yanked hijab leaves little evidence.

As one might expect, few Muslim interviewees sought legal assistance in
response to social indignities. Such a response was perceived as impractical and
ineffective. A few respondents even laughed when asked whether they would
try to address an incident of social discrimination in court or through media-
tion. This is exemplified in an exchange with two members of EMF (described
in more detail in Chapter 6), who reacted strongly when asked whether the
reason that they did not go to court for social indignities is that they did not
regularly think about rights.
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Commonly Recognized Ways of
Undercutting Citizenship

Violation of
Social rights
indignities (by government Erasure of
(by private officials or rights
entities) private entities) (by lawmakers)
courts being E—
courts being
activated Less likely More likely
How are courts By the affected By the affected By politicians
activated in this citizen, but rarely | citizen or the affected
kind of dispute? citizens
How many are Perhaps many, One or more Affects many
affected? but often in an may be affected | individuals at
isolated manner once
How public is it? | Varies. May go Varies Highly public
largely unnoticed
Examples Slurs, insults, Rental Arguably the
avoidance discrimination 2004 law
banning the hijab
in public schools
FIGURE 2.1 Likelihood of courts being activated when citizenship is undercut.

Student: We are always talking about justice. (Laughs) But it is more
about social things. Court, that is for penal things.
Engineer: For serious violence.

Notably, one way in which citizenship can be undercut that is central to
this book is not displayed in Figure 2.1: through elite discursive attacks on one’s
standing as a citizen. This method of undercutting a group’s citizenship can be
just as subtle and pervasive as social slights, but it reaches a far wider audience.
Even fewer Muslim interviewees sought to challenge elite discursive attacks on
Muslim citizenship in court. One activist organization sued a magazine, but the
more typical response was to try to engage politicians in conversation to end
stereotypes—the kind of discussion that cannot happen in a courtroom. French
Muslims find it understandably difficult to challenge these discursive attacks.

In this study, I argue that the standing of Muslims as citizens of France
is primarily undercut by elite discourse. If we looked at laws on the books in
France, we would find them facially neutral toward Muslims (although this is
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arguable concerning laws that regulate Muslim women’s dress). But we should
hesitate before saying that French Muslims are not confronted with “legal exclu-
sion.” As sociolegal scholars remind us, law is not merely the rules we find “on
the books.” The law and society tradition conceives of law and rights as social
practices. They are embedded in, and reflect, social hierarchy and dominant
norms. Thus, while it is common to distinguish racial homogeneity in Ameri-
can schools as arising from either de jure segregation (segregation mandated by
law) or de facto segregation (segregation that occurs without having been or-
dained by law), sociolegal scholars would argue that both reflect a law-like racial
hierarchy that establishes expectations and governs social behavior. Thus, when
I say that French Muslims’ citizenship is undercut by elite discourse, I want to be
clear about the facial neutrality of the law in France while acknowledging that
this facial neutrality may sometimes mask differential treatment in practice.

These discursive attacks on Muslim citizenship, whether in the form of a
bad joke, a direct criticism, or a parliamentary debate premised on the need to
address Muslim integration problems, fosters a pervasive climate of prejudice.
This exposes Muslims to routine indignities and may be seen as a justification
for material disadvantages. In France today, Muslims encounter discourage-
ment from school instructors and discrimination in employment and housing.
At the same time, the formal promise of legal equality leads many non-Muslims
to scorn Muslims for not “making it” when they supposedly have all the re-
sources they need to be good citizens. For Muslims, formal rights all too often
become empty abstractions that cannot easily offset the social stigma they regu-
larly encounter. The ineffectiveness of formal rights claims for addressing social
indignities and elite discursive challenges to Muslim citizenship exaggerates the
difficulty Muslim activists face in creating a counternarrative.

How is it that the citizenship of a group of people can be so vigorously ques-
tioned when those people bear legal and social artifacts of national member-
ship, such as a passport and language fluency? How is it that supposedly equal
citizens can be treated so unequally? The answers to these questions concern
law and society, political theory, and comparative politics scholars, as well as
anyone interested in issues of minority rights and equality.

Answering these questions requires familiarity with the philosophical un-
derpinnings of citizenship. What opportunities does citizenship create, how is
it granted and denied, and what might the denial of citizenship foreclose? How
do these general principles play out in the specific context of today’s France,
with its own particular citizenship tradition and contemporary political and
social struggles? In this chapter, the concept of citizenship is examined, show-
ing that it is neither a fixed nor unitary status. When an individual is branded
an “undeserving citizen,” the perils of being “politically equal and socially
scorned” become clear: the erasure of rights by officials, the violation of rights
in society, pervasive social stigmatization, and material inequality. The chapter
then moves away from abstractions to show how these ideas take form in the
current French context.
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How Should We Understand Citizenship?

The subject of citizenship has long fascinated political scientists. Judith Shklar
(1991), David Engel (1984), and Judith Failer (2002) argue that multiple, dif-
ferent meanings of the term exist. Citizenship can refer to a legal status; the
engaged political life of civic action; or an always qualified status that reflects
one’s standing in society, politics, and before the law (Failer 2002, p. 3). This
study is most concerned with this issue of standing. Shklar (1989, p. 387) ar-
gues that political rights, such as the right to vote, are not enough to secure one
tull citizenship. There are key social rights that are “a primary source of public
respect,” and without them a person with the full gamut of political rights may
find that his standing as a citizen is still somehow reduced (Shklar 1989, p. 387).
In the American context Shklar is studying, the right to earn, to work and to
earn money, is not a political right, but a social right—and an elusive one for
marginalized communities. “Paid labor separated the free man from the slave”
in American history, and the modern inheritance of this divide is the denigra-
tion of the unemployed (Shklar 1989, p. 387). Thus, it is possible for a politically
equal citizen with the right to vote, but no job, to be seen as a second-class citi-
zen who is undeserving of public respect.

Similarly, Engel (1984) argues that the extent to which one’s membership
in a community is recognized depends on whether one exhibits the markers
of good citizenship that are appropriate to a given context. For example, in the
community Engel studied, using the courts to settle contract disputes was seen
as normal, but using the courts to settle torts was seen as irresponsible and
selfish. Thus, litigious behavior was not criticized unless it matched commu-
nity perceptions of “undesirable” behavior, thereby marking someone as an
“outsider.”

Scholars have examined how rights discourse may be used as a tool to claim
membership, or increase standing. For example, Carl Stychin (1998, 2003) high-
lights how rights discourse shapes national identities (and sexual identities).
Engel and Frank Munger (2003, p. 3) draw attention to the way in which civil
rights can be used to demand inclusion by those individuals who are on the
margins of citizenship. Stuart Scheingold (2004) famously argues that rights
can be used with varying degrees of success to challenge social hierarchies. But
these efforts face many challenges. Changing one’s standing as a citizen re-
quires upending dominant norms and accepted hierarchies.

Shane Phelan (2001, p. 11) reminds us that the common association of
citizenship with democratic equality is a modern and curious one: “From the
Roman Empire to modern times, citizenship was not clearly distinct from
subjecthood.” When citizenship was reinterpreted by liberals and republicans
to mean equal membership on the basis of the most inclusive characteristic
possible—humanity—new methods of boundary drawing and exclusion were
developed. “The stronger the presumed bond between citizens, the greater the
need for exclusion to maintain cohesion and ways of life” (Phelan 2001, p. 12).
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Phelan thus identifies the paradox that lives at the heart of modern citizenship:
this supposedly democratic project of inclusion is carried out through the pro-
cess of exclusion. When political leaders and powerful agents in society create
narratives about the commonalities that bring the citizens of a nation together
as an equal and equally rights-bearing people, they necessarily create misfits.
Ultimately, Phelan (2001, p. 11) argues that discourse about the commonality
of citizens, meant (genuinely or not) to strengthen equal rights for an equal
people, provides a way to define who is “unfit for membership.”

Feminists and critical race theorists articulate a similar complaint about
the role of social contract theory in citizenship. Carol Pateman (1988) argues
that the social contract does not make all citizens equal. Rather, it negotiates
freedom and equality between men while assuming that women are subject
to men’s rule. For Pateman, all social contract theory hinges on the prior, or
“original,” contract that makes men equal not in their humanity but in their
dominion over women (Pateman 1988, p. 2). Extending this line of reasoning,
Charles Mills (1997, p. 11) argues that whites have long benefited from a “ra-
cial contract,” in which whites enjoy a higher standing than people of color. In
Pateman’s and Mills’s work, the contract theory that is supposed to guarantee
equality between citizens is shown to establish legal and social justifications for
gender and racial marginalization.

Social contract theorists counter that the social contract can be salvaged;
it just needs to be radically revised for greater inclusivity. The liberal theorist
John Rawls (1999) and republican theorist Philip Pettit (1997) have engaged
in just such projects, which challenge the assumptions of their predecessors
with the concepts, respectively, of reflective equilibrium and non-domination.
These two concepts are intended to help people see past the social, legal, and
political constraints that blind them to inequality and thereby perpetuate ex-
clusion. Feminists and critical race scholars, however, are likely to circle back
to Phelan’s critique: even when America expanded “We the people” to include
“all” citizens regardless of race and gender, some citizens were still deemed
more fit than others. For example, even though African Americans have all
of the legal rights of whites today, the factually inaccurate trope of the wel-
fare queen became a successful act of political rhetoric precisely because it re-
lied on (and strengthened) long-standing assumptions among bigoted whites
about the lazy, conniving, and overly fecund nature of black women (Hancock
2004). These women were citizens, but not deserving citizens. They were unfit
citizens and did not merit social assistance. Legal equality did not alter that
assessment.

Bringing the social contract critiques of queer, feminist, and critical race
theorists together, we see that the methods of political inclusion that we have
long used in democracies are accomplished through the process of exclusion.
Inclusion and exclusion have been two sides of the same coin of defining a na-
tion and its citizenry. If people are not legally excluded, they will be excluded
in subtler ways. And while the labels “unfit” and “undeserving” may be more
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subtle than an outright denial of citizenship, the consequences of such attacks
on a citizen’s standing can be significant.

This book demonstrates that when elites create the political identity of citi-
zenship, they hold up a positive ideal and identify dangerous aberrations that
exist within the citizenry. For example, the imprisonment of peaceful Ameri-
cans with Japanese ancestry during World War II illustrates how contemporary
political fears aligned with a race-based definition of citizenship, creating an
“other within” whom political leaders could punish with impunity.

In this book, we see that Muslims in France rarely find official law pitted
against them qua Muslims. Instead, many French elites relentlessly question
the Frenchness of Muslims in speeches, parliamentary debates, and writing.
This book examines the power of elites to discursively shape the definition of
deserving and undeserving citizens in a way that feeds on, but also enables,
social indignities.

How is this possible? How do French elites define the ideal citizen? And
why do they define Muslims as unfit for French citizenship? To answer these
questions, we need to know more about French citizenship as a long-standing
ideal, and as a contemporary articulation that responds to present-day con-
cerns and anxieties.

Today’s Elite Construction of France and the Deserving French Citizen

It is important to recognize that dominant groups in every collective create
distorted images of “other” groups that justify exclusion and domination, al-
though the degrees and specific terms of this pattern vary in different contexts.
This exploration of the common elite construction of Muslims and the good
French citizen is just one example of a wider pattern. The rest of this chapter
investigates the particular local twists, turns, and effects of this predominant,
exclusionary elite discourse. Characteristics of the “deserving citizen” vary from
country to country, from era to era. While there may be some enduring themes
(such as self-reliance in the American citizen), their articulations are often tem-
porally and spatially contingent. For example, today’s articulation of American
self-reliance that is mobilized to criticize single mothers of color makes sense
only in the contemporary context of increased social welfare, national debt, and
backlash against the Civil Rights Movement (Dudas 2008). Understanding how
one becomes a “deserving” citizen, then, requires familiarity with both endur-
ing principles and the contemporary context in which that particular sociolegal
identity is established.

The creation of “deserving citizen” narratives becomes particularly salient
during struggles with immigration and cultural diversity. In this context, the
we/us othering is an effective political scapegoat that also offers “easy” answers
in times of political and social change and uncertainty. This is important in
the context of France, a nation that is experiencing, as the news outlets like to
tlashily put it, “an identity crisis” (“France tackles national identity crisis” 2009;
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“French identity crisis” 2009; Kirby 2009; Lichfield 2009a; Samuel 2007). While
this may be an exaggeration, French politicians are certainly responding as if
it were a legitimate crisis. In 2009 and 2010, French politicians engaged in the
lengthy and at times polemical “French identity debates” in an attempt to better
define what makes a person French and what French values are. Those debates,
notably, included several discussions about the compatibility of Islam and the
republic. Consider also how booing at “La Marseillaise” was depicted by French
elites as a sign of the decline of French values and identity.

Why the “identity crisis”—or, at least, the soul searching? It would be sim-
plistic to identify only one reason for France’s “identity crisis” and outside the
scope of this book to do more. What is important to this inquiry, however, is the
way in which French elites have shaped a deserving citizen narrative as part of
this “identity crisis.” In this chapter, I argue that elite constructions of the “de-
serving citizen” in France today are defined, in part, in opposition to Muslims.
Muslims are described as undeserving citizens, which opens them up to social,
political, and (albeit more rarely) legal marginalization. This elite discourse does
even more than that, however. It all but erases France’s colonial past and the
abuses it brought on Muslims and the Arab world. It is also intended to reas-
sure the “deserving” French and alleviate the pessimism engendered by France’s
prolonged labor slump; its challenges in handling immigration; its continued
gender and racial inequalities, even as the nation becomes more diverse; and its
decline on the world’s political stage. The deserving citizen narrative tells us that
the French republican tradition is alive and well and that those who struggle in
the nation need only match the republican ideal more closely. It is their fault that
they struggle, especially when the path to integration is so clearly laid out.

Who, then, are these elites, and what is the deserving citizen narrative they
have created?

The Makeup of the Powerful French Elite

Politicians

Politicians in France, for the most part, are white and Catholic or not religiously
affiliated (see Figure 2.2). In 2008, “one black member represent[ed] continental
France in the National Assembly among 555 members; no continental French
senators out of some 300; only a handful of mayors out of some 36,000, and
none from the poor Paris suburbs” (Kimmelman 2008).

Many scholars have studied the formation of political and administrative
elites in France. Ezra Suleiman examines how the grandes écoles, prestigious
institutions of higher education that are discussed in greater detail in Chap-
ter 4, provide a formal, institutionalized avenue to power in France. Success,
he argues, depends on whether one attends such a school (Suleiman 1978, p. 4).
Peter Gumbel (2013, preface, para. 6) goes as far as to describe a grande école
degree as “a de-facto guarantee of professional success and security, and a fast
track to the pinnacle of French society.” Cornelia Woll (2009, p. 229) points out
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FIGURE 2.2 The faces of French politicians. To celebrate
the school’s sixtieth anniversary, Sciences Po Bordeaux
helped photographer Frangois Ducasse (2008) publish Les
visages de la République, a book of photographs of French
politicians. The “faces of the republic” on the book’s cover
include not one person of color. (Courtesy of Le Bord de
I'Eau Editions. Photograph by the author.)

that a grande école education tends to generate elite insularity, because outsid-
ers are viewed with suspicion. As Michalina Vaughan (1981, p. 101) describes it,
the grande écoles “justify the position of this elite by guaranteeing its calibre.”
Thus, while the system of elite production was designed to be meritocratic,
“merit” is “recognized and legitimated only when it is certified by a restricted
number of institutions” (Suleiman 1978, p. 4).*

Luc Rouban (2012, p. 480) quantifies the elitism of French politics by exam-
ining the educational background of those who have worked closely with more
than three decades of French presidents. Some 80.4 percent of the presidential
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entourage of Valérie Giscard d’Estaing consisted of former students of at least
one grande école.” The figures were 40.8 percent and 58 percent, respectively,
during Francois Mitterrand’s two presidential terms; 53.1 percent during
Jacques Chirac’s presidency; and 69.6 during Nicolas Sarkozy’s presidency,
which may seem ironic given his criticism of elitism of French politics and
business. The story is similar for those working with French prime ministers.
Under Frangois Fillon’s government (2007-2012), 67.3 percent of the entourage
attended at least one grande école, with most coming from either the Ecole
Nationale d’Administration (ENA [National School of Administration]) or Sci-
ences Po Paris (37.6 percent and 40.6 percent, respectively) (Rouban, p. 481).6
Political leaders in France are not only products of elite education; they are fre-
quently products of the same elite education.

The claim that French politics is elite-driven and highly centralized is
no news to scholars of France, who have long noted the elitism of France as a
strong unitary state (Cole 2008; Crozier 1964; Jenkins 2000; Tocqueville 1983).
Given the elite and closed nature of politics—politicians tend to come from
the best schools to which it is difficult to gain entry—it is not surprising that
immigrants and those with an immigrant background find it difficult to break
into French politics.

The Media

The media in France is highly centralized, as well. As Laurent Mucchielli (2005,
p. 25) notes, there is a sort of “Paris-centrism” among journalists, “which leads
them to believe that the Parisian region constitutes a sort of representative
sample of all of French society.” This, of course, could not be further from the
truth. The editor-in-chief at Oumma.com, a well-known French news website
composed primarily by French Muslims but intended for an all-France audi-
ence (some of France’s top non-Muslim thinkers contribute to Oumma.com),
explained this phenomenon further: “The media is all concentrated in Paris.
The problem of political correctness, I think that touches lots of countries. Ex-
cept in France, it is rather particular because in other places, there is media in
each state, in each city. But in France, it is all concentrated in Paris. There are
three, four papers; three, four newscasts; there are the same journalists you see
everywhere; it is a little group that sticks together and shares information, jobs,
etc.” When the editor-in-chief talks about “political correctness,” he is not re-
ferring to the progressive-minded self-censoring that we think of in the United
States. “Political correctness,” for the French, often refers to saying that which
is correct according to the dominant political views of the day. The editor-in-
chief’s critique, then, is that the centralized nature of French media produces
uniformity of thought. Since few Muslims are currently successful in French
media, this means Muslims are not speaking for themselves or creating their
own images in France. It was only in 2006 that France saw its first nonwhite pre-
senter of a prime-time news program: Harry Roselmack, a black man. Diversity
is slow to come to the media in France.
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Intellectuals

Finally, there are the French intellectuals. They are accomplished people, re-
nowned for their intelligence. Their work is published, and they routinely ap-
pear on evening panel programs. French intellectuals are involved in political
life and have an influence and prestige that is difficult for Americans to under-
stand, having little familiarity with such figures. A well-known historical exam-
ple of the French intellectual’s power is the involvement of Emile Zola, Anatole
France, and Octave Mirbeau (all three authors) in the ardent defense of Alfred
Dreyfus, a Jewish officer falsely accused of treason in the 1890s (Kauppi 2000).
Zola’s famous 1898 letter to the president, “Jaccuse,” condemning state anti-
Semitism, was published as front-page news (Kauppi 2000).

The intellectual, then, is a prominent French figure and one that can have
great authority. As Niilo Kauppi (2000, pp. 17-18) describes, “During the Drey-
fus affair, instead of merely being a member of an intellectual profession, the
intellectual became the privileged defender of Republican virtues.... a Ro-
mantic hero, a self-appointed watchdog of public virtue, who operates in the
timeless realm of justice.” The intellectual has a moral mission, justice. Impor-
tantly, that justice is understood in terms of republican virtues.

There Is Power in a Unified Discourse

These three elite groups regularly share ideas with one another. As John Bowen
(2007, p. 3) states, “French politicians, writers about public affairs, television
‘talking heads,” and philosophers are much more likely to read one another’s
work, be related to one another, or indeed be the same person than is the case in
most other countries.” This insularity helps produce what he and many others
call “la pensée unique, a single way of thinking.”

The editor-in-chief of Oumma.com expressed a similar sentiment when he
discussed the closeness of political and media elites, and of their thinking: “As
soon as someone has media or political power in France, they attach them-
selves to it. In France, it is a class—it is called la classe politico-media. That is
the people who are from the same social strata, who went to the same schools.
It is a true ghetto,” a politico-media ghetto. In general, all that comes from the
outside, that is not similar, is not welcomed.”

An example helps illustrate the closeness of these networks. Caroline Four-
est’s book The Obscurantist Temptation criticizes Islam as a backward religion
that fundamentally opposes the values of the French Republic. The Obscuran-
tist Temptation won the French National Assembly’s award for Best Book on
Politics in 2006 (Scott 2007). Politicians give prizes, literally, to those who share
in this elite discourse.

In addition, those Muslims who are part of the political elite share in ele-
ments of the dominant political discourse, some more than others. This was
remarked on with bitterness by many of the respondents whose voices are in-
cluded here, who accused President Sarkozy of politically convenient tokenism.
Not all of the respondents were so contemptuous of President Sarkozy’s move
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to place religious and racial minorities in high positions in his government, and
some even saw it as positive change. Those suspicious of difference-blind re-
publicanism, however, remained circumspect in their evaluation of the politics
of these highly placed minorities.

Today’s Elite Category of the Deserving French Citizen

If we accept that there is a difference between being a citizen and being a deserv-
ing citizen, it becomes important to understand what these influential voices of
French social and political norms—politicians, the media, and intellectuals—
think about French citizenship. How do they define the deserving citizen? I out-
line the definition here and then explain in the final section of this chapter how
French elites mobilize it to depict Muslims as undeserving.

In France, as we are frequently told, the deserving citizen embraces the
principles of liberty, equality, and fraternity. For those with even the vaguest
sense of French history, this is recognizable as the perennial discourse of French
citizenship that has remained dominant since the revolution, except during the
period of Vichy government, which valued “Work, Family, and Fatherland.”

Liberty, equality, and fraternity, just like any other big ideas, do not have
fixed meanings. Their articulation by elites in today’s French political context
produces a set of characteristics that mark someone as a deserving French citi-
zen. Joan Wallach Scott, the feminist theorist and France expert, identifies five
characteristics that disqualify one from being seen as fully “French™ anything
short of complete liberality in sexual relations; any reference to or sign of re-
ligion in not just political but also social affairs; cultural pluralism; anything
short of abstract individualism; and ancestral origins beyond the countries of
Europe (Scott 2007, pp. 5, 11, 88, 125, 172-173). Apart from the last of these
five characteristics, which has nothing to do with personal choice, these char-
acteristics are all defended as “French” because they are seen as contemporary
articulations of the French values of liberty, equality, and fraternity. Those who
do not bear the five characteristics are seen as rejecting France’s national values
triad. How does this work?

First, in this context, liberty is understood to encompass a certain kind of
sexual behavior, and all other behavior is thought to be less than free or even
dangerous to the freedom of others. Second, the dominant discourse on equal-
ity in France is difference-blind: respect is based not on the acknowledgment
and well-mannered discussion of difference but, rather, on the equality of the
abstract “French citizen.” Following from this, those who fail to be “abstract
individuals”—those who identify with their religion or particular culture in the
public sphere—are seen as failing to be French and as challenging the notion
of equality. Their particularism is seen as a danger to national unity. Third, the
value of fraternity today is commonly thought of as inseparable from mixité,
the idea that those with differences should mix together so that the differences
become immaterial. While this could mean the mixing of social classes and
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people of different races or ethnicities—and elites sometimes do reference the
importance of reaching across these divides—it often is referred to as the mix-
ing of the genders. In this way, it discredits those who for religious reasons (or
any other reason) value notions of sexual difference or segregation, such as re-
serving a public pool for a short time each week for same-sex swimming (a
contentious issue in France).

How Muslims Fall Short of the Deserving Citizen Category

The elite pensée unique is that Muslims have failed to integrate fully into France.
They may no longer be immigrants, but they are not yet French, and it is unclear
whether they will ever manage to be. Where there is debate on this question, it
mostly concerns whether it was the Muslims who failed (typically rightist and
extreme right explanations) or France that failed the poor and marginalized,
which includes Muslims (typically centrist and leftist explanations). The pre-
sumption of failed or incomplete integration, however, is common and found
on all sides of the political spectrum.

There are dissenting voices that work to delegitimize this dominant dis-
course. They include scholars such as Sylvain Brouard, Didier and Eric Fassin,
Frangoise Gaspard, Farhad Khosrokhavar, Cécile Laborde, Laurent Mucchielli,
Olivier Roy, and Vincent Tiberj. Furthermore, there are individuals one might
describe as “allies” who work together with Muslims to fight discrimination.
For example, the antiracism association SOS Racisme has taken complaints
about the desecration of Muslim graves to court (“Huit tombes ont été pro-
fanées” 2009). Another example is that of lawyers: a couple of well-established,
secular lawyers with no interest in defending Islam (Jean-Michel Pollono and
Gilles Devers) have courted the media and public attention in their fight to
defend the right of their clients to wear the nigab, based on their agreement
with their clients’ reading of the French Constitution and the Declaration of the
Rights of Man and of the Citizen.

There are also politicians who warn about the dangers of this constant
questioning of Muslim “Frenchness.” Robert Badinter, former minister of jus-
tice and husband of the feminist intellectual Elisabeth Badinter, complained
bitterly on French radio that continued questioning of the “Frenchness” of
Muslims serves only the extreme right (Francelnter 2011). Similarly, National
Assembly Representatives Jean-Marc Ayrault, Noél Mamere, Jean Glavany, Mi-
chele Delaunay, and Francois de Rugy complained during the debates about the
niqab that such political conversations stigmatize the Muslim population and
risk doing more harm than good. Daniele Hoffman-Rispal also insisted that
many Muslims are proud of their French identity. But it is important to recog-
nize that these comments were in the minority during that debate and entirely
absent outside the political left.

As the following examples show, while certainly not all French elites question
the citizenship of Muslims, such suspicion is nevertheless predominant in elite
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discourse, along with a tendency to disregard the wide diversity among Muslims
in France, as well as the diversity of their political and (albeit few) legal claims.

According to Politicians

While serving as the minister of the interior, Nicolas Sarkozy participated in a
televised debate with Tariq Ramadan, a theologian and well-known though con-
tentious face of “European Islam,” and Jean-Marie Le Pen, the former leader of
the French extreme-right nationalist party Front National. The debate focused
significantly on the subject of France’s Muslims. Sarkozy began his opening re-
marks with the statement—or, rather, apology—“Let us recognize the failures
of French integration” (Ceaux and Jakubyszyn 2003). These strong words lead
one to believe that France’s Muslims have not been integrated. The placement of
the blame is unclear in Sarkozy’s pithy opening statement, but the conclusion of
“failed integration” is understood.

Sarkozy is not alone. French politicians regularly depict Muslims as inte-
gration failures and outsiders. This statement is based on an analysis of depic-
tions of Muslims in all legislative reports that made any mention of “Muslims”
during the Twelfth Legislature of the French National Assembly (2002-2007).®
In that time frame, there were forty-three relevant reports. Six of them were
eliminated from the sample because they were from the debates that centered
on laicité and religious symbols and clothing in public schools in 2003. Those
debates discussed Muslims and the hijab so extensively that including those
data in the analysis would have skewed the results to the point of rendering
them meaningless. (In the other thirty-seven debates, Muslims were mentioned
between one and eight times. The six “outlier” debates mentioned Muslims at
least forty and sometimes more than a hundred times.) In the final sample, a
total of eighty-one references were made to Muslims (see Table 2.1).

It is telling that outside the 2003 discussion of the hijab, which mentioned
Muslims several hundred times, Muslims were mentioned only eighty-one
times in the reports of the National Assembly. This suggests that the Twelfth
Legislature was primarily concerned with Muslims as a problem of integration,
a central theme of the laicité debates of 2003.

The data also reveal a view of Muslims as outside France geographically
and historically. The majority of references are to Muslims living outside met-
ropolitan France, either in overseas territories or in foreign countries. Another
frequent reference was to Muslims as harkis. This term, which among some peo-
ple has taken on the derogatory meaning of “collaborator” or “traitor,” was ini-
tially used to refer to those Muslim Algerians who supported France during the
French-Algerian War. Harkis are not irrelevant to French politics, but as a sub-
set of Algerian Muslims from a very specific generation, they represent a small
group among the now three to four generations of Muslims who live in France.

Finally, the nature of the National Assembly’s discussion suggests that Mus-
lims are primarily interested in religious matters—something this book refutes.
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TABLE 2.1 REFERENCES TO MUSLIMS IN THE LEGISLATIVE REPORTS
OF THE FRENCH NATIONAL ASSEMBLY’S TWELFTH LEGISLATURE

Context in which Muslims are referenced Frequency

Discrimination against Muslims 4
Illegal Muslim activity 2
Muslims outside the métropole

Harkis

Religious obligations of Muslims

Muslim terrorism/extremism/fanaticism

The “veil” (hijab)

Muslims as functionaries

Muslim activists

Muslim chaplains

Muslim burial/cemetery considerations

Muslim requests of government

“Muslim religion” (Islam)

French Council of the Muslim Faith

Immigrant Algerian workers

Muslim soldiers who died for France in the world wars

Muslims on the National Consulting Committee on Human Rights
Muslims as the opposite of universal

Muslims as intolerant

Muslim involvement in social security bureaus

The Muslim invasion of the 1000s

TOTAL
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Of the three requests made of government that were mentioned in the Assem-
bly, all were religious: they were requests for prayer space, for religious pool ac-
commodations, and for the ability of Muslim soldiers to practice their religion
on equal terms with non-Muslim soldiers. In addition to this are five references
to the religious obligations of Muslims, ten mentions of Muslim chaplains in
the army and prisons, three mentions of the hijab as a religious item (without
any discussion of its complex secular uses in France today), and five mentions
of “extreme religiosity” (Muslim terrorism, extremism, fundamentalism, and
fanaticism). Six of the references to “Muslims” were in fact placeholders for reli-
gion itself—that is, “Islam.” These were references to “the religion of Muslims,”
a common but peculiar phrase that assumes a clear relationship between being
a Muslim and following Islam. As I explain in Chapter 3, Muslim identity in
France is much more complicated, and the monolithic reading by the National
Assembly of “Islam as Muslims and Muslims as Islam” is problematic.

According to the Media

The French media’s interest in Muslims has escalated in the past twenty years.
This is demonstrated in an increase in the mention of Muslims (musulman) in
the headline or lead paragraph of articles in Le Monde since 1990 (see Figure 2.3).°
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FIGURE 2.3 Change in the frequency of news articles about Muslims in France, 1990-
2008, as reflected by the mention of Muslims in the headline and lead paragraph of articles
in Le Monde.

In 1990, fewer than fifty articles mentioned the word “Muslim” in this way. That
number rocketed up to 322 in 1995—due in part to the bombing campaign car-
ried out that year in Paris and Lyon by members of the Groupe Islamique Armé
(GIA [Armed Islamic Group]), who sought to advance their efforts in the Alge-
rian Civil War on French soil. This media attention waned by 42 percent by 1998
and then increased gradually until a sudden twofold increase in 2001—the year
of the 9/11 attacks. Coverage of Muslims decreased by 25 percent during 2002,
and then shot up again in 2003. This was the year that the most recent political
debate over the hijab took place. At that time, the question was whether young
women should be allowed to wear the hijab in public schools. The eventual an-
swer, codified in 2004 with the Law on Secularity and Conspicuous Religious
Symbols in Schools, was no. While coverage of Muslims in Le Monde in 2007 and
2008 was roughly half of what it was during the height of the affaire du foulard,
or hijab debates, those numbers from 2007 and 2008 are still a sevenfold increase
from the coverage of Muslims in the early 1990s.

Why is this the case? The spikes in media attention are event-oriented: they
center on dramatic and important political events, such as the GIA bombings,
9/11, or the most recent political debates about the hijab. One could perhaps
argue that these event-oriented spikes are simple outliers that do not accurately
represent the overall attention paid to Muslims in France and that the attention



Elusive Citizenship / 39

decreases when these dramatic events disappear from the front page. Yet the
frequency of news articles about Muslims in Le Monde never completely returns
to where it was before any one of these dramatic events. Rather than events in
isolation that lead to momentary spikes in media attention, these three focusing
events—the GIA bombings, 9/11, and the most recent affaire du foulard—are
watershed events that now shape how Muslims are depicted in France.” Virtu-
ally ignored by the media in the early 1990s, Muslims “became news”—that is,
are seen as newsworthy—more and more with each of these events.

Unfortunately for Muslims, “becoming news” has meant “becoming a prob-
lem.” In each of these events, Muslims are associated with violence, extreme
religiosity, and disrespect for France’s secularism. I do not mean to suggest that
these three events have been the most important focusing events for the dis-
cussion of Muslims in France. There are other important focusing events, and
some are discussed in Chapter 6. But while these three events may merely be
the most obvious drivers of media attention concerning Muslims since 1990,
they reflect the French media’s tendency to question Muslim citizenship.

Let us look at more qualitative measures: How are Muslims depicted in the
media? Table 2.2 summarizes the analysis of a random sample of articles in Le
Monde between 1990 and 2008 with “Muslim” (musulman) in the headline and
lead paragraph." The sample was limited to articles concerning “France” and
mentioning Muslims at least three times, and it excluded opinion and editorial
articles. This sample was analyzed for how the articles depicted Muslims in
France. The overall pattern that is instantly recognizable is a frame of “integra-
tion™ Have Muslims integrated into France or not? While roughly 41 percent
of mentions of Muslims in the articles were neutral on this subject, 50 percent
were framed by the subject of integration. In other words, half of all the media
attention on Muslims in France concerned itself with whether Muslims have
integrated into France. If every other reference to Muslims in the media that a
French person reads presents this question, his or her understanding of Mus-
lims in France may grow to include a vision of Muslims as somehow not com-
pletely French. Of the references to Muslims that were framed in this way, 40
percent depicted Muslims as good citizens who are integrated into France, 28
percent depicted Muslims as problematic citizens who have habits that prevent
them from fully integrating into France, and 32 percent depicted Muslims as
bad citizens who have not integrated into France. Thus, a total of 60 percent of
all references to the integration of Muslims depicted Muslims as somehow not
integrated.

The overall frame of integration itself, whether Muslims are depicted as
having integrated well or poorly into France, is not neutral. It suggests that
the verdict is still out as to whether Muslims can be French. It also suggests
that there is something unassimilable about these people that may prevent
them from being good citizens. In a nation such as France, where republican-
ism has meant that anyone who wants to become French need only be born on
French soil (or be naturalized) and participate in France’s language, culture,
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TABLE 2.2 DEPICTION OF MUSLIMS IN LE MONDE, 1990-2008

Housing® Education®  Employment? Total®
Depictions of Muslims* (n=15) (n=27) n=12) (n =100)
Integrated/good citizens' 18 (19%) 46 (28%) 20 (32%) 105 (20%)
Neutral® 41 (42%) 60 (36%) 11 (17%) 218 (42%)
Problematic citizens" 8 (8%) 22 (13%) 7 (11%) 73 (14%)
Not integrated/bad citizens! 26 (27%) 27 (16%) 17 27%) 84 (16%)
Discriminated against! 4 (4%) 12 (7%) 8 (13%) 44 (8%)
TOTAL 97 (100%) 167 (100%) 63 (100%) 524 (100%)

 R-generated random selection of Le Monde articles between 1990 and 2008 with “Muslim” (musulman) in
the headline and lead paragraph. Limited to articles concerning “France” and with at least three mentions
of “Muslim,” excluding opinion and editorial articles.

b A subset of articles cross-tabulated for “Muslim” (musulman) and “housing;” the latter including “housing,
neighborhood, suburb, apartment” (logement, quartier, banlieue, appartement).

© A subset of articles cross-tabulated for “Muslim” (musulman) and “education,” the latter including “educa-
tion, school” (éducation, école).

4 A subset of articles cross-tabulated for “Muslim” (musulman) and “employment;” the latter including
“employment, unemployment, and work/labor/job market” (emploi, chomage, travail).

¢ All of the articles in the random sample.

f Depictions of Muslims as “integrated” into French life and values or as “good citizens;” including the
following themes: direct mentions of “integrated”; tolerant; involvement in interreligious, community, or
state-society dialogue; appreciation of freedom, equality, fraternity, or laicité; sacrifices for the state; social,
political leaders or successful; or supportive of the 2004 law banning the hijab in public schools.

8 Neutral depictions of Muslims, including neutral descriptions of Muslims themselves, of their religious
activities and obligations, or of Muslim organizations.

" Depictions of Muslims as “problematic citizens” in that they are not necessarily “problem citizens” or
“bad citizens” but have certain qualities that are seen as “difficult,” including the following themes: Muslims
perceived as disorganized, as still requiring “integration,” as politically ineffective, as having questionable
national loyalty, as being more religious than is normal, as being hostile toward non-Muslims, or as being
opposed to the 2004 law banning the hijab in public schools.

! Depictions of Muslims as “not integrated” into French life and values or as “bad citizens,” including

the following themes: direct mentions of failure or refusal to “integrate,” intolerant, religious extremism,
colonial-era violence or disorder, or associations with violence, criminal activity, or disorder.

J Depictions of Muslims as discriminated against in French society.

and education, this seems paradoxical. Many of France’s Muslims were born
in France, many speak French and only French, many have gone through the
French education system, and an increasing number of French men and women
from families that have long been in France and long been Christian have con-
verted to Islam. This frame of integration not only suggests that Muslims are
inherently difficult to “make French?; it also points to the limits of today’s un-
derstanding of the French ideal of republicanism: this minority group some-
how eludes a norm that is meant to produce an all-inclusive view of citizenship.

According to Intellectuals

French intellectuals have also criticized Muslims for poor citizenship. Five
prominent intellectuals—Régis Debray, Elisabeth Badinter, Alain Finkielkraut,
Elisabeth de Fontenay, and Catherine Kintzler (all philosophers, academics, or
feminists) —published a letter in Le Nouvel Observateur urging instructors in
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FIGURE 2.4 A 1989 cover of Le Nouvel Observateur. The names

of the authors of the public letter urging teachers to prohibit their
students from wearing the hijab are displayed with the headline “The
Scarf Affair: “Teachers, Do Not Capitulate!’”” (Courtesy of Le Nouvel
Observateur.)

public schools to refuse to allow their Muslim students to wear the hijab (see
Figure 2.4). This was in 1989, when there was no nationwide ban on the hijab
in public schools and school administrators were told by the Conseil d’Etat to
handle the issue with sensitivity to the context, on a case-by-case basis.'> At this
point in time, schools made a variety of policies attempting to adapt to students’
needs and the demands of French laicité. The five intellectuals were demanding
a single, hard-line solution in (they claimed) the name of French values and la-
icité. The hijab was inherently unfree and therefore inherently un-French.
Interestingly, Gaspard and Khosrokhavar (1995, p. 25) expressed anger that
these five were presenting themselves as the voice of all intellectuals in France
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and complained that “these philosophers acted like the militants they are of
a certain idea of the Republic, and not like intellectuals, who seek the truth.”
Nevertheless, several important French intellectuals maintain that Muslims are
a problematic presence in France. This group notably includes feminists such
as Fourest and Badinter, who critique Islam for being misogynistic and a threat
to France and its values, and Fiammetta Venner, who (along with Fourest) crit-
icizes the term “Islamophobia” by arguing that there is no irrational fear of
Islam in France and that such an idea has been created by Islamic fundamental-
ists who seek to manipulate well-meaning but naive leftists (Geisser 2005, p. 6).

The Undeserving Citizen: Politically Equal and Socially Scorned

Let us now return to the question posed at the beginning of this chapter: “Why
do elites depict Muslims as failed or undeserving citizens?” There are Muslims
who have succeeded in politics and reached elite levels in business in France, so
sweeping accusations of simple “religious intolerance” or “racism” fail to explain
the situation. Nor is xenophobia an adequate explanation, as the Muslim popu-
lation in France is increasingly French-born, to equally French parents or even
grandparents. We can begin to understand this situation, in all its complexity,
by considering enduring principles of French citizenship and examining how
contemporary articulations of these principles generate a false universal model
for citizenship that places Muslims squarely outside the nation.

I argue along with Scott (2007) that today’s French elites define the deserving
French citizen as a sexually liberal, irreligious (indifferent or hostile to religion),
culturally singular, abstract individual. This supposedly universal model of de-
serving citizenship, however, is not as universal as it claims to be. Scott is not the
only one to argue that the “universal model” of citizenship in France is informed
by a hidden particular: Eléonore Lépinard and Amy Mazur (2009, p. 248) claim
that “the universal abstract figure of the citizen . . . hides, since the French Revo-
lution, a masculine persona.” Birte Siim (2000) and Laure Bereni (2007) make a
similar argument about masculinity and citizenship. Ariane Chebel d’Appolonia
(2009, p. 270) also discusses how the historical anxieties France had in integrat-
ing Jews and colonial subjects point to a “core ambivalence” about how “univer-
sal” republicanism truly was. Clearly, Muslims are not the only ones who struggle
to fit this mold. This normative model is easiest to access if one

has been born and grows into a sexual and gender identity that comfort-
ably fits social norms, making experimentation easy and blameless;

has been born into a family that already has no religion or that casually
practices Catholicism, a religion whose social dominance lends it a
kind of invisibility;

has no identifiable ethnic or racial difference from a white European; or

has experienced the kind of privilege that exempts one from the insti-
tutionalized collective miseries (gender inequality, poverty, racial
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discrimination, heteronormativity) that inspire a sense of shared
otherness, if not group politics.

The resulting “universal,” as Pateman and Mills (2007) would agree, actually
points to a particular kind of identity: the straight, a-religious, white, financially
comfortable man.

Of course, those who may not fit this mold may still believe it is universal
and fight to defend its universality in the name of fighting for equality. Some
female French feminists such as Elisabeth Badinter (2006), for example, main-
tain that gender equality can be met only when we move past gender differences
and focus on rights for all abstract citizens, regardless of ascriptive or chosen
characteristics. As I discuss in Chapter 3, some French Muslims uphold this ab-
stract model, as well. It should be noted, however, that the very act of upholding
the universal model of deserving French citizenship requires at least a strong
education in French politics and history—something that is not accessible to all
French citizens in today’s era of increasing educational stratification. Even ap-
peals for the universal to remain universal come from a particular place.

In short, we find behind the universal model of the deserving citizen the
specter of a very particular kind of French citizen. What is most important
for this inquiry is the fact that elites routinely mobilize this deserving citizen
model to criticize Muslims as its opposite. Muslims are typically depicted by
French elites as sexually aberrant (either predatory or virginal), as so religious
that Islam dominates all aspects of their lives, and as unwilling to think beyond
their Muslim identity to the common good. Consider how the political, media,
and intellectual depictions of Muslims presented above associate Muslims with
excessive religiousness, immigrants and foreigners, violence, and sexual repres-
sion. And because of stereotypes that exist about Muslims in France, even those
who vaguely identify as Muslim in a cultural sense but have a weak attachment
to the religion find that they are assumed to lack these five characteristics that
define the deserving French citizen, even if they have them (or, at least, the first
four) in spades. Muslims, we are told, behave in ways that suggest they do not
share in the French values of liberty, equality, and fraternity. They remain out-
siders even though they bear the legal accoutrements of citizenship: they may
be citizens, but they are undeserving citizens. Alain Boyer (2005, p. 11) uses
the phrase “de facto inequality” (inégalités de fait) to refer to difficulties French
Muslims face in spite of constitutional rights, such as the “image handicap,”
which he defines as the persistent negative image of Muslims that questions
their national belonging.

What does it look like when a citizen does not bear one or more of the
markers of normative citizenship—that is to say, when one is willingly or un-
willingly subsumed under a public identity that is politically equal yet socially
scorned? I extrapolate from an example Scott (2007) provides to illustrate some
of the social and legal consequences. “Doing sex the French way” is understood
to be sexual liberality. Even those who do not critique the sexual activities of
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others but prefer for themselves alone to abstain until marriage are seen as
aberrant, as undeserving of membership in the French citizenry (Scott 2007, p.
172). As Scott describes it, “Those who do not share this value (Muslims in this
case) are not only different, but inferior—less evolved, if capable at all of evolu-
tion. The ultimate proof of the inassimilability of Islam thus comes down, or
adds up, to sexual incompatibility” (Scott 2007, pp. 173-174). In failing to “do
sex the French way,” one is seen as not French.

Two Muslim respondents, one male and one female, spoke about the dis-
comfort they felt when their decision to abstain from sex until marriage came
up in conversation with non-Muslims. They both described the derisive reac-
tions of others who chided them for being either a “saint” or “sexually frus-
trated.” As the woman explained:

I had a colleague at work who told me her adventures with this guy, that
guy, a married guy, etc. During the discussion, she asked me, “So, . ..
how is your sex life?” I told her that the only person I have had relations
with was my ex-husband, when we were married, and since then, no. . . .
It has been three years since I have had relations. “What?” she said, and
she laughed. She was completely shocked. . . . That was. . . too crazy for
her. Not conceivable. Not thinkable. She laughed and laughed. . . . [S]he
was shocked.

The interviewee described with marked embarrassment how her personal
sexual decisions became the object of hilarity for her coworker. Sexual freedom
in this interaction was not understood to include the freedom to choose to ab-
stain from sex. The respondent felt deprived of both respect and dignity in this
conversation with her coworker. The respondent may have been enacting her
right as a citizen to make her own sexual decisions, but in making the “wrong”
ones, she was perceived as somehow aberrant.

The male respondent described the “outsiderness” he experienced based on
personal sexual behavior in even starker terms: “If you say to someone that you
do not have sex because you are Muslim, because it has got to be in marriage,
you are an extraterrestrial. You are from another planet.” It does not get any
more “outsider” than “ET.” The French principle of freedom, articulated today
as sexual liberality, protects those who practice that behavior and censures
those who do not. In being a sexual outsider, one encounters social hostility.

The consequences for failing to meet the norms of citizenship are not lim-
ited to social slights. They can even include differential legal treatment. In 2008,
there was a highly médiatisé political uproar when the question of sexual mores
became entangled in the annulment of a marriage between two Muslims."
The husband asked for an annulment because he discovered that, contrary to
what his wife had told him, she was not a virgin before their wedding. Notably,
the wife wanted to end the marriage, as well, and as quickly as possible (Che-
min 2008b; Vignaud 2008). The court annulled the marriage as asked, citing
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a breach of contract: according to Article 180 of the French Civil Code, mar-
riages can be annulled if it is discovered that there was a misunderstanding as
to the “essential qualities” of a person (Chemin 2008b). Mistaken assessments
of a spouse’s “essential qualities” that French courts have previously accepted as
meriting marriage annulment include the impotence of the husband, the for-
mer prostitution work of the wife, the husband’s living under adult guardian-
ship, and the husband’s HIV (Chemin 2008b). Arguably, the prostitution case
suggests that sexual history is grounds for annulling a marriage. This may have
contributed to the court’s decision in 2008.

Following the court’s decision, however, a wave of vitriolic criticism from the
left and French feminists challenged the ruling. Elisabeth Badinter, of the presti-
gious Ecole Polytechnique in Paris, claimed she was “revolted” by the ruling and
declared she was “ashamed of French courts” (Chemin 2008b). The Parti Social-
iste (PS [Socialist Party]) described the ruling as “appalling,” one that “overrides
the rights of women to their bodies and to freely live, as men do, their sexuality,”
and the Parti Communiste Francais (PCF [French Communist Party]) added the
descriptor “scandalous” (Chemin 2008b). The feminist activist group Ni Putes ni
Soumises (NPNS [Neither Sluts nor Slaves]) described the ruling as “regression,”
an analysis that connects the discourse on the valuation of virginity with back-
ward philosophy—in this case, the philosophy happens to belong to the Muslim
husband (Chemin 2008b). The evocation of the specter of “backward Islam” is
even more obvious in the reaction of Fadéla Amara, who then served as secretary
of state for urban policy and is the former president and founder of NPNS (and,
significantly, one of the few Muslim political elites). She described it as “a real
fatwa against the emancipation of women,” adding, “I thought that we were talk-
ing about a verdict delivered in Kandahar” (Vignaud 2008).

While it is certainly worrisome for those who fight for a woman’s right
to sexual freedom to see a court recognize virginity as an “essential quality”
for women in marriage, it is curious that there was no similar media cover-
age of or elite outcry against the court for finding a history of prostitution as
grounds for annulment. After all, prostitution is legal in France, as it is consid-
ered part of one’s freedom of sexual choice and behavior. The fervor that swept
across France over this particular story of annulment—the strongly worded
condemnations of the Lower Court, the headlines splashed across newspapers
and magazines for weeks—suggests that the valuation of virginity, specifically
coupled with Islam, poses a uniquely intolerable threat to women.

There is another side to this story that was often ignored in the media fra-
cas: that of the woman who wanted the annulment. Ironically, in seeking to
protect women’s rights, feminists and the French left called for the Appeals
Court to effectively remarry this woman to the man she had sought to separate
from, the man who valued her less than her virginity. Rachida Dati, who at that
time was serving as the French minister of justice (the “Keeper of the Seals,” a
very important cabinet position in which the holder also acts as vice-president
over the entire justice system), was cautious in responding to the anger at the
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court’s decision. As the minister of justice, Dati was expected to speak as a fig-
urehead of the law. As a Muslim woman who benefited from a hasty divorce
proceeding when she was young, she was hesitant to see the annulment un-
done. Following the outrage over the Lower Court’s ruling, Dati admitted that
the case had “provoked a spirited social debate” and that it now “went beyond
the relationship between the two people and concerns the whole of citizens in
our country, notably women” (quoted in Chaffanjon 2008). Thus, she asked the
Appeals Court to take the case and review it again. Dati was also careful to
note, however, that “the law is there to protect. The act of annulling a marriage
is also a way of protecting the person who maybe wants to undo the marriage,
because I think that this young woman . . . equally wanted, without a doubt, to
be divorced rather quickly” (Chaffanjon 2008).

This kind of nuanced analysis, taking into consideration both the larger so-
cial question of women’s rights and the rights of the specific woman seeking the
annulment, was largely absent from elite discussion. The Appeals Court con-
cluded that virginity is not an “essential quality” of a person, and the woman
and man were legally remarried in the fall of 2008. There is no denying that
the man’s motives are repugnant to feminist and progressive sensibilities. But
in arguing he had no right to an annulment, feminists, leftists, and the court
denied the particular woman in question her claim to an annulment, as well.
The man’s claim took precedence.

This is yet another example of the exclusivity of citizenship. Because of
their association with Islam and the stereotypes of this religion as a “back-
ward” threat to women—encouraged, admittedly, by the man’s misogyny—the
man and the woman were judged to be unfit citizens. As such, they did not earn
the full set of rights provided to deserving citizens. This story illustrates the
rare but real legal consequences of failing to conform to the normative, ideal
citizen: the denial of rights and the subsuming of an individual’s character to
the stereotype of a larger group.

Conclusion

Citizenship is not merely a binary legal status. There are deserving and unde-
serving citizens, and to be placed outside the “deserving” category is to be seen
as a social problem and a burden on the state. Public respect is not owed to
such people. French elites today define the deserving French citizen in a way
that excludes if not all Muslims, then many. As Chapter 3 shows, French Mus-
lims respond to this exclusion in a variety of ways. Interestingly, while some
of their complaints challenge difference-blind republicanism, French Muslim
activists—contrary to French elite assessments—are engaged in thoroughly
French projects and politics. They are dedicated to their French identity, and
their political claims frequently hinge on the French republican triad of liberty,
equality, and fraternity.
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Claiming Membership

French Muslim Identities, Political Goals,
and Repertoires of Contention

t is difficult to speak about France’s Muslims. One cannot entirely account

for this difficulty even with carefully chosen terms such as “of immigrant

origin,” “practicing Muslims,” “cultural Muslims,” or “Arabs.” Muslims in
France are all of these, none of these, and more. It is important to consider the
immigrant experience when discussing the situation of Muslims in France, but
not all Muslims are immigrants. Not all Muslims in France are Arabs, and not
all Arabs are Muslim. And what defines a Muslim, anyway? Is it the number of
times a day one prays? Is it a cultural marker one inherits from parents even if
one does not practice, or even if one is an atheist? Also, while there are socio-
economic trends among French Muslims (however defined) that are important
to consider, not all Muslims in France live in depressed suburbs, are unem-
ployed, or feel personally marginalized. Some Muslims have even risen to the
highest ranks of government and business.

This difficulty points the researcher to two important conclusions. First,
one should be constantly aware of this diversity and pay careful attention to
how people identify themselves. Second, if Muslims in France form such a di-
verse group, diverse opinions can be expected to follow.

That is precisely what was found during the research for this book. Mus-
lims in France are diverse, define themselves in plural ways that include more
than just their religion, and for the most part have integrated French values and
political habits, although many Muslims would cringe at my use of the word
“integrate.” As one interviewee stated, “The French culture is completely in
us—we do not need to integrate it; it is in us. We grew up with it . .. so it is like
something you eat, and there you go. When people say, ‘Are you integrated?’
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I ask, ‘Integrated into what? Why do you ask me this question? Do you ask this
question of a friend of mine I grew up with, played with all the time, who is
named Francoise?™

The narrow elite discourse of failed or problematic Muslim citizenship
does not recognize this diversity. Nor does it provide space for the diversity of
claims made by French Muslims today. Nevertheless, French Muslims are com-
pelled to respond to this discourse, because it has social and sometimes legal
consequences for them. The social stigma of the elite discourse may aggravate
difficulties in employment, education, housing, and routine habits of daily life
such as shopping and taking a bus. While the law does not officially treat Mus-
lims differently from other French citizens, state actors do sometimes single
out Muslims for different treatment in a variety of ways.! The French Muslim
population, with its different political goals and strategies, primarily has one
thing in common: disdain for the elite depiction of Muslims in France.

This chapter examines how Muslims present themselves in their own citi-
zen engagements, which include a diverse array of political claims and goals
that often extend far beyond religion. In the first section, I consider how the
experience of being Muslim in France has changed since the 1950s (a notable
period of Muslim immigration to France) and outline important shifts in how
Muslims have presented themselves in France during this period. In the sec-
ond section, I distinguish between two significant political frames for equality
found among France’s Muslims today: neutrality and recognition. While both
frames are used to demand equality, they differ philosophically and strategi-
cally. In the third section, I demonstrate how both of these frames reflect the
shortcomings of rights claims in general and the weakness of rights as tools for
oppositional politics in France in particular.

Muslims in France to Muslims of France: Changes since the 1950s

France has long traded people, goods, and ideas with the Arab world, its primary
connection to Muslims (Coller 2010). During the height of Western imperial-
ism and colonialism, that connection strengthened and became more complex
as France exploited these lands and people. It is outside the scope of this book
to re-create the fullness of the relationship France has had with the Muslim and
Arab world. That said, changes in the social positionality of being Muslim in
France since the 1950s have contributed to changes in how Muslims define their
politics, goals, and civic identities today. Therefore, it is necessary at least to
understand the three significant “generational” changes that took place in the
Muslim population during this period and how this is reflected in the diverse
world of French Muslim political opinion.

Before continuing, two caveats are required. The terms “Muslim” and “gen-
eration” in the context of this discussion are not unproblematic. Not all groups
and individuals described in this chapter would be happy being identified as
“Muslim.” T am not trying to ascribe identities. Instead, I am trying to paint
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a rough picture of a diverse population. It is ironic that, in making a case for
Muslim diversity in France, I must sometimes apply labels where they do not
tit. T hope the initial sacrifice of nuance helps establish greater clarity and ulti-
mately a subtler interpretation of the situation.

Furthermore, the term “generation” is meant as a heuristic. Three distinct
patterns can be identified in French Muslim articulations of citizenship: pas-
sivity, a race-conscious but otherwise difference-blind republican neutrality,
and cultural pluralism. These patterns roughly follow what is often described
as generations: those Muslims who immigrated to France between the 1950s
and the 1970s; their children who became adults in the 1980s; and a younger
group of French Muslims who may have been born to a French parent or to
French parents and have reached adulthood in the 2000s.

While a helpful shortcut, the term “generations” can be offensive and im-
precise. As a Muslim respondent bemoaned, “There are lots of people today who
talk about third-, fourth-generation immigrants—like animals. It is true, be-
cause when you talk about ‘generations,’ that is terminology used for animals.”
The same Muslim respondent then pointed out how the term “generation” can
be used to exclude Muslims from France indefinitely: “If there can be a ‘fourth-
generation immigrant,” when does the status of ‘immigrant’ stop?” Furthermore,
Sylvain Brouard and Vincent Tiberj (2005) observe that the term “generation”
can be confusing and invite imprecision, as it is vague and not everyone agrees
about whether immigrants are generation zero or generation one. All that said,
these descriptions can still be helpful for understanding how the French Muslim
population has changed over time. Some French Muslims even evoke the term
themselves as a shortcut to describe political differences among Muslims.

The Trente Glorieuses: Muslims as Migrant Laborers

World War II took a heavy toll on France, especially its young male population.
When industry began to recover, there were not enough men to fill factory po-
sitions. During the era of economic prosperity known as the Trente Glorieuses
(Glorious Thirty), which Jean Fourastié (2004) describes as lasting from 1946
to 1975, France looked to its former colonies—primarily in the Maghreb, a part
of North Africa consisting of Algeria, Morocco, and Tunisia—for temporary
workers. Men who came during this period largely saw themselves as just that:
visitors who would send most of their money “home” and return home them-
selves one day. As such, they did not ask, or expect, much from France. Their
civic life was marked mostly by passivity. Typically single men, these Muslims
were not religious;” or they did not practice in France; or they kept their practice
minimal. The few prayer rooms that existed were small, impromptu affairs that
those who were sending most of their money out of the country could afford.
Today, some of these people—largely men—are still in France. Their plans to go
home were dashed by later French laws that required people to live in France to
receive the pensions they had earned by working in France.
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FIGURE 3.1 Les hommes debouts (“The standing men”). Gabriel-Péri Square in Lyon is
known as a gathering place for older, retired immigrants from North Africa. (Photograph
by the author.)

In Lyon, these older men are known to gather at a certain intersection. Re-
ferred to as les hommes debouts (the standing men), these retired, elderly immi-
grants pass their afternoons chatting next to a couple of kebab shops that serve
halal meat across the street from a two-story McDonald’s (see Figure 3.1). A
professor of American literature and a French Muslim immigrant of a younger
cohort explained that these men were trying to re-create the informal public
spaces often found in Arab countries, where people gather to talk and simply
pass the time together. While some in Lyon eye these men suspiciously, won-
dering what sort of things these Arabs must be talking about while they huddle
together all day with no better place to be, the professor, who is familiar with
North African culture, pointed out that they are simply trying to bring a little
bit of home to France, since they can no longer go home.

It should not be surprising that this generation of Muslims in France was
not greatly involved in French politics. Immigrants often stay out of the politics
of their host country (Jones-Correa 1998; Portes and Rumbaut 1990; Rama-
krishnan 2005). Furthermore, these men were not always completely invested
in France. Even if they intended to stay in France, some may have found it dif-
ficult to refer to the nation that colonized and brutalized their country of origin
as “home.” Another reason for the lack of political involvement among North
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African immigrants was the violent response they stood to receive. In 1961, at
the height of the French-Algerian War, the mayor of Paris introduced a curfew
for Algerian immigrants (Hargreaves 1991, p. 64). When the immigrants pro-
tested, the police responded with extreme force, “arresting many thousands of
demonstrators. An unknown number of immigrants were killed, in some cases
after being brutally interrogated, and scores of bodies were found floating in
the Seine” (Hargreaves 1991, p. 64).

The 1980s: The “Beur Generation”

Not all of the Muslims who came to France in the 1950s, 1960s, and 1970s were
men, however. Some men came with their wives or had their wives and perhaps
children join them in France later. In 1974 and 1975, France halted its long-
standing labor migration policies and greatly tightened the rules governing fam-
ily reunifications (Freedman 2004, p. 34). Without the same level of Muslim
labor migration, Muslims in France became increasingly Muslims of France—
either the children of immigrants or people who wanted to make France their
permanent home.

The children of these immigrants had a very different experience of France
from that of their parents. They benefited from a French education and all it had
to offer. Often unlike their parents, they spoke fluent French; were familiar with
France’s political institutions, as well as French history and culture; and had
been told in school, repeatedly, that they were French. Of course, as is explored
later in this book, teachers and fellow students were not always consistent in rec-
ognizing the Frenchness of these children. Still, the official discourse was there,
and its power to engender a sense of membership should not be underestimated.

These French citizens born in France to North African immigrants became
known as beurs.> Some developed a style of civic engagement that adhered to
republican neutrality but was sensitive to inequalities generated by racism. In
the 1980s, these republican beurs mobilized politically for greater racial equal-
ity. In 1983, they held a now famous rally, officially known as the Marche pour
I’Egalité et contre le Racisme (March for Equality and against Racism). Many
came to know the rally simply as the Marche des Beurs. The march was a re-
sponse to what was seen as police brutality toward Arab youths. Rather than set
cars on fire as a form of street protest, which was the typical response to police
brutality toward Arab youths in the early 1980s,* these youths chose to march
from Marseille to Paris, along with two priests, in a peaceful protest for equal-
ity (Philippe 1993). Notably, they marched as French citizens demanding equal-
ity regardless of race. The perceived target of police brutality was Arabs. Their
political demands for longer work visas and the right to vote for foreigners were
largely met, and without elite accusations that the demands fundamentally
challenged principles of French citizenship.

The march was notable for being the first example of massive organiza-
tion and demonstration by the children of immigrants in France. Unlike the
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demonstration of immigrants in 1961, these beurs were received, amicably, by
the president himself (the socialist Francois Mitterrand). It is also important
to note the organization of the event: these youths were organizing themselves
along the lines of race. Religion was probably an important factor in the lives
of some of these beurs, but it was typically not addressed here. That some of
those marching might have been Muslims was not of central importance to
the group. Following the march, some of the beurs forged a strong relationship
with the Socialist Party and created political activist associations that focus on
equality and fighting against discrimination: SOS Racisme and the NPNS are
two such groups. These groups focus on equality without much discussion of
religion. SOS Racisme focuses mainly on racial inequality, and the NPNS fo-
cuses mainly on gender inequality. The groups primarily define equality as a
matter of being French first and part of a racial group or gender second—the
traditional French republican ideal.

Are We Post-Beur? Newer Muslim Claims for a Plural Public Identity

Today, French Muslims are more diverse than ever. In addition to the Maghreb,
they may come from other countries of Africa (such as Senegal) and the Near and
Middle East (especially Turkey). France’s Muslims are also increasingly French
natives. The number of converts to Islam in France is growing, and some French
Muslims were born in France to just one immigrant parent or just one Muslim
parent. Some French Muslims must look to their grandparents to find a connec-
tion to immigration, while others have none.

French Muslims today practice Islam in diverse ways, as well. Brouard and
Tiberj (2005) conducted a large-scale quantitative study of Muslim religious
practice in France and found that the ways in and degree to which Muslims
practice their religion varies widely. As they point out, French Muslims’ habits
of prayer and mosque attendance, adherence to Islamic dietary and dress codes,
and willingness to marry outside Islam all vary. The Muslims interviewed here
embody this diversity in belief and practice, and some even demonstrate this
diversity at the individual level: a Muslim, just like anyone else, may change her
beliefs or religious habits through the course of her life.

Finally, and most important to this study, French Muslims today have di-
verse politics. While some Muslims continue to adhere to the difference-blind
republican model of citizenship popularized by the beur movement, now, twenty
years later, there are competing models. Some black youths and youths of Arab
descent in France are dissatisfied that the Marche des Beurs did not achieve
more. While some Muslim youths today identify themselves as Muslim and say
the problem in France is Islamophobia, others identify themselves as Arab and
say the problem in France is Arabophobia. It would seem that those Muslims
who identify as Arab would gravitate toward beur-inspired antiracist associa-
tions such as SOS Racisme. Yet some Muslim youths who perceive Arabophobia
and Islamophobia feel that SOS Racisme does not address all of their concerns.
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Some French Muslims today, especially young Muslims, are less trustful of
the French republican ideal of laicité, at least as it is articulated by most French
elites. They do not have the same degree of faith in the difference-blind model
that the cohort (using the phrase loosely) ahead of them does. None of the
Muslims interviewed for this study claimed outright distaste for the Marche
des Beurs or SOS Racisme, but many young Muslim activists want something
more. For these Muslims, it is possible to have what Americans would refer to
as a hyphenated identity. They believe they can be French and ... —that is,
French and Muslim, in the same breath, without being a bad French citizen or
a bad Muslim. These activists shape for themselves a plural public identity that
merges what is traditionally understood to be “public” and “private” in France,
and they want to be treated equally on the basis of their Frenchness without
having to relegate their religious identity to the private sphere first. They rarely
support bringing religion directly into politics, although for one group inter-
viewed in this study, the Parti des Musulmans de France (PMF [Muslim Party
of France]), that was the goal. Instead, they mostly express an interest in being
able to manifest a plural identity while still being treated as an equal French
citizen.

Those French Muslims who describe themselves as “French and Muslim”
rarely stop there. “French and Muslim and a woman and Algerian”—the de-
scriptions were sometimes quite lengthy. These French Muslims recognize and
embrace the multiplicity of human identity. They do not categorize their affili-
ations hierarchically; instead, they negotiate their coexistence day by day. One
interviewee described experimenting with the burqa and deciding that it was
not necessary for her as a Muslim. It was, in her words, “inconvenient”—she
had other habits and ways of living that were impeded by the garment. When
she rejected the burqa, she did not do so because she is French first and Muslim
second. Instead, she found it did not let her live her life, with all her habits and
affiliations, harmoniously.

The beurs of the 1980s epitomized ideal French fighters for equality, largely
difference-neutral and seeking to redress the problem of racism by celebrat-
ing Frenchness. These newer French Muslim activists, however, are seen as
feared cultural pluralists. They are the rabble-rousers who do not agree with
the sports announcer from Chapter 1, who declared, loosely paraphrased, that
“you only play for one team.” The idea of hyphenated identity is new to France,
and many fear that it is not possible to be “French and ...” without destroying
the very fabric of French citizenship: difference-blind republican neutrality. In
this view, the public-private divide is the iron curtain of peacekeeping: equal-
ity is possible only when we consider one another as equal French citizens and
ignore the rest. But as critics of secularism such as William Connolly (1999)
note, “the rest”—our nonpublic identities—inevitably informs our public and
political opinions, as well as the opinions others have of us. Connolly and even
Karl Marx would tell us that pretending it is possible to separate the public
from the private so neatly is secularism’s greatest conceit. French Muslims of
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this younger generation (and the older Muslims who share this opinion) iden-
tify two main problems with this conceit.

First, France supposedly tolerates no place for religion in the public sphere,
unlike the United States. French people are often bewildered that American
politicians constantly refer to God and ask him to “save America.” But France is
not without its public acknowledgments of religion. French cathedrals receive
heavy public subsidies. This is justified by pointing to the “historical signifi-
cance” of the buildings. They are part of France’s cultural heritage; therefore,
the subsidies are secular in nature. But why do television screens in grocery
stores announce the time, the weather, and which saint’s day it is? Why are na-
tional holidays aligned with Catholic holidays? Why were public school time-
tables arranged in such a way that students could take an afternoon a week off
to attend catechism? Why do some French politicians define France as having a
Christian tradition? Some French Muslims of this younger cohort interpret this
inconsistency as a rejection of all things Muslim as “un-French.” In this view,
laicité is not neutrality but, rather, a code for “Islam is not French.”

Second, secularism seeks to engender respect for an abstract individual.
Some French Muslims ask, “What about the actual, embodied individual?” It
is easy to teach people how to respect an abstract person, but less easy to teach
people how to respect the diverse world of embodied individuals with differ-
ent identities, histories, and affiliations. Several respondents shared stories of
well-meaning friends who agonized over how to feed them, because they did
not know many Muslims or what they ate or drank (as if they all practiced the
same way). “Is it possible to have respect in a climate of ignorance?” they asked.

Muslims Looking for the Way to Equality: Neutrality or Recognition?

Despite the elite perception of Muslims as outsiders, Muslim activists certainly
act French. I mean this in three ways: (1) they express a strong belief in the three
principles of French citizenship (liberty, equality, and fraternity), although they
sometimes articulate them differently from the way French elites do today;
(2) they engage in citizenship activity in that they participate in political life
and make claims based on their French citizenship; and (3) their citizenship
activities are strikingly similar to the rest of France’s citizens, including such
French “repertoires of contention” as street protests, partnerships with the state,
government lobbying, artistic projects, and legal mobilization (Tarrow 2011,
p. 118). That said, the messages of various groups and individuals can be quite
different. Some of this variation is explained by the decision to frame equality as
a matter of either neutrality or recognition.

This may at first sound like the difference Nancy Fraser (1997) identifies be-
tween socialist demands for redistribution and post-socialist demands for what
she refers to as a “politics of recognition.” In some ways, it is a similar schism,
but there are important differences that, when examined, highlight the particu-
lar emptiness of rights for oppositional politics and social change in France.
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Fraser describes “redistribution and recognition” as two different strategies
for pursuing equality. In the redistribution model, activists fight for the redis-
tribution of goods, with the materialist assumption that economic inequality
is the glue that makes social hierarchies so difficult to pry apart and destroy.
Such activists might demand rights that alter property or employment rela-
tions. Activists who pursue equality through recognition, however, believe it
is important to first identify nodes of social oppression and make them public.
In this view, political, legal, and social discrimination is identified as the most
salient barrier to equality. Recognition activists try to redefine what is meant
by “the good citizen.” Such activists may demand rights that force the public
to recognize and respect “groups” and difference—such as the right for gays to
marry or the right of Sikhs to wear the kirpan (a ceremonial sword) in school.
While these two models are not mutually exclusive, Fraser notes, they are often
pursued separately. Ideally, she argues, identity politics would be pursued only
if the group claim can be successfully mobilized for progressive redistribution
(Fraser 1997, p. 12). This is not always the case, however.

French Muslims’ recognition claims are largely similar to what Fraser de-
scribed. For example, some Muslims who are engaged in the politics of recogni-
tion want the right to wear the headscarf—a right that theoretically would alter
what is perceived as an “acceptable public identity” in France. The neutrality
model differs from the redistribution model Fraser discusses, however. The
neutrality model adheres to difference-blind republicanism, and its adherents
recognize certain kinds of difference (racial and national, never religious) only
when they deem it absolutely necessary to discuss the nature of inequality. As
such, they do not want to redistribute goods to groups, as to do so would be to
reify the existence of a divided public. Instead, they seek the end of differential
treatment based on race and ethnicity—again, not religion, which is seen as a
private affiliation and never an identity, public or private. Their belief in re-
publican meritocracy means that redistribution will happen naturally, without
balkanizing identity politics, to those whose actions set them apart.> Meritoc-
racy, they argue, breaks down when individuals are subsumed under a “group
identity.” In this view, a politics of recognition is cannibalistic: it devours the
individuality of those it hopes to serve and subjects them to the discrimination
that comes with being branded an “other.” In short, supporters of neutrality in
France (who include some French Muslims) believe a politics of recognition at-
tacks the very equality it hopes to create.

The next section examines more closely these two different frames Mus-
lims use to demand equality—neutrality and recognition—as they are pursued
by French Muslims today. Associations examined range from elite organiza-
tions with direct access to politicians to organizations that are more removed
from elites or that are even rebuked by politicians. Perhaps most important,
this discussion of French Muslim activism includes organizations and indi-
viduals that identify as abstract French citizens, as well as organizations and
individuals that identify as Muslim. Among all of the Muslims interviewed
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here—whether they frame equality as a matter of political neutrality or the
politics of recognition—there is considerable diversity in political goals and
repertoires.

Activists Who Pursue Neutrality

Muslims who pursue neutrality choose to belong to associations that eschew
discussion of religion. For example, one respondent who has long been an ac-
tivist with SOS Racisme explained that he believes in today’s elite articulation
of the republican model of citizenship and feels that the best way to achieve
equality is to contain religion in the private sphere. There are Muslims in SOS
Racisme and the NPNS, even though both organizations seek to minimize the
social significance of difference—including religious difference.

Club XXIeme Siécle (Twenty-First-Century Club) is an association of busi-
ness leaders and politicians in France who want to see more diversity among
France’s elite. They focus on immigration and the “integration” of immigrants
and their descendants into the republican model.®* While some of its members
are privately Muslim, Club XXIéme Siécle rarely discusses religion. A leader of
the club adamantly denied in an interview that “Muslim” could be an identity:

In France, there are no Muslims. There are immigrants and there are
the children of immigrants . . . but they are not really Muslim. So when
you say (reaches over desk and gestures to the title on the interview pro-
tocol, which says, in French, “Interview with a Muslim Activist in a Di-
versity Organisation” [see the Appendix]) ... No, no . .. there obviously
are Muslims. I am a Muslim. But there are not really associations—
there are some Muslim associations; they exist, but their issue is Islam.
And then there are the associations of the children of immigrants. . ..
The thing is that while lots of people in these groups [the associations
of the children of immigrants] might be of Muslim origin, or cultur-
ally Muslim, or maybe personally see themselves as really Muslim—
those people, they will never talk to you about the issue of Islam. They
will never define themselves as Muslim. They will define themselves as
French. . .. Religion is a private affair.

This successful businessman saw identity as something unitary and distinctly
public. Religion, in his view, cannot be an organizing principle for political
action.

SOS Racisme, the NPNS, and Club XXIéme Siécle only indirectly concern
themselves with the fate of citizens who are Muslim. They remain focused on
race, gender, and immigration, all amounting to a concept of “diversity” that
focuses on ascriptive differences, not personal choices—such as the various
choices one may make concerning religion. Difference, in this view, is an un-
desired label that one does not choose and a label that these organizations work
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to eliminate. Their goal is equality, and their vision of equality includes a world
in which talk about difference does not exist. It is not that these neutrality ac-
tivists tolerate discrimination on the basis of religion; rather, they feel that the
best remedy for it is to not allow religion to become a social category. Unlike
the ascriptive attributes of race, gender, and origin, religion (they argue) can
be kept in the private sphere, where it supposedly will not become an object of
social discrimination. Even when it comes to race, gender, and origin, activists
who pursue neutrality are somewhat reluctant to focus on these differences—
they are wary about strengthening the categories they wish to eliminate but
cognizant that discrimination on the basis of these unavoidably visible charac-
teristics already exists.

Activists Who Pursue Recognition

Associations of activists who pursue this strategy vary in their commitment to
what could be described as a fight for recognition, but they are set apart from ac-
tivists who pursue neutrality by their more open and regular discussions of reli-
gion in the public sphere. The group included in this study that most prioritized
a Muslim identity and recognition politics was the PMF. Its activists not only
saw religion as part of their identity (private and public); they wanted to engage
in politics as Muslims. But what does that mean, when Muslims in France are so
diverse? When asked if it is difficult to speak as “the Muslim Party of France,”
the media liaison for the PMF responded:

Of course! Within the party, all of the questions that seem secondary to
us—that will divide our troops and are not essential—we put to the

side.

Such as?

Economic issues. It is an important question, but we have a hard time
maintaining a clear line on it.... Some of our members prefer to

promote the workers as opposed to the bosses. But we also have
members who think that it is important to support the bosses, be-
cause they are the ones who contribute to growth. So we avoid these
questions.

Given the diversity of its adherents’ political opinions, the PMF focuses on those
few issues it feels its members would agree on: religious accommodations, fight-
ing discrimination, and supporting Palestine. Even so, there are many Muslims
in France who disapprove of state accommodations for religion. Other PMF
views would likely divide French Muslims, as well, such as its opposition to
abortion and support of “traditional marriage,” a condemnation of homosexu-
ality.” The PMF wants what it describes as “Muslim political interests” to be rep-
resented in government, yet even the PMF recognizes its limitations as a voice
for “all” Muslims of France.
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Dynamique Diversité (Diversity Dynamic), meanwhile, represented the
weakest politics of recognition among the groups interviewed. Now defunct,
Dynamique Diversité was an organization that sought to help France diversify
the workplace through open discussions about issues such as religion in the
public sphere of work. Its head, a successful Muslim woman named Dounia
Bouzar (one of the figures who participated in the National Assembly’s burqa
discussions), published the book Allah, My Boss, and Me (2008) about being
Muslim in the workplace in France. One former representative of Dynamique
Diversité, finding fault with a pure politics of neutrality, observed that religion
was already being discussed in the public sphere of the workplace in the form
of judgments passed on employees who were known to be Muslim. The former
representative emphasized that the employer’s role is not to discover whether
his employee is oppressed but merely to evaluate whether she is an effective
employee who works well with others.

Dynamique Diversité’s “politics of recognition” was somewhat reaction-
ary: the organization did not try to give value to religious difference. It merely
tried to neutralize the tone of informal discussion about Muslims in the work-
place. This is similar to groups such as SOS Racisme and Club XXIeme Siecle,
whose pursuit of equality emphasizes neutrality. Yet Dynamique Diversité was
distinct from such neutrality activism because it aimed to achieve equality by
openly discussing the experiences of Muslims in the workplace and increasing
awareness of the unfairness of judging people by their religion.

Respect Mag, a magazine with several Muslims on its editorial board, seeks
to show the less sensational side of minorities (including Muslims) through a
public celebration of diversity: “Every three months, Respect Magazine puts a
face on the diversity of French society” (Sun 2005, p. 47). Unlike Dynamique
Diversité, Respect Mag does more than recognize difference. It seeks to put a
positive value on difference—even religious difference.

Oumma.com is a comprehensive online news site that aims to establish an
alternative to the Muslim identity created by French elites. It does this by diver-
sifying its coverage of events (Muslims are discussed in a variety of contexts,
never just as terrorists, criminals, or mosque attendees) and including view-
points from Muslims and some of France’s prominent non-Muslim figures. By
presenting what it sees as a more complete picture of the French Muslim expe-
rience, Oumma.com also hopes to counterbalance what the contributors see as
the mainstream media’s stereotypes about Muslims.

Some Muslim activists pursuing a politics of recognition want to make
Islam and Muslims seem “normal” in France—even “banal” (their words).
Some of these activists are found in the Jeunes Musulmans de France (JMF
[Young Muslims of France]) and the EMF. In fact, the EMF did not limit its
services to Muslims, emphasizing its commitment to helping students gener-
ally, regardless of religion. This goal is subtly but importantly different from
that of a group such as Respect Mag. While the activists from the JMF and the
EMF want to make diversity seem so normal that it becomes unremarkable,
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Respect Mag seeks to value diversity by highlighting difference. As one of the
magazine’s editors, who happened to be a Muslim, stated, “We wanted to talk
about diversity, show faces that you do not see in the media.”

The Union des Jeunes Musulmans (UJM [Union of Young Muslims]) de-
clares its main goal to be spreading education about Islam. It provides language
instruction in classical Arabic so one can read the Qur’an in its original lan-
guage.® The UJM is related to the Centre Tawhid, a cultural center that hosts
lectures and debates and maintains a full library on various aspects of Islam.
Many slim volumes are explanatory—what ablutions are, why Muslims pray
the way they do, and so forth—and, importantly, in French. The Centre Tawhid
wants Islam to be recognized as a religion of France and seeks to value it by
teaching the French about the religion.

Some French Muslim activists engage in a politics of recognition that fo-
cuses on religion as only one part of a larger dialogue of cultural exchange
that they feel needs to happen in France. This is the case for the Association
Culturelle Franco-Tunisienne d’Oullins et du Grand Lyon (ACFTOGL [Cul-
tural Franco-Tunisian Association of Oullins and Greater Lyon]) and a simi-
lar Senegalese group in Lyon. These cultural groups seek to increase awareness
about their culture (including but not limited to the religion of Islam), engage
in cross-cultural dialogue with other groups in France, support local artistic
endeavors, and promote greater connections across the community. The presi-
dent of the ACFTOGL particularly wanted to give young adults opportunities
to create things and, through them, find value in themselves—a theme that
is not necessarily tied to religion. The Senegalese association was remarkably
similar, emphasizing the importance of providing a space for people to practice
and simply feel comfortable. A special reading and interpretation of the Qurian
held by the Senegalese cultural association was as much a party and friendly
get-together as it was a reading.

The Muslim activists who engage in all manner of recognition politics seek
to claim their religion as important to them, as something that should not be
hidden, and as something that does not exist in isolation from their identity as
French citizens. They frequently state that, unlike their parents or even their
grandparents, they feel “no need to apologize for who they are.” Interestingly,
these Muslims often claim their Muslim identity in a complex way that cannot
be described as a religious identity alone. Frangoise Gaspard and Farhad Khos-
rokhavar’s (1995) description of some Muslim women’s choice to wear the hijab
as a sign of their pluralistic cultural identity or as a way to make political com-
mentary on French values and politics as one who does not refuse her French
identity is an example of this kind of complex and subtle identity work.

Jeremy Hein (1993, p. 108) argues that America’s model of civil rights, with
its emphasis on group identity and identity politics, tends to breed “conflict and
competition [rather] than coalitions and cooperation.” But it is wrong to as-
sume that the French model, with its focus on national membership, produces
coalition building and cooperation across minorities. In France today, there
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is tension between religious and ethnic groups. Even among French Muslims,
there is bitter disagreement at times over the effectiveness of difference-blind
republican equality. Those French Muslims engaged in neutrality politics, often
from the beur generation that came into adulthood in the 1980s, critique these
younger generations (and their older allies) engaged in various shades of rec-
ognition politics for their “failure” to integrate into French values or for simply
being “duped” into thinking that religion can be an identity or make a political
statement. Those French Muslims engaged in recognition politics point to the
persistent elite discourse of failed Muslim citizenship and personal experiences
with discrimination and social hostility as evidence that the neutrality model
has significant limitations. Some French Muslims engaged in recognition poli-
tics even feel “sold out” by Muslims who, as they see it, have become prominent
in politics by demonizing their fellow Muslims. France’s model of civil rights is
not immune to the difficulties of forming coalitions across a diverse population
with different political opinions and goals.

Different Repertoires Used by Muslim Activists

French Muslim activists generally draw on six repertoires for political and so-
cial change: altering the French Muslim “public identity,” waiting it out, pur-
suing liberal entrepreneurialism,’ using mediation, petitioning the state, and
going to court. Some of these activities best suit a politics of neutrality, such as
relying on the supposedly meritocratic aspects of liberal entrepreneurialism to
reward those who do better work, regardless of their background. And some of
the activities best suit a politics of recognition, such as the effort to forge a new
public identity for Muslims by openly speaking about the Muslim experience
of France.

Altering the Muslim “Public Identity”

The editor-in-chief of Oumma.com explained why he and others chose to de-
velop a news website as Muslims: “There is a médiatisé curiosity toward immi-
grants and the descendants of immigrants. We wanted to create a media source
to be a media actor. That means we were not masters of our own image, so we
have entered into the sphere of media to be masters of own image [and simul-
taneously] avoid prejudice and stereotypes, to break them, by taking control of
our media image. That is what fundamentally motivated us.”

The images of blacks, Arabs, and Muslims I discuss in the following para-
graphs—simple everyday images that I happened to photograph while living in
France or have since seen in the news—help one to understand why Oumma.
com’s editor-in-chief wants to see Muslims “taking control of [their] media
image.” They are not all photos from news media; some are advertisements for
products. It becomes clear when considering them why, as a minority, being in
control of one’s image can be an important goal.
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FIGURE 3.2 Early twentieth-century images of blacks in French advertising,
juxtaposed with a famous late nineteenth-century image of a white child also in a
French advertisement. (Photographs by the author.)

The photos in Figure 3.2 were taken of the same store window in Bordeaux.
The window was filled with old tins advertising cookies and sweets. On the
left are yellow tins and bowls bearing an old version of the logo of Banania, a
chocolate drink powder that is still sold in France. It bears the figure of “the
smiling black lackey” wearing a fez that connotes North Africa (Pilgrim 2000;
Riggio 1976). He is saying, “Y’a bon” (which translates loosely as “It’s good”), a
very poor articulation of the French language. Americans may see a connection
here to the patronizing treatment of African Americans in the United States
presented by Mrs. Butterworth or the happy, servile Toms of minstrel shows. To
the right is a very different image: a white schoolboy eating a tan cookie made
by the L.U. Company. In contrast to the broad, toothy grin of the Banania logo,
the boy’s grin is wry and knowing. These very different images, both used to
advertise food, hint at France’s historical experience with colonial mentality
and its lingering presence in French imagery of blacks. While “Y’a bon” (pre-
sumably a quote, as it had always been set in different type from the rest of the
logo) has been replaced with the superimposed grammatically correct phrase,
“The good [or tasty], balanced breakfast,” the image on Banania’s packaging
today has even more comically pronounced dark red lips."

I was greeted by a similarly stereotypical image of Arabs when I opened my
mailbox in Bordeaux one day. In it was a glossy advertisement for Domino’s
Pizza that featured a crowd of happy young people being told by an absent
narrator, “Listen to your stomach.” This sentence was completed with a quote
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bubble from a scantily clad woman who appeared to be dressed and posed as a
belly dancer, alongside a palm tree: “and let yourself be seduced by the undu-
lations of my merguez.” (Merguez is a spicy, reddish sausage found in North
African cuisine.) Aside from the quotation’s oblique reference to the dancer’s
wriggling body, the imagery of the stereotypical Arab belly dancer who claims
to want to seduce the happy, young pizza lovers is undoubtedly not how all
French women of Arab origin want to be perceived. French men with Arab
heritage also probably would not appreciate a second Domino’s advertisement
I found on the company’s website for France, which depicted an Arab man
wearing a kaffiyeh and talking on a cell phone in a spacious car upholstered in
leather, holding a slice of the “Oriental” pizza. Perhaps Domino’s was trying to
tap into stereotypes of Arab oil moguls, which could explain why the image’s
digital file was titled “orientale_prince.jpg.”

What about Muslim women? How are they depicted in the media? Search-
ing through one month’s worth of articles in Le Monde for the phrase “Muslim
women” yielded three images." Two of the images were of the self-described
feminist and leftist Ilham Moussaid, a political candidate for the French New
Anticapitalist Party (a leftist French political party founded only recently) in
2010. Her candidacy caused quite a stir, as she wears the hijab. The third image
was of a Canadian permanent resident who was born in Egypt who was wear-
ing a niqab; she had been ejected from a French class in Quebec when her re-
quest that men not look at her during the class proved strategically challenging,
especially in the case of oral presentations. Not all Muslim women wear the
hijab, and only a very small minority of Muslim women in France wear the
niqab. However, we are not presented with images of Muslim women that re-
flect this diversity.

Oumma.com’s primary strategy for addressing inequality in France is to
provide alternatives to these common depictions of the Muslim “public iden-
tity.” Front-page stories on the site on July 25, 2011, included “Turkey: Toward
Regional Leadership Based on a Modernized Islam,” “How to Prepare for the
Month of Ramadan,” and “La Fontaine and His Oriental Sources.”* Religion is
clearly present in these stories, but it is not everything. These news stories as-
sociate Muslims with international relations and French literary culture.

Similarly, the ACFTOGLs community gatherings often have the express
purpose of teaching about Islam and Tunisia to substitute new images and
ideas for common stereotypes. The JMF’s community sports events, held in
public spaces, aim to do more than entertain neighborhood kids: they show
young Muslims playing, having fun, and acting not much differently from their
non-Muslim neighbors.

Wait It Out

Surprisingly, a number of those activists who are most critical of the exclusions
produced by today’s norm of the deserving French citizen claim that the most
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important thing for Muslims to do is to “wait it out,” as opposed to engaging in
rights mobilization that might cause social strife. Since these activists describe
their French identity as being so central to them, and since their complaints
about social and political marginalization are deeply embedded in rights dis-
course, it seems reasonable to expect that they would demand more protections
from the state and would claim rights in court. Yet while they insist that the
state needs to do more, these activists have largely given up on the state as a tool
for social and political change; it is, in fact, perceived as the very agent of their
marginalization. And rights claims in court, in their view, would create more
conflict than change. After all, what rights would Muslims claim? Not all Mus-
lims agree on the hijab, as one activist sagely pointed out. And what right can
be mobilized to stop the UMP from convening special discussions interrogating
the compatibility of Islam with French values? Or to encourage the media to de-
pict Muslim women in all their diversity? As many Muslim activists see it, rights
claims might divide Muslims in France and further estrange Muslims from the
rest of French society.

According to the activists who look to the passage of time for social and
political change, Muslims are French, and the rest of the French eventually will
realize this as they increasingly see how “normal” French Muslims are. In this
view, greater exposure to Muslims as more Muslims become established in the
public eye will be the best evidence of how truly French they can be.

This argument is interesting because it depicts rights claims as inherently
alienating. While these Muslim activists proudly claim their rights in conver-
sation and point to their rights as symbols of their existing membership in
France, to claim these rights in a court of law would be to draw attention to
themselves as outsiders or troublemakers. The hollowness of rights in this view
is somewhat similar to what David Engel (1984) observed in Sander County,
Ilinois, where a particular variety of American self-reliance gave rise to the
sense that a real citizen should never have to ask for his rights to be respected.
However, that hollowness is exacerbated in the French context, where activ-
ists not only assume they have rights as French citizens but regularly demand
that those rights be respected as a sign of their membership—but rhetorically
instead of making formal rights claims before institutional forums (such as
the legislature or the courts) that could potentially give those rights a concrete
meaning. This apparent paradox makes more sense when one considers that
these activists have lost faith in those institutions to challenge the dominant
discourse of failed Muslim citizenship. French Muslim activists who prefer to
wait it out are thus left with a rights discourse but no institutional outlet that
can translate discourse into action.

Liberal Entrepreneurialism

Quite a few respondents expressed belief in the power of liberal entrepreneur-
ialism to usher in social and economic equality. A representative of the PMF
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praised economic liberalism, saying that it puts all people on a level playing
field in the competition for jobs and material success: “It is difficult to start
a business in France because of the system of loans. ... We block entry for
young creators. That is not liberal. We need to put in place systems that make it
easier for young people who are not from families that are entrepreneurs, and
so on, to enter into the business world. The business world, it is like a caste.
You rarely get there by accident.” While this respondent believes that time will
improve the employment experiences of Muslims in France, he also maintains
that the liberal market can be advantageous to all French people who do not
come from economically powerful families—who often include, but are not
limited to, Muslims.

Dynamique Diversité and Club XXIeme Siecle also defend liberal entrepre-
neurialism as a tool for reducing employment inequalities, for Muslims and for
people with diverse backgrounds in general. The reasons for their faith in busi-
ness, however, differ. Dynamique Diversité believed that, with some convinc-
ing, businesses could become more open to diversity when hiring. Dynamique
Diversité’s Potential and Competence project aimed to do just that: persuade
employers that the norms of hiring in France are unnecessarily limiting. As
the representative noted, French businesses tend to recruit from only the top
business schools, which have very little diversity. The result is a consistently ho-
mogeneous workforce composed of those who are already privileged in society.
The goal of the Potential and Competence project, the representative said, was
“to break this pattern a bit at the level of businesses and to construct a tool
with the recruiters—human resources—to look at the potential of people and
not their diploma. So aside from a diploma, what could interest a recruiter in
you? Are there not things to testify to your creativity?” He described this as an
“Anglo-Saxon” style of recruitment, saying, “You, the Americans, [do this] to
give people a chance.”

When pressed about why he felt businesses would more readily adopt poli-
cies to promote diversity—was it really just because they cannot do worse than
politicians?—the representative pointed to the logic of the liberal market. “The
businesses want to do it,” he said, “and they have an interest in doing it...
[blecause it is not part of their business to engage in charity. They have assumed
the responsibility. The businesses, they will tell you, yes, we need to think about
tomorrow.” Stated differently, diverse faces are an inevitable part of the future
of France, and businesses cannot afford to ignore this. They must be concerned
with correctly identifying and serving their changing clientele, or they will fail.
Dynamique Diversité operated under the assumption that businesses in the lib-
eral market would change with their surroundings, or they would wither and
die. Businesses cannot afford prejudice. Whether this is actually true is a differ-
ent question entirely. (Many critics of economic and political liberalism would
have quite a bit to say on the subject.) What matters here is that this diversity-
oriented activist group, with a number of self-identified Muslim members,
looked to business and the market to solve problems of inequality.
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Dynamique Diversité had less faith in politicians. When asked why the
group distanced itself from politics, the representative replied:

The Socialist Party still has not done anything. [President] Chirac
(grunts in disgust). In reality, it is not at the level of politics that things
change. Where people see it, it is at the level of their job, so there you
need to go to the people responsible for that—the businesses, the people
who can change the everyday life of people who experience discrimina-
tion. We do not believe much in the state. There is a lot of blah blah
discourse, but in 2008, we are very, very, very far behind other states.

This general dissatisfaction with the response of politicians to discrimination
in employment drove members of Dynamique Diversité to seek to change the
situation themselves in a way they felt was more direct: go to the employers. The
representative’s frustration that the Socialist Party in particular has not done
anything is telling: many Muslims, children of immigrants, and citizens of color
initially looked to leftist parties for assistance and support, especially during the
height of the beur movement of the 1980s. But more than twenty years later,
many Muslims seem to have lost patience with the French left. They have not
all moved to the center-right, but there is marked frustration with the left for
failing to act. Worse, the tendency of some on the political left to associate Islam
with misogyny has alienated many Muslims.

The leader of Club XXIeme Siecle who was interviewed for this study, like
many of the club’s members, represents a business success story. Club XXIéme
Siécle is made up of prominent French businesspeople from diverse back-
grounds who want to help others with diverse backgrounds become success-
ful in business. When asked what the organization’s objective is, Club XXIeme
Siecle’s leader responded:

To change the mentality, the misrepresentations. When one consid-
ers that the child of immigrants is on state assistance, maybe an Is-
lamist, a terrorist . . .

Does that happen often?

Yeah, it does. So ultimately, we have a problem. And we are the solution.

Again we see a respondent’s awareness of the connection that people make be-
tween immigrants and Muslims and between Muslims and terrorists. If the prob-
lem is “misrepresentations,” what is the solution? Better representations. “We
have decided that we will prove it by example,” the respondent said. “We assem-
bled people who can bear testimony, who have succeeded, who bring something
to the country. I co-founded [Club XXIéme Siécle] with Rachida Dati. Rama
Yade was the vice-president. We want to change perceptions by example.”

Club XXIeme Siécle does more than try to alter representations, however.
Enterprising and well-connected, the club holds regular dinner debates at which
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the lack of diversity among the nation’s elites is discussed openly—and with
the nation’s current elites. The club also organizes a program called “Manage-
ment and Diversity” in association with Dauphine University, Paris (France’s
elite business school). The program aims to find new ways to assess competen-
cies, with the hope that this will encourage employers to hire outside the typical,
rather homogeneous elite schools. Like Dynamique Diversité, the “Management
and Diversity” program sees value in and hopes to promote what it identifies
as Anglo-Saxon hiring practices that allow for a more expansive evaluation of
competencies. In addition, the club’s “Interviews of Excellence” program gathers
successful businesspeople, researchers, and lawyers from diverse backgrounds
and asks them to share their success stories with students. Its organizers hope
this will help students make business connections and gain confidence. At base,
Club XXIeme Siécle is trying to change the face of success in France.

Club XXIéme Siécle has had mixed results in working with politicians.
While top officials, including former President Nicolas Sarkozy, have attended
the dinner debates, the club’s attempt to proliferate a diversity charter failed. As
a representative explained, the club “proposed it to the left and to the right in
2006. They said it was great; both [sides] said they would sign it if the other did.
Neither did; it got stalled. They still have not signed it. We have a black here,
an Arab there, but no organized politics of diversity.” By “a black here, an Arab
there,” the respondent meant the small number of racially diverse political rep-
resentatives in France today. Again, we see this common dissatisfaction with
politicians (on the right and the left) for their weak commitment to diversity.

Aziz Senni is another successful businessman in France with a diverse
background. A Muslim immigrant (from Morocco), Senni succeeded despite
“geographic, social, and ethnic discrimination” (Brouard and Tiberj 2005,
p. 15). His autobiography is humorously entitled The Social Elevator Is Broken,
I Took the Stairs.”® Senni started a hired car service that has become massively
successful, and he now preaches entrepreneurial success to youths growing up
in the banlieues, as he did (B4 2008, pp. 10-11). He also began Business An-
gels des Cités (BAC), an investment group that funds young entrepreneurs who
otherwise would never find the money to get their business projects off the
ground (B4 2008, p. 11). The group also appoints to young businesses a “guard-
ian angel,” an experienced businessperson in the same line of work who acts as
a mentor and shares invaluable business contacts (B4 2008, p. 11).

Senni’s form of social engagement is primarily business-oriented and reli-
giously neutral. Yet he describes BAC’s refusal to charge interest on its loans as
“Islamic-compatible” and says that his Muslim culture includes the values of
“work and respect, respect for oneself and for others” (B4 2008, p. 11).

Mediation

Not all Muslims are as convinced that businesses are the answer to employment
inequality. Some individuals and groups seek the assistance of mediators, the
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court, or even the state. The Collectif contre I'Islamophobie en France (CCIF
[Collective against Islamophobia in France]) offers legal counsel to those who
have experienced discrimination; it has also used mediation to fight workplace
discrimination. In France, Greta (groupements d’établissements) provide profes-
sional, public education for adults. The CCIF realized that some Greta schools
had been applying the law on secularism of 2004 in their classrooms, forbid-
ding adult students to wear the hijab. This was an overextension of the law,
which was intended only for mandatory primary and secondary education. The
CCIF did not take the Greta schools to court, however. “We were successful
in getting places to stop doing this with our discussions and interventions, but
three refused,” said a CCIF representative. “So we seized the HALDE [High
Authority against Discrimination and for Equality], which pronounced on
September 1 [2008] the other way. It said, effectively, that this was discrimi-
natory.”** In this instance, even when mediation failed, the CCIF went to the
HALDE instead of to a court—it sought out the assistance of another mediator.

Dynamique Diversité also used such mediation methods on occasion. The
cosmetics company L'Oréal had hired a woman who wore the hijab, and this
was causing anxiety in the workplace. The company accepted an offer by Dy-
namique Diversité to come to its offices, observe, and provide feedback. As a
former member of the organization said, “Lots of employees said, ‘But that’s
dangerous. You can’t let in a veiled woman. It’s radical Islam in our businessl'—
because veiled women are submissive and all that. .. but the veiled woman in
question we worked with had nothing to do with the clichés.” The representa-
tive from Dynamique Diversité went on to explain that the woman had lived
in France for twelve years, had been a brilliant student at a very good French
business school, and was very open to other ideas and cultures—even “a bit into
grunge.” Dynamique Diversité’s solution to this workplace anxiety was to gather
together the managers and discuss with them what qualities are important to
have in employees and what qualities are irrelevant. “It is not important to ver-
ity that she is submissive, or why she wears this. What is important to verify is
whether or not she works well with others,” the respondent said. “How does she
live her religion—does it create a barrier? Or is it just for her and it does not pre-
vent anything?” Similar to the CCIF mediation discussed above, the Dynamique
Diversité intervention was designed to “correct” a business climate gone awry.
This was done through discussion and training. Ultimately, the association tried
to impart two messages to L'Oréal: first, that one should not assume one knows
what a Muslim thinks or assume what a Muslim believes her hijab represents;
and second, that the company’s main concern with regard to its employees
should be whether they are capable of doing their work successfully.

Another interview respondent, a student and a Muslim, said he once went
to the Conseil de Prudhommes to resolve a private workplace dispute. This is a
mediation mechanism specifically for workplace disputes. He chose that route,
he said, because it is “better than a court, which is too time-consuming and
expensive.”
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The State

The French—Muslim or not—are well known for their passion for the law
(Bowen 2007). Thus, even while the Muslims interviewed here railed against
the government for failing to listen to them and for making assumptions about
them, they often expressed hopes that the government would pass laws to “fix
things.” Repeal the law of 2004 banning the hijab; write strong antidiscrimi-
nation laws; legalize affirmative action policies or racial, ethnic, and religious
statistics—all of these suggestions reveal a continued faith in the state to bring
about greater equality and freedom in France through legislation. This mirrors
a paradox that can be found throughout France, regardless of religion: while the
French may sometimes be frustrated by the centralized nature of their country’s
politics, they continue to expect the state to accomplish the kinds of feats only
strong, centralized states can.

While many Muslims insisted that it is the state that needs to do more to
defend equality in France (especially for Muslims, blacks, and Arabs), they were
also skeptical about whether the state can deliver on this obligation. This be-
comes most obvious when discussing employment and poverty. Speaking on
the subject of employment, journalists with Respect Mag argued that the state
“should play its role of readjusting inequalities,” pointing out how “in certain
zones, you see an unemployment rate that is much worse than in the rest of
the country.” The editor-in-chief at Oumma.com similarly stated that “the state
needs to fight against discrimination in employment.” At the same time, how-
ever, he felt that the state’s role was limited to judicial intervention and educa-
tion: the state itself “cannot hire everybody.”

Two members of the EMF disagreed vehemently on the extent to which the
state can successfully manage the economy, yet they still both look to the state
for assistance when it comes to employment and economic equality.

Court

Following the AIDS blood transfusion scandal of the 1990s in which govern-
ment officials were found guilty of knowingly allowing the distribution of in-
fected blood, French courts increasingly have been seen as a venue for rights
claims and possibly even for challenging the status quo (Provine 1996). Legal
mobilization is still new to France, however, and only a minority of French
people see it as a solution to their problems.'* Mirroring this, most respondents
had little faith in the courts’ ability to resolve their disputes. The most frequent
complaints were that courts are too slow, too costly, and too petty. A minority
of respondents, however, did have hope in courts as a tool for social change. The
CCIF kept one lawyer on its payroll (a woman who wears the hijab) who worked
full time as the organization’s legal expert, evaluating and prepping cases that
will go to court (see Figure 3.3). When asked which case they were proudest of,
members of the CCIF cited the “Mohammed case.” After the bombings of 2005
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FIGURE 3.3  Collectif contre I'Islamophobie en France (CCIF)
consciousness-raising poster. Among the materials that Etudiants
Musulmans de France (EMF) had on hand was this poster encouraging
“victims [and] witnesses of Islamophobic words or actions” to call or
e-mail CCIE Pictured are a desecrated wall and tombstones and two
women in hijabs facing a closed door. (Courtesy of CCIE. Photograph
by the author.)

in London, journalists went to Pakistan to find out more about terrorists train-
ing there. A French journalist found a young French man of Pakistani origin
who was vacationing there and attending a madrassa to learn about the Qur’an.
The journalist interviewed the man and took a photo, which then appeared in
the prominent French newsmagazine Le Point alongside the title “The Islamists
and us.” The juxtaposition suggested that the man personally was an Islamist.
“Afterward, when [the young man] left Pakistan and came back to France, he
saw his face everywhere,” the CCIF lawyer said. The organization’s representa-
tives believed the photo and caption amounted to an attack on the man’s char-
acter, claiming that “if he was looking for work, he would be refused.” They won
the case, as well as damages and legal fees.

But the CCIF remains an outlier in its determination to use courts to chal-
lenge discrimination against Muslims.
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The Shortcomings of Liberal Rights for the Cause of Inclusion

Scholars have long questioned the usefulness of rights and courts for the cause
of social change (Rosenberg 1991; Tushnet 1984). The typical, overarching criti-
cism is that both rights and courts are hopelessly implicated in existing systems of
power and inequality and therefore are inescapably supportive of the status quo.
Scholars such as Stuart Scheingold (2004), Michael McCann (1994), and Patricia
Williams (1991) acknowledge this limitation but maintain that rights sometimes
prove influential as a discourse that shapes social consciousness, sets agendas,
and puts faces and names to previously unspoken miseries. In their view, even
courts sometimes can be commandeered by activists for social change, but this
is unpredictable and depends on many different contextual variables (Lovell and
McCann 2005). For these law and society scholars, there is no “forward march”
for social change; there are only waxing and waning periods of contestation
fought out on a shifting terrain that is continually altered by politics, economics,
discourse, and idiosyncratic events that capture the public’s attention and crys-
tallize debates in ways that can be favorable or unfavorable to a cause.

The Shortcomings of Rights in General

Rights support the status quo in many ways, but one way in particular stands
out when considering the case of Muslims in France: rights preserve social bi-
ases as supposedly private and apolitical, thereby enabling the social indignities
that have the power to amount to an attack on a population’s standing as citi-
zens. Rights, the tools we often associate with equality, may sometimes help to
entrench and protect inequality. In Chapter 1, I drew connections between the
situation of Jews in Europe during the mid-1800s and Muslims in France today.
Marx complained that giving Jews liberal rights would not remedy what he saw
as the causes of their daily miseries: capitalism and religion (Tucker 1978).'
Similarly, I argue that rights cannot answer the primary challenges to Muslims’
standing as citizens: elite discourse and social indignities.

If the French state wrote laws that clearly attacked the rights of all Muslims,
in the way that American states wrote laws precluding African Americans from
voting after the Civil War, French Muslims could respond legally with a civil
rights complaint. Even if a private individual violated the rights of Muslims by
printing rental advertisements that read “Muslims Need Not Apply,” French
Muslims could respond legally with a rights complaint. But when a politician
questions how safe it is to employ Muslims in airports, or when a private citi-
zen “accidentally” shoves a woman wearing the hijab in a grocery store aisle, it
makes little sense to respond with a rights claim. Why?

As for the politician’s comment, it is merely an opinion, protected by free-
dom of speech. Of course, the comment functions as more than an opinion: it
is an opinion stated by a person in power, with a large audience, in a climate of
suspicion regarding Muslims. The comment is perfectly legal and has the power
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to fan the flames of social mistrust. France does have laws that prohibit racist,
anti-Semitic, and xenophobic hate speech. But the Gayssot Law of 1990 and
the Pleven Law of 1972, which target discriminatory or hate speech, are infre-
quently mobilized against politicians for statements that discriminate against
Muslims. Ariane Chebel d’Appolonia (2009, p. 278) notes that the Gayssot Law
“concerned only 29 cases,” involving any kind of discriminatory speech, be-
tween 1992 and 2000. And as for the “accidental” shove, several Muslim re-
spondents explained that a rights-based response to such incidents would be
expensive, time-consuming, and probably fruitless due to the difficult nature
of proving discrimination in such an incident.

It is not just that rights are awkward tools for addressing social indignities.
It is the very nature of liberal rights to protect the development and expression
of such social indignities. Marx reminds us that there are two kinds of liberal
rights: “civil rights,” which connect citizens within the state through mecha-
nisms such as equality and the vote, and “the rights of man,” which atomize resi-
dents in civil society (Tucker 1978, p. 41). The rights of man, Marx argues, are
fundamentally about property. All four expressions of the rights of man—the
right to liberty, to equality, to security, and to property—relate back to the right
to own property and be equally capable of defending it from others: “Liberty as a
right of man is not founded upon the relations between man and man, but rather
upon the separation of man from man. It is the right of such separation. The
right of the circumscribed individual, withdrawn into himself” (Tucker 1978, pp.
42-43). The separation of political rights from the rights of man protects the
inequalities that stem from money and social privilege by depicting inequality
in the social sphere as apolitical and the product of individual choices made in
an unfettered environment of personal liberty. With this separation of spheres,
systems of social domination go unnoticed, and the inequality they produce
can easily be attributed to the actions (or supposed inaction) of those who are
marked as unequal. After all, they have the same political rights as everyone
else. If they failed to “make it,” surely that is due to their own mistakes.

As I stated in Chapter 2, Muslims in France today do not face many of-
ficial, codified legal challenges to their citizenship. Instead, the most frequent
attacks on their citizenship come in the form of discursive attacks from French
elites and social indignities suffered at the hands of strangers. The challenge
for Muslims is not just that a right does not exist to fight this pervasive climate
of prejudice and discrimination. The real challenge is the supposedly “social,”
“private,” or “apolitical” nature of these subtle attacks on the standing of Mus-
lims as citizens.

The Shortcomings of Rights in France Specifically

Rights are fraught tools for social change. The traditional depiction of rights as
the key to equality in the United States is largely hypocritical: rights are made
meaningless when politicians, citizens, and even courts refuse to recognize
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them. Derrick Bell (1980), for example, argues that the U.S. Civil Rights Move-
ment was effective in achieving greater equality for African Americans only be-
cause powerful, dominant interests found it convenient—what Bell refers to as
“interest convergence.” There is a different hollowness to rights as the key to
equality in France, however. They are perhaps even more meaningless in strug-
gles for equality in France because they are not effective tools of oppositional
politics. American activists must wait for their interests in equality to converge
with the interests of those in power. French activists, meanwhile, make political
claims for equality based on rights they believe they already have as citizens, as
opposed to making oppositional assertions that rights in France protect only the
privileged few. More broadly, key institutional and cultural differences in the
French understanding of law, rights, liberty, and legitimacy dilute the already
questionable potential of rights discourse to spark social change in France.

Aude Lejeune (2011, p. 226) suggests that those doing comparative legal
studies should pay particularly close attention to three characteristics in a na-
tion: (1) its legal tradition (or what she calls “judicial culture,” the difference
between civil and common law systems); (2) political order (where does politi-
cal legitimacy come from); and (3) state type (strong states versus weak states).
When we consider these three characteristics, which are a mixture of institu-
tion and culture, in the French context, it becomes apparent that it is the state
that largely develops rights in France and the state that controls their articula-
tion by sanctioning and co-opting select social movement groups. Without the
state’s explicit blessing on a rights claim in France, it is depicted by French elites
as unintelligible, provoking, and even dangerous.

The three points of comparison Lejeune highlights are certainly not the
only differences between the United States and France, but they offer a strong
starting point for understanding why rights are a particularly challenged tool
for the cause of inclusion in France. First, while differences in the common law
and civil law traditions are often exaggerated, their foundational assumptions
still influence how people think about the role of the state, citizens, and the
law. Speaking in broad terms, courts are more independent in common law
legal systems. In Norman England, common law tended over time to diffuse
power away from the central legal authority, the king (Shapiro 1981). In both
the English and the American version of common law, legal experts have been
instrumental in securing the autonomy of their profession through internally
regulated systems of entry, examination, and promotion (Shapiro 1981). Civil
law has always been more centralized, but in Revolutionary France, the legal
system was also dealt an ideological blow. It had long colluded with the king, so
with the destruction of the monarchy came the debasement of the legal system
(Merryman 1969). The post-Revolution legal system was made subservient to
the state. Legitimacy and authority came from the people, whose voice was the
law made by elected officials. Therefore, legal professionals were charged with
the duty of articulating and defending the law, not challenging or altering it
through judicial review (Merryman 1969).
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These lines of differentiation are blurring, especially in the post-World
War II era, in which France is subject to the judicial review of the Council of
Europe’s European Court of Human Rights and the European Union’s Euro-
pean Court of Justice. However, different assumptions remain about the role
of law in the defense of liberty in the United States and in France. As Lejeune
(2011, p. 226) puts it, “In common law countries, [legal] professionals have a
mission to protect individuals in the face of the arbitrariness of absolute au-
thority, while in civil law countries, the protection of these rights and individ-
ual liberties is guaranteed by the state.” This difference in “mission” may have
an effect on the number of legal professionals willing to use the law for social
transformation and the readiness of citizens to try to use the law for such a
project.

Second, political legitimacy in both the United States and France comes
from the law, but the agents of its articulation differ. Lejeune (2011, p. 227) ar-
gues that this is a difference between common law and civil law, but it has more
to do with Lockean verses Rousseauian notions of state legitimacy—or, at the
very least, the difference between liberal and republican states. She explains
that in the United States, law “precedes all political organization and the law
belongs to the people. Political power is therefore required to respect individual
rights.” This is a hallmark of Lockean social contract theory: citizens agree to
sacrifice the liberty they had in the state of nature for the greater security of
political society, provided that law will protect them from the caprices of the
state and that they do not lose more liberty than they had before taking this
gamble (Locke 1980). We can expect such an understanding of law’s legitimacy
to create openings for citizens to use the law to question and challenge the state.

In a republic such as France, law is not pre-political. Rousseau tells us that
the act of coming together to make law is the first political act that draws us
out of the state of nature and into political life. In the Rousseauian tradition,
creating laws is seen as the liberating establishment of a chosen world, as op-
posed to the accident-filled, might-makes-right state of nature (Rousseau 1987).
Law is the result of political decisions made in the name of the “general will”
and expressing the maximization of the public good (Rousseau 1987, p. 31). As
Lejeune (2011, p. 12) points out, in France “all contestation of the law is there-
fore difficult because it implies a challenge to the general will.” If the law is seen
as a guarantor of liberty, as opposed to a tool used to protect against the state’s
theft of liberty, it is less likely to be seen as a tool of political and social change.
Such change should be pursued in the political arena, where the general will
can be found.

Third, there may be some greatly mitigated but lingering truth to Alexis
de Tocqueville’s (1958) description of America as a weak state with a strong
society, as opposed to France as a strong state with a weak society. Arguments
about France’s “weak society” are largely exaggerated in regard to the Fifth Re-
public (Appleton 2009; Woll 2009). It is true that unions have lost some in-
fluence in France, but new interest groups—particularly women’s equality,
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environmental, and antiracism groups—have sprouted up and done very well
in the past thirty years, garnering large membership rosters and getting citizens
involved (Keeler and Hall 2001; Woll 2009). These interest groups still must
contend with the French government’s desire to maintain some control over
external influences. As John Keeler and Peter Hall (2001, p. 61) describe it, “The
interest group universe of France is broadly ‘pluralist,” but the French Govern-
ment attempts to structure this universe more actively than its Anglo-American
counterparts, using subsidies and official recognition to influence the balance
of power among groups.” Cornelia Woll (2009, p. 227) offers a slightly different
explanation of how the French government maintains some control over inter-
est groups, stating that “interest group consultation only supplements bureau-
cratic decision-making and the central government has considerable room for
manoeuvre to escape pressures put on specific policy proposals.”

Both Keeler and Hall and Woll present the French government as serving
a sort of gatekeeping function vis-a-vis interest groups. Alistair Cole (2008,
p. 29) provides a more cultural explanation: “Perceptions of a powerful state
might matter more than any objective loss of state capacity.” While the access of
citizens in France to, and potential influence over, government has greatly in-
creased in the Fifth Republic, it matters that the French typically still look to the
state as the rightful and most capable institution for solving social problems.

The following brief overview of antidiscrimination rights campaigns in
France displays how non-state actors struggle to influence French government
and administration. Even when activists tried to take on starring roles in mo-
ments of social change regarding discrimination, the French government up-
staged them, ultimately co-opting the efforts and arguments of activists in a
way that strengthened the state’s control over this issue area.

France’s earliest antidiscrimination law, the Décret Marchandeau, did not
invite much involvement from civil society. It “allowed individuals to press
charges only if they had been named personally in a racist invective and by
permitting only the state prosecutor to initiate legal proceedings in cases where
a whole group was implicated” (Bird 2000, p. 408). Then, in the 1970s, mem-
bers of Parliament began to propose stronger laws to target racism (Bleich 2003,
p. 132). The minister of justice at the time, René Pleven, was initially uncon-
vinced that a new law was required to fight racism, which he saw as atypical
in France (Bleich 2003, p. 132). Nevertheless, in 1972, the French Parliament
passed the Pleven Law outlawing racist speech and racial discrimination. Un-
like the Décret Marchandeau, the Pleven Law “extended the possibility of pros-
ecution by granting civil rights associations the authority to launch criminal as
well as civil proceedings against racist speech” (Bird 2000, p. 409).

One could argue that the Pleven Law moderately decentralized French an-
tidiscrimination policy by inviting this participation by nongovernmental or-
ganizations (NGOs). French NGOs certainly have made use of the law: France’s
foremost antidiscrimination NGOs, the Mouvement contre le Racisme et pour
I’Amité entre les Peuples (MRAP [Movement against Racism and for Friendship
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among Peoples]), the Ligue Internationale contre le Racisme et PAntisémitisme
(LICRA [International League against Racism and Anti-Semitism]), and SOS
Racisme, “devoted extensive effort to prosecuting racist speakers, including a
number of very high profile cases against Jean-Marie Le Pen and other prin-
cipals of the National Front” (Bird 2000, p. 409)."* These NGOs have used the
law to challenge discrimination, and they worked to shape the law when it was
initially promulgated. Bird even describes the litigation efforts of these NGOs
as creating “an arena for increasingly adversarial, group-based claims concern-
ing democratic rights” (Bird 2000, p. 409).

Vincent-Arnaud Chappe (2011) also argues that French antidiscrimination
law has not been the product of state action alone and that interaction between
French NGOs and the French judicial system helped shape French antidiscrim-
ination law. One specific example he provides is the acceptance by the French
Parliament of “testing” as permissible legal evidence of discrimination. SOS
Racisme used this method frequently: it would “induce an in vivo situation of
discrimination thanks to a pair of volunteers” (Chappe 2011, para. 11). When
the two volunteers, identical in every way except race or gender, received differ-
ent treatment—at a club, in a hiring situation, and so on—SOS Racisme would
argue that discrimination was at play. The acceptance of testing as a form of
admissible evidence suggests that French NGOs have shaped the nation’s anti-
discrimination law.

There are limits to how open French law is to social movements’ agitation,
however. The French state is very effective at co-opting the activity of NGOs
and redirecting complaints about discrimination out of the courts and into
other forums. The French Confédération Générale du Travail (CGT [General
Confederation of Labor]) recently attempted to achieve the legalization of un-
documented workers by helping the workers apply pressure directly to their
employers through strikes and sit-ins (Barron et al. 2011a, 2011b). Employers
in France are not legally allowed to hire undocumented workers, yet they can
choose to sponsor the residency request of employees they hire (Barron et al.
2001a, para. 3). This gatekeeping function of employers made them ideal tar-
gets for the CGT (Barron et al. 2011a, para. 2). Pierre Barron and his colleagues
(2011b) describe at length how the CGT supported the undocumented workers
in their strikes and sit-ins, and eventually (though not without reservations)
worked with employers who wanted help to stay on the right side of the law.
Furthermore, members of the CGT worked alongside, and even within, the pre-
fectures that give immigrant workers their legal residency papers (Barron et al.
2011b, pp. 76-77).

The CGT’s ultimate goal was the creation of a new law that would regu-
larize the residency process for immigrant workers and thereby eliminate
what they saw as unfair “discretionary” practices at the level of the prefec-
ture (Barron et al. 2011b, p. 75). Yet the CGT’s involvement with the cases of
undocumented workers had the opposite effect. The CGT became recognized
by the state as the sponsor of deserving immigrant workers, in the sense that
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the union began “identifying and authenticating eligible claimants, while re-
jecting others” (Barron et al. 2011a, para. 6). Not only was the discretionary
framework left intact, but the labor union was co-opted into it. Immigrants
applying for residency with the help of the CGT did not have to wait in lines at
the prefecture, and the CGT’s staff members sped along the legalization pro-
cesses by speaking to the right mid-level bureaucrats (Barron et al. 2011a, para.
27). As Barron and his colleagues (2011b, p. 78) put it, the CGT “was suddenly
located in the heart of the process of legalization.” The CGT thus became part
of the system it had tried to end. As one CGT worker complained, “We’re not
union activists anymore. We’ve become auxiliaries to the prefecture” (Barron
et al. 2011a, para. 29).

Barron and his colleagues (2011a, para. 36) suggest that the CGT’s experi-
ence with legalizing undocumented workers may be part of a larger phenom-
enon known as “favor mediation,” a kind of activism that differs from “rights
mediation.” In rights mediation, the goal is to create a general right; in favor
mediation, individual cases are helped along with carefully applied knowledge
of a bureaucracy and its officials. Barron and his colleagues (2011a, para. 36-
37) point to limitations in both kinds of mediation: if a right is not widely ac-
knowledged, rights mediation may be meaningless, and since favor mediation
focuses on individual cases and discretion, it is not clear how or when it can
create generalized rights protections.

In the case of the legalization of undocumented workers in France, it cer-
tainly seems that the French state is more willing to work with favor mediation
than with rights mediation. And favor mediation, with its opaque discretionary
nature, cannot provide the kind of visible symbols and tales that rights me-
diation can, thereby limiting its ability to contribute to what McCann (1994,
p. 277) calls the “expansion of meaningful and realistic reform options.”

It is also worth noting that the antidiscrimination movements that have
made advances in France are those that have been blessed by the political elite.
The MRAP has always had strong ties with the French Communist Party, and
the antidiscrimination movement of the beurs in the 1980s was strongly sup-
ported by the Sociality Party. Muslim antidiscrimination groups that freely
speak about Islamophobia, such as the CCIF, have not been given the same
limelight or assistance.

Conclusion

French Muslims have a diversity of opinions, are engaged in citizen activities,
and use very “French” methods of protest and politics. So even in the less com-
mon associations in which French Muslims prioritize a Muslim identity and act
as Muslims, such as the PMF, it is not possible to say they are acting solely as
Muslims. Their French identity and political habits influence and are present
in their activism.
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Despite this, Muslims struggle to make their claims heard. They have
found politicians to be unreceptive to their claims of discrimination, and they
are disappointed with the state’s performance in protecting equality. Most
believe courts are poor tools for social change, so while they make frequent
rights claims, the claims largely remain at the level of rhetoric. French Muslims,
however, definitely are not looking to pack up and move to another country.
Whether it is because they believe liberal entrepreneurialism is the last bastion
of the meritocracy or because they believe their actions can change the public’s
perception of Muslims, French Muslims remain positive that their “French-
ness” eventually will be recognized.
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Education
The (Undelivered?) Promise of Republican Equality

egardless of one’s ultimate evaluation of France’s ban on the hijab (and

other ostensible signs of religion) in public schools, the criticism from

many Americans sometimes speaks to our ignorance of the important role
education plays in French citizenship. While Americans may acknowledge the
role of education in civic virtue, it was traditionally the “Republican Mother”
that inculcated civic values, such as patriotism and personal discipline (Ker-
ber 1997). Children in the United States could be educated privately or even at
home and still receive the benefits of citizen formation (Kerber 1997). This is
not understood to be the case in France. Part of France’s jus soli tradition is the
belief that one is not born French; one becomes French. That process of becom-
ing French is carried out in public schools. It is there that students learn what it
means to be French and how to be a good French citizen. As a representative of
the NPNS explained, “Unlike in other countries, schools are a pillar of the Re-
public. When you underestimate schools, you underestimate the Republic. . . .
The public school in France is a reflection of the Republic—it will prepare me
to do well in my life.”

French schools are also, significantly, an important mechanism for mak-
ing all French citizens equal. Thanks to obligatory, and free, primary and sec-
ondary education for all boys and girls ever since the policies of Jules Ferry in
the late 1800s, French citizens theoretically have been ensured an equal chance
of success in their professional lives. As the special advisor to Rama Yade, a
center-right politician and Muslim of color who was born into an elite family in
Senegal and was serving as the secretary of state for human rights, explained,
“School is one of the elements of the Republican tradition: free primary school,
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laique, and obligatory—obligatory!” Yves Déloye (1994, p. 16) notes that for all
their historical disagreement about secular education, republicans and Catho-
lics both agreed that primary school is a “moralizing instrument” intended to
improve “civic mores” and as such is the “essential element in the formation of
French national identity.” There could be no better window into the heart of
French citizenship—its promise and its peril—than the subject of education.

The French education system is highly centralized, and teachers have little
flexibility in the classroom. The primary and secondary curriculum is decided
by the Ministry of National Education and is the same across all of France. The
uniformity of French education is highlighted in the writings of the novelist
Azouz Begag. A prominent French beur who grew up with the Algerian and
Muslim cultures of his parents, Begag is known for (among other things) his
semiautobiographical novels about growing up in the nexus between the cul-
ture and beliefs of his parents and those of his native France. This is the hetero-
geneous space of many beurs. Here he writes in the voice of the protagonist in
his novel Le gone du chadba (Shantytown Kid):

—We are all descendants of Vercingetorix!

—Yes, sir!

—Our country, France, has a surface area of . . .

—Yes, sir!

—The teacher is always right. If he says that we are all the descendants
of the Gauls, then he is right, and too bad if we do not have the same
mustaches where I come from. (Begag 1986, quoted and translated
in Duffy 2000, pp. 9-10)

In his typical, lightly ironic tone, Begag’s protagonist notes that “the teacher
is always right,” even if the lesson seems peculiar. After all, how could he,
whose parents immigrated to France from Algeria in the twentieth century, be
a descendant of the famous Gaulish leader who fought the Roman Empire? As
Michael Dietler (1994, p. 590) notes, the concept of “Nos ancétres les Gaulois”
(Our ancestors, the Gauls) has appeared in many French schoolbooks since the
nineteenth century and was taught throughout all of France, including in its
colonies. Of course, this is historically inaccurate. The Gauls were not unique
to the area that today is known as France, and the “ethnic French” of today are
not truly direct descendants of the Gauls (their ancestry also includes Roman
and Frankish roots).! Those who have immigrated more recently to France
from non-European countries are also clearly unrelated to this Gaulish figure
(Dietler 1994).

A sympathetic reading of this sort of educational inculcation is that it is
meant to produce a sense of commonality and oneness, a national ethos of
shared past, present, and future. This sort of reading fits with the republican
model of citizenship, where public selves are largely a product of education that
is intended to unfetter individuals from the sometimes unchosen ties of private
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identities and affiliations. It is thought that this enables republican citizens to
better communicate with one another and more readily reach agreement for
the common good.

Some French Muslims bristle at “We are all French” sentiments, viewing
them as an insincere attempt to placate their frustration. One respondent, a
convert to Islam, explained that he was from the Antilles and of course was
not a descendant of the Gauls. Not only was he black; he knew that he was the
descendant of Africans France had enslaved and sent to the Antilles to labor
for the republic. He refused to repeat the phrase when he was in school and was
punished for it.

Other French Muslims embrace the republican view of neutral, French citi-
zenship. Even they, however, have concerns and complaints about education
in France. Of the three issue areas explored in this book, it was education that
prompted the most consistent responses from interviewees. French education,
so the interviewees repeatedly reported, is not delivering on its promises. They
are laudable promises, but they are as yet unfulfilled. For all their diversity
on political, social, and religious issues, French Muslims believe that French
schools should provide the formative experiences of good French citizenship,
as well as the tools necessary for young people of all backgrounds to succeed.
There is disagreement about why this is not happening. But most important,
French Muslim discussions of education do not end at the subject of the hijab.

he hijab. This topic has dominated discussion about Muslims and education

in France since 1989. There are many reasons for France to reconsider its
education policies: the Bologna Process;* the rating of the French education sys-
tem as merely “average” with the Organization for Economic Cooperation and
Development; the persistent class inequalities that plague all levels of French
education; questions about whether the high school exit exam is too easy, given
the high failure rate of students in their early years of higher education; over-
crowded universities with significant absenteeism; and universities that fail to
deliver the kind of education required for today’s new technology (Aghion and
Cohen 2004; Green 1990; Reed-Danahay 1996). These various concerns about
the state of education in France all but disappear, however, when the subject of
Muslims is introduced to the conversation. The discourse of politicians, intel-
lectuals, and the media (not to mention academic research) focuses intensely
and nearly uniquely on the hijab, a matter that directly affects only those Mus-
lim girls who would like to wear it, and within that group, only those who are in
primary and secondary school.

Chapters 5 and 6 examine the challenges Muslims face when it comes to em-
ployment and housing in France. Some of these challenges are logically related
to the French education system. A student who does not attend a well-regarded
institution of higher education is less likely to be employed. Conversely, geo-
graphic isolation in impoverished banlieues can contribute to underperforming
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schools. Yet, for all these potential connections between various socioeconomic
experiences many Muslims face in France and the arena of education, French
elites speak mainly of the hijab when it comes to Muslims and education.

In effect, the subject of Muslims and education in France is doubly removed
from the rest of French politics: it is discussed in isolation from contemporary
debates about French education in general and in isolation from salient socio-
economic issues that many Muslims face in France as a whole. These insular,
elite debates about the hijab reduce Muslims to religious beings, as opposed to
individuals who live not in mosques but in French society and who have diverse
opinions and concerns regarding education, politics, society, and even their re-
ligion. Muslims as whole people, as opposed to abstracted or rarefied religious
beings, are erased: both their diversity as individuals and the challenges many
face due to shared socioeconomic experiences are ignored.

A Note on the French System of Higher Education

Before continuing with the comparison of elite and Muslim discourse on Mus-
lims and education, it is necessary to discuss the system of higher education in
France. It is quite different from the American model, as well as other continen-
tal models, and the terminology can introduce additional confusion.

France was one of the founders of the university, but the history of this insti-
tution in France has not been straightforward. During the Revolution, the Na-
tional Convention (essentially the legislative branch at that time) decreed in the
law of September 15, 1793, that all universities would be abolished. They were
replaced with “special schools” to train elites who would help lead the nation,
and these schools developed into the grandes écoles we know today (Aghion and
Cohen 2004, pp. 67-68). The French university did not reappear for more than a
hundred years—in 1896—and by then the grandes écoles were firmly entrenched
in the business of grooming elites (Aghion and Cohen 2004, p. 67). Universities
struggle to make up for those lost years. In institutional terms, French universi-
ties are young compared with the grandes écoles, and this is a disadvantage for
them on its face: the grandes écoles have been regarded as the source of French
elites for longer, developing networks and establishing their reputations. In the
words of Ezra Suleiman (1978, p. 279), the grandes écoles “not only create the
elite, but set the conditions that determine the recognition of the elite.”

French universities face an additional institutional constraint. In what
Alain Renaut, a highly regarded philosophy professor and expert in the politics
of French universities, calls the “original sin” of French higher education, the
Convention’s annulment of universities led to not just a split between universi-
ties and grandes écoles, but also between education and research (Aghion and
Cohen 2004, p. 68). Research eventually was appropriated by governmental sci-
ence agencies, such as the Centre National de la Recherche Scientifique (CNRS
[National Center for Scientific Research]).> While CNRS researchers are often
housed at institutions of higher education, and professors at these institutions
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may ally with CNRS to conduct a project, permanent CNRS researchers are
considered civil servants. Being a professor does not necessarily imply that one
is considered a researcher in France, and vice versa. The consequence of this
is that French institutions of higher education suffer in world rankings. These
rankings are based on the Humboldt model, a measure of quality that includes
an institution’s research activity (Aghion and Cohen 2004, p. 67). French uni-
versities exist alongside a separate government research agency, the existence
of which limits the role of universities in research rather than providing op-
portunities for increased collaboration. In addition, French universities must
compete with a parallel higher education system for funding.

In short, French universities were established as a free higher education
option for the masses. Their role has long been seen as separate from the re-
search functions of agencies such as the CNRS and the preparation of elites
accomplished by the grandes écoles. This has led to what Aghion and Cohen
(2004, p. 68) refer to as the “pauperization” of the French university. Suleiman
(1978, p. 92) goes as far as to say that the French university, overshadowed by
the grandes écoles, produces “unemployable” graduates. As I show, the French
(whether Muslim or not) are doubtful about the merits and respectability of
a French university degree. Given the difficulties of getting into elite grandes
écoles, this leads some French people to question just how “democratizing” (in
the sense of widening access to the halls of power) French higher education is.
Not only are grandes écoles seen as serving only those who have had an “easy”
upbringing in France; universities are seen by the most pessimistic as distrac-
tions or even false promises.

French Elites on Muslims and Education

When the media analysis from Chapter 2 is cross-tabulated for mentions of
Muslims and education, the data suggest an uneasy, split view of Muslims: 28
percent of the references depict Muslims as good citizens, while 29 percent of
the references depict them as problematic or bad citizens. Overall, the question
of whether Muslims are “integrated” into France is therefore dominant in all
media discussion of Muslims and education, present in 57 percent of all ref-
erences to Muslims made in news articles on Muslims and education. Of the
articles that discuss Muslims and education, there are 171 instances of the word
“Muslim” and its variants (singular, plural, feminine, masculine) and fifty-three
instances of the French words voile and foulard and their variants (singular,
plural). On average, nearly every third mention of Muslims in articles that dis-
cuss education is accompanied by one mention of the voile or foulard (the term
“hijab” is not used once). A different way to view this is that of the twenty-seven
articles that mention Muslims and education, eighteen—67 percent—of them
also mention the hijab (though not by that name).

This is just one data set. However, these conclusions are supported by other
research. John Bowen (2007) also identifies an excessive interest in the hijab on
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the part of the media. He claims that amid all the political uproar over issues
surrounding banning the hijab from public schools,

the French news media did their best to inflame the resulting anxi-
eties. By early 2002, many French journalists, intellectuals, and officials
increasingly linked the problem of scarves in schools with three other
problems of society: communalism, Islamism, and sexism. We can un-
derstand the degree of popular and intellectual support for the law ban-
ning the hijab in public primary education—including support among
some Muslims—only if we appreciate the ways in which television,
radio, and print media played up these broad social dangers said to be
posed, or represented by the voile, and if we appreciate the important
social and philosophical issues raised by the voile. (Bowen 2007, p. 155)*

While Bowen illustrates how French elites drew connections between Mus-
lims and communautarisme, sometimes zealously and regardless of facts to the
contrary, he also refutes the assumption (common among those who are not fa-
miliar with the French republican tradition) that the French are simply racist or
anti-Muslim. Ultimately, whether French elites were animated by concern for
the mission of republican education, or by multicultural anxiety, or something
in between, the majority of them described the hijab as a threat to the republic.

Thomas Deltombe (2005, p. 362) argues that the media in France have cre-
ated an “imaginary Islam” in which the hijab necessarily and automatically
presents a threat to the republic and women’s rights. It is also an Islam whose
adherents are all suspected of communautarisme or religious extremism. Ac-
cording to Deltombe, the media’s imagined Muslims are “eternally” depicted as
“newcomers,” “immigrants” or “foreigners,” for whom the “necessary integra-
tion” can happen only by forced assimilation into an atemporal idea of France.
For Deltombe, the focus of the media on the hijab in schools is just one mani-
testation of this larger trend.

do not want to go too far into an analysis of elite discussion of the hijab in

public schools in France, as this has been done elsewhere. Furthermore, con-
tinued analysis might contribute to the worrying lack of research on the non-
religious concerns of Muslims in France (a trend that suggests that Muslims
put their religion first and foremost in all social and political affairs—a stance
that must be interrogated rather than assumed). So in closing, as a final indica-
tor of the elite emphasis on the hijab when discussing Muslims and education
in France, let us return to the analysis conducted in Chapter 2 that reviewed
the legislative reports of the National Assembly’s Twelfth Legislature, noting
all of the legislative reports that made any mention of “Muslims.” In that time
frame, there were forty-three reports. Of these reports, thirty-seven discussed
Muslims but not primarily the hijab (except for three references). There was,
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significantly, no discussion of Muslims and education (or of housing or em-
ployment, although there were four mentions of discrimination). In these
thirty-seven reports, “Muslims” were mentioned a total of eighty-one times. In
the remaining six legislative reports, “Muslims” were mentioned as few as forty
times and upward of a hundred times per report. These six remaining legisla-
tive reports were specifically about the hijab in public schools. This suggests
that the Twelfth Legislature thought of Muslims and education together only
in terms of the hijab.

French Muslims on Muslims and Education

Muslims did bring up the subject of the hijab in interviews about education. But
it was not the only topic they brought up, or the predominant one. And while
some Muslim respondents claimed the first thing they would do if appointed
minister of education would be to repeal the 2004 law, most cited other goals
that had little to nothing to do with religion. Muslims discussed wide-ranging
topics in education, always with mild to great disappointment in the French
education system. Nevertheless, French Muslims continue to believe that educa-
tion should be the “great equalizer” for all French citizens.

Mixité

An illustration of the faith that French Muslims have in public education is
found in their concern for mixité in today’s school. The notion of mixité—the
mixing of social classes, genders, races, and ethnicities>—maps well onto the jus
soli tradition of French citizenship and has long been praised by French equal
rights associations. Regardless of whether schools actually perform the function
of increasing mixité is unclear. A non-Muslim at the NPNS expressed concern
that mixité is becoming a thing of the past. While her left-leaning parents in-
sisted on keeping her in a diverse school near her home, she saw more and more
of her fellow students with privileged parents pulled out and placed in different
schools in less diverse neighborhoods. Muslim respondents expressed similar
concerns for the fate of mixité, something they understand to be a positive value
of the republic.

A former representative of Dynamique Diversité echoed this sentiment that
schools do not provide the mixité they ought to and suggested that this has last-
ing effects: “The grandes écoles are for the rich, the white. Overall, there is no
social diversity, and the big businesses always recruit from the same schools.”
The homogeneity of the French elite, he argues, traces back to school days.

When asked what he would do if he were the minister of education for a
day, one of the journalists at Respect Mag replied, “I would break the ghettoiza-
tion of schools. More mixité, even if it is hard at first, because you are meeting
people from different cultures for the first time. Otherwise, we live in a parallel
manner. All schools need to be mixed.”
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Two members of the EMF debated with each other about whether Muslim
and Arab students take the initiative to mix freely with students of other back-
grounds in school. One of the members, a white woman born in France who
converted to Islam and who wears the hijab, stated that people of Maghrebian
descent tend to stick together—that there is a slight “communitarian reflex.”
“You know, people tend to gravitate toward others who look like them.” She
went on to describe how in her experience, in university classes, “You will see
a line of five veiled girls, then a line of five blonde girls. Some people do not
have this reflex to mix.” This student was commenting more on those with an
immigrant background than Muslims specifically. Her comment also seems to
have connotations of race (i.e., “people tend to gravitate toward others who look
like them”).

The other student, a man and an immigrant from Algeria, did not agree. “I
propose a Marxist analysis,” he said. “I would say that is according to class. . . .
I did one year of law at Paris II, the most right-wing university in France, and
because I come from a wealthy background, no problems. ... When they see
a rich Arab, or a rich African, they are all friends.” The second student, who
came from the Maghreb, disagreed with the notion that people with his im-
migrant background tend to spend their school days with other Maghrebian
immigrants. For him, students tend to stick with those from the same social
class, regardless of race, origins, or religion. Given the unique financial and
social challenges many immigrants face, this may mean that immigrants tend
to seek out one another’s company in school. The second respondent shifts the
causality from one of a theoretical inter-race comfort zone to class.

A member of the JMF in Lyon expressed religious and nonreligious con-
cerns with education in France. He said that school can be difficult for girls
who wear the hijab and those who wish to avoid meat in the cafeteria that is
considered haraam (forbidden). He also expressed disappointment, however,
that mixité is on the decline in French schools. He stated that it is becoming
more and more difficult for people in France to meet and spend time with those
who are different from them and attributed this to the “déreglement des cartes
scolaires” (which translates into American educational terms loosely as “dereg-
ulation of school districts”). From the early 1960s until recently, parents had
little choice regarding which French public schools their children would attend:
students attended schools on the basis of where they lived, or cartes scolaires
(lit. school maps; it is roughly the same idea as school districts in the United
States; Sobocinski 2008). The districting was intended to ensure that students
of all backgrounds would have the opportunity to meet one another. Such mix-
ing was considered to be part of the duty of a French republican education.
This system has been loosened in recent years, which may, as the JMF member
complained, have undermined school diversity. In November 2009, the cour
des comptes (the court of audit, more of an auditing institution than a court)
presented its findings on the loosening of the carte scolaire to France’s Sen-
ate Finance Committee: in their view, it was leading to the “ghettoization” of
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those schools in the most difficult academic situations (Dupuis 2009). Parents
with the means to do so were pulling their students out of underperforming
schools, leaving those schools to decline further, and separating students of
different class backgrounds into different schools. It is reasonable to assume,
given France’s recent immigration history and the extra economic and social
challenges immigrants face, that there are some implications for nonwhites and
Muslims in this separation of rich and poor students.

School Counselors

Muslims also expressed disappointment with the career preparation provided
in secondary schools and sometimes downright disgust with the individuals en-
trusted with this task, the guidance counselors. Behind these complaints is an
implicit assumption that French schools should prepare students for success—
or, at the very least, put students on a path that could lead them to the careers
they want. The interviewees’ responses suggest that this is far from what really
happens in the guidance counselor’s office. For example, a member of the EMF
who plans to become a teacher shared her opinions of the guidance counselors:

Oh, they are stupid.

Why stupid?

Because you speak to them in your third year, when you are fourteen
years old. Already you need to choose.

Choose what?

Choose a path—if you are going to continue with high school. Already.
In the third year. You do not know a lot. You say, “Oh, I did this. I
did not like this.” Often, you are poorly defined. I think we need to
do it later, leave the door open a bit, so students can choose to con-
tinue a bit longer.

I hear that the counselors push students of certain origins to paths that
are not as good.

Yes. It is true. That happened to me. . . . “Oh, but you need to do a tech-
nical path,” [the counselor said]. Sadly, there are orientation coun-
selors that are a bit—inequality, it is there. ... [T]hose with origins
[meaning “the descendants of immigrants”] cannot lead; it is not in
their nature, and they are not made for school: “But you cannot. . .
be a lawyer. ... You know, it would be good if you did a manual
trade.” Fortunately, it is not obligatory, so you can listen and say,
“OK, but I'm going to do this instead.” Happily, I have that freedom.
Happily, there are some [counselors] who listen. . . . I know my chil-
dren will never go to the counselor. If my son decides he wants to
repair cars, and that is his passion, I will say, “Go ahead, my son.
Do what you want. I just want you to do things that are in accor-
dance with your choices, with what you want.” Otherwise, I will say,
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“Oh, reflect a bit!” We need to push students, children, to decide for
themselves. The more you construct your liberty, your confidence,
the more you permit children to become strong, to decide for them-
selves. It is the same with society, with religion. ... You inculcate
religion in a child, but you do not oblige them to remain in that re-
ligion. Afterward, they make the choice. My parents gave [me] this
religion, then [I] had the choice to continue with it or not.

This interviewee’s dissatisfaction with, even downright distrust, of school coun-
selors is clear. She believes not only that the nature of their role is problematic—
that fourteen is simply too young for a child to know what kind of career he or
she wants—but also that the way the job is performed can be discriminatory.
Other Muslim interviewees similarly complained that school counselors give
different advice to students based on race or ethnicity or immigration history.
This particular woman, who was counseled to go to a technical school, went
on to earn a master’s degree and conduct compelling research into the socio-
linguistics of France’s immigrant communities.

This respondent continually emphasized the notion of choice: that indi-
viduals should be able to freely choose to pursue the career they want, as well
as other elements of personal identity, including religion. School counselors,
in her view, curtail students’ liberty to make their own choices. Freedom, in
her view, is associated with being given options and the skills to choose among
those options as best serves the individual. This interview excerpt not only re-
veals the prejudices of some school counselors but also provides another ex-
ample of how traditional norms of French citizenship—in this case, liberty and
equality—make their way into the discourse of French Muslims. I never asked
about freedom. I merely asked whether school counselors push minority stu-
dents into technical schools.

Curious about whether non-Muslims would express similar views, I asked a
non-Muslim representative of the NPNS whether she felt that school counselors
give different guidance to students based on prejudiced assumptions. Her re-
sponse was clear: “I totally agree. If you are black, they will send you to a tech-
nical career.”

The journalists for Respect Mag also had difficulties with school counsel-
ors and spoke about a pervasive sense of discrimination at school. One of the
journalists said he had very few problems but related this to his exceptional
performance in school—the conclusion being that only the exceptional Mus-
lim and minority students will experience few problems with discrimination at
school. When they spoke about their experience in journalism school specifi-
cally, the statistics they offered were stark: “There were three of us—two Arabs
and a single black.” When I asked why there were so few minority students, one
of the journalists responded, “A lot of people are told that doing two years and
then getting work is better for them, so they think, ‘Oh, if it’s better for me, I'll
do it There is a psychological barrier. People need to be able to say, ‘T can go
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to a journalism school. I can etc., etc., etc.” In other words, minority students
are steered away from journalism school and toward inferior degrees, and they
rarely have the resources to overcome this “psychological barrier.” But what
does this barrier look like, and why is it so powerful?

One of the journalists recounted an experience he had had with a school
counselor. He had attended a university immediately after high school rather
than a journalism school:

I already knew that I wanted to be a journalist. The counselor said,
“Why do you want to do that? It is not a job for you.” I just wanted him
to explain where to go, what schools I should do, what path I should
follow to be a journalist. He knew nothing about that. Instead of tell-
ing me, “T cannot counsel you on that,” he said, “That is not made for
you.” Basically, that’s how it went. It ended after fifteen minutes with
him saying that kids like me go to the fac.® It was not so bad. I learned
things. But the orientation . .. even the orientation in France is awful,
especially in the quartier” People there have a tendency to send kids to
the fac, to places that they think are “made for us.”

If there is a psychological barrier that prevents students from pushing back
against the advice of guidance counselors and pursuing the careers and educa-
tion they want, it has a number of causes. Not discussed by this respondent but
alluded to in the earlier interview with the EMF member who said she would
refuse to let her children go to a guidance counselor is the inherent hierarchy
between a young student and an adult employed specifically to tell that student
what to do. As she stated, it requires “confidence” on the part of a student to tell
a counselor that she knows what is best for herself. In a different part of the in-
terview, the interviewee explained that she had been able to do this because her
parents raised her to have a strong “character,” to be confident and to stand up
for herself when necessary. Not all children benefit from this kind of parenting.
Furthermore, the students sometimes do not realize that what they are being
told is poor advice, considering their goals. As the journalist explained, he did
not know which schools he needed to attend or what path he should take to
become a journalist. He believed the counselor would provide that information.
When the counselor directed him toward an unrelated two-year degree instead,
he followed the advice. He did not know what else to do.

Knowing what to do is not always enough, however. Another journalist at
Respect Mag related the story of a friend who wanted to become a cartoonist:
“The counselors told him, ‘No. No one does that. That job does not exist.” So
[my friend] went to a technical school. I wanted to do film school, to become
a director. I even knew which school I wanted to go to—Ecole Lumiére—but I
got the same answer: ‘that job does not exist.””® This individual knew exactly
what he wanted to do and which school he wanted to attend, so he was well
aware that the counselor was incorrect and that, in fact, jobs in filmmaking do
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exist. But he did not attend the Ecole Lumiére, possibly for a number of reasons
that he did not discuss in the interview. But his comment suggests the lack of
regard some school counselors have for the career ambitions of the students
with whom they work.

An additional part of this psychological barrier may be the internalization
by students of low expectations that others—including school counselors—have
of them. If students are repeatedly told, “That is not for you,” they may eventu-
ally believe that there are certain jobs that are “for them,” and that there is little
choice otherwise. This is a complicated situation, since this sort of influence
does not take place on the individual level alone. The journalists at Respect Mag
spoke about a sort of generational influence: children see their older siblings
or older kids in their neighborhood, their role models, go to inferior schools or
become unemployed and assume they will have a similar fate. If the children
notice that this tends to happen to other people who look like them, or who
have a similar background, this may further reinforce the expectations. This is
similar to what Michael Dawson (1994) describes as “linked fate™ the belief that
an individual’s destiny is tied to that of a group she considers her own. Many
interviewees, Muslim and non-Muslim, underscored the school counselor’s
role in forming these expectations. It is little wonder, then, that many Muslims
focused on this issue in education in the interviews, sometimes without any
prompting.

Tracks

A special counselor to Rama Yade (who is not a Muslim or member of a racial
minority) explained the track system in France:

In France, we have primary school, from six to eleven years [old], then
middle school, eleven to fifteen years [old].’ Then, after, high school. . . .
We had . .. tracks according to skill level: you are in sixth-one, sixth-
two, sixth-three. Then after, at fourteen years old, we could put you in
professional or general education. In France for about twenty years we
have had what we call the “collége unique.” This means that everyone is
mixed together. But the results are—lukewarm.

The collége unique was introduced in 1975 to “democratiz[e] access to educa-
tion” (“La college unique de 1975 a 2001” 2001). Rather than ranking students
by abilities and separating them in middle school, schools would bring all stu-
dents together in a more heterogeneous classroom. Former Minister of Educa-
tion Jack Lang has described the promise of the collége unique as unfulfilled: “It
is not sufficient to democratize access to middle school, we need to also democ-
ratize success in middle school” (“La collége unique vu par ...” 2001).

While the track system is gone (though debate concerning it certainly is
not), informal methods for obtaining more elite education are still possible. As
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Yade’s counselor described, “Because the state has decided to be egalitarian,
those who are privileged seek out ways to get around the system.” Expensive
private schools, for example, allow parents to ensure that their children go
to a school with others in their same privileged socioeconomic class. Certain
choices for language study (such as German and Chinese) tend to ensure that
students will be in more rigorous courses with fewer struggling students.

In addition, while there are no tracks within schools, there are different
kinds of schools. Students in high school may study in “general,” “technical,”
or “professional” schools. The general and technical schools are geared toward
students who will go on to higher education, while the professional schools are
directed toward students who will pursue a trade or profession. The journal-
ists at Respect Mag saw this as an early opportunity for discrimination to creep
into the education system, as minority students are often steered by counselors
and teachers to the professional schools: “There is discrimination even before
higher education. As early as middle school, there are general and technical
middle schools—very quickly and very early, you can be put in a box. You
end up doing what you have not chosen, being a mechanic, whatever. The dis-
crimination starts very early, in school. As early as school!” While the school
as the privileged site of “national unification” may be “an important part of
French cultural mythology,” as Deborah Reed-Danahay (1996, p. 24) observes,
it can still “create difference among social classes through different types of
training.”

Grande Ecole versus Université

Not all institutions of higher education are made equal. Even in the United
States, a degree from Yale means something different than a degree from a
California State University (CSU) school. Even within the California system,
a degree from CSU, East Bay, is not considered as enviable as a degree from
CalPoly-CSU, San Luis Obispo. But these rankings are relative: a bachelor’s de-
gree from CSU, East Bay, is still respected and will help the degree holder find a
job. Differences between institutions of higher education in France, as alluded
to earlier, are more striking, and they are a sticking point for many Muslims in
this study.

One of the most pointed descriptions of the inequalities between the two
kinds of institutions came from the non-Muslim counselor to Rama Yade:

The problem in France is that the educational system is a barrier to
entry into professional life, which is very corporatist and elitist com-
pared with the United States. You have your Ivy League schools. In
France, we have our grandes écoles. And so if you are not from a
grande école—if you enter the workforce and you have, I don’t know,
uh, a master’s degree in sociology from the University of Poitiers . . .

(Trails off)



Education / 91

It does not count?

Yes. Everyone knows what it means. Everyone knows except the person
with the diploma, because he thinks he has a diploma, but he does
not fool anyone. That is a problem in France—that people judge you
more on your studies than on what you show following them. I ex-
aggerate. If you are very talented, you have a chance to get yourself
out. But people will judge you first, will put you in a box, and nor-
mally, afterward, you will remain within it.

This individual notes not only the unequal value of a grande école and a univer-
sité diploma but also the false hopes individuals in France have for the opportu-
nities a université diploma might provide. This is a theme that many respondents
echoed, but from a different point of view: they had hoped a université degree
would put them on track for success, only to find it was viewed as meaningless
by others. This was a source of frustration for many interviewees. The editor-
in-chief at Oumma.com elaborated: “In France, if you attend a grande école, it
is easier for you to find work afterward. When you attend a grande école, you
make connections. There are networks. If you do not go to a grande école, you
do not have those networks.”

The journalists from Respect Mag pointed out with dissatisfaction that stu-
dents from families with few resources for higher education are forced into the
universités: “Money is given to parents with low incomes but not specifically
directed toward kids with diverse origins. And even if you get a scholarship,
it is to go to the fac.” As opposed to the more diffuse racism and assumptions
that may push disadvantaged and minority students into the less respected uni-
versités, according to this journalist, an actual policy exists that obliges those
with less money to attend universités. A representative of the Centre Regional
des Oeuvres Universitaires et Scolaires (CROUS [Regional Center for Student
Welfare]), the organization that provides assistance (particularly financial aid,
housing, campus dining, and extracurricular events) for students in France,
stated in a separate communication that each institution gets to choose whether
it will respect need-based government scholarships. So either the journalist is
sensitive to an unofficial bias against students with need-based scholarships to
which CROUS is not or he is assuming that one exists. Without further data
about family incomes and college admissions, the correct answer cannot be de-
termined, but either possibility is important to the story about education and
privilege told here. The former possibility would point to institutional discrim-
ination against poverty, and the latter would be important as an insight into
how stigmatized populations self-censor their actions, predicting rejections
based on previous experiences.

A member of the EMF and her boyfriend, both Muslim and the children of
Algerian immigrants, agreed that the universités and grandes écoles do not pro-
vide the same opportunities for post-graduation success. The boyfriend began,
“It is not like the United States. We have a system of grandes écoles. It is like
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your universities, but . ..” At this point, the woman joined in: “If you want to
do well, you do the grandes écoles. Universités in France are a bit common.”

Their discussion of universités versus grandes écoles spilled over, of its own
accord, into a critique of what they saw as the overly rigid French career system.
The boyfriend explained that this begins early in France, in the early years of
higher education:

In the United States, no one does law upon entering his first year at the
university. It is not allowed. First you do a bachelor’s in . . . philosophy
or math, whatever, and then you start. In France, not at all! In France, if
you want to do law, you enter the fac, you start in law, and you finish in
law. I did not do it like that, and that caused problems for me. The only
time I did not have problems was when I stumbled on someone who
had come from Canada.

He described this as cloisonnement, a term indicating insularity and exclusivity.
The boyfriend again provided his own experience as an