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CHAPTER 1  
Introduction 

 

 

 

1.1 The (de)politicisation of mixture 
 

Between France and Africa, it must be a love story [...]. Wherever France has been 

present, it has mixed. It has also been the country of creolisation, of métissage, of mixed 

marriages. A country where human adventures have been possible. Others have been present 

in a colonial form in Africa and have never mixed.  

President de la République Emmanuel Macron, 20 November 2020.1 

 

In this quote, the French President Emmanuel Macron refers to the history of mixed 

marriage in colonial times as a ‘love story’ between Africa and France, in order to promote their 

shared future. Scholarship on colonialism has argued that mixed marriage and intimacy in the 

French colonies on the African continent took place under conditions of stark inequalities and 

oppression and that its regulation by the French colonial administration aimed to protect a 

colonial racial order (Saada, 2012; Stoler, 2010; White, 1999, 2002). However, President 

Macron symbolically invoked ‘mixture’ to showcase French exceptionality in its colonial 

project and to justify his political agenda, which promotes interconnectedness between France 

and the formerly colonised territories on the African continent. 

The discourse and regulation of mixed marriages and interracialised intimacies revolve 

around the construction and protection of imaginary and material national boundaries, including 

 
1 All translations from French are the author’s own. Text in French: ‘Partout où la France a été présente, elle s’est 
mêlée. Elle a aussi été le pays de la créolisation, du métissage, des mariages mixtes. Un pays où les aventures 
humaines ont été permises. D’autres ont été présents sous une forme coloniale en Afrique et ne se sont jamais 
mélangés’. The French term ‘métissage’ is steeped in colonial language and refers to cultural, linguistic and 
reproductive mixture. Interview with President Emmanuel Macron in Jeune Afrique, 20 November 2020, retrieved 
from jeuneafrique.com [panafrican newswebsite], last visited 7 October 2021. 
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racial boundaries (Balibar & Wallerstein, 1991). By the phrase ‘interracialised intimacies’ I 

refer to carnal, sexual, romantic and domestic relationships between individuals who are 

racialised differently, which I discuss in greater depth in section 1.3.1. Current right-wing racist 

and anti-immigrant rhetoric raises racist anxieties over mixture and ‘demographic 

replacement’.2 At the same time, politicians and commentators have since the mid-1990s 

constructed a French national discourse that lauds mixed marriage as a sign of integration and 

assimilation of the migrant partner and an indication of the absence of racism and racial tension 

in the (white) French community (Yee, 2003).  

These discourses have also been challenged. Mixed couples have called attention to 

immigration officers’ suspicion, which is aimed at limiting entrance and membership to the 

French community and the European community more generally (Chaillou, 2015; Odasso, 

2021; Rosamond & Hamai, 2015). Partners whose access and stay are strictly circumscribed by 

immigration legislation, who are nationals from countries that were once part of the French 

Empire, have been targeted by suspicious immigration officials. Nowadays, they are considered 

unwanted migrants and suspect lovers (Neveu Kringelbach, 2015; Van Mol, De Valk & Van 

Wissen, 2015).  

Furthermore, anti-racist activists in France have continually called attention to systemic 

and societal racism, as illustrated recently by the  anti-racism protests of 2020.3 Descendants of 

these former colonised territories not only speak to the imagination of a progressive and post-

racial ‘mixed’ France but are also targeted by racist and Islamophobic discourses and 

immigration control (Liauzu, 2000b; Mbembe, 2001). This shows that colonial histories may 

indeed tie together the former French colonies in Africa and France. However, rather than 

justifying an unequal ‘love story’, this dissertation aims to understand how interracialised 

intimacies have been regulated, to contribute to an understanding of the construction of racial 

boundaries in France. 

To this end, this dissertation answers the question of whether, how and why intimacies 

between French partners racialised as white and partners from (formerly) colonised territories 

on the African continent racialised as non-white were regulated during and in the aftermath of 

decolonization, in the period from 1954 to 1979. I examine how and why the French 

 
2 For example, the current racist right-wing Presidential candidate Éric Zemmour reiterates the racist and 
conspiracist theory of ‘le grand remplacement’ [the great replacement] that states the white French population is 
being demographically and culturally ‘replaced’ by non-white, and mostly Muslim and African. This is iterated in 
his book ‘Le Suicide Français’. This theory was developed by Renaud Camus. See Zemmour, É. (2014). Le suicide 
français. Paris: Albin Michel. 
3 23,000 people protested in France. See e.g., Manifestations contre le racisme et les violences policières en France, 
Le Parisien, 6 June 2020, retrieved from leparisien.fr., last visited 15 September 2021. 
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administration constructed knowledge of interracialised intimacies and responded through the 

deployment of direct and indirect tools of governance. I also analyse how societal discourse 

framed interracialised intimacies, and how this affected the position of mixed couples in French 

society. Researching the regulation of interracialised intimacies contributes to an understanding 

of how race, as it intersects with gender, sexuality and class, plays a role in the making of the 

boundaries of the postcolonial French community in relation to the former Empire.  

This introductory chapter outlines the literature to which this dissertation speaks and 

contributes, after which I set out the research question in more detail. After that, I provide the 

theoretical framework and research methodology. I conclude this chapter with an account of 

my positionality and the political relevance of the debates to which this research speaks.  

 

1.2 Race, intimacy, mixture, and immigration: a literature 
review 
 

Scholars interested in colonial histories and critical race studies in France and other 

former Empires have written on the effects of colonisation on questions of national identity, 

gender and sexuality, immigration and race-issues (see e.g., Beaman, 2017; Célestine et al, 

2019; Coquery-Vidrovitch, 2011; É. Fassin, 2010; Guénif-Souilamas, 2006; Hajjat, 2012; 

Ndiaye, 2008). Emmanuelle Saada argues that the recent colonial turn in French scholarship 

has sparked a renewed interest in the relationship between the French Empire and the French 

Republic (Saada, 2014). One component of this renewed interest involves tracing colonial 

continuities and recurrences in postcolonial France. These efforts follow calls by postcolonial 

scholars, who have argued for more than thirty years that the strict break in historical paradigms 

between colonial and postcolonial times should be called into question, and that, instead, a 

patchwork of continuities, recurrences and discontinuities should be analysed (Shohat, 1992; 

Stoler, 2016). This dissertation contributes to this body of literature by looking at the 

construction of racial boundaries through the regulation of the intimate sphere.  

To speak to these interventions and investments, I build upon academic work and 

insights from feminist scholarship on colonialism that has been particularly attuned to 

interracialised intimacy and sexuality as integral to colonial governance in different colonial 

Empires (Burton, 2005; Gouda, 2000; McClintock, 2013; McCulloch, 2000; Ray, 2015; Stoler, 

1989). In the colonies, the borders of the national community were not necessarily territorial, 

but were regulated through the intimate sphere. Scholars that work on the French context 
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specifically have argued that the colonial administration legislated for inclusion in, and 

exclusion from the national community of the coloniser by regulating sexuality and domesticity, 

within which racial difference was reproduced, contested and worked out (Blanckaert, 2003; 

Conklin, 1998; Firpo, 2016; Ray, 2015; Saada, 2012; Stoler, 1989; White, 1999). A smaller 

number of scholars has also focused on the regulation of interracialised intimacies in the 

metropole (Camiscioli, 2009), especially in relation to colonised soldiers stationed on European 

territory (Fargettas, 2013; Stovall, 1998). These studies have been instrumental in showing how 

the regulation of intimacy is tied to the construction of racial boundaries. This dissertation 

contributes to this scholarship by examining how the racialised regulation of intimacy continued 

to be relevant in the metropolitan context during and after decolonisation, by tracing whether 

and how the tools of colonial governance and discourse were deployed and shifted in the 

metropolitan postcolonial context. 

By looking at the regulation of interracialised intimacies in the context of (post)colonial 

migration in France, this dissertation also intervenes in another body of literature: that on 

French immigration history (Sayad, 1997; Spire, 2005b; Weil, 1995). Research in this domain 

burgeoned in the 1980s. Responding to the rise of far-right xenophobic discourse and anti-

immigration politics, scholars attempted to include immigration in French history. Two 

examples are Noiriel’s Le Creuset Francais [the French melting pot] and Lequin’s La 

mosaïque, France [France, the mosaïque], both published in 1988 (Lequin, 1988; Noiriel, 

1988). Those researchers looked at cultural mixture and assimilation as an inclusionary process 

fundamental to French society rather than their exclusionary mechanisms.  

However, scholars critical of immigration have also made analytical connections 

between immigration and colonialism to theorise the exclusion of postcolonial migrants in 

metropolitan France. The Algerian sociologist Abdelmayek Sayad spearheaded this research in 

the late 1980s. By looking at both immigration to France and emigration from Algeria, Sayad 

understood immigration and colonisation as part of the same system (Sayad, 1979, 1980, 1997). 

More recent work has traced the colonial continuities in the modes of governance that targeted 

colonial migrants, and especially Algerian migrants (de Barros, 2003; Lyons, 2013). These 

scholars have shown that the French administration differentiated between categories of 

migrants based on hierarchies of assimilability (Belmessous, 2013a; Spire, 2005b). Most of this 

scholarship either focuses on single male labour migrants (Bernardot, 2008; Hmed, 2006) or on 

family migration (Muriel Cohen, 2013, 2014; Lyons, 2006, 2009, 2013). Marc André’s research 

examines the experiences of Algerian women to complicate the narrative that migration from 

North Africa was primarily made up of temporary male labour until the 1970s, when family 
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migration became more prominent (André, 2017). Whereas these scholars look at mechanisms 

of inclusion and exclusion, they do not take the presence of interracialised families, couples and 

intimacies and their regulation into account. In this dissertation, I contribute to research on 

immigration by looking at the selective regulation of interracialised intimacies against the 

background of the history of colonialism.  

Researchers have looked at the intersection of gender, class, race, sexuality and religion 

to examine the regulation of migrants’ sexuality, and the role it has played in the 

problematisation of racialised migrant populations, by tracing contemporary discursive 

constructions back to their historical colonial roots (De Hart, 2017c; Gray & Franck, 2019; 

Ticktin, 2008). Some historians have explored the discursive construction of migrant sexuality 

in France, especially in the context of the Algerian war (André, 2016b; E. Blanchard, 2008a, 

2008b; Brun & Shepard, 2016; Gastaut, 1994b; Ruscio, 2016; Shepard, 2012, 2018). These 

researchers argue that the reactivation of colonial stereotypes of sexually dangerous ‘Arab men’ 

contributed to their discursive exclusion from French society (Brun & Shepard, 2016; Gastaut, 

1993, 1994b; Shepard, 2008, 2018). This dissertation builds upon this body of scholarship and 

places it in the context of the regulation of interracialised intimacies of (post)colonial migration 

from the African continent more generally. I will explore how these stereotypes were not just 

symbolic and representational but also translated into policies and regulations. 

This dissertation also looks more specifically at the regulation of interracialised 

marriages and couples as a form of interracialised intimacy, adding to the literature on ‘mixed 

couples’ or ‘interracial couples’. In the 1980s in France, sociological research on mixed couples 

was mainly interested in issues of integration and identity formation (Barbara, 1985, 1993; 

Collet, 1993, 1996; Muller, 1987; Streiff-Fénart, 1990).4 Over the years, these researchers have 

become more critical of the meaning of mixed couples as a measure of integration, and have 

argued that concepts of mixture are given meaning through the construction of difference 

(Collet, 2009; Varro, 2012). However, the literature on mixed couples does not particularly 

research race and racialisation in France and has not looked at regulation. In this respect, 

research on interracialised couples developed differently in France than in other national 

contexts, such as in the US and the UK, where scholars have explicitly analysed processes of 

racialisation and racial boundary-making (Childs, 2007; Onwuachi-Willig, 2013; Onwuachi-

Willig & Willig-Onwuachi, 2009; Roberts, 2017; Stillwell & Lowery, 2020; Twine & 

Steinbugler, 2006). I build upon this research to develop a context-specific understanding of 

 
4 The earliest research on this topic in France was conducted in 1959 by Andrée Michel, a feminist sociologist, 
who researched North African-French couples in the context of industrialisation (Andrée, 1959). 
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processes of racialisation and boundary-making in the position of interracialised couples in 

French society. 

In the last ten years, a European body of scholarship more specifically focused on 

regulation and legislation has proliferated, which looks at the state regulation of bi-national 

couples through immigration and nationality legislation. These scholars argue that national 

immigration authorities scrutinise certain bi-national marriages as ‘sham marriages’, depending 

on specific intersections of race, class, gender, sexuality and nationality. They say that 

administrations do this to exclude unwanted migrants from legal residence or prevent 

naturalisation (d'Aoust, 2013, 2018; De Hart, 2017a; Neveu Kringelbach, 2015; Salcedo 

Robledo, 2015). The focus on mixed marriages and the consequences for the acquisition of 

French nationality has a long history: scholars have shown that nationality law concerning 

mixed marriage is gendered and racialised (Barton, 2020; Camiscioli, 1999, 2009; Guerry, 

2013, 2016). This dissertation adds to this literature by looking at state regulation of mixed 

marriages during decolonisation and its aftermath, thus providing an understanding of the 

impact of the (post)colonial context on the development of nationality and immigration 

legislation concerning mixed marriage.  

This research brings together literature on mixed couples, immigration and the racialised 

colonial regulation of intimacy. The literature on mixed couples in France generally does not 

look at processes of racialisation and does not take the regulation of immigration into account, 

whereas scholars of immigration and binational couples are mostly interested in the 

contemporary immigration regime. I add to these bodies of scholarship by bringing in feminist 

research on the colonial regulation of interracialised intimacies and by looking at the 

specificities of postcolonial immigration. In doing so, I research the discursive and regulatory 

governance of interracialised intimacies within the history of postcolonial immigration from 

the African continent, therefore contributing to a historicised and contextualised understanding 

of racialisation and the construction of racial boundaries in French society through the intimate 

sphere. 

 

1.3 Research questions  
 

Building on the literature I have set out above, this dissertation investigates the 

following main research question and sub-questions: 
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How and why were interracialised intimacies regulated in the French metropole between 1954-

1979? How did this contribute to the construction of racial boundaries in the French 

postcolonial national community?  

○ How and why did the French administration manage and 

categorise the migrant population, and why and how did this impact the 

regulation of interracialised intimacies?  

○ How and why did colonial modalities of governance of migrants 

continue into the postcolonial context and with what impact on interracialised 

intimacies? 

○ How and why were different forms of interracialised intimacies 

problematised?  

○ How and why did discourse on interracialised intimacies and 

mixed couples affect mixed couples and their inclusion in the French national 

community? 

 

This research answers these questions by looking at the regulation of interracialised 

intimacies in metropolitan France, by which I mean the French territory on the European 

continent, just before and in the wake of the political decolonisation of the French Empire 

(1954-1979). 

The temporal delineation marks the beginning of the Algerian war of independence in 

1954, which led to increased concerns about Algerian migrants. This also affected other 

migrants from North Africa. The dissertation investigates interracialised intimacies during an 

open immigration regime and the subsequent gradual restriction of immigration. This research 

therefore looks at the period until the end of the 1970s, which marked the beginning of more 

restrictive immigration policies: in 1980, illegal entry became grounds for expulsion (Spire, 

2005b).  

The research looks at the regulation of intimacies between individuals from European 

France who were racialised as white, and individuals from (former) French territories on the 

African continent who were racialised as non-white. For the latter, I focus on North Africans 

(Algeria, Morocco and Tunisia) and West and Central Africans (the former Afrique Occidentale 

Française [French West Africa] (AOF) and Afrique-Equatoriale Française [French Equatorial 

Africa] (AEF).5  

 
5 Today these are Senegal, Mauritania, Mali, Burkina, French Guinea, Niger, Ivory Coast, Benin, Gabon, Congo-
Brazzaville, Central Africa and Chad. 
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I do not include migrants from the French Caribbean, because this research focuses on 

migrants from territories that became independent between 1956-1962. Most  French Caribbean 

territories did not become independent during the period of my research and are to this day not 

independent nations (Childers, 2016). Thus, to this day, political decolonisation remains 

incomplete. Moreover, I do not include migrants from French Indochina, both because their 

migration trajectory was regulated differently from its equivalent in metropolitan France in the 

1950s and 1960s, and because the descendants of these migrants are racialised differently in 

contemporary France (Luguern, 2016). Having set out the research questions, I outline the 

theoretical framework below. 

 

1.4 Theoretical framework  
 

1.4.1 Race, racialisation and French Republican racism 
 

Central to research on interracialised intimacies are the concepts of ‘race’ and 

‘racialisation’. I understand race in this dissertation as a ‘fiction and a force’: it is a social 

construction, but one that has social, political and legal authority as it hierarchises people 

(Fields & Fields, 2014; Lentin, 2018). Race itself is not a pre-existing marker of difference but 

is given meaning through its continuous construction (Ehlers, 2012).  

Researchers have shown that the meaning of race is unstable and malleable and has 

changed over time, giving race its force (Goldberg, 2015; Hall, 1997a; Stoler, 2010). Its 

instability is both motivation and justification for efforts to police the boundaries of these 

norms, and its malleable condition also allows changing features of racial essence to be invoked 

strategically at a given time and place (Stoler 2012, 2016; Surkis 2006). In her work on ‘colonial 

aphasia’ in France – that is, on the deliberate inability to recollect the continuities of colonial 

logics – Stoler argues that ‘racial states can be innovative and agile beasts, their categories 

flexible, their classifications protean and subject to change. They thrive on ambiguities and 

falter on rigidities’ (Stoler, 2011, p. 130). The specifics of the racial code can be recollected, 

re-signified, and immersed differently in their multiple and disparate usages to mark the 

difference between subjects across time and space. The use of race as an unstable signifier of 

marked difference can thereby survive and acquire a recursive quality (Stoler, 1995, p. 89). 

Race is thus continually in the making, and its meaning is constantly reinserted in different 

ways.  
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Because race is a fictious category, I discuss in this dissertation how racialised identities 

are formed and boundaries constructed (Hochman, 2019). Omi and Winant have defined 

racialisation as ‘the extension of racial meaning to a previously racially unclassified social 

relationship, social practice or group’ (Omi & Winant, 2014). Looking at racialisation offers a 

way to understand how specific individuals, groups or practices become misunderstood as 

racial: ‘racialisation is something that is done to a group, by some social agent, at a certain 

time, for a given period, in and through various processes, and relative to a particular social 

context’ (Garcia, 2003). This understanding allowed me to trace contextualised processes of 

racialisation as they were produced.  

Looking at the process of racialisation also points to the process involved in marking 

certain intimacies as ‘interracialised’. In this research, I trace the process of interracialisation 

(Haritaworn, 2007). I use the concept of ‘interracialised intimacies’, which builds on 

Haritaworn’s concept of multiracialisation, which itself refers to the assignment of different 

racialised identities to individuals. I refer to ‘interracialisation’ to underline the process of 

racialisation involved in the marking of intimacies as ‘interracialised’ (Haritaworn, 2007). In 

understanding race as unstable and malleable, I examine the process of interracialisation as also 

shifting and thriving on ambiguities.  

To trace racialisation and interracialisation, it is essential to understand the workings of 

race in the French context specifically. The French Republican tradition of universalism is 

invested in the negation of the saliency of race, but this does not mean that racialisation does 

not occur (É. Fassin, 2015). France prides itself on its Republican universalist values that 

institute and protect equality (Stovall & Van den Abbeele, 2003). To uphold this, French 

colonialism was motivated by its civilising mission to bring Republican equality to its colonised 

territory (Conklin, 2011). While this is certainly not exclusive to the French colonial context, 

France has been exceptionally fluent in the negation of race and racism while at the same time 

employing racialised categories of differentiation as the basis of colonial dominance (Wilder, 

2005). 

The assimilation narrative helped legitimise colonialism through its promise to civilise 

colonial populations (Dubois, 2000). The notion of universalism presents progress as a linear 

trajectory of primitive racialised subjects to civilised white citizens (Conklin, 1997, 2011). The 

theoretical promise of equality and access to universal rights that can only be attained by 

adopting the French language and moeurs [way of life, societal norms] justified the colonial 

order (Coquery-Vidrovitch, 2001). This constructed a version of universalism in which the 

universal perfectibility of humankind could only succeed through assimilation into an allegedly 
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superior French culture (Conklin, 2011). Motivated by Republican universalism, anyone could 

become French, but Republican racism determined that this possibility was racially structured. 

France thus created a particular form of ‘Republican racism’ based on a universalist discourse 

of culture and civilisation that simultaneously enforces racial boundaries (Saada, 2011). 

This discussion of Republican racism helps understand how racialisation, racialised 

identities and racism can function in a context that denies the saliency of race. Goldberg has 

differentiated between two different techniques through which race is justified: naturalism and 

historicism (Goldberg 2002). These two co-exist, even though naturalism and the racial sciences 

that underpin it have become less acceptable in France and the rest of Europe since WWII 

(Lentin, 2018). Historicism, however, justifies racism by arguing that racialised people are 

inferior not as a result of biology but rather because they have not been sufficiently civilised, 

an argument that uses culture as a justification for racial inferiority (Goldberg 2002). In both 

justifications of racism, whiteness has remained the unnamed normative space against which 

other positions are constructed as deviant (Dyer, 2005; Garner, 2007). This is not necessarily 

visible: in the U.S. context, Bonilla-Silva shows how systems of racial domination are 

normalised, whereby race and racial domination become invisibilised through what he calls a 

‘racial grammar’ that posits whiteness as superior while at the same time reiterating a colour-

blind discourse (Bonilla-Silva, 2012). It is therefore necessary to research racialisation under 

different signifiers. In this research, I pay attention to these justifications of race and racism to 

understand racialisation through competing yet mutually reinforcing explanations within a 

colour-blind paradigm. 

I trace racialisation as a malleable process that hierarchises people, structured around 

constructed identity markers. I look at the conspicuous workings of race given force by different 

justifications, even and especially when the word ‘race’ itself is not iterated. I pay specific 

attention to justifications of racialisation through arguments on culture, assimilation and 

civilisation to understand the working of race and whiteness in the French universalist tradition. 

In doing so, I look at the construction of racial boundaries that structure the inclusion and 

exclusion of racialised people.  

 

1.4.2 Coloniality of immigration 
 

The framework for researching race and racialisation outlined above is important for 

understanding whether and how racialisation played a role the regulation of intimacies of 

postcolonial migration during the period of decolonisation and its aftermath (1954-1979). 
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Postcolonial and decolonial scholars have criticised the ‘myth’ of political decolonisation 

because it obscures the continuities between the colonial past and present-day racial inequalities 

(Grosfoguel, 2011). This criticism does not negate the importance of political independence for 

people who lived under colonial regimes but underlines the need to trace how colonial 

modalities of control continued, after decolonisation and the formal independence of most 

colonies, to structure the asymmetry of power between people (Quijano, 2000). The concept of 

‘coloniality of power’ was developed by the Peruvian decolonial scholar Quijano and inspired 

a subsequent decolonial scholarship (Lugones, 2007; Maldonado-Torres, 2007; Mignolo, 

2007). It refers to the racial matrix of power that developed within the colonial order to organise 

colonial economic relations, and which still structures the division of labour and power in the 

present-day world. One of the sites from which the coloniality of power takes its force is the 

structuring of gender and the model of the bourgeois family, as I elaborate in the next section 

(Santiago-Valles, 2003).  

Some scholars have used the concept of the coloniality of power to understand how 

classifications in migration law and politics are based on racial hierarchies rooted in colonial 

differentiation (Grosfoguel, Oso & Christou, 2015; Rodríguez, 2018). As Quijano has argued, 

the question is not whether colonial administrations have ended, but rather, how colonial 

relations of exploitation and domination manifest in different ways to continue to structure the 

(global) division of labour (Quijano, 2000). Rodriguez has argued that migrant labour 

recruitment functions as a modality of governance through which racial division in the 

workforce becomes coded into migration politics (Rodríguez, 2018). Looking specifically at 

postcolonial migration in a context that necessitated labour migration (see section 2.3), I explore 

whether and how the politics that regulated labour migration from the former colonies in the 

African continent were racially structured and affected by colonial relations of the division of 

labour. 

The Algerian sociologist Abdelmayek Sayad has argued that migration cannot be 

separated from the colonial capitalist conditions under which it took place (Sayad, 1997). Sayad 

argued that Algerian migration to the French metropole should be understood as a consequence 

of colonisation, which deeply affected economic and communal life, because colonisation had 

altered Algeria’s cultural and economic system: immigration and colonisation were both based 

on economic exploitation and relations of domination (Saada, 2000). He argued that the 

construction of Algerian immigration as labour migration masks the underlying relations of 

domination and exploitation at the heart of labour migration and colonisation (Saada, 2000; 

Sayad, 1979, 1997). I examine the regulation of immigrants from Algeria and the expansion of 
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regulation to other migrants from the African continent as a historically specific example of the 

exertion of coloniality. 

The concept of the coloniality of power allows me to bring together the colonial 

continuities in modalities of governance over (post)colonial migration and the materiality of 

race in the regulation of interracialised intimacies. I explore how the regulation of the domestic 

and intimate lives of postcolonial migrants was an important site at which colonial modalities 

of governance structured postcolonial migration. The regulation of postcolonial migrants was a 

point  at which the coloniality of power gained force under the ‘myth’ of decolonisation. I 

discuss in the next section how gender and domesticity have been made key to the regulation 

of the racial colonial order, and thus, to the coloniality of power. 

 

1.4.3 Gender, domesticity and interracialised intimacies 
 

Having set out the understanding of race and racialisation and the coloniality of power, 

I now discuss how gender and class are integral to the construction of racial hierarchies and the 

coloniality of power. Like race, gender is not a pre-existing reality but a societal structure that 

distributes power and resources (J. W. Scott, 1988). Butler has argued that gender creates the 

illusion of binary sex through performative acts that perpetuate and are perpetuated by societal 

norms (Butler, 2002). As Black feminist researchers have argued through the concept of 

intersectionality, categories of power and identity cannot be understood independently: rather, 

they structure domination and subordination in intersecting ways (Hill Collins, 1993; 

Crenshaw, 1990, 2017). The use of an intersectional lens helps to comprehend the regulation 

of interracialised domesticity and intimacy. 

Feminist scholars have researched how gender and sexuality are sites at which the 

coloniality of power is exercised (Mendoza, 2015; Santiago-Valles, 2003). Lugones argues that 

in the process of colonisation people were racialised and gendered to impose social heterosexual 

relations that served the colonial project (Lugones, 2007, 2010). Colonial discourse and 

administration constructed white women as fragile and sexually passive – in contrast to its 

construction of racialised women as sexually promiscuous, even bestial (Lugones, 2007, 2010; 

McClintock, 2013). At the same time, racialised men were constructed as sexually deviant and 

dangerous, men from whom white women had to be protected (Fanon, 2008; McCulloch, 2000). 

This created an order in which not only would white men have reproductive access to white 

women, but where racialised women’s bodies were also subjugated to white men’s sexual desire 
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(McClintock, 2013). In the process, white men’s position remained unscathed and unnamed as 

the natural top of the gender system and sexual order.  

This system was both heteronormative and class-based: it involved the symbolic 

development of the bourgeois heterosexual family and the creation and rejection of other types 

of sexualities (Perez, 2003). Colonial discourse and power projected the construction and 

rejection of homosexuality as deviant onto colonised people, specifically in North Africa 

(Delatolla, 2020). Colonial administrations were invested in the construction of bourgeois 

domesticity, especially after the end of the nineteenth century and the turn of the twentieth 

century. White women went to the colonies, encouraged by colonial administrations to 

strengthen white prestige through a class-specific prescription for bourgeois respectability and 

sexual normalcy, to construct and showcase the moral superiority of white settlers (Perrier, 

2014; Stoler, 1989). Colonial administrations intervened in the domestic sphere of the colonised 

population as part of the civilising mission and efforts to pacify them, because the 

administration considered them to be ‘undomesticated’ (McKay, 1997). This is exemplified by 

the French Algerian context, where from the interwar years onwards the building of modern 

and sanitary European homes for nuclear families became a way to ‘civilise’ the Algerian 

population and break down communal ties (Perrier, 2014). The crafting of heterosexual 

domesticity thus worked to differentiate between ‘civilised’ whites and ‘uncivilised’ natives, 

which helped justify colonialism in the name of French Republican universalism.  

This not only affected the colonial contest, but also the metropolitan one. Mies has 

argued that the ‘double-faced process of colonisation and housewifisation’ meant that the 

colonisation and disruption of communities in the colonies went hand in hand with the 

protection of the bourgeois family (Mies, 2014). Research on gender and nation-making has 

argued that the domestic sphere is posited as the so-called nursery of the nation: the role of 

reproduction is essential to the building of capitalist nation-states (Dua, 1999; Van Walsum, 

2008). In France, appropriate heterosexual marriage became the anchor of the French moral 

and social order and, importantly, class hierarchies in the early twentieth century (É. Fassin, 

2011; Surkis, 2018). Thus, authorities deployed the construction of appropriate domesticity to 

build and consolidate a sexual order that protected the colonial and metropolitan social order. 

This explains why interracialised intimacies were a matter of concern across the 

metropole and colonies. The specifics of the regulation of interracialised intimacies differed 

locally and temporally depending on what worked best to create and protect the particular 

colonial order (Fargettas, 2013; Ray, 2015; Spear, 2003; White, 1999). Insight from literature 

on the colonial context points to the need to analyse different forms of intimacies. The 



 
    

28 

prevalence of the distinct arrangement of ‘concubinage’ as informal unions during the period 

of early colonisation shows that interracialised intimacies were condoned, as long as they were 

not legally formalised and did not involve economic consequences in sharing white property 

with native women (White, 1999). However, at the beginning of the twentieth century, this 

practice changed when the colonial administrations became increasingly invested in 

safeguarding ‘race-purity’ due to an increased interest in racial sciences (Blanckaert, 2003). In 

tandem with discouraging concubinage and social and legal concerns about mixed-race 

children, colonial administrations wanted to promote endogamy and reproduce a white society 

(Camiscioli, 2009; Conklin, 1998). At the same time, these administrations regulated 

prostitution to safeguard the availability of commercial sex in a regulated, orderly manner along 

racial lines (Staszak, 2015; Taraud, 2003). Thus, depending on their consequences for the 

interests of the colonial administration, interracialised intimacies had a different meaning. In 

this dissertation, I look at the arrangement of different types of intimacies along intersecting 

hierarchies of race, gender, sexuality and class within a sexual order, such as marriage, same-

sex commercial sex and same-sex casual relationships, but also sexual violence. 

The notion of ‘intimacies’ is in itself problematic, especially within unequal power 

fields. Berlant was one of the first feminist scholars to conceptualise intimacies: she understands 

intimacy as voluntary attachments, mediated by ideology and institutions that can coerce 

consent (Berlant, 1998). Stoler expands this notion as mediated by ideology to understand the 

intimate in colonial rule, whereby she includes any form of physical, and thus bodily, proximity 

that happens in contexts of inequality (Stoler, 2010). In this dissertation, I limit the definition 

of intimacy to those physical relationships that have been given meaning within the sexual 

order. Research on intimacy and empire has shown that colonial administrations were not 

necessarily interested in emotion or agency but rather in how their regulation was integral to 

colonial governance (Stoler, 2010). Thus, I am interested in how authorities and other relevant 

actors hierarchised intimacies by preventing, encouraging, prohibiting or making unthinkable 

certain intimacies and not others, regardless of whether they were steeped in love, eroticism, 

domination, transaction or other. 

The regulation of interracialised intimacies reveals the construction of white domesticity 

and the meaning of intersecting racial, gender, class and sexual hierarchies. As Turner has 

argued, research on intimacy and migration has often focused on discursive constructions of 

race in the regulation of intimacy and less on the material understanding of race (Turner, 2020). 

In this dissertation, I look at colonial continuities in regulating the intimacy, domesticity and 
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interracialised intimacies of postcolonial migrants to understand the material consequences of 

racial hierarchies and racial boundaries as they structure labour and power.  

 

1.4.4 Regulations, categorisations and legibility 
 

I explore how regulations affect interracialised intimacies while at the same time 

analysing how the regulations themselves enact the process of the racialisation and 

interracialisation of intimacies. Following Thompson’s work on the regulation of interracialised 

intimacies in the Canadian context, I define regulations broadly as ‘(semi)-state action designed 

to identify and control populations and their behaviour(s) by mandating conformity with rules 

and principles, which are often legislated’ (Thompson, 2009). State action and the action of 

institutions financed by the state (i.e., semi-state action) include yet transcend formal legislation 

and state policies. I refer to state and semi-state institutions as ‘authorities’. 

To understand regulations, it is important to look at how power operates and the role of 

state action in this. This research uses a Foucauldian understanding of power (Foucault, 1980, 

1982). Instead of understanding power as sovereign, in the sense that the law is applied from 

sovereign to subject through rules and sanctions, a Foucauldian understanding focuses on the 

productive aspect of power, and, by extension, the law (Foucault, 1977, 1978; Robert J. C.  

Young, 1995). Foucault argued for a decentralised notion of power not as juridical but as 

disciplinary: it moves through society (known as governmentality) (Foucault, 1991). The law 

should thus not be understood as a standalone field of analysis but also as part of discourse 

(Foucault, 1977). Still, the legal scholar Tadros, drawing on Foucault, argues that the law and 

legal processes remain essential for how productive power operates in modern societies 

(Tadros, 1998). Moreover, the feminist legal scholar, Vanessa Munro calls for understanding 

the law as having both juridical and disciplinary power (Munro, 2001). Following these 

insights, I look at regulation and legislation as parts of discourse that have productive and 

disciplinary power (Tadros, 1998). I look at discourse together with regulation, consisting of 

state-action and semi-state action that is often legislated. 

Regulations not (only) impose an order but rather dispose of things in a certain way by 

presenting them as the ‘natural order of things’. The legal historian Gordon has argued that the 

‘power of legal regimes’ lies not necessarily in the disciplining of violators, but more so in their 

‘capacity to persuade that the world described in… [their] image and categories is the only 

attainable world’ (R. Gordon, 1984, p. 109). It is therefore important to explore how regulations 

create a societal order, which helps comprehend how racialisation takes place. Stoler calls on 
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researchers of racial histories in France and elsewhere to ‘ask who and what are made into 

‘problems’, how certain narratives are made ‘easy to think’, and what ‘common sense’ such 

formulations have fostered and continue to serve’ (Stoler, 2011). This research therefore looks 

at how the French administration regulated and constructed a societal order, and how this was 

racialised.  

Part of the productive nature of regulation is how state actors and semi-state actors 

produce knowledge of, and categorise, populations. Administrators define and problematise 

groups by assigning them to the categories on which they base regulations (Schrover & 

Schinkel, 2013). Scholars researching state categorisation have paid extensive attention to how 

the state attempts to govern by making the population visible in a rational manner through what 

are called ‘legibility projects’: the state apparatus imposes a simplified categorisation rather 

than reflecting a pre-existing population (Hacking, 1986; J. C. Scott, 2008). Categories are 

performative, as they create identities that can be regulated (Grommé & Scheel, 2020).  

The state plays an instrumental role in creating racial categories (Thompson, 2016). If 

legibility is about making the population knowable to the state, racial legibility is about creating 

racialised knowledge of the population, as it intersects with other modes of classification, such 

as gender and class. Categories not only categorise those marked by difference, but also enact 

an understanding of the norm against which difference is measured (Grommé & Scheel, 2020). 

I am thus interested not only in how administrators use categories to racialise population groups 

as non-white but also in how they racialise population groups as white. The authorities present 

these categories as a natural reflection of reality, instead of as a production of reality.  

Therefore, the act of categorising plays an essential role in the state regulation of 

racialised individuals. Today, racial statistics are prohibited by law in the name of the French 

tradition of Republican universalism, although there are exceptions to this, as researchers have 

shown (Léonard, 2014).6 Researchers have also criticised the prohibition of racial 

classifications and statistics for perpetuating colour-blind racism and negating historical racial 

oppression (Beaman & Petts, 2020). Moreover, historians have shown that French regimes have 

employed racial classification to regulate racial hierarchies, including interracialised intimacies 

(Heuer, 2009; Peabody, 1996). Understanding racialisation through categorisation in France, 

therefore, demands being attuned to categories based on racialised identities without necessarily 

iterating race.  

 
6 The state collects statistics based on racialised categories in crime statistics that explicitly refer to race and 
ethnicity. 
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 Looking at interracialisation and interracialised intimacies helps bringing racialised 

categories into focus, because such intimacies can upset and transgress them. Racial 

categorisations are threatened, but thereby also solidified at their boundaries. Research on the 

regulation of interracialised intimacies contributes to understanding how the borders of racial 

categorisations are regulated, and brings to the fore the racial modalities of governance that 

administered the immigrant population. In this research, I attempt to understand how the 

regulation of interracialised intimacies contributed to racialisation, and how racialisation 

created the need for the regulation of interracialised intimacies. 

 

1.4.5 A note on language and categories 
 

Categories contain intellectual and political authority. This is never an innocent or fool-

proof endeavour. The French administration used a variety of categories to refer to the 

population groups I am interested in. These categories did not always neatly and consistently 

reflect judicial categories, and they might fluctuate depending on the specific context. When I 

discuss archival material, I use the terminology actually employed in the archives, to reflect the 

categories that were part of regulation and discourse. However, to make my analysis readable, 

I also employ some generalised categories. 

Throughout this dissertation, I use ‘African’ to refer to individuals who moved from the 

African continent as colonial or postcolonial migrants to the French metropole. I use ‘North 

African’ to refer to individuals from former French territories in North Africa (Algeria, 

Morocco, and Tunisia). I use the category ‘West and Central African’ to refer to people from 

the former AOF and the former AEF. When I write specifically about one group in a specific 

historical context, I refer to their national origin and nationality status or their categorisation in 

the colonial order (i.e., Muslims from Algeria refers to French nationals from French Algeria 

regulated according to their Muslim status, and Algerians refers to Algerians with an Algerian 

nationality after independence). I refer to white metropolitan French nationals as ‘white 

French’. When relevant, I refer to ‘white Europeans’ to refer to European migrants in France 

who are racialised as white.  

As argued in section 1.3.1, I refer to ‘interracialised’ intimacies, households, families 

and relationships to underline the processes of racialisation. When discussing couples, I use the 

term ‘mixed couples’, because this was the term preferred by the couples I interviewed.  
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1.5 Methodology  
 

 This dissertation is based on multidisciplinary qualitative research that combines 

written archives, audio-visual archives and narrative interviews. The archival component 

includes state archives, private archives, organisational archives and audio-visual archives. I 

also use life stories from six interviews with individuals and couples who were in an 

interracialised relationship between 1954 and 1979. I have added these interviews to understand 

the lived experiences of people in interracialised relationships. The use of these different 

sources involves a triangulation that allows for a comprehensive understanding of the regulation 

of interracialised intimacies. The purpose of this triangulation is not to check truth claims 

against one another, but rather to serve the goal of ‘complementarity’ to create a more 

comprehensive and layered understanding of the production of discourse, narratives and 

regulations on interracialised intimacies and mixed couples (Flick, 1992; Perlesz & Lindsay, 

2003). Below, I set out the methodological approach to the different archives before doing the 

same for the interviews.  

 

1.5.1 Archival methodology 
 

I understand archives not as sources of historical facts, but as co-producers of the 

narratives they conserve. Postcolonial theorists, notably the Subaltern Studies group, have 

raised the importance of interrogating the archive as a technology of power that creates rather 

than reflects forms of knowledge and history-making (Chakrabarty, 2000, 2015; Guha, 1983). 

Subsequent scholarship has argued for reading the archives ‘against the grain’ to uncover the 

unsaid, rather than ‘mining’ archives for what is said (Burton, 2006). In reaction, Stoler has 

called for ‘reading along the grain’ to trace rationales that structure colonial governance (Stoler, 

2002). This means tracing and uncovering the workings of race by exploring the incoherencies, 

inconsistencies, silences, visibilities, hyper-visibilities, assumptions, problematisations and 

self-evidences to understand the underlying governmental rationales. 

 Given the fragmentations and inconsistencies in the archives, this also requires a certain 

persistence. Being attuned to racial logics enabled me to understand and uncover these 

fragmentations and inconsistencies. In the process, I looked at how and why authorities 

perpetuated and imposed a ‘natural order of things’. In the next section, I discuss further the 

need to account for positionality. 
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This sort of archival methodology is also necessary for understanding how intimacies 

are defined and understood, depending on their politicised and moralistic meaning. Categories, 

regulations, legislation, research and law enforcement turn certain intimacies into problems by 

defining them as such: for example, archival historiography on prostitution shows how certain 

commercial sexual relationships are understood as moral issues at specific moments in time 

(Gilfoyle, 1994). At the same time, the archives may communicate meaningful silences on 

certain forms of intimacy (Arondekar, 2005). Therefore, it was not possible to ‘uncover a truth’ 

about the nature of intimacies and the lives of those involved in them. Instead, I traced how 

forms of intimacy were made into a problem, a meaningful silence or a solution, and why.  

Besides written archives, I also used television broadcasts from audio-visual archives 

to trace discourse on mixed couples in French society. As in the written archives, I was not 

only interested in what was shown. What is visually produced is only half of the story; the 

other half is implied (Hall, 1997b). Following Stuart Hall’s work on the spectacle of the 

‘Other’ in representation, I aimed to understand the denotation of the (moving) image and the 

connotation of the meta-message as a ‘myth’ (Hall, 1997b). Hall based this argument on the 

work of Roland Barthes, who argued that myths are produced when cultural representations 

are made devoid of contextual ambiguities (Barthes, 1972). By presenting cultural 

significations as the natural order of things, ideology becomes naturalised and a myth is 

(re)created. In analysing broadcasts, I aimed to understand the broader societal discourse by 

exploring how they communicated the myths of interracialised intimacies and mixed couples.  

Following Figueroa’s proposed methodology for analysing audio-visual texts, I first 

viewed each programme in its entirety, after which I made notes about the various themes and 

formulated some general interpretive questions (Figueroa, 2008). Subsequently, I re-watched 

the relevant sub-units to refine, confirm or reject the interpretive analysis. Based on a study of 

all the broadcasts, I analysed the common themes to understand what discourse they 

constructed and reflected. 

I also used ‘ego-documents’ made by migrants and activists, by which I refer to 

autobiographies, diaries, memoirs, personal letters and other forms of autobiographical writing 

(Baggerman & Dekker, 2018). The use of ego-documents, has proliferated in historiography 

that attempts to include voices that have often been marginalised. This inclusion helps dislocate 

hegemonic ‘master narratives’ (Vermeer, 2020). As with the oral history interviews, the value 

of ego-documents lies less in the need to uncover a truth and more in their iteration of life 

narratives.  
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1.5.2 Archival sources 
 

Uncovering the indirect and implicit ways that authorities affected and regulated 

interracialised intimacies requires a broad search through the archives. I consulted various types 

of archives of both government and non-government institutions and private archives, libraries, 

and a cultural centre (for an exhaustive list, see Appendix 1). I used the archival guide ‘Les 

Étrangers en France – Guide des sources d’archives publiques et privées – XIXe-XXe siècles’ 

to orient myself towards the different archives (Derainne, 1999). Wherever an online inventory 

was available (the National Archives, the Archives of Paris and the Departmental Archives of 

the Bouches-du-Rhône), I conducted an initial keyword search and went through inventories to 

obtain a comprehensive overview of the archive’s structure.7 After this first step, I set out the 

basic understanding of the different regulatory areas that affected interracialised intimacies. I 

proceeded with more targeted searches on these themes and relevant institutions.8 I consulted 

various sources in the government archives, including reports, correspondence, circulars, state-

commissioned research, police reports and naturalisation applications in different ministries 

and their departments and services, such as police and social action services.  

In libraries and media archives I carried out keyword searches when available and 

searched through physical inventories where relevant.9 Most notably, I consulted the archives 

of the centrist national newspaper Le Monde, which is considered a high-quality newspaper in 

France (Eveno, 2001). To provide a more local perspective, I also consulted Goutte d’Or, the 

local neighbourhood newspaper of the working-class immigrant neighbourhood in Paris. 

As well as this, I consulted the private archive collections of politicians and/or activists 

on relevant themes. The private archive of Father Roger de La Pommeraye, a priest who headed 

an organisation to abolish prostitution, includes a media collection on prostitution from a wide 

range of newspapers. I consulted the private archives of Professor and deputy Mayor of 

Marseille, Jean Chélini, a prominent voice in the Marseille area on immigration issues, whose 

media collection is entitled ‘polemic on North African immigration after the murder of a bus driver 

in Marseille 1973’. I used the two collections together to examine the discourse on migrant men 

 
7 Initial keyword searches were based on ‘mixed marriage’ and variations thereof, and on migrant population 
groups such as ‘immigration Nord Africaine’ and variations thereof. 
8 Secondary keyword searches were based on policy areas and relevant institutions, such as social services, housing 
services and policy on sexuality.  
9 I used the terms ‘couple(s) mixte(s)’ [mixed couple(s)], ‘ ‘marriage(s) mixte(s)’ [mixed marriage(s)]. In the media 
archives of Le Monde, I undertook general searches on ‘mixed marriage and ‘mixed couples’, and more targeted 
searches such as ‘marriage authorisation requirement’, ‘marriage of convenience’ (and synonyms), ‘rape’, 
‘prostitution’, and searches for specific laws and circulars. 



 
    

35 

and prostitution. These media collections do not give a complete overview of media coverage 

but offer insight into what prominent figures involved in these discussions thought was relevant.  

Moreover, I consulted the private archives of Monique Hervo, an activist who 

campaigned for better housing conditions for people living in the informal settlements known 

as the ‘bidonvilles’ [also known in English as shantytowns] and against police violence that 

targeted Algerians. Monique Hervo worked with Algerian and North African migrants who 

lived in the large settlement, La Folie, in Nanterre on the Parisian periphery. She lived in the 

settlement between 1959 and 1971. Her archives include extensive diaries on daily life in La 

Folie, correspondence with the authorities, research material and journal and media articles. 

These archives give a rare insight into the lives and challenges faced by the residents of the 

bidonville. 

I consulted the audio-visual archives for television broadcasts that feature mixed 

couples, for an understanding of the discourse on mixed couples in the public sphere. in the 

state-sponsored. The national agency charged with radio and television, the Radiodiffusion-

Télévision Française (ORTF), was until 1974 under the authority of the Minister of 

Information. The law of 7 August 1974 reformed and liberalised television, placing it outside 

strict state control, but it was still ‘less liberal’ than in other European democracies (Blum, 

1984). I selected broadcasts based on a key term search at the Institut National de l’Audiovisuel 

[national audio-visual institute] (INA) (see Appendix 1).10 I analysed these broadcasts to 

understand the production of discourse on mixed couples. 

I also used testimonies and biographies from the 1980s on the immigrant experience in 

France (Hargreaves, 2014). These aimed to give a ‘human face’ to the suffering of migrants, 

whose experiences had previously been ignored in French society. Some of the testimonies had 

been written and published by French activist writers. I used two accounts of life in the informal 

housing settlements on the outskirts of Paris, mainly La Folie, in the 1960s and 1970s, written 

by activist writers and published in 1980 and 1982.11 These books, however, were barely 

distributed at the time and by the 1990s were not sold anymore. I found them through the private 

 
10 Using the terms ‘couple(s) mixte(s)’ [mixed couple(s)], ‘marriage(s) mixte(s)’ [mixed marriage(s),  ‘métis’ 
[mixed-race person], for the period 1954-1979. In total, 96 results were collected, corrected for overlap. Some files 
were corrupted or not available, leaving 90 broadcasts. I decided whether or not to watch the broadcast based on 
the description of each in the online inventory. I included non-fiction broadcasts that reported on interracialised 
intimacies and couples in France. In total, I analysed twenty broadcasts of different lengths and richness. 
11 These published accounts were based on extensive interviews with the residents – and specifically, of young 
Algerian men and minors. One was written by an activist Priest, François Lefort, who was a social worker/animator 
for youngsters in informal housing settlement. The book combines the testimonies of different people to make sure 
no individuals could be identified, from fear of expulsions. The author became a well-known Catholic 
humanitarian. In a twisted turn of events, the author-priest was sent to prison for sex with minors (boys) in Senegal 
in 2005. The other account was by a writer, Céline Ackaouy, who knew activists in the bidonville.  
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archives of Monique Hervo, who mentioned these activist writers and their contact with the 

residents of the housing settlements. I also used an autobiography written by one of my 

interviewees. We also discussed her testimony in her interview. I also used three 

autobiographies I found in Jean Dejeux’s monograph Image de l'étrangère: unions mixtes 

franco-maghrébines [Image of the foreign woman: mixed French-Maghrebian unions], in 

which he writes about the portrayal of foreign women’s mixed relationships in Maghrebian 

literature (Déjeux, 1989). These testimonies have an agenda: to denounce the government’s 

repressive policies on North Africans (Muriel Cohen, 2011). However, they also allow for a 

deeper understanding of the lives of people who usually only feature in the archives as 

delinquents and problems to solve. 

 

1.5.3 Oral history methodology 
 

I carried out six oral history interviews with individuals and couples who were in 

interracialised relationships between 1954 and 1979 (see Appendix 2). The methodology used 

for conducting and analysing these interviews was based on Critical Race Studies methodology 

and oral history. Critical Race Studies emerged to understand race and racism from a legal 

perspective to help reveal the institutionalised forms of race and racism of seemingly colour-

blind institutions and policies (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017). Narratives and counter-stories have 

been an integral part of the methodology of Critical Race Studies as it seeks to understand the 

saliency of race and racism in life experiences (Parker & Lynn, 2002). The value of the 

interviews lies in using their stories as ‘social events’ to examine how interviewees narrated 

their interactions with society. This helps understand the underlying societal structures (Childs, 

2007). The interviewees were co-producers of the narratives they communicated, and observers 

of both their environment and themselves (Frankenberg, 1993, p. 42). Tuning into the narratives 

and their contradictions helped me understand how interviewees made sense of their position 

as mixed couples.  

The interviews took place in October and November 2019, and February 2020. The 

temporal gap of about fifty years between the period this research looks at and the moment of 

the interviews means that interviewees’ testimonies were mediated by their memories and 

reconstructions (Gubrium & Holstein, 2001). However, the strength of oral histories lies in the 

ability to trace how events are experienced and given meaning rather than in their factual 

accuracy (Portelli, 2010). Oral history is a methodological approach that allows an 

understanding of individuals’ life histories to better comprehend the context in which these 
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lives have evolved (Ritchie, 2011). I used the interviews to analyse how interviewees gave 

meaning to their relationships in retrospect, specifically in terms of wider societal structures, to 

understand how mixed couples navigated their position in the French national community.  

I adopted a flexible methodology to conduct joint interviews with couples as well as 

individuals. Where both partners were still alive, I interviewed the partners together (two out 

of six), but four interviews were with women whose husbands had deceased.12 This flexibility 

was necessary to be able to interview elderly people. In the joint interviews, interviewees might 

withhold parts of their narrative to self-censor in front of their partner, and correct or 

complement one another (Bjørnholt & Farstad, 2012). Still, research has argued that absent 

partners can also shape interview narratives (Taylor & De Vocht, 2011). To consider the 

differences between partner and individual interviews, I analysed each partners’ perspective 

from the joint couple interviews, both together and against one another (Horowitz, 1999).  

The interviews were semi-structured. As argued in feminist qualitative research 

methodologies, semi-structured interviews enable ‘an encounter’ between the researcher and 

the interview participant (Bystydzienski, 2011). Already in the 1980s, Oakley had criticised the 

notion of the ‘blank researcher’ in feminist research because it enhances power imbalances 

(Oakley, 1981). During the interviews, I disclosed my own positionality and identity (see 

section 1.7 for discussion of positionality). Feminist researchers have argued that ‘strategic 

disclosure’ of personal life events can help the interview process because it produces a strong 

rapport (DeVault, 2011). Besides facilitating rapport, disclosing myself meant not presenting 

myself as a ‘neutral interviewer’. Following Frankenberg’s interview approach in interviewing 

white women on race, including interracial relationships, my approach to interviewing involved 

‘a complex set of adjustments in self-presentation, but never a presentation of myself as neutral’ 

(Frankenberg, 1993, p. 32). In this way, I was able to connect on different levels, both politically 

and personally.  

The rapport I built during the interviews and the specific context of my research, at times 

made it difficult to analyse their life stories, which sometimes felt like ‘betraying their trust’. 

This was further exacerbated by the anxieties aroused during the first and second lockdown in 

the Covid-19 pandemic, when research participants were stuck at home and their health was at 

stake. Oakley has developed the understanding of the interview as a ‘gift’: made in unequal 

 
12 Some interviewees had divorced their husbands before they had deceased. I did not ask about divorce, both 
because this had taken place far after the temporal delineation of my research and because it did not come up 
during the interview. In one interview, the interviewee discussed the reasons for their divorce, which I have 
included in the analysis.  
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power dynamics, but a gift nonetheless (Oakley, 2015). Interviewees can counterbalance power 

dynamics by communicating their own narratives, regardless of the interviewer’s intent and 

questions (P. Collins, 1998; Oakley, 2015). To leave room for interviewees to have a sense of 

agency over their narratives, I allowed multiple moments for them to retract parts of their 

interview and check the transcript, as I set out below. Still, the question of the extraction of 

interviewee’s life stories remains unresolved (Oakley, 2015). 

 

1.5.4 Interview recruitment  
 

To recruit participants, I contacted relevant migrant organisations, cultural centres and 

professional networks as well as calling on personal contacts. I used the terminology ‘mixed 

couples’ rather than ‘interracial(ised) couples’ to find participants, because this is the common 

terminology in France (Collet, 1993; Odasso, 2016). As Frankenberg has argued, the use of a 

more colour-blind discourse in approaching potential interviewees facilitated recruitment 

(Frankenberg, 1993). This is especially the case in France, where the term ‘race’ is avoided in 

public discourse (Constant, 2009).  

Still, it proved challenging to find interviewees. My envisioned research participants 

were elderly: twice, prospective research participants were in poor health and could not 

participate. Moreover, there were no ‘obvious’ organisations and key informants to contact 

because this research examines a period during which mixed couples had not (yet) organised.13 

A significant challenge in interviewing mixed couples is that many individuals who were or 

still are in mixed couples did not feel comfortable talking about their personal lives and 

experiences as mixed couples (Hondius, 1999).14 The specific context of the Covid-19 

pandemic created an extra challenge, because I could not carry out the interviews as planned. 

Moving online was not a viable option given the age of my potential interviewees and the 

generally unstable and worrisome time for elderly people at risk. 

Interviewees could decide where the interview took place, to allow them to be 

interviewed wherever they felt most comfortable. All interviews took place in the interviewees’ 

homes, except one that took place in a cultural centre. I structured the interviews around a list 

of themes that primarily touched upon the circumstances in which they met and became a 

 
13I found two couples through a group for Catholic-Muslim couples established in 1976. See the website of the 
GFIC, relations-catholiques-musulmans.cef.fr, last visited 7 February 2020. 
14 Family members and children of couples repeatedly communicated back that their elderly family members did 
not feel comfortable talking to ‘a researcher’. This indicates a weariness towards researchers on the topic of mixed 
couples. 
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couple, as well as navigating society and the authorities (see Appendix 3) The interviews lasted 

between ninety minutes and three hours. 

Whereas I was able to interview white women who were in interracialised relationships 

between 1954 and 1979, I was not able to conduct interviews with individual migrant partners. 

This is likely to be the consequence of my own identity and the access it enables to recruiting 

interviewees. I further elaborate on how my positionality affected this research in section 1.7 

 

1.5.5 Ethics 
 

This research received ethical clearance on 16 July 2018 from the Ethics Committee of 

Juridical and Criminological Research of the Faculty of Law, VU Amsterdam. I consulted the 

archives as regulated by articles 213-3 to 212-5, 215-10-1 and 212-50-2 of the Code Du 

Patrimoine. For the public archives, I used both freely accessible archival material and public 

archives not freely accessible, as legislated under article 213-2-5 of the Code du Patrimoine. 

As a rule, governmental archives are publicly available. However, many documents only 

become publicly available after a certain period, ranging from 25 to 100 years, depending on 

the circumstances, including protecting private lives and national security. If the documents 

have not yet been publicly released, a researcher can ask for a dérogation, or special permission 

to consult them. In the next section, I explain how this posed limitations for the research. 

Besides the public state archives, I consulted the private archives of Monique Hervo, with 

permission. For the freely available archives, I made scans. For archival material with limited 

access, I took notes. I semi-anonymised the archives by changing names, except for public 

figures and state officials.  

I ensured that I had informed consent for the interviews. I phoned the interviewees 

beforehand to discuss the purpose of the interview. I also sent a list of themes and the informed 

consent form before the interview (see Appendix 3). We went through the informed consent 

and release forms for the interviews together so that there was room to ask questions. 

Interviewees signed the informed consent form before the interview. After the interview, they 

were asked to sign the release form, where they had the opportunity to place conditions on the 

use of the interview material and choose semi-anonymisation or not. I transcribed the interviews 

myself and sent the transcripts to the interviewees, after which they had the opportunity to 

revoke consent and to ask for parts of the transcript to be omitted. 
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1.6 Scope limitations  
 

The scope of this research was limited in several ways by the chosen methodology, due 

to both content and access. Archives are always incomplete and biased, privileging some voices 

over others, documenting some lives over others (Burton, 2010). As I explain in the archival 

methodology section, this research was committed to tracing how certain intimacies became 

visible and problematic to the state, whereas others were not made into a matter of concern. 

The archive both includes and excludes, but this research does not paint a full picture of what 

the archives exclude. 

This research is marked by the absence of migrant women and their interracialised 

intimacies with white men. Scholars in gender history have argued that tracing women’s lives 

in the archives necessitates rigorous and creative engagement with historical sources 

(Chaudhuri, 2010). The historian Marc André has done this for Algerian women in the period 

of the Algerian War for independence (André, 2016a). Whereas I show how the invisibilisation 

of migrant women had to do with the regulation of interracialised intimacies, this research does 

not trace and provide an understanding of the regulation of migrant women and their intimate 

lives. 

Moreover, this dissertation primarily explores the regulation of heterosexual relations 

because the paradigm of the regulations is heteronormative. Part of this heteronormative 

paradigm includes a specific discourse and policing of homosexuality: I therefore include an 

analysis of discursive constructions of homosexuality (section 6.3.3) and the policing of 

homosexuality (section 7.4.2). However, although I am interested in how heteronormativity 

affects the regulation of these same-sex intimacies a comprehensive analysis of same-sex 

interracialised intimacies and the lives and experiences of people engaging in interracialised 

same-sex intimacies (regardless of whether people identified as a specific sexual identity),  was 

beyond the scope of this research.  

The dissertation explores the regulation of intimacies of migrants from the African 

continent, but focuses mostly on migrants from North Africa. Researchers have investigated 

migration from North Africa, and particularly Algeria, to France during the period of this 

research, but there is less research focusing on migration from West Africa during the same 

period (Dedieu, 2012; Dedieu & Mbodj-Pouye, 2015, 2017; Germain, 2016). Similarly, 

government archives are primarily interested in North African migrants. I show throughout the 

dissertation whether and how the selective problematisation of North African migration has led 

to extensive government interest and documents. I show that the authorities were relatively less 
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interested in West and Central African migration, which is reflected in the archives and 

consequently in the focus of this dissertation. 

Although there is a body of literature that looks at the regulation of children in the 

colonial context (e.g. Saada, 2002, 2012; White, 1999), including some that looks specifically 

at the moment of decolonisation and focuses mostly on interracialised people and children from 

colonies in South East Asia (Firpo, 2016; Rosen Jacobson, 2018), the dissertation does not 

investigate the regulation of children born as a result of interracialised intimacies. However, 

research on the regulation of children from interracialised intimacies would have needed more 

extensive work in fields of legislation that go beyond the scope of this dissertation, such as 

paternity and education.  

Moreover, I investigate the regulation of interracialised intimacies by French 

authorities. However, the regulations and discursive constructions of intimacies by the 

authorities of nation-states that became independent at decolonisation, and discursive 

constructions of migrant communities go beyond the scope of this dissertation.  

Another significant limitation is the lack of availability of archives that I was able to 

consult. The government widely applies the justification of protection of (in the main) privacy, 

to close off parts of the archives, often for as long as 75 years. This seriously limits access to 

archival documents for the period under study (Ranquet, 2016). Therefore, I had to request a 

dérogation for most of the archives I set out to consult. Whereas officially, the ministries have 

two months to reply to such a request, in reality it can take years. The process of requesting 

dérogation is extremely difficult and time-consuming. The archival document in question has 

to move physically from the archival depot to the Ministry or authority that produced it, where 

an official reviews the document and must then authorise the dérogation. For some archives, I 

received derogation only after twelve or even 24 months, while for others, I received a negative 

response. For the Police archives in Paris, I never received a response. This stalling of the 

process meant that I was not able to consult these archives.  

 

1.7 Positionality for a less closed past, a more open future  
 

Researching race and racialisation in France requires an account of positionality, 

especially because I had to do it in a historical and political context that is overwhelmingly 

hostile towards such endeavours. Scholarship and activism on race and racialisation have met 

with resistance, of which President Emmanuel Macron’s speech last October 2020 on ‘Islamic 

separatism’ was emblematic. Macron posited the question, ‘what today, in our society, 
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endangers our Republic, our ability to live together?’ In response, he argued that ‘social science 

theories entirely imported from the United States’ are part of the problem because they 

supposedly attack national unity.15 The French Education Minister echoed these feelings a 

month later. Following the killing and beheading of a French school teacher, Islamophobic 

discourse was reinvigorated in French public discussion. In this context, referring to scholarship 

on race and postcolonialism, the Minister claimed that ‘there is a battle to wage against an 

intellectual matrix from American universities’. He argued that these theories were 

incompatible with France because ‘we have a Republican model, Universalist’, and blamed 

American theories for causing division in the Republic: ‘the fish rots from the head’.16 He 

referred to them as ‘Islamo-gauchisme’ [Islamic-leftism], a term coined by the far-right. In a 

manifesto published in the centrist newspaper Le Monde, one hundred leading academics 

lamented that ‘racialist’ and ‘decolonial’ theories imported from the United States fuel racial 

hatred against whites.17 These criticisms are not new: one of the strongest accusations comes 

from Pierre-André Taguieff, one of France’s most prominent philosophers on racism, who 

already in the 1990s blamed anti-racist activism for fuelling far-right politics (Taguieff, 2020).  

The President and other commentators base their hostility on the French Republic's 

fundamental principle of ‘indivisibility’, which manifests as a rejection of difference, leading 

to a particular stance on colour-blindness. The French constitution of 1958 banned all 

distinctions based on racial identities.18 Moreover, a 1978 law prohibits data collection that 

includes racial or ethnic categories.19 In 2018, parliament voted unanimously to eliminate the 

term ‘race’ from the principle of equality under Article 1 of the Constitution and replace it with 

the term ‘origin’, after the then-President Francois Hollande asserted that ‘there is no place for 

race in the Republic’ (the proposed changes have not yet been implemented due to procedural 

delays). Hence, in France, naming a race can be interpreted as polemic, or even as dangerous 

(D. Fassin & Fassin, 2013). 

However, colour-blindness, as both rhetoric and logic, has been criticised for silencing 

racism, thereby reproducing and maintaining racial inequality in France (Léonard, 2014). 

Moreover, criticism of research on race negates the long tradition of decolonial activism and 

 
15 Président Macron, La République en actes : discours du Président de la République sur le thème de la lutte contre 
les séparatismes, 2 October 2020, retrieved from elysee.fr, last visited 29 September 2021. 
16 Minister of Education Jean Michel Blanquer at Europe 1, 22 October 2020, retrieved from europe1.fr, last visited 
29 September 2021. 
17 Le manifeste des 100, see manifestedes90.wixsite.com/monsite, last visited 15 October 2021. 
18 Constitution of 4 October, 1958.  
19 ‘Loi informatique et liberté’, Loi n 78-17 relative a l’informatique aux fichiers et aux libertés, 6 January 1978, 
retrieved from legifrance.gouv.fr, last visited 21 September 2021. 
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scholarship in the context of the French Empire, which has influenced decolonial work across 

the globe. Authors such as Franz Fanon and Edouard Glissant have contributed significantly to 

the understanding of race and racialisation in colonialism (Fanon, 1963; Glissant, 1990). 

Building on these works, organisations and activists are doing anti-racist work across French 

society, criticising French Republican universalism and colour-blindness.20  

Historical work on colonial racial formations in France is necessary for France to 

understand and reckon with its past, in order to more fully comprehend the present and future. 

In his book Silencing the Past, Trouillot argues that the constitution of the subject goes hand in 

hand with the continuous creation of the past (Trouillot, 1995). Cooper proposes that the value 

of a nuanced historical analysis of French Republicanism is to respond to arguments that certain 

current possibilities are ‘un-French’: ‘perhaps a less closed past could help us at least recognise 

the possibility of a more open future’ (Cooper, 2009, p. 93). As Etienne Balibar has argued, 

making the nation requires continuous effort, as it must allude to an existing notion of the nation 

while still continually actively constructing it (Balibar & Wallerstein, 1991). This political and 

intellectual work has been an important and humbling inspiration for this dissertation, as I aim 

to address how racial boundaries have continued to structure the division of power in French 

society. 

Meaning creation and knowledge production is always implicated in power (Foucault, 

1980). This demands that positionality be taken seriously. Self-reflexivity and positionality 

have been an increasingly important part of ethnographic and anthropological research 

methodologies, but less so in archival methodology (Franco & Mustafa, 2019). In line with 

Stuart Hall, I understand the archive as standing in ‘an active, dialogic, relation to the questions 

which the present puts to the past’ (Hall, 2001). I, as the researcher, do not read the archive nor 

enter into interviews as a blank interpreter, but rather, as an individual with a personal, an 

epistemic and a political positionality. I am politically invested in feminist and anti-racist 

futures, and I understand my role as a researcher as being partly formed by this investment. 

Taking account of this positionality is crucial not just for research integrity but also to be able 

to ask the questions I pose in this research.  

Over the course of these four years, however, I have come to understand that the self-

evidence of my Frenchness does not stand in isolation from the exclusion of certain groups 

 
20 During my fieldwork in Paris, I participated in some meetings of decolonial and antiracist groups such as the 
feminist collective Nta Rajel to better understand the current political context, which made it clear that the 
descendants of formerly colonised peoples and colonial migrants are inspired and think through decolonial thinkers 
to lay bare the particular workings of race and racism in France.  
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from Frenchness. I have always understood my family as French, even though we ate börek and 

filas for Christmas and raised our glasses to l’chaïm instead of santé. When my grandmother’s 

family left the country of her youth, Egypt, she lived in the Jewish community in the colonised 

Belgian Congo with my grandfather. My Sephardic Jewish family arrived in France in 1960, 

around Congolese independence, during the Algerian war. They arrived in the same period as 

many of the (post)colonial migrants whose intimate lives in France are the subject of this 

research. The history of colonisation and racialisation circumscribed their inclusion. Still today, 

the French state views their children and grandchildren as circumspect. In contrast, my family 

assimilated easily into French society. In France, my father is not a ‘second-generation 

immigrant’. I, his daughter and my grandparents’ granddaughter, am not seen as an ‘immigrant’ 

but as an ‘expat’, wherever I live abroad. Even though I have never lived in France for long 

periods and have dual French-Dutch nationality, the French state does not question my 

Frenchness. My family’s and my own inclusion in Frenchness are the other side of the processes 

of racialisation that exclude postcolonial migrants from the African continent. What set out as 

a political investment in understanding racialised exclusion in France became a personal one.  

This personal journey and positionality also impacted the interviews and vice versa. 

During most interviews, I was welcomed into the homes and life stories of the interviewees as 

un-threatening, often seen as a student; my gender, racialised identity, and age surely played a 

role in this and gave me a specific privilege of access. For example, I spoke with one 

interviewee, Thérèse, extensively about our understanding of French history and society and 

our personal stake in this. She stated: ‘I can tell we are similar, you and I’. To be sure, my life 

journey has mostly been very different from that of my interviewees. Still, I felt that because I 

was identified by my respondents, not as an ‘objective researcher’ but rather as someone both 

personally and politically invested in understanding their story, facilitated trust in the interview 

process. Moreover, the social position of some of the widowed interviewees may have meant 

that my status as ‘friendly stranger’ made them more comfortable to share their story (Cotterill, 

1992; van den Hoonaard, 2005) At the same time, this also meant I was sometimes not seen as 

‘professional’: one couple, for example, remarked that I reminded them of their daughter. In 

disclosing parts of my own life, some interviewees identified me as ‘one of them’: French, but 

not quite. 
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1.8 Outline of the dissertation  
 

This dissertation is divided into nine chapters. In-between the chapters, I set out the life 

stories of the people I interviewed. After this introduction, Chapter two first sets out the socio-

political context of the period examined in the dissertation, specifically as this relates to 

immigration, decolonisation and modernisation.  

In Chapter three, I show how the French authorities regulated mixed marriage and 

nationality acquisition in the context of decolonisation and increased immigration control. I 

investigate how the independence of former colonies affected the citizenship of mixed couples 

and look at the development of nationality legislation for mixed couples in tandem with the 

development of immigration control. 

In Chapters four and five, I investigate how the French authorities regulated the 

inclusion and exclusion of interracialised couples in the racialised French community, by 

making them selectively invisible in the categorisation, knowledge production and housing 

policies affecting the African migrant population. In Chapter four, I trace how colonial 

modalities of governance structured gendered and racialised constructions of assimilability and 

how this affected the categorisation of interracialised couples and the production of knowledge 

about them. Building on this, in Chapter five, I explore the effects of the construction of 

assimilability and the selective invisibility of interracialised households on housing and social 

action policies. Housing became a core discursive and policy site at which migration was 

problematised. By focusing on the regulation of space and the intimate sphere, I investigate 

how housing policies regulated interracialised intimacies.  

In Chapters six and seven, I focus on the selective hypervisibility of problematised 

interracialised intimacies and the construction of a sexual order. In Chapter six, I explore the 

discursive construction of migrant sexuality across the political spectrum. Accordingly, I 

explore how interracialised intimacies were used as discursive battlefields for anti-immigration 

rhetoric, but also in the sexual politics of the far left, feminist, and gay liberation movement. I 

investigate how the problematisation of migrant sexuality and interracialised intimacies played 

out in discussions of commercial sex. I thereby show how a sexual order was constructed that 

was racial, gendered and heteronormative. Chapter seven looks at how the police protected 

this sexual order by policing migrants’ sexuality in general and that of interracialised intimacies 

specifically. I show that, in doing so, police applied universalist legislation in a racially specific 

way. 
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Chapter eight explores how the regulatory and discursive landscape set out in the 

earlier chapters affected the discourse on and position of mixed couples in French society. I 

look at mixed couples’ positions at the structural level in general discourse, and in the narratives 

of mixed couples, and specifically of white women in mixed relationships. By looking at both 

discourse and narratives, I argue that that mixed couples are both undoing and perpetuating 

racialised boundaries and a white norm in French society.  

In Chapter nine, I conclude the dissertation and show that the construction of a sexual 

order and the regulation of interracialised intimacies were part of a larger regulatory paradigm 

and political economy that constructed racial boundaries in the French national community. I 

also make suggestions for further research.  
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CHAPTER 2 
Socio-political context 

 

 

 

2.1 Introduction  
 

The period under study in this dissertation – 1954 to1979 – was a time during which 

France went through major societal upheavals. Most of its former colonies became independent. 

Consequently, former colonial subjects became foreign migrants, whose entry conditions were 

laid out in the independence agreements. Due to divergent interests around labour and 

demographics, there was no coherent immigration regime (Silverman, 2002). Between 1945 

and 1975, France experienced an economic boom known as the ‘Trentes Glorieuses’ [Glorious 

Thirties], during which there was a need for cheap migrant labour to rebuild and modernise the 

country. In the wake of the Second World War, the French administration had drafted new 

immigration legislation that would remain in place until the mid-1970s. Poor conditions for 

labourers and rigid power hierarchies led to large-scale protests in May ’68, which in 

conjunction with international movements, sparked the sexual liberation and feminist 

movements. Several scholars have analysed the interconnected histories of immigration, 

decolonisation, and changing societal norms (D. A. Gordon, 2012; Ross, 1996, 2008; Shepard, 

2012, 2017, 2018). In this context chapter, I outline these different developments to sketch the 

context in which interracialised intimacies were regulated.  

 

2.2 Unequal nationals in the French Empire 
 

France used to be an Empire that consisted of different territories, departments and 

protectorates with different legal statuses in their relationship to the French metropole (Cooper, 

2009). However, it lost some of its prestige as a colonial power during WWII, which caused 

increasing fissures in the Empire. In an attempt to alter its relationship with the colonies, France 
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established the ‘French Union’ (1946-1958). Before going into the specific regulation of 

migrants from the African continent under the French union, I will first set out the different 

statuses that regulated colonial subjects and citizens in the French Empire and how these 

changed in the wake of WWII. 

 In the French colonies, the colonial administration differentiated between three 

categories: full French citizens, colonial subjects, and ‘French protégés’ [French protected 

status]. The former two were French nationals, and the latter referred to the population of the 

French ‘protectorates’ including Tunisia and Morocco. The ‘Code de l’indigénat’ [Native 

Code] was a set of decrees that codified the status of colonial subjects by creating an inferior 

legal status for ‘natives’, which was first instated in Algeria in 1881 (Blévis, 2003). The colonial 

administration justified the Native Code by the need to regulate people in colonised territories 

according to their customs, but in reality this enforced a starkly unequal legal regime.  

The situation for Algerians was somewhat different: Algeria had a specific status within 

the French Empire because, in 1848, it had become a department of the French Republic. In 

Algeria, legal difference was structured on the differentiation between Musulmans d’Algérie 

[Muslims from Algeria] with civil status in local law (also designated as Muslim personal 

status) and the Français d’Algérie [French from Algeria, henceforth French Algerian] who had 

a civil status in common law (Weil, 2003). In 1870, Jewish Algerians were assimilated into 

common law status, and thus into white European status.21 The colonial government in Algeria 

justified the difference between Muslims from Algeria and the French Algerians and Jewish 

Algerians by arguing that different civil statuses protected the Islamic private law of the Muslim 

population (Blévis, 2003). However, those regulated by the assignation of Muslim status were 

also deprived of their rights by the colonial government. 

 Scholars have argued that the meaning of ‘Muslim status’ went beyond religion and 

instead had a racialised meaning (Blévis, 2003, 2004; Weil, 2003). This racialised underpinning 

of civil status is exemplified by a court ruling in Algiers in 1903 that determined that the term 

‘Muslim’ in ‘Muslim status’ did not have a purely sectarian meaning but rather denoted any 

individual of ‘Muslim origin’.22 So even though Algeria had a special status as a department, 

Muslims from Algeria were still regulated by a racialised legal status that left them with inferior 

civil rights. 

 
21 Décret n 136 qui déclare citoyens français les israélites indigènes de l’Algérie, 24 October 1870, known as the 
« Décret Crémeux ».  
22 Alger, 5 November, 1903, RA, 1904.2.25. In (Weil, 2003). 



 
    

49 

These differences were ostensibly altered by the new French constitution of 1946 that 

sought to create a ‘Greater France’ by establishing the ‘French Union’ and subsequently the  

1956 Loi Cadre-Deferre.23 These changes were made to help France recover from the ‘loss of 

prestige’ caused by WWII and to mitigate calls for independence in the mid-1950s.24 The 

French Union was a political entity whose goal was to assimilate colonial subjects into ‘Greater 

France’ as citizens. Its establishment partly ended the inequality between citizens and subjects 

for the first time. All territories became part of the Union, except the protectorates in Tunisia 

and Morocco. Colonial territories had political representation, but power was centralised in the 

metropole. Moreover, under a law of 20 September 1947, Algerians were able to obtain French 

citizenship without having to renounce Muslim status.25 The French government passed this 

law to mitigate Algerians’ nationalist calls. In spite of their promise of equality, these new forms 

of citizenship were inferior to French citizenship in terms of political rights (Cooper, 2016). 

Later, the 1956 law abrogated the distinctions between citizens, rendering difference in civil 

status meaningless. Yet the administration implemented these laws inconsistently, and 

according to legal historian Saada, they came too late in the process of independence (Saada, 

2011).  

 

2.3 Post ’45 and the colonial immigration regime  
 

Having set out the developments in colonial relationships, this section deals with 

developments in immigration regulation. In 1945, the government under President De Gaulle 

was anti-communist, Republican and aimed to retain the French Empire. It passed new 

legislation on immigration and nationality to signal a break from the Vichy government. After 

WWI, the French government, and specifically the Ministry of Labour, had to meet the need 

for cheap labour to rebuild a country that had been occupied, ravaged and affected by war (Ross 

1995). Under an ordonnance of 19 October 1945 on nationality law and an ordonnance of 2 

November 1945 on the status of foreigners, the government established an ostensibly open 

immigration regime (Weil, 1995). The government also instituted the Office National 

d’Immigration (ONI) [National Office for Immigration] to recruit labour from foreign 

countries. Many of the expert senior civil servants involved in drafting the new immigration 

legislation had been part of the Vichy government during the war and involved in immigration 

 
23 Loi n°56-619 ‘mesures propres à assurer l'évolution des territoires relevant du Ministère de la France d'Outre-
Mer’, 23 June 1956, also known as ‘Loi Cadre’, retrieved from legifrance.gouv.fr, last visited 5 March 2022. 
24 In ‘45, French powers had already started a war to ‘reconquest’ the territory in Indochina. 
25 Loi n 47-1853, 20 September 1947, retrieved from legifrance.gouv.fr, last visited 5 March 2022. 
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policies during the interwar years, at which time their immigration policies had been driven by 

eugenicist arguments on depopulation (Camiscioli, 2009). Hence, instead of marking a break, 

this legislation symbolised continuity in the government’s concern to promote a particular 

concept of migration to fit their idea of what the French population should be. 

In practice, the immigration regime was not so open. The goal of the new legislation 

was to introduce ‘the good elements of immigration’, as President General de Gaulle asserted 

in the National Assembly (Spire 2005). This was based on concerns about assimilation. As the 

horrors of the war had made it even more obvious that explicit discussion of racial 

characteristics was unpalatable, French policymakers and experts discussed the desirability of 

the immigration of different groups of migrants in mostly implicit racialised language about 

assimilability, such as closeness to French culture (Lyons 2013). The French government 

retained this legislation until the 1970s, when it introduced stricter immigration. Thus, the 1945 

legislation became the foundation for the structures that regulated and managed migrants from 

the (former) colonies on the African continent after independence, turning them from colonial 

citizens to foreign migrants. 

The implementation of the 1945 legislation applied to foreigners, but not to migrants 

from overseas territories and departments of the French Empire. The latter were regulated by 

different legislation, creating statuses with different conditions of access to the French 

metropole. Accordingly, infra-juridical categories created hierarchies of free movement 

between migrants who had a status somewhere between citizens and foreigners (Spire, 2005b, 

p. 191). This illustrates the French government’s divergent interests in controlling immigration 

and demographics on the one hand and the retention of the colonial Empire on the other hand 

(Lewis, 2011).  

Tunisia and Morocco were not French colonies but protectorates: France had authority 

over their internal and external affairs, but Moroccans and Tunisians were not French subjects. 

As protégés Français [French protected status], people had free movement but needed a carte 

de séjour [residence permit], a medical certificate that showed they were healthy and able to 

work, and a special identity card that displayed their ‘protected status’ (Spire, 2005b).26  

The AOF and AEF became part of the French Union and were considered ‘overseas 

territories and departments’ within the French Union.27 The citizens of the French Union had 

 
26 Decree of 29 June 1938, in (Spire, 2005b). 
27 Algeria, Guadeloupe, Martinique, Réunion, and Guyana were considered departments. Madagascar, les 
Comores, the French establishments of India, New-Caledonia, Saint-Pierre-et-Miquelon, the AOF and the AEF 
were considered territories. Indochina, Togo, and Cameroun were considered associated territories at the time. 
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better access to French territory than foreigners or those regulated by their protected status: 

upon their arrival in the metropole they received an ID card that specified their French union 

citizenship and their country of origin, which allowed them to work. 

The situation of Algerian migrants was governed by a law of 20 September 1947 that 

granted citizenship to Muslims from Algeria and included a provision on free movement so that 

Algerians did not need authorisation to travel from Algeria to the metropole (Rosenberg, 2006). 

Like other French citizens, Algerians required only an identity card from their municipality. 

Although this could take time, once obtained, they could move to the French metropole at will 

(Spire, 2005b). 

So, after the establishment of the French Union, colonial migrants formally had free 

access to the metropole. However, they were subject to surveillance and if their behaviour was 

considered ‘undesirable’ could be repatriated to Algeria, which de facto functioned as 

deportation. The French administration reserved to itself the right to expel unwanted colonial 

migrants from metropolitan France. Algerians were the primary target. As the Algerian war 

developed, French bureaucrats increasingly looked for ways to control Algerian immigration. 

The administration made use of repatriation, strict monitoring, and heavy policing, as well as 

instigating identity cards for Algerians only and selecting ‘worthwhile’ migrants through so-

called welcome centres to monitor those who could make use of the free movement laid down 

in law (E. Blanchard, 2006, 2008a; Lyons, 2013; Spire, 2003, 2005b). 

 

2.4 Decolonisation and independence 
 

The independence of colonies and protectorates changed the stratification of citizenship 

rights. The French government had to negotiate with the governments of the newly independent 

states over who would be fully integrated into the French community and who would become 

a foreign immigrant. I set out below the particularities of the decolonisation processes to show 

its implications for subsequent inclusion in, and exclusion from, the French postcolonial 

community.  

Tunisia and Morocco became independent in 1956: the former protégés Français 

consequently became foreigners vis-à-vis France. They thus never became part of the French 

Union. With their independence, France responded to nationalist movements and hoped to 

ensure that it would have collaborators in those countries (Ikeda, 2016). Moreover, this allowed 

France to concentrate on the retention of French Algeria.  
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In 1958, French Guinea became independent, followed in 1960, by the other former 

territories of the AOF and AEF: Senegal, Mauritania, Mali, Burkina, Niger, Ivory Coast, Benin, 

Gabon and Congo-Brazzaville (Central Africa and Chad were not independent countries). Prior 

to independence, representatives of the independence movements and French representatives 

had considered a form of federalism between France and the territories. However, calls for 

sovereignty eventually became stronger, partly because the French metropole did not want to 

relinquish authority over overseas territories (Cooper, 2016). Decolonisation and the 

independence of the former AOF and AEF came after restructuring the relationship between 

France and her colonies. 

This trajectory towards decolonisation enabled France to retain a neo-colonial 

relationship with its former colonies, in which the French government considered an economic 

rather than a political relationship the best way to retain access to these territories (Dedieu, 

2012). The question about the relationship between France and West Africa was framed as a 

discussion about whether it was a marriage of love (an intimate cultural relationship) or 

convenience (an economic relationship relegating Africa as property), showcasing the discourse 

on decolonisation as a restructuring of relationships within the imperial family (Rice 2006). 

The independence of the former colonies created new nationalities. In the former French 

colonies in the AOF and AEF, nationality was assigned based on ‘origin’: former colonial 

subjects, who had become citizens under the French Union in 1945, received nationality from 

their respective independent states. White Europeans living in the colonies, categorised as 

Français de souche [native-born French], retained French nationality by right (Massicot, 1986). 

However, those who received the nationality of a newly independent country could opt for the 

reintegration into French nationality through declaration, provided that they fulfilled the 

requirements. They had to live on French territory after independence, and the French Ministry 

of Interior should have no objection to their re-integration into French nationality (Lebon, 

1987). Only a small number of nationals made use of this possibility: between 1960 and 1969 

the administration processed 1448 requests from the former AOF and AEF (Spire, 2005b, p. 

341). 

The trajectory towards Algerian independence was different. Its independence, and the 

fight that preceded it (1954-1962), significantly impacted French society and its relationship 

with North African migrants (Shepard, 2008; Stora, 2020; Thénault, 2012). The French state 

used violence and repression in both Algeria and the metropole to suppress (assumed) Algerian 

nationalist activities. This is most starkly illustrated by the massacre in Paris in October ’61 

1961 of Algerians, who had come from their houses in the informal dilapidated housing 
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settlements on the city's outskirts into the city centre to protest police oppression and 

surveillance, which was exemplified by a curfew that only targeted Algerians. 

In the metropole, the nationalist movement was organised primarily through the Front 

de Liberation Nationale [National Liberation Front] (FLN) (Amrane & Abu-Haidar, 1999; 

Stora, 2020). The FLN also committed terrorist attacks to fight colonial power. As 

independence became increasingly unavoidable, the paramilitary far-right French 

l’organisation de l’armée secrete [secret army organisation] (OAS) committed terrorist attacks 

in both French Algeria and the French metropole against the FLN and the French state to claim 

that ‘French Algeria would remain French’ (Branche, 2007). In total, about two million young 

French men from the metropole were called up for military duty to fight in Algeria. The violent 

war created a post-independence context in which Algeria had to be ‘unfrenchified’ in the minds 

of the French, to get rid of the idea that Algeria was part of France (Stora, 2020). In the words 

of Todd Shepard, France had to ‘amputate’ Algeria (Shepard, 2008). The history and the 

aftermath of the Algerian war will be a recurring theme throughout this thesis. 

 Eventually, Algerian independence was declared in 1962, and the Accords d’Evian 

[Evian agreements] determined the relationship between France and the independent state of 

Algeria.28 The attribution of nationality to Algerians was complicated by the fact that Algeria 

was a French department as well as by the violent trajectory of decolonisation. For that reason, 

the French government assigned nationality not on origin but on personal status, which had also 

been the basis for the stratification of rights under colonialism (Weil, 2004, 2008). Those 

regulated by civil status in local law (Muslim status) automatically became Algerian nationals, 

whereas those regulated by civil status in common law became French nationals. This de facto 

meant that the French Muslims from Algeria became Algerians, and the French from Algeria 

and Jewish population of Algeria became French (Massicot, 1986). Similar to the agreements 

with the former AOF and AEF, the Accords d’Evian made it possible to opt for French 

nationality and 60,000 Algerians did so between 1962 and 1967 (Spire, 2005b, p. 341). 

However, many Algerians, considered it a form of treason to opt for French nationality (André, 

2016a).  

 
 

 
28 ‘Accords d’Évian’, ‘Déclarations gouvernementales du 19 mars 1962 relatives à l'Algérie’, published in Journal 
Officiel JORF n° 0067, 20 March 1962, retrieved from legifrance.gouv.fr, last visited 12 September 2021. 
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2.5 A (not so) open immigration regime 
 

When the former colonies became independent, former colonial citizens in France 

became immigrants. The 1945 legislation, however, was still applicable. The French 

administration attempted to find solutions for diverse government interests. At the moment of 

independence, the government was again headed by General de Gaulle. Generally, the Ministry 

of Foreign Affairs was interested in free movement, to maintain a ‘special bond’ between 

France and her former colonies, while the Ministry of Labour was in favour of cheap labour 

migration, as long as it corresponded to the need for labour. The French government was not 

interested in putting a definite and complete stop to irregular migration because the French 

economy benefited from workers from (North) Africa without work permits, who met the 

demand for cheap labour. However, the Ministry of Interior and the Ministry of Justice were 

more invested in limiting unassimilable migration and the administration had to mitigate these 

concerns. 

The independence agreements guaranteed free movement for nationals of the former 

colonies. Both the multilateral agreement of 22 June 1960 between France and Senegal, Mali 

and Madagascar, and the Accords d’Evian between France and Algeria, stipulated that the new 

nationals should benefit from free movement and residency in France.29 The multilateral 

agreements with the former AOF and AEF were based on the need to safeguard the relationship 

between the former colonies and France. However, in the Accords d’Evian, free movement was 

negotiated largely in order to ensure free movement for the French from Algeria, but this group 

left Algeria en masse a few months later (Laurens, 2009).30  

Administrative requirements were one of the ways in which the French authorities 

controlled immigration (Spire, 2005b). Spire has argued that the French administrative rules on 

immigration were dictated by a ‘logic of vagueness’, allowing bureaucrats to implement 

 
29 Accord multilatéral sur les droits fondamentaux des nationaux des États de la Communauté signé le 22 juin 1960 
par la France, Madagascar et la Fédération Sénégal-Mali (Kagambega, 2016, p. 79). 
30 The French from Algeria, regulated by common law status, left Algeria en masse for France around the time of 
Algerian independence. This group came to be referred to in a derogatory manner as pieds-noirs [lit. black feet]. 
Of the more than one million living in Algeria in 1960, 164,000 left before the end of 1960, and at independence 
in 1962, 610,000 left for France. The law of 26 December 1961 ‘relating to the reception and resettlement of 
French overseas citizens’ regulated their reception and integration into metropolitan France, establishing the 
judicial status of ‘repatriated’, which also included Jewish Algerians. In May 1961, a special secretariat was 
established to oversee and anticipate the ‘mass exodus’ from Algeria to France to provide them with assistance, 
including housing and a monthly allowance. These people had often left their houses and belongings in Algeria 
and arrived with no accommodation or work waiting for them. This shows that ‘repatriated’ European Algerians 
had a vastly different migration experience from French Muslims from Algeria (Scioldo-Zürcher, 2010a, 2013, 
2014). 
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legislation and administrative requirements to consider the ‘national order’ beyond the explicit 

letter of the law (Spire, 2005b). This vagueness enabled the government to forcibly expel 

migrants considered undesirable on the basis of (for example) unemployment, vagabondage or 

hindrances to public order. They did so on the basis of what were called refoulements, 

repatriations and expulsions. Moreover, the ONI attempted to discourage non-white migration 

and deter African migrants by setting up recruitment offices only in select European countries 

(Lewis, 2011).  

The French administration issued a plethora of circulars that adapted the implementation 

of the 1945 laws without changing them. Circulars were an essential government tool for 

directing the discretionary power of government officials, bureaucrats and law-enforcement and 

therefore applying the regulations in a specific way without making legislative changes 

(Daadouch, 2000; Spire, 2005b). These circulars enabled the French government to target and 

limit migration from undesirable countries, such as Algeria. In these circulars, the government 

differentiated between temporary workers and permanent residents, based on their desired 

assimilability (Spire, 2005b). In this way, the French administration encouraged the permanent 

settlement of Europeans, but attempted to curb Algerian and West African migration (Muriel 

Cohen, 2014, 2017; Volovitch-Tavares, 2006). 

In the period after independence, the government incrementally revoked the special 

regimes for nationals from former protectorates, departments and territories. From 1959, 

Moroccans lost their special status and were treated like other foreigners. The same happened 

to Tunisians in 1963. In 1968, the treatment of Algerians became increasingly similar to that of 

foreigners, even though they were still regulated by a special bilateral agreement. In 1975, West 

and Central Africans lost their special status. In Chapter 3, I will set out how the special statuses 

under the independence agreements were eventually abrogated to enable stricter immigration 

control.  

Following the deliberate recruitment of labour via migration from mostly Southern 

European countries, migrants from the African continent were a minority among immigrants in 

France. Yet concerns about immigrants mostly revolved around migrants from the African 

continent, as I show in the chapters to follow. The table below shows the statistics on 

immigration during the years covered by this research. It should be noted that before 

decolonisation, the statistics were based on colonial legal status. From 1968 onwards, the 

general census collected data based on nationality, and therefore excluded migrants who had 

been naturalised as French.  
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 1954 1962 1968 1975 

North African 300,000 406,300 619,000 1,110,400 

Of which Algerian 210,000 350,000-436,00031 473,800 710,700 

Central and West African 858032  20,000 29,200 75,000 

South European  997,780 1,479,280 1,475,300 1,719,300 

Total 2,293,000 2,861,280 2,620,300 3,442,200 

Table 1 immigrants in France 1954-197533  

These statistics include all migrants, regardless of their vocation. They show that there 

were about 4,800 North Africans in France enrolled as students in the 1960s and 1970s, of 

whom most were Moroccans (Simon, 2000), and 5,000 African students from the former AOF 

and AEF in 1960 (Dewitte, 1994). The majority were low-waged labourers working in, for 

example, construction.  

It should also be noted that statistics were not collected consistently over time. The 

accuracy of these statistics is therefore highly debatable, especially with regards to West and 

Central African migrants. The Etudes Sociales Nord Africaines [North African Social Studies] 

(ESNA) for example, counted 73,000 West and Central African migrants in France in 1961, of 

which 20,000 students or graduates who had stayed in France.34 The ONI estimated the number 

of West and Central African migrant workers to be 50,000 in 1969 (N'Diaye, 1970). Some 

scholars have argued that the statistics for Central and West Africa are grossly underestimated 

because of the high level of unregistered migration: one source estimates the number of West 

and Central African migrants in France at closer to 200,000 or even 250,000 migrants in 1969 

(N'Diaye, 1970).  

Following the oil crisis of 1973, the French administration cracked down on irregular 

immigration when labour demands shrank. Under the government of Georges Pompidou, of the 

Gaullist political party UDR, the government started to restrict immigration. The Marcellin-

Fontanet circulars in 1972, named after the Minister of Interior and the Minister of Work, 

 
31 These statistics include a margin of error. In 1962, Algeria had just become independent. In this context, the 
nationality status of many French Muslims from Algeria was still uncertain. 
32 These statistics only include migrants from French overseas territories (colonies) in West and Central Africa. 
33 I compiled the statistics based on various sources. For the statistics from 1968 onwards, see ‘Étrangers par 
nationalité détaillée, séries longues depuis 1968, recensement de la popluation, Institut national de la statistique 
et des études économiques [National Institute of statistics and econonomic studies] Insee, retrieved from insee.fr 
on 03/02/2022. For statistics before 1968, I found the Insee statistics in (A.-M. Rudolph, 1962) For the statistics 
on the West and Central African population before 1968 see (Delerm, 1964). For statistics on the Algerian 
population before 1968, see the CTAM reports Rapports Trimestriels du Conseillers techniques pour les affaires 
musulmane,1958-1963, in Archives Nationales 19760133/14. 
34 Etudes Sociales Nord Africaines, Cahiers Nord Africains, 1961, in Bibliothèque Nationale de France 
8LC12402. 
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prohibited the regularisation of migrants who had come into France without valid work 

permits.35 In 1974, the French government reinforced the crackdown on immigration under the 

centre-right Presidency of Giscard d’Estaing. One circular put a stop to labour migration and a 

second one to family migration, thereby closing the borders for those outside the European 

community.36 The latter was repealed a year later because it did not comply with international 

law. Instead, the government enacted new legislation that laid out the right to family 

reunification, but this right was dependent on strict requirements based on racialised logics of 

assimilation that discouraged family migration from former colonies on the African continent 

(Muriel Cohen, 2014). Rather than facilitating family reunification, it increased the 

government’s control. Moreover, the government instated border patrols to ensure migrants 

could not circumvent the new measures. 

Measures designed to restrict migration increased in 1977, when the government 

realised the economic crisis would continue. Family migration ‘for economic ends’ was 

prohibited through a decree. Family migration was only permitted if the migrated family 

members (women) did not work.37 This decree thus enforced a patriarchal logic of male workers 

and women’s exclusion from the public sphere. In the same year, the government introduced 

an aide au retour [assistance for return] to facilitate the ‘return’ of migrant workers.38 This 

coincided with the Algerian government’s interest in stopping the emigration of its young 

workforce, although they also challenged the unfair treatment of their citizens.  

Eventually, in 1980 the Loi Bonnet changed the law of 1945 for the first time.39 With 

this new law, irregular entry or stay became grounds for expulsion. The Loi Peyrefitte, 

implemented in 1981, enabled the police to implement preventive ID controls on immigrant 

populations.40 Taken together, these laws constituted a restrictive immigration regime. Having 

discussed the intertwined history of decolonisation and immigration, I will now set out the 

changing landscape of social norms that are important for understanding the context explored 

in this dissertation. 

 

 
35 Circular of 24 January 1972, Ministère de l’Intérieur [Ministry of Interior Affairs], also known as the ‘Circulaires 
Marcellin-Fontanet’.  
36 Circular of 9 July 1974, Ministère du Travail [Ministry of Work] and circular of 26 November 1984, Ministère 
de l’Intérieur [Ministry of Interior Affairs].  
37 Décret n°77-1239 of 10 November 1977, retrieved from.legifrance.gouv.fr, last visited 13 September 2021. 
38 Note ministrielle on ‘aide au retour’, 30 May 1977, by the state secetary for manual labour.  
39 Loi n°80-9 du 10 janvier 1980 relative a la prevention de l’immigration et portant modification de l’ordonnance 
n 45-2658 du 2 novembre 1945 relative aux conditions d’entrée et de séjour en France des étrangers et portant 
creation de l’office national d’immigration, retrieved from legifrance.gouv.fr, last visited 13 September 2021. 
40 Loi no 81-82 du 2 février 1981 renforçant la sécurité et protégeant la liberté des personnes retrieved from 
legifrance.gouv.fr, last visited 13 September 2021. 
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2.6 Changing societal norms   
 

The history of decolonisation and immigration has to be understood in tandem with 

societal developments in metropolitan France. While in the colonies, the French government 

was fighting both political and military battles to retain its overseas territories and colonial 

prestige, metropolitan France was rebuilding a society that was changing rapidly in terms of its 

economic and social conditions.41 The post-war economic boom and technological advances 

led to mass-consumption and modern lifestyles (Fishman, 2017; Vincendeau, 2016; Zdatny, 

2006). The French government focused on urban renewal, increasingly problematising the 

existence of dilapidated housing. In Chapter 5, I show how housing became a core site through 

which the French authorities problematised and regulated immigrants. At the same time, 

however, modernisation efforts were made possible in part by cheap labour from the African 

continent (Ross, 1996).  

Partly in reaction to the negative consequences of modernisation and capitalist 

globalisation, students staged protests in May ’68 against capitalist interests, consumerism, 

American imperialism (specifically the Vietnam War), and the strictly hierarchal political 

regime under General De Gaulle. In response to the heavy police repression of these protests, 

workers organised a general strike in solidarity with the students. These protests, which 

involved about ten to eleven million workers, students and professionals, brought the French 

economy to a halt. Traditional hierarchies broke down as protesters were calling for a change 

to the old order and the creation of a new type of power (Kaufmann-McCall, 1983). Among the 

strikers were migrant workers, which contributed to their visibility in French society but did 

not lead to longstanding solidarity (D. A. Gordon, 2012). These protests by people who had 

previously not had a voice in society shook the French rigid and hierarchal social norms at the 

time. It is remembered as a ‘fundamental rupture’ in French history (Ross, 2008).  

The May ’68 protests sparked societal movements that fought for changes in gender and 

sexual norms, also instigated by the larger international context of anti-war, feminist and gay 

rights movements. Women organised politically in the context of the May ’68 protests, but 

subsequently criticised the lack of attention to gender relations and sexual exploitation by Left-

wing activists (Bourg, 2009). In response, feminists organised in the Mouvement de Libération 

des Femmes [Movement for the Liberation of Women] (MLF) and put feminist themes such as 

contraception, abortion, economic independence and sexual violence on the political and 

 
41 This is beautifully narrated in the autobiographical book ‘Les Années’, by the feminist writer Annie Ernaux, see 
Ernaux, A. (2008). Les Années. Paris: Gallimard.  
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societal agenda (Masclet, 2018). The feminist and gay rights movements sparked what has 

come to be known as the sexual revolution. At the end of the 1960s and over the course of the 

1970s, these activists renegotiated gender and sexual norms to fight for women’s emancipation 

and sexual liberation. These also became core political issues. In Chapter 6, I will explore how 

the problematisation of migrants from the African continent played a role in the sexual politics 

of the 1960s and 1970s.  

Around the same time, the second half of the 1970s was also marked by increased anti-

immigration sentiment and racist discrimination and attention to racism (Gastaut, 2004). In July 

1973, the Assemblée Nationale passed a law that protected against racial discrimination, known 

as the Loi Pleven. Civil rights organisations lobbied for the law in response to the increasing 

number of racial attacks against African migrant workers, spearheaded by France’s ratification 

of the international conventions against all forms of racial discrimination. The law, however, 

was ‘race neutral’ in the sense that it aimed to protect anyone from racial discrimination, 

regardless of whether or not they were part of a minority (Bird, 2000; Brahim, 2021). Read in 

tandem with the simultaneous enforcement of anti-immigration legislation, the law also shifted 

focus from structural racism to individual discrimination. 

In the summer of 1973, not long after the implementation of the law, a series of racist 

attacks in the South of France put racism on the societal agenda. These attacks followed the 

murder of a French bus driver by a psychotic Algerian man. According to the Algerian 

Embassy, fifty Algerian people in the South of France were murdered and about 300 were 

wounded by racist and fascist groups (Gastaut, 1993).42 The Algerian Embassy was bombed 

(Gastaut, 1993). The historian Rachida Brahim counted at least seventeen murders of North 

African men in Marseille (Brahim, 2021). In Chapter seven I discuss how this racist and anti-

immigration sentiment was articulated through sexual anxieties.  

 

2.7 Concluding remarks 
 

In this overview of the socio-political context of the period 1945 to 1979, I have shown 

the trajectory of decolonisation and its aftermath. In this dissertation, I bring the context of 

immigration, decolonisation and developments in social, specifically gender and sexual, norms 

together. This helps to understand how the regulation of, and discourse on, interracialised 

 
42 Whereas some of these attacks were covered in the newspaper, many, especially right-leaning, newspapers 
discussed the attacks in a way that argued that these attacks were not motivated by racist hatred. Moreover, few 
perpetrators were convicted. 
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intimacies was part of broader societal developments in the relationship between the French 

national community and migrants from the former colonies, and relationships within French 

society itself. In developing this line of argument, I shed light on why the regulation of the 

intimate sphere, and thus interracialised intimacies, was integral to the regulation of racial 

boundaries. In the next chapter, I explore in greater depth the regulation of nationality during 

decolonisation and its aftermath.
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CHAPTER 3  
Regulating mixed marriage: from colonial 

concern to immigration control 
 

 

 

The statistical information on the crossbreeding of races and mixture is still 

very uncertain. Meanwhile, it seems admissible that the mixture of French blood with 

neighbouring blood, such as the Belgians, the Polish, and the Italians, does not present 

a true risk. But at the very least, we are entitled to think that the dose of immigration 

should be limited, due less to racial concerns, than to concerns about adding foreign 

elements to French nationality. So, we can limit ourselves to this sole worry.  

Alfred Sauvy, 4 May 194543  

 

 

 

3.1 Introduction 
 

This chapter looks at the state’s regulation of mixed marriage, by which I refer to 

interracialised bi-national marriages and interracialised mixed-status marriages, which denotes 

marriages between people regulated according to different statuses in the colonial order. 

Historians of French nationality and immigration have shown that depending on how bi-

national and mixed-status couples transgress the boundaries of the national community, they 

are considered to be either a possible threat or an advantage to national demographics (Barton, 

2020; Camiscioli, 1999, 2001). This is illustrated in the remarks of the demographer Alfred 

Sauvy, quoted above, which were made during the interministerial preparations for the 1945 

legislation on nationality and immigration, in which he was involved, and where he explicitly 

iterated racial concerns while at the same time negating their salience for the development of 

 
43 Commission interministérielle sur les naturalisations, Ministère de l’Intérieur, 4 May 1945, in Archives 
Nationales 20000145/4. 
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nationality legislation. If considered positive, mixed unions can form a site of access to 

citizenship but if such couples are considered a threat to the government’s demographic 

interests, the authorities attempt to prevent partners in mixed marriages from accessing 

citizenship (De Hart, 2015). Today, this regulation mostly focuses on the selective scrutiny of 

so-called ‘fraudulent’ couples, to limit access to the national community, immigration and the 

acquisition of nationality (Bonjour & De Hart, 2013; D'aoust, 2018; De Hart, 2017a; Neveu 

Kringelbach, 2015; Salcedo Robledo, 2015). 

However, there is less research on the period of decolonisation and its aftermath. In 

1954, France was an imperial state, in which nationality was based on imperial yet unequal 

inclusion. In 1979, France presented itself as a European nation-state, where the national 

community more or less coincided with its territorial boundaries. Bhambra argues that 

European states such as France have ‘purged’ the meaning of nationality and associated 

citizenship rights from their colonial history, where the meanings of nationality and citizenship 

were stratified (Bhambra, 2017). Looking at the regulation of mixed marriage before, during, 

and after decolonisation shows how the meaning of French nationality moved from unequal 

imperial ties to postcolonial exclusion.  

In the period of decolonisation and the subsequent tightening of immigration control, 

authorities were concerned with what type of immigration was to be encouraged, what type 

should be discouraged, who should be assimilated into French society, and who should be kept 

at bay (Weil, 1995). In this chapter I analyse the implementation and development of nationality 

legislation and immigration control in this period. I do so by looking at the regulation of 

marriage and the nationality of interracialised couples. I am specifically interested in how 

colonial understandings, the regulation of nationality and the allocation of citizenship rights to 

these couples translated into the meaning of nationality in the postcolonial context. In the post-

independence context, I analyse the regulation of mixed marriages and their consequences for 

nationality together with changes in immigration control to show how the discourse and 

regulation of ‘fraudulent marriage’ emerged and impacted nationality legislation.  

 

3.2 Regulation of mixed marriage in the metropole and 
the colonies  

 
To understand the meaning of the loss and acquisition of nationality for mixed marriage 

in the context of independence, it is necessary to first lay out how the metropolitan and colonial 

administration and judiciary separated the regulation of mixed marriage and its consequences 
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in the colonies from the metropolitan context. In the metropolitan context, the French 

authorities regulated mixed marriages between foreigners and French citizens based on 

nationality legislation and immigration, to protect and craft French demographics by 

determining who could become part of and reproduce the French national community. This was 

different from the colonies, where the regulation of mixed marriage revolved around various 

personal statuses in the colonial hierarchy and racialised differences in citizenship rights, 

between colonial subjects and citizens or between Muslims from Algeria and French Algerians. 

This illustrates the stratification of the meaning of nationality and citizenship across the French 

Empire. In the next section, I show how this stratification came together in the determination 

of nationality for mixed-status couples at the independence of Algeria and the former AOF and 

AEF.  

 

3.2.1 Nationality legislation and marriage in the metropole 
 

Generally, French nationality legislation is based on immigration and reproduction: 

from 1899 onwards, it combined jus sanguinis and double jus soli as basis for nationality by 

birth. One is French either by blood or by being born in France to parents born in France (Weil, 

2008). In the interwar years, eugenicist anxieties about depopulation gained traction. Before 

1927, French women automatically lost their French nationality when they married a foreigner. 

In 1927, partly because the French government was worried about depopulation, the law on 

nationality was changed so that French women would retain French nationality when they 

married a foreign partner and could pass on their nationality to their children. At the same time, 

foreign women became French nationals when marrying a French male citizen, either through 

declaration or automatically if her national law commanded (Barton, 2020). France was one of 

the first European countries to make French women independent of their husbands in terms of 

nationality (Camiscioli, 2009).  

Legislation on nationality and mixed marriage was not only motivated by gender 

concerns but also by racial concerns. Scholars have argued that governments legislate the 

nationality of married women based on their reproductive capacity (Baldwin, 2001; Blom, 

2001). De Hart has shown, in the Dutch context, that the dependent national status of women 

was not only about regulating women but also motivated by the desire to ‘keep migrant men 

out’ of the national racialised community (De Hart, 2006). The same went for the 1927 French  

law that introduced independent national status for French women. Both the independent and 
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the dependent national status of women could thus revolve around the construction of a 

racialised national community. 

Policymakers and legislators saw as problematic marriage between French women and 

men racialised as non-white (Barton, 2020; Camiscioli, 2001). As the jurist Marcel Sauteraud 

stated: ‘a Frenchwoman who married a man from an African or Asian nation debased both 

herself and the prestige of France as a whole’.44 Camiscioli has argued that prohibiting such 

mixed marriages was not in line with the liberal tenets of the Republic (Camiscioli, 2001).45 

The rapporteur of the legislative project stated that the new law allowed French women to 

‘exercise a social influence for the future of her race, [as] we allow her to keep French children 

in France’ (Camiscioli, 2001, p. 152). As Yuval-Davis has argued, gender equality is often used 

to serve the reproduction of the national community in racialised ways (Yuval‐Davis, 1993). 

The retention of white women’s French nationality was less about improving gender equality 

in nationality law than about the desire to craft the French national community based on gender 

and racial hierarchies. 

In 1945, the French government implemented new immigration and nationality 

legislation to break from the Vichy government. The new law stated that all foreign women 

became automatically French through mixed marriage for the sake of assimilating women who 

could be ‘Frenchified’ (Lagarde, 1989).46 This law was meant for European women: the 

committee discussed the idea that ‘neighbouring blood’ from European nations, such as Poland, 

Italy and Spain, should be favoured.47 The government explicitly excluded the colonies from 

the implementation of the ordonnance so that women in the colonies could not acquire French 

citizenship.48 The preparatory documents argued that this was in the ‘French interest’, but did 

not explain what this entailed because it was considered self-evident. Gendered access to French 

nationality was about introducing racially desirable (i.e., white) women, to the French 

community, because they were considered able, as the historian Elisa Camiscioli has shown, to 

‘reproduce the French race’ (Camiscioli, 2009). 

As part of the 1945 immigration and nationality legislation, the government also 

introduced a marriage authorisation requirement for certain bi-national marriages. Its aim was 

 
44 Sauteraud, Marcel, « Du maintien de la nationalité de la femme française qui épouse un étranger, Revue politique 
et parlementaire 10 November 1919, 196-205, quoted in (Camiscioli, 2001, p. 149). 
45 However, they had been prohibited under Napoleon, (Heuer, 2009). 
46 The law was applied retroactively to women married between 1927 and 1945. 
47 Commission interministérielle sur les naturalisations, Ministère de l’Intérieur, 4 May 1945, in Archives 
Nationales 20000145/4. 
48 Ministre de la France d’Outre-Mer au Ministre de la Santé Publique, application aux territoires d’outre-mer de 
l’ordonnance du 6 janvier 1945, 22 May 1947, in Archives Nationales 20000145/4. 
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to control which foreigners could marry French citizens and stay in France.49 The requirement 

stipulated that ‘temporary residents’ (both men and women) who wanted to marry a French 

national needed the authorisation of the Préfet [administrative head] of the department where 

they resided (Slama, 2015). Temporary migrants, who did not need a visa under immigration 

regulations, who wanted to live in France after marrying had to regularise their situation before 

getting married.50 As part of the process, the Préfet investigated the ‘morality’ of the applicant. 

The requirement was implemented to target ‘foreigners for whom it does not seem advisable to 

authorise their stay as residents’, such as students and temporary workers.51  

The regulation also had a gender-specific exemption. Foreign male applicants coming 

from countries without a visa requirement could get married without a visa or authorisation, 

provided they signed a declaration that they would leave France after the marriage had been 

contracted, and thus would not remain on French territory with their wife. Foreign women did 

not have such an exemption, because women could obtain French nationality through marriage 

and men could not. The requirement was to ensure that foreign women whose integration into 

French nationality was not ‘desirable’ could be prevented from acquiring French nationality 

and hence from ‘reproducing France’,  as well as ensuring that ‘undesirables’ [men] could not 

forge links to France through marriage with French women.52  

Importantly, the marriage authorisation requirement did not apply to colonial migrants. 

As set out in section 2.3, they were not foreigners but colonial citizens, and had the right to free 

movement. It did, however, apply to Tunisians and Moroccans because their countries had not 

been colonies, overseas territories or departments. I demonstrate in section 3.4 how this affected 

the use of the marriage authorisation requirement. Below, I show how the administration 

regulated mixed marriages in the colonies to protect the colonial order. 

 

3.2.2 Mixed marriage and the colonial hierarchies 
 

A systematic historiography of the regulation of mixed marriage across the French 

Empire remains to be done. Still, researchers have shown that colonial administrations across 

the French Empire were concerned with colonial subjects’ access to French citizenship through 

 
49 As instated by Article 13 of the government order of November 2, 1945. 
50 Ministre de l’Intérieur au Préfet du Finistère, Objet : Mariages d’étrangers, 26 November 1960, in Archives 
Nationales 19990260/21, 
51 Batiffol Henri. L'ordonnance du 2 novembre 1945. In: Travaux du Comité français de droit international privé, 
7e année, 1945- 1946. 1948. pp. 93-132, retrieved from persee.fr, last visited 4 February 2022. 
52 Ministère de l’Intérieur, note au Ministre, 9 October 1956, in Archives Nationales 19990260/21. 
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mixed marriage, which translated into disparate legislation and implementation (Renucci, 

2007). There was no universal legislation that regulated civil status and access to French 

citizenship in mixed-status marriage. Instead, legislation and regulation were often ambiguous 

and locally determined and implemented by administrators and judges. The implementation 

allowed for local solutions because of a judicial void in legislation (Renucci, 2007).  

Civil servants and judges attempted to mitigate the consequences of mixed marriage to 

protect the white French partner and the racial boundary between citizens and subjects.53 Liauzu 

has shown that judges enforced disparate and ambiguous legislation to mitigate the ‘loss’ that 

mixed marriages represented: Europeans’ ‘loss of prestige’ and the ‘loss of one’s soul’ through 

marriage to a non-white partner (Liauzu, 2000a, p. 262). The administration aimed to protect 

the judicial status and prestige of Europeans in the colonies. 

Protecting the colonial order could also mean that in some cases colonial subjects could 

gain access to citizenship status based on marriage, at least on paper. A 1937 decree on 

naturalisation in the AOF stipulated that after twenty years of marriage with a French woman 

male colonial subjects could access French citizenship (Coquery-Vidrovitch, 2001). However, 

their citizenship applications were frequently rejected, based on an investigation into their 

‘morality’ or their (presumed) failure to assume parental obligations over the children 
(Coquery-Vidrovitch, 2001). Moreover, Renucci has found that some judges refused to 

recognise marriages between female colonial subjects and white French male citizens to prevent 

colonial subjects from becoming French citizens. The argument was that these women did not 

understand what marriage entailed (Renucci, 2007). Other routes of assimilation into French 

citizenship were similar: although formally possible, assimilation was in reality almost 

unattainable for colonial subjects (Cooper, 2016). The promise of equality thus justified 

racialised access to French citizenship. 

In French Algeria, the regulation of mixed marriages and the offspring of such marriages 

illustrated the racial hierarchy of personal status. Mixed marriages transgressed the two legal 

regimes of ‘Muslim status’ and ‘civil law status’ on which the colonial governance was based 

and through which it was justified (see section 2.2). The different statuses involved different 

private and family laws. However, they also determined differences in political and civil rights 

(such as the right to vote) and penal codes (until the 1947 law on Algerian citizenship). Algerian 

men or women with Muslim status who married a French person with common law civil status 

 
53 The French colonial administration differentiated between different French nationals: between full French 
citizens and colonial subjects, who were regulated by the ‘code de l’indigénat’, as explained in section 1.5. 
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could not acquire common law civil status (and citizenship rights) through marriage.54 Instead, 

Muslim partners kept their Muslim status but were regulated by civil law in all matters 

concerning marriage and family. Jurists argued that French law always superseded local law 

(Blévis, 2004). This shows that the judicial system considered French common law status 

superior in the regulation of mixed marriage (Bellon, 1997). This superiority upheld the racial 

hierarchy between common law civil status and Muslim status. This particularly affected the 

status of women: Algerian women with Muslim status were treated as inferior to foreign 

women. The latter could acquire French citizenship through marriage, but the former could not 

(and foreign men could not acquire French citizenship through marriage until 1973). 

To uphold the racial hierarchy, the French administration in Algeria wanted to legally 

protect the French citizenship of French women, i.e., their privileged common law civil status. 

To this end, the Court of Algiers decided in 1903 that a (white) French woman who married a 

Muslim from Algeria kept her common-law civil status and associated rights because the 

colonial administration did not want to ‘debase’ her to Muslim status.55 This ruling also applied 

to foreign non-Muslim women, meaning that a European woman who married a Muslim from 

Algeria did not obtain her husband’s Muslim status. However, in conjunction with nationality 

law, a non-French European woman did acquire French nationality: she became a French 

national regulated by common-law civil status, whereas her husband was a French national 

without citizenship rights. Foreign women could therefore acquire French citizenship, whereas 

their Algerian husbands retained a status that was inferior in terms of political and civil rights. 

This ruling thus broke with the gendered order of nationality legislation to enforce a colonial 

racial hierarchy.  

The contradictions between nationality legislation and the regulation of mixed-status 

marriage led to its being implemented in different ways. In 1955, the colonial jurist Kehl argued 

that the legislation on mixed marriage was complicated and that the officials involved 

frequently made intentional errors in its implementation, depending on the needs of the colonial 

administration.56 When nationality cases were brought in front of the court, judges had to decide 

on the nationality of partners in mixed marriages (Renucci, 2007; Urban 2010). Even though 

nationality legislation differed from the regulation of mixed-status marriage in Algeria, the 

 
54 One could not change their Muslim status if one was born into it – except through a complicated process of 
assimilation (Weil, 2003). 
55 In Camille Kehl, «Le mariage mixte algérien», in Annales juridiques, politiques, économiques et sociales de la 
faculté de Droit d’Alger, 1955, in Bibliothèque Nationale de France 8-F-45114. 
56 Marchand, H., Kehl, C., & Guho, P. (1955). Le Mariage mixte franco-musulman. Alger: Librairie Ferraris, in 
Bibliothèque Nationale de France 8-F-45114. 
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administration and judicial system frequently confounded the two. For example, at different 

times the Court of Algiers implemented legislation on nationality to regulate mixed-status 

marriages. In 1906 and 1923, the Court granted Muslim women common law civil status and 

accorded them rights based on nationality law.57 In doing so, judges failed to comply with the 

legislation on mixed marriage in French Algeria, and instead implemented metropolitan 

legislation. Judges could thus make an argument analogous to gendered nationality legislation 

or favour the protection of colonial hierarchies. In the next section, I show how these diverging 

regulations affected the regulation of these couples’ nationality at independence. 

 

3.3 Nationality and independence 
 

The independence of former colonies revealed the contested nature of citizenship and 

subjecthood.58 Jones argues that the inequalities and contestations of postcolonial citizenship 

are partly continuations of colonial hierarchies (G. R. Jones, 2007, 2016). This was particularly 

the case for the determination of nationality of the partners in mixed marriages and children 

born to mixed-status parents.59 The regulation of mixed marriage in the colonies was about 

personal status and its concomitant citizenship rights, which became the basis for access to 

nationality at independence. As decolonisation of the former colonies created new nationalities, 

the borders of these newly independent states were at times recreated within the family: mixed-

status couples became bi-national couples. In this section, I show that some of the complexities 

and ambiguities of the regulation of mixed marriage in the colonies translated into the regulation 

of nationality in the postcolonial period. I consulted the archives of the Ministry of Justice, 

which contain examples of cases of legal confusions, uncertainties and contestations of the 

nationality of people in mixed marriages. 

 

3.3.1 ‘A delicate situation’: nationality for mixed couples at 
independence 

 
At independence, independence agreements decided on the process for the attribution 

of nationality, in which the retention or loss of French nationality by partners in interracialised 

marriages played out differently in the former AOF/AEF and French Algeria. In the Algerian 

 
57 Ibid.  
58 See for the Dutch context the work of Guno Jones (Jones, 2007) and for the British context Karatani (2004). 
59 For research that looks at the regulation of the nationality of ‘mixed-race’ children across the British, Dutch and 
French empires, see Rosen Jacobson (2018). 
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independence agreements, known as the Accords d’Evian (1962), no specific provision 

determined nationality for mixed-status couples. During the preparation of these accords, the 

Minister mandated with Algerian Affairs, the Ministre d’état chargé des Affaires Algeriennes 

addressed mixed marriage. He described these couples as ‘a certain fringe’ of the population 

for whom distinct nationalities posed ‘problems difficult to resolve’.60 He suggested including 

a legal provision for Algerians regulated according to their Muslim status who were married to 

French Algerians (with common law civil status) to retain French nationality de plein droit [by 

virtue of right], without having to file a declaration for reintegration into French nationality, 

regardless of whether they lived in the French metropole or not. The suggested provision 

excluded people married to French citizens who were Algerians who had acceded to civil law 

status or naturalised foreigners. However, this provision for mixed marriages did not make it 

into the Accords d’Evian. 

In contrast, the independence agreements with the former AOF/AEF did include a 

provision for legislating the nationality of mixed couples: marriage to a ‘Français de souche’ 

[of French origin] that had taken place before independence was a basis for the retention of 

French nationality by virtue of right.61 Notably, this provision was not gendered. This regulation 

therefore contradicted the gendered logic of nationality law at the time: until the legislative 

changes of 1973 that I set out below, a foreign husband could not acquire French nationality 

through marriage.  

The difference between the independence agreements of the AOF/AEF and Algeria can 

be explained by the different contexts and the interests of the government. The few statistics 

available estimate that in 1960 (when the AOF and AEF became independent), four hundred 

marriages per year were contracted between metropolitan (white) French women and ‘Africains 

noirs’ [Black Africans] in France (Delerm, 1964). The French administration mostly worried 

about French women marrying and living in the former colonies in Africa, and specifically 

about French women’s status in independent Senegal. Retaining French nationality for partners 

by right in the former AOF and AEF was therefore a way for the French government to 

safeguard France’s bond with mixed couples who lived in the newly independent states on the 

African continent, which fitted into the political paradigm of fostering a ‘special bond’ between 

France and the former AOF and AEF (Cooper, 2016). 

 
60 Les problèmes de nationalité, Ministre d’état chargé des affaires algériennes, 26 April 1961, in National Archives 
20000145/8. 
61 Article 13 paragraph 2 du code de la nationalité française, application of the Loi 60-752 portant modification de 
certaines dispositions de code de la nationalité, 28 July 1960, retrieved from legifrance.gouv.fr, last visited 4 May 
2022. 
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This is different from the situation of French-Algerian couples in the French metropole 

at the time of Algerian independence. Many Algerian men with French or European wives lived 

in the French metropole – an estimated 10,000 to 20,000 couples (as I show in section 4.2.4). 

The Conseillers Techniques pour les Affaires Musulmanes [technical advisors for Muslim 

Affairs] (CTAM) of the department of Algerian Affairs of the Ministry of Interior in charge of 

managing French Muslims from Algeria noted in their report the ‘delicate situation’ of French 

wives of Algerian men in the wake of Algerian independence. Yet I found no further elaboration 

of what this meant for French wives in the archives I consulted.62 The selective silence on the 

situation of these couples at independence shows either a lack of government interest or an 

archival silence.63 In any case, to provide nationality to partners by right would undermine the 

French interest in managing and controlling Algerian migrants within the metropole just after 

the Algerian war. This is especially likely given that the French administration had placed 

interracialised couples under suspicion for their role in the Algerian nationalist struggle in the 

metropole (Gobin, 2017; MacMaster, 2011).  

Most French Muslims from Algeria were not interested in French nationality: many 

newly Algerian nationals considered that opting for French nationality was a betrayal of the 

Algerian nationalist struggle (André, 2016a; Spire, 2005b). Still, some Algerian men in 

interracialised relationships did opt for French nationality. Because there was no special 

provision for mixed marriage, Algerian men married to French women had the same route to 

French nationality as other Algerians: they could opt for French nationality through declaration, 

provided they lived in the French metropole and the administration had no objections to their 

re-acquisition of French nationality.64 The CTAM stated that French women frequently 

pressured their husbands to take French nationality. For example, Thérèse, one of the 

interviewees, who married her Algerian husband in 1960 mentioned that he opted for French 

nationality because he wanted to build a family with her in France.65 Between 1963 and 1967, 

60,000 Algerians opted for French nationality.66 Marc André calculated that out of 1,276 

Algerians who opted for French nationality in the Department du Rhône, 412 men (one third) 

 
62 Conseillers techniques pour les affaires musulmanes (CTAM), Rapports trimestrielles, 1963, in Archives 
Nationales 9760133/14. 
63 I argue in chapter four and five that policymakers made these couples invisible in the discussion of 
assimilability of North African migrants. 
64 Accords d’Evian, protocole judiciaire de l’application de l’ordonnance 21 juillet 1962 concernant la nationalité 
française en Algérie, in Archives Nationales 20000145/8 
The situation was more complex and contested for Algerian women, whose citizenship status was also determined 
by metropolitan nationality legislation, as I will show in the next section. 
65 Thérèse, personal interview, 13 November 2019. 
66 In 1967, this chance for Algerian nationals to become reintegrated in French nationality through this special 
regime was stopped.  
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were married to ‘metropolitan’ women.67 It is thus likely that being in a relationship with a 

French woman motivated Algerian men to opt for French nationality. 

The French administration could refuse the option for reintegration through declaration 

to French nationality to French Muslims from Algeria, which also affected Algerian men 

married to white French women.68 This is exemplified by a case I found in the archives of the 

Ministry of Justice, involving a man who appealed to the administrative Court in 1967, claiming 

that the police had unjustly taken his French national identity card and retracted his status 

because they did not consider him a French national.69 The man in question had been regulated 

according to his local Muslim status before independence, but had opted for French nationality 

through declaration in 1964. However, at the time, his application had been rejected due to 

‘unfavourable elements’ in his dossier, with no clarification of the exact nature of those 

elements. The applicant had not been aware of the rejection because the decision had never 

been officially published. The man argued that his ID had been unjustly retracted, as he argued 

that he should be considered a French national because he had been Catholic for two generations 

(although he had continued to be regulated on the basis of his Muslim status, as was common) 

and had been married to a metropolitan French woman for sixteen years. However, these two 

bases were not taken into account in the decision on his nationality. The Court ruled in 1967 

that his appeal was ill-founded and denied him French nationality. Notably, the Court ruled that 

the decision to reject his declaration fell ‘within the discretionary power [of the Ministry of 

Population] and whose motives consequently escape the judicial control’.70 Hence, the 

authorities could decide whether Algerian men should be given access to the French national 

community, and marriage to a French woman was not a basis for the retention or re-acquisition 

of French nationality.  

Moreover, the case illustrates that the man was not informed about his nationality status: 

he thought his Catholic religion and marriage to a French woman provided him with the basis 

for French nationality. This shows that the post-independence context made the situation of 

some French-Algerian couples uncertain. For Algerian men, this uncertainty was based on a 

 
67 About one-fourth of families with Algerian ‘head of households’ had a white French or European female partner, 
see section 2.2.4 
68 The possibility to opt for French nationality through declaration did not allow for discretionary power of the 
authorities. his is contrary to the naturalisation process through decree. Still, it provided the authorities with the 
possibility to object to the re-entry in French nationality if the applicant was considered ‘indigne’ [unworthy] by 
the information gathered by the local authorities. The administration could reject people for various reasons, 
often related to legal infractions such as criminal behaviour (violence, pimping, prostitution, suspect of having 
participated in the Algerian nationalist movement, or ‘vagabondage’). 
69 Notification d’un jugement, Tribunal Administratif de Paris, 15 June 1967, in Archives Nationales 
20000145/4. 
70 ibid.  
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lack of information on the applicable legislation and its consequences for nationality status. For 

Algerian women married to Algerian men, however, the uncertainty was based on competing 

interpretations of the legislation, as I show below. 

 

3.3.2 Gendered logics and legal contestations 
 

Gendered metropolitan nationality legislation conflicted with the independence 

agreements. According to the nationality legislation, foreign women became French nationals 

automatically upon marriage to a French man. This conflicted with the Accords d’Evian and 

the regulation of mixed marriage in Algeria before independence. As explained earlier, the 

colonial regulation stipulated that Muslim women could not acquire the civil law status of their 

husbands (even though the case law shows that these women did sometimes acquire it). In 1965, 

the Minister of Foreign Affairs argued that Algerian women who had married French men were 

disadvantaged in the acquisition of French nationality compared to the foreign wives of other 

nationalities.71 He described their situation as ‘less favourable – if not more of a nuisance’ 

because, according to the Accords d’Evian, Algerian women could only be reintegrated in 

French nationality by opting to subscribe to a declaration that they recognised French 

nationality and meeting the requirements. In contrast, women of other foreign nationalities 

automatically acquired French nationality upon marriage.72 The Minister thus considered 

automatic acquisition preferrable, even though this offered women no choice and they usually 

lost their original nationality. In that sense, the colonial logic of the racialised exclusion of 

Algerians superseded the gendered logic of foreign women’s nationality as derivative of their 

husbands.  

However, this also led to different interpretations of the conflict between the two laws: 

some officials interpreted the nationality legislation in a way that privileged the dependent 

nationality status of women. In 1974, diverging from the applicable legislation laid out in the 

Minister’s letter from 1965, the Attorney General of the Ministry of Justice explained to the 

judge of the High Court of Montbelliard that Algerian women who married French men after 

independence obtained French nationality automatically under the 1927 and 1945 legislation, 

 
71 Le Ministre des Affaires Étrangères au Monsieur le Garde des Sceaux, Ministre de la Justice, 17 November 
1965, in Archives Nationales 20000145. 
72 Ordonnance n° 45-2441 portant code de la nationalité française, 19 October 1945, retrieverd from 
legifrance.gouv.fr, last visited 4 Mat 2022. 
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just like women of other foreign nationalities.73 In contrast, if the legislation in the first letter 

was implemented, Algerian women had to become French through declaration as regulated by 

the Accords d’Evian – and not on the basis of their marriage.74 This caused extra obstacles for 

these women, as they had to subscribe to a declaration for reintegration into French nationality, 

to acquire which they had to go through administrative processes and could be rejected at the 

discretion of the government. The discord between gendered nationality law and non-gendered 

independence agreements thus led to legal contestation of way the legislation was applied. 

Moreover, the diverse ways in which decisions were made in the colonial order about 

the nationality of Muslim women who had married a French citizen before or after 1927 affected 

their nationality status post-independence. A letter from the Attorney General in the Ministry 

of Justice to a judge of the Tribunal d’Instance [district court] of Longjumeau discussed the 

case of a widow whose nationality status was uncertain.75 This widow had been born in Algeria 

with local Muslim status and married a man with common-law civil status. The Court stated 

that if she had married before the 1927 law, she would have followed her husband in common-

law status and, therefore, acquired French nationality upon Algerian independence. However, 

this standpoint contradicts the interpretation of the legislation provided by the colonial jurist 

Camille Kehl, who argued that the law on nationality did not impact the situation of mixed 

marriages between individuals with different statuses in Algeria.76 State officials and judges 

were thus not clear about how to interpret and implement nationality legislation because of 

ambiguities in the colonial order, leading to contestations of the nationality status acquired by 

Algerian women in the context of decolonisation and its aftermath. 

Similarly, the post-independence context of the AOF and the AEF also resulted in 

contested interpretations of nationality legislation. The independence agreements provided for 

non-gendered access to the French national community through mixed marriage, and thus 

diverged from gendered nationality legislation. This meant that Senegalese men who had 

 
73 Procureur Général du Ministère de la Justice au Judge du Tribunal d’Instance de Montbelliard, nationalité des 
personnes originaires d’Algérie, 25 January 1974, in Archives Nationales, 20000145. 
He also stated that Algerian women with Muslim status in French Algeria who had married a French man with 
common law civil status before Algerian independence should be considered to have lost French nationality as of 
January 1, 1963, if they had not subscribed to a declaration to reintegrate into French nationality. They were not 
regulated by article 37 of the former 1927 code de la nationalité [nationality code] and thus did not automatically 
follow their husbands into French nationality. 
74 The possibility for Algerians to be reintegrated in French nationality after independence through declaration was 
abrogated by the law of 20 December 1966.  
75 Procureur Général du Ministère de la Justice au Judge du Tribunal d’Instance d’Instance de Longjumeau, not 
dated, in Archives Nationales 2000145/4. 
76 In Camille Kehl, «Le mariage mixte algérien», in Annales juridiques, politiques, économiques et sociales de la 
faculté de Droit d’Alger, 1955, in Bibliothèque Nationale de France 8-F-45114. 
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married French women before independence retained French nationality, but those who married 

after independence did not. However, a 1965 letter from the French Consul in Senegal illustrates 

confusion on the matter. He frequently received requests to attest to the French nationality of 

Senegalese men who married a ‘Francaise de souche metropolitaine’ [French woman of 

metropolitan origin], demonstrating that people who had married a French citizen thought they 

had French nationality. The Consul inquired whether a Senegalese man who married a French 

woman after independence acquired French nationality or whether this nationality had to be 

acquired through declaration. The archives did not contain the reply to this letter, but following 

the 1927 law on nationality, a foreign husband could not take the nationality of his French 

wife.77 In fact, until 1973, a foreign husband could not become French through marriage based 

on a declaration, but only through naturalisation (which legally involves a favour rather than a 

right). The Senegalese husband could only become a French national if he resided on French 

territory and if the government did not object to his reintegration. Hence, neither of the two 

options provided by the Consul were legally possible. 

In the post-independence context, the French administration had to implement divergent 

and at times contradictory legislation on mixed marriage. The practice shows that mixed 

couples fell in between or confused the judicial routes to nationality acquisition during and after 

independence. Inequality in citizenship status in the colonial context required regulation of 

mixed-status marriages to mitigate their consequences for racialised hierarchies of French 

nationals. This regulation was not in line with nationality legislation because its goal was to 

protect the colonial rather than the metropolitan order. Scholars of critical citizenship studies 

have argued that research on citizenship should go beyond the binaries of inclusion and 

exclusion to understand the tensions, ambiguities and contestations of inclusion and exclusion 

(Ní Mhurchú, 2014). The case of mixed marriage during decolonisation shows that the 

stratification of nationality and citizenship in the colonial context affected the attribution of 

nationality and its contestation in the postcolonial context. 

 

3.4 Nationality acquisition and marriages of convenience 

  

Having shown how the independence of Algeria and the former AOF and AEF affected 

nationality legislation, I will now look at the development of nationality legislation in the post-

 
77 Consul de France to Ministre des Affaires Étrangères, nationalité des Sénégalais ayant épousés des Françaises, 
27 July 1965, in Archives Diplomatiques des Affaires Étrangères 185PO/1/33. 
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independence context. The independence agreements had instated a special regime for nationals 

of the newly independent states on the African continent that gave them the chance to opt for 

French nationality, provided that they met certain requirements as set out in Section 2.4. The 

abrogation of the possibility to opt for French nationality for nationals of its former colonies on 

the African continent happened around the same time as the French government changed the 

legislation on nationality in 1973 to extend nationality acquisition through marriage to men 

marrying French female citizens. These two legislative changes are usually seen as separate 

from one another (Weil, 2008). Yet, reading these two changes concerning nationality together 

with the developments in the administrative regulation of mixed marriage, shows that the 

nationality changes were informed by the desire to regulate and limit immigration, and 

specifically postcolonial immigration.  

 

3.4.1 Gender equality and postcolonial nationality  
 

In 1967, the French government closed the privileged routes to reacquisition of French 

nationality for Algerians and did the same in 1973 for nationals of the former AOF and AEF. 

Ever since their independence agreements with these countries, the government and the 

administration worried about the opportunity for these nationals to opt for French nationality, 

as they argued that this meant that these nationals could ‘take refuge’ in French nationality 

when they wanted to circumvent the restrictive measures taken by the government on 

immigration’.78 Between the end of the 1960s and beginning of the 1970s, the discourse on the 

‘special bond’ between France and the former colonies was increasingly pushed aside by anti-

immigration politics and discourse. This was because the concerns about the racialised 

inassimilability of African migrants (set out below in Chapter four) became backed by 

economic arguments during the economic crisis. The committee on the abrogation of the 

possibility for nationals of the former AOF and AEF to opt for French nationality stated that 

their plans had to be kept secret because they feared political tensions with the African 

governments once they knew about it. 79 Eventually, the French government implemented a law 

that abrogated the possibility to opt for French nationality by subscribing to a declaration for 

Algerians in 1967, and for nationals from the former AOF and AEF in 1973. Instead, these 

migrants had to be naturalised on the basis of decree. This shows the government’s increasing 

 
78 Compte rendu secret de la réunion interministérielle, objet : problème de l’immigration, 6 May 1970, in Archives 
Nationales 20000145/8. 
79 Compte rendu secret de la réunion interministérielle, objet : problème de l’immigration, 6 May 1970, in 
Archives Nationales 20000145/8. 
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desire to control immigration and nationality acquisition rather than keeping the ‘special bond’ 

with nationals of former colonies. 

In 1973, the French government also opened up a route to French nationality specifically 

for foreign men. In that year, changes in nationality legislation as a consequence of 

decolonisation were unified in a new law on nationality that replaced the 1945 legislation and 

instated gender equality.80 In this law, both men and women could acquire nationality through 

marriage. However, it also took away the acquisition of French nationality de plein droit [by 

virtue of right] for former colonial subjects and increased the possibility that the administration 

would oppose acquisition of nationality by marriage. The 1973 legislation repealed the 

automatic acquisition for foreign women that had been stipulated in the 1945 law. Back in 1945, 

the legislation had aimed to include foreign women of ‘neighbouring blood’ as reproductive 

citizens of the French community. The situation in 1973 had changed: the immigration context 

and the demographic interests of the government had shifted from a pro-natalist concern to a 

focus on gender equality and tightening immigration control.  

Before 1967 for Algerians and before 1973 for nationals of the former AOF and AEF, 

migrants had been able to opt for French nationality on the basis of declaration independently 

of their choice of partner. However, after 1973, both male and female immigrants could acquire 

nationality either through naturalisation on the basis of decree or on the basis of declaration 

through marriage. Weil argues that with the limitation of immigration at the end of the 1970s, 

the government ‘forgot’ about the route they had opened up for postcolonial male migrants to 

be integrated into French nationality through marriage. I argue, however, that these changes 

indicate a move to nationality acquisition through marriage between foreigner and citizen rather 

than nationality acquisition on the basis of neo-colonial belonging.  

With the 1973 legislation, the French government increased the potential for opposition 

to nationality acquisition through marriage. It stipulated that the government could oppose the 

acquisition of nationality up to one year after marriage, rather than six months. It also added 

‘indignity’ and ‘lack of assimilation’ and the separation of the married couple to the grounds 

for opposing acquisition. It thus introduced gender equality by ‘levelling down’, due to changes 

in the government’s interest in demographics (De Hart, 2015).  

Around this time, the notion of ‘assimilation’ also became increasingly important in 

nationality acquisition on the basis of decree for postcolonial migrants. Spire shows that from 

 
80 At first, the legislative plan was only supposed to streamline and update the legislation to incorporate the changes 
engendered by decolonization. However, eventually, the government changed the law more vigorously, also to 
comply with international law on gender equality (Slama, 2015). 
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the 1970s onwards, the administration introduced the notion of ‘assimilation to French cultural 

morals’ rather than using language deliberately designed to allow them to refuse the 

naturalisation requests of postcolonial migrants (Spire, 2005b). The subjective measurement of 

assimilation was reintroduced to justify the exclusion of former colonial citizens from French 

citizenship in the postcolonial context. 

These legislative changes thus increased the stakes for the French government to 

regulate and scrutinise mixed marriages as a form of immigration control. During the 

parliamentary debates on the proposed legislative change, the Minister of Justice stated that the 

possibility of opposing the acquisition of nationality was necessary, to ‘avoid fraud that results 

from marriage of pure convenience’. These concerns were gendered, as he argued: 

 

Frauds are likely to become more numerous since from now on not only foreign women but also 

foreign men will benefit from a right to acquire our nationality; it is therefore opportune to 

provide for the means to block them.81  

 

The government explicitly introduced an increased chance of being rejected for French 

nationality in order to limit foreign men’s access. Read together with the changes in nationality 

acquisition for postcolonial migrants, it is likely that the French government’s scrutiny of mixed 

marriage was part of their increased control of postcolonial immigration. 

In the archives of the administrative police of the Bouches-du-Rhône department, I 

found police and social services investigations into applicants for naturalisation on the basis of 

marriage. Although most applications were approved based on the assimilation of the foreign 

partner, income and stability of the couple, the police explicitly asked social services to conduct 

‘very in-depth’ investigations into the morality of certain couples. They argued that for some 

applications, the report was ‘essential for me [the police] to start a procedure to oppose the 

acquisition of French nationality by marriage’.82 This shows that the rejection had already been 

partly decided upon, and that the investigation served as an ex post facto justification.  

 
81 Compte rendu intégral assemblée nationale, séance du 10 octobre 1972, p. 4025, retrieved from 
archives.assemblee-nationale.fr, last visited 5 September 2021. 
82 I found in the archives of the department of the Bouches-du-Rhône, that in 1976, 61 of the 374 nationality 
acquisition applications on the basis of marriage involved a marriage with a national of a former colony in North 
Africa or the AOF/AEF. The gender division in these applications was more or less balanced: 33 foreign women 
applied for nationality acquisition, and 28 men. Usually, the authorities gave a favourable opinion based (50 
favourable and four very favourable). The social action service gave three unfavourable opinions and three 
reserved opinions; one application had already received nationality and one application was never filled in). 
Services sanitaires et sociaux, Dossiers individuels du contentieux de la nationalité française par mariage: enquêtes 
sociales, in Archives Départementales du Bouches-du-Rhône 106W54-57. 
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The social services argued that such couples were undesirable, based on the suspicion 

that they had ‘loose morals’. In one case this involved a French woman suspected of being a 

prostitute. In another case, the Algerian man was a suspected pimp. In section 7.3.3 below, I set 

out how police and social services stereotyped North-African couples as pimp-prostitute 

relationships. In a third case, difference in age was considered an indication of fraudulent 

marriage. These types of assessments and selective scrutiny show similarities with the findings 

of research on contemporary regulation of ‘marriages of convenience’, but with stereotyping 

that at the time affected North African-French interracialised relationships (d'Aoust, 2013, 

2018). Authorities thus assessed what they thought constituted a ‘real couple’. Whereas most 

research argues that the French administration only started to scrutinise couples as immigration 

control after further legislative amendments in 1984 and 1993, these cases show that legislative 

changes in 1973 had already laid the groundwork for the administrative control of so-called 

‘marriages of convenience’ (Neveu Kringelbach, 2015; Salcedo Robledo, 2015).  

 

3.4.2 Marriages of convenience and the authorisation requirement 
 

These developments should be understood in conjunction with developments in the 

implementation of the marriage authorisation requirement, from which the discourse and 

government logic on ‘fraudulent marriage’ took its force. Scholars have argued that 

immigration authorities scrutinise so-called ‘marriages of convenience’ believed to circumvent 

immigration control (De Hart, 2017a). In an article in Le Monde, a member of Groupe 

d’information et de soutien des immigrés [Information and support group for immigrants] 

(GISTI) argued that the authorities implemented the regulations and directives on immigration 

in the strictest manner possible and systematically rejected migrants’ marriage authorisation 

requests.83 To reinforce immigration control, the French administration used the 1945 

authorisation requirement to control ‘undesirable’ migrants’ access to the French community.   

It should be noted that the authorisation requirement was not specific to certain 

nationalities and the absence of authorisation had no consequences for the validity of the 

marriage. This meant that if a marriage had been contracted without authorisation by the Préfet, 

the marriage could not be declared void after the fact. This could happen if prospective spouses 

neglected to ask for authorisation and if officials were not aware of the requirement. In 1956, 

The Ministry of Interior worried that some officials did not correctly implement the government 

 
83 Legouy, A., Le malentendu, Le Monde, 16 June 1979, retrieved from lemonde.fr, last visited on 13 October 
2021. 
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order, as they married foreigners without requiring administrative authorisation.84 However, in 

the 1970s, as I show below, the government issued circulars to ensure that officials strictly 

implemented the requirement in the context of increased immigration control.  

Even though the marriage requirement did not formally target specific nationalities, in 

its implementation, the administration focused on undesirable couples. In the social-liberal 

national newspaper Le Monde, for example, I found cases where the marriage authorisation 

requirement was used to obstruct marriage to citizens of the Soviet Union who were suspected 

of being ‘spies’, as well as marriage to Moroccans.85 Importantly, nationals from the former 

AOF and AEF and Algeria were exempt because of their special status under the independence 

agreements. This exemption would play a role in the eventual abrogation of the requirement, as 

I argue below. Nationals from the European Economic Community were also exempt. The 

French state’s encouragement of Southern European migration and its simultaneous restriction 

of African migration makes it likely that the restriction mostly affected Tunisian and Moroccan 

temporary migrants and migrants considered undesirable for political reasons. 

However, the authorities were also aware that the authorisation requirement could 

constitute discrimination. In a note that discussed the legislative plan to revoke the requirement, 

the justifications and disadvantages of possible abrogation were laid out. The note is undated 

but given the legislation and regulations quoted in the note, it is likely to be from 1978. It 

mentioned that the Ministry of Justice stated that the requirement violated international human 

rights law, that is, the European Convention on Human Rights and the Universal Declaration 

of Human Rights.86 The discriminatory nature of the requirement had already been flagged by 

the Ministry of Interior: I found a circular, crossed out and without reference, which stated that 

the marriage authorisation requirement is ‘hardly reconcilable’ with the Universal Declaration 

of Human Rights (on the freedom to marry) signed by France in 1948.87 The circular explicitly 

mentioned that no restrictions on marriage can be made on the basis of race, nationality or 

religion. The archive contains copies of the text but does not include responses to this letter.88 

The circular is undated but given the regulations cited it is likely from 1971-1972, so I do not 

know whether it has ever been sent out to the Préfets. Although the administration flagged its 

discriminatory nature, they did not revoke this regulation in 1984.  

 
84 Ministère de l’Intérieur, note au Premier Ministre, 9 October 1956, in Archives Nationales 19990260/21. 
85 Porte, G. Le cas dramatique d'un Marocain. Le Monde. 27 March 1980, retrieved from lemonde.fr, last visited 
on 13 October 2021. 
86 Note, l’autorisation de mariage des étrangers en France, undated (likely 1978), in Archives Nationales 
19990260/21. 
87 Mariage en France des étrangers résidents temporaires, 3 February 1971 in Archives Nationales 19990260/21. 
88 Circular, Ministre de l’Intérieur au Messieurs les Préfets, undated, Archives Nationales 19990260/21. 
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Still, in the years that followed, the Ministry sent out circulars with instructions to 

strictly implement the requirement, revealing that their understanding of its discriminatory 

nature was subordinate to their desire to control immigration. The requirement was used to 

refuse marriages considered ‘fraudulent’. The increased suspicion of couples in granting 

marriage authorisations was gendered and should be understood in the context of the economic 

crisis and the desire to limit labour migration. As scholars have argued in other national 

contexts, the suspicion of ‘fraudulent marriages’ increases when the opportunities for labour 

migration are restricted (Bonjour & De Hart, 2013; Hart, 2003; Wray, 2011). In a 1971 circular, 

the Ministry of Interior warned Préfets that people contracted ‘fraudulent’ marriages to 

circumvent national immigration laws.89  

The focus on fraudulent marriages further increased in the second half of the 1970s. As 

I showed in Section 2.5, the government put a stop to labour migration in 1974. In 1978, the 

Minister of Interior sent a circular instructing the Préfets to refuse marriage authorisations if 

they suspected that the marriage was contracted to obtain a work permit.90 The above-

mentioned note on the benefits of and problems with the requirement stated that the Ministry 

of Interior needed the requirement to prevent marriages of convenience for the purpose of 

obtaining a work permit, which were on the rise, in the context of increased immigration 

control. In the same year, the Préfet of the Seine-et-Marne department asked the Ministry of 

Interior whether he should refuse marriage authorisation to applicants who had been denied a 

work permit, and consequently a residence permit. The Préfet noted that these men ‘declare to 

be engaged to French nationals’ so they could not be refused a work permit.91 De Hart showed 

that the construction of ‘fraud’ is gendered, since it rests on the notion that men are workers, 

and women have a dependent (economic) status.  

Moreover, different officials also argued that the requirement was necessary to prevent 

foreign men acquiring nationality, as made possible by the legislative changes of 1973. The 

suspicion raised by the Préfet of the Finistère department illustrates this: he remarked that the 

possibility of marrying a French woman was ‘a way to defeat the government’s policy to stop 

labour immigration’.92 The Ministry of Interior kept the requirement in place to control 

 
89 Lettre Ministre de l’Intérieur à Monsieurs les Préfets, circulaire 71-164, 19 March 1971, in Archives Nationales 
19990260/21. 
90 Ckircular 79-8, Ministre de l’Intérieur à messieurs les Préfets de métropole, monsieur le Préfet de la police, 
messieurs les Préfets délègués pour la police, « autorisation de mariage des étrangers en France », 5 January 1979, 
in Archives Nationales 19990260/21. 
91 Préfet Seine et Marne à Ministre de l’Intérieur, 10 February 1978, in Archives Nationales 19990260/21. 
92 Préfet du Finistère à Ministre de l’Intérieur, Mariages des étrangers résidents temporaires, 11 December 1978, 
in Archives Nationales 19990260/21. 
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gendered access to the national community. So, the 1945 marriage authorisation requirement 

changed from an administrative requirement to keep ‘undesirable’ foreigners off French 

territory on a case-by-case basis, to being a more generally-used mechanism for migration 

control.  

A case reported in the social-liberal newspaper Le Monde illustrates that authorities used 

the marriage authorisation requirement against political activists. One case reported in 1980 

involved a Moroccan student who was in a relationship with a French woman. They had a child 

together and the woman was pregnant with their second baby.93 They wanted to get married but 

the authorities had rejected their marriage authorisation application twice. The Moroccan 

student had been arrested for protesting about the housing situation on the student campus, 

which had led to the refusal of his new residency permit, prompting his expulsion order and 

justifying the rejection of the marriage authorisation. In response, his French partner, a nurse, 

petitioned the Minister of Interior to ask for the authorisation.94 When she received no response, 

she started a hunger strike to pressure the authorities. However, she was forced to stop after 

three days because the hunger strike put her baby in danger. Le Monde reported that various 

‘associations, trade unions, and leftist parties mobilised’ to help the family. The newspaper 

articles do not say whether they were able to get married in the end, but the case illustrates that 

the refusal of an authorisation requirement could be political and have far-reaching 

consequences for certain couples. 

The strict application of laws relating to work permits and the acquisition of French 

nationality through marriage meant that couples attempted to circumvent these requirements 

and find solutions to the obstacles they encountered. De Hart shows that couples circumvent 

paperwork requirements by marrying abroad, which Pascoe calls a ‘geography of evasion’ (de 

Hart, 2019; Pascoe, 2009). Bi-national couples in France used these strategies too. In the 

diplomatic archives of the French Embassy in Rabat, I found examples of French-Moroccan 

couples who went to Morocco to get married with local authorities there after failing to obtain 

a marriage authorisation requirement in France.95 Even though French citizens needed a 

certificat de capacité de marriage [certificate of legal capacity to marry] to marry abroad and 

to make the marriage valid in France, the diplomatic correspondence shows that authorities 

 
93 Porte, G. Le cas dramatique d'un Marocain, Le Monde, 27 March 1980, retrieved from lemonde.fr, last visited 
13 October 2021. 
94 Gréviste de la faim :la compagne d'un étudiant marocain menacé d'expulsion a été hospitalisée à Marseille, Le 
Monde, 17 May 1980, retrieved from lemonde.fr, last visited 13 October 2021. 
95 Fransulat de Rabat to Diplomatie Paris, télégramme « mariages mixtes », 30 May 1979, in Archives 
Diplomatiques 559PO/2/58. 
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married them even without this document and that these marriages were subsequently registered 

in the French civil registries. Even though travelling to Morocco involved substantial travel 

costs, this strategy enabled couples to evade stringent requirements aimed at immigration 

control. 

In response, the French authorities attempted to annul these marriages and ensure they 

would not lead to the inclusion of the Moroccan partners in the French community through the 

acquisition of nationality. The central diplomatic services in Paris instructed the consulate in 

Rabat, by telegram, to order the Court of Paris to examine the validity of marriages contracted 

in Morocco without a certificate and subsequently annul them.96 Moreover, the diplomatic 

services told the consulate to notify the Ministry of Labour about the investigations in order to 

obstruct nationality applications. French authorities were especially worried that French-

Moroccan couples circumvented French immigration laws by evading the scrutiny placed on 

fraudulent marriage by the marriage authorisation requirement. 

The administration also criticised the marriage requirement for its inefficiency, for two 

main two reasons, as stipulated in the above-mentioned note. The first was the potential for 

couples to evade the requirement by marrying abroad, as already mentioned. The second reason 

was the exemption of many nationalities. Whereas the requirement also exempted EEC 

nationals, it is likely that the Ministry of Interior was primarily worried about migrants from 

the former colonies and territories on the African continent. Already in 1962, the Ministry of 

Interior proposed marriage authorisation for nationals from these countries in order to regulate 

their access to the national community.97 However, this was never further developed or 

implemented. A French lawyer and president of an organisation for migrants argued in Le 

Monde that the marriage authorisation requirement was among a number of oppressive 

measures taken against migrants, that together were primarily used to deter and expel African 

migrants but not Europeans: ‘these laws and regulations are only made for them, against 

them’.98 I also found an example in Le Monde of an Algerian citizen whose marriage 

authorisation requirement was refused and who was subsequently expelled from French 

territory. The administration thus applied the requirement to Algerians even though they were 

 
96 Diplomatie France Paris au Consulat Rabat, et Ministère de la Justice et Ministère du Travail, mariages mixtes, 
1979, in Archives Diplomatiques 559PO/2/58. 
97 Ministre de l’Intérieur à Ministre des Affaires Etrangères, conditions générales de séjour en France des 
ressortissants des Etats Africain et Malgache, 26 February 1962, in Archives Nationales 19810201/6. 
98 Mangin, S. Mépris de la loi, mépris de l'Homme, Le Monde, 11 December 1979, retrieved from lemonde.fr., 
last visited 2 October 2022. 
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exempt from it.99 This points to the French administration’s wish to increase immigration 

control by controlling and limiting marriage between French citizens and migrants from the 

African continent.  

The requirement was eventually rescinded in October 1981, amid increased measures 

aimed at limiting irregular migrants from the African continent and after the government had 

realised that immigration was durable. The revocation was part of wider legislative changes 

made by the new Left-wing government to migrants’ entry to and stay in France. The 

government determined that the requirement should be abrogated because of its discriminatory 

nature. In a debate in the Senate, the speaker of the Socialist party that was part of the 

government coalition argued that ‘preceding governments have used and abused this 

authorisation’.100 He was in favour of its abrogation and maintained that after rescinding it ‘the 

Government will not, of course, tolerate a cascade of sham marriages’, and instead would ‘take 

the necessary precautions’. In the years that followed, the French government moved from a 

focus on the administrative control of mixed marriage to more expansive tools to regulate the 

consequences of marriage in relation to nationality and visas. In general, scrutiny placed on 

‘marriages of convenience’ only intensified, specifically targeting migrants from the former 

colonies on the African continent (Slama, 2015). 

 

3.5 Conclusion 
 

In this chapter, I have shown that the regulation of mixed marriage between French 

citizens and migrants from the former colonies on the African continent was a central site of 

contestation over access to the French national community in the context of decolonisation and 

its aftermath. Prior to independence, contestations about access revolved around the racialised 

hierarchal structure of legal status within the French Empire. After decolonisation, however, 

these hierarchies within French imperial citizenship were made obsolete, and instead, structured 

the attribution of French nationality. I have argued that in the process of decolonisation and the 

period thereafter, the regulation and legislation of nationality status concerning mixed 

marriages is an articulation of the restructuring of the stratification of imperial citizenship.  

Former colonial subjects had once been part of the national community, albeit 

unequally. Over the course of decolonisation and its aftermath, they were excluded from the 

 
99 « Mlle Adjali était en situation irrégulière estime le ministère de l'intérieur », Le Monde, 13 April 1977, retrieved 
from lemonde.fr., last visited 3 October 2021. 
100 Journal Officiel de la République Francaise, débats parlementaires sénat, séance du 22 septembre 1981, p. 1570, 
23 September 1981, retrieved from senat.fr, last visited 29 January 2022. 
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national and political community through incremental legislative changes that limited their 

access to French nationality. I have shown that during this period, the basis of their inclusion 

shifted to individual intimate ties instead of collective imperial ties.  

I have looked at the convergence of colonial legislation and the regulation of mixed-

status couples and the metropolitan legislation on nationality concerning mixed marriage. 

Colonial nationals with inferior legal status were generally excluded from access to French 

citizenship through marriage. In the metropole, the legislation on mixed marriage and 

nationality acquisition revolved around migration and demographics, whereby mixed marriage 

functioned as a point of access to the nation. This shows that contestation of the meaning of 

legal inclusion in the postcolonial national community led to a situation in which mixed 

couples’ nationality statuses were particularly affected.  

The legislative changes on nationality acquisition that followed decolonisation show a 

shift from neo-colonial claims to postcolonial exclusion. At independence, the French 

government had retained the possibility for former colonial citizens to opt for French 

nationality. In the period after independence, the French government renegotiated its 

relationship with the former colonies and abrogated this possibility. In parallel with this 

abrogation, the 1973 legislation on nationality opened a route for foreign men to acquire French 

nationality based on marrying a French citizen but also included a provision for opposing it for 

both men and women. Thus, postcolonial migrants could now acquire French nationality based 

on marriage, rather than based on the neo-colonial ties that had been legislated in the 

independence agreements. This set the stage for a focus on mixed marriage as an increasingly 

important site of the inclusion and exclusion of postcolonial migrants. The changes in 

nationality legislation with regards to mixed marriage were thus intertwined with the exclusion 

of postcolonial migrants.  

In tandem with the legislative changes in nationality law, the government raised 

concerns about so-called ‘fraudulent marriages’ in the context of the tightening of immigration 

control. The administration used the marriage authorisation requirement to increase control of 

so-called ‘fraudulent marriages’ of migrant men who were suspect of attempting to circumvent 

the restrictions on labour migration. Although this requirement excluded Algerian nationals and 

nationals from the former AOF and AEF, and mostly affected Tunisian and Moroccan migrants, 

the administration developed a language of suspicion to scrutinise marriages of convenience. 

The requirement was eventually abrogated, but suspicion of marriages of convenience only 

increased. Whereas most literature on marriages of convenience looks at the period after the 
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1980s, this chapter shows that its regulation has a longer history, which is intertwined with the 

French trajectory of decolonisation (Neveu Kringelbach, 2015; Salcedo Robledo, 2015).  

These findings show that the French government regulated mixed marriage as a way of 

legislating the judicial and territorial boundaries of the French national community. In the next 

chapter, I show how the French administration regulated and categorised migrants from the 

(former) colonies on the African continent based on their separate status, and how this regulated 

and affected interracialised couples and constructed racial boundaries beyond judicial status. 
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CHAPTER 4  
‘The habitual ethnic hierarchy’: 
interracialised households and 

(in)assimilability 
 

 

 

We have only ever been interested in the foreigner for his labour force […] ‘Discard 

after use’ is an advertising recommendation. It cannot be a policy to treat men.101  

Jacques Robert, 18 October 1979 

 

 

 

4.1 Introduction  
 

In this chapter, I explore the management of (post)colonial migrants in the French 

metropole during and after decolonisation. Specifically, I look at the construction of race in the 

processes of categorisation in policy-making, whether and how gender and domesticity played 

a role in this, and what effect this had on the categorisation and management of interracialised 

intimacies. In the previous chapter I explored the regulation and legislation of nationality and 

legal status; in this chapter I look at categorisations that go beyond legal status.  

 Scholars of France have examined the regulation of (post)colonial migrants during the 

late and early postcolonial period in the metropole. Abdelmayek Sayad has researched the 

experience of exclusion of, especially, Algerian immigrants in France (1999). Some scholars 

have traced how colonial technologies and categories travelled to the metropole in the 

management of the colonial migrant population in the 1950s and especially during the Algerian 

war (Barou, 2014; Belmessous, 2013a; de Barros, 2003, 2005, 2006; Naylor, 2013). 

 
101 Robert, J., Les Bouches Inutiles, Le Monde, 18 October 1979, retrieved from lemonde.fr, last visited 4 January 
2022. 
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Researchers have also explored how this was gendered, as authorities specifically targeted 

North African women in their management and monitoring of migrants based on gendered 

understandings of assimilation (Muriel Cohen, 2013, 2014, 2020; Lyons, 2013). However, the 

presence of interracialised families and the implications for exclusion and gendered 

assimilation has received little attention. 

This chapter therefore intervenes in this literature by examining the categorisation and 

regulation of interracialised couples. I combine the literature on postcolonial immigration with 

insights from feminist research that has shown that the state is interested in the domestic sphere 

to craft appropriate heteronormative middle-class families as part of nation-building (Baydar, 

2002; Edwards, 1997; Reagin, 2006). Moreover, researchers of the colonial context have argued 

that the crafting of domesticity reveals how the colonial administration constructed and 

protected racial hierarchies between the colonisers and the colonised, as these have been at the 

centre of imperial politics (Conklin, 1998; McClintock, 1995; Stoler, 2010). In this chapter and 

the next, I bring these insights together to show how and why the French administration 

regulated the domesticity and interracialised intimacies of postcolonial migrants. This approach 

contributes to the literature on French postcolonial migration by crystallising how the 

management of immigration constructed racial hierarchies through the intimate sphere.  

I first set out colonial continuities in institutions and in the categorisations of the migrant 

population these institutions employed. I then conduct a close reading of the categorisations to 

show their racialised meaning. I also analyse how the authorities categorised the presence of 

interracialised couples by subsuming them within the immigrant population. Subsequently, I 

examine how the administration focussed on gender and families to justify the gendered and 

racialised hierarchies of assimilability, and how and why the French authorities framed 

interracialised couples within their policymaking. In the next chapter, I go on to look at how 

this plays out in the context of social action and housing policies. 

 

4.2 Categorising strangers 
 

The French authorities regulated migrants from the African continent, and especially 

Algerians, differently from the way they regulated migrants from Europe. In going through the 

archives, I explored the process through which authorities made African migration legible, and 

how this created and problematised certain categories of migrants (Schrover & Schinkel, 2013). 

As argued by Foucault, problems are made ‘knowable’ through statistics and the production of 

knowledge on a situation that engenders a particular type of policies and regulation (Foucault, 
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1982, 2019). Both the creation of categories and the establishment of specialised institutions 

show clear colonial continuities in modalities of control that are integral to understanding the 

management of African migrants and their intimate lives in France. Tracing these modalities of 

control shows that authorities made the immigrant population ‘knowable’ through complex 

racial formations. 

 

4.2.1 Colonial institutions, colonial continuities  
 

Before looking at the categorisation and management of migration, it is important to set 

out the modus operandi of the authorities. As has also been demonstrated by French historians 

and scholars of French postcolonial immigration, institutions regulating migration and the 

categories they used created several intimate connections between colony and metropole and 

between the colonial and postcolonial contexts (de Barros, 2003, 2005, 2006; House & 

Thompson, 2016; Lyons, 2009, 2013; Naylor, 2013). 

The metropole and the colony were interconnected through colonial institutions. The 

French administration established services in the metropole that had also been operative in 

colonial Algeria to manage and surveil colonial migrants from French Algeria. Algerian 

migrants were French citizens until 1962, but were regulated by specialised state services. The 

department of Algerian Affairs of the Ministry of Interior was responsible for managing the 

Algerian population in French Algeria, and the French Ministry of Interior opened a branch of 

Algerian Affairs in the metropole in the early 1950s. Moreover, the Ministry of Interior 

appointed inspecteurs generaux de l’administration en mission extraordinaire [general 

inspectors of the administration on special assignments] in military districts to facilitate moral, 

material and social assistance for the Muslim population (de Barros, 2005). The colonial 

government appointed Conseillers Techniques pour les Affaires Musulmanes [technical 

advisors for Muslim Affairs] (CTAM), who reported to these advisors. In 1958, their mandate 

was further extended to ‘all issues relating to Muslim questions’.102 In the same year, the 

Algerian Affairs department became specialised services entitled Service des affaires 

musulmanes et de l’action sociale [Service for Muslim affairs and social action] (SAMAS). 

These institutions, mandated with the regulation of Muslims from Algeria, brought the so-called 

civilising mission in Algeria from the colony to the metropole (Lyons, 2013).  

 
102 Circular 65, Ministère de l’Intérieur, 10 February 1958, in (House, 2004). 
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As part of these services, bureaucrats and their colonial expertise and experiences 

travelled between French Algeria and the French hexagon.103 As in French Algeria, the 

modalities of control they enforced were also disciplinary; the social welfare, housing, 

surveillance and assimilation of the immigrant population in France were interconnected. The 

French administration established the organisation Société Nationale de Construction de 

logements pour les Travailleurs Algériens [national society for the construction of housing for 

Algerian workers] (SONACOTRAL) within the Ministry of Interior in 1956. SONACOTRAL 

was mandated with financing, constructing and organising housing for the Muslim population 

from Algeria who came to the metropole with their families to work. The organisation 

cooperated with and was partly funded by the institutions mentioned above, and some officials 

were involved in more than one of these institutions.104 Moreover, the Fond d’Action Social 

[Social Action Fund] (FAS) was established during the Algerian war of independence in 1958 

to reinforce welfare action that targeted the Algerian population, directed by representatives of 

various ministries including the colonial government.105 This fund financed, structured and 

coordinated the social action services targeting the Algerian population, focusing on four policy 

areas: ‘ending the bidonville’; promoting ‘intellectual and professional qualifications’ for 

Algerians to benefit the economy; encouraging ‘evolution’ especially among youth and family; 

and filling any ‘gaps in the existing social network’ (Lyons 2009 p. 149).106 Moreover, special 

officers within police departments were mandated with the surveillance of Muslims from 

Algeria. This shows a colonial continuity in the modalities of governance between French 

Algeria and the metropole.  

Several civil society organisations and Catholic representatives also specifically 

targeted French Muslims from Algeria. The state funded these services, mostly through the FAS 

and the Ministry of Public Health and Population. The Service Social des Familles Nord 

Africaines [North African Family Social Service] (SSFNA), founded by a Jesuit missionary, 

 
103 One such colonial officer was Maurice Papon, who had first been a high-level bureaucrat in the Ministry of 
Interior, charged with Algerian Affairs. He then became Préfet in Algeria, after which he became general inspector 
in East Algeria in 1956 during the Algerian war. In 1958, he was appointed head of police in Paris, where he was 
responsible for the repression of Algerian nationalism. He was the person who in October 1961 ordered the 
massacre of Algerians who protested a curfew that targeted exclusively Algerians. The number of casualties is 
disputed, but historians estimate it to be around 150-200 Algerians. Notably, Papon was convicted of crimes 
against humanity in 1998 for ordering the deportation of 1560 Jews in France during WWII (Golsan, 2000). 
104 For example, Michel Massenet was the most prominent member of the board of the Social Action Fund, but 
also sat on the board of the Muslim Affairs Service, and SONACOTRA(L), and the Interministrial Committee.  
105 Ministry of Labour, Ministry of Finance, Ministry of Public Health and Population, Ministry of Social Security, 
and the colonial government. 
106 Bidonville was the commonly used term to refer to low-income informal housing with poor living conditions. 
I will use the term bidonville when I paraphrase or cite policy documents. In all the other circumstances, I will use 
the term ‘urban informal low-income housing’.  



 
    

91 

was an important player that cooperated closely with the state services. The welfare 

organisation ESNA also ran an important journal, the Cahiers Nord Africains, which researched 

and produced knowledge on the ‘North African population’. This journal was widely read by 

bureaucrats and practitioners and informed policymaking and policy implementation (Naylor, 

2018). 

Whereas these services were mainly mandated with social welfare, they also had an 

essential role in suppressing the Algerian war in the metropole. With the creation of the FAS in 

1958 and the increased crackdown on the FLN, repressive apparatuses increasingly worked 

together and overlapped with welfare services. From 1958 onwards, the CTAM was not only 

offering material and professional assistance but was also in charge of ‘action psychologique’ 

[psychological action] and the ‘état d’ésprit’ [state of mind, lit. soul] of Algerians.107 Through 

what was termed ‘social action’, the French state placed the population under heavy 

surveillance in order to pacify them. This continued after the Algerian war: interventions in the 

domestic sphere were integral to the French’ efforts to discipline and control.  

After Algerian independence, the specialist services had their mandate extended to 

target immigrant populations from Europe as well as from the former colonies. In 1963, after 

Algerian independence, SONACOTRAL changed its name to SONACOTRA, standing for 

National Society for the Construction for Workers, and expanded its mandate to housing 

migrant workers and their families in general (Bernardot, 2008). Similarly, in 1965 the staff of 

the CTAM and the SAMAS were resorbed in the newly created Services de liaison aux 

population migrantes [services for liaison with migrant populations] (SPLM), after their 

services became irrelevant because their target population of French Muslims from Algeria had 

become foreign nationals. Hence, the institutions and the modalities of governance used before 

independence continued in the postcolonial context. The context of Algerian migration and 

colonisation is thus integral to understanding the regulation of migrants in the postcolonial 

context.  

With the expansion of the mandate of these institutions, the difference between the 

immigrant population and the French population and between European migrants and North 

and West and Central African migrants became institutionalised This affected different 

categories of migrants in various ways, as I show below. 

 

 
107 Rapports Trimestriels du Conseillers techniques pour les affaires musulmane,1958-1963, in Archives 
Nationales 19760133/14, Rapports Trimestriels du Conseillers techniques pour les affaires musulmane, 1964-
1970, in Archives Nationales 19770346/10.  
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4.2.2 Counting and hierarchising unstable categories 
 

The government justified the existence of the aforementioned institutions by creating 

categories of problematic racialised populations who had to be managed and controlled. The 

institutions created before Algerian independence in the metropole were based on the regulation 

of different personal statuses in the colonial order of French Algeria (de Barros, 2006). Before 

Algerian independence, the creation of the Français Musulman Originaire d’Algérie [French 

Muslims Originating from Algeria] (FMA) category in the metropole justified the existence of 

the special services targeting French Muslims from Algeria by setting them apart from the rest 

of the French citizenry. Even though, as mentioned, Algerians regulated according to their 

Muslim personal status were, at least formally, no different from other French citizens in the 

metropole until Algerian independence in 1962, the FMA category imported colonial 

hierarchisation and the stratification of rights from French Algeria to the metropole. Although 

metropolitan French Republican politics did not ostensibly enforce racial difference, the 

classification of the FMA population functioned to racially differentiate and control these 

French citizens until independence.  

After Algerian independence in 1962, these colonial classifications did not disappear 

but rather morphed into new and unstable categories that differentiated between racialised 

identities.108 The reports of the relevant institutions show that both before and after 

independence, the administration referred to the Muslim population from Algeria as 

‘Musulmans’, ‘Nord Africains’, and ‘Algériens’ – sometimes using these words as nouns and 

sometimes as adjectives to ‘community’, ‘workers’ or ‘colony’.109 By the second half of the 

1960s, the term ‘Muslim’ was used less and less. Still, authorities used the category FMA as 

late as the 1970s to refer to Muslims from Algeria who had retained French nationality after 

independence, illustrating the tenacity of colonial classifications.110  

 
108 Today, the category of ‘musulman’ has been reactivated in the French political and public landscape. As in 
French Algeria, the category of Muslim is used to differentiate between citizens who are equal on paper, but not 
in daily life in the French Republic, see (Mayer, 2012, 2018).  
109 These categories are deduced from the trimestral reports of the CTAM. These reports were compiled between 
1958 and 1970 on the basis of a circular by the Minister of Interior to the General Inspector from 1958. From 1966 
onwards, the SLPM took over most of the competencies of the CTAM, and many administrators moved from the 
CTAM to the SLPM. The SLPM continued to compile reports. The CTAM had to compile confidential reports on 
their activities, and any issues they found pertinent, which were to be sent to the Minister of Interior. These reports 
were essential to the management of French Algerians in the metropole. Rapports Trimestriels du Conseillers 
techniques pour les affaires musulmane,1958-1963, in Archives Nationales 19760133/14 ; Rapports Trimestriels 
du Conseillers techniques pour les affaires musulmane, 1964-1970, in Archives Nationales 19770346/10.  
110 Synthèse de rapports des charges de mission du service de liaison et de promotion des migrants, 
Ministre de l’Intérieur, 1966, in Archives Nationales 19770346/10. 
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The different authorities of the French administration used the category ‘North African’ 

as a general term. The conflation of different judicial statuses, religions and nationalities under 

the category ‘North African’ is revealing, because Tunisians and Moroccans were regulated by 

different migration and nationality agreements, as set out in the previous chapter. In the 1970s, 

the term ‘Maghrebin’ was introduced to designate people from Algeria, Morocco and Tunisia. 

This shows that perceived racialised identity was considered more pertinent than judicial rights 

to the regulation of North Africans.  

The authorities classified migrants from West and Central Africa differently from 

migrants from North Africa, but did so inconsistently. Whereas Muslims from Algeria were 

differentiated based on their racialised religious identity, the classification of migrants from the 

former AOF and AEF did not mention their religious identity – even though many were Muslim. 

Under colonialism, West and Central Africans were referred to as ‘noirs’, and this colonial 

differentiation was imported into France: the administration talked about ‘les travailleurs noirs’ 

[Black workers], ‘ressortissants de l’Afrique noire’ [nationals of Black Africa], ‘l’immigration 

noire’ [Black immigration] or ‘les noirs’ [the Blacks].111 So, for West and Central Africans, 

skin colour remained the leading basis for categorisation after independence. 

As immigration controls began to get tighter in the 1970s, restrictive policies 

increasingly made the difference between the North African and the West and Central African 

populations obsolete, even though, juridically, they were regulated by different immigration 

agreements. The authorities used the category of ‘travailleurs étrangers’ [foreign workers] to 

refer to labour migration, regardless of their country of origin. From the second half of the 

1960s onwards, the authorities increasingly used the category ‘les Africains’, which included 

North Africans (including Algerians) as well as West and Central Africans. For example, in 

1970 the Préfet de Police [Head of Police] wrote to the Minister of Interior about family 

migration, in which he categorised Algerian, Senegalese, and Mauritian immigrants together 

under the denomination ‘ressortissants des États Africians d’expression francaise’ [nationals 

of French-speaking African States].112 Authorities used these categories more or less 

interchangeably and inconsistently (de Barros, 2005). It is not clear from the government 

archives exactly which groups were included in or excluded from these categories. As we have 

 
111 Etudes Sociales Nord Africaines, 1965, approche des problèmes de l’immigration noire en France, in 
Bibliothèque Nationale de France 8LC12402. 
112 Préfet de police à Ministre de l’Intérieur, 1, demandes d’introduction de famille déposées par les ressortissants 
des Etats Africains d’expression française », 8 November 1970, in Archives Nationales 19960134/17/ 
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seen, the differentiation between African migrants was also inconsistent.113 Rather than 

reflecting a scientific difference between groups, the categories created difference and turned it 

into a regulatory reality (Kukutai & Broman, 2016; Schinkel, 2018).  

 

4.2.3 Crafting hierarchies of assimilability 
 

The authorities hierarchised the migrant population based on these racialised 

categorisations through the language of assimilation. The French administration asserted that 

European migrants and African migrants were inherently different because the former could 

assimilate, but the latter could not. In 1964, for example, the CTAM, reported on the Algerian 

population as follows: 

 
The presence on the French territory of this important, particularistic, closed off foreign colony 

so different from the other foreign communities who are not very different from the rest of the 

population, poses problems.114  

 

Similarly, the report from the Institute of applied research on housing, commissioned 

by the Ministry of Housing in 1968, stated that ‘the Spanish and the Italians assimilate easily: 

their arrival is desired’, but that it is mostly ‘Maghrebi, especially Algerians’ whose adaptation 

caused problems. Similar to the colonial context, taxonomies of assimilability signify racialised 

markers of differentiation. In the colonial context, they referred to personal status, in the 

postcolonial metropolitan context, they loosely and inconsistently referred to nationalities or 

geographical regions.115 

The authorities justified hierarchies of assimilability by measuring the so-called 

acceptance of the migrant population by the host population. In this process, the makeup of the 

normative population who supposedly had to accept or reject the migrant population changed 

depending on whether the authorities were measuring the assimilability of Africans or 

Europeans. For European migrants, the French authorities were interested in the reaction of the 

 
113 For example, in June 1963 the Ministry of Interior counted 575,000 ‘Africans’: he specified that this number 
could be split up into 450,000 Algerians, 50,000 Moroccans, 35,000 Tunisians, and 40,000 ‘Originaires’ of 
African and Malgache states.113 The CTAM counted 485,034 Algerians in the same period. In Ministre de 
l’intérieur a le premier Ministre, action sociale en faveur des travailleurs africains établis en France, 18 June 1963, 
in Archives Nationales 19770346/10. 
114 Rapports Trimestriels du Conseillers techniques pour les affaires musulmane, 1964, in Archives Nationales 
19770346/10.  
115 For a discussion of French colonial humanism and the ways in which cultural racism played an integral role in 
French colonialism, see (Wilder, 2005).  
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French population. In measuring the ‘acceptance’ of North African and African migrants, 

however, the authorities looked at the reaction of the French and European migrant population 

together, which they referred to as the ‘metropolitan population’ or the ‘European population’ 

both before and after independence of Algeria and the AOF and the AEF.116 For example, the 

CTAM systematically included in their trimestral reports a section entitled ‘the attitude of the 

metropolitan population’, in which they discussed ‘the feelings of the European population’ 

towards ‘North Africans’ or ‘Muslims’. This shows that the measurement of acceptance and 

the inclusion or exclusion of racialised identities was set against an invisible white norm 

(Garner, 2007).  

In measuring acceptance of the North African population, the difference between 

European migrants and French citizens was obfuscated by referring to them as ‘European’, 

‘French’, or ‘Metropolitan’. The category ‘metropolitan’ has a clear colonial reference, as the 

metropole only exists in relation to the colonies. To categorise and exclude the North African 

population, what was made to matter was whiteness as Europeanness, rather than legal status. 

In that sense, ‘metropolitan’ or ‘European’ did not signify a territorial location or citizenship 

status, but rather a racialised distinction This distinction included ‘European migrants’ and 

‘French Algerians’ in the white French community but excluded (former) colonial subjects who 

were marked as racialised outsiders, both before and after independence, reinforcing the 

boundaries between the two.  

Reports and policy-documents on the North African population did not discuss 

repatriated French Algerians, even though the migration wave was interconnected (Shepard, 

2008). French Algerian and Jewish Algerian migration or ‘repatriation’ were reported on and 

managed through separate institutions, reports and categories (Scioldo-Zürcher, 2013). This 

further differentiated French Muslims from Algeria – who were racialised as non-white – from 

French and Jewish Algerians, who were included in the French community (Shepard, 2008). 

The authorities thus used unstable and imprecise categories that were based on colonial 

hierarchies but that did not have legal meaning in the post-independence context. The 

authorities managed postcolonial migrants as racialised Others in the metropole, based on 

 
116 The report from the SLPM on the ‘immigration étranger dans le Rhône’ from 1971 gives statistics on all 
immigrant nationalities. However, when discussing North African migrants (a category that subsumes differences 
in nationality and legal status within the North African population), their difference is discussed in relation to the 
‘European population’. Rapports Trimestriels du Conseillers techniques pour les affaires musulmane, 1964, in 
Archives Nationales 19770346/10; Note sur l’immigration étrangère dans le Rhône, 1971, SLPM, Archives 
Nationales 19860269/11.  
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slippery racial categories.117 They were considered outsiders regardless of their legal status and 

regulated as such, indicating a continuity in the colonial control of the ‘Other within’ along a 

racial matrix of power. The categories and statistics, however, gave the impression of 

technocratic policy-making through the use of colour-blind discourse. It is this logic of 

coloniality that structured the discourse and regulation of migrants from the African continent, 

that I will further explore in this and subsequent chapters. 

 

4.2.4 Categorising interracialised families  
 

Although the categories and hierarchies were based on racialised difference between the 

African migrant population and the white population, various reports and research show that a 

substantial number of households categorised as ‘Muslim’ or ‘North African’ in fact included 

a European female partner.118 For example, the CTAM systematically counted the existence of 

‘European wives or concubines of Muslims’ in the metropole statistics from 1959 onwards 

under ‘population musulmane algérienne’ [muslim algerian population].119 In later periods, 

different government services compiled statistics that indicated that between twenty-one and 

thirty-three per cent of Algerian families were interracialised (fourteen percent for Moroccan 

families) between 1959 and 1975. So whenever authorities discussed ‘North African’ or 

‘Muslim’ families, around a quarter of these families were in fact interracialised. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
117 Ministre de l’Intérieur au Premier Ministre, action sociale en faveur des travailleurs africains établis en France, 
18 June 1963, in Archives Nationales 19770346/10. 
118 At the time, CTAM counted 7,400 European women in relationships with French Muslim migrants from Algeria 
in France. In comparison, the CTAM counted 16,000 Muslim women older than sixteen years old. It is not clear 
from the statistics how many of these women were in relationships or married to French Muslim men. However, 
the ‘Muslim population’ statistics continued to feature the category of ‘European wives or concubines’ throughout 
the years. After 1963, the statistics show a slight decrease to 9,900. In 1961, the organisation Entraide Nord-
Africaine d’Indre et Loire counted 700 North African families and 240 mixed families in the department of d’Indre-
et-Loire – about a quarter or twenty five percent.  
119 Rapports Trimestriels du Conseillers techniques pour les affaires musulmane, 1958-1963, in Archives 
Nationales 19760133/14. 
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Year Total % Overall category Category for women Data collection  

1959 7,900 >32  ‘Muslim population’ European 

wives/concubines 

CTAM 

1960 8,850 >30  ‘Muslim population’ European 

wives/concubines 

CTAM 

1961 10,000 >29  ‘Muslim population’ European 

wives/concubines 

CTAM 

1962 9,700 >26  ‘Muslim population’ European 

wives/concubines 

CTAM 

1963 10,700 >23  ‘Muslim population’ European 

wives/concubines 

CTAM 

1964 9,900 >21  ‘Muslim population’ European 

wives/concubines 

CTAM 

1968 17,000 33  ‘Algerian head of household’ French DPM 

1975 24,000 26  ‘Algerian’ French wife from birth RGP 

1975 4,800 16  ‘Moroccan’ French wife from birth  RGP 

Table 2 statistics on interracialised couples.120 

 

It is not always clear whether the categorisation of migrant partners was based on 

nationality or migration history. For example, CTAM continued to compile statistics two years 

after independence under the heading ‘Muslim Algerian population’, although this category no 

longer existed legally. Nor is it clear whether this categorisation included French Muslims from 

Algeria who had opted for French nationality. However, what these statistics show is that the 

authorities categorised interracialised couples as racialised outsiders – regardless of their 

nationality.  

Moreover, in categorising interracialised households, the CTAM obscured the 

difference between French and European women. The statistics referred to European women, 

probably based on the distinction in the colonial order between ‘European’ and ‘native’. In the 

metropole, however, this included European women who were foreigners, even though 

Muslims were citizens in France until Algerian independence in 1962. By including both French 

 
120 I have calculated the percentage of interracialised families set against the presence of racialised/migrant 
women in the CTAM statistics, but it is not clear whether these statistics included single migrant women. These 
percentages are thus a minimum value. From CTAM reports, see Rapports Trimestriels du Conseillers 
techniques pour les affaires musulmane,1958-1963, in Archives Nationales 19760133/14. For statistics by the 
recensement général de la population [general population census] (RGP) and Département de population et 
migration [department of population and migration] (DPM), see Cohen (Muriel Cohen, 2013) 
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and European women in the category of ‘European wives/concubines’, citizenship status was 

irrelevant for categorising interracialised households.  

 

Figure 1 CTAM report 1963121 

 
Still, it is likely that a fair proportion of the women in interracialised relationships were 

French citizens. Research carried out by the ESNA in 1963 on the demographics of the North 

African population of the Parisian suburb Gennevilliers illustrates this.122 This research 

differentiated between so-called ‘traditional households’ and ‘mixed households’, whereby 

traditional meant that both the husband and wife were North-African and ‘mixed household’ 

referred to North African-European households. From the fourteen mixed households described 

in greater depth, thirteen wives were French, and one was Belgian. By referring to French 

women as ‘European’, their inclusion in the French national community as French nationals 

was not acknowledged.  

The women counted under ‘European wives or concubines of Muslims’ were placed 

outside the white French community but still identified through their racialised identity. The 

category of ‘European wives/concubines’ was statistically included in the ‘Muslim population’, 

but as a separate category from ‘Muslim women’. This reveals that in the eyes of the 

administration, it did not matter whether these European women were of Muslim faith or not: 

what separated ‘Muslim wives’ from ‘European wives/concubines’ was a racial identification. 

The common denominator between French women and European women and their difference 

 
121 Rapports Trimestriels du Conseillers techniques pour les affaires musulmane, 1963, in Archives Nationales 
19760133/14. 
122 Etudes Sociales Nord Africaines, « les africains du nord à Gennevilliers », 1963, in Archives Seine Saint-Denis 
37AC17. 
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from Muslim wives was their whiteness in relation to their racialised partners. Interracialised 

households consisting of both European and French wives were thereby placed outside the 

white French community, enabling the authorities to regulate these women as part of the North 

African population. 

These categories were not fixed, but differed depending on what axis of difference was 

considered pertinent. Often, the difference between married and unmarried interracialised 

couples was obscured. For example, the CTAM used the category ‘European wife/concubine’, 

which did not differentiate between Algerian Muslim men married to European women and 

Algerian Muslim men cohabiting with European women. However, society and the authorities 

still viewed marriage as different from cohabitation (Fishman, 2017). Moreover, this difference 

mattered in the allocation of housing, as I show in Chapter 5. The fact that the CTAM statistics 

did not differentiate indicates a disregard for the legitimacy of interracialised marriages.  

In the later statistics compiled by the recensement general de la population [general 

population census] (RGP), however, nationality was specified: the RGP differentiated between 

‘French women by birth’, ‘naturalised French women’, ‘wife with same nationality as the head 

of household’ and ‘foreign women of other nationality’. This difference from the earlier CTAM 

statistics can be explained by the legislative changes in the nationality of postcolonial migrants 

from former colonies on the African continent. After 1973, to control immigration and 

naturalisation, the French government increasingly focussed on the acquisition of nationality 

through marriage, as explained in the previous chapter. In that sense, control of nationality 

became a mechanism for excluding postcolonial migrants and was thereby more pertinent to 

statistical information gathering and the categorisation of interracialised couples.  

As the above demonstrates, the categorisation of interracialised couples was gender-

biased. The CTAM reports did not include statistics on families with a white French/European 

man and a North African woman, indicating that these couples were not subsumed within the 

North African community. The 1968 DPM statistics showed that about 5,000 Algerian families 

consisted of an Algerian wife with a non-Algerian head of household: it is unclear whether this 

includes families with an Algerian woman and a French head of household. These couples were 

not common, but they did exist. For example, I found in the archives of the SSFNA a report by 

a social worker on a couple consisting of a woman categorised as Algerian (albeit with French 

nationality) and a French man.123 They were included in the services targeting North African 

families, but were invisible in the statistics on and categorisation of the North African 

 
123 Archives du SSFNA, in Archives de Paris 3587 W19. 
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population. The meaning of interracialised couples was constructed at the intersection of race 

and gender: a white man was not included in the North African population, but a white woman 

was. This shows that white men’s inclusion in the white French community was not conditional. 

Instead, their position and their intimate relations remained unscathed.  

Remarkably, the authorities did not compile statistics on the prevalence of 

interracialised households consisting of migrants from West or Central Africa with a white 

French/European partner. My efforts to locate such statistics in the archives remained in vain; 

the authorities did not appear to have been particularly interested in such data. It is likely that 

this can be explained by the particular focus on Algerian migration in the context of the Algerian 

war and its aftermath. Moreover, the authorities were relatively less interested in West and 

Central African migration and interracialised couples in the metropole, as I argued in section 

3.3.1 (Dedieu, 2012; Shepard, 2008). However, I found research by the ESNA dating from 1961 

that discussed the interracialised marriages of these migrants with French women, stating that 

‘at least 20 per cent of these married students are married with European women [emphasis in 

original]’.124 There were 73,500 West and Central African migrants in France at the time, of 

whom 23,000 were (former) students. The research did not discuss mixed marriages between 

French women and West and Central workers, creating the impression that working-class 

racialised migrants did not engage in interracialised intimacies with French women. Their class 

position marked them as temporary migrants who did not get married. I explore in the next 

section how class position and gender played an important role in the management of 

immigration, and how this affected policies that regulated interracialised intimacies.  

 

4.3 The Family 
 

The differentiation between durable family migration and temporary single male labour 

migration was a fundamental ordering principle in the immigration regime (Muriel Cohen, 

2014). Researchers have critiqued the dichotomy between ‘labour migration’ and ‘marriage 

migration’ (D'Aoust, 2014; Piper, 2003). Specific to the French postcolonial context, Sayad has 

argued that the distinction between economic immigration and family immigration is a way of 

differentiating in a seemingly neutral and objective way between assimilable and unassimilable 

immigration (1985). Importantly, worries about assimilability encouraged calls for the 

limitation of immigration and the removal of opportunities to opt for French nationality by 

 
124 Emphasis in original. Etudes Sociales Nord Africaines, Cahiers Nord Africains, 1961, in Bibliothèque Nationale 
de France 8LC12402. 
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declaration.125 In this section, I set out how the government produced knowledge on 

interracialised couples and families, and how this affected hierarchies of assimilability. To do 

so, I first look at assumptions about the gender and domesticity of African migrants that justified 

the construction of their inassimilability. 

 

4.3.1 Men with(out) families 
 

Authorities regulated immigrants from the African continent based on their position as 

workers. Policy documents use the category ‘isolés’ (isolated) to designate single men who 

came from the African continent to work in France. This category informed the policies 

targeting these men and French policies reflected the authorities’ decision that they should not 

be included in the French community.126 For example, in 1963, the Minister of Interior stated 

repeatedly to the Prime Minister that migration from the African continent was only temporary 

and that it was therefore in no one’s interest to facilitate their permanent residence.127 Similarly, 

three years later, in August 1966, the SLPM report stated that Algerian migrants did not intend 

to stay in France permanently and did not make any effort to ‘adapt’ to life in France. The desire 

to not facilitate permanent residence converged with the Algerian governments’ interest in 

temporary emigration; they did not want their young population to settle permanently in France 

(Sayad, 1997). In that sense, the category was as much a policy goal as it was a reflection of 

reality. 

As the Algerian sociologist Sayad has argued, the conceptualisation of African male 

migrants as neither ‘really’ married, even if they had families in their home country, nor ‘really’ 

without family, places them outside the French conception of the nuclear family (Sayad 1980: 

2006). For example, the above-mentioned SLPM report worried about African single men, and 

the SLPM officials argued that unmarried men were incapable of assimilation.128 The 

problematisation of gender and marital status created and justified hierarchies of assimilability, 

as summarised in a 1966 report of the SLPM: 

 

 
125 Synthèse de rapports des charges de mission du service de liaison et de promotion des migrants, 
Ministère de l’Intérieur, 1966, in Archives Nationales 19770346/10. 
126 Specifically, through the regulation of their housing, as I will show in the next chapter. 
127 Ministre de l’Intérieur à Monsieur le Premier Ministre, action sociale en faveurs des travailleurs africains établis 
en France, 18 June 1963, in Archives Nationales 19770346/10.  
128 Synthèse de rapports des charges de mission du service de liaison et de promotion des migrants, 
Ministère de l’Intérieur, 1966, in Archives Nationales 19770346/10.  
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Migrants from European countries: Italians, Spaniards and Portuguese with a behaviour that 

gives them the best chance of integration into the national community […] Migrants from North 

Africa and Black Africa have a relatively high number of a-socials whose adaptation seems, a 

priori, excluded. […] This population is mainly composed of single working men. The presence 

of families, an element of stabilisation, is particularly lacking.129  

 

In this quote, the African population in general, and the Algerian population specifically, 

is presented as closed-off temporary male migration, utterly different from the French or 

European communities. Here, gender and sexual difference were used to construct migrant 

groups as inassimilable racialised outsiders (Briggs, 2003; Nguyễn, 2021). The gendered and 

sexualised category of the African male worker functioned to put African migrants outside the 

French domain of moral respectability, and they were therefore racially excluded. 

The construction of African migrant men as temporary workers inassimilable into 

French society had to do more with their racialisation than the reality of their temporary status. 

Comparatively, authorities saw and regulated Southern European migration as more permanent 

family migration, although they were aware that this migration was also to an extent temporary 

(Muriel Cohen, 2014, 2020). For example, the above-mentioned SLPM report stated that the 

Portuguese were temporary migrants, but still argued that their assimilation into the French 

community was not a problem. The Portuguese were European and therefore increasingly 

favoured over African migrants, in spite of their working-class backgrounds and dilapidated 

housing conditions (Silverman, 2002). This helps explain why the Portuguese were assimilated 

into the French white community, but African migrants were not.  

The framing of migration from the African continent as temporary and male was 

connected to the invisibility of single female migration. The presence of African women is 

difficult to trace in the archives.130 The disjunction between family migration and labour 

migration coincides with the dichotomy between male migrants as economic ‘producers’ and 

female migrants as ‘reproducers’ (Kofman, 2004). The category ‘single woman’ was not even 

a category used by the authorities. Research conducted on Algerian women at the time of 

decolonisation demonstrated that among the female Algerian population in the department of 

the Rhone, of about 2000 women, 28.5 per cent were single (Andre 2016). Whereas the 

difference in numbers may be part of the explanation for the contrast between the invisibility 

 
129 Synthèse de rapports des charges de mission du service de liaison et de promotion des migrants, August 1966, 
in Archives Nationales 19770346/10. 
130 Macmaster’s research has looked into the role of Algerian women in the nationalist struggle in the metropole, 
which has shed some light on the lives of Algerian women at that time (Macmaster, 2011).  
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of single women and the hypervisibility of single men, it also indicates a gendered gaze in the 

production of knowledge about migration. More research into the lives of non-married women 

from the African continent is still needed to understand the dynamics that regulated their 

presence in France. However, what is clear is that the French administration did not make the 

existence of migrant women knowable beyond their roles as wives and mothers, which 

contributed to the problematisation of migration from Africa. Instead, authorities focused on 

migrant women as part of a regulatory paradigm centred on gendered assimilability, as I show 

below. 

 

4.3.2 Problematising domesticity  
 

The authorities believed that family migration could be a possible way of assimilating 

male immigrants from the African continent because they thought these men lacked the 

‘stabilising effect’ of women and family life. Moreover, as I show later, in section 6.4.1, some 

politicians argued that family migration should be encouraged to limit the sexual threats posed 

by the presence of single African men. In the Dutch context, Schrover and Bonjour have argued 

that authorities thought the presence of women and children might improve male immigrants’ 

behaviour (Schrover & Bonjour 2015). Still, the French authorities took an ambivalent stance 

towards African family immigration. Whereas they actively promoted the migration of 

European families, such as Italians, the French government and authorities did not 

unequivocally encourage family migration because they worried that Algerian families, in 

particular, would settle permanently (Muriel Cohen, 2017; Spire, 2005b).  

Especially at the end of the 1950s and throughout the 1960s, authorities considered 

family reunification to have a stabilising effect, but they also worried that these families were 

‘inadaptable’ to the French domestic lifestyle. These concerns mostly revolved around North 

African families. The administration used the terms ‘adaptability’ and ‘inadaptability’ as 

technocratic terms to determine assimilability, by which they alluded to a certain normative 

way of life, to which the French working and middle classes should all conform. The notion of 

a French middle-class domestic life was a modern invention: in the wake of WWII, the French 

state was invested in creating a modern lifestyle that contributed to mass consumption and 

respectable gender norms (Fishman, 2017; Ross, 1996; N. C. Rudolph, 2015).  

The French administration saw migrants’ lifestyles as incompatible with modern French 

standards (Ross, 1996). A 1969 report from the SSFNA, for example, included a ‘rapport 

moral’ [moral report] on North African families. They noted that there was ‘misère morale’ 
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[moral misery] among North African families, usually low-income families living in 

dilapidated housing whose breadwinners performed low-paid menial work.131 This did not 

allow them to participate in modern consumption standards or run a modern household. This 

did nothing to encourage policies to improve their economic position, but rather, authorities 

used these concerns to explain the inassimilability of these migrant families. Class hierarchies 

thus intersected with racial hierarchies. 

The gendered regulation of domesticity constituted a continuity of colonial modalities 

of disciplinary control as integral to the civilising mission (Lyons, 2013; McKay, 1997). Similar 

to the colonial context, the construction and control of ‘inadaptability’ focused on racialised 

women and wives, who were considered ‘vehicles of assimilation’ (McKay, 1997). This was in 

line with the gendered distribution of household roles in France at the time: generally, women 

were responsible for all domestic duties.132 The gendered construction of appropriate 

domesticity became a way for authorities to manage North African families. Turner has argued 

that domesticity can be used to regulate subjects who seemingly reject or deny the ideal of 

‘family life’ – who are marginalised based on their failure to adhere to bourgeois domesticity 

(Turner, 2016). The construction of inassimilability was thus not only racial and class-based, 

but also based on a gendered understanding of white French familial heteronormative 

domesticity that was mobilised to justify the exclusion of African migrants.  

Social workers and social action programmes targeted the minds and bodies of women 

in North African households to craft proper domesticity. This was done especially during the 

Algerian War. For example, the activist for Algerian migrants, Monique Hervo, argued in her 

journal that women were used as ‘psychological arms’: the French authorities believed that 

‘when we have the women, the men will follow’.133 The SSFNA, for example, intervened in 

the domestic sphere of North African families by teaching women the proper French way to run 

a household: how to educate the children, how to clean the house, how to allocate money to run 

the household, how to make the house look proper and tidy.134 This made up the key part of 

domesticity. The CTAM even reported on Algerian women’s clothing and was happy to note 

 
131 Activity report of 1969 of the Service Social Familial Nord Africain, Ministère du Travail, direction de la 
population et des migrations au Ministre de l’Intérieur, ‘étrangers et circulation transfrontière’, in Archives 
Nationales 19960134/3.  
132 For example, a television show in 1957 promoted the household courses of the centre for household subsidies. 
It argued that household duties were a profession that should be learned. See for example Les Actualités Francaises, 
[television broadcast], aired on 27 March 1957, in Institut National de l’Audiovisuel. 
133 Private notes, Monique Hervo kept notes on all the families that passed through the bidonville, in Archives 
Monique Hervo ARC/3019/3. 
134 Services Sociales Familiales Nord-Africain (SSFNA), dossier, in Archives de Paris 3587 W19. 



 
    

105 

that some women were adapting to France by dressing ‘à la française’ [the French way].135 

Such social work practices were developed in the context of the Algerian war but continued, to 

a lesser extent, until the end of the 1970s.  

So, on the one hand, the administration focused on interventions in domestic life to 

assimilate North African migrants. On the other hand, the French administration problematised 

the capacity of North African families to adopt the French ideal of domesticity. The French 

administration believed that social action and housing could ‘adapt’ migrant families. As I show 

in the next chapter, this led to policies that did little to include migrant families in the French 

national community, and instead, marked them as different. The focus on the possibility of 

assimilation into Frenchness was a colonial continuity that justified racialised exclusion: their 

assimilation into French domesticity was a goal always just out of reach.  

 

4.3.3 Interracialised households in hierarchies of assimilability 
 

The administration focussed on wives and mothers, the family and the domestic sphere 

to measure, manage and control racialised (in)assimilability. However, the authorities did not 

discuss French women in relationships with African men as a sign of assimilation in 

policymaking, even though between one-third and one-fifth of the families/couples classified 

as North African at the time included a French or European (white) female partner. The reports 

discussing the assimilation of and social services for African families did not mention the 

existence of interracialised couples.136  

When talking about assimilation, the authorities located white women in relationships 

with North African men outside the French community. The CTAM report of the fourth 

trimester of 1960, during the Algerian war, stated that ‘in Paris, it was noted in the technical 

assistance offices that European women who are married or cohabiting with Muslims are often 

rejected by metropolitan society and, as a result, are more sensitive or aggressive than Muslim 

women’.137 Locating interracialised households and white women in interracialised 

relationships outside the French community allowed authorities to uphold the racial hierarchy 

 
135 Rapports Trimestriels du Conseillers techniques pour les affaires musulmane,1958-1963, in Archives 
Nationales 19760133/14. 
136 Rapport Corréard de la CETRAFA SLPM, octobre 1965, Les cités de transit pour famille. Sent to the F.A.S. 
on 5 October 1965, in Archives Nationales 19770391/6.  
137 In section 7.3 I will further explain how interracialised couples were considered suspect by the authorities in 
various ways when they became visible as transgressive couples. 
Synthèse des rapports trimestriels établis par les conseillers techniques pour les affaires musulmanes, 4e trimestre 
1960, Ministère de l’Intérieur. Service des Affaires musulmanes et de l’action sociale, confidentiel, in Archives 
Nationales 19760133. 
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of gendered assimilability that excluded the North African population from the French white 

community.  

The authorities discussion of interracialised couples was motivated by their belief in the 

inassimilability of African migrants. For example, ESNA research measured migrant groups’ 

attitude towards marriage with a French person as a factor in assimilation. According to the 

ESNA, the position on ‘mixed marriage’ (meaning interracialised marriage and/or bi-national 

marriage) followed the ‘habitual ethnic hierarchy’: two-thirds of Italians favoured mixed 

marriage, as did 60 per cent of Portuguese, and 50 per cent of Algerians. Algerians were the 

least positive about mixed marriage. This conclusion is striking, given that interracialised 

marriage was highest among Algerians.138 In presenting Algerians as negative about mixed 

marriage, the ESNA justified their ‘behaviour vis-à-vis social integration’. This also explains 

the precedent of the integration frame used in sociological research on mixed couples from the 

1980s onwards, as I discuss in Chapter 8.  

Authorities measured the attitude of the white French towards marriage with West and 

Central African migrants as a justification for the creation of racial boundaries between the two 

populations. This is illustrated in an ESNA publication e from 1965 entitled ‘travailleurs noirs’ 

[black workers], which measured the attitude of (white) French people through three 

questions.139 The last question asks: ‘would you favour or be opposed to your sister or daughter 

marrying a ‘Black’?’ In response, 12 per cent said they favoured such a marriage, 63 per cent 

would be opposed, and 25 per cent did not answer.140 In presenting the results, the ESNA argued 

that the white community would only become more opposed to their ‘daughters’ marrying a 

‘Black’, which would lead to racism. In section 8.2 I show how these types of questions were 

common in discourse on ‘mixed couples’, and how they were gendered. Through such 

questions, the research communicates that increased migration of migrants racialised as Black 

will cause problems and not increase assimilation.  

 

 
138 Etudes Sociales Nord Africaines, des chiffres et des hommes – étrangers en France, 1969, in Bibliothèque 
Nationale de France 8LC12402. 
139 Etudes Sociales Nord Africaines, Cahiers Nord Africains, Travailleurs noir, 1965, in Bibliothèque Nationale 
de France 8LC12402.  
140 The first two questions, about the attitudes towards working with ‘Blacks’ daily or receiving a ‘Black’ for 
dinner, are answered relatively favourably (sixty-eight per cent and sixty per cent respectively).  
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Figure 2 ESNA 1965141 

In contrast to interracialised couples, authorities framed the existence of French-

European mixed couples as a sign of the assimilation of European migrants. For example, the 

CTAM stated in the report of 1967 that the high prevalence of mixed marriages with Italians or 

Polish and French people was an example of their assimilation. In their argumentation, the 

CTAM did not acknowledge the existence of French/European-North African households, 

either married or unmarried.  

The authorities also considered mixed marriage with repatriated French Algerians a sign 

of assimilation. Although this population did experience difficulties and discrimination when 

they arrived in metropolitan France, the European population from Algeria was assimilated into 

the French community. The community consisted of a mix of people of European descent and 

many had never been in the French metropole before. However, they were considered fully 

French after the independence of Algeria and received French citizenship, based on common 

law civil status (Scioldo-Zürcher, 2010). A 1965 note on the assimilation of what the note refers 

to as the ‘pieds noirs’ [condescending term for repatriated French Algerians; lit. black feet] 

affirmed that the assimilation of the 600 repatriated families was almost complete, based on the 

prevalence of mixed marriage.142  

 
In any case, it can be argued that the assimilation of these returnees will soon be achieved, and 

one of the elements that make it possible to affirm this is the fact that the mayor of Thiais has 

already registered a certain number of marriages between returnees and ‘natives’. 

 

 
141 Etudes Sociales Nord Africaines, Cahiers Nord Africains, Travailleurs noir, 1965, in Bibliothèque Nationale 
de France 8LC12402. 
142 Note « Les rapatriés d’Algérie fixes dans la commune de Thiais semblent être en voie de complète 
assimilation » 2 June 1965, in Archives de Paris Perotin-101-78-1-29. 
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So, mixed marriage between Europeans and French contributed to the inclusion of Europeans 

and repatriated migrants from French Algeria in the category of whiteness: mixed marriage thus 

confirmed this assimilation project. 

 
4.4 Conclusion  

 
In this chapter, I have shown that the authorities instated racialised categories and 

created special institutions to regulate (post)colonial migrants through colonial modalities of 

governance. Authorities reinforced racial boundaries between the racialised migrant population 

from Africa and the European population that were articulated through the language of 

assimilability and acceptance. The categorisation and production of knowledge about 

interracialised couples as part of the racialised migrant population, shows two interrelated 

modalities of control that targeted the African migrant population.  

Firstly, it shows the investment in upholding the understanding of this migration as 

temporary labour migration to justify migrants’ exclusion from French society. Gender and 

family status played an important role in the separation of assimilable from unassimilable 

migrants, through the differentiation between temporary male migration and settled family 

migration. European migrants were included in the French white community as permanent 

migration, but migrants from the African continent were excluded as temporary migration. 

Together with the selective invisibility of single migrant women, the failure to take the presence 

of interracialised couples into account contributed to the framing of North African migrants as 

men stuck in singlehood, who were therefore unassimilable into white French domesticity. 

Authorities were invested in the logic of temporariness beyond its reflection of reality, 

which was the motivation for policies that encouraged labour migration and increased precarity 

and marginalisation. By assuming that single men would not marry white women, authorities 

framed single men as unassimilable and as adaptable only through family migration. In Chapter 

6, I discuss further how the trope of sexually dangerous North African men as a threat to French 

women was implicated in the invisibility of interracialised couples. The frame of inassimilable 

migrant workers served the economic interest of France, as it turned North African men into 

exploitable and excludable workers, instead of people with rights and private lives.  

Secondly, authorities did not consider the presence of interracialised couples to be a sign 

of assimilation because these couples did not fit within the hierarchisation of assimilability. The 

authorities focussed on the assimilatory role of migrant women, who were targeted and 

problematised by authorities as necessitating social action to assimilate them and their families 
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into the French lifestyle. The notion of assimilability was racialised through heteronormative, 

gendered and class-based differentiation that excluded (North) African families from the French 

ideal of white domesticity. This justified the limitation of family migration and state intrusion 

into the domestic sphere of (North) African families as disciplinary control. In the next chapter, 

I explore how this affected housing and social action policies. 

Consequently, in categorising and regulating the African migrant population, authorities 

counted the existence of interracialised couples in statistics, but regulated these couples in 

policy-making as part of the racialised migrant population. This means that white women in 

interracialised relationships were counted as part of the North African population. By counting 

white women as part of the North African population, interracialised households were excluded 

from the French nation. Thus, although French women who married migrants had been able to 

retain their nationality since 1927, their judicial status did not protect them from exclusion 

based on intersecting gender, race and class hierarchies. Symbolically, interracialised couples 

were placed outside the white French community to enable the administration to discipline, 

limit and control postcolonial African migration.  

The regulation of racialised categories and the production of knowledge, rather than 

legal status, affected the exclusion of interracialised couples from French society. In the period 

in which postcolonial migrants enjoyed privileged status with regards to immigration and 

nationality, the French authorities constructed symbolic racial boundaries within the metropole 

based on colonial racial hierarchies. In the next chapter, I look at how interracialised couples 

and intimacies were regulated through housing and social action policies.
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CHAPTER 5  
Housing policies: managing interracialised 

intimacies and families 
 

 

 

5.1 Introduction 
 

From the end of the 1950s onwards, housing became a core issue through which the 

authorities discussed and managed migrants’ presence within the French metropole. The French 

administration and government worried about the severe housing shortages and the existence 

of insanitary housing and informal housing settlements (Blanc-Chaléard, 2016). As France 

sought to modernise, the authorities were concerned with constructing modern bourgeois 

spaces. Against this background, the French administration equated insanitary and informal 

housing with the so-called immigrant problem (Ross, 1996). In the previous chapter, I set out 

how the French administration categorised and regulated the migrant population along racial, 

gender, class and racial hierarchies of assimilability, whereby interracialised couples and 

families were subsumed within the racialised migrant population. In this chapter, I focus on the 

regulation of interracialised intimacy and domesticity to show how housing was a site of 

regulation at which some immigration was problematised as unassimilable, while at the same 

time, the housing policies designed as ‘solutions’ perpetuated the notion of difference.  

Researchers of the French context of the 1960s and 1970s have explored how housing 

policies were central to the management of immigration and immigrant assimilation on French 

territory (Belmessous, 2013a; Bernardot, 2008; Muriel Cohen, 2013, 2020; Hajjat, 2018; Lyons, 

2006, 2013; MacMaster, 1997). Part of this scholarship has focused specifically on how 

authorities managed their concerns about assimilation by enforcing spatial distribution policies 

for migrants (Belmessous, 2013a; Hajjat, 2018; House & Thompson, 2016). Moreover, 

researchers have examined housing policies and social action policies together to show how 

these enforced gendered assimilation and gendered exclusion and social action (Bernardot, 

2008; Hmed, 2006; Lyons, 2006, 2009, 2013). However, most literature on housing, spatial 
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regulation, segregation and mixture is focused on population categories. Scholars do not analyse 

the presence of interracialised households and families and how these fit within the hierarchies 

of assimilability. In this chapter, I first describe the general problematisation of housing, and 

how the administration regulated the presence of migrants within the metropole through 

housing policies. I explore how gendered and racialised assimilation was a motive for 

interventions in the domestic and intimate sphere, which formed the basis of the spatial 

distribution of migrants. In doing so, I pay attention to how housing policies differentiated 

between single men and families, and how this regulated interracialised intimacies and affected 

interracialised households. In this way, I bring the domestic sphere to the fore in order to 

denaturalise it.  

 

5.2 Housing  
 

The mix of existing housing shortages, the few housing structures that were available to 

male migrants, racism and their small and precarious salaries meant that migrant men faced 

problems finding suitable housing (Zehraoui, 1976). Migrants and some working-class French 

people lived in informal low-income self-built housing settlements called ‘bidonvilles’ 

[shantytowns] or informal dilapidated buildings, the ‘taudis’ [slums].143 Bidonville was the 

commonly used term to refer to low-income informal housing settlements with poor living 

conditions. The government’s efforts to house and rehouse migrants went beyond its interest in 

improving living standards. Instead, the French authorities used housing policies as a tool for 

documenting, measuring, surveilling and managing the immigrant population. 

 

5.2.1 The housing problem 
 

France had severe and long-standing housing shortages in the post-war era, not unlike 

other European countries coming out of the war (Byrnes, 2008). However, what was somewhat 

‘uniquely French’ was that the state made it a priority to invest heavily in urban planning to 

mitigate the housing shortage (Bernardot, 2008). The 1950 census considered forty per cent of 

all housing to be either overpopulated or ‘of mediocre quality’, which usually meant that there 

was no running water and no indoor toilets (Byrnes, 2008). In response, in cooperation with 

 
143 Bidonville was the commonly used term to refer to low-income informal housing with poor living conditions. 
I will use the term bidonville when I paraphrase or cite policy documents. In all the other circumstances, I will 
use the term ‘urban informal low-income housing’. 
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local governments and public-private housing authorities, the state built 2.5 million social 

housing units between 1946 and 1976: in 1976, there were three million social housing units in 

France, most of which were in the 350 grands ensembles [large housing projects] (Fourcaut, 

2006). Ross argues that this post-war modernisation effort was racialised, in the sense that urban 

renewal became contingent on clearing urban centres of insanitary houses and racialised bodies 

(Ross, 1996, p. 145). 

Media reporting and policy research on the so-called bidonvilles and the living 

conditions of these migrant workers functioned to fuel anxieties about their very presence on 

French territory. Dilapidated housing became discursively synonymous with sickness and 

disease. In the colonial context, the administration had already articulated and justified racial 

differences between natives and colonisers by problematising health and hygiene (Quinlan, 

1996). In discussing the informal housing inhabited by migrants, news outlets and politicians 

employed anxious phrases, such as ‘leprosy of society’ or ‘cancer of the nation’ (Byrnes, 2008; 

Paskins, 2009).  

 In the metropole, to lament their poor hygiene, government researchers and 

policymakers reported on the makeshift housing of African workers, and photographed the 

residents and their inadequate toilet facilities and open fires in kitchens. In doing so, they built 

on colonial stereotypes of backwardness. An extensive 1964 report by the Ministry of Public 

Health on the sanitation of West and Central African workers stated: ‘the education of Africans 

on the matter of sanitation is entirely to be done. […] There is only one water point for 100 

people. […] however, the blacks are very clean: they like to take showers’.144 The 

administration equated public health and housing issues with threats posed by racialised bodies 

and in doing so overlooked the ways in which the exclusionary policies themselves created and 

maintained unhealthy living conditions for migrants. 

In the context of the Algerian war, the so-called bidonvilles became equated with 

Algerian immigrants, even though, in reality, French people and European migrants also lived 

in them (McDonnell, 2013). The historian Muriel Cohen estimates that about ten to fifteen per 

cent of Algerians, both single men and families, who arrived in France between 1950 and 1965 

had lived for some time in such an informal housing settlement (Muriel Cohen, 2017). During 

the Algerian war, these informal settlements and the poor living conditions in them were seen 

as a bad advertisement for the Republic’s claims to equality for all citizens regardless of skin 

colour (Byrnes, 2008). Moreover, the authorities and media outlets saw the settlements as 

 
144 Rapport main d’œuvre d’Afrique Noire résidant dans l’agglomération Parisienne, Ministère de la Santé 
Publique et Population, 21 January 1964, in Archives Nationales 19780262/10. 
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crime-ridden hotbeds of the FLN that fed Algerian nationalist sentiment and enabled 

underground activities (House & Thompson, 2016). Consequently, the authorities worried 

about these unruly informal housing settlements. 

Colonial governance regarding urban planning was used to regulate migrant 

populations. Urban planning had been an essential tool for colonial governance in the French 

colonies, especially in Algeria and Morocco (Almi 2002; House 2018; Maghraoui 2008; Wright 

1987). The colonial administration had focused on housing to craft so-called civilised domestic 

life and pacify the Muslim population in French Algeria (McKay, 1997). Moreover, they had 

used spatial politics to disperse nationalist communities (Bourdieu 1958). In the metropole, 

police and welfare joined forces. The police attempted to break into networks in the informal 

settlements to dismantle the FLN and supress nationalist sentiment.145 The CTAM and FAS 

oversaw welfare policies to influence the ‘psychology’ and political mentality of the Algerian 

population. Through these services and SONACOTRA, the administration combined housing 

and assimilationist policies to surveil and control the Algerian population. This continued into 

the postcolonial period after the independence of Algeria, as colonial institutions and officers 

who had been mandated with the regulation of the Muslim population in French Algeria and 

the French metropole were rebranded to manage the immigrant population (see section 4.2.1) 

(Lyons, 2009). 

 

5.2.2 Rehousing projects 
 

Anxieties about public health, public order and housing played a role in the push for the 

eradication of insanitary housing. Over the course of the 1960s and 1970s, the French 

administration put extensive efforts into plans for the ‘resorption of the bidonvilles’. They 

implemented legislation that allowed for expropriation of the land on which these informal 

settlements had been constructed, such as the 1964 Loi Debré.146 Crucially, this law guaranteed 

permanent housing for the people who were expelled from their insanitary and often informal 

housing. Two years later, the government amended the law to make the building of social 

housing a legitimate reason for expropriating and destroying informal housing and housing 

settlements. However, under the Loi Debré the plan only slowly took effect, as it proved 

difficult to build the accommodation necessary for rehousing the evicted residents (Paskins, 

 
145 For the role of the police, see section 7.2. 
146 Loi n° 64-1229 du 14 décembre 1964 tendant à faciliter aux fins de reconstruction ou d'aménagement, 
l'expropriation des terrains sur lesquels sont édifiés des locaux d'habitation insalubres et irrécupérables, 
communément appelés ‘bidonvilles’, retrieved from legifrance.gouv.fr, last visited 21 December 2021. 
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2009). In 1970, the Loi Vivien reinforced the existing legislation.147 These plans centred on the 

building of new ‘hygienic’ housing, to promote the assimilation and control of working-class 

migrants.  

The developed housing differentiated between categories of workers in racialised ways. 

The specialised housing service for migrants, SONACOTRA(L) was mandated with building 

housing for the migrant population. When family migration increased in the 1960s, 

SONACOTRAL established special services in the various cities and departments mandated 

with building housing for migrant families, such as the LOGIREP in Paris and the LOGIREM 

in Marseille. These authorities were financed separately from housing institutions for the 

French population; namely, through a percentage of the family allocations of migrant workers. 

The regulation of housing through specified policies meant that the administration could more 

closely control the immigrant population and their chances of making a home in France. 

Efforts to rehouse people were sometimes violent. This is starkly illustrated by the 

special police force, infamously known as Brigade Z, which was active in the informal housing 

settlement of Nanterre. Their mandate to stop the growth of housing settlements was first driven 

by the fight against Algerian nationalist networks during the war, but later more generally by 

the desire to surveil and repress migrant communities in the context of ‘slum clearance’ 

programmes.148 Starting from their first interventions in 1961 until well into the 1970s, these 

officers demolished houses, walked into homes at any given moment, and used arbitrary 

violence against the residents. In the field notes of the activist Monique Hervo, I found many 

examples of families living in dilapidated housing who did not want to be rehoused, often 

because the location of the alternative accommodation was a long way from their work, or 

because of surveillance and a fear of losing communal ties. I also found some instances where 

families refused to pay for relocation, indicating a level of corruption among officers who 

demanded payment.149  

A lack of decent housing also created calls to regulate and curb the migration of both 

single people and families from the former colonies on the African continent. The authorities 

worried that the building of housing for migrants would attract more migration and therefore 

argued that addressing the housing problem should be conditional on limiting immigration. The 

Préfet of the Département de la Seine (the Paris region) argued in 1963 that ‘the migratory flow 

 
147 Loi n° 70-612 du 10 juillet 1970 tendant à faciliter la suppression de l'habitat insalubre, retrieved from 
legifrance.gouv.fr, last visited 21 December 2021. 
148 Such demolition of housing settlements and neighbourhoods was not new in the context of the Algerian war: it 
had been used to fight unruly elements in French society throughout history, such as during the 1848 revolts.  
149 In the notes of Monique Hervo, in Archives Monique Hervo ARC/3019/3. 
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should be effectively limited to the real possibilities for housing’.150 He mentioned that the 

Ministry of Cooperation did not want to build more housing for single migrant men as long as 

the immigration agreements with African states that aimed to curb migration were not finalised: 

he feared that migration would increase if housing conditions improved.151 He reversed the 

argument to limit immigration in order to mitigate the housing shortage. These policy 

suggestions became a regulatory goal. 

 

5.3 Housing men: segregation and control 
 

The authorities developed and implemented housing policies based on the categories set 

out above in Chapter 4. They authorised separate housing along the lines of race, gender, class 

and family status because of concerns about assimilability and the logic of temporariness. The 

administration housed male migrants from the African continent separately from families. 

Legislation distinguished between ‘housing for the isolated’ – isolated being the term employed 

by the administration for single men – and ‘housing for families’.152 Researchers have shown 

that the authorities developed housing structures that enabled the surveillance and 

marginalisation of single men (Bernardot, 2008; Hmed, 2006). By exploring how these housing 

policies regulated both the intimate sphere and spatial distribution I am able to show here how 

the authorities regulated (the possibilities for) interracialised intimacies. In this section, I 

describe housing for single men, and in the next, housing for families.  

 

5.3.1 Separating men without families 
 

The French administration’s housing solution for single African men came in the form 

of foyers. African men were usually housed separately from other workers. SONACOTRA(L) 

and related housing services argued that these men needed ‘adapted housing structures’ based 

on their culture (Dedieu & Mbodj-Pouye, 2015).153 Foyer housing constituted an unspecified 

legal category, in which the resident had no renters’ rights and was therefore stuck in an in-

between space: he had a bed, not a home, thereby reinforcing the logic of temporariness (Hmed, 

 
150 Préfet de la Seine à monsieur le Ministre de l’Intérieur, conditions d’habitat de ressortissants d’états africains, 
20 March 1963, in Archives Nationales 19770346/10. 
151 Préfet de la seine à monsieur le Ministre de l’Intérieur, conditions d’habitat de ressortissants d’états africains, 
20 March 1963, in Archives Nationales 19770346/10. 
152 For example, the circular of 5 October 1972 (on the ‘preparation for the resorption of unsanitary housing and 
for the housing of immigrants) differentiates between ‘the foyers for isolate workers’ and ‘family housing’.  
153 A circular in 1959 from the Ministry of Interior instructed that even though there may be some advantages to 
‘ethnically mixing’ workers in foyers, this policy should not be immediately implemented.  



 
    

117 

2006). According to officials, foyers were meant to offer sanitary housing in a cost-efficient 

and regulated manner aimed at breaking down the ‘tribalism’ that supposedly reigned in low-

income informal housing.154 The foyer was collective housing that simultaneously isolated its 

residents.  

The building of foyers was explicitly motivated by the logic of surveillance. In 1965, 

the Préfet of the Ain region justified building a new foyer by arguing that ‘it would also be 

suitable to achieve better police surveillance of the foyer itself and its surroundings, to which 

the current location does not lend itself well’.155 Sources that present the perspective of migrant 

men show that they were aware of and attempted to defy such surveillance: for example, single 

men who were expelled from informal housing settlements did not want to be rehoused in foyers 

because of the widespread police surveillance.156 As these men were seen as uprooted and 

potentially dangerous, strict internal rules applied in the foyers. Moreover, residents’ ‘moral 

character’ was continuously scrutinised, and poor morality was a reason for eviction from a 

foyer. SONACOTRA recruited gérants [managers/concierges], who were responsible for the 

internal workings of foyers, primarily from among those who had previously been colonial 

officers in Algeria, for they were thought to ‘know the people’.157 And so, officers who had 

been enforcing colonial rule now enforced the rules in the foyers, again showing a colonial 

continuity between individuals and their ‘expertise’ (Bernardot 2006). 

It should be noted that, at the time, that foyer-type housing was not uncommon in 

France. French students and young French workers of all genders were also housed in foyers, 

in which private life was strictly regulated. This changed over the course of the 1970s, among 

other reasons because of the demands for more freedom for students in the May ’68 protests. 

These groups who were housed in foyers also had other housing options or only lived in a foyer 

for a specific period of their life (e.g., during their studies). African migrants had only the 

private market as an alternative option – which was often either inaccessible to migrant workers 

or provided housing of poor quality. Housing for migrants remained strict and paternalistic – 

 
154 Report by the ‘service de liaison et de promotion des migrants’ by the prefecture de la région Parisienne, for 
the department of Paris on the ‘resorption of shantytowns and the problem of migrants’, published on 1 March 
1971, in Archives Nationales 19770317/1. 
155 Préfet de l’Ain, à monsieur le premier Ministre délégation de l’action sociale pour les travailleurs étrangers et 
pour information a Ministre de l’Intérieur, objet : hébergement des travailleurs d’outre-mer et notamment des 
travailleurs algériens. 7 May 1961, in Archives Nationales 19770391/6. 
156 5: Etudes de l’habitat, 1957 GEANAAP, about the housing in the bidonvilles and the actions taken. Mentions 
that the single men evicted from the bidonvilles do not want to go to foyers, due, among other reasons, to police 
surveillance. In Monique Hervo archives ARC3019/2. 
157 For example, a newspaper report criticises the recruitment of colonial officers as gérants in foyers for Africans. 
Lecomte, Claude. l’Humanité, 2 November 1970, in Archives Nationales, 19960134/3. 
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and most importantly, the administration did not build any other type of housing for single 

African migrants. 

Mixed housing for single Algerian men and Algerian families was considered in the 

1960s, but never built. When, in 1960, the Préfet of the department in the Alps wanted to mix 

Algerian families and single men in one housing facility, the Head of Social Affairs at the 

Algerian Affairs department answered resolutely: ‘I am very opposed to this project’, without 

explaining further.158 In 1961, the Social Action Fund denied SONACOTRAL’s proposal to 

build a residence for both single men and families because: 

 
After deliberation, we have not been able to approve this project, because we do not consider it 

desirable, from a social and familial point of view, to group families and single men together in 

one building. Such a formula does not seem to benefit the evolution of the Muslim family.159  

 

The motive for this apparent ‘threat’ was not further explained. Rather, it was considered 

evident that single men were corruptible factors for families, whose assimilation was 

encouraged through their adaptation to the French ideal of domesticity. As shown in the 

previous chapter, single (North) African men could never attain assimilation because they were 

deemed incapable of being integrated into French domestic life.  

In contrast, for European migrants there was no strict distinction between families and 

single men in housing. A 1963 letter from the Préfet de la Seine to the Minister of Interior – 

three years after the independence of the former AOF and AEF – set out the ‘problem’ of 

housing for workers from ‘African states’.160 The Préfet argued that both West and Central 

African and North African workers should be housed separately from families. Although he 

acknowledged that Spanish and Portuguese migrants also had housing problems, he argued that 

they did not need to be housed separately, without explaining why. This unexplained self-

evidence illustrates how the hierarchies of assimilability justified their inclusion in the national 

community of European men and the exclusion of African men. As I set out below, the 

difference between families and single men in housing enabled the French administration to 

regulate racial boundaries by intertwining spatial politics with the regulation of the domestic 

sphere.  

 
158 Massenet, secretariat general pour les affaires algériennes à Préfet directeur du SAMAS, 25 March 1960, in 
Archives Nationales 19770391/6. 
159 Lettre du fonds d’action social au monsieur le directeur de la SONACOTRAL, 21 July 961, in Archives 
Nationales 19770391/6. 
160 Préfet de la Seine au Ministre de l’Intérieur, conditions d’habitats de ressortissants d’états africains, 20 March 
1963, in Archives Nationales 19770346/10. 
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5.3.2 Preventing interracialised intimacies  
 

By separating migrant men in the collective and strictly-surveiled foyers, the authorities 

could craft and intervene in their intimate life.161 As reported in the right-leaning newspaper Le 

Figaro, the foyers ensured that residents were controlled like children in a boarding school: ‘no 

visits in the foyer. Those are the rules! Even though they are past the age of boarding school’.162 

The prohibition of visitors made it difficult for the foyer’s residents to form romantic and sexual 

relationships. During an interview I conducted with Thérèse, a woman who married her 

Algerian husband in Bretagne during the Algerian war, we discussed the living arrangements 

of her husband-to-be. She found it very fortunate that he had put all his money aside to pay for 

a room outside a SONACOTRA foyer, which cost so much that he could only eat once a day. 

She argued that in the foyer ‘it was not easy for people to get together, to see each other’.163 

Research carried out in 1960 with Algerian workers shows that half the respondents wanted a 

single room. One of the reasons given was their desire to have romantic and/or sexual 

partner(s).164  

The right to have visitors was an essential question in the internal management of the 

foyers. The former ‘director of research and programming’ of SONACOTRA stated in an 

interview that ‘this was the big issue at the time: visits, especially female visits’ (Bernardot, 

2008, p. 126). Female visits were considered to be a self-evident problem, as illustrated in the 

research on migrant housing carried out by the SLPM from 1971:  

 

There is another problem that is continually relevant. The problem of the right to visitors and its 

limitations, which is demanded by the residents, and even more by those who want to be their 

spokespeople, or even their defenders, on the outside. […] We comprehend that some, or even 

many, want the right to visitors to be extended to women (lit. female sex) and exercised within 

the rooms. […] But evidently the problem of meetings with women remains [emphasis by 

author].165  

 
161 This was similar to the way migrant male workers were housed in other countries. For example, in the 
Netherlands, the authorities argued that collective housing for Moroccan migrant workers was necessary to 
monitor these workers, and their intimate relationships with Dutch girls and sex workers (Schrover, 2021). 
162. Le Figaro, 19 janvier 1973, la fin d’un foyer-taudis. The archives of the Ministry of Interior include newspaper 
clippings on the rent strikes, collected by the director of public liberty and juridical Affairs, in Archives Nationales 
19960134/3.  
163 Thérèse, personal interview, 13 November 2019. 
164 Sondage d’opinion publique sur les aspirations des travailleurs en matière de logement, service des affaires 
musulmanes to fond d’action sociale, June 1960, in Archives Nationales 19770391/6. 
165 Report by the ‘service de liaison et de promotion des migrants’ by the prefecture de la région Parisienne, for 
the department of Paris on the ‘resorption of shantytowns and the problem of migrants’, published on 1 March 
1971, in Archives Nationales 19770317/1. 
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This problematisation of women’s visits shows that the authorities worried about intimate 

heterosexual relations within housing structures that did not enable the residents to have a 

private life.  

Still, this prohibition was also contested. In May 1970, members of the communist party 

proposed a law to the Assemblée National to safeguard the right to visitors and argued that their 

prohibition was part of paternalistic and draconian regulations: however, the law was never 

adopted.166 In debates on the 1973 law on ‘collective housing’, the amendment that secured the 

right to have visitors was rejected.167 The Senate argued it would cause problems of ‘illegal 

stays and ‘other visits’’. Whereas the Senators did not specify what they meant by ‘other visits’, 

given the concerns discussed above, it is likely that this referred to female visits. 

Residents of the foyers also criticised the rule: the right to (female) visits became one 

of the core demands of the national rent strikes.168 Over the course of the 1970s, residents of 

the SONACOTRA foyers went on rent strikes to demand a halt to rent increases, better living 

conditions, less policing and surveillance by implementing self-management and the right to 

receive visitors.169 In some foyers, strikers demanded single rooms in order to be able to have 

a private life.170  

SONACOTRA responded inconsistently to the demands. The leftist newspaper Combat 

mentioned that the demands of strikers who were relocated to a new foyer were only partially 

met: they were granted the right to have visitors, but only in the communal areas.171 From 1977, 

an information magazine of SONACOTRA mentioned that the right to have visitors had been 

granted to residents of the foyers in order to meet the demands of the strikers – even though 

they did not change the surveillance and strict rules enforced by a gérant. The magazine argued 

that their concessions to the residents would give them a better chance to have a private life.  
 

 
166 Proposition de loi relative à la liquidation des bidonvilles et au relogement des travailleurs immigrés n 1159, 
14 May 1970, in Archives Nationales 19960134/3. 
167 Rapport sur le projet de loi adopté par le sénat rélatif à l’hébergement collectif n 276, commission des affaires 
culturelles familiales et sociales, 3 May 1973, in Archives Nationales 19960134/3. 
168 It was the protest against this rule, for the right to have sex in the university dorm, that also sparked the large 
student protests of May ’68 - followed by the sexual revolution - that would fundamentally uproot the social fabric 
in French society. 
169 The newspaper article in l’Humanité of 19 January 1973 illustrates the discussions between the representatives 
of the strikers and the authorities, during which they discussed to right to visitation. In Archives Nationales 
19960134/3. 
170 Note sur les grèves dans les foyers SONACOTRA, 1969, in Archives Nationales 19960134/4. 
171 Nouvelle opération d’évacuation de Belleville, combat, 19 January 1973 in Archives Nationales 19960134/3. 
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Responding to the aspirations of immigrants - as men, as residents and as workers - 

means helping them to safeguard their privacy, to realise their personal project, but also to 

organise their participation in a life in the hostels.172  

 

In this quote, SONACOTRA acknowledged that the migrant workers were not just 

workers, but also ‘men’. Yet, a flyer distributed by strikers a couple of years later tells a 

different story: that of the residents’ discontent about the fact that the right to female visitors 

had still not been implemented unequivocally, as no overnight guests were allowed.173  

Without any privacy to speak of, and forbidden from having visitors in their rooms, 

these men were pushed into spaces outside the home to enact their sexual lives. White 

heteronormative society demands that sexual and intimate encounters happen within a private 

domestic space (Crofts, Hubbard, & Prior, 2013; Hubbard, 2001). This was impossible for 

single migrant men living in foyers and contributed to their exclusion from French domesticity 

and sexual normalcy, as I set out in greater detail in Chapter 6. Having female visitors could be 

a reason for expulsion from the foyers.174 Through the structure and internal regulations, the 

administration could regulate the opportunity for a private life, and for intimacies with women 

in the French metropole.  

Not only did authorities regulate the opportunity for intimacies through the internal 

regulation of the foyer, but also through the foyers’ locations. Mayors refused to build foyers 

in their municipality and residents of neighbourhoods where they were proposed protested 

against the building of foyers because they feared they would pose threats to public order, 

invoking arguments about the danger that single North African men (supposedly) posed to 

(white) women and young girls.175 Officials in charge of managing North African migrants also 

reiterated such anxieties: Massenet, the head of the Social Action Fund, for example, argued 

that spatial dispersion of North African men was necessary because ‘women and young girls 

dare not leave the house because they fear they will be attacked and raped’ (Shepard, 2017, p. 

233). The SLPM reports of 1971, however, noted that no instances of threats against women 

 
172 SONACOTRA, dossier 1 : objectif, 1977, article : la vie des foyers-hôtels: les résdents partenaires de la 
SONACOTRA, p. 10, in Bibliothèque Nationale de France 4JO33010. 
173 C.I.E.M.M. response to the brochure – grève des loyers – mise au point by the SONACOTRA by the GISTI, in 
Bibliothèque Nationale de France 4LA1204-5. 
174 Secrétaire General du AFTAM à Ministre du Travail, grève des foyers-hôtels à l’AFTAM, 25 November 1974. 
Archives Nationales 19960134/4. 
175 E.g. Synthèse des rapports trimestriels établis par les conseillers techniques pour les affaires musulmanes, 
1e trimestre 1959, ministère de l’Intérieur. Service des affaires musulmanes et de l’action sociale, confidentiel, in 
Archives Nationales 19760133/14 ; SLPM, Note sur l’immigration étrangère dans le Rhône, 1971, in Archives 
Nationales 19860269/11. 
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had occurred.176 This indicates that sexual anxieties were based on stereotypes rather than facts. 

The segregation of single men was thus, among other things, a consequence of anxieties on 

sexual relations between men and (white) French women. In Chapter five I address the 

stereotypes of the sexual dangers posed by African men, and the sexual order this constructed 

and perpetuated.177 

These anxieties underlined the segregationist policies. In 1977, a cartoon in 

SONACOTRA’s information magazine illustrates how the argument about sexual relations is 

an underlying reason for the choice of location of foyers. The cartoon shows a man who 

exclaims: ‘I would rather see them far from my daughters’. The written text next to the cartoon 

set out the technocratic and financial arguments over problems with funding and finding 

suitable land. This indicates that sexual anxieties were one of the underlying reasons for 

segregation, but these were not explicitly discussed as the main reason. 

 

 
Figure 3 SONACOTRA, 1977178 

 

 
176 SLPM, Note sur l’immigration étrangère dans le Rhône, 1971, in Archives Nationales 19860269/11. 
177 These were colonial stereotypes that considered North African men sexually dangerous and framed interracial 
intimacies as dangerous. This was less applicable to West and Central African men, as I will show in the next 
chapter.  
178 SONACOTRA, dossier 1 : objectif, 1977, article : la vie des foyers-hôtels: les résidents partenaires de la 
SONACOTRA, p. 10, in Bibliothèque Nationale de France 4JO33010. 
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Foyer housing thus brought together the regulation of private life with spatial regulation 

to carry out surveillance of its residents on the outskirts of French society. Housing for single 

African men fixated on the logic of temporariness: foyer residents were supposed to work and 

not have a private life. In this way foyers locked single men into a state of singlehood. Together 

with the housing structures for families, this constructed a policy paradigm that prevented the 

development of interracialised relationships in the metropole. 

 

5.3 Housing families: assimilation and exclusion 
 

Having set out how authorities housed single migrant workers and how this affected the 

opportunity for intimacies, I will now show how authorities housed migrant families and 

interracialised couples. The administration created a separate housing system for Algerian 

families before independence, which was extended to other migrant families after 

independence. Especially in the context of the resorption of insanitary housing, the 

administration built public housing for migrant families: Habitation a Loyer Modéré [rent-

controlled social housing] (HLM) and so-called cités de transit [transit centres].179 Critical 

researchers on the French context have argued that through such housing policies, the French 

authorities enforced colonial modalities of discipline and control on the migrant population to 

regulate the inclusion and exclusion of families (Belmessous, 2013a; Bernardot, 2008; Naylor, 

2013). Even though, as demonstrated in the previous chapter, ‘interracialised households’ were 

considered part of the category of ‘North African families’, most of the policy documents on 

housing allocation I found in the archives contain no specific information on interracialised 

households. In this section I show how the housing policies created and justified household 

categories and how this affected interracialised households. I look first at interracialised 

households in the cités de transit and then at the HLM housing, after which I discuss what these 

policies meant for the formation of families in the metropole.  

 

5.3.1 Segregation and gendered assimilation  
 

Housing for North African families was based on the distinction between so-called 

‘adapted’ and ‘unadapted’ families. The cités de transit were built to house families who were 

 
179 Besides the housing options provided by the authorities, migrant working-class families and couples lived in 
small housing in working class neighbourhoods on the private market. Sometimes in small apartments, but often 
in one-bedroom furnished rooms so-called ‘hotels meublés’ [furnished hotels] or in small apartments.  
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considered to ‘not have the necessary degree of evolution’ to live in HLM housing.180 These 

transit centres combined social action and housing in order to teach the families, and especially 

the wives, to ‘adapt’ to modern French life. Most of the cités were managed by SONACOTRA 

or the centres de transits familiaux [transit centres for families] (Cetrafa), an organisation that 

stemmed from the colonial period. The gérants of the cités de transit had the authority to 

monitor the families and intervene when deemed necessary to promote assimilation through the 

domestic sphere. 

Authorities segregated North African families living in cité de transit from the rest of 

the population. Formally, the cités de transit were built for any family considered to be 

‘unadapted’, whether French or migrant.181 However, in practice, class-based hierarchies 

intersected with racial ones: the administration did not wish to house French families in cités 

de transit – even though many French families were also living in insanitary housing. A 1971 

report of the Préfet of the Paris region on ‘slum clearance and the problem of migrants’ asserts 

that housing French families in cités de transit for migrants ‘should be prohibited and no 

exceptions should even be tolerated’.182 As a Moroccan man living in a transit centre close to 

Paris said: ‘they do not put French people here because they are afraid of Arabs’.183 Still, I 

found testimonies in which North African residents in the transit centres talk about having 

French neighbours, indicating that at least some French people lived there. However, the 

authorities reasserted the differences between French families and so-called unadapted migrant 

families by enforcing segregation.  

In the cités de transit, policy officers did not discuss the presence of white women. I 

found no specific mention of interracialised families in statistics on the cités de transit, except 

for one study carried out by the ESNA from 1963 that gives insights into the North African 

population in the Parisian suburb Grennevilliers. The research sample shows that of the 26 

families living in the cités, three were categorised as ‘mixed’.184 Given that between one third 

and one fifth of the North African families consisted of a French white female partner, it is 

likely that at least some interracialised couples were also living in the cités de transit – even 

 
180 Rapport Corréard, Les cités de transit pour familles, October 1965, Archives Nationales 1977039/6. This report 
was compiled by the former CTAM officer Jean Corréard.  
181 This was also stipulated in the regulation on the cités de transit, for example in the circular on the cité de transit 
from 1972: Circular of 19 April 1972 ‘relative aux cités de transit’ stipulates that ‘obviously the cités de transit are 
likely to receive foreign families as well as families of French origin », retrieved from legifrance.gouv.fr, last 
visited 9 March 2021. 
182 Rapport à Monsieur le Préfet de la Région Parisienne sur la Résorption des bidonvilles et les problèmes des 
migrants, 1971, in Archives Nationales 19770317/1. 
183 In notes, Monique Hervo, ARC/3019/3. 
184 Etudes Sociales Nord Africaines, « les africains du nord à Gennevilliers », 1963, in Archives Seine Saint-Denis, 
37AC17. 
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though they were not discussed in statistics or policy documents. This can be explained by the 

fact that the existence of segregated transit centres was justified by the construction of the 

inassimilability of North African families on which racialised distinction was based. Making 

interracialised households invisible should be understood as an investment in upholding such a 

distinction: their presence did not ‘fit’ the framing of the cité de transit as a segregated space 

for gendered assimilation. 

The French administration justified the need for the surveillance and segregation of 

‘inadaptable’ families in the cités de transit by arguing that these centres promoted assimilation. 

A social worker told Monique Hervo ‘they [the residents] will now become real French people’. 

Yet, migrant organisations and activists criticised the cités de transit. They stated that the 

gérants of the transit centres behaved as ‘the king in the cité’ and ruled with a ‘reign of terror’.185 

In her journal, Monique Hervo quotes a gérant of a cité who told a new Algerian family that: 

‘we’ve put you here so that you learn how to live’. The comment made the five-year-old 

daughter of the family cry.186 The idea that the residents were socially inadaptable helped justify 

the need for cités de transit and enabled colonial control in the name of assimilation. 

The authorities were aware early on that the assimilationist goal of the cités de transit 

did not function in practice. The separation of North African families combined with their 

marginalised location led to the durable and long-term segregation of its residents from French 

society. This was echoed in discussions of the cités in left-wing newspapers, which stated that 

‘with the cité de transit, we are witnessing a deliberate and planned policy of deporting and 

locking up these sections of the population, or even making a marginal fringe excluded from 

work’ (Blanc-Chaléard, p. 357). Already in 1963, the ESNA reported that the families living in 

the cités de transit were slow to assimilate because of segregation.187 One resident of the transit 

centre argued that ‘we are cut from our community, we are isolated and do not see any people 

anymore’.188 However, this failure to assimilate was read as a symptom of the poor adaptability 

of migrant families, not of the failure of the transit centres.  

Housing North African families in transit centres served the interests of the government 

because it enabled authorities to evict residents from informal housing swiftly and cheaply. 

Especially from 1969 onwards, the administration focused on the building of transit centres in 

 
185 Asti, info sur les cités de transit, 1974, , Info sur les cités de transit, personal documents of Monique Hervo 
(undated), in Archives Monique Hervo ARC/3019/11. 
186 Monique Hervo journal, notes on families, in Archives Monique Hervo, ARC/3019/3. 
187 Etudes Sociales Nord Africaines, « les africains du nord à Gennevilliers », 1963, in Archives Seine Saint-Denis, 
37AC17. 
188 Monique Hervo journal, notes on families, in Archives Monique Hervo ARC-3019/3. 
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their efforts for urban renewal.189 By building these, they did not have to build better quality 

and sustainable housing for the long term (Blanc-Chaléard, 2016). For example, Massenet 

mentioned that there was simply not enough HLM housing available – and that the need to 

close down insanitary housing was too urgent to wait for HLM housing.190 Massenet advocated 

for helping Algerian families after Algerian independence, but because it was politically 

difficult to secure more funding for Algerian migrants, his efforts largely resulted in more 

transit centres.191  

After the independence of Algeria, and facilitated by the implementation of the Loi 

Debré and later the Loi Vivien, authorities systematically rehoused Algerian families evicted 

from insanitary housing in cités de transit regardless of their ‘degree of adaptation’ (Muriel 

Cohen, 2013, p. 406). Because of a lack of other housing options and HLM availability, many 

North African families were housed in these cheaply built centres for an average of eight years, 

even though they were supposed to be temporary and ‘educational’ (Zehraoui, 1976). 

Moreover, the temporary nature of the cités de transit allowed the municipalities to sell the land 

for real estate development when desired (Ginesy-Galano, 1984). So migrant families’ 

opportunities to make a home were considered less important than capitalist interests. In the 

name of the need for adaptation and assimilation into the French community, these families 

continued to be put in temporary and thus disposable housing, excluded from French society.  

 

5.3.2 Mixture and interracialisation 
 

Whereas the transit centres combined segregationist spatial politics and colonial 

surveillance in the name of assimilation, in HLM housing the authorities focused on mixing 

North African and European/French families. Officially, migrants were eligible for regular 

HLM housing and must be considered among the French population without discrimination. 

North African families could obtain HLM housing through the regular route or through the 

special routes in the context of the so-called ‘resorption des bidonvilles’ [slum clearance]. In 

reality, HLM bureaucrats used indirect tools to discriminate against migrants: for example, by 

instating a requirement that families must have lived in the municipality for at least ten years, 

 
189 In 1969, there were 1157 residences in the cités de transit in the Paris région. Between 1970 and 1975, the 
relevant institutions built 11 522 new residences.  
190 Monsieur Massenet, délégué de l’action sociale en métropole au Ministère d’état chargé des affaires 
algériennes, participation de la SONACOTRAL au relogement des familles nord africains, 21 July 1961, in 
Archives Nationales 19770391/6. 
191 For example, letters from Massenet to the Préfet du Rhône, 17 September 1962, in Archives Nationales 
19770391/6. 
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or by registering families’ places of birth to exclude those born outside France (David, 2016). 

Later, in 1972, nationality became a more explicit basis on which North African families were 

excluded from HLM services. Few North African families were allocated HLM housing, 

including those naturalised as French. In his 1976 study, the sociologist Zehraoui estimated that 

only two or three per cent of Algerian migrant households were successful in their housing 

application. He remarked on ‘a certain attitude of the relevant authority on the matter’, referring 

to racism. Hajjat has shown that migrant families were pushed away from HLM housing: only 

about five per cent of apartments were attributed to migrants (Hajjat, 2018).  

This had to do with general racism but also with the notion of the seuil de tolerance 

[tolerance threshold]. The French government and administration believed that they could insert 

so-called adapted North African families into the French community without burdening the 

French population. Politicians and bureaucrats alike asserted that above a certain threshold, 

assimilation was impossible, and the (white) French community would not tolerate the 

migrants’ presence: this understanding became popularised as the seuil de tolerance [tolerance 

threshold]. These concerns revolved mostly around housing, but also around schools and 

children’s camps, as well as local shops and restaurants in a certain neighbourhood.192 Based 

on the ‘tolerance threshold’, HLM housing set in place a semi-formal system under which 

housing for migrant families was ‘exchanged’ with housing for French families (that is: white) 

to avoid segregation and stay under the so-called tolerance threshold. This again had an 

underlying capitalist interest: officials warned that buildings ‘and even the entire 

neighbourhood’ depreciated in value when too many North Africans moved in.193 At the end of 

the 1970s in the suburbs of Lyon, housing was even left empty in order not to surpass the 

threshold (Hajjat, 2018). 

Bringing the presence of interracialised households into the analysis reveals the 

administration’s investment in upholding racialised difference. The authorities did not consider 

the presence of white women in North African households as an indication that the 

differentiation between North African and French/European families and between adaptable 

and non-adaptable families was untenable. The housing and social action services did not 

develop clear and systematic criteria on which measurements of adaptability were made: rather, 

the measurement of adaptation was considered self-explanatory, based upon colonial 

knowledge of the Muslim population. In this process, authorities argued that interracialised 

 
192 Ibid. 
193 Synthèse de rapport des charges de mission du service de liaison et de promotion des migrants, SPLM, July 
1967, in Archives Nationales 19770346/10. 



 
    

128 

households were more ‘adaptable’ to the French lifestyle compared to mono-racialised North 

African families. This difference was motivated by the idea that European wives were better at 

keeping a proper household, as the Préfet de le Seine Maritime articulated in 1959 in a letter to 

the Service des Affaires Musulmanes:  

 
If mixed households seem to have an advantage in this distribution, it is because most of the 

time these European spouses benefit from a favourable advantage in maintaining the household 

compared to Muslim women, who in most cases, without being inferior, need a more or less 

prolonged period of adaptation to western life.194 

 

In the policy documents that showed decisions on which families would be placed in 

which HLMs or cités de transit, mixture was always contingent on a strict demarcation between 

French and (North) African families and between ‘adaptable’ and ‘inadaptable’ families. 

Looking at the existence of interracialised couples complicates this demarcation. Policy 

documents and research show that mixed couples were overrepresented in HLM housing for 

families categorised as ‘North African’, counted as ‘adaptable families’. 195 Measuring the 

‘adaptability’ of French women as if they were non-French allowed the authorities to include 

interracialised couples in the racialised hierarchy of assimilation without complicating the 

racialised separation between white and non-white families.  

This helps in understanding how HLM housing policies were in theory based on a 

discourse of tolerance and mixture, but in reality, were based on racial difference.196 The 

discriminatory operation of the tolerance threshold and mixture policies have been 

demonstrated by several authors (Belmessous, 2013b; Hajjat, 2018). As I argued in the previous 

chapter, assimilation was measured by the acceptance of the white French norm. Media outlets 

invoked the notion of the tolerance threshold to explain the negative sentiment of the white 

French towards African migrants, which perpetuated racialised difference between those doing 

 
194 Préfet de la Seine-Maritime à le Ministre de l’Intérieur, services des affaires musulmanes. Objet : Logement 
des travailleurs musulmans et leurs familles. 1960, in Archives Nationales 19770391/6. 
195 This overrepresentation of so-called mixed couples is consistent across sources – including in the postcolonial 
context. The ESNA from 1963 also gives information on the living situation of ‘mixed couples’ in their research 
sample. 17 families North African lived in HLM housing, of which 7 were ‘mixed’. Etudes Sociales Nord 
Africaines « les africains du nord a Genevilliers », 1963 Archives Seine Saint-Denis, 37AC17.  
David notes in his dissertation on social housing in the Parisian working-class Suburb ‘Saint Denis’ that in his 
sample of housing allocations between 1950 and 1964, all seven Algerian families who had received HLM housing 
were actually ‘mixed’. After 1965, this decreased to four out of nine families (David, 2016).  
196 Lettre du Préfet de la région Rhône-Alpes, Préfet du Rhône a Monsieur le Premier Ministre, Le Ministre de 
l’Intérieur, le Ministre du Travail, de l’Emploi et de la Population, 5 January 1972, in Archives Nationales 
19860269/11. 
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the tolerating and those who had to be tolerated.197 North African families in HLM housing had 

to adapt to French normative domesticity, but this adaptation was never fully attainable.  

Policies that enforced mixture were dependent on the construction of racial difference 

that did not allow for the possibility of interracialisation within the domestic sphere, while also 

justifying the need for it, for the sake of tolerance and assimilation. European women, who were 

often French, were no longer seen as ‘western’ when they engaged in interracialised intimacies. 

Racialised separation of families enabled interventions in the domestic sphere to discipline and 

control in the name of gendered assimilation, while perpetuating racialised exclusion.  

The investment in upholding racialised separation helps understand the racial outcomes 

of housing policies. I could only trace the presence of interracialised households in housing 

allocation by piecing fragmented information together. The categories on which the housing 

policies for families were based classified the household as a pre-existing uniform racialised 

category, consisting of a male head of household, and a financially dependent wife and children. 

Feminist researchers have long argued that housing policies require a gendered analysis to show 

how they contribute to the construction of the patriarchal nuclear family (Madigan et al, 1990; 

Watson, 1986). By subsuming interracialised families within the racialised migrant population 

and not acknowledging the presence of white women or the possibility of interracialised 

households, the ‘family’ remained a racialised monolithic category in housing policies. In this 

way, French authorities created patriarchal households that were mono-racialised as North 

African, which helped justify racialised difference of the North African population.  

 

5.3.3 Housing and the possibilities for forging families 
 

The discourses on mixture, assimilation and tolerance, and the policies they engendered, 

were based on the construction of racial boundaries within the intimate sphere. By housing 

migrant African workers separately and isolated from families and French society, and by 

housing North African families differently from French families, the authorities regulated and 

controlled the opportunities for interactions that could transgress racial boundaries and possibly 

lead to settled migration. I argued in the previous chapter that the French government 

encouraged temporary labour migration over family migration. In 1962, a state official argued 

against improved housing for North African families: ‘families are not profitable for the 

 
197 E.g. in Le Provençal, du bidonville au HLM, 1 September 1973, in Private archives of Jean Chélini in the 
Archives Départementales du Bouches-du-Rhône 178 J 259. 
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national economy’.198 The housing structures were integral to controlling the opportunities for 

settled migration.  

The housing structures made it almost impossible for residents of SONACOTRA foyers 

to obtain an apartment in its sister institution, the Logi-group (Ginesy-Galano, 1984). Moreover, 

as I have shown, the racial housing structures for families, the tolerance threshold and racism 

in general made it difficult for African migrants to access HLM housing. Taken together, this 

prevented single migrant men moving out of foyers to forge a family and make a home in 

France.  

This affected both interracialised couples and the possibilities for family reunification 

and settled family migration. Interracialised couples had particular difficulties finding housing 

because their households were formed within the metropole and not through family 

reunification. Some interracialised couples could access private housing or buy property, 

depending on their class-position and income.199 Still, unless they had sufficient funds, the 

housing structures made it difficult for them to access housing.  

Monique Hervo tells a story about a French-Algerian couple that illustrates the 

difficulties that could be encountered by working-class interracialised couples. When the couple 

met, they looked for a room in a hotel meublé: these were hotel-type establishments of a low 

standard, where residents rented a room that functioned as primary residence.200 Yet they could 

not find one because the owners did not want a French-Algerian couple in their hotels.201 

Consequently, they ended up living in the informal low-income housing settlement of Nanterre 

among North African families. The couple lived there for four years, before moving to the 

Alsace region to find work in the mines, where they obtained staff housing from a friend who 

worked as a coal miner. However, they were kicked out of that when racist neighbours told on 

them, because subletting the apartment was forbidden. Subsequently, the couple sent their son 

to live with the mother’s parents. They were now homeless and slept in the canteen of a nursing 

 
198 Relations du G.E.A.N.A.R.P. avec les services publics et semi-publics, 1962, notes Monique Hervo, in 
Archives Monique Hervo, ARC/3019/2. 
199For example, of the six partners/couples I interviewed, three were able to buy an apartment thanks to sufficient 
funds.  
200 In 1950-1970, there were about 200,000 rooms in such hotels meublés  in Paris. These were supposed to be 
temporary, but many residents stayed longer because of the lack of appropriate housing. These hotels catered to 
people who came to the city to find work, often from rural areas or in some cases, migrants. Early research carried 
out by the feminist research Andrée Michel that looked at residents of the ‘hotel meublés’ of Paris from 1954-
1956 found that out of 204 couples, 133 were French, and twenty-seven were mixed couples. Nineteen of the 
twenty-seven were North African – European, and eight were Outre Mer – European, twenty-two were North 
African or Outre – Mer and French (Michel, 1959). It is not possible to tell from the statistics how many were 
North African – French   
201 Ligue nationale contre le taudis, 1969, In Archives Nationales 19771141/17. 
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home where the French woman was working. When the couple was kicked out of there too, the 

Algerian man could only find housing in a foyer and the French woman went on to live in 

Salvation Army housing. Eventually, they received support from a social worker, who 

instructed them to get married because that would facilitate their housing application in the 

region. After their marriage, the social worker found them a small apartment. That couple 

experienced serious difficulties, that were only relieved when a social worker assisted them. 

Another case from Monique Hervo’s diaries shows that even though interracialised 

couples had an advantage over North African couples in accessing HLM housing, the HLM 

authorities also responded with racism to interracialised couples who made themselves visible 

outside their identification as a North African couple. Jeanette was married to an Algerian man 

and arrived in the ‘bidonville de Nanterre’ in 1957.202 In 1968, after 11 years of living in a 

makeshift home, Jeanette went once again to the social housing services (HLM) to ask about 

her application for an HLM apartment. At the prefecture de la Seine, the official responsible for 

social housing applications responded to her demand by proclaiming that he would not help her 

because the HLM is ‘not for ‘small goats’’ [pejorative, racist term for Arabs].203 He went on to 

exclaim that ‘Negros, and all that, is not my area’.204 The official saw Jeanette as a North 

African labourer's wife and she was therefore subsumed under the category of ‘North African 

household’, even though interracialised couples also lived in the ‘bidonville de Nanterre’.205 

She was positioned outside the French community, to uphold the differentiation between North 

Africans and French households. The housing policies made Jeanette’s situation (that is, as part 

of an interracialised household), unthinkable, unintelligible within the system, affecting her 

chance of obtaining decent housing.  

The housing policies that separated single men from families and that separated North 

African families from other families limited the presence and formation of families in the 

metropole, both interracialised and North African. Their housing policies and their logic of 

assimilation and racialised control enabled authorities to regulate the presence of undesirable 

families in the metropole, where inassimilability was a reason for expulsion. Families 

considered to have ‘failed definitively in their attempt to set up and adapt to France’ could be 

 
202. In Archives Monique Hervo, 1968, ARC/3019/4. I have changed the names to comply with the archive’s 
requirement for anonymity.  
203 In Archives Monique Hervo, 1968, ARC/3019/4.  
204 Ibid 
205 The journal of Monique Hervo shows statistics on families living in the bidonville in 1961: there were 116 
North African families, eleven ‘mixed’ families (North African-French) and four French families. Journal de 
Monique Hervo, in Archives Monique Hervo. ARC/3019/3. 
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sent back to their country of origin based on ‘refoulement’ or ‘repatriation’.206 Whereas 

expulsion could only be used for migrants who constituted a ‘threat to public order’, 

refoulement and repatriation were administrative mechanisms used to forcibly return 

undesirable migrants to their country of origin (Spire, 2005a). This was included in the ‘design’ 

of the cités de transit: those considered adapted could in theory ‘move up’ to HLM housing and 

those inadaptable could ‘move down’ to return to their country of origin.207 Social workers of 

the SSFNA were asked to find and report on individual cases of families who were considered 

inadaptable. These social workers set out different types of ‘problematic families’: for example, 

families that cannot adapt to ‘modern life’ or families with marital problems. This formed the 

basis of their repatriation or refoulement – and they were thus de facto expelled from France.208  

Bigamy was grounds for repatriation. The Préfet of Paris referred to it as ‘a cause of 

disturbance, of breaches of public order when [these families are] admitted on a large scale 

because it profoundly offends our conception of the family’.209 The SSFNA also advised that 

the residence permits of ‘inadaptable families’ should be revoked ‘for the sake of the children’. 

The inadaptability of Algerian nuclear families thus not only motivated racial hierarchies in the 

metropole, but also their expulsion from within its territorial boundaries. 

The administration restricted family reunification by linking a housing requirement to 

family reunification applications. Two circulars, in 1964 and 1967, stated that single Algerian 

men living in the metropole who wanted to apply for family reunification needed proof that 

they had appropriate housing for their family.210 The government justified this administrative 

requirement based on the fight against housing shortages. The authorities introduced the 

tolerance threshold in family reunification applications. The Minister of Interior Affairs and 

Social Affairs wrote in the 1967 circular to all Préfets that ‘the need to limit family reunification 

of Algerians whenever the local situation shows demographic and social contraindications’ had 

 
206 ‘Habitat-transit I, lettre de M. Massenet à M. Brottes, Secrétaire général pour les affaires sociales, Préfecture 
de la Seine, s.d. 1965, Archives Nationales 1977039/1.  
207 In Délégation d’action social, éléments concernant les problèmes de l’habitat dans les cités de transit, 1 June 
1965, in Archives Nationales 1977039/6. 
208 Habitat-transit I, note du chef du service des affaires générales des affaires sociales du secrétariat d’Etat chargé 
des Affaires algériennes, J. Fernand-Laurent, à M. Massenet, 21 October 1965, in Archives Nationales 
19770391/6. 
209 Préfet de Paris a Ministre de l’Intérieur, objet admission en France des familles de travailleurs algériens, 5 
December 1967, in Archives Nationales 19770317/1. 
210 A 1964 circular instated a housing certificate requirement for Algerian family reunification that stipulated that 
the person applying for family reunification needed a certificate attesting that ‘appropriate housing’ was available 
for the Algerian family, Circulaire, Ministre de l’Intérieur,17 April 1964. A circular later in 1967 made the 
requirement even more strict: it said that police officers had to visit the home after three months to check whether 
the family indeed lived in the housing mentioned in the application, enforcing police surveillance, Circular n112, 
admission en France des familles des travailleurs algériens, Ministre de l’Intérieur et Ministre des affaires sociales 
à messieurs les Préfets, 27 February 1967, in Archives Nationales 19980547/1. 
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to be taken into account in the family migration process from Algeria.211 Accordingly, the 

circular instructed the Préfets to reject family reunification applications if it was determined 

that too many Algerians were already living in the municipality.212 The housing policies and 

housing certificate hence functioned to limit family reunification even though legislation 

allowed for reunification on paper.  

 

5.4 Conclusion 
 

In this chapter, I have shown how the French authorities regulated and managed the 

migrant population through housing, arguing that housing policies were based on and 

perpetuated hierarchies of assimilability. Housing policies enabled the authorities to intervene 

in the domestic and intimate sphere of migrants. Authorities combined spatial politics with 

gendered assimilatory politics to determine where migrants could live, but thereby also partially 

determined how they could live, who they could meet, with whom they could form 

relationships, and whether and where they could build a home and with whom. These policies 

and policy outcomes revolved not just around housing, but also around the concept of the 

French national community, what types of domestic sphere could be included, and which people 

had to remain temporary workers rather than settled families.  

The housing policies regulated interracialised intimacies by combining spatial politics 

and interventions in the domestic sphere. By housing single men separately from families, the 

authorities could segregate, surveil and strictly monitor single migrant workers, including 

preventing them from having visitors. In this way, housing policies functioned to prevent 

residents of the foyers from forming intimate relationships, and as a result, interracialised 

intimacies. 

By categorically separating North African families from the rest of the population, the 

administration perpetuated the invisibility of interracialised households in policy-making that 

was explained in the previous chapter. The authorities thus regulated interracialised intimacies 

and households by not acknowledging their existence when making policy, which engendered 

 
211 Circular n112, admission en France des familles des travailleurs algériens, Ministre de l’Intérieur et Ministre 
des affaires sociales à messieurs les Préfets, 27 February 1967 in Archives Nationales 19980547/1. 
212 A circular also stated generally that there was a tolerance threshold in neighbourhoods. Circular « limitation de 
l’admission des familles étrangères. », 15 June 1970.  
Prefecture de paris, réunion 14 février 1975, Examen de la situation créée par la lettre du Préfet de Seine-Saint-
Denis, concernant la stabilisation de la population étrangère dans six communes du département de Seine -Saint-
Denis, 19 October 1974, in Archives de Paris Perotin 101-77-3-7. 
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housing structures that not only made it difficult for interracialised couples to form, but also for 

them to find housing.  

Whereas official discussions about housing policies revolved around assimilation and 

tolerance, the policies did not have, nor were they intended to have, the effect of including the 

North African population in the French community. Focusing on the regulation of 

interracialised intimacies and households shows that the authorities encouraged gendered 

assimilation and mixture, but only insofar as it reinforced the racialised difference between the 

white French and North African families (whose tolerability was assumed to have a threshold. 

This drove the limitation of Algerian family migration more generally. This was dependent on 

the creation of a mono-racialised domestic sphere that was excluded from the French white 

community. In that sense, the focus on gendered assimilation and spatial distribution was more 

about exclusion and perpetuating racial and gender boundaries that served the logic of 

temporary labour migration than about promoting African migrants’ inclusion in the French 

community.
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CHAPTER 6  
‘The male element creates a feeling of fear’: 

immigrants and the sexual order 
 

 

 

Arabs are systematically singled out as perpetrators of all sexual assaults committed 

against women […] We think they live amongst men, and are therefore in a state of sexual 

misery. 

Voice-over in “Les problèmes racistes dans le sud”, 28 January 1975 213 

 

 

 

6.1 Introduction  
 

In the two previous chapters, I explored how the French authorities made interracialised 

households, families, and couples invisible partly through bureaucratic practices and policies. I 

will show here that, at the same time, both the authorities and public debates made 

interracialised intimacies hypervisible when they were positioned outside the registers of 

domestic and sexual normalcy. The quote above is an example of a common trope of North 

African men as a sexual danger. As I argued in Chapter 4, the French authorities framed 

migration from the African continent as labour migration that was temporary, male and 

unassimilable. This policy frame justified housing policies that made it difficult for these men 

to forge intimate connections with the white French population, and more specifically with 

white women. The racialised image of single migrant workers coming to France alone, living 

together in small spaces, reactivated racialised colonial stereotypes of sexually violent men.  

This chapter bridges insights on colonial discourse on racialised sexuality from the 

colonial context to the contemporary context by tracing discursive constructions of postcolonial 

 
213 Les problèmes racistes dans le sud, 28 January 1975, mise au point, [television broadcast], Office de 
radiodiffusion-télévision française, in Institut National de l’Audiovisuel. 
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migrants’ sexuality in the early-postcolonial period. Feminist researchers have explored how 

sexual stereotypes of racialised men have fuelled anxieties about white women’s protection 

across various contexts. Scholars of (sexual) Orientalism have theorised the colonial roots of 

such discourse by showing that the ‘Other’ is partially constructed through the myth and fantasy 

of sexually deviant behaviour and voyeuristic desire (Boone, 2014; Said, 1978; Yeğenoğlu, 

1998). Critical researchers on the contemporary European context have argued that sexual 

anxieties play a role in the racialisation of migrants and European border control (De Hart, 

2017c; Holzberg et al, 2021; Holzberg & Raghavan, 2020; Ticktin, 2008). Research on colonial 

contexts has shown that capitalising on the fear of Black men raping white women was 

ultimately about anxieties around interracialised intimacies, which provoked repressive and 

oppressive actions (Anderson, 2010; McCulloch, 2000; Phillips, 2011). This chapter looks at 

how such discursive constructions problematised and pathologised the sexuality of North 

African migrant man and how this affected the discourse on interracialised intimacies. 

Researching the period of decolonisation and the early postcolonial period is especially 

important for understanding colonial continuities in sexual anxieties because it brings the 

history of the sexual revolution and changing gender norms together with the history of 

(post)colonial immigration. Specific to the French early-postcolonial context, Todd Shepard 

has elaborated upon sexual Orientalism to argue that sexualised anxieties about ‘the Arab man’ 

played a role in his exclusion from French society (Brun & Shepard, 2016; Shepard, 2008, 

2018). This chapter builds upon his work but adds a specific analysis of how these sexual 

anxieties were intertwined with the discourse and regulation of interracialised intimacies. 

I first set out how different actors constructed the discourse on migrant sexuality. I do 

so by analysing the stereotypes of male migrants’ sexuality across the political spectrum. I look 

at how this played out in sexual politics, specifically in the contestations between male left-

wing groups, the feminist movement and the gay liberation movement. I explore how, together, 

they constructed a sexual order that was racialised, gendered, heteronormative and class-based. 

I then show how prostitution emerged as a key discussion through which the sexual order was 

articulated. In the next chapter, I explore whether and how the policing and control of migrant 

sexuality and their (prospective) white partners reflected this discourse and how this is 

intertwined with the regulation of interracialised intimacies. 
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6.2 Marking difference through sexual danger and misery 
 

Over the course of the 1960s and 1970s, politicians, opinion-makers, journalists and 

societal groups deployed sexual stereotypes that had served to legitimise hierarchies in the 

colonial context to justify the marginalisation of African male migrants. As I will show, the 

French colonial and early postcolonial context reveal a multi-fold picture of sexualised 

stereotypes. 

 

6.2.1 Sexual danger and anti-immigration rhetoric 
 

Stereotypes of North African men have a long history rooted in the colonial conquest. 

In French Algeria, the problematisation of the sexuality of Muslims, both men and women, had 

been used to argue that Muslim society had a primitive and barbaric nature (Smith & 

Armengaud, 2006). Colonial literature, and the medical and social sciences represented Muslim 

men as morally corrupt by projecting the characteristics of misogyny and homosexuality onto 

them (Grandmaison, 2019). Such stereotypes resurged during the Algerian war. Newspapers 

depicted North African men as either aggressive and sexually dangerous perpetrators or as men 

whose charms aimed to deceive and sometimes push their naïve victims into prostitution.214 

The media and politicians focused disproportionality on sexual violence against French women 

committed by Algerians to frame them as a danger to French women, and accordingly to the 

French population (André, 2014).  

The image of the Algerian pimp took on special meaning to heighten concerns about 

Algerian nationalism. Authorities worried about the income stream generated by sex work that 

the Algerian nationalist movement used to finance their activities (André, 2014). This 

reactivated anxieties about the international campaign against so-called ‘white slavery’ from 

the early twentieth century that had spotlighted the trafficking of white women to the colonies, 

Latin America and North Africa, to work in the sex industry. This discourse was racialised as 

it framed the problem as one of non-white and Jewish men seducing, exploiting and selling 

white women (Camiscioli, 2009; Shepard, 2018). Politicians and media outlets partly 

 
214 This disproportionate focus on rape and other types of sexual violence committed by Algerians is illustrated by 
Marc André, who shows that between 1955 and 1962, 137 of 729 – that is, 19 per cent - of the ‘miscellaneous 
news items’ in a regional newspaper in the city of Lyon were about women who had fallen victim to sexual crimes 
committed by ‘North Africans’ (2016). Only 1.8 per cent (or 56 out of 3070 cases) of crimes committed by North 
Africans concerned attacks on ‘morality’ (of a sexual nature, which at the time included homosexuality) Whereas 
these numbers are not necessarily an objective or absolute representation of what happened, it does illustrate a 
disproportionate attention given to sexual crimes committed by North Africans. 
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reinvigorated this discourse on white slavery to argue that Algerian pimps controlled 

prostitution in France, and that earnings were used to fund the FLN (Shepard, 2018).  

Sexualised stereotypes focused mainly on North African men and less on West and 

Central African men. Society and authorities mostly infantilised West and Central Africans and 

considered them threats to health rather than as a sexual danger (Germain, 2016). During 

colonial times, this had contributed to the racialisation of Black bodies as different and 

dangerous, and in the postcolonial metropolitan context continued to mark African migrants as 

a threat. Researchers showed that five to ten per cent of West and Central Africans had 

tuberculosis after a year in France (Bergues, 1973). Whereas poor living conditions and hard 

work caused the disease, the French authorities and media worried about it spilling over into 

white French society.215 At times the stereotyping of North African men as sexually dangerous 

also included West and Central Africans, illustrating the malleable and agile quality of 

racialised discourse (Lentin & Titley, 2011; Stoler, 2011).  

After the independence of Algeria, anti-immigration commentators encouraged and 

articulated xenophobia and racism through the figure of the North African ‘rapist’, sexual 

disease-spreader, and pimp. The far-right actively disseminated sexualised fears that an ‘Arab 

invasion’ of the French metropole was a form of colonial revenge (Shepard, 2017).  

In the early 1970s, racist sentiment in the French population further increased, with 

sexual stereotypes figuring prominently in racist discourse. The conservative right-wing 

Marseillaise newspaper Le Meridional published a declaration by the editor in chief, Gabriel 

Domenech: ‘enough of these Algerian thieves […] Algerian braggarts, Algerian pimps, 

Algerian syphilitics, Algerian rapists’.216 The newspaper published this editorial in the 

aftermath of the murder of a bus driver committed by a mentally ill Algerian national (see 

section 2.6). The day after the murder, the local newspaper Le Provençal interviewed the deputy 

Mayor of Marseille on the problem of North African immigration, who claimed that the murder 

had to be placed in the wider context of murder and rape committed by North African men.217  

 Far-right discourse became increasingly mainstream, as French society more generally 

echoed the sentiment that North African migration should be stopped because of the dangers 

 
215 Le Préfet de police au monsieur le Ministre de l’Intérieur, sécretariat général pour la police, à propos des 
problèmes posés par l’immigration africaine dans la région parisienne, 13 December 1967, in Archives Nationales 
19960134/17. 
216 Domenech, G., le Meridional, 26 September 1973, in the private archives of Jean Chélini in the Archives 
Départementales du Bouches-du-Rhône 178 J 259. He was condemned for racial insult because of this editorial in 
1975. 
217 Le Provençal. 31 August 1973. ‘Marseille et l’immigration Nord-Africaine – une interview exclusive du 
professeur Chelini adjoint au maire de Marseille, in the private archives of Jean Chélini in the Archives 
Départementales du Bouches-du-Rhône 178 J 259. 
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posed by these men (Gastaut, 1993). For example, the intellectual Left magazine Le Nouvel 

Observateur printed the letters of readers identified by the magazine as ‘mainstream French 

people’, arguing that North Africans were rapists and that the French had had enough of the 

‘vermin, vice, and syphilis’ of Algerian men.218 Sexual stereotypes in French society thus 

functioned to problematise North African immigration not only in the conservative right-wing 

press, but also in the centre and centre-Left media in the context of increased immigration 

control.  

The connection of sexual fears with sexual disease and crime reveals how the 

intersection of class position with gender and racialisation contributed to the construction of 

North African men as dangerous outsiders. Framing Algerians as ‘syphilitic’ and hence as the 

bearers of sexual disease was part of the discursive construction of African migrants as sexually 

dangerous. A documentary entitled ‘Les problèmes racistes dans le sud’ [racist problems in the 

south] was aired in reaction to the surge of racism set out above in the south of France. It 

explained that ‘one of the complaints against Maghrebins [is] that they are the carriers of all 

venereal diseases’.219 As I have argued, such anxieties marked West and Central African 

migrants as health threats to France, but in public discussions, North African men’s disease was 

more explicitly linked to sexuality. Criminalisation and pathologisation reinforced one another, 

as commentators and media outlets could selectively invoke these to justify racist discourse.  

 

6.2.2 Left-wing critique and sexual misery  
 

Some left-wing news outlets and commentators criticised and contested these 

stereotypes. A case reported by the social-liberal newspaper Le Monde illustrates this critical 

stance towards the discourse on North African men as sexually dangerous. In 1966, the 

newspaper reported a case involving a false accusation of rape involving a fourteen-year-old 

girl and an Algerian man, in the presence of three other Algerian men.220 After nine days of 

investigation by the police with ‘numerous interrogations of mostly foreign workers’, the police 

found four young ‘metropolitans’, of whom one admitted to consensual sexual relations. Le 

Monde reported, ‘the imaginative girl recognised that she had invented the North African 

episode out of thin air. Only a psychiatrist will be able to say why’.221 Le Monde described that 

 
218 Le Nouvel Observateur, 3 September 1973, cited in (Gastauts, 1993). 
219 Les problèmes racistes dans le sud, mise au point, [television broadcast], Office de radiodiffusion-télévision 
française, aired on 14 January 1975, in Institut National de l’Audiovisuel. 
220 Un viol imaginaire, Le Monde, 11 November 1966, retrieved from lemonde.fr last visited 08 February 2022. 
221 Un viol imaginaire, Le Monde, 11 November 1966, retrieved from lemonde.fr last visited 08 February 2022. 
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the press had reported freely on the case, which had amounted to ‘a campaign against 

Algerians’. 

Four years later, the newspaper again reported on the case as an illustration of the need 

to denunciate racism against Algerians.222 The newspaper criticised the discourse on Algerians 

as sexual perpetrators as ‘exploiting racial hatred’. Even though the accusation had been 

refuted, Le Monde stated that people still distributed racist posters against Algerians in the wake 

of this rape accusation. In response, an Algerian association had filed a complaint for 

‘excitement to hatred’. The police dismissed the complaint, prompting Le Monde to ask whether 

racism was ‘the most legal crime’ in France.  

This example illustrates different facets of the discourse on interracialised sexual 

violence and stereotypes of North African men. Firstly, it indicates that right-wing newspapers 

capitalised upon accusations of interracialised rape to advance racist arguments even before 

police investigations had started. Secondly, it shows that in newspaper reporting on these issues 

the racialised colonial categories of ‘metropolitans’ versus ‘Algerians’ (used interchangeably 

with ‘North Africans’) were used, even by those who denounced racism. Lastly, it shows that 

white women could weaponise their white femininity and play into racist stereotypes to falsely 

accuse North African men. At the same time, white women were also easily pathologised and 

blamed, as I will set out below. These facets together crystallise how contestations of North 

African immigration were articulated through different arguments on sexual anxieties and 

interracialised sexual violence. 

In an ostensibly more benevolent manifestation of the image of the sexually deviant 

single racialised migrant worker, commentators from the left of the political spectrum argued 

that these men were victims of an alienating migration experience, resulting in loneliness and 

sexual frustration. In the 1970s, authorities became increasingly aware of the more durable 

character of migration from North Africa, giving rise to a left-wing interest in the migration 

experience beyond migrants’ role as labourers. These commentators articulated concerns about 

the loneliness and marginalisation of migrant workers in French society, which they understood 

as a form of ‘misère sexuelle’ [sexual misery]. These arguments framed sexual misery as a 

consequence of racism and as a form of racism.  

The Moroccan writer Tahar Ben Jelloun developed these arguments on sexual misery 

in his book La plus haute des solitudes [the greatest loneliness, lit. the highest of solitudes], 

based on his PhD dissertation on the psycho-medical centre’s ‘section impuissance sexuelle des 

 
222 Lacoutre, J., Le crime le plus légal, Le Monde, 23 March 1966, retrieved from lemonde.fr last visited 08 
February 2022. 
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Nord Africains’ [section for sexual impotence of North Africans]. In Ben Jelloun’s words, the 

book became ‘a surprising success’ (Capossela, 2007).223 He argued that North African workers 

suffered from ‘affective and sexual misery’: they were alone in France, without a proper private 

life to speak of, experiencing rejection by the French population and, specifically, by French 

women. His book argued that these experiences reduced their sexual encounters and led to 

problems with impotence. According to Ben Jelloun, North African men consequently turned 

to prostitution, and at times homosexual relations, to satisfy their sexual needs.224 He explicitly 

placed his argument in an anti-racist discourse: sexual and affective exclusion was a ‘colonial 

wound’, because ‘ordinary racism gives immigrant workers the image of sexual violence that 

can only be satisfied in perversity, rape and crime’. He thus argued that exclusion led to 

perversion, which was at the time a term used to pathologise same-sex sexual acts. He framed 

same-sex relations, rape and crime together as deviant forms of sexuality that were the 

consequences of racism.  

Although these arguments on sexual misery often understood migrant men as victims, 

they were discussed both within and beyond left-wing circles as a justification for statements 

about North African men’s negative impact on French society. These arguments created the 

understanding that the sexual lives of these men were problematic and fuelled the idea that male 

migrants as victims of sexual misery contributed to so-called indecency and immorality in 

France, for example by increasing prostitution. In the next section, I explore further how 

discursive constructions of North African men played a role in the politics of the post-May 68 

sexual revolution, after which I look at the way prostitution was discussed. 

 

6.3 Racialisation of sexual politics  
 

Shepard has argued that the politicisation of the framing of the sexual difference of 

North African men played a role in the sexual revolution, as actors spoke about immigration 

and race to discuss sexual questions (Shepard, 2012). Different actors invoked the figure of the 

migrant worker to combat the antagonism of sexual and gender norms within French society. 

These antagonisms mostly played out along gendered lines (Bourg, 2009). Below, I zoom in on 

the discursive construction of North African men to show how this complicated these struggles. 

 
223 Ben Jelloun also wrote a novel based on his research. Moreover, the book was turned into a theatre play, 
illustrating how widely his ideas were disseminated (Capossela, 2007). He went on to become a famous writer. 
224 Bott, F., Thèse « la plus haute des solitudes », Le Monde, 23 June 1975, retrieved online from lemonde.fr last 
visited 7 January 2022. 
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In doing so, I show how contestations of sexual politics contributed to the problematisation of 

interracialised intimacies and the construction and protection of a sexual order. 

 

6.3.1 The problematisation of interracialised heterosexual intimacies  
 

Arguments about sexual misery on the one hand and the racist trope of the Arab rapist, 

on the other, problematised interracialised contact between white women and North African 

men. Concerns about sexual violence were rooted in a desire to denounce North Africans as 

dangerous rather than in the commitment to protect women from male violence. Le Meridional, 

for example, frequently made headlines out of sexual attacks committed by North African men 

on white French women, even when the respective attack had taken place far outside the region 

that the newspaper usually covered. The newspaper strategically placed articles on sexual 

violence next to articles and manifestos that called for a stop to immigration.225 Research has 

shown that anxieties about the sexual violence committed by racialised men against white 

women functions to demarcate boundaries (Ticktin, 2008). Women’s protection from migrant 

men was capitalised upon to as a motive for the marginalisation of North African men. 

Right-wing media that perpetuated the trope of the Arab rapist frequently blamed white 

women for being naïve and reckless when they engaged with North African men. For example, 

the newspaper Le Meridional made the following comment about a rape survivor: ‘very 

recklessly, it is true, the girl agreed to go for a walk in the wilderness with this gallant, whose 

name she did not even know when she went with him’.226 Women were supposed to understand 

that they were inherently and always in danger when they engaged in contact with North African 

men. In the next chapter, I show in more detail how law enforcement reiterated such framing 

of white women as deviant when policing those who engaged in interracialised intimacies.  

In contrast, the far left groups born out of the May ’68 events accused white women of 

racism for not being sexually available to migrant men, and in doing so, causing North African 

men’s oppression. A letter published in the most widely read far left magazine Tout in June 

1971, entitled ‘Letter from Mohamed’, illustrates this argument:  

 

It [rejection by French women] is an oppression that strikes morale, that dismantles the 

immigrant: it makes of him a vulnerable and alienated man […] French women are rotten with 

 
225 Le Méridional, 30 August 1973, in private archives of Jean Chélini in the Archives Départementales du 
Bouches-du-Rhône 178 J 259. 
226 Le Méridional, 30 August 1973, in private archives of Jean Chélini in the Archives Départementales du Bouches 
du Rhône 178 J 259. 
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racism: they have it in their blood like an almost incurable virus; it is in their soul, in their bodies, 

in their lives and in their groups or political cells.227  

 

In the post-’68 context, the magazine published such texts out of male camaraderie 

across racial boundaries, based on a sexist attitude of male entitlement to sex. The above-

mentioned letter was preceded by an editor’s introduction that acknowledged the provocative 

nature of the text: ‘what is said here is difficult to swallow’.228 Yet, the editors stated that the 

magazine was interested in publishing texts about the lives and struggles of the working class, 

including of ‘Arab comrades’. The magazine also printed a response by two women, who both 

‘testified’ that they had slept with Arab men without any issues, but the women’s reactions did 

not criticise the article’s accusatory stance towards French women.229  

The focus on male entitlement to sex is not new or particular to this context: feminist 

scholars have set out how patriarchal societies have constructed women’s sexuality as 

subordinate to men’s (Lerner, 1986; Walby, 1989). What is specific here, though, is how the 

argument about racialised men’s sexual needs was part of a broader discourse within a 

liberatory agenda of male left-wing circles that rejected any type of limitation of their sexuality. 

As the prominent French feminist Cathy Bernheim argued at the time, the push against 

repressive sexual morality born out of 1968 expressed men’s entitlement to act upon limitless 

sexual desire, but could also take the form of sexual violence (in Greenwald, 2019, p. 158). 

This criticism of male entitlement and discontent with the lack of a gendered analysis fuelled 

feminist organising. 

Whereas right-wing commentators capitalised upon anxieties about interracialised 

sexual violence and the protection of white femininity to advance anti-immigration rhetoric, far 

left men invoked the figure of the sexually miserable migrant worker to promote their rhetoric 

of limitless sexual liberation and male entitlement to sex. The former blamed white women for 

experiencing sexual violence; the latter blamed white women for not being sexually available 

to men. In these discussions, gender and racial hierarchies intersected in the problematisation 

of migrant sexuality and the subordination of women’s sexuality. These arguments revolved 

around contesting and constructing the sexual order, whereby both right-wing and left-wing 

men used interracialised heterosexual intimacies as symbolic battlefields. 

 

 
227 Lettre de Mohamed, Tout, n 14, 7 June1971, in Bibliothèque Nationale de France RES GR FOL-NFZ-27. 
228 Lettre de Mohamed, Tout, n 14, 7 June 1971 in Bibliothèque Nationale de France RES GR FOL-NFZ-27. 
229 Réponses à la lettre de Mohamed, Tout, n 15, 14 June 1971 in Bibliothèque Nationale de France RES GR FOL-
NFZ-27. 
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6.3.2 The feminist anti-rape campaign  
 

The different arguments discussed above affected the feminist campaign against rape. 

Between 1974 and 1980, the feminist movement in (metropolitan) France sought to put sexual 

violence on the agenda. They wanted the justice system to treat rape as a felony instead of as a 

misdemeanour assault (Bérard, 2014; Le Goaziou, 2013). The penal code officially treated rape 

as a crime under article 332, but did not define rape, specify punishment, nor acknowledge 

marital rape (Bérard, 2014). In practice, the male-dominated judiciary tried rape in correctional 

court rather than criminal court. After the May ’68 protests, the left and far left criticised the 

justice system for being a bourgeois institution that served the interests of the bourgeois class 

by repressing subaltern groups in society, be it workers, migrants, or women (Bourg, 2009). 

Within this context, the above-mentioned arguments on sexual misery and racism were used to 

criticise the feminist campaign for the stricter criminalisation of rape.  

The far left used the category ‘migrant worker’, interchangeably with ‘Arab’, to 

strengthen their argument on class oppression by denouncing racial oppression. They argued 

that the feminist campaign had oppressive outcomes for working-class men in general and for 

racialised migrant workers in specific. This is exemplified in debates following a 1977 court 

case against an Egyptian student accused of rape. Bourg showed that these discussions revealed 

that the main contestations within the left were between supporters and opponents of the stricter 

criminalisation of rape (Bourg, 2009). I argue that the contestations were affected by the 

hypervisibility of interracialised sexual violence. 

The public imaginary of the ‘Arab man’ as the perpetrator of sexual violence and victim 

of sexual misery and racism was a potent discursive tool. The Egyptian student’s lawyer 

defended his client in an article in Libération, prior to the trial date, arguing that sexual misery 

is similar to economic misery and that it leads to delinquency (Shepard, 2017, p. 258). In court, 

the lawyer argued that his client had only been ‘begging for love’ and that the case against his 

client was ‘a summons to a lynch mob, a call for murder’ (Bourg, 2009; Shepard, 2017). The 

reference to lynching is revealing: in the US, white society in the South defended the lynching 

of Black men who were mostly falsely accused of sexual violence against white women 

(Gunning, 1996; Tyson, 2017). The lawyer insinuated that the case against the Egyptian student 

was solely based on racist motivations and not the fight against gendered sexual violence. 

This antagonism is further exemplified in the activist work of Guy Hocquenghem, a gay 

activist outspoken in his criticism of the feminist campaign. He published an article in the 
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Libération entitled ‘V-I-O-L’ [R-A-P-E], denouncing the feminist movement for wanting rape 

punished in criminal court. Speaking on the case, he stated:  

 
A particularly heinous trial took place in Paris: heinous because the accused, an Arab student, 

found in front of him not only the judiciary, but, as a civil party, the feminist movement. Because 

it was a rape case. […] An unprecedented intensity of revenge: her girlfriends, leftists, feminists, 

call the police, and have the Arab seized - it turns out that he is Egyptian. Surrounding them 

with their hysterical choir of whistle-blowers […] Is it an Arab? Even better, the punishment 

will be all the more brilliant.230  

 

Hocquenghem thus invoked the figure of the Arab rapist as a victim who was racially 

assaulted by French society.  

Feminists, on the other hand, criticised both right-wing politics and the male entitlement 

to sex that was used as an excuse for violating women’s bodies. The case of Mai, a Vietnamese-

French feminist who was active in the migrants’ rights movement, illustrates this. In 1974, Mai 

published an article in which she recollected how a fellow activist had raped her and the 

reactions she received from other (male) activists. The rapist was a Black fellow activist, a 

Martinique national.231 Mai argued that she feared that her testimony would be used in right-

wing media to serve racist arguments. At the same time, Mai argued that women who refused 

the sexual advances of Black or Arab men were systematically accused of racism by the far left. 

She and other women who were rape survivors had been silenced, under the pretext that it would 

hurt the anti-racism cause. She voiced her criticism: ‘Women must have not only a liberated 

ass to meet the sexual desires of men, but also a liberal ass in order to tolerate the aggressor of 

a disadvantaged race or class, and to remain silent after rape’. She thereby criticised the false 

bind in which women were placed by those on the right who capitalised on the protection of 

women to argue for a racist agenda and those on theleft-wing who capitalised on anti-racist 

ideology to undermine women’s bodily integrity.  

At the same time, feminists were also critical of the appropriation of the ‘immigrant 

worker’ by the judicial apparatus that sought to oppress migrant workers, as well as by those 

who sought to delegitimise the campaign against rape. Spokespeople of the feminist movement 

reiterated that rapists were not just African migrant workers. For example, Gisele Halimi, a 

 
230 Guy Hocquenghem, ‘V-I-O-L’, Libération, 23 March 1977, published in Hocquenghem, G. (1977). La dérive 
homosexuelle. Paris : Jean-Pierre Delarge. 
231 Mai, Un viol si ordinaire, un impérialisme si quotidien, Les Temps modernes, April-May 1974, in Bibliothèque 
Marguerite Durand. 
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French-Tunisian feminist lawyer and an influential advocate for the campaign against rape, 

argued that rapists were ‘not monsters, nor blacks, nor immigrants, in the grip of sexual misery, 

but normal French people who work or are unemployed’.232 She argued that ‘the debate 

revolves artificially […] around immigrant workers, rapists that we help to get condemned, us, 

women, through our accusations’.233  

Still, feminists struggled with the racialised logic of the judiciary. When an Algerian 

migrant worker was sentenced to 20 years in prison for multiple rapes, the lawyer of one of the 

victims had pleaded for the recognition of the crime, but not for incarceration (Bérard, 2014). 

Leila Sebbar, a prominent French-Algerian feminist author, described in a short commentary in 

the feminist journal Histoires d’Elles how feminists had reacted to the condemnation of the 

Algerian immigrant. 

 
‘We didn’t think… we didn’t know… If we had known… It’s monstrous, disgusting, 

despicable… We are used… they [lawyers] speak for us… It’s not what we wanted… We didn’t 

ask for that… it’s horrible. We were wrong. We are guilty… Poor rapist’.234 

 

The sexual politics of rape were projected onto heterosexual interracialised sexual 

violence because interracialised intimacies were made into a symbolic battlefield of appropriate 

sexual relations. Queer and anti-racist feminist researchers have argued that the 1970s feminist 

movement understood the feminist subject as inherently white and heterosexual (Eloit, 2018).235 

Eventually, feminists succeeded in their endeavour: in 1980, the law was changed to penalise 

rape with five to ten years of imprisonment. In response to discursive constructions of North 

African men and the problematisation of interracialised intimacies across the political spectrum, 

feminists had to distance themselves from anti-immigrant racist discourse and justify 

themselves in relation to a far left discourse that played into patriarchal male sexual entitlement. 

They had to contest the gender and racial hierarchies of a sexual order that marked heterosexual 

 
232 Pour casser la conspiration du silence’, Le Monde, 23 September 1977, from lemonde.fr, last visited 9 January 
2022. 
233 She made this remark after  the feminist campaign against rape had won a crucial victory: in May 1978, the 
case involving three white French men who raped two Belgian women came before the Court d’Assises as a felony 
instead of in correctional court as a misdemeanour. This marked the beginning of the harsher punishment of rape, 
which was followed by legal change in 1980. Choisir la cause des femmes, Viol, le procès d’Aix, Paris, Gallimard, 
1978, p. 338, citéd in (Bérard, 2014) 
234 Sebbar, in Histoires d’Elles, 1978, Bibliothèque Marguerite Durand. 
235 This ‘heterosexual contract’ was criticised by a group of radical lesbian feminists, who separated from the 
mainstream heterosexual feminist movement and turned to political lesbianism to reject heterosexual interaction 
with men. Moreover, Eloit has argued that the history of migrant women in the feminist movement still has to be 
done (Eloit 2018). 
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interracialised intimacies as inherently problematic. These discussions not only illustrate the 

antagonisms within sexual politics (Bérard, 2016; Bourg, 2009; Shepard, 2018), but also 

contributed to constructing a sexual order that problematised interracialised intimacies. 

 

6.3.3 The double transgression of same-sex relations with Arab men  
 

Discourse on interracialised intimacies played out differently within the sexual politics 

of the gay liberation movement. Arab men’s sexuality was envisioned as transgressive of white 

European sexual norms. Research has shown how European white men have projected 

homoerotic fantasies onto Arab men as Orientalist tropes (Boone, 2014; Said, 1978). These 

fantasies marked their sexual difference, while at the same time, white European men imagined 

North Africa as a ‘porno-tropics’ where they could relatively safely and inconsequentially play 

out their homosexual desire (McClintock, 1995; Patil & Puri, 2020). Gay activists reimagined 

these tropes during and after the sexual revolution to criticise the heteronormative sexual order.  

The most prominent gay liberation organisation born out of the May ’68 revolution was 

the Front homosexual d’action revolutionnaire [homosexual front for revolutionary action] 

(FHAR). At the time, although homosexuality was not directly criminalised, law enforcement 

policed and repressed same-sex activities based on legislation on public decency and on the 

protection of minors (see section 7.2.2).236 Set against this legislative context, FHAR accused 

Arcadie, the most prominent ‘homophile’ organisation, of being ‘integrated in the bourgeois 

system’ because it advocated for the acceptance of same-sex love as normal, monogamous and 

reciprocal love (Jackson, 2009). 237 FHAR was not interested in normalising homosexuality into 

the allowable sexual paradigm. As one of its leaders declared, ‘you believe that society should 

integrate homosexuals. I say that homosexuals should disintegrate society’ (Sibalis, 2010). 

Arcadie focused on normalisation and respectability and did not include Arab men as 

part of the homosexual landscape in France, because interracialised intimacies would only 

undermine their goal of normalising homosexuality. Arcadie’s newsletters warned against the 

promiscuity of cruising spaces, and specifically, cruising spaces visited by North Africans: 

‘Attention: beware of what are called the ramparts, frequented by a lot of North Africans’ 

(Jackson, 2009). However, at the same time, Arcadie saw North Africa as an Orientalist 

 
236 Still, article 334 of the penal code was changed in 1942 (during WWII) to punish ‘indecent or unnatural acts’ 
with minors under 21. See section 7.4.2. In 1960, homosexuality was added to the list of ‘social plagues’, resulting 
in higher criminal punishment for acts ‘against nature with an individual of the same sex’ under the criminalisation 
of public indecency (Corriveau, 2011).  
237 Frappat B., Le banquet d’Arcadie, Le Monde, 14 November 1972, retrieved from lemonde.fr last visited 2 
January 2022. 
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destination for sexual tourism, involving a form of transaction (Jackson, 2009, p. 199). In their 

desire to be integrated into sexual normalcy, homosexual encounters were allowed within the 

colonial order in North Africa but not within the bourgeois morality in the metropole. 

In contrast, FHAR used the stereotype of Arab men’s sexual deviance precisely because 

of its potential to transgress and upset sexual normalcy. In two seminal texts published in 

FHAR’s heyday between 1971 and 1973, entitled the ‘Rapport contre la normalité’ [Report 

against normality] and ‘Trois milliards de pervers – un encyclopedie sur l’homosexualité’ 

[Three million perverts – an encyclopaedia of homosexuality] known as the Encyclopaedia, 

FHAR focused on what they referred to as ‘l’homosexualité noire’ [dark/black 

homosexuality].238 They were interested in the marginal spaces of sexuality, such as sex work, 

criminality and cruising. 

 Within this movement, spokespeople discursively used sexual relations with ‘Arab 

men’ to undermine sexual normality in two interrelated ways. Firstly, they drew comparisons 

between Arabs and homosexuals to underline the marginalisation of homosexuals in French 

society. Secondly, they invoked interracialised same-sex sexual relations with North African 

men as a discursive tool in the so-called fight against normality.  

FHAR activists connected their oppression to Algerian men’s oppression and exclusion 

from society. They argued that racist colonial oppression was similar to the heterosexual 

repressive environment. The narrator of an article published in Encyclopaedia, entitled ‘20 ans 

de drague’ [20 years of flirting/cruising] testified to the evolution of his sexual life. He stated 

that he had had sex only with Algerians/Arabs (used interchangeably) as he strongly identified 

with them: ‘my situation was that of a colonised […] I understand I’m becoming Algerian: 

Arabic Algeria, that’s me’. In another ‘testimony’ entitled ‘les arabes et nous’ [the Arabs and 

us], a French gay man stated that: ‘sex/love with Arabs, it’s the encounter of two sexual 

miseries. Two miseries that plug into one another. […] We have to do so because we are in a 

rotten situation’.239 The Report against normality argued that ‘to say that a homosexual is 

neurotic because he is homosexual, is saying that an Arab is born a criminal because he is Arab’, 

 
238 FHAR, Rapport contre la normalité, 1971. The term « pervers » refers to « homosexuals » to appropriate and 
subvert the slur. The editors presented The Encyclopedia as a collection of texts as a direct translation of 
homosexual experiences under the editorship of the renowned psycho-analyst Felix Guattari. Guattari, Félix, Cathy 
Bernheim, Gilles Chatelet, Michel Cressole, Fanny Deleuze, Gilles Deleuze, Catherine Deudon, Laurent Dispot, 
Alain Dorison, Pascal Faurel, Michel Foucault, Jean Genet, Jean-Marie Genet, Roland Gengenbach, Rémy 
Germain, Daniel Guérin, Philippe Guy, Pierre Hahn, Christian Hennion, Guy Hocquenghem, Georges Lapassade, 
Jean-Jacques Lebel, Georges Marbeck, Marie-France, Christian Maurel, Vera Memmi, Marc Pierret, Michèle 
Pierret, Michel Pont, Anne Querrien, Marc Raynal, Christian Revon, Alec Sandra, Jean-Paul Sartre, Josy Thibaut, 
and Gilbert Eymard. Trois milliards de pervers – un encyclopedie sur l’homosexualité, Recherches, n2, March 
1973. Paris. 
239 « L’amour » translates to both sex and love. 
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thereby equating the pathologisation of sexual difference with the pathologisation of racial 

difference. This understanding of homosexuality is similar to Mosse’s analysis of the 

construction of homosexuality in Europe as a partly racialised category as national outsider 

(Mosse, 1985): FHAR argued that homosexuals were outside the French community, just like 

Arab men.  

However, FHAR also perpetuated discourse on Arab men’s excessive and deviant 

sexuality in order to frame both white men’s homosexuality and Arab men’s sexuality as 

subversive. Authors described in detail interracialised sexual encounters with North African 

men, under titles such as ‘Arabes et pédés’ [Arabs and fags (lit. pedophiles)] or ‘nos amants de 

Berberie’ [our lovers from the Berber world], illustrated with pornographic cartoons containing 

stereotypical depictions of the physical features of North African men. One article published in 

the Report against normality described a North African sexual partner as: ‘the guy in question, 

he had the dirty face of an Arab, his perfume was not exactly like roses’. These texts represented 

North African men as sexually dangerous, dirty and dominant.  

FHAR activists were aware of the inherent paradoxes and contradictions in the role of 

Arab sexuality in the gay liberation movement: they argued it was both politically revolutionary 

and transgressive, as well as racist and fascist (Idier, 2017). In the Report, the authors argued 

that the texts they published were both racist and liberatory because they could subvert power 

relations, as exemplified in the quote below: 

 
First of all, everyone lives on the image of the old European fag who fucks little Arabs. Besides 

the fact that it is never so simple, let us point out that in France, our Arab friends fuck us and 

never the opposite. How can we not see in it a revenge granted by us on the colonizing West? 

Do you believe that we can have the same relationships as everyone else, or as the average 

Frenchman, with the Arabs when we commit with them the act that bourgeois morality thinks 

of as the most shameful? Yes, we feel a very strong solidarity in oppression with the Arabs.240 

 

The author argued that same-sex sex was a priori excluded from bourgeois morality and 

therefore already constituted a transgressive act that threatened the prestige of white 

heterosexual Frenchmen. Moreover, he argued that sexual relations with an Arab man as the 

active actor and the Frenchman as the passive receiver turned the colonial sexual dynamic 

upside down, challenging bourgeois morality. In the passage, the author thus attempted to upset 

and reverse European-Arab (or coloniser/colonised, white-racialised) relations. They played 

 
240FHAR, Rapport contre la normalité, 1971. 
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with a gendered and heteronormative notion of active and passive partners to structure 

interracialised same-sex relations within a postcolonial context. This is also illustrated in the 

Report against normality that published a manifesto on gay men. 

 
We are more than 343 sluts. We have been ass fucked by Arabs, we are proud of it and we will 

do it again. […] Will the Nouvel Observateur publish it??? And let’s talk about it with our Arab 

comrades.241  
 

 FHAR talked about interracialised same-sex intimacies and their ‘Arab comrades’ and 

‘solidarity’ in their liberatory project of fighting against sexual normalcy but the question is 

whom it was supposed to liberate? FHAR activists maintained that they were absolved from 

racism because they, as white men, let themselves be penetrated by Arab men. They made North 

African men active agents in sexual relations but not in political discussion. FHAR played into 

the subversion caused by interracialised sexual relations and the racialised divisions of gendered 

roles in same-sex relations, and even proposed to ‘discuss with Arab comrades’. Similarly, the 

Encyclopaedia claimed that its aim was to talk ‘about homosexuals by homosexuals, without 

taboos’. That courtesy, however, was not extended to North Africans. Throughout the text, the 

‘Arab man’ is the object, not the subject: his function in the political discourse of FHAR is to 

illustrate transgression, to renounce normalcy, but not to be an actor in his own right, nor a 

subject of homosexual political claims.  

The publication of the articles produced by FHAR caused great controversy, but not 

explicitly for their reference to North African men. The government eventually censored all 

texts on the basis of the prohibition of indecent assault.242 In the dossier on the case published 

in the journal that same year, the authors of Recherches stated that they did not feel guilty about 

 
241 The manifesto was a parody of the manifesto published by feminists in 1971 in the left-wing magazine le Nouvel 
Observateur, signed by 343 women who claimed to have had an abortion, as part of the abortion rights campaign. 
Media soon referred to the original manifesto as the ‘manifesto of the 343 sluts’ after Charlie Hebdo's cartoon 
discrediting these women. But where the original feminist manifesto had been published to normalise abortion, 
the FHAR manifesto was published to shock and to criticise a notion of normality in the first place.  
242 The edition of Tout was censored and banned from being sold under the prohibition of ‘indecent assault’, after 
the mayor of Tour complained in Parliament about the pornographic content of the magazine. This prohibition 
came under a law adopted in 1881 and modified in 1956, which made it possible to censor the publication of 
‘homosexual’ articles. The magazine was seized, and the editor, the famous philosopher Jean-Paul Sartre, was 
subsequently charged with indecent assault. Later, he won a case in the constitutional court that upheld the right 
to freedom of expression and freedom of association. Still, the media frenzy surrounding the case led to the 
increased visibility of FHAR. The journal ‘Trois Millions de Pervers’ was also censored and taken off sale, and 
the editor and famous psychoanalyst Felix Guattari was found guilty in court and fined 600 francs for ‘outrage aux 
bonnes moeurs’ on the basis of articles 283, 289, and 290 of the penal code. Compte rendu intégral séance 28 mai 
1971 de l’assemblée nationale, Journal Officiel du 29 mai 1971. The website of the Senate highlights the case on 
its website, under ‘in 1971, the senate saves the freedom of association’, retrieved from senat.fr last visited 9 
October 2021. 
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the publication. They maintained that ‘with [talking about] sex we touch on the real-life 

practices of the masses: the Clichy bridge [neighbourhood known for ‘promiscuity’], Arabs, 

night clubs, bars. […]. Our universe is without limits’.243 Here again, the authors invoked North 

African men as sexual objects to claim the abolition of sexual limits and sexual normality. 

FHAR thereby played with the trope of the Arab as sexually deviant, as outside social 

convention and civilisation.244 In this way, the sexual politics of gay liberation illustrate how 

the construction of interracialisation as transgressive is intersectional: same-sex relations 

between passive white homosexual men and active North African working-class men upsets 

heteronormativity.  

 

6.4 Prostitution: problem and solution 
 

Having set out how the discursive constructions of racialised sexual deviance placed 

interracialised intimacies outside the registers of sexual normalcy, I now turn to how this 

impacted the discussion on the regulation of commercial sex. In the 1960s and 1970s in France, 

sex work was not criminalised, but legislation indirectly regulated and repressed sex work by 

criminalising soliciting, brothels and pimping.245 Scholars have shown that in general, the 

presence of large groups of single men, such as soldiers, gives rise to discussions about the need 

to regulate prostitution as a sexual outlet for male sexual needs (Howe, 1997; Kleijn & 

Schrover, 2013). I explore in this section how anxieties about single North African men’s 

sexuality fuelled discussion on commercial sex, and how this discussion revolved around 

interracialised intimacies.  

 

 

 

 
243 In Attendus du Jugement, 25 May 1974, in Recherches 1974. 
244 Around the end of the 1970s, FHAR made way for other movements more focussed on judicial reform and 
claims-making based more on a gay identity than on provocation. FHAR disbanded, but a part of the subsequent 
organisations and movements remained inspired by its radical politics (e.g., Gai Pied). At the same time, a gay 
lifestyle burgeoned in Paris, with new bars and clubs opening up as homosexual spaces. Over the course of the 
1970s, the prosecution of ‘homosexual acts’ decreased (with occasional spikes in prosecutions despite legal 
liberalisation). The act against indecent exposure was repealed in 1980, and the age of consent was equalised in 
1982. The imaginary of the ‘Arab man’ as part of the subversive politics of the gay liberation movement was not 
reactivated in later movements. However, as gay commodities and porn became more widespread in France, 
Cervulle has argued that FHAR’s fascination for ‘Arab men’ spilled into what has become known as ‘ethnic gay 
porn’ in France in the 1980s (Cervulle, 2008). 
245 Loi « Marthe Richard tendant a la fermeture des maisons de tolerance et au renforcement de la lutte contre le 
proxénétisme » 46-685, 13 April 1946, retrieved from legifrance.gouv.fr, las visited 9 October 2021. 
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6.4.1 Prostitution and interracialised intimacies 
 

Highly ranked politicians and policymakers argued for the need to tolerate commercial 

sex. For example, the deputy Mayor of Marseille, Professor Chélini, argued in an interview on 

the ‘problems of North African immigration’ in the left-leaning newspaper Le Provencal that 

reopening brothels was ‘a delicate issue. Personally, I would give priority to a married man to 

immigrate to France. […] However, for single men, the question is there. The issue is moral, 

but also social. We cannot evade the question’.246 Moreover, he argued that ‘[there are] 

especially differences in morals. Mixed marriages are rare. Often, they are not successful. The 

barrier is undoubtedly high’. Chélini did not explain why such marriages fail, assuming that the 

reasons were self-evident. He considered family migration and sex work as a possible solution 

to the so-called sexual misery of North African men, but did not see mixed marriage as a 

possibility.  

While Catholic abolitionist groups criticised the argument that prostitution was 

necessary, they reiterated the logic that it was a problem caused by migrant men: they saw both 

North African men and sex workers as victims, but sex workers as victims of North African 

men. Les Amicales du Nid, a prominent Catholic abolitionist organisation, argued that 

prostitutes were victims of their economic, social and psychological status.247 At the same time, 

the organisation blamed North African men for women ‘falling into prostitution’. For example, 

in a course for Christian social workers, the head of Les Amicales du Nid taught that 

cohabitation and marriage with North African men were gateways into prostitution.248 The 

abolitionist group thus conveyed concerns about the dangers of interracialised intimacies for 

white women. In the next chapter, I explore further how this affected policing and social action.  

At the same time, from leftist, working-class conviction, Catholic abolitionist groups 

underlined the need to alleviate the solitude of migrants. They argued that North African men 

themselves were victims of loneliness and racism, and were therefore not at fault for causing 

prostitution.249 A Catholic abolitionist magazine interviewed Ben Jelloun as an expert on the 

subject: he argued that prostitution could not relieve affective needs, only sexual ones. In 

 
246 Le Provençal. 31 Aout 1973. ‘Marseille et l’immigration Nord-Africaine – une interview exclusive du 
professeur Chelini adjoint au maire de Marseille, in private archives of Jean Chélini in Archives Départementales 
du Bouches-du-Rhône 178 J 259. 
247 Mouvement du Nid, lettre d’information, not dated, in Archives Départementales du Bouches-du-Rhône 38 J 
1. 
248 Brochure ‘Camps de concentration modernes’, not dated, l’Oeuvre du Nid, in Archives Départementales du 
Bouches-du-Rhône 38 J 1. 
249 Femmes et Mondes, 1977, in Bibliothèque Marguerite Durand. 
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response, he made a case for family migration, thereby implying endogamous marriage as the 

dominant sexual paradigm.250 

Feminist abolitionists also criticised the need for prostitution. The 1970 second-wave 

feminist movement was divided on the issue of commercial sex, ranging from abolitionism to 

support for sex workers rights. The prominent feminist Francoise Paturie wrote in her column 

in Le Figaro that arguments for tolerating prostitution were misogynist. She especially saw the 

irony of the fact that these arguments were made for the sake of ‘Algerians’: ‘So, is it not 

beautiful, touching, this male solidarity? How generous… [and that] for Algerians!’ Her irony 

communicated that French men were so misogynist that they expressed solidarity for Algerians 

over women.  

Like the Catholics, abolitionist feminists proposed family migration as an alternative to 

prostitution, as argued in the feminist magazine Choisir:  

 
Also, in the name of an ambiguous humanism, to say the least, we suddenly think of migrant 

workers. However, could we not bring their families instead of granting them five minutes of 

sex per week by organizing these meetings of the rootless and excluded? Go for a walk on rue 

St Denis [a street infamous for sex work].251 

  

By calling for family reunification they promoted racialised endogamy but did not discuss the 

possibility of non-commercial and consensual interracialised intimacies.252  

 

6.4.2 Prostitution as sacrifice 
 

In France, the media, politicians and law enforcement framed commercial sex for 

migrant workers as the lowest and most inhumane form of sex work: the ‘prostitution de la 

misère’ [prostitution of misery], referred to the misery of both migrant workers and the women 

selling sex. Cheap brothels where the majority of the clientele were, or were imagined to be, 

North African were referred to in public discourse as ‘maisons d’abattage’ [slaughter houses], 

an eighteenth-century term that was also used to refer to those in colonial cities in North Africa 

(Taraud, 2003). Frequently, journalists considered immigrant neighbourhoods such as La 

 
250 Ibid. 
251 Choisir, 1980, in Bibliothèque Marguerite Durand. 
252 This was also argued by other feminist abolitionists, for example in Groupe d’information sur la prostitution. 
1972. ‘Prostitution Vérité’, in private archives of Frere de la Pommeraye, in Archives Départementales du 
Bouches-du-Rhône 38 J 1. 
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Goutte d’Or in Paris as the ultimate hotbeds for sex work, using colonial terms such as ‘La 

Casbah’ or ‘La Medina’. These terms refer to the neighbourhoods where the Muslim population 

lived.253 This played into the imaginary of the former colonial subject causing vice and sexual 

deviance in the metropole. 

In these discussions, no-one talked about or mentioned the identity of sex workers, who 

were mainly white European and French women, although police reports also mentioned female 

North African sex workers.254 As I have shown in paragraph 5.2.1, the French authorities and 

media worried about Algerian networks of prostitution in metropolitan France that funded the 

FLN during the Algerian war. However, North African female sex workers became invisible in 

discourse after the war (André, 2016b, 2017; Gobin, 2017). Commentators did not discuss their 

existence, nor did they discuss their marginalised position: these women were considered 

disposable because their existence did not upset the sexual order. Instead, discussions about sex 

work focused on North African migrant men and white women.  

In arguments both for and against commercial sex, French sex workers were 

discursively separated from ‘respectable’ French women and girls. At a press conference in 

1972, the Préfet of the department of the Rhône stated that North African men needed access 

to sexual relations with ‘prostitutes’ to minimise the risk that these men would rape ‘our 

girls’.255 At the same time, these discussions left little place for the voices of sex workers, who 

in 1975 organised to protest against widespread police corruption, arbitrary arrests and 

harassment (Aroney, 2018; Mathieu, 1999).256 

Instead, women’s bodies were made subordinate to men’s sexuality. The tolerance of 

prostitution in the interest of alleviating men’s sexual needs and protecting respectable white 

women constructs ‘the prostitute’ as a sacrifice. As the discourse frames interracialised 

 
253 E.g. in Femmes et Mondes, la Goutte d’Or is referred to as ‘La Medina’. In the newspaper Minute an elaborate 
series of articles discusses the North African invasion of la Goutte d’Or as a medina, 5-11 September 1973.  
254 Police officers of the vice squad argued that most sex workers were European and French. However, the police 
remarks in their reports on the ‘fight against procuring’ in Marseille that some of the ‘prostitutes’ were North 
African. Le Préfet délégué pour la Police a Monsieur le Ministre de l’Intérieur, direction générale de la police 
nationale, direction de la réglementation, Lutte contre le proxénétisme, 1972, Archives Départementales du 
Bouches-du-Rhône 1650 W 1. In Archives Départementales du Bouches-du-Rhône and Oral history Yvon 
Thomas, interview by E. Blanchard, 13/07/2004, Récits de vie de policiers 1992-2005, Fonds de l'IHESI-INHES 
et du CESDIP, in Bibliothèque Nationale de France DONAUD0601. 
255 This press conference is cited in the abolitionist newspaper without providing more information on the context 
of the press conference. Groupe d’information sur la prostitution. 1972. ‘Prostitution Vérité’. 38 J 1, in the private 
archives of Frère de la Pommeraye, in Archives Départementales du Bouches-du-Rhône. 
256 The protests were made possible by the sexual revolution, the feminist movement and the economic crisis: 
women felt they had more agency to live their lives and act upon their sexual freedom beyond and outside marriage, 
which in combination with limited employment opportunities for women because of the economic crisis, made a 
group of sex workers more likely to speak out against exploitation and marginalisation. Whereas the protests did 
not significantly change legislation, they did posit sex workers as activists and marked the beginning of the global 
sex work movement (Aroney, 2020). 
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intimacies as either commercial sex or as sexual violence, ‘the prostitute’ serves to protect 

patriarchal, heteronormative and white society from interracialised intimacies that transgress 

the sexual order.  

By arguing for the availability of sex work as the ‘less evil solution’, politicians and the 

media constructed a sexual order and political economy that needed the labour of sex workers 

and migrant workers but which legally and discursively excluded them from state protection 

and care. A television episode entitled ‘Is prostitution necessary?’ aired in February 1976 

illustrates this. A sex worker appearing as guest argued that no one cared about ‘the death of a 

prostitute’. In response, the host relativised her statement by arguing that no one would care 

either if a migrant worker got run over by a car.257 This communicates a clear message: within 

the sexual order, sex workers and North African men are together at the lowest end of the 

hierarchy. 

 

6.5 Conclusion  
 

This chapter has explored discursive constructions of African male migrants’ sexual 

deviance, and how this contributed to the problematisation of interracialised intimacies. The 

deployment of racist colonial stereotypes during the Algerian war of independence constructed 

Algerians as dangerous enemies, and these were reactivated in the postcolonial context to fuel 

anti-immigration sentiment. Left-wing white (male) opinion-makers and politicians criticised 

these arguments, but also contributed to the problematisation of migrant sexuality by focusing 

on the sexual misery of single migrants. This chapter contributes to the analysis of the 

deployment of sexual Orientalism and the discursive use of ‘Arab men’ in sexual politics to 

argue that interracialised intimacies were positioned outside the registers of sexual and domestic 

normalcy (Bourg, 2009; Shepard, 2012, 2017, 2018). 

The discourse I have analysed in this chapter constructed a patriarchal, class-based and 

heteronormative sexual order. Within this order, same-sex interracialised intimacies were a 

priori excluded from sexual normalcy, as the discussion of the use of discursive constructions 

of Arab men in the sexual politics of the gay liberation movement demonstrated. Within the 

heteronormative order, stereotypes of the Arab man as a rapist and as a victim of sexual misery 

understood male sexuality as uncontrollable and natural. Women’s bodies were either at the 

disposal of or under threat of male sexuality. French white women either had to be protected 

 
257 La prostitution est-elle nécessaire ? De Vive Voix [television broadcast], aired on 03 February 1976, in Institut 
National Audiovisuel. 



 
    

156 

from the threat or, when they refused to be at the disposal of migrant men’s sexuality, were 

accused of racism. Consequently, women had to navigate accusations of racism on the one hand 

and the arguments of those who would capitalise on the protection of women to support a racist 

agenda on the other. At the same time, female sex workers were framed as sacrifices, whereby 

the subordination of women’s bodies was ‘outsourced’ to sex workers. Such propositions 

contributed to avoiding other forms of more durable and reproductive interracialised intimacies, 

such as marriage, because these were considered outside the scope of possibilities. In the next 

chapter, I look at how these discursive constructions impacted the policing and control of 

migrant sexuality in general, and interracialised intimacies and couples more specifically.  

Discussions of the need for sex work constructed and reproduced a sexual order and 

political economy that required sex workers’ labour to fulfill the so-called sexual needs of 

migrant workers. Although some commentators, including Catholic and feminist abolitionists, 

advocated for family migration, the authorities opposed durable family migration from the 

African continent, as the earlier chapters of the thesis have shown. The sexual political economy 

thus served the French need for cheap migrant labour to do low-paid menial work while 

deterring the men who provided this labour from settling and making a life in France. As a 

result, these men were positioned outside French domestic life, which played into their 

discursive and regulatory construction as single migrant workers who should not have a family 

life in France. Sexual Orientalism and sexualised stereotypes of Arab men were not only 

discursive tools that represented this migration as dangerous, but were also part of a political 

economy that contributed to, and was invested in, the protection of racial boundaries that 

excluded single North African migrant workers from the French national community.
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Chapter 7  
Policing interracialised sex and intimacy 

 

 

 

The police are everywhere and see us as savages. 

Unnamed North African resident in the neighbourhood la Goutte d’Or, 1978258 

 

 

 

7.1 Introduction  
 

In the previous chapter, I showed how, across French society, the media, politicians and 

commentators deployed sexualised, racialised and gendered colonial stereotypes of North 

African migrants within a sexual order that placed interracialised intimacies outside the 

registers of sexual normalcy. As the above quote illustrates, migrants in the metropole were 

under heavy police surveillance. In a political context that did not systematically restrict 

immigration through legislation, the police and social action services and health services were 

essential in the surveillance and control of (post)colonial migrants in France (E. Blanchard, 

2006; Spire, 2005b). This chapter explores how discursive constructions of North African 

migrants’ sexuality impacted the policing and controlling of interracialised sex and intimacy.  

Researchers looking at policing practices regarding sex and morality have argued that 

law enforcement is interested in the protection of public and social order beyond the letter of 

the law (Benabou, 1987; Mainsant, 2012, 2013a). The historian Emmanuel Blanchard has 

shown that the construction of gender and sexual difference of Algerians played an essential 

role in policing practices during the Algerian war (E. Blanchard, 2006, 2008a, 2008b, 2012). 

Critical race scholars have argued that policing constitutes a form of ‘internal colonialism’ in 

so far as it involves the exertion of power over racialised populations with the aim of controlling 

 
258 Un Samedi à la Goutte d’Or [television broadcast], aired on 29 May 1978, in Institut National de l’Audiovisuel. 
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them (Gutiérrez, 2004). In the French context, some scholars have argued that the police treated 

North African migrants as internal enemies, employing colonial techniques of policing that 

outlasted independence (Prakash, 2013; Rigouste, 2014). This chapter brings together these two 

strands of literature, on the policing of sex and sexuality and of postcolonial migrants to 

examine how the police monitored and controlled the intimate lives of postcolonial migrants, 

and specifically how they implemented and enforced legislation to regulate interracialised 

intimacies during and after independence.  

The chapter first sets out how the police specifically targeted African migrants and their 

intimate lives, and how this was racialised, gendered and sexualised. I will look at how policing 

practices affected the regulation of interracialised intimacies, impacting both white women and 

African men, as well as couples. Finally, I examine how this affected the regulation of 

commercial sex and same-sex intimacies. I pay specific attention to how police deployed 

selective repression and tolerance through surveillance and policing as a way to protect and 

perpetuate the sexual order. 

 

7.2 Policing migrants’ sexual lives 
 

The police played an important role in the control of African and especially North 

African immigrants. Authorities considered the presence of single male migrant workers from 

Africa a threat to the public and moral order of the metropole that required police surveillance 

(E. Blanchard, 2008a). The colonial stereotypes that marked migrant men as sexually dangerous 

and deviant, as described in Chapter 6, not only circulated in the media but also informed the 

policing of North African migrants. Blanchard has shown that discursive constructions of the 

deviant sexuality of Algerians invigorated police action during the Algerian War (E. Blanchard, 

2008b). I argue that the problematisation of migrant sexuality enabled the police to regulate 

migrant men well into the postcolonial context. 

 

7.2.1 Police violence and racism  
 

The policing of (post)colonial migrants should be understood as part of a longer history 

of colonial repression of colonial migrants. Before the end of the Second World War, the North 

African brigade in the metropole operated with an explicitly racist mandate to surveil French 

Muslims from Algeria (Beaujon, 2019). After its dissolution in 1945, the new anti-violence 

brigade had de facto the same mandate, even though it discursively shifted its focus from ‘race’ 
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to ‘crime’. This brigade was supposed to fight the Algerian War within the metropole together 

with the police auxiliary forces known as the ‘Harkis of Paris’.259 A police officer of the brigade, 

Roger le Taillanter argued that:  

 
In fact, in France, and in Paris in particular, we were waging war in our own way, with a gun in 

one hand and the code of criminal procedure in the other, it was the war that the military was 

trying to win in Algeria (Rigouste, 2012).  

 

Police repression was especially violent during the Algerian nationalist struggle, but 

racist police violence continued after the Algerian War. 260 Officers used colonial knowledge 

and repressive tools to police the migrant population. Many of them had colonial experience, 

and some were former French from Algeria known as the pieds noirs.261 In a television 

broadcast on migrants in the south of France, which attempted to show their experience of 

racism, entitled ‘Les problèmes racistes dans le sud’ [the problems of racism in the south], two 

prosecutors mentioned that ‘most policemen have a hatred of North Africans’, and that some 

police were racist.262 As I argued in section 5.2 above, police specifically targeted the informal 

housing settlements because they considered them FLN strongholds during the Algerian War, 

and crime-ridden after 1962. A 1980 book written by a Left-wing priest includes the 

anonymised testimonies of young North African boys in the informal settlement of Nanterre, 

illustrating how police violence targeted North African migrant workers, especially in informal 

settlements.263 The book describes police torture of North African minors, violence and threats 

about anal rape. The police in Nanterre were exceptionally violent: ‘they probably chose them 

 
259 Harkis were French Muslims from Algeria who had fought on the French side of the war (Choi, 2011).  
260 For example, the head of police in Paris, Maurice Papon, had first been a high-level bureaucrat in the Ministry 
of Interior, charged with Algerian Affairs, then had become Préfet in Algeria, after which he was made a general 
inspector in East Algeria in 1956 during the Algerian War. In 1958, he was appointed head of police in Paris, 
where he was responsible for the repression of Algerian nationalist movements during the War. Papon deployed 
colonial policing practices that he had also used on Jewish people in Vichy France, leading to excessive violence 
and force during the Algerian War. This is most starkly illustrated by the massacre in Paris in October ’61 1961 
of Algerians, who had come from their houses in the informal dilapidated housing settlements on the city's outskirts 
into the city centre to protest police oppression and surveillance, exemplified by the emplaced curfew that only 
targeted Algerians. 
261 Problèmes racistes dans le sud 2e partie, mise au point [television broadcast], aired on 14 January 1975, in 
Institut National de l’Audiovisuel. 
262 Problèmes racistes dans le sud 2e partie, in mise au point [television broadcast], aired on 14 January 1975, in 
Institut National de l’Audiovisuel. 
The local paper of the migrant neighbourhood Goutte d’Or published articles that argued that police harassed 
migrants under the pretext of fighting delinquency. Goutte d’Or, n1-6, 1977-1980, from gouttedor-et-vous.org, 
last visited 22 September 2021. 
263 The book is written by a Priest, François Lefort. He was at time one of the French activists who was active in 
the bidonville of Nanterre. Monique Hervo refers to him in her journals. The book combines the testimonies of 
different people to make sure no individuals could be identified out of fear of expulsions.  
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especially for Nanterre, there were many former soldiers who had fought in Algeria’.264 The 

events described in the book occurred in 1971, almost ten years after the Algerian War (1956-

1962), which shows the continuity of violent police practices on minors who were French-

Algerian citizens. Similar to the social action and housing institutions, the police extended 

colonial modalities of control to racialised postcolonial populations and this continued after 

Algerian independence (Rigouste, 2012).  

 

7.2.2 Policing sex, policing migrants  
 

Based on a mandate to repress both sexual and non-sexual crime, law enforcement 

policed problematised population groups. Before going into policing practices, I will first set 

out the legal framework. Police monitored and repressed acts considered ‘attentats a la pudeur’ 

[attacks against morality] according to the penal code. This referred to sexual acts considered a 

crime or a misdemeanour against ‘good morals’, including homosexuality, soliciting 

(prostitution) and sexual violence.265 Male same-sex sexual acts were indirectly criminalised 

under article 334 of the penal code that raised the age of ‘minority’ in acts ‘against nature with 

an individual of the same sex’ to twenty-one (Marchant, 2006). This was a fascist law, 

implemented in 1942, that stayed in place until 1982. Moreover, article 330 section 2 of the 

penal code sanctioned homosexual ‘outages publics a la pudeur’ [public attacks against 

morality]. This legal repression was reinforced by a political discourse that considered male 

homosexuality perverted and criminal: in 1960, the government added it to the list of ‘social 

plagues’, allowing a change to the penal code that doubled the punishment for same-sex 

‘indecent exposure’ (Marchant, 2006).266  

The legislative and regulatory framework on sex work focused on prohibiting the 

facilitation of prostitution, not necessarily on prohibiting the sale of sex. The implementation 

in 1946 of the so-called Marthe Richard laws put an end to the state-administered regulation of 

prostitution.267 The legislation closed down brothels, criminalised all sorts of procuring 

 
264 From Lefort, F. (1980). Du bidonville à l’expulsion: itinéraire d’un jeune Algérien de Nanterre. Paris: Editions 
CIEMM. 
265 Sexual violence was criminalised under article 332 of the penal code as an ‘attack against morality’. This was 
changed in the 1980 law that defined and criminalised rape as a consequence of the feminist campaign against 
rape. 
266 However, same-sex relations between women were not criminalised in practice: the judicial apparatus treated 
women engaging in same-sex relations usually as psychological cases who had to be ‘protected’ through 
psychiatric care, see (Gauthier & Schlagdenhauffen 2019). 
267 Loi, « Marthe Richard tendant a la fermeture des maisons de tolerance et au renforcement de la lutte contre le 
proxenetism » 46-685, 13 April 1946, retrieved from legifrance.gouv.fr, last visited 12 October 2021. 
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(pimping) under the penal code, prohibited soliciting, abolished the administrative registry of 

‘prostitutes’ and established ‘re-education centres for prostitutes’. Legislation against public 

indecency (debauchery), based on article r34 of the penal code, criminalised soliciting.268 The 

police action concerning prostitution focused on the repression of pimping. Accordingly, the 

law against public indecency and the law against procurement gave broad definitions of the 

offences and therefore legitimised a broad and vague mandate.  

The brigades des moeurs [lit. morality squads, vice squads] were explicitly mandated 

with enforcing these so-called public morality laws. The above-mentioned Roger la Taillanter, 

who had previously been part of the anti-violence brigade, headed the brigade in Paris from 

1975 onwards. The squads had relatively wide discretionary power to carry out their mandate. 

These vice squads worked on the ground, among the people they were policing.269 Their wide 

discretion and unspecific legislation allowed police to identify who and what should be 

regulated and policed and how (Agustín, 2008; Mainsant, 2013b). Discretion enables racial 

profiling because it allows officers to implement legislation based on the wider societal order 

(Delgado, 2018). The definition and targeting by police of subjects considered transgressive of 

‘morality’ had specific outcomes for migrant men, as I will show. 

 

7.2.3 Policing private and public space 
 

Housing structures for migrants further facilitated law enforcement’s ability to police 

migrants’ sexual lives and behaviour. As I showed in Chapter 4, the French authorities regulated 

migrants through housing, combining surveillance, social action and spatial management. In 

the foyers, centres and informal settlements, police surveillance was constant (Bernardot, 2008; 

Blanc-Chaléard, 2016). The connection between housing and policing shows that even within 

the home, a space that is supposed to be private, North African working-class migrants were 

living under police surveillance and at constant risk of police violence: the eyes and weapons 

of the police made their private space public.  

Housing policies and urban planning structured opportunities for sexual conduct by 

arranging private space. Housing policies created a context where African migrants could 

 
268 Article r34 of the penal code penalizes « Ceux dont l'attitude sur la voie publique est de nature à provoquer la 
débauche » [literal translation: bearing and behaviour of the sort that provokes debauchery] with a fine of 300-
600F, from 1958-1985. 
269 Sex workers criticised the implementation of the legislation by judicial and police authorities for arbitrary 
arrests, harassments, and prosecution of sex workers during their 1975 protests. These were further invigorated by 
corruption scandals in the brigade, exemplified by a trial against the head of the vice squad of Lyon for pimping 
and corruption in 1975 (Aroney. 2020). 
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express their sexuality and have intimate and sexual encounters only in spaces under excessive 

police surveillance. Blanchard found in the police archives that over the period 1954 to1962 the 

places where North African men engaged in sexual relations often converged with same-sex 

meeting spaces (E. Blanchard, 2008b). The indirect criminalisation and exclusion from sexual 

normalcy of homosexuality pushed it to the darker margins of urban life: to parks at night, 

public toilets, alleys in the Pigalle neighbourhood, and to (empty) cinemas. The texts published 

by FHAR discussed in section 6.3.3 above illustrate that the sexual spaces used by homosexual 

French men and North African migrant workers overlapped with spaces of deviant sexuality. 

In these spaces, North Africans and French men who had sex with men came together as ‘sexual 

dissidents’ who operated in the city’s seedy underbelly (Gauthier & Schlagdenhauffen, 2019). 

Urban planning marked their sexual encounters as threats to ‘public order’, making migrant 

men vulnerable to police intervention (Crofts et al., 2013; Hubbard, 2001).  

Police put extra surveillance on neighbourhoods known for their immigrant residents 

and visitors. Some neighbourhoods in the city with a large number of North African residents 

were racially marked as ‘zones of degeneracy’ with different ‘social and legal conventions’ 

(Razack, 1998). This justified increased policing. For example, when residents petitioned ‘the 

police des moeurs’ [morality police] to complain about the presence of North Africans and 

about prostitution, law enforcement reinforced surveillance on North Africans living in the 

working-class immigrant neighbourhood Belsunc in Marseille. A police report on the 

neighbourhood raised the same problem of North Africans who came ‘to see their compatriots, 

do their shopping, and enjoy themselves. [...] with all the inconveniences that these meetings 

present’.270 The police problematised the presence of North Africans, and connected it to the 

increase in prostitution. As a solution, police increased their ‘very strict surveillance’.271 Thus, 

although police could not criminalise the presence of North Africans per se, the criminalisation 

of soliciting and procurement allowed them to put extra surveillance on those migrants.  

 

7.2.4 Profiling deviant sexuality  
 

The societal discourse on, and police surveillance of African men marked their sexuality 

as a potential threat to public order. Even though I have not been able to compile systematic 

statistics on sexual crimes due to archival inconsistencies and a lack of archival access, sources 

 
270 Controleur centrale de la police nationale to Préfet de la région de Provence et cote d’Azur et Préfet du Bouches-
du-Rhône, 25 July 1971, in Archives Départementales du Bouches-du-Rhône 135 W 326. 
271 L’Officier de paix principal au commandant de groupement du corp urbain, 21 July 1971, in Archives 
Départementales du Bouches-du-Rhône 135 W 326. 
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show an overrepresentation of North Africans in such statistics. For example, the statistics of 

the Services de liaison aux population migrantes (SLPM) show that fifteen per cent of those 

indicted for sexual offences in 1971 in the department of the Rhône were Algerian, although 

they made up only four per cent of the population in the region at the time.272 Research on 

police profiling has argued that overrepresentation in statistics can result from targeted policing, 

which confirms the profiling ex post facto (Welch, 2007). The overrepresentation was thus both 

produced by and a reason for police surveillance. 

This overrepresentation in statistics reflects the way police knowledge categorised the 

target population. The discursive construction of North African men’s sexual deviance 

presented in the previous chapter impacted the way they were framed by the authorities, which 

could in hindsight be justified by the high proportion of North Africans in sexual crime 

statistics. For example, reports on preparations for court cases trying ‘moral crimes’ between 

1956 and 1959 show a particular interest in ‘North Africans’, using this category constantly 

regardless of its relevance.273 The police frequently invoked stereotypical language to refer to 

French Muslims from Algeria: ‘a pathetic guy’, ‘an extremely dangerous disposition’, ‘very 

dangerous’, ‘very bad moral character’, and ‘the [criminal] underworld and mainly the Algerian 

wildlife [lit. fauna]’.274 The Ministry of Interior and the police argued repeatedly that statistical 

overrepresentation highlighted ‘an incredible rate of delinquency on the part of Algerian 

nationals’.275 Thus, the police desire to control North African migrants in public space and a 

lack of private spaces to live sexual lives, combined with the discursive constructions of migrant 

deviance, made  North African migrants’ sexuality hypervisible in public space, making them 

vulnerable to surveillance.  

The problematisation of West and Central Africans focused less on crime and more on 

health issues, as argued in section 6.2.1. Accordingly, police justified their desire to ‘discipline’ 

 
272 SLPM, Note sur l’immigration étrangère dans le Rhône, 1971, in Archives Nationales 19860269/11. 
Other authors find the same over-representation. Blanchard found that one-quarter of the people arrested for 
‘outrages a la pudeur’ [indecent exposure] were Algerian at the end of the 1950s in la Goutte d’Or, most of them 
concerned same-sex acts (E. Blanchard, 2012). Gauthier and Schlagdenhauffen have demonstrated that seventeen 
per cent (fifty out of 284) of all men convicted for homosexual behaviour in 1969 were Algerian (Gauthier & 
Schlagdenhauffen, 2019). These statistics do not differentiate between transactional and non-transactional same-
sex relations, as I will show in section 7.4 
273 I have consulted 122 reports, of which 15 involved North Africans, police des moeurs Marseille, in Archives 
Départementales du Bouches-du-Rhône 1237 W 65-69, 71-70, 77-78. 
274 19 mai 1955, Archives Départementales du Bouches-du-Rhône 1237 W78. 
275 E.g. Procès-verbal des conseilleurs techniques pour les affaires musulmanes, secret confidentiel. 1964, in 
Archives Nationales 19770346/10 and SLPM, Note sur l’immigration étrangère dans le Rhône, 1971, in Archives 
Nationales 19860269/11. 
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and ‘manage’ African immigration by health concerns.276 Working together with health 

services, they deployed mandatory health screening of West and Central African migrants as 

an essential surveillance tactic that went beyond a singular interest in curing disease to monitor 

their lives in the metropole.277 Next to the smaller numbers of West and Central African migrant 

workers, this explains the difference in police attention. 

 

7.2.5 Policing and immigration control 
 

The policing of migrants combined migration control with the control of crime and more 

specifically sexual crime. Police explicitly justified police action by the need to expel 

undesirable migrants – referred to as ‘parasites’ in reports and police documents.278 This 

imposed a culture of fear among North African migrants, who attempted to ‘go as unnoticed as 

possible’ and to ‘make every effort not to attract the attention of the police or gendarmerie’ 

(Lefort, 1980).279 Migrant status increased the vulnerability of North African migrants in 

relation to the police because criminalisation led to expulsion. The connection between 

policing, criminalisation and expulsion is illustrated by the expulsion of North Africans 

convicted for pimping. 

The authorities worried about North African migrants as so-called pimps in the 

metropole. According to crime statistics set out in reports on immigration, North African men 

represented twenty-one per cent of all people convicted for pimping.280 However, police and 

authorities frequently overstated the representation of North African men. In the oral testimony 

of ‘vice squad’ police officers in Paris in the 1960s one police officer argued that it was a 

common misconception that pimps were predominantly Algerian men.281 The SLPM noted that 

North African men were inexperienced in the criminal environment and could therefore easily 

be arrested. Given the suspicion of and heavy surveillance of migrants, they were more likely 

to be arrested than other ‘pimps’.282 Still, authorities argued that migrants guilty of ‘pimping’ 

 
276 Le Préfet de police au monsieur le Ministre de l’Intérieur, sécretariat général pour la police, à propos des 
problèmes posés par l’immigration africaine dans la région parisienne, 13 December 1967, in Archives Nationales 
19960134/17. 
277 Compte rendu de la réunion sur les problèmes medico-sociaux posés par les travailleurs orginiaires d’Afrique 
noire résident an France, Ministère de la santé publique et de la population, 12 February 1963, in Archives 
Nationales 19780262/10. 
278 L’immigration en France – problèmes généreaux, undated (likely 1973), in Archives Nationales 19850087/156. 
279 In the neighbourhood newspaper La goutte d’or, the local journalists argued that security measures are just a 
pretext. Goutte d’Or, n5, 1979, retrieved from gouttedor-et-vous.org, last visited 22 September 2021. 
280 SLPM, Note sur l’immigration étrangère dans le Rhône, 1971, in Archives Nationales 19860269/11. 
281 Oral history Yvon Thomas, interview by E. Blanchard, 13 July 2004, Récits de vie de policiers 1992-2005, 
Fonds de l'IHESI-INHES et du CESDIP, in the Bibliothèque Nationale de France DONAUD0601. 
282 SLPM, Note sur l’immigration étrangère dans le Rhône, 1971, in Archives Nationales 19860269/11. 
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should be expelled immediately after their release from prison, because otherwise they would 

turn into ‘great delinquents’.283  

These expulsions mainly targeted migrants from the African continent. For example, 

reports on the fight against prostitution and soliciting in the Bouches-du-Rhône show that 

nineteen migrants had been deported from French territory in 1975, of whom seventeen were 

North African and one Senegalese. In 1976, twenty-one men in the department had been 

deported, of whom seventeen were North African.284 This indicates that anti-procurement 

legislation functioned as a legal basis for the expulsion of North African men from French 

territory. 

It is likely that some of the men condemned and expelled for pimping were not guilty 

of the crime. For example, in 1977 seven expelled Algerians returned to France to demand 

reparations from the French government for the financial and personal damages they had 

suffered because the authorities had unjustly labelled them ‘pimps, racketeers, and 

delinquents’.285 Moreover, a notice of information on a Moroccan man who was going to be 

expelled from French territory illustrates how suspicion of North African men was raised.286 

According to the note, he ‘would have been convicted of procurement’, and that he ‘claims to 

be a chauffeur’, but that he ‘has a lifestyle that bears little relation to his known financial 

means’. The man was a resident of a foyer who helped organise rent strikes. It is likely that 

police also used the criminalisation of pimping to criminalise individuals who threatened the 

public order in different ways, such as by being politically active and fighting for the right of 

migrant workers in foyers. Below, I set out how the criminalisation of pimping was also used 

to repress certain interracialised couples. 

 

7.3 The policing of interracialised encounters and couples 
 

As I have set out in the previous chapters, discursive constructions of migrant sexuality 

created a sexual paradigm in which commercial interracialised intimacies and interracialized 

sexual violence became hypervisible, while interracialised households were mostly invisible in 

 
283 Ibid. 
284Le Préfet délégué pour la Police à Monsieur le Ministre de l’Intérieur, direction générale de la police 
nationale, direction de la réglementation, Lutte contre le proxénétisme, 1976, in Archives Départementales du 
Bouches-du-Rhône 1650 W 1, 
285 In Algériens en Europe, l’amicale des algériens en Europe, in note 25 April 1977 of SONACOTRA, in 
Archives Nationales 19850087/157. 
286 Notice de renseignement sur les foyers dont propositions d’expulsion du territoire au Ministre du Travail, 25 
November 1974, in Archives Nationales 19960134/4. 
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housing and social action policies. Within this context, law enforcement and social services saw 

interracialised relationships as a priori suspect. Research on the policing of sexuality and 

morality has shown that such policing is gendered (V. Blanchard, 2020; Odem, 2000). The 

policing of interracialised intimacies affected both migrant men and white women. Whereas no 

legislation regulated interracialised intimacies, I will show that police selectively scrutinised, 

policed and repressed certain intimacies. 

 

7.3.1 Surveillance of interracialised heterosexual encounters 
 

Discursive constructions of North African men as posing a sexual danger to white 

women were reiterated in police reports and used as motivation for police surveillance. In an 

illustrative example from research on the ‘public opinion on North Africans’ carried out by the 

national police, the authors presented anxieties about the possible sexual aggression of North 

African migrants as common knowledge.287 The research mentioned ‘a psychosis of fear in the 

neighbourhoods close to the ‘casbahs’, a term invoking colonial anxieties. 

 
‘It is also in these closed environments that a group of delinquents is recruited whose taste for 

violence is expressed in attacks on single women and other offences. Usually celibate or having 

left their wives behind, North Africans display sexual aggression in the form of rape, indecent 

assault or, more often than not, obscene verbal provocation, which is a source of conflict and 

incidents with the French population. This attitude of the ‘Maghreb’ male element creates a 

feeling of fear among French women who live in or near the ‘Arab neighbourhoods’ of Paris, 

Toulon, Marseille, Toulouse and Metz’.288 

 

This not only justified segregated living spaces in the form of foyers for North African migrant 

workers, but also marked neighbourhoods with a significant North African male presence in 

general as dangerous to white women. 

In the surveillance of interracialised contact, law enforcement policed white women’s 

behaviour by monitoring and discouraging them from entering racialised spaces, such as 

informal housing settlements or transit centres. This is recorded in the diaries of Monique 

Hervo. As she noted, the ‘role of the police - rounds in the cité de Bezons. the entries and exits 

of the only French person (in this case me): times are recorded by the manager and handed over 

 
287 Direction centrale des renseignements généraux, section étrangers et minorités in the folder « les travailleurs 
arabes en France généralités » Archives Nationales 19850087/156. 
288 Ibid.  
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to the police’.289 Monique’s presence in this centre was suspect: white women were not 

supposed to be in spaces marked as ‘North African’. Ostensibly, the centres were aimed at 

assimilating families into the modern French lifestyle, but they functioned as segregated spaces 

of surveillance where the gérants, social workers and police controlled residents. As I explained 

in Chapter 5, some white women lived with their North African partners in informal housing, 

transit centres and HLM housing. Nevertheless, these relationships were made invisible and 

instead, interracialised contacts were framed as always potentially violent, suspect and as 

justification for policing white women’s movements in spaces marked as North African.  

Police also issued informal warnings to deter white women from entering spaces 

constructed as dangerous. For example, the police yelled at Monique Hervo that she should not 

enter an informal housing settlement inhabited largely by Algerians: ‘if you want to get raped, 

go ahead!’.290 This was not an isolated incident, as a police officer made a similar remark to 

another white woman entering the same settlement on a morning in 1961. The police stopped a 

white female social worker at the entrance, telling her she was not allowed to enter. When the 

social worker persisted, the officer exclaimed, ‘tough luck, if she gets raped or is knifed!’.291 

Social workers also played a role in the surveillance of North Africans and provided the 

necessary information to police to intervene in and demolish the so-called bidonvilles.292 

However, in this encounter the social worker was not seen as a representative of the French 

authorities with power over North African migrants, but rather as a white woman, and therefore 

as a potential victim of migrant men.293  

Police were less explicitly anxious about contact between white women and West and 

Central Africans than they were about white women’s contact with North Africans. Their 

ambivalence is illustrated in a report by the health services on ‘Black Africans’, which 

presented an overview of the ‘necessary information’, including detailed descriptions of 

‘African culture’ and their sexual lives and interracialised encounters with white women.294 The 

 
289Notes, in Archives Monique Hervo, ARC/3019/3. 
290 Ibid. 
291 Ibid. 
292 Ibid. 
293 Police officers monitored and reported interracialised encounters as dangerous, I found an example in Monique 
Hervo’s diary which records that policemen themselves were at times the ones making threats, backed by the 
authority their position granted them. Monique recorded that police officers went into the cafés in the bidonvilles 
but refused to pay for their drinks and harassed the North African women present. This not only reveals their 
hypocrisy, but more importantly, the social hierarchy that allowed (some) police to harass North African women 
without repercussions, while blaming North African men for harassing white women. Notes, in Archives Monique 
Hervo, ARC 3019/3. 
294 Rapport sur la main d’œuvre d’Afrique Noire dans l’agglomération parisienne. Ministère santé publique et 
population, 21 January 1964, Archives Nationales 19780262/10. 
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report argued that the ‘sexual problem’, meaning African men having and wanting to have sex 

with women, became relevant in their second year in France – when ‘their bodies had become 

adapted’ to France. Their sexual behaviour was ‘perfectly sane’ as they had no ‘sexual 

deviations’. The report stated that even though these men showed interest in French women by 

going to ‘dance parties’, ‘they rarely succeed’, noting that French women appreciated African 

men, to the annoyance of French men who found them ‘big, naïve children’. The report argued 

that they were generally more ‘pleasant’ than North Africans.295 Another report on ‘black 

Africans’ by the police in the department of the Seine stated that ‘young girls are allegedly 

harassed in the vicinity of African residences. Nothing very specific or serious’.296 Still, it also 

included a detailed list of addresses where West and Central African migrants lived and showed 

an interest in monitoring their encounters with white women. For example, the police reported 

on the organisation of a ‘dancing event’ by an African man for African workers, where ‘200 

people could attend’.297 These reports show that police monitored these men, both their intimate 

lives and their presence in urban space, but were not explicitly worried about violence.  

 

7.3.2 Scrutinising white women in interracialised relationships 
 

Law enforcement was concerned with white women and girls who engaged in 

interracialised relationships because they transgressed gendered racial boundaries. Generally, 

the authorities portrayed North African men as unsuitable and dangerous partners for white 

women. Social services in the city of Paris stated that North African men ‘conceive of the 

woman as a ‘slave’: they do not differentiate between the prostitute and the honest woman’.298 

They also reflected on the position of white women, arguing that white women would never 

enter into a relationship with North African men because they had ‘an instinctive aversion’ to 

them. 299  

This placed white women who chose to enter into such relationships outside ‘normality’: 

‘Most often, the women who accept to live in concubinage are physically or morally 

diminished: we note the presence of former servants who come originally from provinces’.300 

 
295 Rapport sur la main d’œuvre d’Afrique Noire dans l’agglomération parisienne. Ministère santé publique et 
population, 21 January 1964, Archives Nationales 19780262/10. 
296 Recherche les africains noirs dans le département de la seine, préfecture de police, December 1962, in Archives 
Nationales 19850087/156. 
297 Renseignements, préfecture de police, n.d., in Archives Nationales 19850087/156.  
298 « la population nord-africaine de paris et du département de la seine », n.d., in Archives de Paris 3973 W18. 
299 Ibid. 
300 Ibid. 



 
    

169 

Authorities considered them to be deviant, both because of their class position and due to their 

assumed moral deviance. It is not surprising that the social services department, which dealt 

primarily with working-class families, considered interracialised couples to be working-class: 

after all, most interracialised couples were formed between migrant workers and working-class 

women. Still, class and gender intersect when it came to framing white women who engage in 

interracialised relationships as outside the white community (Ryan, 1999; Tabili, 2018). Class, 

then, functions not only as a ‘fact’ but also as a logic that, at the intersection of gender and race, 

placed these white women outside normal, respectable, white French society and moved them 

down the social hierarchy. 

Formally, there was less potential for the authorities to control and monitor white 

women than migrant men, whose legal status was more precarious. However, they could still 

police white women and girls in interracialised relationships in different ways. For example, 

the juvenile justice system intervened in the lives of adolescent girls. Using their archives from 

the late 1950s to the early 1960s. Véronique Blanchard has shown that the Children’s Tribunal 

considered intimate relations with ‘North African men’ particularly dangerous for adolescent 

‘mauvaises filles’ [bad girls] (V. Blanchard, 2016b, 2020). For example, the case notes on a 

young girl Yvonne mentioned that she ‘frequented […], rather peculiar circles, not to say 

amoral (concerning blacks, Chinese, North Africans)’. Having intimate relations with a North 

African man or boy was enough to ‘prove the depravity’ of a white French girl (V. Blanchard, 

2020, p. 161). One girl was described as having ‘very dubious morals, intimately associated 

with North Africans’ [emphasis in original] (V. Blanchard, 2020, p. 170). In her analyses of 

juvenile court cases between the end of WWII and the sexual revolution, Fishman shows that 

the scrutiny of the (sexual) relationships of white French girls with North African boys by 

agents of law enforcement only intensified after 1962 (Fishman, 2017). Blanchard argues that 

this scrutiny was based on the discrimination against North African men, but I argue that these 

relationships were also made suspect by the desire to limit interracialised intimacy.  

Law enforcement limited the scope of white girls’ behaviour as a result of anxieties 

about interracialised intimacies and gendered concerns for girls’ sexuality. The authorities 

reprimanded these girls for freely expressing their sexuality in a way that transgressed both 

gender and racial boundaries. One case cited by Blanchard involves Danielle, who was brought 

before the judge for being found in a ‘North African bar’, having fled her home a couple of 

months before. In her initial testimony, she said she had fallen in love with a North African 
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man, Mourad.301 However, at her mother’s insistence, she later claimed that he had abused her 

and planned to force her into prostitution. After investigating the man, the judge found no 

indications of abuse and forced prostitution. Later, Danielle fled the institution she was placed 

into because she was pregnant by Mourad and wanted to marry him.  

Blanchard reads the fact that she fled from the facility to Mourad, along with the lack 

of evidence, as proof that the man never abused her (V. Blanchard, 2016a, p. 172). However, 

given the minimal options she had as an underage single girl pregnant by a North African man 

in a religious institution, her escape to Mourad was one of the few actions she could take. Her 

escape did not necessarily refute allegations of abuse. Rather, the story shows how the 

authorities policed white girls based on a Manichean logic that framed them as either loose ‘bad 

girls’ who transgressed both gendered norms and racial boundaries or as victims of a violent 

North African man’s behaviour.302 Both interpretations place interracialised intimacies outside 

the registers of normalised intimacies and pathologised white women who engaged in such 

intimacies.  

Moreover, the authorities portrayed women who engaged in interracialised relationships 

as prostitutes. Prostitution has been a potent frame for positioning women who transgress 

boundaries in their romantic and sexual contact outside normality, as for example had been the 

case for women who were involved with enemy German soldiers during the Second World War 

(Moore, 2005). This frame circulated widely in the social action and police services: a note 

from the Préfet de Police from the 1960s argued that women in relationships with Algerians 

were ‘in majority prostitutes’ (E. Blanchard, 2008b). Within the sexual order, sexual 

interactions between white women and North African men were considered either violent or 

transactional. As a result, authorities framed white women engaging in interracialised 

intimacies either as victims or as morally deviant (i.e., as prostitutes).  

This frame also served as a justification for authorities to prevent opportunities for 

engaging in interracialised intimacies. I have shown in section 5.3.2 that SONACOTRA 

prohibited female visitors in foyers. Rent strikers criticised SONACOTRA for using such a 

frame: 

 
SONACOTRA accuses its tenants of introducing ‘prostitution, drugs and trafficking of all 

kinds’ into the hostels. Nothing less. In order to justify its constant recourse to the police, 

 
301 Her book gives seven archival examples of women who had intimate relations with North African man/men. 
302 Manichean logic refers to a dualistic religious movement that divides everything into either good or evil.  
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SONACOTRA does not hesitate to choose its means and goes as far as defamation, pure and 

simple.303  

 

SONACOTRA could thus use the argument that the residents would turn the foyer into 

a brothel as a justification for prohibiting visits, calling the police on them and expelling 

residents from the foyer. 

 

7.3.3 Criminalising suspect couples 
 

The policing of interracialised prostitute-pimp relationships, romantic relationships, and 

prostitute-client relationships blurred the differences between these relationships in complex 

ways. Anti-prostitution police action focused on the repression of procurement. The police 

could therefore selectively repress the interracialised heterosexual intimacies of working-class 

people by framing them as pimp/prostitute relationships.  

Police monitored the hotels meublés as part of their police action against prostitution 

and their surveillance of North Africans. Whereas in some cases, these hotels were used as 

brothels, they also housed working-class people who came to the city to work and provided 

meeting places for interracialised couples. Especially in the 1950s and 1960s, interracialised 

couples lived in such hotels and were therefore vulnerable to police surveillance.  

In one case that I retrieved from the archives of the correctional procedures on ‘attacks 

against morality’ from the Tribunal de premiere instance [court of first instance] in Marseille, 

an Algerian man, Ahmed, was indicted for pimping after police arrested him in a room in a 

hotel meublé where he lived together with his white partner, Martine.304 Upon arrest, the couple 

immediately admitted that Martine had been selling sex for nine years, but that Ahmed, with 

whom she had lived for six years, was not involved in her work in any way and lived off his 

wages as a day labourer. Nevertheless, the police indicted him. 

 

It is clear from the above that Ahmed Hadid meets all the conditions and elements necessary to 

qualify as a pimp since he lives in concubinage with a prostitute and is not unaware of the type 

of work of the latter, he benefits from the earnings of the activity and the resources of Perlota.305  

 

 
303 « Grève des loyers » remise au point, réplique du GISTI a la SONACOTRA, presse et immigrés en France, 
série problèmes et évènement, point de vue, n. 5 January 1979, in Bibliothèque Nationale de France, 4-LA1-204(5). 
304 Dossiers de procédures correctionnelles 8 March 1956, in Archives Départementales du Bouches-du-Rhône 
1237 W78. 
305 Ibid. 
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The police monitored the place where they lived and arrested the man for pimping. This was 

possibly because this couple was living outside the spaces designated for North African 

migrants. Moreover, this was during the Algerian war, when the police feared that pimping 

might help finance the FLN.  

It is difficult to retrieve accounts of the different realities and lived experiences of 

individuals in interracialised relationships from the archives because law enforcement officers 

created and constructed crimes and criminals in their reports. One case from 1955-1956 in the 

archives of the Tribunal de premiere instance in Marseille reveals this process of 

criminalisation. A woman accused her Algerian partner, with whom she had lived for five 

months, of pimping, as he was forcing her to continue ‘prostituting’ herself. The man said in 

his deposition that he had no idea that she worked as a prostitute and that he was providing for 

her financially and not the other way around. The woman retracted her accusation and argued 

that she had made it up so that she could separate from her partner and marry another man. 

However, the police did not drop the case: instead, the prosecutor argued that the charges could 

be upheld despite the woman’s retraction because the Algerian man was living with her while 

she was earning money as a prostitute, and he had ‘bad morals’.306 Living off money earned by 

sex work was ‘pimping’ So, police could criminalise North African men in relationships with 

white women by accusing them of pimping. Although no formal regulation or legislation 

stipulated this, police could mark these couples at the least as suspect, and at worst criminalise 

their relationship. 

Another case from the same archives of the Tribunal de premiere instance in Marseille 

illustrates that police explicitly criminalised interracialised relationships that they saw as 

romantic, even when the individuals involved claimed it was a prostitution-client relationship. 

In the early morning, the police had arrested an Algerian man in a hotel meublé for being the 

pimp of his so-called concubine.307 The man had been released from prison a couple of months 

prior to the arrest. The police argued that the man lived off the woman’s earnings from 

prostitution because they lived together in one room, even though this had only been going on 

for nine days. The woman and the man both stated that he was her client: that they had met on 

the street and that he had paid for sexual services. The police, however, described this as an 

excuse: ‘the Santos girl goes so far as to claim that Brahimi had gone to find her, as a ‘client’, 

 
306 Dossiers de procédures correctionelles, 30 December 1955, Archives Départementales du Bouches-du-Rhône 
1237 W 78. 
307 Dossiers de procédures correctionelles 26 May 1956, in Archives Départementales du Bouches-du-Rhône 1327 
W 77. 
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well, awkwardly anyway, she tries to cover up the pimping activity of her regular lover’. Here, 

the police portrayed a relationship that the people involved claimed to be transactional as a 

relationship between lovers and as a pimp-prostitute relationship. I could not discern from the 

case whether or not the North African man had been a client rather than a romantic partner, but 

what is clear is that North African men were framed either as pimps or as clients, but not as 

genuine romantic partners.  

 

7.4 Selective tolerance and the heteronormative sexual 
order 

 
I showed in the previous chapter how discourse constructed a heteronormative, 

patriarchal and racist sexual order in which transactional sex was considered a solution to the 

presence of single migrant men, while normalised interracialised heterosexual intimacies were 

not. Having set out how police repressed certain interracialised intimacies, I explore in this 

section how police also selectively tolerated commercial sex. 

 

7.4.1 Selective tolerance of commercial sex 
 

In police action against heterosexual female sex work, police paid specific attention to 

North African migrant workers as sex buyers. How local police used their discretionary power 

to determine who was policed and when is demonstrated by the semesterly activity reports I 

reviewed on the ‘fight against procuring’ in the department of the Bouches-du-Rhône. The 

police sent these reports to the Ministry of Interior between 1972 and 1978.308 The reports 

exclusively discussed ‘North African migrants’ under the vague header ‘difficulties stemming 

from particular problems’.309 In the reports, police warned about the probable increase in 

procuring and prostitution caused by the presence of North African workers:  

 

 
308 The director of the National Police of the Ministry of Interior demanded the reporting of activities in the ‘fight 
against procuring’ in the Circular 72-570 of December 11, 1972. 
309 The police at times used the category ‘foreigner’ in the reports, but the use of ‘North African’ in many other 
passages indicates that the concerns were mostly, if not exclusively, directed at North African migrants. The reports 
mentioned no other racialised groups of people specifically. 
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It is to be feared that the increase in the floating population, due to the infrastructure of the 

industrial area of Fos-Sur-Mer, and the large North African cell of the Berre region will have 

the effect of maintaining or even raising the figures for prostitution and pimping.310  

 

Whereas the reports contained detailed statistics on the number of arrests, cases of syphilis and 

other quantifiable indicators related to the policing of commercial sex, no numerical proof was 

given for the assumed a priori relationship between the occurrence of sex work and the presence 

of North African immigrants. This indicates the selective problematisation of North Africans 

as sex buyers. 

The police neither unequivocally nor universally implemented the legislation on 

procurement and soliciting. In the 1970s, Roger la Taillanter instructed the Brigade de la 

Mondaine in Paris that they were not supposed to stop all prostitution because it was a 

‘necessary evil’.311 Police in Marseille expounded on the need for differentiated implementation 

when it concerned foreign men, and particularly Northern African men, as sex buyers in the 

activity report of the Bouches-du-Rhône department: 
 

There is a large colony of immigrant workers of North African origin in Marseille, mainly 

located in the so-called ‘cage’ district. The expansion of these neighbourhoods is quite sensitive, 

mainly towards La Canebière.  

 
Tolerance in prostitution seems difficult to apply because of the principle of equality of citizens 

before criminal law; a principle to which the population of Marseille is particularly sensitive. 

Indeed, many protest letters were sent to the Service asking the reasons why such or such 

establishments are not the subject of legal proceedings, and demanding an explanation for such 

discrimination. 

 
The only possible tolerance is practical and meets the state of necessity: the workforce does not 

allow the conduct of large-scale operations. The Section is therefore obliged to make choices 

based on the notion of public disorder or on social or human considerations.312 

 
310» Le Préfet délégué pour la Police a Monsieur le Ministre de l’Intérieur, direction générale de la police nationale, 
direction de la règlementation, Lutte contre le proxénétisme, 1972, in Archives Départementales du Bouches-du-
Rhône, 1650 W1. 
311 Roger le Taillanter, interview by E. Blanchard, 13 July 2004, Récits de vie de policiers 1992-2005, Fonds de 
l'IHESI-INHES et du CESDIP, DONAUD0601 at the Bibliothèque Nationale de France. 
312 Original text in French says « de la notion du trouble de l’ordre public ou en fonction de considérations d'ordre 
social ou humaine ». Similar texts appeared in the subsequent trimestrial reports to the same police direction. Le 
Préfet délégué pour la Police à Monsieur le Ministre de l’Intérieur, direction générale de la police nationale, 
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This passage illustrates how law enforcement was less concerned with the French legal 

principle of equality than with protecting the ‘public order’ and ‘social or human 

considerations’. Police action relating to anti-procuring and anti-soliciting took their meanings 

for granted, but the police did not explain what they might look like or why they should be that 

way. The question thus is what ‘public order’ police were attempting to protect?  

In the police force in France, both high and low-rank police officers argued for the need 

to selectively tolerate prostitution. In doing so, they reiterated the discourse I set out in the 

previous chapter in which white female sex workers were constructed as a sacrifice to protect 

respectable white women, who had to be protected and kept away from North African men. In 

1956, the Director of the judicial police service had already argued that prostitution was the 

‘oldest profession in the world’ and that legislative change was necessary: 

 
Prostitution then becomes a lesser evil insofar as one avoids more serious crimes, even crimes 

such as rapes, assaults on young girls or children, as we had to deplore in some cities with high 

concentration North African or foreign workforce.313  

 

Police officers assumed this argument to be self-evident. For example, a local police 

officer exclaimed in the neighbourhood paper Goutte d’Or in Paris, to the female reporter: 

‘fortunately there are these houses [brothels], without these you would be raped! […] We need 

these [prostitutes] for all these men!’.314 The semesterly reports of the Bouches-du-Rhône show 

that police selectively tolerated the commercial availability of sex for North African migrants 

because they argued that ‘the majority represent a potential danger of sexual violence’.315 The 

police considered North African workers a sexual threat to women and even children, to which 

the solution was prostitution. 

The selective tolerance of commercial sex for North African men as sex buyers 

constituted discrimination because it was not in line with Republican legislation that was, at 

least on paper, universal. The general understanding that prostitution should be tolerated 

 
direction de la règlementation, Lutte contre le proxénétisme, 16 August 1973, in Archives Départementales du 
Bouches-du-Rhône 1650 W1.  
313 Note de ‘le directeur des services de police judiciaire’ a l’attention de monsieur le directeur général de la sureté 
national, 25 March 1959, in Archives Nationales 19910852/8.  
314 Goutte d’Or, journal du quartier, 1977. Consultable a Salle Bruno and online from gouttedor-et-vous.org, last 
visited 22 September 2021. 
315 Le Préfet délégué pour la Police a Monsieur le Ministre de l’Intérieur, direction générale de la police nationale, 
direction de la réglementation, Lutte contre le proxénétisme, 1972, in Archives Départementales du Bouche du 
Rhône 1650 W1. 
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translated into specific and racialised tolerance, to protect ‘public order’ as a way of protecting 

the sexual order. This was possible because police services with a mandate to police sex were 

explicitly concerned with the general protection of a ‘public order’ (Benabou, 1987; Mainsant, 

2012, 2013a). Police justified particularistic implementation ex post facto as a ‘practical 

decision’, taken out of consideration for public and social order. In doing so, they justified the 

protection of the racialised sexual order in colour-blind language.  

Yet, police did not tolerate the presence of North African women as sex workers, and 

instead, expelled them from French territory. The majority of sex workers in the metropole in 

the 1960s and 1970s were not North African, but white French or other European women.316 

Although the police categorised North African women separately as sex workers, they did not 

specifically count North African sex workers who had been convicted of soliciting in crime 

statistics. In the last trimester of 1972, the police reported the emergence of a ‘new’ form of 

prostitution in ‘North African neighbourhoods’: the presence of Moroccan and Algerian female 

‘tourists working as prostitutes’. The police noted that these women were not known to them, 

but took special measures to monitor them. As a result, North African women who worked as 

sex workers were deported as part of the increased effort to control prostitution.  

The targeted surveillance of North African women sex workers was based on the logic 

of expelling undesirable migrants from French territory. As argued in the previous chapter, 

transactional relationships between sex workers and sex buyers were permitted within a sexual 

political economy that needed North African labourers to pay for the sexual labour of women. 

This protected a sexual order that did not allow interracialised heterosexual intimacies to be 

normalised. In what follows, I explore how the policing of interracialised same-sex intimacies 

further reveal how the protection of the sexual order operated. 

 

7.4.2 Interracialised same-sex intimacies 
 

In regulating same-sex relations, police conflated prostitution, consensual and violent 

intimacies with each other. In urban same-sex meeting spaces, people of different generations 

and social and migration statuses came together for sexual relations. It is difficult to retrace in 

the archives which types of interaction were transactional and which were not. This is because 

police systematically equated same-sex prostitution with same-sex sexual acts (Revenin, 2008). 

This equation has a longer history, because it contributed to pushing homosexuality into the 

 
316 Yvon Thomas, interview by E. Blanchard, 13 July 2004, Récits de vie de policiers 1992-2005, Fonds de l'IHESI-
INHES et du CESDIP, in the Bibliothèque Nationale de France DONAUD0601. 
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space of sexual deviance (Revenin, 2005). As set out in section 6.3.3, the presence of North 

African men on the gay scene reinforced the sexual paradigm of same-sex relations as 

incompatible with sexual normalcy. Similarly, police saw all same-sex relations as always 

already perverted and deviant; the people engaging in them were relegated to the margins of 

the sexual order. 

Sources show that same-sex sexual interactions between white adults and minor North 

African boys were relatively common. Revenin found in the archives of youth penitentiary 

centres that thirty per cent of the minors punished for ‘homosexual prostitution’ were young 

North African working-class migrants (Revenin, 2008). Testimonies compiled by François 

Lefort, a biography and the diary notes of Monique Hervo all tell the life of Mahiou Roumi 

who lived in dire conditions in the informal housing settlement of Nanterre in the 1970s.317 The 

testimonies describe how men who looked for sex with young boys came in ‘fancy cars’ to the 

central fountain of the settlement. They lingered there and offered money to young boys in 

exchange for sex. One of the interactions described involved a ten-year-old boy. Moreover, 

Monique Hervo’s diaries state that men also came to the bidonville to recruit young boys into 

prostitution: ‘young French pimps have barged into the ‘bid’’ and were disruptive.318 From 

these sources, I discerned that some of these men may indeed have recruited boys into 

prostitution. Others may have used their unequal socio-economic positions to gain access to 

same-sex encounters in a society that considered such relations illicit. The encounters between 

migrant minor boys and French male adults engaging in same-sex relations were characterised 

by unequal power relations enabled by a context in which the police protected neither group. 

These testimonies illustrate that North Africans engaging in commercial same-sex 

relations did not consider themselves to be professional sex workers nor ‘homosexuals’, and 

instead claimed to be interested in hustling for money. The lines between commercial and non-

commercial sex were blurred. A boy in Lefort’s testimonies stated that ‘with the fags, I never 

really earned a living, I used to go with them only when I needed a bit of money, to go to the 

cinema for example’. He described many instances in which he looked for men to have 

transactional sex with. After sex, knowing that they could not go to the police, he robbed them 

violently. The boy had a couple of ‘regulars’, who bought him clothes, CDs and a scooter and 

 
317 The combined and anonymised testimony of Francois Lefort mentioned above was partly based on the life of 
Mahiou Roumi. His life story was also written down in a biography by Celestine Ackouy published in 1981, based 
on extensive oral history interviews. Moreover, Monique Hervo described the boy’s situation in her journal, also 
referring to both François Lefort and the biography. The books and journal give an insight into his life and that of 
his peers in a similar social situation. 
318 Notes, in Monique Hervo Archives ARC/3019/3. 
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let him stay at their apartments. The testimony describes parties and dinners, illustrating rather 

more long-term (transactional) relationships than simply a one-off encounter in a public space. 

This further blurred the line between different types of unequal transactional relations.  

It is difficult to discern how representative these accounts are. Research on male sex 

workers across cultural contexts has pointed to the problematic use of ‘homosexual identity’ 

for same-sex sex workers, who often do not identify as such (Khan, 1999). Scholars have also 

argued that the Western sexual identity of ‘homosexuality’ is not universal, and was not adopted 

by North African men having sex with men (Hasso, 2005). It is likely that many North African 

men engaging in same-sex relations did not identify or align with a homosexual identity. 

The criminalisation of same-sex relations with men and boys aged under 21 allowed the 

police to surveil and contain homosexuality.319 Roger le Taillanter describes in an oral history 

interview that the police were supposed to ‘know the homosexual environment’, but did not 

have to suppress it. Some places were specifically known for interracialised same-sex 

encounters: ‘the magnificent auditorium of the ‘Luxor’, boulevard de Magenta [Paris], was the 

stage for hot Franco-Arab meetings in front of B-movies’.320 Blanchard found that during the 

Algerian war, police specifically targeted same-sex meeting spaces frequented by North African 

men (E. Blanchard, 2008b, p. 440). Law enforcement could thus selectively enforce the 

legislation to surveil North African men and men having sex with men.  

 The sources I have been able to consult do not show an interest in protecting North 

African minors or men engaging in same-sex relations, whether transactional or not. The 

newspaper Le Monde published articles on second-generation North African youth, citing the 

biographies mentioned, which were published in 1980 and 1981, but did not discuss the 

frequency of same-sex relations and same-sex prostitution elaborately illustrated by these 

biographies.321 As Monique stated in her journal, ‘almost no one talked about it, except François 

Lefort’.322 Even though police constantly came to the bidonville to harass and monitor the 

residents, they did not take action on the criminal offence of men seeking commercial sex with 

minor boys or acting as their pimps. As the young boy in Lefort’s book states, ‘there were so 

many faggots [sic] that … [it was] … impossible that the chickens [the police] didn’t know 

 
319 Roger le Taillanter, interview by E. Blanchard, 13 July 2004, Récits de vie de policiers 1992-2005, Fonds de 
l'IHESI-INHES et du CESDIP, DONAUD0601 at the Bibliothèque Nationale de France. 
320 Quote from the website hexagonegay.com, last visited 5 December 2021. The website gives an overview of all 
the homosexual cruising places in Paris in the 1970s. 
321 Entre deux chaises, Le Monde, 5 June 1981 ; l’expulsion l’aller et retour, Le Monde, 28 November 1980, 
retrieved from lemonde.fr, last visited 6 December 2021. 
322 Notes, archives Monique Hervo, ARC/3019/3. 
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about it, but as we were Arabs, they didn’t care and let it happen’. The residents of the settlement 

also petitioned the police to take action against these practices (Lefort, 1980).  

Police made a type of sexual interaction criminalised by law invisible when it concerned 

North African minors and young men, indicating a possible lack of police interest in protecting 

them. Police reports on the ‘repression of prostitution and procurement’ in the region around 

Marseille that I discussed in the previous section reported on ‘masculine prostitution’ as the 

prostitution of ‘transvestites’ or ‘occasional prostitution’ of ‘young men’ who ‘practice 

[prostitution] to prolong their holidays’ and extensively discussed North Africans as clients of 

heterosexual prostitution. However, they made no specific mention of North African male 

(minor) prostitution. At the same time North African minor boys were overrepresented in the 

statistics on convictions for soliciting, showing that law enforcement did criminalise North 

African minor boys selling sex (Revenin, 2008). Permission to consult the police archive in the 

Parisian region would have allowed me to further trace to what extent the police were interested 

in the repression of same-sex relations, either transactional or not, between North African 

minors and white male adults. In any case, police tolerance of the white French men who came 

to these spaces to look for ‘illicit’ same-sex encounters with North African men, whether or not 

transactional, stands in stark contrast to the strict policing of white women who came into the 

informal housing settlements, and to the criminalisation of North African pimps. 

Within a heteronormative order, same-sex relations and the individuals engaging in 

them were a priori excluded from the paradigm of sexual normalcy, regardless of whether they 

were transactional or involved minors. This is why the police were concerned with heterosexual 

interracialised encounters between African men and white women and less so with 

interracialised same-sex encounters, whatever their nature. This is even more telling given that 

pimping was criminalised and that the protection of minors was the pretence under which 

homosexuality was indirectly criminalised. Whereas legislation criminalised same-sex relations 

with men and minors under 21 and not interracialised heterosexual encounters, police repressed 

the latter and not the former, because same-sex relations did not necessarily threaten social 

hierarchies within the sexual order: North African men were already considered sexual deviants 

as were men engaging in same-sex intimacies. 

 

7.5 Conclusion  
 

In this chapter, I have addressed how law enforcement policed migrant sexuality, and 

specifically, interracialised intimacies. Discursive constructions of dangerous sexuality marked 
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migrant men as sexually problematic in the eyes of the police. Together with the housing 

policies, this enabled police surveillance. I set out in the previous chapter the discourse that 

revealed the sexual order in which interracialised intimacies were problematised. In this 

chapter, I have shown how police enforced legislation to protect the sexual order. Selective 

tolerance, repression, invisibilities and hypervisibilities of certain sexual practices allowed 

police to regulate migrants and their sexuality in a way that marked interracialised intimacies 

as suspect, while upholding colour-blind legislation. This chapter has thus shown that the 

regulation of intimacies and interracialised intimacies occurred within a seemingly universalist 

legislative framework that enabled policing and surveillance in a racial-, class-, gender- and 

sexuality-specific way.  

To research how interracialised intimacies were regulated and affected by colour-blind 

legislation, it was integral to trace and compare how certain framings of criminalised intimacies 

were used to prevent and/or encourage intimacies within the sexual order. I have demonstrated 

that police could regulate heterosexual interracialised intimacies by framing some intimate 

relations as heterosexual pimp-prostitute or prostitute-client relations. As part of the wider 

societal hypervisibility of sexual violence and prostitution, police framed interracialised 

heterosexual intimacies as either commercial sex or sexual violence. In differentiating between 

different types of heterosexual intimacies and selectively tolerating commercial sex, the police 

revealed their investment in encouraging heterosexual commercial sex as the preferred sexual 

outlet for North African men.  

Besides allowing for and partly encouraging commercial sex, the selective tolerance of 

brothels and soliciting had two outcomes. The first was the intensification of the discursive 

connection between North African migration and prostitution that motivated the sexual 

stereotyping of North Africans as degenerate, as I set out in the previous chapter. Legislation 

against prostitution combined with selective tolerance justified intensified policing of migrants 

in specific neighbourhoods racialised as ‘North African’. Secondly, it encouraged the policing 

of white women, who were told to stay away from spaces within the city marked as North 

African, and thus, as dangerous. Together this played a part in the segregation of North African 

men and encouraged the prevention of interracialised intimacies.  

Police enforcement and surveillance made the position of white women vulnerable: their 

ability to get protection depended on whether they fit within the racial boundaries prescribed 

for women. I showed in the previous chapter that arguments for the selective tolerance of 

commercial sex were justified by the need to protect white women. However, police action 

showed that if white women engaged in sex work, they were not considered respectable, but 
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rather as sexual outlaws at the lowest end of the hierarchy. If they chose to interact with North 

African men, they lost their protected status of whiteness and instead became framed as deviant, 

and equivocated with sexual outlaws. In the next chapter I explore further how this affected 

white women in interracialised relationships. 

Police action should be understood in the context of the migration policies that 

encouraged temporary labour migration over permanent settlement. These policies meant that 

the authorities constructed housing that did not allow for the formation of intimate relations but 

rather facilitated policing and surveillance. Moreover, legislation on sex and morality enabled 

police, using discretionary measures, to generally monitor and surveil this migrant population. 

In doing so, they could intervene in the sexual lives of migrant workers and police their 

sexuality to repress migrants’ opportunities to forge interracialised intimacies outside 

commercial sex. Policing sexuality also contributed more generally to the problematisation of 

the migrant population, including expelling from French territory those considered 

‘undesirable’. This contributed to the construction and protection of racial boundaries that 

functioned to exclude the African migrant population. Having set out how policing affected 

interracialised couples, in the next chapter, I look at discourse on interracialised couples, their 

experiences and their position in French society.
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Chapter 8  
The (im)possibility of mixed couples in 

French society 
 

 

 

It [reactions to their relationship] also shows the troubling side [of mixed 

relationships], mixture, it’s troubling. Eventually people want [you to be part of] either one 

side or the other, but don’t stay in-between.  

   Miloud, 2020323 

 

 

 

8.1 Introduction 
 

Despite the surveillance, the separated housing structures, policy-making and general 

discourse that made interracialised couples suspect and invisible and commercial sex and sexual 

violence hypervisible, mixed couples still met, fell in love, married and lived their lives as 

couples. The quote above from my interview with a Moroccan-French couple who married in 

1971 iterates that Miloud understands his marriage to his French wife Jacqueline as 

transgressing categories on which the societal order is based. In this chapter, I examine 

discourse on and the societal position of mixed couples from the perspective of the couples 

themselves, based on interviews and television broadcasts. 

French sociological research on mixed couples since the 1980s has primarily focused 

on the cultural differences within couples and on mixed couples as a sign of integration 

(Barbara, 1985, 1989, 1993; Collet, 1993, 1996; Collet, 2012; Collet & Santelli, 2012; Muller, 

1987; Streiff-Fénart, 1990). Consequently, this body of scholarship does not centre the analysis 

of racism and racialisation in researching mixed couples. Sociological research in the US and 

 
323 Miloud and Jacqueline, personal interview, 20 February 2020. 
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the UK context has been more attuned to these issues, as it has examined discourse on and 

narratives of interracialised couples as a lens through which to understand how racial 

boundaries are created, transgressed and perpetuated (Onwuachi-Willig, 2013; Onwuachi-

Willig & Willig-Onwuachi, 2009; Perry & Sutton, 2008; Stillwell & Lowery, 2020; van der 

Walt & Basson, 2015). In so doing, these scholars have contributed to an understanding of how 

whiteness is constructed through the intimate sphere (Frankenberg, 1993). Some critical 

researchers on racialisation in France have argued more generally that whiteness is the default 

in French society, against which other racialised identities are constructed as deviant (Escafré-

Dublet, 2019; Garner, 2007; Ndiaye, 2008). In this chapter, I examine how this plays out for 

mixed couples, by analysing the discourse on and personal narratives of mixed couples.  

I look at the experiences of mixed couples at three ‘levels’: the general societal 

discourse, the reaction of families and social environment, and the narratives of mixed couples 

themselves, specifically white women in mixed relationships. Focusing on the interaction 

between discourse and individual stories helps to understand how partners and their 

environment give meaning to and contest race, racialisation and whiteness (Childs, 2002; 

Frankenberg, 1993). My analysis is grounded in the narrative interviews, ego-documents and 

television broadcasts to understand these three levels. 

Cultural studies scholars have long argued that representations on television as mass 

communication reflects and disseminate racial stereotypes and hierarchies (Gray 1995; Malik, 

2002; Shohat & Stam, 2016). These representations are not just reflections of a reality, but 

constitutive of one, as they demand the viewer to take an ideological position (Hall, 1988). The 

analysis of television in France in the 1960s and 1970s is particularly illustrative of a 

dissemination of an ideological position, as it materialised as the dominant medium in France 

for a civic and educational mission, and was until 1974 under strict state control (Cohen, Levy 

& Ben-Amos 2007).324 I analyse the representations of mixed couples on television to ‘set the 

stage’ for the discursive battlegrounds on which mixed couples had to create space for their 

lives.  

I first set out how mixed couples have been featured in discussions of racism within 

French society, how this was gendered and specifically affected white women in interracialised 

relationships. I also explore how religion played a role in the construction of racial boundaries. 

Subsequently, I show how mixed couples both seen to be an issue of concern and a solution to 

racism and immigration problems in France. I look specifically at how couples reacted to and 

 
324 In 1960, 1.1 million households in France had a television. In 1973 eleven million households had a television.  
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interpreted the reactions of the white partners’ families and their own anxieties and challenges, 

to examine how the personal narratives of mixed couples are related to their societal position.  

 

8.2 Mixed couples as ‘revealing’  
 

Mixed couples emerged as a way to talk about race and crystallize the boundaries of 

whiteness in the public sphere. Looking at the representation of mixed couples in television 

broadcasts and the narratives by mixed couples, I will explore how the existence of mixed 

couples, real or imagined, was used as a discursive site for contestations of whiteness and 

articulating racial and racist thinking. 

 

8.2.1 A double-edged meaning 
 

Television programmes from the 1960s and 1970s represented mixed couples and 

societal attitudes towards them as objects of concern. The meaning of mixture changes 

depending on the context (Collet, 2012; Varro, 2012). The TV programmes I analysed 

implicitly communicated that mixed couples are those considered to transgress the registers of 

normalised intimacies.325 The broadcasts on ‘mixed couples’ looked at French-(North) African 

(and one Antillean) couples, regardless of migration and nationality status.326 This indicates 

that racialised identity rather than judicial status was important. In this way the broadcasts 

discussed mixed couples while conveying the implicit knowledge that interracialisation is a 

pertinent axis of difference for talking about immigration and racism.  

Discourse on mixed couples framed them as an ‘object’ of interest that functioned as a 

window into understanding immigration and racism. The two-part documentary series Faire 

Face entitled ‘Le Racisme’ [Facing, Racism] exemplifies this frame.327 It aired in September 

 
325 I analysed twenty broadcasts, see Appendix 1.  
326 The broadcasts make a distinction between ‘mixed marriages’ and ‘mixed couples’: broadcasts that discuss 
‘mixed marriage’ discuss a more elaborate array of marriages that transgress politicised boundaries, such as 
interreligious marriage between Jewish/Muslims in the context of Israel/Palestine, German/French marriage in the 
post-WWII context, and Vietnamese/American marriages in the context of the Vietnam war. However, the 
broadcasts set in France that came up in response to the keyword ‘mixed couple(s)’ overwhelmingly discuss 
couples in the context of immigration in France. Whereas one broadcast talks about a Sicilian-German couple as 
an example of the integration of Europe, the other broadcasts focus specifically on French-North African and 
French-West African couples. Broadcasts defined Algerian-French couples both before Algerian independence – 
when Algerians were technically not migrants but French citizens – and after independence as mixed couples. 
Moreover, broadcasts defined both couples consisting of white French and Black French from the overseas 
departments and white French and Black Africans as mixed couples.  
327 Racisme: 1e partie, Faire Face [television broadcast],  aired on 11 September 1961, in Institut National de 
l’Audiovisuel. 
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1961 and was part of a bi-weekly programme that combined documentary and debate to address 

societal issues that were considered sensitive in France. One of the first scenes broadcast 

showed a Black man and a white woman walking through the streets of Paris, with 

intermittently slow-motion close-ups of the facial reactions of passers-by. Their faces look 

horrified and askance. The voice-over narrates what the segment attempts to convey: ‘the mixed 

couple is revealing’.328  

The claim that mixed couples are revealing plays into three tropes that run through the 

discourse on mixed couples: firstly, mixed couples and the reaction to them reveal racism in 

French society. A second and interrelated trope is that mixed couples show why differently 

racialised people should not marry, thus revealing the inassimilability of racialised migrants. A 

third trope is that the mixed couple reveals the solution to racism. I discuss these three tropes 

throughout this chapter.  

In discussing how mixed couples ‘revealed racism’, the broadcasts actively avoided 

talking about French colonialism. Programmes about racism in the French context focused 

either on the mutual ‘hatred’ between Blacks and whites, framing it as equally racist on both 

sides, or on reactions to mixed couples. As Bonilla-Silva has shown, white people attempt to 

rhetorically repair (the appearance of) mistakes concerning racism by arguing that racialised 

people are also racist towards whites (Bonilla-Silva, 2003). In so doing, they negate historical 

and systemic racial formations and thereby perpetuate colour-blindness.  

Ann Laura Stoler has argued that France is particularly well-versed in misrecognising 

its colonial past to portray racism as a foreign problem, which she refers to as ‘colonial aphasia’ 

(Stoler, 2011). This ‘colonial aphasia’ is seen in action in these broadcasts. The two-part 

programme ‘Le Racisme’ was aired during the Algerian war of independence and just one 

month before the 1961 crackdown on and killing of Algerians by the French police on the streets 

of Paris. However, the broadcast introduced the theme of ‘racism’ with an overview of its 

harrowing examples: WWII, Apartheid and the Ku Klux Klan, but nothing on French 

colonialism and the Algerian war. In the documentary, a woman explains her rejection of mixed 

marriage on the basis that her brother was killed in the Belgian Congo by ‘the Blacks’. The 

political context is invoked to encourage the rejection of mixed marriage, but not to help 

understand the existence of systemic racism in France at the time. This illustrates how the 

backdrop of racist violence and French colonialism was presented as a problem of ‘two sides’ 

to perpetuate a colour-blind discourse while discussing racism.  

 
328 Racisme: 1e partie, Faire Face. [television broadcast], aired on 11 September 1961, in Institut National de 
l’Audiovisuel. 
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It was common for television to show negative reactions to hypothetical mixed couples 

in order to ‘reveal’ racism. As argued in Chapter four, the authorities used the white 

population’s acceptance of immigrants and mixed marriage to measure the assimilability and 

desirability of the respective migrant population. Presenting mixed couples in this way was 

common in Europe (Buettner, 2009). In the broadcasts ‘Le Racisme’, as the reporter asked white 

French people on the streets what they would do if their daughter came home with a Black 

man.329 One man answered that it is a ‘very, very delicate situation’. A woman was less careful 

in her answer: ‘We are blonde [...] there are things that should not be mixed’. Measuring the 

reaction to mixed couples illustrated the French attitude towards non-white migrant groups, and 

ultimately, justified the inassimilability of those groups. I demonstrated in Chapters four and 

five that this in its turn justified policies that fixed this migration as temporary labour.  

The use of mixed couples to ‘reveal’ racism was double-edged. On the one hand, it 

communicated that racism existed. On the other hand, it functioned to legitimise the rejection 

of mixed couples, including white women in mixed couples, while at the same time denying 

the racist basis of such a claim. This rejection resulted in frequent ‘warnings’ about the 

consequences of mixed marriage. This line of thinking is exemplified in the statements such as 

that made by a woman interviewed in ‘Le Racisme’, who argued that ‘mixture causes declassed 

people […] I am not a racist’.330 Through such reactions, the broadcasts communicated that 

rejection was based on worries about the consequences of mixed marriage rather than 

interracialisation itself. This perpetuated a form of ‘colour-blind racism’ as white racial 

attitudes were seen to be motivated and exculpated by colour-blind arguments: or, in Bonilla-

Silva’s words, ‘racism without racists’ (Bonilla-Silva, 2003).  

 

8.2.2 Gendered racism and conditionality of whiteness 
 

As I have shown throughout this dissertation, concerns about mixed couples were 

gendered, focussing almost exclusively on white women in interracialised relationships and not 

on white men. In discourse on mixed couples, acceptance or rejection was discussed and 

measured in terms of whether the white population would accept ‘their daughters marrying’ 

Black or North African men (Buettner, 2009). In contrast, white men’s choice of partner 

remained unnamed and unscrutinised, thus confirming white male privilege. 

 
329 Racisme: 1e partie, Faire Face. [television broadcast], aired on 11 September 1961, in Institut National de 
l’Audiovisuel. 
330 Racisme: 1e partie, Faire Face. [television broadcast], aired on 11 September 1961, in Institut National de 
l’Audiovisuel. 
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The focus on women’s choice of partner is part of a broader understanding of women 

as the ‘property’ of white men. Anthias and Yuval-Davis have shown how women are allocated 

an integral role in the reproduction of the community, both culturally and biologically (Anthias 

& Yuval-Davis, 2005). This manifests itself in the need to ‘protect’ white women from 

dangerous men, and in the construction of white men as owning the right to access white women 

as partners. The 1967 documentary ‘L’Afrique des banlieues’ [Africa from the suburbs] 

illustrates this point. The programme showed the difficult lives of African migrants in Paris, 

presenting them as marginalised victims through eroticising imagery.331 The broadcast showed 

a scene in a bar in which service was refused to African men, in which a male white French 

patron said ‘here, the girls are ours’.332 The broadcast criticised such racism, but at the same 

time, framed African migrants as non-French and dangerous. Women’s partner choice was thus 

not seen as a personal matter but was intertwined with the reproduction of the racialised nation 

and integral to the construction of whiteness (Deliovsky, 2010; Moon, 1999). 

Accordingly, white women who transgressed hierarchies by marrying or partnering 

(North) African men were targeted because of their societal position at the intersection of race, 

gender, sexuality and class. Researchers from the UK and the US have argued that the white 

community subjected women who chose to engage in interracialised relationships to social 

penalties (Perry & Sutton, 2008; Stillwell & Lowery, 2020; van der Walt & Basson, 2015). This 

is in line with the narratives of the white women I interviewed. Both Thérèse and Monique 

spoke about how they were targeted by random people in the street or on public transport 

because of their relationship with an Algerian man. Thérèse married her Algerian husband 

Raymond (Abderrahmane) in 1959, during the Algerian war.333 Monique married her husband 

Mohammed in 1962, after they had both been active in the Algerian nationalist struggle. 

Monique recalled:  

 
But for example, when we were on the subway together, it happened that people insulted us, 

and insulted me. Who called me a ‘bicot slut’ [racial slur used for North African people, meaning 

‘little goat’]. These insults, all the French women who lived with Algerians or married Algerians 

[experienced it], it was really horrible. We were tramps, and less than nothing, sluts, whores, all 

the… So that was the [spirit of the] time.334 

 
331 L’Afrique des banlieues [television broadcast], aired on 3 September 1967, Office de radiodiffusion-télévision 
française, in Institut National de l’Audiovisuel. 
332 L’Afrique des banlieues [television broadcast], aied on 3 September 1967, Office de radiodiffusion-télévision 
française, in Institut National de l’Audiovisuel. 
333 His birthname was Abderrahmane, but he went by Raymond.  
334 Monique, personal interview, 28 February 2020. 
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Such social penalties show how white women’s agency over their intimate lives could 

be made subservient to the construction of proper white French domesticity. White women who 

engaged in interracialised relationships experienced a change in their position within the white 

nation, moving from the protectors of whiteness to ‘traitors’. Given that both Monique and 

Thérèse were from working-class backgrounds, class dimensions likely contributed to these 

racist penalties. The ways in which white women who chose to be with North African men were 

constructed as ‘morally’ or ‘physically diminished’ (section 7.3.2) mostly affected working-

class women. As I show in the next section, this had an impact on white women’s relationships 

with the white French community and their understanding of racial dynamics as the partners of 

non-white men.  

Within the sexual order described in Chapters six and seven, consensual and normalised 

relationships could not occur between white women and (North) African men. This framed 

mixed couples as unlikely relationships. Research on interracialised families in the US has 

shown that the lack of resemblance based on phenotypical appearance leads to frequent 

misidentification by the surrounding society, in which family ties and kinship are delegitimised 

(Goss, 2018). Frankenberg shown that in certain contexts white women themselves became 

seen as non-white because of their interracialised marriage, and specifically because of their 

last name (Frankenberg, 1993). I found that white women in interracialised relationships were 

not identified as North African, but as Jewish. Such was the case for both Josette and Marcelle, 

who were university-educated women.335 Marcelle married her Moroccan husband Mohammed 

in 1969 and Josette her Algerian husband Mohammed in 1972. Both recounted that people saw 

them as Jewish because their white skin and North African-sounding surname did not match. 

Although Josette and Marcelle stated that they found it ‘amusing’ to be labelled as Jewish such 

racial miscategorisation and ambiguity reveal the monoracial norm in society (Ford, Patterson, 

& Johnston-Guerrero, 2019). 

Onwuachi-Willig has demonstrated that interracial couples experience ‘relationship-

erasure’ (Onwuachi-Willig, 2013) Similarly, I found that some white women were not 

identified as the partners of their husbands. Thérèse experienced such miscategorisation as 

delegitimising. She recounted that teachers and fellow parents often mistook her for the teacher 

or social worker and not the mother of her three children. She understood this confusion as a 

consequence of the combination of her being very well-spoken for her level of education, with 

 
335 Josette, personal interview, 21 February 2020 and Marcelle, personal interview, 6 March 2020. 
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the fact that she did not ‘look’ like an Abdelaziz, which is the surname she had taken after 

marrying her Algerian husband.  

 
No, I didn’t have an Abdelaziz face. But I did not have … the face of an Abdelaziz as a 

Frenchwoman, […]. I did not have the first name that matched it [surname] either.336 

 

Thérèse’s face, first name, and last name did not ‘match’. Instead, people mistook her for 

someone in a societal role that was more compatible with her white appearance and French first 

name within the registers of race, gender and class in French society at the time: i.e. a social 

worker or teacher, rather than the wife of an Algerian man and mother of Algerian (and French) 

children. These misidentifications reveal the unintelligibility of interracialised couples and 

families.  

The changed societal position of white women in interracialised relationships 

‘defamiliarised’ their whiteness: it was no longer self-evident, but rather something that had to 

be negotiated, protected or rejected. The above-mentioned examples of miscategorisation 

illustrate that white women’s social geography changed when they became part of an 

interracialised relationship (Frankenberg, 1993). Thérèse explained that this happened after her 

marriage:  

 
That's when I understood what injustice was, what racism was. I already had an idea of it before. 

But to be, to be at 18, to be projected into it intimately. I lived a different life. I don’t regret it. I 

missed, for example, the music of the time, when the others were dancing, the twist and all that. 

I mean, we had something else [...] something else in mind. Other needs, that’s it. You know 

what I mean? So, we didn’t have… We didn’t have carelessness, in fact.337  

 

The context of the Algerian war impacted this change in societal position and the 

repercussions of racism for Algerian postcolonial migrants. Thérèse wrote and published a 

biography Je, Femme d’Immigrée’ [I, the wife of an immigrant] about her marriage to an 

Algerian man, in which she set out the racism in French society and the challenges this had 

created for her family.338 Explicitly identifying herself as an ‘immigrant’s wife’ was a way to 

underline how her social position had changed: she was not a white French woman anymore, 

but lived in the same social conditions as her husband, as a racialised Algerian migrant in the 

 
336 Thérèse, personal interview, 13 November 2019. 
337 Thérèse, personal interview, 13 November 2019. 
338 André-Abdelaziz, T. (1987). Je, Femme d’immigrée. La Part Commune. 
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context of the Algerian war. As I show in the next section, this made visible to some white 

women in interracialised relationships the white monoracial norm and the conditionality of their 

acceptance by the white community. 

 

8.3 Racial literacy 
 

White partners could develop a ‘racial literacy’ that laid bare racist structures in French 

society. Engaging in an interracialised relationship may provide an intimate connection to racial 

oppression, whereby white people develop an understanding of racial structures and racial 

codes, that is, a racial literacy (Frankenberg, 1993; Twine, 1997; Twine & Steinbugler, 2006). 

I build upon Frankenberg’s explanation of white racial discourse, specifically of white women, 

as revolving around two main forms, ‘colour-power evasiveness’ and ‘race-cognisance’ 

(Frankenberg, 1993). The former refers to a form of colour-blindness that avoids the difference 

signified by colour and ignores power relations. The latter refers to a race-conscious discourse 

that understands the reality of racial inequalities (but not biological race itself). I found that 

white women in mixed relationships employed both.  

Because white women in interracialised relationships experienced racism freely in their 

own lives, some learned to criticise racism in French society that targeted them, their partners 

and family (Kitossa & Deliovsky, 2010). For example, Thérèse recounted that the racism she 

and her family encountered led her to speak out publicly. In explaining the effects of racist 

encounters, Thérèse summarised as follows: 

 
I think it’s an injustice…[…] It’s a gut-thing, it comes out, it comes out. That’s why I wrote the 

book too. It’s a scream, it’s a scream of […] it’s a cry of love and anger. Well, because without 

love there is no anger. It also came because, when my husband and I were being attacked, well 

ok, but as soon as it reaches the children. I remember I had to explain to the eldest one when she 

was eight years old: ‘Yasmina, la bougnoule [colonial racist slur for North African people, 

derived from wolof]’ etc. etc. […] When it affects the children, we couldn’t stand it, we never 

did. We both always reacted.339 

 

She directly linked her experience of racism and her position in French society to her marriage 

to an Algerian man: racism became a personal issue. Thérèse also understood racism as 

pertinent to her husband’s employment problems.  

 
339 Thérèse, personal interview, 13 November 2019. 
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But there was also a story of racism. Because in Pontarlier, they [his boss] told him the same 

thing. The same thing. Something like ‘yes, but you understand, you are not accepted by our 

customers’. That’s it. This is the written formula. You are not accepted by our customers. 

Well...[short pause] Yet another one.340 

 

Thérèse showed her race-conscious awareness of the excuse given for firing her husband and 

the underlying reality of racism.  

Still, some women understood their fight against racism not so much as a consequence 

of their changed societal position but rather as a political commitment that predated and made 

possible their decision to enter into a mixed marriage. Monique recalled that she had always 

been very aware of racism around her: from a young age, she fought with classmates who used 

racial slurs. She argued that because of her political activism, the racism she and her husband 

encountered, both as a couple and individually, did not affect her: ‘I experienced it like: ‘these 

people are stupid’. Like that, and not more than that. It did not affect me’.341 She explicitly 

discussed race and racism in French society in connection with the context of colonialism, 

which she had actively fought in her anti-colonial struggle for Algerian independence.  

Colour-power evasive discourse and race cognisant discourse at times also co-existed. 

For example, Jeanne claimed a universal racial identity to explain her rejection of racism. She 

based this on her family history: her Armenian mother and French father had met in a camp 

during World War II. Jeanne had met her Guinean-Lebanese husband Hussein while travelling 

in Lebanon, where they lived together for a year before moving to France and marrying in 1974. 

In talking about racism, she stated that ‘I don’t know what racism is. I don’t know what it is. 

It’s because I feel international. I don’t know how to explain it. Maybe because my face looks 

international. [...] Above all, I am human. That’s it’.342 She was aware of the reality of racism, 

but her way of condemning racism was to deny its salience to her understanding of the world 

and herself. 

She also reproduced racially coded language. In describing her three children, she 

mentioned that two of her children are ‘typés’ whereas one of them is not ‘typé’ and ‘looks 

more French’. The term ‘typé’ implies a racial knowledge that does not need further 

explanation, as it refers to having the typical features of one’s racialised identity and is a term 

 
340 Thérèse, personal interview, 13 November 2019. 
341 Monique, personal interview, 28 February 2020. 
342 Jeanne and Hussein, personal interview, 25 February 2020. 
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generally used for non-white people. Jeanne used racialised language for people considered 

non-white, but at the same time negated the salience of race to her own identity. As Bonilla-

Silva argues in his explanation of colour-blindness: ‘the language of colour-blindness is 

slippery and often subtle’ (Bonilla-Silva, 2003). The narratives of race are communicated both 

by what is said and by what is not said. Invoking implicit racial knowledge while claiming the 

non-existence of race is one of the ways in which colour-blindness works. However, Jeanne’s 

position also shows that colour-blind discourse could co-exist with an awareness of and 

rejection of racism in French society, thereby complicating the dichotomy.  

 

8.2.4 Marking difference through religious practices 
 

Having discussed the different ways in which discourse framed mixed couples as 

transgressing racial boundaries and how white women understood such boundaries, I now look 

at how they were co-constituted through religious boundaries. In the discourse on mixed 

couples and the interviewees’ narratives on their relationship, religion is discussed both as a 

racialised cultural practice and as faith. Critical race theory and critical religious studies have 

argued that race/religion constellations are intertwined (Topolski, 2018; Vial, 2016). 

Researchers on contemporary Europe, and specifically on France, have shown how Muslim 

identity is racialised and functions as a discursive site through which racial difference between 

the white European population and non-white Muslim population is articulated (Tahata, 2018; 

Willems, 2016). In the discourse on and narratives of mixed couples, religion is understood as 

an axis of mixture, but possibly also as a way of bridging difference.  

The broadcasts did not explicitly discuss the ‘religious question’, as they mostly 

considered religion to be part of racialised identity, not as an issue of concern on its own terms. 

Only two of the broadcasts I analysed mentioned religion or Islam, indicating that it was not an 

essential theme in the discussion of French-African mixed couples and racism at the time. One 

of those broadcasts invoked cultural arguments about ‘Muslims’ to explain the rejection of 

mixed marriage. A 1969 programme discussed the relations between French Algerians and 

Muslims from Algeria seven years after the end of the war. A so-called ‘pied noir’ woman 

explained that in the context of French Algeria, Algerian women did not want to marry Muslim 

men because ‘they knew the norms and values of the Muslim community’ and they ‘do not 
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want to be oppressed by Muslims’.343 In that sense, an understanding of Islam was about 

cultural (gender) norms rather than about religious practice.  

Interviewees discussed religion as a racialised marker of difference, even if they were 

not necessarily religious. Sociologists working on mixed couples in France in the 1980s and 

1990s argued that Islam and religion played an important role in mixed couples’ difficulties in 

overcoming differences (Barbara, 1985; Muller, 1987; Streiff-Fénart, 1990). However, I found 

that, for those couples who did not centre faith in their lives and marriage, religious practices 

had an ambiguous meaning in the marking of mixture and difference. According to Thérèse, 

‘Islamic practices’ were not a theme in the 1960s and 1970s: ‘what did we care? We did not 

talk about it […] we had no opinion on halal meat, we had no reflections on the headscarf, on 

not eating pork’.344 She argued that discussions on North Africans did not revolve around 

religious questions but were impacted by the Algerian war. In colonial Algeria, before 

independence, Muslim status functioned to motivate racialised differences in citizenship status. 

In that sense, Thérèse communicated that in the context of the Algerian war and its aftermath, 

being ‘Muslim’ was detached from religious practice. Instead, it was inscribed onto a racialised 

identity.  

In referring to the Muslim identity of their husbands, white women I interviewed talked 

about drinking wine and eating pork. Food and eating practices are sites through which 

whiteness in France is reproduced (Mathilde Cohen, 2021). Research on contemporary France 

has shown that discourse on immigration and integration revolves around halal meat, eating 

pork and drinking wine as symbolic strategies to reinforce the dichotomies between the white 

French and the Muslim population (Binet, 2016). Marcelle argued that her husband had stated 

‘I am in France and we eat what there is in France’. Moreover, Thérèse had told her mother not 

to worry about what to make for dinner when her fiancé was coming to the house for the first 

time: ‘mom, don’t worry, he eats pork. He drinks wine like everybody, well, like us’. Drinking 

wine and eating pork are considered markers of white French culture, as much as not doing is 

constructed as a marker of Muslim identity. Difference was thus not necessarily about ‘Islam’ 

but more about negotiating inclusion in Frenchness.  

Similarly, not adhering to Christian practices could function as a marker of difference, 

even if it had no religious significance. Josette argued that her family was not necessarily 

religious, even if they did go to Church. Her family’s rejection of her husband, however, ‘was 

 
343 L’Algérie en 1960, Les dossiers de l’écran [television broadcast], aired on 22 October 1969, Office de 
radiodiffusion-télévision française, in Institut National de l’Audiovisuel. 
344 Thérèse, personal interview, 13 November 2019. 
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cultural. It was not so much in relation to religion, no they did not care whether he was Muslim 

[…] they were not so concerned about religious affiliation. It was rather cultural’.345 Still, when 

Josette told her family that she would not baptise her child, her sister insulted her. She 

explained: ‘It was not that she cared so much about religion. [But] it was a situation that marked 

our difference, that was it. It was very painful. It was very painful’. For her not particularly 

religious family, the difference in religion did not necessarily matter until it marked a break 

with the norm of the white French community. In that sense, failure to comply with Christian 

religious practice could be an obvious marker of difference, giving a language to racialised 

boundaries between the white French community and the racialised Other. 

Potentially, religion also provided a language for mixed couples to talk about racism 

and interracialised relationships. Two of the couples I interviewed had been members of the 

Groupe Foyers Islamo-Chrétiens [Group for Islamic-Christian households] (GFIC), a group for 

Islamic-Christian couples: Jacqueline and Miloud were founding members and Marcelle joined 

a couple of years later. The group was founded in 1977 to talk about the issues and experiences 

of Islamic-Christian couples. Religion was the axis on which these couples came together, but 

the group discussed themes beyond faith, namely family and society. Marcelle recounted that 

in discussions on the theme ‘society’, they talked about the ‘problems of racism’.346 The 

language of religion enabled and legitimised the couples to identify themselves and come 

together. This meant that they could discuss what was pertinent to their lives beyond religious 

practices.  

Besides the intertwining of racialisation and religion through the marker of ‘culture’, 

some white Catholic women also worried more explicitly about religious difference and sought 

advice from religious leaders. As has been demonstrated in other European contexts, the 

reactions of these Catholic figures illustrate that religious boundaries were also about marrying 

outside the white community (Woesthoff, 2013). Jacqueline went to a priest from Pax Christi, 

who knew both Jacqueline and Miloud personally. His response did not have a religious theme, 

but was rather about his racist anxieties about ‘Arab men’: 
 

He said: ‘Do not do it. The Arab man is this, the Arab man is that’. I do not remember the ‘this’ 

and the ‘that’, but it was not pretty. But… ‘The Arab man is this and that. You will be miserable 

 
345 Josette, personal interview, 21 February 2020.  
346 Marcelle, personal interview, 6 March 2020. 
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your life entire life...’. […] then ‘never see this man again is the best advice I have to give you’. 

And then he left.347 

 

Marcelle received a similar response from the Pères Blancs [lit. White Fathers, the 

Missionaries of Africa,], from whom she sought religious advice. She recalled he said: ‘Leave 

that to the Portuguese women’. Both religious figures explicitly attempted to deter the Catholic 

white women from entering a mixed marriage. 

These rejections were explicitly racialised. The priest from Pax Christi talked about 

‘Arab men’. Moreover, the White Father said that marrying a Muslim was more appropriate for 

Portuguese women, even though Portuguese women were also Catholic. At the time, there was 

a large community of Portuguese in France, mainly working as low-waged labourers. Even 

though the Portuguese were considered assimilable to the French population, especially in 

comparison to North African immigrants, they were still considered immigrants. The White 

Father’s remark hence reveals that his negative reaction to Marcelle was not only motivated by 

concerns about a Catholic woman marrying a Muslim man, but also about a French woman 

marrying an Arab immigrant. This shows how the problematisation of religious boundaries 

reinforced and articulated the problematisation of gendered racial boundaries in postcolonial 

migration.  

 

8.3 Mixed couples as “overcoming difference”   
 

I now turn to how societal discourse also framed mixed couples as a solution to racism, 

as part of an assimilatory frame. The sociological research on mixed couples that emerged in 

the 1980s added an integration-frame to the discussion of mixed couples, but without examining 

structural racism in French society (Barbara, 1985; Muller, 1987; Streiff-Fénart, 1990). In the 

next section I analyse racialisation together with the discourse and experiences of mixed 

couples of overcoming racism and difference, to understand on what terms mixed couples could 

be included in the white French community and whether and how this reproduced racial 

boundaries and whiteness.  

 

 

 

 
347 Miloud and Jacqueline, personal interview, 20 February 2020. 
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8.3.1 A post-racial dream? 
 

Métissage in France – be it the cultural or the ‘biological’ mixture of peoples – has come 

to designate an ultimate end and means of a post-racial dream (Yee, 2003). However, scholars 

have argued that fantasies of ‘race-mixing’ can perpetuate and exacerbate racial thinking 

(Robert J. C. Young, 2005; Yu, 2003). Mixed couples – who were thought to embody this 

mixture – were portrayed as a way to overcome racism in the domestic sphere through mixture. 

This is, for example, illustrated in a children’s programme ‘comment naïtra-t-on en l’an 2000’ 

[how will we be born in the year 2000] aired in 1979.348 In the programme, a genealogist who 

is dressed as the archetypal scientist explained to children sitting around him what the future 

would look like. One child asked whether ‘completely different races [will] be in relationships 

in the year 2000?’, to which the genealogist answered the following.  

 

We have done that [mixing] for a long time and we’re not done yet. […] We are one species, 

there are no barriers between them, and mixture and mixed couples have existed for a long time. 

[…] It [mixture] is an extraordinary experience.349 

 

In the future illustrated by this ‘scientist’, the ‘mixture of races’ is an ‘extraordinary 

experience’. 350 Even though he also asserted it has happened for a long time, it is not the norm 

but a fantasy. This frame of mixture reinforced a colour-blind narrative that makes the systemic 

working of racism invisible. 

In narrating racist incidents experienced by mixed couples, the television programmes 

downplayed racism in France, reducing it to isolated incidents rather than being a reflection 

of French society. In various broadcasts, mixed couples claimed that France is not a racist 

country, whereas they also listed the racist incidents they experienced.351 The French-

Dahomeyan couple in ‘Un couple comme les autres’ [A couple like the others] stated that 

‘racism exists’ but that ‘France is not a racist country’, without explaining what they mean by 

 
348 Comment naitra-t-on en l’an 2000?, [television broadcast], aired on 28 November 1979, in Institut National de 
l´Audiovisuel. 
349 Ibid. 
350 The show also featured a cartoon of a bird and a fish who fall in love, which illustrates mixture as the 
relationship between two different animal species, as if mixed couples consist of partners of different species who 
can create a new post-race species. The use of different animal species in children’s books is a common frame in 
discussing love and mixture. For example, in the Dutch cartoon ‘Kikker en Eend’ [Frog and Duck], Frog falls in 
love with Duck and explains why it does not matter that he is green and she is white. In: Kikker is verliefd, 1989, 
Max Velthuijs.  
351 In another documentary on racism entitled ‘le racisme et les noirs’ [racism and blacks] aired in 1964 as part of 
the broadcast aimed at illustrating young people’s lives in the 60s, the same discourse is reiterated in an interview 
with a Martinican-French couple. 
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this.352 At the same time, the different family members listed various racist incidents. The 

broadcast aired in 1966 as part of the series ‘Les Femmes Aussi’ [women as well], in which 

the trope of the mixed couple is addressed from the perspective of ‘women’s issues’, rather 

than as an issue of immigration or racism. Hesse has argued that the post-racial is rooted in a 

vision of racism that understands it as an anti-thesis to European values (Hesse, 2011). Thus, 

such discourse framed racism, not as integral to French society, but as an anomaly. 

The TV programmes focussed on the opportunity for mixed couples to realise a post-

racial dream by overcoming differences within the personal and domestic sphere. This 

evacuates racism from French society. Even broadcasts that attempted to be critical of racism 

in French society framed mixed couples as a depoliticised solution to racism. The 1975 two-

part documentary ‘Les problemes racistes dans le sud’ [racist problems in the south] aired in 

the wake of racist attacks in Marseille in the summer of 1973.353 The broadcast was critical of 

French society, authorities and law enforcement: the voice-over stated that ‘equality is a vain 

word’ because of the authorities’ unequal treatment of North Africans. Yet, without addressing 

these issues, by asking rhetorically whether ‘mixture [is] a good way to overcome racism?’ it 

also suggested that mixture can be a way to overcome racism. This impacts the framing of 

interaction between mixed couples and their families, and between the white partner and the 

migrant partner, as I show in the next section.  

However, most white women and couples I interviewed politicised this discourse. They 

understood their marriage as a positive force because it symbolised overcoming boundaries. 

For example, Thérèse used a universalist discourse on mixture to understand her marriage to an 

Algerian man during the Algerian war as a source of pride.  

 
I’m proud to say that a… a mixed couple, well, such a thing as a mixed couple exists. And that’s 

not necessarily negative, there was that too. [...] I didn’t really think about it, it was natural. And 

I was proud. My husband was proud too. [...] But because I really love mixture, whatever it is, 

wherever, between all peoples, all people. I think there is a strength in it.354 

 

Still, as I have shown above, she attached a politically race-conscious understanding to 

her marriage. The political and historical context of the Algerian war and anti-North African 

 
352 The series touched upon issues that concerned the emancipation of women, and ran from 1964 to 1973, and 
attempted to show the lives of women in all their aspects, and the desire for emancipation of the women portrayed. 
353 See section 2.6. Les problèmes racistes dans le sud, mise au point [television broadcast], aired on 28 January 
1975, Office de radiodiffusion-télévision française, in Institut National de l’Audiovisuel. 
354 Thérèse, personal interview, 13 November 2019. 
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racism impacted her understanding of French society. Similarly, Monique understood her 

marriage as a political stance, rooted in anti-racism and anti-colonialism: ‘It was of a symbolic 

order, at independence [that] we will show that a woman, a French woman and an Algerian 

man can love each other’.355 She and her husband found a sense of pride in their relationship 

and in doing so criticised and addressed the political context of colonialism and racism.  

 

8.3.2 Negotiating family reactions 
 

Generally, to communicate the possibility of overcoming racism within the domestic 

sphere, TV programmes downplayed a family’s racist rejection of and hostility towards a non-

white partner. In the broadcast ‘Un couple comme les autres’, the parents and the French wife 

discussed how strange it was when she brought home her Dahomeyan husband. Some in the 

family had opposed the wedding. The parents mentioned their initial shock at their daughter’s 

choice of partner. However, they stated that they had changed their minds after reflecting on 

the issue, and both the parents and the wife insisted on the family’s acceptance. By downplaying 

the family’s initial rejection, the programme communicated that such rejection is not a problem. 

Many of the mixed couples I interviewed, specifically the white women, talked about 

family rejection in ways that allowed the woman and the couple to navigate and negotiate family 

rejection. Research on mixed couples in the continental European context often centres the 

reaction of the family in understanding the challenges that mixed couples face (Collet, 1993; 

Hondius, 1999; Sterckx, 2014). The American scholar Childs has argued that families play an 

integral role in reproducing racial boundaries, because they scrutinise and impact family 

members’ partner choice (Childs, 2002). Whereas the family’s reaction crystallises racial 

boundaries within the family sphere, how couples and partners narrate their families’ responses 

helps understand how racial boundaries and a white norm are reproduced. 

I have shown that in giving meaning to racism in the public sphere, women employed a 

certain race-cognisant discourse. However, in narrating their experiences within the intimate 

sphere, women showed a more power-colour evasive discourse. The Dutch historian Dienke 

Hondius has shown in her research on mixed Surinamese-Dutch and Moroccan-Dutch couples 

in the Netherlands around the same period that couples were reticent about navigating family 

rejection (Hondius, 1999). Couples had to interpret and deal with their family’s reaction to 

make the relationship viable (Sterckx, 2014). Looking specifically at the narration of racism 

 
355 Monique, personal interview, 28 February 2020. 
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and the negotiation of racial boundaries, I found that some white women I interviewed 

attributed their parents’ opposition to personal preference rather than to racist arguments. For 

example, Josette stated that her parents had ‘a certain attitude’ towards her marriage and 

children, but that this was ‘not necessarily related to that [being mixed]’, because ‘in some 

families one sister is preferred to the other’.356 Josette explained her parents’ rejection as a 

personal preference. According to Childs, it is common for white women in interracialised 

marriages to justify their family’s rejection as non-racial, based on either personal preference 

or societal reactions (Childs, 2005). 

The difficult dynamics in French women’s families were not taken as a sign of the 

family’s intolerance or racism, but rather as an ‘understandable’ reaction to the situation: their 

daughter chose to marry someone outside the registers of ‘appropriate’ partner choice. In that 

sense, they reiterated the wider societal discourse on not wanting to let your daughter ‘marry 

an Arab’ because of the dangers this supposedly posed to women. Josette explained her parents’ 

racist attitude by arguing that ‘they had always been inhabited by this fear, and then obviously, 

in their environment, obviously, there were evidently no people who could make them think 

differently’.357 Similarly, Marcelle asserted that her parents had accepted her Moroccan 

husband, but that her wider environment did not accept her marriage and that this had 

subsequently influenced her parents in rejecting the marriage. Interviewees often considered 

their family’s rejection not as a personal racist rejection, but as a reflection of general negative 

attitudes towards North Africans within French society. This shows an investment in racial 

neutrality and thus reiterates colour-blind discourse in the intimate sphere, but at the same time 

acknowledges racism in the wider society. 

In Monique’s case, family concerns about women’s partner choice played out 

differently. Monique’s parents were not against her marriage to an Algerian man. Instead, her 

father pushed her to get married because she had been living with Mohamed and had had sexual 

relations with him. As a young woman, she was not supposed to have sexual relations without 

marrying – as virginity was in the 1960s in France an important social norm (Fishman, 2017). 

Monique narrates that ‘at the time people did not really ask girls if they wanted to get married 

[…] I rather underwent it, the decision to get married’.358 She felt that she was forced to marry 

because she was a woman who had engaged in sexual relations, but the fact that her husband 

was Algerian was not necessarily relevant.  

 
356 Josette, personal interview, 21 February 2020.  
357 Josette, personal interview, 21 February 2020.  
358 Monique, personal interview, 28 February 2020. 
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Class also played a role in white women’s experiences regarding the reaction from those 

in their close environment. Beate Collet shows in her research that the reactions of highly-

educated families are more hostile than working-class families because of fears for the ‘social 

debasement’ of their children (Collet, 1996). On the other side of the coin, Monique and Thérèse 

asserted that their working-class background facilitated the acceptance of their relationship in 

their family and close environment where there was a ‘working-class solidarity’. Monique 

explained that her parents’ communist politics and her mother’s Spanish migration background 

meant that she grew up in an open and ‘mixed household’.359 Both Monique and Thérèse 

experienced racist sexism at the hands of those in the wider environment for marrying an 

Algerian partner; in this, their class position marked them as suspect. However, they also 

experienced solidarity based on working-class identity across racial boundaries within working-

class neighbourhoods and families.  

 

8.3.3 Warning white women 
 

One of the particular ways in which the scrutiny placed on partner choice and 

transgression of racial boundaries was articulated was in anxieties about the ‘danger’ for white 

women of living in the country of birth of the migrant partner. In different documentaries, either 

family members or journalists warned mixed couples about the dangers of being ‘taken back to 

Africa’.360 This warning could be an explicit goal of the broadcasts. The episode ‘Un couple 

comme les autres’ follows a white French woman and housewife and her writer and journalist 

husband from the former French colony of Dahomey in their life in France and on their first 

visit to Dahomey as a family.361 When the couple visits Dahomey, a scene shows French women 

living in the country who warn the white French woman about living there: they tell her they 

feel ‘displaced’ and that it is better to stay in France.362 In a short interview in Le Monde, the 

documentary producer explained his motivation for making the episode:  

 

 
359 Monique, personal interview, 28 February 2020. 
360 For example, the documentary ‘Les problèmes racistes dans le sud’ ends on the ‘problem of racism’ with two 
interviews with French-Algerian couples. In one interview, the interviewer warns the white woman that there were 
many terrible stories of French women going to Algeria with their husbands. Similarly, in another broadcast that 
focuses on the life of a ‘métis’ male artist in Paris, the mother of his white girlfriend tells the interviewer that she 
worries that he will take her back to ‘Africa’.  
361 Un couple comme les autres, Les femmes aussi [television broadcast], aired on 9 August 1966, Office de 
radiodiffusion-télévision française, in Institut National de l’Audiovisuel. 
362 Un couple comme les autres, Le Monde, 22 August 1966, retrieved from lemonde.fr, last visited 4 January 
2022. 
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We would like this programme to be a warning; to make people aware of the complex problems 

faced by such couples. Some white women think lightly about such a commitment in this 

adventure and are forced to live with the all-powerful and sometimes hostile husband’s 

family.363
  

 

This framed the male partner’s ‘foreign’ community as the main problem. In this way, fear of  

the foreign country was used as a discursive argument through which anxieties about mixed 

couples are articulated in a colour-blind discourse.  

The trope of the danger of the foreign environment was criticised by a Black reader of 

Le Monde, who reacted to the above-mentioned broadcast ‘Un couple comme les autres’ in a 

letter to the newspaper. The letter’s author is not named, and in being referred to as a ‘black 

student’ is thereby framed not as an individual but as a representative of ‘black students’. The 

author argued that his friends in mixed relationships do not face problems on the African 

continent – but rather that the white environment does not accept such couples because of 

hostility and racism.364 The broadcasts represented the ‘foreign’ environment as dangerous and 

problematic, which justified the need to ‘protect’ women from such an environment while at 

the same time absolving the white environment from responsibility of dealing with its own 

hostility and racism. 

Anxieties about the country of origin of the migrant partner is a common trope that 

frames mixed marriage as a dangerous crossing of boundaries for white women, leading to 

explicit warnings (Hondius, 1999; Kulk & De Hart, 2013; Woesthoff, 2013). In the Dutch 

context, De Hart has shown that such warnings also communicated the danger of migrant men 

‘falling back’ into backward behaviour (de Hart, 2017b). Research on the US context has more 

explicitly addressed the racial dynamics of such anxieties by arguing that the notion of white 

femininity as vulnerable has played an essential role in the production and reproduction of 

white supremacy, as it has legitimised not only violence against Black men, but also 

segregation along colour lines (Frankenberg, 1993; Wells-Barnett & Royster, 1997). I 

described in section 5.3.2 above how discursive constructions of North African men as 

sexually dangerous legitimised spatial segregation to prevent interracialised intimacies. These 

broadcasts show that in discourse on mixed couples, the vulnerability of white women is 

steeped in the supposed dangers of the foreign environment and family in former colonies. 

 
363 Michel, M., Les femmes aussi : un noir une blanche,  Le Monde,  9 August 1966. From lemonde.fr, last visited 
17 December 2021. 
364 Un couple comme les autres, Le Monde, 22 August 1966, retrieved from lemonde.fr, last visited 17 December 
2021. 
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This can reinforce racial boundaries in a seemingly race-neutral manner but still communicates 

the need to protect white women from mixed marriage.  

Some white French parents projected such anxieties about the migrant partner’s culture 

directly onto the migrant partner, as narrated by the women I interviewed. They attributed 

their parents’ negative reactions to ‘stereotypes’ or ‘clichés’ about Arab culture and the 

Algerian war. Josette, for example, stated the following: 

  
It was the first time it happened, that there was a young market gardener’s daughter who married 

an Algerian, it was in 1972, eh? It was ten years after independence, so it was still a big event. 

[small laugh]. It was very, very difficult for them because there were a lot of fears and they 

never… How can I say it? They were able to appreciate my husband’s qualities, if you like, but 

they were always reluctant. These were always very, very difficult things…  

Rébecca: A fear of what? 

Josette: Ehhhhhhhh… Pfff… Well, that he’s not the right husband like he should be, that I’m 

not happy, that the children aren’t well brought up, you see these clichés there.365 

 

Josette placed her family’s fears in historical context: ‘It wasn’t nothing’. Josette 

understood the history of the Algerian War as the reason those in her environment reacted 

negatively to her marriage to an Algerian man. The Algerian War affected negative attitudes 

towards Algerians. Historians of the Algerian War have argued that the anti-Algerian racism of 

the war translated into anti-Arab racism in the years thereafter and were justified by the 

supposed dangers that Algerians had caused to the French nation and society (Gastaut, 1994a). 

Josette portrayed her parents as defying the ‘former enemy’.  

These women were aware of their parents’ insistence on racial boundaries between 

‘Arabs’ and (white) French. Before Jacqueline left for vacation to Morocco, her father had 

warned her she should not bring home ‘a guy from there’.366 After their return to France, 

Jacqueline and Miloud decided to get married. Jacqueline recalled how her father reacted when 

she told him: ‘so he asked me two stereotypical things, well, what I say are stereotypes on 

Arabs, [he asked]: ‘is he serious?’, and [he asked]: ‘is he working?’’ Even though these 

questions may seem rather standard questions parents asked at the time, Jacqueline interpreted 

them as stereotypical reflections on Arabs but also as a logical fear for the dangers of mixed 

marriage. In doing so, she considered it self-evident that marriage to ‘an Arab’ was problematic. 

 
365 Josette, personal interview, 21 February 2020.  
366 Miloud and Jacqueline, personal interview, 20 February 2020. 
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This exemplifies that mixed couples were deviating from a norm, while she also claimed the 

possibility of doing so. 

Some women wanted to get married to give legitimacy to their relationship. Whereas 

Thérèse recounted that her parents had no issues with her marriage, she was affected by the 

wider societal discourse that considered North African men unsuitable partners. Thérèse was 

conscious of the stereotypes projected onto her relationship, ‘these North Africans are all the 

same: they don’t marry French women, they take them as their mistress!’367 She recounted that 

she wanted to get married to contest this stereotype. This sense of legitimacy was also important 

to Josette. Taking her husband’s name was ‘symbolically speaking important’ to signify to her 

family that she was not ‘only their daughter anymore’.368 In that sense, women also understood 

their mixed marriage as declaring their relationship to their family and society.  

 

8.3.4 The “exceptional” husband 
 

Research on mixed couples demonstrate how they find room to manoeuvre to make their 

relationship viable in a society that marks their relationships as deviant (Childs, 2002, 2005; 

Hondius, 1999). In line with findings on the Dutch context I found that women frequently 

constructed their migrant partner as an ‘exceptional’ migrant and a ‘good husband’ (Kulk & De 

Hart, 2013). Some French partners represented their migrant partner as more ‘Frenchified’, 

better educated, more kind-hearted, and more hard-working than expected of a migrant man 

from North Africa. For example, Marcelle underlined that when she met her fiancé, he was very 

‘Frenchified’, ‘integrated in France’, and ‘had a French culture’, in contrast to his older brother 

who was not integrated.369 Similarly, Josette underlined that her husband had an extreme 

dedication to education, which was exceptional in the environment he grew up in. In this way, 

these women constructed their migrant partner as the ‘Other’ who could be assimilated into the 

French community as long as he adapts, or even as someone who exceeds the expectations set 

out for husbands in France. For example, Josette argued that her husband was an exception to 

the North African ‘model’, which she understood as even more patriarchal than the French 

model.  

 

 
367 André-Abdelaziz, T. (1987). Je, Femme d’immigrée. La Part Commune. 
368 Josette, personal interview, 21 February 2020.  
369 Marcelle, personal interview, 6 March 2020. 
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It’s funny, because it’s a small aspect, but it also shows what his personality was like. Because 

when he came from Algeria, what he knew about family life was that women are at home in the 

kitchen and all that. Especially in his environment. And the men are outside, working and 

everything. But he had really understood that it wasn’t necessarily the ideal… [laughs] And he 

was very careful not to reproduce that model. In other words, he has always been a great help at 

home. […] So it’s surely surprising. First of all, even in France there aren’t many people [men] 

who do it. And on top of that, someone of North African origin… It doesn’t correspond to the 

model. So if you want, if I tell you this, it’s a bit of an anecdote. But it’s to show what 

determination he had in… in his choice to live here [in France] …370 

 

Differences in gendered norms and relations have been used both to exoticise and to 

vilify Algerians, marking white French society as more emancipated in terms of gender roles 

(Guénif Souilamas & Macé, 2006). Josette’s husband’s gendered behaviour in the domestic 

sphere framed him as an exception to his ‘North African’ culture, but also as exceptional in 

French culture, and she understood her husband’s exceptionality as a justification for her 

relationship. 

I have shown that white women usually downplayed their families’ rejection of their 

relationship and communicated that their family had come round, despite the negative views of 

their parents on mixed marriage. Dienke Hondius has argued that couples understood family 

acceptance as a process that necessitated care, and especially, patience (Hondius, 1999). I found 

that white women understood their eventual acceptance by the French family as a consequence 

of their partner’s behaviour, which placed the responsibility for the family’s acceptance on the 

willingness and ability of the migrant partner to assimilate.  

Positive reactions, or redemption of initial rejection, were based on personal 

characteristics: it was individualised. For example, Jacqueline recounted that she had asked 

Miloud to find ‘any type of work’. Because she was already worried about her parents’ reaction 

to her marrying a Muslim, she thought it would be vital that he was employed when breaking 

the news of their engagement.371 He had to find a new job fast to get accepted by Jacqueline’s 

family to defy racist stereotypes. Miloud and Jacqueline recounted that after a long period of 

reluctance to accept Miloud, Jacqueline’s parents had changed their minds on the marriage 

thanks to his peaceful character. This communicates that acceptance was an exception and 

rejection the norm. 

 
370 Josette, personal interview, 21 February 2020.  
371 Miloud and Jacqueline, personal interview, 20 February 2020. 
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At the same time, negative stereotypes were reinforced when the migrant partner did not 

showcase exceptionality. Josette stated that her family appreciated Mohamed’s qualities but 

feared the ‘clichés’ about North Africans.372 Josette recalled that her parents revived their 

negative stereotypes of North Africans when Mohamed became unemployed. He did not fulfil 

the traditional role of breadwinner anymore, and, therefore, the traditional gender role. In 

discussing the reactions of her parents to her family’s mixture, she said: 

 

 But the period when my husband was unemployed was very hard. Because they were very close 

to thinking that he wasn’t doing what he needed to do to get a job. […] And then exactly, the 

stereotypes resurface when there are these kinds of difficulties. And then it was horrible, 

horrible.  

 

Josette understood that acceptance depended on his overcoming stereotypes by being the ‘good 

husband’. At the same time, by narrating this, she communicated an awareness of the 

conditionality of her parents’ acceptance of her marriage.  

The context of colonialism and the Algerian war also played a role in the construction 

of migrant exceptionality. Some women appreciated their partners for not using this history as 

a motive for holding onto negative feelings and behaviour towards French people. Josette’s 

husband’s father had disappeared and later had been killed by the French army in Algeria. Her 

husband Mohamed had framed the papers issued by the Algerian state that stated that his father 

had been killed as a mujahedeen [liberation fighter].373 Moreover, he did not want to take French 

nationality because this felt like treason towards his father. Eventually, he took French 

nationality in the 1990s after a long and challenging period of unemployment because it would 

help him in obtaining work. Whereas Josette understood that this history was incredibly painful 

for Mohamed, she underlined that her husband did not hold grudges. He was friends with a 

French colonial officer, which she interpreted as a sign of his intelligence and nuanced 

thinking.374 In that sense, Mohamed had to negotiate the tragic and personal consequences of 

the history of the Algerian war and the murder of his father, to make their relationship viable. 

However, at the same time, she also explained her parents’ rejection of Algerians based on the 

historical context of colonialism and the Algerian war. In presenting her narrative in this way, 

 
372 Josette, personal interview, 21 February 2020.  
373 The term mujahideen is generally used in Islamic societies to designate freedom fighters. In the context of the 
Algerian war, those referred to as mujahideen were nationalist fighters against the colonial regime.  
374 Similarly, Marcelle stated that she was happy that her husband was not ‘resentful’ towards the French even 
though she also understood that his family had fought the French to ‘regain their dignity’. 
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Josette criticised the French history of colonialism through her intimate connection to the 

violence it had inflicted upon her husband and also understood it as an explanation of racism 

against Algerians. 

Women mainly described their husbands’ exceptionality in the context of their families’ 

acceptance of the marriage. Researchers have argued that couples are more critical of their 

wider environment than of their family (Hondius, 1999). Whereas Jacqueline was critical of the 

need to showcase her husband’s exceptionality in French society. The fact that I interviewed 

Jacqueline and Miloud together likely influenced the difference in Jacqueline’s understanding. 

They both understood that Miloud’s respectability facilitated his acceptance in the 

neighbourhood. Miloud and Jaqueline stated how their neighbours ‘didn’t see the mixed side 

[of our couple]’.375 By considering Miloud to be respectable, a neighbour positioned him 

outside the identity of migrant worker. 

 
Miloud: I was the one who walked the children to school. And one of the women one day when 

we were walking home from school, we were talking about a film that… ‘Guess who’s coming 

to dinner tonight’. Sydney Poitier I think. Yeah, and the person says, ‘oh, boy’. It was about 

mixed couples. She said ‘Oh dear, I’ll never marry an Arab man. And it’s happening 

everywhere, it’s happening everywhere! […] ‘It’s everywhere I go, it scares me’. I told her, do 

I scare you? […] [she said] ‘Ah no, but not you, Mr. Miraoui’. I wasn’t a scary person… 

Jacqueline: Because you were also the social worker. 

Miloud: Yes, I think that… 

Jacqueline: You were the father of the family. 

Miloud: Yes, that changed the way people looked at my work a lot. 

 

In this encounter, Miloud’s class and societal position marked him as an exceptional 

migrant, not as a migrant worker. This woman expressed her anxieties about interracialised 

intimacies and Arab men after she had seen the film Guess who’s coming to dinner, on the 

theme of interracialised love, which was aired during the broadcast of ‘Si demain votre fille’.376 

When Miloud confronted her with his identity, the neighbour constructed him as an exception 

 
375 Miloud and Jacqueline, personal interview, 20 February 2020. 
376 An episode entitled ‘si demain votre fille’ [if tomorrow your daughter] streamed the film ‘Guess who’s coming 
to dinner’ followed by a discussion on mixed marriages. The episode was part of ‘les dosiers de l’écran’. 
Unfortunately, the file has become corrupted and lost in the archives. However, the television series ‘aujourdhui 
madame’ on the lives of women in France devoted an entire episode to discussing the broadcast ‘si demain votre 
fille’, which provoked many responses from viewers: the question of whether or not to let your daughter marry a 
(North) African migrant was a hot topic. The episode thus opened up a debate. It is also illustrative that the episode 
streamed ‘Guess who’s coming to dinner’, a 1967 American Hollywood movie about interracial marriages that 
focussed on the parents’ opposition to the couple on both sides of the family.  
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because of his respectable position in society. This is a common trope in racist rhetoric about 

immigration.377 Miloud and Jacqueline recounted this anecdote to illustrate that those in their 

wider environment did not consider interracialised relationships between white women and 

‘Arab’ migrant workers compatible with respectable couples.  

Hussein understood his exceptionality as the thing that had helped him succeed in 

French society. He conveyed that his racialised identity as ‘méteque’ set him apart from the rest 

of French society, even though he had his French nationality through his mother – who herself 

had the right to French nationality as a mixed-race Guinean woman. In other words, he was 

legally French, but a racialised Other in France. The term méteque is a racist slur used against 

foreigners from the Southern Mediterranean and Northern Africa. However, a Jewish-Greek 

singer also reclaimed the term in his song ‘Le Méteque’, which became a massive hit in France 

when it was released in 1969.378 Hussein referred explicitly to this song. He narrated that when 

he first came to France as a young man working as a low-paid migrant labourer in 1968, he 

experienced racism and exclusion, leading him to leave France a couple of years after arriving. 

When he came back years later with his fiancé Jeanne, his experiences were easier. He argued 

that there was more to succeeding in France than race: 

 
We mustn’t say that it [race] is the only factor... it’s also about the way you want it. If you want, 

you can succeed. 

Rébecca: And what does one need to do that? 

Hussein: Will, knowledge, know-how, and seriousness.379 

 

By showcasing exceptional character traits and a higherclass position, he argued that he 

could have a successful life despite his racialised identity. Hussein stated that he would land 

building projects from the municipality because he was well-spoken in French and a hard-

working and honest contractor. He compared his experience to other migrants who came to 

France as workers with little education and a low socio-economic position in society, explicitly 

bringing in a critical class analysis. He understood race as a factor that can be ‘overcome’ by 

hard work and intelligence – overcoming the identification of migrant worker to become a 

member of French society. 

 

 
377 See the essays bundled together in the book ‘The good immigrant’, Shukla, Nikesh. 2017. The Good Immigrant. 
Edited by Nikesh Shukla. London, England: Unbound. 
378 The song was translated into Dutch under the title ‘de gastarbeider’ [the guest worker]. 
379 Jeanne and Hussein, personal interview, 25 February 2020. 
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8.3.5 Overcoming anxieties 
 

Whereas the migrant partners had to be ‘exceptional’, some women narrated that they 

had had to overcome their own initial anxieties about the prospect of having a mixed 

marriage.380 For example, Marcelle stated that she initially did not want to marry her Moroccan 

partner. These anxieties were rooted in her fear about Arab culture and worries about their 

different religions. However, in the course of their marriage, she had changed her mind about 

‘Arab culture’, which was symbolised by her opinion of her partner's name. 

 

Yes, when I met him, he told me: ‘my name is Mohamed’. I said, ‘I could never say Mohamed’. 

You see, I was… at that moment, Mohamed, it was such a rejection for me. 

Rebecca: And why was it a rejection?  

Marcelle: Well.. the Arabs. Mohamed. That’s just how we lived...We rejected the Arabs, the 

Islam, the Muslims, it was… You see, in the 50s and 60s, the little I knew was... I couldn’t say 

Mohamed. So he said to me ‘call me Ahmed, it’s the same’. Ahmed, the diminutive. So, Ahmed, 

I told him ‘yes, it’s ok, that [name] is not a problem’. Then it was like that for at least ten years. 

Then, in the 80s, we invited a Tunisian couple from my work. He came to do an internship for 

a few months. His name was Mohamed, he came with his wife. They were invited to dinner one 

evening, and she called her husband Mohamed! How beautiful! But then it had nothing to do 

anymore with Mohamed, for me Mohamed, Mohamed was horrible. I couldn’t… Well, I 

couldn’t in the 60s, in the 70s maybe. But in the 1980s she called him Moh-rh-ahmed. Oh, how 

beautiful! I regretted it. But it was done. I’ve always called him Ahmed. There you have it, you 

see, the blockage we can have… Oh well… it was funny…381 

 

She found her husband’s ‘Islamic name’ impossible to utter because she was used to 

rejecting ‘Arabs’. This reveals a deep discomfort with her partner’s identity, illustrating the 

French racist attitudes and hostility towards North Africans at the time. Yet, she described it as 

a funny anecdote, thereby evading a discussion of the racial and historical power dynamics. 

Marcelle communicated that she overcame these fears and developed an appreciation for Arab 

culture and a pride in being in a mixed marriage. She was happy to have her partner’s last name 

 
380 For example, Jacqueline narrated that not only her parents thought that her marriage would be impossible, but 
that she also had to ‘chase away the fears’ within herself even though her love for Miloud was ‘so obvious’. She 
tells me that she was able to overcome her anxieties because they ‘got to know each other thoroughly’. She 
interpreted her fears a logical reaction to her feelings for Miloud, thereby also perpetuating the self-evidence of 
white women’s doubts about mixed marriage, which was considered dangerous to white women in the dominant 
discourse. 
381 Marcelle, personal interview, 6 March 2020. 
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because she was proud to ‘assume a form of Arabness without being Arab’ and ended up seeing 

‘a big value in Arab culture when you know it from the inside’. Rejection of Arab culture co-

existed with appreciation and pride, changing over time. In this way, the framing of rejection 

as benign exemplifies a white norm that can either accept or reject the racialised partner. 

Other women understood their desire to engage in a mixed marriage to be steeped in 

openness and progressiveness. For Josette, her humanitarian work made her receptive to North 

African culture. Monique underlined her investment in political solidarities and societal mixture 

to explain that already at a young age, she was attuned to inequality and discrimination. Jeanne's 

‘openness’ was related to her parents’ story that had let her be ‘international’, as her Armenian 

mother and French father had met in a Nazi work camp during WWII. For French partners, 

adapting to their partner’s culture is an enriching experience. In doing so, however, they 

constructed themselves as more progressive than French society in general. 

This portrays willingness to engage in a mixed relationship as a progressive gesture, 

whereas the adaptability of the non-white partner is crucial. This is also reflected in the 

autobiography of the Algerian migrant-writer Mustapha Khalfoun, about his life in France and 

his experiences with his chronic disease. He had married a French woman, and he expressed 

his gratefulness for the exception she made in accepting him as her husband. ‘She agrees to 

marry me despite my race, religion, physical disability and the fact that I don’t have a penny in 

my pocket. Is there a stronger proof of love?’382 To him, it is a proof of love that his wife wants 

to marry him despite all the factors that make him undesirable, that is, that he is a chronically 

sick Algerian migrant. Mustapha himself had broken with his Algerian family to marry his wife 

because they did not accept her and their child, which he understood as a ‘necessary sacrifice’. 

As also shown in research on mixed couples, the negative reactions came both from the white 

French family and the migrant partner’s family (Sterckx, 2014; Streiff-Fénart, 1990). However, 

this also shows that the Algerian writer understood his partner’s willingness to engage in a 

relationship with him as a proof of her extraordinary openness, whereas his sacrifices are 

considered ‘necessary’. By narrating migrant exceptionality, mixed couples could overcome 

racialised boundaries without necessarily undoing these boundaries. 

Still, this was also contested. In his life history, an Algerian man named ‘Juba’ writes 

that he did not want to marry a French woman ‘who would love me, but without hiding her 

hatred for my compatriots from me, who could adore me only from within the heart of the 

Hexagone [French European territory]’.383 In his criticism, this Algerian writer crystallised how 

 
382 Khalfoun, M. (1987). Sois malade et tais-toi. Paris: Questions de vie. 
383 Juba. (1982). La mutation, la pensée universelle, p. 67. 
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the possibility of mixed marriage is contingent on assimilation and the individualisation of 

‘exceptional’ migrants as worthy. 

 

8.4 Conclusion 
 

By combining an analysis of TV broadcasts with narrative interviews, this chapter has 

examined the position of mixed couples in French society. In a regulatory context that did not 

allow for the possibility that interracialised couples could fit within the registers of domestic 

normalcy, discourse on mixed couples constructed them as ‘revealing’ the problems of 

immigration and racism in French society. The stories narrated by the interviewees give an 

insight into the experienced realities of mixed couples within the discursive and regulatory 

context I have set out throughout this dissertation.  

The TV programmes problematised mixed couples through a gendered construction of 

racial boundaries, focussing on white women who transgressed such boundaries. In doing so, 

the broadcasts discussed racism as a problem while at the same time downplaying it. They did 

this by making the rejection of mixed couples a self-evident concern for the protection of white 

women and by making racism a personal issue for mixed couples and their families. This 

perpetuated a white norm in French society from which mixed couples, migrants and women 

in interracialised relationships were excluded and in which they were selectively accepted. 

Set against this discursive context, mixed couples had to find room to manoeuvre to 

make their relationship possible. Based on interviews with several white women alone and some 

mixed couples jointly, I have shown how mixed couples, and specifically white women, 

negotiated their position in society. They ‘defamiliarised’ whiteness in their racial literacy and 

understanding of racism because of their changed societal position. At the same time, they also 

‘refamiliarised’ whiteness in their narration of family reactions and their husband’s 

exceptionality.  

By centring the construction of racial boundaries in the analysis, I have added to 

literature on mixed couples in Europe by showing how these couples both perpetuate and 

deconstruct racial boundaries. Their focus on migrant partners as exceptional in relation to other 

migrant men, and especially other migrant workers, reiterates the conditionality of acceptance 

by the white French community and the inassimilability of African migrants, and specifically 

migrant workers. Thus, the mixed couples I interviewed contested the exclusion of 

interracialised intimacies from French domesticity, but in doing so also perpetuated social 

hierarchies and racial boundaries. Therefore, I argue that the sociological frame that emerged 
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in the 1980s on mixed couples as a ‘site of integration’ is part of an assimilatory discourse that 

can perpetuate a white norm.  

This chapter has also contributed to an understanding of the centrality of colonial 

histories in the discourse on and experiences of mixed couples in France. Broadcasts conveyed 

that the coming together of two partners who have to figure out differences in the domestic 

sphere could be a solution to racism. This discourse evacuated colonial history and racism as a 

structural issue in French society to perpetuate a post-racial fantasy. The narratives of the 

interviewees, however, illustrate that this history was integral to their own understanding of 

their position in French society: the backdrop of colonialism, colonial violence and wars of 

independence was a reality they had to negotiate to make their relationship a possibility within 

both their immediate and wider environments. To understand the particularities of the 

experience and position of mixed couples in France, it is thus necessary to centre the analysis 

of race and bring in the colonial context. 
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CHAPTER 9  
Conclusion 

 

 

 

9.1 Introduction  
 

In this dissertation, I have addressed the question of how and why interracialised 

intimacies in France were regulated between 1954 and 1979 and how this contributed to 

constructing racial boundaries of, and within, the French community. I have demonstrated that 

the regulation of intimacy is a rich site of analysis to understand racialisation and the 

construction of racial boundaries of the (post)colonial national community. Based primarily on 

archival research, I have traced institutional structures, categorisations, government rationales 

and assumptions, and societal discourse specific to intimacy and domesticity and its regulation 

of postcolonial migrants, with specific attention to colonial continuities. I have added to the 

archival research with interviews with individuals and couples about the interracialised 

relationships they had in the period that this dissertation studies.  

Using theoretical and methodological insights from research on gender, intimacy and 

colonialism, I have investigated how racialisation structured the regulation of intimacy and 

domesticity and how the regulation of intimacy played a role in the racialised regulation of 

(post)colonial migrants (Conklin, 1997; Cooper & Stoler, 1997; Ray, 2015; Stoler, 1989, 2010). 

In doing so, this dissertation has intervened in and combined different bodies of literature. I 

have brought in colonial history and context in the literature on the regulation of mixed marriage 

in immigration and nationality law (Camiscioli, 1999, 2009; De Hart, 2017a). I have contributed 

an analysis of the regulation of interracialised intimacies and households to the literature on 

postcolonial immigration (e.g. House, 2004; House & Thompson, 2016; Lyons, 2013; Sayad, 

1980, 1997). In doing so, I have combined this literature with scholarship on racialised sexual 

stereotypes in anti-immigration discourse and politics, where I have demonstrated how these 

played a role in the regulation of interracialised intimacies (De Hart, 2017c; Shepard, 2017, 
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2018; Ticktin, 2008). By bringing in research that explicitly analyses the existence of interracial 

couples in the UK and US (Barbara, 1985; Childs, 2002, 2005, 2007; Stillwell & Lowery, 2020; 

Twine & Steinbugler, 2006) and mixed couples in France (Barbara, 1985; Collet, 1996; 

Hondius, 1999), I have shown how mixed couples experienced and perpetuated racial 

boundaries that were constructed through the regulation of interracialised intimacies. In 

bringing these literatures together, I have responded to the need to present a contextualised and 

historicised intersectional understanding of racialisation in France (Zevounou, 2021).  

In this conclusion, I first set out how and why the intimate sphere was integral to the 

regulation and problematisation of migration from the African continent. I then show how 

different interracialised intimacies were problematised, made invisible or hypervisible, and how 

and why they were regulated. After offering avenues for further research, I conclude that these 

regulations contributed to the construction of racial boundaries that determined the conditions 

of inclusion and exclusion of postcolonial migrants from the African continent.  

 

9.2 (Post)colonial migration and the intimate sphere 
 

This dissertation examined the regulation of intimacies of people migrating to the 

French metropole from (former) territories and departments on the African continent, at the 

moment in the history of the French nation when the latter became independent nation-states. 

During this period, France restructured its political institutions from a global empire to a 

European nation-state, even though it retained territories in different parts of the world. By 

examining the regulation of interracialised intimacies in this period, I was able to trace whether 

and how colonial racial hierarchies created racial boundaries in the French community in the 

French metropolitan postcolonial context. 

On paper, African migrants could more or less freely move to the French metropole. 

Before the independence of the former colonies, colonial subjects had been granted free 

movement and citizenship rights that were, at least formally, equal to those of French citizens. 

After independence, the agreements with the new nation-states stipulated free movement and 

allowed for privileged re-entry to French nationality. Yet, both before and after decolonisation, 

this group of migrants was not treated equally nor readily included in the French national 

community. It is important to look at both the legal access to the French community, and at 

inclusion and exclusion regardless of, and beyond, migrants’ legal status. The first empirical 

chapter of this dissertation examined the regulation of mixed marriage and nationality before, 
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during, and after decolonisation. In the chapters thereafter, I analysed the regulation of 

interracialised intimacies beyond marriage and nationality law.  

 In Chapter three, I brought in the colonial and decolonial context to understand the 

regulation of nationality status and access to the national community based on mixed marriage. 

I argued that contestations over access to French nationality and the development of its 

legislation were based on the restructuring of the French national community during and after 

decolonisation. In the colonial context, the regulation of interracialised intimacies had revolved 

around the protection of legally codified racial hierarchies. With the independence of the former 

colonies, such colonial hierarchies and their connected citizenship rights within the French 

national community were made obsolete. Instead, these stratifications became the basis of the 

attribution of French nationality at independence, which particularly affected the nationality 

status of mixed couples. How this played out for mixed marriages shows that the development 

of the legal and territorial boundaries of French citizenship involved the gradual exclusion of 

postcolonial migrants. 

Over the course of the 1960s and 1970s, the French government replaced neo-colonial 

ties to French citizenship with individual intimate ties to a French citizen as the basis for the 

acquisition of French nationality. At independence, the French government retained the neo-

colonial ties to nationals of the former colonies that were negotiated in independence 

agreements. Algerians and nationals from the former AOF and AEF retained privileged re-entry 

into French nationality, as they could opt for French nationality. This explains why, after 

independence, the regulation of mixed marriage did not revolve around access to the French 

nationality for these nationals. However, this changed when the French government abrogated 

opportunities for legal inclusion based on the independence agreements in the context of 

increased immigration control. Accordingly, the focus on and scrutiny of mixed marriages and 

nationality acquisition intensified, as the government increased its control of territorial and legal 

boundaries.  

The contemporary body of literature that looks at the regulation of interracialised 

intimacies focuses on mixed marriage in immigration legislation, but not on the period of 

decolonisation and its impact on said legislation (d'Aoust, 2013; De Hart, 2017a; de Hart et al., 

2022; Wray, 2011). Some scholars have argued that the contemporary regulation of marriage 

and the intimate sphere in migration law and policies should be understood as a form of 

postcolonial governance (Mayblin & Turner, 2020; Turner, 2020). By analysing the colonial 

context, decolonisation and the postcolonial context together, I traced how the problematisation 

of mixed marriage in immigration and nationality law should be understood as a consequence 
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of the restructuring of neo-colonial ties with former colonial citizens, which were rooted in 

colonial racial hierarchies.  

To fully comprehend how colonial racial hierarchies continued to play a role in the 

postcolonial context, it was therefore important to look at the regulation of interracialised 

intimacies beyond the legislation of nationality and territorial boundaries. The French 

authorities regulated and managed African migrants based on racialised differences, rooted in 

colonial knowledge. Authorities articulated and gave regulatory meaning to difference through 

racialised categories that were only loosely based on nationality and legal status. I have shown 

that the intimate sphere was a central site at which interior racial boundaries were constructed 

and regulated. 

Studies of postcolonial immigration have empirically traced the colonial continuities in 

the regulation of (post)colonial migrants in the French metropole (de Barros, 2003, 2005, 2018; 

Gastaut, 1994b; Hajjat, 2018; House & Thompson, 2016; Lyons, 2013; Naylor, 2018). 

Researchers have argued that the authorities used colonial modalities of governance to control 

and monitor the migrant population, frequently justified by the need to monitor and encourage 

assimilation (Hajjat, 2018; House & Thompson, 2016; Lyons, 2009, 2013). This was especially 

the case during the Algerian War, but I have shown that these modalities continued after 

independence as a motive for differentiated policies relating to African migrants. In Chapters 

four and five, I argued that the authorities framed the domestic and intimate sphere as a site 

par excellence through which assimilation could be measured, encouraged and/or ruled out, and 

therefore used to justify racialised difference. I have contributed to the above-mentioned 

literature by showing how this had implications for the regulation of interracialised intimacies. 

The authorities reactivated and reimagined the colonial discourse and logic of the 

gendered assimilation of African migrants. The circulation of sexualised colonial discourses 

contributed to the construction of male African migrants as sexually dangerous and deviant. 

They were framed, by the authorities as well as by wider French society, as threats to white 

women and by extension to white society. Within this context, family migration was considered 

to be both a problem and a solution to the presence of single male migrants in France. Family 

migration, and specifically migrant women, were seen as potentially stabilising and 

assimilatory factors (Muriel Cohen, 2014b, 2020). At the same time, however, the French 

administration did not want to unequivocally encourage family migration because migrant 

families were assumed to be inassimilable. The discourses on single men and families together 

show that the problematisation of the intimate sphere was integral to the framing of African 

migration as potentially dangerous and inassimilable. 
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The French authorities regulated (post)colonial migrants based on an understanding of 

racialised differences that went beyond a difference in legal status. Similar to the colonial 

context, authorities deployed the construction of the idea of appropriate domesticity to 

categorise migrants from the African continent as ‘uncivilised’. The authorities and societal 

discourse reimagined colonial racial arguments on sexuality and domesticity to invigorate the 

language of assimilation and of the protection of the national community. Even after 

decolonisation and the abolition of racial hierarchies in citizenship status, coloniality structured 

the regulation of postcolonial migrants. This set the scene for the problematisation and 

regulation of interracialised intimacies.  

 

9.3 The sexual order and racial boundaries 
 

The problematisation of migration from the African continent through the intimate 

sphere contributed to the construction of a sexual order based on intersecting hierarchies of 

race, gender, class and sexuality. Literature on the colonial context has shown that colonial 

administrations and institutions worried about and regulated interracialised intimacies, 

depending on how they transgressed the colonial order (H. Jones, 2003; Stoler, 1989; Taraud, 

2003; White, 1999). In the metropolitan context, different types of intimacies were 

problematised depending on where they fit within the sexual order. This section sets out how 

different actors contributed to the construction of normalised domesticity and the sexual order 

and how this problematised, invisibilised and encouraged different forms of intimacies. In the 

next section, I analyse how this affected the regulation of interracialised intimacies. 

Sexual stereotypes of African migrants contributed to framing interracialised intimacies 

as deviant. I showed in Chapter six that colonial stereotypes of African migrants as sexual 

threats to white women were reactivated to denounce African migration as dangerous. 

Commentators and politicians justified anti-immigration arguments based on the idea of sexual 

danger. These mostly revolved around working-class, male migrant workers. Because African 

migrants were depicted as sexual threats to French women, intimacies between African men 

and white women were frequently framed as (potentially) violent. However, these arguments 

were also contested: Left-wing commentators underlined that migrant man were victims of 

social alienation rather than perpetrators of violence. Still, they problematised migrant men as 

sexually deviant. These stereotypes contributed to the positioning of interracialised intimacies 

outside the registers of sexual and domestic normalcy. 
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As part of their arguments on interracialised sexual violence, commentators, politicians 

and authorities reiterated a patriarchal understanding of sexuality. The male-dominated media 

and commentators on both the political right and the political left scrutinised white women for 

their partner choices: women were blamed for being either too available or not available enough 

to African migrant men. Accordingly, white women in interracialised relationships had to 

navigate racialised and gendered social penalties from the wider environment and their families. 

Feminist scholars have argued that a function of patriarchy is to make women’s sexuality 

subordinate to men’s (Lerner, 1986; Walby, 1989). Because of sexual stereotypes on African 

men that considered them unsuitable partners for white women, the gendered hierarchy 

structured the sexual order in a racially specific way. 

Interracialised intimacies were framed as problematic because African men were 

considered to have innate and violent sexual needs. Most notably, this translated into a sexual 

order in which sex work was a potential way to meet African migrant men’s sexual needs. 

Despite the criminalisation of brothels and soliciting, various politicians and media 

commentators as well as the police argued that sex work and brothels should be tolerated in 

order to prevent sexual violence and sexual misery. Abolitionists argued against tolerating sex 

work, and instead, proposed family migration as a possible solution to unmet male sexual needs. 

Given that the French administration discouraged family migration as inassimilable, the 

argument for tolerating prostitution gained traction. Prostitution was tolerated as a ‘sacrifice’ 

to protect white women, in which white sex workers who catered to migrant men were made 

unworthy and disposable. Within the sexual order, interracialised intimacies were framed as 

outside the registers of sexual normalcy, as either violent or as transactional.  

At the same time, consensual relationships were not registered as a possibility. 

Interracialised couples complicated the hierarchies of assimilability that framed former colonial 

subjects as racially unassimilable and dangerous to the white French community. I showed in 

Chapter four that authorities did not discuss the existence of interracialised households as an 

indicator of assimilation, even though they did so for European migrants and French Algerians. 

This is because interracialised households did not fit the model of French middle-class 

domesticity that was the motivation for the racialised difference of (North) African families in 

comparison to French and other European families. 

Still, this did not mean that mixed couples were not visible in public discussions. In 

Chapter eight, I showed how television broadcasts discussed mixed couples and how mixed 

couples experienced their relationship. Broadcasts depicted the difficulties and rejection that 

mixed couples experienced as an indication of why such couples were not viable. At the same 
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time, the language of assimilation was re-adapted to present mixed couples as a solution to 

racism in French society which simultaneously removed structural racism from the discourse 

by individualising couples’ ability to overcome differences.  

By looking at the experiences of (individuals in) mixed couples, I demonstrated that 

they contested the exclusion of mixed couples from normalcy while also perpetuating racial 

boundaries. The multi-faceted nature of mixed couples’ experiences shows that discourse on 

mixed couples as a potential site of integration and/or window into understanding racism was 

part of an assimilatory and colourblind discourse that reinforced whiteness as the default in 

French society. 

In this dissertation, I have mostly looked at heterosexual intimacies. My interest has 

been in whether and how interracialised intimacies were problematised within a 

heteronormative sexual order. I found that the gay liberation movement contested 

heteronormativity by ‘playing’ with the construction of North African men as sexually deviant 

in their sexual politics, in which interracialised same-sex intimacies were discursively used to 

underline how same-sex relations transgressed heteronormativity. This shows that same-sex 

intimacies were a priori placed outside the registers of sexual normalcy. 

These insights complicate and add to the literature on interracial couples and to 

scholarship on gender, race and sexuality. Scholars have examined how class, race and gender 

intersect in the construction and transgression of boundaries, and argued that the 

problematisation and regulation of interracialised intimacies are based on such trangressions 

(Buettner, 2009; Stillwell & Lowery, 2020; Tabili, 2018; Wigger, 2010). By looking at the 

different forms of intimacies together, I have demonstrated that interracialised intimacies are 

not problematised per se. Rather, I have argued that problematisation depends on how they fit 

within the sexual order.  

At the intersection of race, class, gender and sexual hierarchies, consensual 

interracialised relationships were made invisible, whereas sexual violence and commercial sex 

were made hypervisible. Accordingly, consensual and non-commercial heterosexual intimacies 

were not seen as possible. At the same time, same-sex intimacies were a priori considered 

transgressive of sexual normalcy, whether or not they were transactional. The discouragement 

and/or rejection of state-sanctioned and durable interracialised heterosexual relationships went 

hand in hand with the encouragement of other forms of intimacies, such as commercial sex. In 

the next section, I set out how the authorities regulated these different forms of intimacies.  
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9.4 Regulating interracialised intimacies 
 

While the French government did not directly prohibit interracialised intimacies, I have 

shown that the authorities developed, implemented and enforced different forms of regulations 

that affected (the possibilities for) interracialised intimacies and interracialised couples. Most 

research focuses on the representation of sexuality and sexual stereotypes, and also examines 

how these (post)colonial representations inform anti-immigration and/or xenophobic politics 

(De Hart, 2017c; Gray & Franck, 2019; Shepard, 2018; Ticktin, 2008). In this research, I have 

shown that the construction of the sexual order and racial hierarchies of assimilability were not 

only discursive practices, but also structured regulations of interracialised intimacies in the 

period of decolonisation and the early postcolonial context. 

The authorities enforced policies that perpetuated and reflected racialised differences, 

based on racialised categories that went beyond judicial status. In knowledge production and 

problematisation, it is essential to look at how certain categories are made (Foucault, 1997; 

Schrover & Schinkel, 2013). Looking at the use of official categories, I found in Chapter four 

that the authorities subsumed interracialised households within the immigrant population and 

did not take them into account in measuring assimilability. Constructing racial categories and 

hierarchies is not only about what is categorised and made legible, but also about what is not 

categorised and how this makes certain possibilities invisible. I found that the authorities 

enforced a ‘natural order of things’ in which interracialised couples were not visible and were 

therefore not a possibility.  

The authorities developed policies that were aimed at assimilating and controlling the 

African migrant population, which justified differentiated housing and social action policies. 

Scholars have argued that housing policies and social action policies enforced exclusion under 

the guise of assimilation (Muriel Cohen, 2013, 2017, 2020; House & Thompson, 2016; Lyons, 

2013). By examining the presence and existence of interracialised households, I have shown 

that these policies crafted mono-racialised domestic spheres that could be controlled and kept 

outside the French community. The authorities did not acknowledge interracialised households 

in the allocation and management of housing. The authorities thus regulated interracialised 

couples by categorising them as outside the white French community and regulating them as 

such, regardless of whether or not a partner had French nationality status. 

Besides the invisibility of interracialised couples in housing for families, housing 

structures affected (the possibilities for) intimacies. The housing institutions developed separate 

policies for single people and families. Scholars have demonstrated that the housing structures 
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for single male migrants enabled the authorities to control and police them (Bernardot, 2008; 

Hmed, 2006). I have contributed to this literature by arguing that the regulation of intimacy also 

played a role. Anxieties about sexual threats motivated mayors and French residents to protest 

and prevent foyers from opening in neighbourhoods. Residents had no privacy to speak of, and 

the gérants [concierges, supervisors], who were often former colonial officers, enforced strict 

internal rules that prohibited female visitors. By making foyers the only state-sponsored 

housing option for single African migrants, they were pushed into a temporary status that made 

it difficult to build a life in France and forge intimate relationships with white women. 

The housing policies that enabled police surveillance, the legislation on crimes against 

morality and legislation on soliciting and procuring, combined with discretionary use of power, 

enabled the police to enforce a mandate concerned with the protection of the sexual order. 

Importantly, Chapter seven shows that police tolerated criminal acts of soliciting and brothels 

for North African men as sex buyers, because they encouraged commercial sex as the most 

favoured mode of sexual contact between white French women and (North) African men. The 

police not only selectively tolerated, but also selectively repressed certain intimacies. They were 

suspicious of interracialised couples because they did not fit within the registers of sexual 

normalcy. Yet, police were concerned with heterosexual interracialised encounters between 

African men and white women and not with interracialised same-sex encounters, whatever their 

nature. Law enforcement thus played an essential role in regulating different forms of 

interracialised intimacies by enforcing universalist legislation in a racially particularistic way. 

The regulation of interracialised intimacies affected not only migrant men but also white 

women. Research on white women in interracialised relationships in the UK and US context 

has shown that white women are targeted in gendered and class-specific ways for transgressing 

boundaries (Bland, 2005; Tabili, 2018). In line with this research, I found that white women 

who chose to have relations with African men were placed outside the respectable French white 

community. Working-class white women in relationships with North African men were 

subsumed under the category of the ‘North African population’, and often regulated as such in 

housing and social action. Moreover, to delegitimise such relations, police framed white women 

who had interracialised intimacies as morally and psychologically deficient. White women’s 

protection and inclusion in the white community were conditional on their role as protectors of 

racial boundaries 

Taking these regulations together shows how the French authorities created and 

maintained a ‘natural order of things’ in which migrants from the African continent were not 

supposed to engage in durable relationships with French women. Regulations, legislation, 
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bureaucratic silences, omissions and assumptions and police actions have to be analysed 

together with the discursive construction of the sexual order to make sense of the meaning of 

state-action. As colonial migrants moved to the French metropole before and after the 

independence of the former colonies, the French authorities and the white French community 

articulated racialised hierarchies in a racialised, gendered, heteronormative and class-based 

sexual order. This sexual order informed categorisations, housing policies and policing 

practices. This demonstrates that universalist legislation could be racially structured, both in 

the development and justification of regulations and in their implementation and enforcement. 

 

9.5 The political economy of the sexual order 
 

This dissertation has argued that the regulation of interracialised intimacies served the 

material and political-economic interests of the French administration. The French state needed 

cheap migrant labour for their economy but attempted to discourage the long-term settlement 

of migrants from the former colonies in the wake of decolonisation. However, they were 

invested in the temporary labour migration of African migrants. The Algerian sociologist Sayad 

has argued that North African migration was framed as male labour migration to underline the 

temporary nature and inassimilability of this form of migration (Sayad, 1980, 1997). Examining 

the centrality of sexuality and domesticity in constructing inassimilability shows that the 

problematisation and regulation of interracialised intimacies were integral to the regulation of 

labour migration.  

The regulation of interracialised intimacies contributed to and was motivated by the 

desire of the administration to exclude postcolonial migrant workers from the French 

community. I found that the construction of migrant inassimilability was based on the 

assumption of racial endogamy, and at the same time, both motivated and justified the 

discouragement of family migration. Consensual and non-commercial intimacies between 

working-class white women and African male migrant workers complicated the paradigm of 

temporary labour migration. Because male sexuality was considered innate and natural, the 

authorities encouraged commercial sex rather than durable and normalised interracialised 

intimacies. In doing so, the French administration could facilitate the exploitation of migrant 

labour while not acknowledging that migrant workers could build a life in France.  

In other words, migrant workers from the African continent were supposed to work and 

work only. Colonial relations of exploitation and domination continued to structure the division 

of labour in the French postcolonial context. This justified their exclusion from the promise of 
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equality under the French tradition of Republican universalism. These insights point to the 

condition of coloniality through which postcolonial migrants were regulated after the 

independence of the former colonies in the African continent.  

The administration was thus invested in an assumption of racialised endogamy because 

it enabled the exclusion of undesirable migrants from the French community by limiting family 

migration and encouraging temporary labour migration. Researchers have criticised the 

dichotomy between ‘labour migration’ and ‘marriage migration’ that gets reproduced in state 

categories and migration policies (D'Aoust, 2014; Piper, 2003). Bringing in the regulation of 

interracialised intimacies further deconstructs this dichotomy. Challenging the assumption of 

racialised endogamy complicates the distinction between labour migration and settled 

migration and demonstrates that the regulation of interracialised intimacy is central to 

constructing and upholding exclusionary migration politics. This also points to the necessity to 

challenge this assumption in migration research, as I argue below. 

 

9.6 Avenues for further research 
 

The contribution of this dissertation has been to open up an investigation of how the 

regulation of interracialised intimacy and domesticity are integral to understanding the political 

economy and the gendered analysis of immigration. Research on family migration and labour 

migration should take the existence of interracialised households and the possibilities for 

interracialised intimacies into account. Research on marriage endogamy and migration have 

shown that labour migrants in Europe in the 1960s and 1970s married women in the country of 

arrival (Lucassen & Laarman 2009; Moses & Woesthoff 2019). These marriages have been the 

topic of research on the regulation of mixed marriage as ‘marriages of convenience’ or on mixed 

couples and intermarriage as a benchmark of integration (Carol, 2016; De Hart, 2017a; Safi, 

2008). Although some scholars have looked at mixed-status and interracial couples to 

complicate the effects of contemporary immigration regimes (Griffiths, 2021; López, 2015), 

there is a gap in the literature on the effects of intermarriage between migrant workers and local 

citizens (Babis, 2021). The insights from this dissertation point to the need to bridge these 

bodies of literature by looking at whether and how the regulation of interracialised intimacies 

and the assumption of racialised endogamy underline contemporary migration politics and the 

categories on which these are based.  

Denaturalising racial marriage endogamy in research on family migration and gender 

migration also points to the necessity to analyse the selective visibilities and invisibilities of 
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migrant women. The administration made women visible in their assimilatory role, but women 

were made invisible as agents of migration in their own right, based on the assumption of 

patriarchal racialised endogamous family migration. This selective invisibility is largely 

replicated in the literature. Still, some researchers have looked at female migrants and their 

mixed marriages in France, but mostly before the period covered by this research (Barton, 2020; 

Camiscioli, 2009; Guerry, 2013). Marc André has looked more specifically at Algerian women 

during decolonisation (André, 2014, 2016a). Only when, from the mid-1970s onwards, 

politicians, policymakers and researchers became interested in what is known as the 

‘feminisation of migration’ have researchers more explicitly delved into the role of migrant 

women from a gendered perspective (Guerry, 2009). In spite of my efforts, I was not able to 

trace in the archives the intimate lives of migrant women outside their assimilatory role, except 

for reporting on North African female sex workers. This generates the question of what 

consequences this has had in terms of the regulation of interracialised intimacies. Further 

research into the selective invisibility and regulation of migrant women, their intimate lives and 

intimacies with the white French population would contribute to a fuller understanding of the 

politics targeting postcolonial migrants from the African continent and the construction of 

gendered racial boundaries. 

Besides the difficulties I encountered in researching the intimate lives of migrant 

women, I also found that same-sex interracialised intimacies were relatively absent from 

governmental and societal concerns. Further research into the racialised regulation of same-sex 

intimacies would allow for an understanding of how racialisation intersects with 

heteronormativity, which could contribute to bridging the burgeoning literature on queer 

migration and the historical regulation of homosexuality at its intersection with racialisation 

(Ellis, 2015; Luibhéid, 2008). 

Another avenue for further research relates to understanding the differences between the 

regulation of North African and West and Central Africans. In this research, I attempted to look 

at the regulation of both. However, due to archival limitations, I have not been able to paint a 

full picture of the differences. In the AOF and AEF, colonial subjects were seen as ‘big children’ 

of the motherland (Goerg, 2012). In contrast, the history of the Algerian War and colonial 

stereotypes of French Muslims from Algeria played into the discourse of danger and sexual 

threat (Grandmaison, 2019). The differences between racialisations point to a relationship 

between racialisation and religion. Islam and the Muslim status justified racial differences 

between French Algerians and French Muslims from Algeria, and hence functioned as a racial 

marker. In contrast, the religious status of colonial subjects in the AOF and AEF did not serve 
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as a racial marker in the same way because racial hierarchies in the colonial context were based 

on racialised origin rather than religious status – even though many were also Muslim (Urban, 

2010). Zooming into these differences was beyond the scope of this dissertation. Building on 

literature that demonstrates the intertwinement of race and religion, further research could help 

explain the relationship between race and religion in the regulation of interracialised intimacies 

and the construction of racial boundaries (Topolski, 2018; Vial, 2016).  

In this dissertation, I have looked at the colonial continuities in the regulation of 

interracialised intimacies. This also points to the question of the role of newly independent 

states in regulations that affected (the possibilities for) interracialised intimacies in postcolonial 

migration. Whereas in the colonial context, the French government did not have to respond to 

another nation-state in regulating their subjects, after independence, the governments of the 

newly independent states had authority over their nationals (Saada, 2000; Sayad, 1997; Spire, 

2020). For example, the Algerian government also had a stake in encouraging temporary labour 

migration rather than settled migration because it did not want to ‘lose’ its young population 

(Lawless, 2015). This dynamic remains outside of the scope of this research, but looking at the 

role of the governments of the newly independent states and their legal regimes in the regulation 

of immigration, mixed marriage and possibilities for intimacies could give further insights into 

how colonial governance continued and/or altered in the postcolonial context.  

 

9.7 Colonial continuities and contemporary exclusion  
 

Throughout researching and writing this dissertation, I have been motivated by the need 

to contribute to an understanding of contemporary racial boundaries and exclusion in France. 

By researching the regulation of interracialised intimacy in the period of decolonisation and its 

aftermath, I have found that colonial continuities and discontinuities are crucial to 

understanding the construction of racial boundaries. I have argued that colonial discourses and 

modalities of governance affected how authorities regulated the intimate lives of postcolonial 

migrants. In doing so, they constructed racial boundaries that are both interior and territorial. 

Both can be understood as rooted in colonial continuities. 

Colonial continuities affected the regulation of (post)colonial migrants in the metropole. 

By examining how and why the authorities categorised and regulated interracialised 

households, I found that these households transgressed racial hierarchies of assimilability. 

These hierarchies were based on colonial knowledge, whereby postcolonial migrants were 

regulated as colonial subjects based on loosely defined racialised categories. The 
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problematisation of gender and sexuality contributed to the justification of these hierarchies. 

Consequently, police, housing and social action services marked migrants as different by 

regulating and policing the domestic sphere and their sexuality. In doing so, the French 

administration constructed interior racial boundaries. These excluded postcolonial migrants, 

both with and without the legal status of French nationals, while also encouraging a language 

of assimilation and tolerance. 

This regulation occurred during an immigration regime that was relatively open to 

postcolonial migrants. However, with the desire to limit immigration, the government loosened 

their neo-colonial ties to former colonies. Consequently, the government increasingly closed 

the territorial borders of the French community to postcolonial migrants: racial boundaries thus 

became increasingly territorial. The closing of borders helps explain why the French 

administration focused on mixed marriage as a site of immigration control, as marriage 

remained one way that non-nationals could access French nationality. This process created a 

bifurcation of racial boundaries: they became territorial and continued to differentiate between 

people inside French borders.  

These racial boundaries still structure exclusion in contemporary France, affecting both 

racialised French citizens and foreign migrants from former colonies. Today, the latter group 

has little legal access to residency in the French territory, to which marriage is one avenue 

(Neveu Kringelbach, 2015). At the same time, contemporary research on the French context 

has argued that even though many of the descendants of postcolonial migrants who are the 

subjects of this study have French nationality, they are still excluded from the full enjoyment 

of cultural citizenship and experience racialised exclusion within the territorial and legal 

boundaries of the hexagon (Beaman, 2015, 2017; Hajjat, 2012). Researchers have argued that 

gender and sexuality play an important role in the contemporary problematisation of racialised 

populations in France, mainly descendants of migrants from North Africa, contributing to anti-

immigration politics (É. Fassin, 2010; Mack, 2017; Ticktin, 2008).  

As I argued at the beginning of this dissertation, Macron has used arguments on 

interracialised intimacies to advocate for a shared past and future between France and former 

colonies in Africa, and in doing so made invisible the racial hierarchisation and violence that 

these histories produced. In this dissertation, I have demonstrated that the regulation of 

interracialised intimacies has been used to construct racial boundaries that continue to 

hierarchise the population in France’s present. Therefore, to understand contemporary racial 

inequalities, these histories need to be researched and taken seriously. 
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Appendix 1 – Archives 
 

Archives Nationales  
Reference  Producer  
20150645 126 Sayad, Abdelmalek (1933-1998)  
 37   
 36   
 32   
 31   
 2   
19990260 21 Sous-direction des étrangers et de la circulation 

transfrontière (ministère de l'Intérieur) 
 

19860128 15 Service central de la police urbaine  
 47   
 46   
 45   
 44   
 43   
AS/208(VIII) 6 CNAHES- Louis le Guillant  
19900353 14 Bureau des étrangers relevant du régime général et du 

droit communautaire (direction des libertés publiques et 
des affaires juridiques, ministère de l'Intérieur) 

 

 21   
19850087 28 Section étrangers et minorités (direction centrale des 

renseignements généraux) 
Dérogation 

 156   
 157   
19910852 8 Cabinet du directeur général de la police nationale Dérogation 
F/1a/5035  Ministère de l'Intérieur : administration générale. Objets 

généraux 
 

19860269 11 Direction de la population et des migrations (1966-1980)  
19770381 5 Bureau des étrangers relevant des régimes spéciaux 

(direction des libertés publiques et des affaires juridiques, 
ministère de l'Intérieur) 

 

 7   
19890519 21 Bureau de la circulation transfrontière et des visas 

(direction des libertés publiques et des affaires juridiques, 
ministère de l'Intérieur) 

 

19780262 10 Bureau de la prévention, de l'éducation sanitaire et de 
l'épidémiologie (direction générale de la santé) 

 

 11   
19770391 6 Direction de la population et des migrations (1966-1980)  
19770346 10 Secrétariat (sous-direction des affaires politiques et de la 

vie associative, ministère de l'Intérieur) 
 

19760133 1 Secrétariat du directeur (direction de la population et des 
migrations) (1966-1980) 
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20000145 1 Bureau de la nationalité et du sceau (direction des affaires 
civiles et du sceau) 

 

 4   
 6   
 7   
 8   
 9   
 10   
 20   
19860269 10 Direction de la population et des migrations (1966-1980)  
 11   
19810568 18 Bureau des maladies transmissibles, des vaccinations, de 

la santé dans les DOM-TOM et des populations migrantes 
(direction générale de la santé) 

 

19770317 1 Chargé de mission (direction des personnels, des affaires 
politiques et de l'administration territoriale, ministère de 
l'Intérieur) 

 

19771141 17 France. Direction de la Construction (1944-1998)  
F/7/16038  Police générale  
20030039 1 Sous-direction de la législation criminelle (direction des 

affaires criminelles et des grâces) 
Dérogation 

AG/5(1)/2219  Charles de Gaulle, président de la République  
19960134 3 Bureau des étrangers relevant des régimes spéciaux 

(direction des libertés publiques et des affaires juridiques, 
ministère de l'Intérieur) 

 

 4   
 5   
F/1a/ 5135 Ministère de l'Intérieur : administration générale. Objets 

généraux 
 

 5136   
19850021 81 Fonds d'action et de soutien pour l'intégration et la lutte 

contre les discriminations 
 

 82   
 83   
 100   
AG/5(1)/ 1927 Charles de Gaulle, président de la République  
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Archives Bouches-du-Rhône 

 

Reference  Producer  

1650 W  1 Police administrative  

 2   

 3   

 4   

5 W  419 Préfecture/police administrative  

38 J  1 Père Roger de la Pommeraye   

138 W 58 Préfecture/affaires musulmanes  

 61   

 65   

 67  Dérogation 

180 W  71 Préfecture/police administrative  

178 J  259 Papiers Jean Chélini, archives hommes politiques   

899 W  1   

447 W  12   

135 W  326 Préfecture/police administrative Dérogation 

1106 W 1 Préfecture/police administrative Dérogation 

 54  Dérogation 

 55  Dérogation 

 56  Dérogation 

 57  Dérogation 

1237 W 66 Tribunal de Première Instance Marseille Dérogation 

 67  Dérogation 

 68  Dérogation 

 69  Dérogation 

 70  Dérogation 

 71  Dérogation 

 72  Dérogation 

 77  Dérogation 

 78  Dérogation 

2113 W  14 Tribunal de Grande Instance Marseille  Dérogation 

 15  Dérogation 

 17  Dérogation 

 19  Dérogation 
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Archives municipales Saint-Denis 

 

Reference Producer 

37AC17 Cabinet, direction générale 

 

Archives Diplomatiques, Affaires Étrangères  

 
Reference  Producer  

184PO/1/ 32 Ambassade à Dakar Dérogation 

 33  Dérogation 

 312   

 482   

 987   

185PO/1/ 29 Ambassade à Dakar  

 32   

 33   

559PO/2/ 58 Ambassade à Dakar  

362/PO/1/ 77 Ambassade au Gabon  

492PO/A/ 11 Consulat à Oran Dérogation 

492PO/B/ 256 Consulat à Oran Dérogation 

 257  Dérogation 

 258  Dérogation 

 259  Dérogation 

 260  Dérogation 

492PO/E/ 129 Consulat à Oran Dérogation 

 130  Dérogation 

 131  Dérogation 

 132  Dérogation 
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Archives de Paris 

 

Reference  Producer  

Pérotin 

101/78/1 

1 Préfecture de la Seine  

 29   

 24   

Pérotin 

101/77/3 

7 Préfecture de la seine, logement et action sociales  

3587 W  14 Service social familial nord-africain puis association service 

familial migrants 

Dérogation 

 19  Dérogation 

3873 W 18 Centre d’action sociale de la Ville de Paris Dérogation 

 19  Dérogation 

 29  Dérogation 

 84  Dérogation 

 94  Dérogation 

 104  Dérogation 

 

Archives privées de Monique Hervo  

 
Reference  

ARC 3019/ 2 

 3 

 4 

 5 

 6 

 7 

 9 

 11 
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Bibliothèque Nationale de France  

 

Reference  Producer 

4 JO 33133  Fasti 

4 LA 1204 5 GISTI 

4 JO 33010  SONACOTRA 

8 LC 12402  Etudes Sociales Nord Africains, Cahiers Nord Africains 

08 F 45114  Annales journal academique 

 

Bibliothèque Marguerite Durand  

 
Ref. Publication Years 

396 Dossier presse feminisme France  1977-1979 

396 Antoinette, magazine feminin de la GCT 1977-1980 

396 Cahiers du feminisme 1977-1980 

396 Coleres 1979 

396 Bulletin cercle Floran Tristan M.L.F. Lyon 1976-1979 

396 F-magazine 1978-1979 

396 Les Cahiers du GRIF 1976 

396 Histoires d’elles  1977-1979 

396 Marie Colère 1978-1979 

396 Le temps des femmes 1978 

531 Femmes et mondes  1973-1977 

614.1 Choisir 1976-1980 
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Audiovisual archives, Institut National de l’Audiovisuel 

 

Afrique des Banlieues  03/09/1967 2ème chaine 

Base aérienne d’Évreux Forces françaises de demain 21/01/1968 France culture 

Comment naitra-t-on en l’an 

2000 ?  

A2000 28/11/1979 Antenne 2 

Gabriel d’Arboussier ou il n’y a 

pas d’étranger 

La porte ouverte 23/12/1970 1ère chaine 

L’Afrique noir d’expressions 

Française : 2ème partie 

 12/09/1962 1ère chaine 

L’Algérie en 1960 Les dossiers de l’écran 22/10/1969 2ème chaine 

La Prostitution ; faut-il rouvrir 

les maisons closes ? 

   

La Racisme : 1ère partie Faire Face 11/09/1961 1ère chaine 

Le Racisme : 2ème partie Faire Face 15/09/1961 2ème chaine 

Le racisme et les noirs Seize millions de jeunes 20/06/1964 2ème chaine 

Les Algériens de Paris Seize millions de jeunes 10/02/1966 2ème chaine 

Les enfants dominos Aujourd’hui madame 20/04/1977 Antenne 2 

Les mariages mixtes Dialogues 11/07/1978 France Culture 

Noir ou blanc Seize millions de jeunes 15/11/1966 2ème chaine 

Problèmes racistes dans le sud : 

2ème partie 

Mise au point 14/01/1975 FR3 

Problèmes racistes dans le sud : 

3ème partie 

Mise au point 28/01/1975 FR3 

Se rencontrer : le racisme Les visiteurs du mercredi 21/11/1979 TF1 

Un couple comme les autres Les femmes aussi 09/08/1966 1ère chaine 

Un Samedi à la Goutte d’Or   29/05/1978 Antenne 2 

Une grande tendresse La vie est la 31/06/1973 1ère chaine 
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Testimonies 

• Lefort, F. (1980). Du bidonville à l’expulsion: itinéraire d’un jeune Algérien de Nanterre. Paris: 

Editions CIEMM. 

This book is written by a left-wing Catholic priest. He was at time one of the French activists 

who was active in the bidonville of Nanterre. Monique Hervo refers to him in her journals. The 

book combines the testimonies of different people to make sure no individuals could be 

identified out of fear of expulsions.  

• Ackaouy, C. (1981). Un nom de papier: l’identité perdue d’un immigré ou l’histoire de Mahiou 

Roumi. Paris: Editions Clancier-Guénaud. 

This book is written by a journalist. She was in close contact with François Lefort. Monique 

Hervo also references the book and the author. The book describes the life of a resident of the 

bidonville de Nanterre, who also features prominently in the diary of Monique Hervo.  

• André-Abdelaziz, T. (1987). Je, Femme d’immigrée. La Part Commune. 

This book is written by a French woman who married an Algerian man in 1959. The book is 

about her experiences as the wife of an Algerian man. She is also one of the interviewees. During 

the interview, we also discussed her testimony.  

• Belmiloud, M. (1986). Je voulais mourir dans tes bras. Paris: La pensée universelle. 

This book is written by an Algerian man naturalized as French who came to work in France in 

1962. 

• Juba. (1982). La Mutation. Paris: La pensée universelle. 

This book is written under the pseudonym ‘Juba’, about the experiences of a North African man 

in France. 

• Khalfoun, M. (1987). Sois malade et tais-toi. Paris: Questions de vie. 

This book is written by an Algerian man who became chronically ill in France. He married a 

French woman.  
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Appendix 2 – Couples’ stories 
 

Jacqueline and Miloud 
 

I interviewed Miloud and Jacqueline at their house near Nantes, after which we ate a 

couscous together and had rich conversations about religion and society. They showed me how 

they had decorated their home to include both Muslim and Catholic ornaments. I met them 

through the GFIC, which they had co-founded together with another couple.  

Miloud grew up in a rural community in Morocco, in a nomadic tent. Because he was 

the only child who could read, he would recite the Qur’an to his family. As a young child, he 

convinced the teacher from the only small French school five kilometres away to let him attend 

classes. After independence, his brother was given a job as a police officer in a town because 

he had been imprisoned by the French. Moving with his brother allowed Miloud to further his 

education. In 1969, after finishing his degree in architecture, Miloud applied to the ONI to go 

to France. Although he was promised a good job and housing, his first years in France were 

arduous: he was sent do low-paid menial work near Strasburg and had to build his own barrack 

to live in. When he started helping fellow workers to demand better working and living 

conditions, he was sent away to work in Nantes.  

Jacqueline grew up in a small town. She moved away from home to study and later 

moved to Nantes for work. She grew up religious, and religion always remained an important 

pillar in her life. Before marrying Miloud, she lived as a young single woman, was working as 

a social worker for children and was active in her Church community.  

Jacqueline and Miloud met in Nantes, at a Church organisation that assisted migrant 

workers, where they both helped out in different ways. When Jacqueline and her friends wanted 

to visit Morocco, Miloud was also, coincidentally, planning on going home to Morocco to visit 

family. So, the group went together by car, and Miloud and Jacqueline’s love blossomed during 

their trip.  

Back in France they had difficulties figuring out their future as a mixed and interfaith 

couple. Miloud had planned to leave France, but decided to stay to be with Jacqueline. A priest 

attempted to discourage Jacqueline from marrying Miloud. The priest was not the only one: 

her parents were initially also against the marriage. Still, they got married in 1971. In a 

Church, after Miloud had found a priest willing to lead the wedding ceremony.  
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After the wedding, Miloud moved from the foyer into Jacqueline’s small apartment. 

Later, they moved into housing provided through Jacqueline’s work, a residential home for 

people with disabilities. Miloud eventually joined Jacqueline in her position as a social worker. 

Together, they volunteered their time to help out migrant families who had difficulties 

navigating the French administration. Miloud became a French national in the 90s to ‘reunite’ 

his family under one nationality. The couple have two children together. 

Together, they founded the GFIC and dedicated a lot of their time to helping other mixed 

couples, assisting interfaith marriage ceremonies, and encouraging interfaith dialogue. They 

are still active in the community today. 
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Josette (and Mohamed)  
 

I interviewed Josette in her apartment in Nantes, where she has lived for forty years. 

We met through one of the other couples I have interviewed. A letter from the Algerian 

government proving that her husband’s father was an Algerian freedom fighter, hangs on her 

wall.  

Josette grew up in a vegetable farmer’s family close to Nantes, with one sister. She went 

to Catholic school and private school, where she felt secluded because of her class position. 

Later, she left for Paris to study. During May ’68, she developed a political consciousness and 

was active in the student mobilisations, which deeply impacted her. Not long after, she went to 

Algeria to volunteer as a teacher,  

Her husband Mohamed grew up in a small village in Algeria during the Algerian war 

of independence. During the war, his father was abducted by the French military because of 

his nationalist activities. Mohamed was nine at the time. Because there were no schools in his 

village, he went to a school in another town, where a teacher took him under his wing to help 

him go to high school. He finished high school in a boarding school, where he received a prize 

for his excellent school exam results. With this prize and the helpful connections it gave him, 

he could go to France. Once in France, he worked and later started his studies. Mohamed was 

well-liked in the community because he worked to improve conditions for migrant workers by 

serving as a liaison between migrants and organisations. 

Josette and Mohamed met in a Christian leftist organisation born out of the values of 

May ’68, in which they had both been politically active. They married in a church in 1972, as 

a concession to her parents, who opposed the wedding. The Church was progressive with a 

leftist Priest. Still, the wedding was tense because of her parents’ reaction. They had two 

separate wedding parties: one party with friends and family and one big couscous with migrant 

workers from the foyer where Mohamed worked. 

As a married couple, they lived together in an apartment already owned by Josette and 

had two children together. They shared their love for intellectual and political debate, while 

both worked and studied at the same time. In the early 90s, Mohamed became unemployed, 

which caused a difficult period for the couple.  

Mohamed did not want to take French nationality, which he saw as an affront to his 

murdered father. However, when he was unemployed, he eventually decided to take French 

nationality to be able to obtain work in French public administration. It was important to 

Mohamed to obtain French nationality not through marriage but based on his ties to France as 
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an Algerian national. This proved to be difficult, and eventually he was naturalised as a French 

citizen based on his marriage to Josette. 

 In 1977, the couple considered moving to Algeria but eventually decided not to because 

Josette would not be able to work there. They did visit Algeria and his family regularly, where 

Josette felt welcomed. Mohamed had died in 2015 and was buried in Algeria.   
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Jeanne and Hussein 
 

I interviewed Jeanne and Hussein in their home near Limoges, where they have lived 

since their children were adolescents. Their daughter had put me in touch with her parents 

after reacting to a message in a feminist academic and activist mailing list. After the interview, 

Hussein, Jeanne and I spent a long time together discussing politics, societal issues and family.  

Jeanne grew up in the countryside. Her parents met in a forced labour camp in Austria 

during WWII: her mother was Armenian-Russian and her father French. He was able to bring 

her to France after the war. Jeanne left for Paris at 21 to work, where she lived her own 

independent life.  

Hussein was born in Dakar, Senegal, to a Guinean-Lebanese mother and Lebanese 

father. He grew up between West Africa and Lebanon. As a teenager and young adult, he 

worked in his family business in West Africa. In ’68 he left for France on a whim.  His time 

there was difficult: he experienced a lower social position because of his identity as non-white 

migrant worker. Feeling disillusioned, he left for Lebanon a couple of years later, thinking he 

would never come back.  

Jeanne and Hussein met in Lebanon: Jeanne was travelling to Lebanon and had 

received Hussein’s phone number from her hairdresser in Paris, who was Hussein’s sister. 

They fell in love. After trying to live in the country for six months, Jeanne wanted to return to 

France.  

The couple left for France together in 1973, and married in 1974. Hussein continued to 

study in France and worked hard as an engineer. He was able to obtain French nationality 

through filiation, based on his Guinean mother who had received French citizenship in 1928. 

Hussein experienced his time in France with Jeanne very differently from the time when he 

came to France alone. 

  The couple first lived in a small studio obtained through Jeanne’s colleagues. Later, 

they moved to a small town and obtained social housing, and eventually were able to buy an 

apartment. After living in the Parisian region for a while they ended up moving to central 

France, when their children were adolescents. They have three children together, and are 

happy to be grandparents. 
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Thérèse (and Raymond/Abderrahmane) 
 

Thérèse and I met in an art café in Nantes. Our long phone call a couple of months prior 

to our interview meeting had acquainted me with her thoughtful and cheerful personality. 

Thérèse is a writer and loves poetry and theatre. She has always written a lot, both fiction and 

non-fiction.  

Thérèse met her Algerian husband in the small working-class town where she grew up 

in Brittany. She comes from a large Catholic family of eight children. The couple met through 

Thérèse’s brother, who worked with him in a car mechanic shop. She was eighteen. Raymond 

got along well with her family, and her family always supported their marriage. Thérèse also 

felt welcome in his family, even though they did not meet because they lived in Algeria and did 

not have the financial means to visit. They had four children together.  

The backdrop of the Algerian War impacted their blooming relationship, as they 

worried about the war, the future of Algeria, and whether they would have a future together. 

She was anxious about the police arrests and attacks by the far-right paramilitary organisation 

the OAS. Still, Thérèse recounted that the tensions were lower in the town where they lived 

thanks to a working-class solidarity that she had never experienced anywhere else. Still, outside 

her community, she was targeted with racist and sexist insults for marrying an Algerian man. 

They married in 1960, during the war. After the independence of Algeria, Raymond took 

French nationality because they wanted to stay in France and build a life there. They 

experienced the need to opt for French nationality as surreal, since he had always had French 

nationality. His birth name was Abderrahmane, but everyone in France called him the 

frenchified version of his name: Raymond.  

As a married couple, they had many friends of different nationalities. They helped 

friends and acquaintances with administrative processes, such as housing issues, welfare 

applications and other paperwork. She would write letters and her husband would figure out 

the legal side.  

Thérèse and her husband had experienced financial hardship and challenging housing 

situations. Her husband was unemployed at different moments throughout their marriage; 

racism played a big role. Time and again, they had to move and wait for appropriate housing. 

HLM housing agents wanted to house the family in housing for Algerians, but Thérèse wanted 

to live in mixed neighbourhoods. However, in these neighbourhoods, at different times, they 

experienced the racism of their French neighbours.  
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The couple has always been vocal about racism in French society and of the authorities. 

Twice, they have filed a complaint about discrimination, once against the police and once 

against a neighbour. In 1984, fed up with the racism, the rising votes for the racist nationalist 

Front National (FN) Party, and the difficulties they encountered as a family, Thérèse decided 

to write a book about her experiences as a French woman married to an Algerian man. In 1987, 

the book ‘Je, femme d’immigrée’ was published. Her book is personal, but also reflective and 

critical of the society in which she lived her family life. 
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Monique (and Mohamed)  
 

Monique lives in La Goutte d’Or in Paris, a long-time working-class migrant 

neighbourhood. I interviewed her in her apartment, among feminist books and pamphlets. When 

I arrived, she was working on a submission for the Beijing +25 meeting by her feminist 

organisation ‘Ruptures’. We met through a feminist academic and activist mailing list.   

Monique grew up in a mixed working-class neighbourhood in Paris in a leftist atheist 

political household. Her mother’s parents were Spanish. At a young age, she was already 

conscious of racism and other forms of injustice. She started work at fourteen years old. 

She met Mohamed in her neighbourhood, where he worked as a watchmaker. At first, 

she did not know he was Algerian: he went by the name Jean to hide his Algerian nationalist 

activities. She was only seventeen, but during the Algerian War for independence she joined 

the Algerian nationalist struggle. When she found out about Mohamed’s activities, she helped 

him by hiding him from the police in her small studio. Later, he was arrested and spent months 

in prison, where the French police tortured him. This would affect him throughout his life. Their 

shared political struggle brought them together. 

Mohamed survived prison, and at Algerian independence, they married. They saw their 

marriage as a symbolic example for future generations. Still, they did not have a celebration, 

among other reasons because mixed marriage was seen by some Algerians as marrying the 

coloniser. Monique’s parents supported the marriage, but the couple experienced a lot of 

racism from wider society.  

Before independence, Mohamed had considered himself to be stateless. After 

independence, he took Algerian nationality. Even though they had envisaged moving to Algeria, 

the couple eventually chose to stay in France because they became politically active in the 

resistance to the Algerian regime.  

They lived in a rented apartment in a working-class neighbourhood in Paris. They both 

worked, and Monique also started studying part-time. Monique took care of Mohamed’s older 

son born from another mother; she had not been allowed by her parents to marry Mohamed 

and had died soon after childbirth. Monique and Mohamed also had a daughter together. They 

separated in ’67, when their daughter was still young.  

Over the course of the years, Monique became increasingly active in political struggles. 

After getting married, she felt pressured by her husband to stop working and stay at home, 

catalysing her feminist consciousness. In May ’68 she joined the student protests. In the 1970s, 

she joined the second-wave feminist movement. In her feminism, Monique actively fought 
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against the dissemination of stereotypes on North African immigrants as rapists. Still today, 

she remains active in the feminist struggle.   
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Marcelle (and Mohamed)  
 

I met Marcelle through the organisation for Catholic-Muslim couples, the GFIC. 

We conducted the interview at her son’s large house in Saint-Denis, a town just on the 

North border of Paris, where many descendants of postcolonial migrants live. Marcelle 

herself lives in her former parent’s home in the countryside.  

Marcelle grew up in a Catholic family in a small rural village, which she 

described as a closed environment. After high school, she left for Paris to study 

psychology. In 1967, she met her husband Mohamed by coincidence during a visit to 

the Chateau de Versailles. Both of them were with their respective friends and ended up 

talking in the parking lot. Mohamed had come to France two years before their meeting; 

he fled Morocco because he had been active in the student mobilisations. In Morocco, 

he had received a French education. In France, he was working and living in housing 

with French students close to Paris.  

 Even though Marcelle thought Mohamed  was very ‘Frenchified’, she worried 

that they were too different to have a life together. Her parents at first opposed the 

wedding, and throughout their lives, Marcelle’s wider family circle and the people in 

the village continued to show hostility towards their marriage. Marcelle was happy to 

be far away from her hometown; they did not visit often. 

In 1969, the couple married in Versailles, without festivities. Marcelle worked 

as a psychologist throughout her life. Her work was important to her. She was the 

primary breadwinner of the family, as she had a higher and more stable income than 

her husband who often changed jobs. They also received state housing through her 

work. The couple had two sons together. 

Marcelle had wanted to get married in the Church. However, a Priest had 

discouraged her from marrying, which had made her feel excommunicated. She joined 

the GFIC at the end of the 1970s, where she was able to meet other mixed couples and 

discuss religious and societal issues.  

Mohamed did not take French nationality at the moment of their marriage because he 

did not want to lose his Moroccan nationality and had a settled migration status. He only 

naturalised as a French citizen in the 90s, because not having a European passport became 

an issue for traveling. 
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They travelled to see Mohamed’s family every two years. Marcelle felt welcomed by 

the family. Later in life, Mohamed lived in-between France and Morocco, where he had 

bought a farmhouse.  He died and was buried there. 
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Appendix 3 – Interview forms 
Preparatory questions  
 

 Question were only used as guidance. Questions were asked in French. 

à Voulez-vous bien vous présenter ? [would you like to introduce yourself] 
à Ou avez-vous grandi ? [where did you grow up?] 
à Vous êtes originaire d’où ? [where are you from originally?] 
à Quelles étaient vos motivations pour venir en France ? [what were your motivations to 

come to France?] 
à Êtes-vous venu seule en France ou avec d’autres personne ? [did you come by yourself 

or with others?] 
à Vous êtes arrivé ou en France ? [where did you first arrive in France?]  
à Quand avez-vous quitté le foyer familial ? Ou est-ce que vous êtes allé(e) ? [when did 

you leave your parental home? where did you go?  
à Depuis combien de temps êtes-vous en couple / étiez-vous en couple ? 
à [How long have you been together/were you together as a couple?] 
à Comment avez-vous rencontré votre femme/mari/compagne/compagnon ? [how did 

you meet your husband/wife/partner?]  
à Où travailliez-vous lorsque vous vous êtes rencontrés [where did you work when you 

met?] 
à Où viviez-vous quand vous vous êtes rencontrés ? [where did you live when you met?] 
à Qui étaient vos amies/connaissances/cercle social ? [who were your friends and 

acquaintances/ social circle?] 
à Vous vous êtes marié(s) ? [are you married?] 
à Où vous êtes-vous marié(e) ? [where did you get married?] 
à Comment se sont déroulés les demandes administratives ? [how did the administrative 

preparations go?] 
à Quel était le premier logement dans lequel vous aviez habité ensemble ? Comment 

avez-vous obtenu ce logement ? [where did you live together? how did you get this 
accommodation?] 

à Dans quels quartiers avez-vous vécu ? Pour quelles raisons? [in what neighbourhoods 
have you lived? why]  

à Comment avez-vous trouvé vos logements ? [how did you find housing?] 
à Êtes-vous naturalisé Français? Pourquoi ? [are you naturalised French ? why?] 
à Avez-vous toujours vécu en France en tant que couple ? [have you always lived in 

France after getting together as a couple] 
à Quelle était votre profession ?  [what work did you do?] 
à Avez-vous changé de travail ? Pourquoi ? [did you change work/companies? why?] 
à Est-ce que vous avez d’autres choses à me raconter que vous considérez comme 

pertinent ? [is there anything else you think is relevant to tell me?] 
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Informed consent forms 
(all forms were in French) 

Title of Project: EUROMIX – Regulating Mixed Intimacies in Europe (Code: 725238)  

Informed Consent form interviews 

 

Purpose of the Study. In this historical research I would like to understand how and why 

relationships between (North) Africans and European French were regulated in France between 1954-

1980. This interview focuses on your experiences with having a relationship that can be categorised as 

such. Through this oral history interview, I try to better comprehend how possible regulations have 

affected your life in French society. Questions will address your life trajectory, family life, work, 

education, welfare and safety. This study is part of a larger project funded by the European Research 

Council which takes place in several countries: France, Italy, the Netherlands and the United Kingdom. 

Findings will be discussed in conferences and meetings, and published in academic journals, books, and 

blogs.  

Procedures. To assist this research I am asking you to agree to an interview. The interview will 

be audio/audiovisually recorded, and it will have a maximum duration of two hours. Once back home, 

I will transcribe the interview. I will then send you the transcript so that you can check if it is accurate, 

and/or request that I remove some parts of it – in which case I will remove them from the transcript and 

audio file and then send you a revised version of the transcript (we can repeat this process until you are 

satisfied with it). The transcript will be stored safely on campus for 10 years. When you are happy, you 

will be asked to sign a legal release form for the interview. You have the right to place restrictions on 

its use in the legal release form. In the legal release form, you will be able to choose for an anonymous 

interview, or an interview where your name is included. You will be able to choose for the inclusion of 

your interview into an archive, or you can choose for the erasure of your interview from storage after 

the research has been completed. The electronic copy of this consent form will be stored safely on 

campus for ten years. I will send you a copy of the publications of the research once completed. 

Storage. 

Archive: If you have chosen for your oral history interview to be archived, I will send the 

audio/audiovisual file and/or transcript to an archive, where it will be safely stored and made accessible. 

If you have chosen for anonymisation, your name will be deleted from the interview. However, you may 

be identified through other factors. Upon release, your oral account may be used exclusively for 

education end and public conferences. 

Erasure: If you do not want to archive your oral history interview, the audio/audiovisual file will 

be destroyed at the end of the research in 2021. The file will be stored securely on campus for the 

duration of the research, without being accessible to any other person than the researcher and the lead 

researcher. 
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Photos/material. In the legal release form, you can choose whether possible material and/or 

photos used and shown during the interview can be used and disclosed in the research and subsequent 

publications. 

Burdening and Discomforts. This research will take up part of your time. In addition, recalling 

memories may be emotional for you. If a question makes you feel uncomfortable, you can refuse to 

answer, and you can stop the interview at any time.  

Benefits. By sharing your experiences, you will possibly contribute to research that attempts 

to better understand how France has regulated relationships between European French and Africans. By 

archiving your oral history, your story may contribute to a wider understanding of the French history of 

immigration, decolonisation and nation-making.  

Right to Ask Questions. Please feel free to contact me (Rébecca Franco) or the lead researcher 

(Betty de Hart) if you want to ask any additional question about this research. These are, respectively, 

our emails: r.s.franco@vu.nl, and b.de.hart@vu.nl. You may also address directly our employer, Vrije 

Universiteit Amsterdam, by contacting the Data Protection Officer: servicedesk.privacy@vu.nl  

Voluntary Participation and Right to Withdraw. Your decision to be in this research is 

voluntary. You may choose not to take part at all. You are free to stop participating at any time, also by 

withdrawing consent to use the interview, without any negative consequences, and without providing 

any explanation. In this case, no transcript will be made and your audio(visual) file will be destroyed. If 

you agree to take part in this research study based on the information outlined above, please write your 

name and indicate the date below.  

Confidentiality. You can choose whether your name can be disclosed. However, please not that 

your identity may be identifiable through other factors that are relevant to your story. 

Confirmation and consent. I confirm that I have freely agreed to participate in the research 

project ‘EUROMIX – Regulating Mixed Intimacies in Europe’ (Code: 725238). I have been briefed on 

what this involves and to the use of the findings as described above. I have been given a copy of this 

consent form co-signed by the interviewer. 

 

Interviewer signature …………………………………………………………………… 

I agree to participate in this interview.  

Interviewee Printed Name ……………………………………………………………… 

Interviewee signature …………………………………………………………………... 

Address …………………………………………………………………………………. 

Phone number and/or email …………………………………………………………….. 

Date……………..
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Titre du projet: EUROMIX – Regulating Mixed Intimacies in Europe (Code: 725238)  

Formulaire de consentement éclairé  

 

But de la recherche. Dans le cadre cette recherche historique, j'aimerais comprendre comment 

et pourquoi les relations romantiques entre les ressortissants Africains et les Français européens étaient 

réglementées en France entre 1954-1979. Cet entretien porte sur votre vie Durant cette période, en 

considérant vos contacts et relations avec des individus de la population Françaises européennes ou 

Africaine. A travers de cet entretien d’histoire orale, j’essaie de mieux comprendre l’impact possible 

des réglementations de l’état sur votre vie intime dans la société française. Les questions porteront sur 

votre trajectoire de vie, votre vie de famille, votre travail, votre éducation, votre bien-être et votre 

sécurité. Cette étude fait partie d'un projet plus vaste financé par le Conseil européen de la recherche et 

mené dans plusieurs pays : la France, l'Italie, les Pays-Bas et le Royaume-Uni. Les résultats seront 

discutés lors de conférences et de réunions, et publiés dans des revues spécialisées, des livres et des 

blogs.  

Procédures. Pour aider dans cette recherche, je vous demande d’accepter un entretien. 

L'interview sera enregistrée sur audio ou audiovisuel et durera au maximum deux heures. Une fois rentré 

chez moi, je vais retranscrire l'interview. Je vous enverrai ensuite la transcription afin que vous puissiez 

vérifier si elle est exacte et/ou demande à en supprimer certaines parties. Dans ce cas, je vais les 

supprimer de la transcription et du fichier, puis vous envoyer une version révisée de la transcription 

(nous pouvons répéter ce processus jusqu'à ce que vous en soyez satisfait). La transcription sera 

conservée en toute sécurité sur le campus pendant 10 ans. Sur votre satisfaction, il vous sera demandé 

de signer un formulaire de décharge légale pour l'entretien. Vous avez le droit d'imposer des restrictions 

à son utilisation dans le formulaire de publication légale. Dans ce formulaire, vous pouvez opter pour 

une interview anonyme, ou une interview dans laquelle votre nom est divulgué. Vous pouvez opter pour 

inclure votre interview dans une archive, ou vous pouvez opter pour la destruction de votre interview. 

La copie électronique de ce formulaire de consentement sera conservée en toute sécurité sur le campus 

pendant dix ans. Je vous enverrai une copie des publications de la recherche une fois complétée. 

Stockage. 

Archive: Si vous avez opté d’inclure votre interview dans une archive, j'enverrai le fichier 

audio(visuel) et/ou la transcription une l'archive, où il sera stocké en toute sécurité et rendu accessible. 

Si vous avez opté pour une interview anonyme, votre nom ne sera pas divulgué. Cependant, veuillez 

noter que votre identité peut possiblement être identifiée à l'aide d'autres facteurs. Dès sa publication, 

votre compte oral peut être utilisé exclusivement à des fins éducatives et aux conférences publiques.  

Destruction: Si vous ne voulez pas archiver votre entretien d’histoire orale, le fichier 

audio(visuel) sera détruit dès la fin de la recherche en 2021. Le fichier sera conservé en toute sécurité 
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sur le campus pendant la durée de la recherche, sans qu’il soit accessible à d’autres personnes que la 

chercheuse et la chercheuse principale.  

Risques et inconforts. Je ne prévois aucun risque dans cette étude si vous choisissez de 

participer. Cependant, si certaines questions vous mettent mal à l'aise, vous pouvez refuser de répondre. 

Vous pouvez également arrêter l'entretien à tout moment. 

Avantages. En partageant vos expériences, vous contribuerez à des recherches qui tentent de 

mieux comprendre comment la France a réglementé les relations entre les Français Européens et les 

ressortissants (Nord) Africains. En archivant votre histoire orale, votre histoire contribuera à une 

meilleure compréhension de l’histoire française de l’immigration, de la décolonisation et de la 

construction de la nation. 

Droit de poser des questions. N'hésitez pas à me contacter (Rébecca Franco) ou la chercheuse 

principale (Betty de Hart) si vous souhaitez poser une question supplémentaire à propos de cette 

recherche. Ce sont respectivement nos emails : r.s.franco@vu.nl et b.de.hart@vu.nl. Vous pouvez 

également vous adresser directement à notre employeur, Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam, en contactant le 

délégué à la protection des données : servicedesk.privacy@vu.nl 

Participation volontaire et droit de retrait. Votre décision de participer à cette recherche est 

volontaire. Vous pouvez choisir de ne pas participer du tout. Vous êtes libre de cesser de participer à 

tout moment, y compris en retirant votre consentement pour utiliser l'entretien, sans conséquences 

négatives et sans fournir d'explication. Dans ce cas, aucune transcription ne sera faite et votre fichier 

audio(visuel) sera détruit. Si vous acceptez de participer à cette étude basée sur les informations décrites 

ci-dessus, veuillez écrire votre nom et indiquer la date ci-dessous. 

Confidentialité. Vous pouvez choisir de ne pas divulguer votre nom. Cependant, veuillez noter 

que votre identité peut possiblement être identifiée à l'aide d'autres facteurs. 

Confirmation et consentement. Je confirme que j’ai librement accepté de participer au projet 

de recherche intitulé « EUROMIX » (code: 725238). J'ai été informé de ce que cela implique et de 

l'utilisation des résultats décrits ci-dessus. On m'a remis une copie de ce formulaire de consentement 

cosigné par l'intervieweur. 

 

Signature de l’intervieweur …………………………………………………………….. 

J’accepte de participer à cet entretien.  

Nom de l’interviewé ………………………………………………………………….... 

Signature de l’interviewé ………………………………………………………………. 

Adresse …………………………………………………………………………………. 

Numéro de téléphone ou/et adresse email …………………………………………….. 

Date ………….._
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Title of Project: EUROMIX – Regulating Mixed Intimacies in Europe (Code: 725238)  

Release form for Oral History recordings 

Release form for Oral History recordings 

The purpose of this release form is to enable the Euromix: Regulating Mixed Intimacies in 

Europe project to permanently retain and use the recorded recollections of individuals for non-

commercial ends. 

 

I authorize the usage of this interview conducted with me on ……………………… in 

………………………………………, from which an audio/audiovisual recording has been made, for 

the research specified above.  

 

My name can be disclosed : YES/NO 

 

 The audiovisual/audio recording can be made accessible to the public. The recording can 

be used exclusively for educational purposes and public conferences, and in line with the 

restrictions stated below. 

The audiovisual/audio recording will be destroyed at the end of the research project in 

2021. The file will be secured safely on campus for the duration of the research, without being 

accessible to anyone but the researcher and the lead researcher. 

Photos and materials shown during the interview can be used in the named research.  

 

Please feel free to contact me (Rébecca Franco) or the lead researcher (Betty de Hart) if you 

want to ask any additional question about this research. These are, respectively, our emails: 

r.s.franco@vu.nl, and b.de.hart@vu.nl. You may also address directly our employer, Vrije Universiteit 

Amsterdam, by contacting the Data Protection Officer: servicedesk.privacy@vu.nl 

 

Restrictions: 

……………….……………….……………….……………….……………….………………. 

……………….……………….……………….……………….……………….………………. 

……………….……………….……………….……………….……………….………………. 

Signed:………………………………………………….Date:………………………………… 

Print Name:…………………………………………………………………………………….. 

Address:………………………………………………………………………………………... 

…………………………………………………………………………………………………. 

Telephone:………………………………………………….. 

Email:…………………………………………………. 
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Titre du projet: Euromix– Regulating Mixed Intimacies in Europe (Code: 725238) 

Formulaire de décharge pour les enregistrements d'histoire orale 

Formulaire de décharge pour les enregistrements d'histoire orale 

Le présent formulaire de notification a pour objet de permettre l'utilisation de l'entretien que 

vous avez mené avec Rébecca Franco dans le projet de recherche ‘EUROMIX – Regulating Mixed 

Intimacies in Europe’ [trad. ‘Euromix: Réguler les intimités mixtes en Europe’]. 

J'autorise l’utilisation de l'interview réalisé avec moi le ……………….à 

………………………………………….., et pour laquelle un enregistrement audio / audiovisuel * a été 

réalisé, pour la recherche nommé ci-dessus.  

 

Mon nom peut être divulguer : OUI/NON 

 
L'enregistrement audiovisuel / audio de l'interview peut être rendu accessible au public. 

L’enregistrement peut être utilisé exclusivement à des fins éducatives et aux conférences publiques, 

en respectant les restrictions indiquées ci-dessous. 

L'enregistrement audiovisuel/audio sera détruit à la fin du projet de recherche en 2021. Le 

fichier sera conserve en toute sécurité sur le campus pendant la durée de la recherche, sans qu’il 

soit accessible à d’autres personnes que la chercheuse et la chercheuse principale. 

Les photos et le matériel présentés pendant l'entretien peuvent être utilisés dans la 

recherche indiquée . 

 

N'hésitez pas à contacter la chercheuse (Rébecca Franco, r.s.franco@vu.nl) ou la chercheuse 

principale (Betty de Hart, b.de.hart@vu.nl) si vous souhaitez poser des questions supplémentaires à 

propos de cette recherche. Vous pouvez également vous adresser directement à notre employeur, Vrije 

Universiteit Amsterdam, en contactant le délégué à la protection des données : 

servicedesk.privacy@vu.nl. 

 

Autres restrictions : 

………………………………………………………………………………………… 

………………………………………………………………………………………… 

Signé:……………………………………………….Date:……………………………. 

Nom:……………………………………………………………………………. 

Adresse:………………………………………………………………………………….. 

Téléphone:…………………………………………….  

E-mail:………………………………………………..  
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Summary 
 

This dissertation examines how and why interracialised intimacies between the white 

French population and (post)colonial migrants from the African continent were regulated 

during and after the decolonisation of French departments and territories on the African 

continent (1956-1979).  This PhD research was part of the ERC Euromix project, which aims 

to contribute to the understanding of racial thinking and racialisation in Europe by examining 

direct and indirect forms of regulation of interracialised intimacies in Europe’s past and present. 

Examining the regulation of different types of interracialised intimacies in the postcolonial 

French metropolitan context allows for a contextualised and historicised analysis of how and 

why the French government and society constructed and legislated racial boundaries and their 

intersection with class, gender and sexuality, which determined the inclusion and exclusion of 

(post)colonial migrants.  

The findings of this research are based primarily on archival research, complemented 

by testimonial biographies and interviews with individuals and couples about the interracialised 

relationships they had in the period under study. The archival component includes state 

archives, private archives, organisational archives and audio-visual archives. The triangulation 

of sources served the goal of ‘complementarity’, to create a more comprehensive and layered 

understanding of the production of discourse, narratives and regulations relating to 

interracialised intimacies and mixed couples. 

Examining the archives, not as the source of historical facts, but as co-producers of the 

narratives they preserve, enabled an analysis that traces incoherencies, inconsistencies, silences, 

visibilities, hypervisibilities, assumptions and self-evidences.  Scholars have argued that in the 

context of French republican universalism, the salience of race in the regulation of populations 

may be have been minimised, but has always coexisted with colonialism and the enactment of 

racial difference. By tracing the governmental rationales in the archives, I have been able to 

show how interracialised intimacies were not regulated through direct and explicit legislation 

and regulation, but rather, by turning certain intimacies into problems by defining, categorising 

and regulating them as such. 

This dissertation finds that while the French government did not directly prohibit 

interracialised intimacies, the authorities developed, implemented and enforced different forms 

of regulation that affected (the possibilities for) interracialised intimacies and interracialised 

couples. They did so primarily through housing and social policies and policing, and the 

racialised categories on which these were based. I show that to understand how and why state-
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actions played out in the regulation of the intimate, they have to be understood and analysed 

together with the discursive construction of a sexual order.  

Different types of intimacies were problematised depending on where they fit within 

the sexual order. At the intersection of race, class, gender and sexual hierarchies, consensual 

interracialised relationships were made invisible, whereas sexual violence and commercial sex 

were made hypervisible. Accordingly, consensual and non-commercial heterosexual interracial 

intimacies were not seen as possible. At the same time, same-sex interracial intimacies were a 

priori considered transgressive of sexual normalcy, whether or not they were transactional. The 

discouragement and/or rejection of state-sanctioned and durable interracialised heterosexual 

relationships went hand in hand with the encouragement of other forms of intimacies, such as 

commercial sex. The authorities enforced a ‘natural order of things’ in which interracialised 

couples were not visible and were therefore not a possibility. 

 I explore the implications of the regulation of interracialised intimacies for the 

construction of both territorial (external) and interior boundaries of the French community. 

During the period this dissertation studies, France had to mitigate the implications of 

decolonisation on its relationship with former colonial nationals. France wanted to attract cheap 

migrant labour, but at the same time worried about the migration of former colonial subjects to 

the French metropole. It was the restructuring of its relationship with former colonial nationals 

who migrated to the metropole that informed and impacted the French regulation of 

interracialised intimacies. Researchers have shown that in the colonies, the intimate was a 

central site at which racial difference was reproduced, contested and worked out.  In the 

postcolonial metropolitan context, these colonial discourses and modalities of governance 

continued to affect how authorities regulated the intimate lives of postcolonial migrants, and in 

doing so enacted racial boundaries. 

In Chapter three, I argue that the regulation of mixed marriage between French citizens 

and migrants from the former colonies on the African continent was a central site of contestation 

over access to the French national community in the context of decolonisation and its aftermath. 

The legislative changes to nationality acquisition that followed decolonisation over the course 

of the 1960s and 1970s show a shift from neo-colonial claims to French citizenship to 

postcolonial exclusion, whereby individual intimate ties to a French citizen became a more 

important basis for the acquisition of French nationality. I show that the focus on mixed 

marriage as an increasingly important site of the inclusion and exclusion of postcolonial 

migrants is an articulation of the restructuring of the stratification of imperial citizenship. 
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To comprehend the regulation of the intimate in the construction of racial boundaries in 

the postcolonial context, I also examined the regulation of interracialised intimacies beyond the 

legislation of nationality and territorial boundaries. In Chapters four and five, I show that the 

authorities articulated and gave regulatory meaning to difference through racialised categories 

that were only loosely based on nationality and legal status. They framed the gendered domestic 

and intimate sphere as a site par excellence through which assimilation could be measured, 

encouraged and/or ruled out, and therefore used to justify racialised difference. They 

reimagined and deployed a colonial discourse and logic of appropriate domesticity to categorise 

migrants from the African continent as ‘uncivilised’. In this context, family migration was 

considered to be both a problem and a solution to the presence of single male migrants in 

France. In constructing this discourse and in categorising and hierarchising the migrant 

population, authorities made interracialised households selectively invisible in the 

categorisation, knowledge production and housing policies affecting the African migrant 

population. 

In Chapter five, I focus on the regulation of space and the intimate sphere together to 

argue that housing policies regulated interracialised intimacies. I show how the gendered and 

racialised construction of assimilability and the selective invisibility of interracialised 

households played out in housing and social policies. Housing was a core discursive and policy 

site at which migration was problematised. Housing policies structured (the possibilities for) 

intimacies by creating separate housing facilities for single people and families. The segregated 

and temporary housing options for single male migrants pushed them into a temporary status 

that made it difficult to build a life and forge intimate relationships with women in France. 

Moreover, authorities did not acknowledge interracialised households in the allocation and 

management of housing. This crafted mono-racial domestic spheres that could be controlled 

and excluded from the French community. The authorities thus regulated interracialised 

intimacies and couples by categorising them as outside the white French community and 

regulating them as such.  

Whereas in Chapters four and five I show how interracialised couples were made 

invisible, in Chapters six and seven I focus on the selective hypervisibility of problematised 

interracialised intimacies. In Chapter six, I argue that the discursive constructions of migrant 

sexuality as deviant were used as discursive battlefields for anti-immigration rhetoric, but also 

in the sexual politics of the far left, feminist and gay liberation movement. This contributed to 

the problematisation of interracialised intimacies. Stereotypes of the Arab man as a rapist, as 

well as as a victim of sexual misery understood male sexuality as uncontrollable and natural, 
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and women’s bodies as either at the disposal of, or under threat from, male sexuality. Within 

this discursive context, the body of a female sex worker was framed as a sacrifice, in a scenario 

in which women’s bodies were subordinated and ‘outsourced’ to sex workers. Propositions of 

this type contributed to the avoidance of other forms of more durable and reproductive 

interracialised intimacies, such as marriage, because these were considered outside the scope 

of possibilities. 

In Chapter seven I argue that the police protected the heteronormative, patriarchal and 

racial sexual order by policing migrants’ sexuality in general and that of interracialised 

intimacies specifically. As part of the wider societal hypervisibility of sexual violence and 

prostitution, police framed interracialised heterosexual intimacies as either commercial sex or 

sexual violence. In selectively tolerating commercial sex, the police revealed their investment 

in the encouragement of heterosexual commercial sex as the preferred sexual outlet for North 

African men. I show that in doing so they regulated interracialised intimacies within a 

seemingly universalist legislative framework that enabled policing and surveillance in a racially 

specific as well as class-, gender- and sexuality-specific way.  

Chapter eight shows how the regulatory and discursive landscape that did not allow 

for the possibility that interracialised couples could fit within the registers of domestic normalcy 

affected mixed couples’ position in society. By examining mass media broadcasts to understand 

societal discourse on mixed couples, I show that these depicted the difficulties and rejection 

that mixed couples experienced as an indication of why such couples were not viable. At the 

same time, the language of assimilation was re-adapted to present mixed couples as a solution 

to racism in French society, which simultaneously removed structural racism from the discourse 

by individualising couples’ ability to overcome differences. By looking at both discourse and 

couples’ narratives, I argue that mixed couples both undo and perpetuate racialised boundaries 

and a white norm in French society by finding room to manoeuvre to make their relationship 

possible. The multi-faceted nature of mixed couples’ experiences shows that discourse on 

mixed couples as a potential site of integration and/or window to an understanding of racism 

was part of an assimilatory and colourblind discourse that reinforced whiteness as the default 

in French society. 

Overall, I argue that the regulation of interracialised intimacies contributed to, and was 

motivated by, the administration’s desire to exclude postcolonial migrant workers from the 

French community. The French administration was invested in an assumption of racialised 

endogamy because it enabled the exclusion of postcolonial migrants from the French 

community by limiting family migration and encouraging temporary labour migration. It served 
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French political-economic interests by constructing and consolidating racial boundaries through 

the intimate sphere. 

 


