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1. Introduction 

“What were you doing on that documentary about polygamy last night?” I 
was taken aback. Houria, the founder and spokesperson of the anti-racist and 
anti-colonial Mouvement des indigènes de la République (The Movement of 
the Indigenous People of the Republic, MIR), whose weekly meetings in 
Paris’ 19th arrondissement I had been participating in, stared at me. Another 
member of MIR, Noor, had been watching TV the previous evening and 
instantly called Houria to tell her that “that woman who’s with us” had just 
turned up in a documentary on polygamy. MIR interpreted the TV program 
as yet another example of the massive propaganda machinery in France 
directed against people with a background in colonial migration. The 
propaganda manifested itself as an obsessive concern with women with an 
immigrant background in the marginalised urban outskirts, the banlieues. 
My mind racing, I explained that I had ended up in the documentary (always 
in the background, but clearly there) since AFRICA, a feminist and antiracist 
group – and like MIR, part of my study on banlieue activism – had 
participated in the making of the film. As all eyes turned towards me, I 
wondered what the group of ten people now thought of me and if I even 
risked being excluded from MIR, where I had become a member. The 
atmosphere relaxed a bit when it became clear that I had ended up in the film 
by chance, but my anxiety stayed with me during the rest of the meeting and 
the coming weeks. I sensed how the other members became suspicious and 
withdrew from me.  

Before the meeting, I had been talking with Rami, another member of 
MIR, about the ongoing “virginity debate”, which concerned a court in Lille 
that had annulled a marriage on the grounds that a woman had lied to her 
husband about being a virgin before they married. Rami’s position was what 
one might expect from MIR. He argued that the debate had focused on the 
underlying reason for the annulment, namely that the woman had lied about 
her virginity, thus causing a moral outcry concerning Islamic practices and 
beliefs that further marginalised people in France with an immigrant 
background. To Rami, two different issues were conflated: the fact that the 
woman had lied and what the lie consisted of. To him it did not matter what 
the lie consisted of since the court’s judgement had been based on the fact 
that she had undermined the trust that was essential for a marriage between 
two individuals. Personally, he found the virginity demand itself 
incomprehensible. 
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The following day I visited AFRICA in La Courneuve. The first thing 
Mimouna, the founder and spokesperson of AFRICA, said as I arrived was: 
“Today we really have some interesting themes to discuss!” She was 
referring to the documentary, which she had really liked, and the debate 
about the court decision in Lille, which she considered scandalous. The 
documentary had clearly illustrated the problem of polygamy specific to 
women with an immigrant background living in the segregated areas of a 
banlieue, like La Courneuve. It had communicated the experiences of these 
women to a French public usually oblivious to them.  

Mimouna’s interpretation of the marriage annulment case was radically 
different to that of MIR. If MIR had accepted the verdict as reasonable, 
Mimouna rejected it fervently. Her interpretation was that the verdict was a 
sign of Islamists infiltrating French institutions that were supposed to be 
laïque, or secular, and thereby negatively transforming the Republic. 
Women, in particular, were facing the negative consequences of this, which 
was evident in the verdict itself, an obvious sign that women’s rights and 
French society were threatened. 

A few days later, I made my way to Place d’Italie, a middle- or upper-
middle class area in the 15th arrondissement of Paris, where the feminist 
group Ni putes ni soumises (Neither Whores Nor Submissives, NPNS) was 
demonstrating its support for the woman in the virginity trial, which it, like 
Mimouna at AFRICA, considered a sign of the Islamisation of French 
institutions, and, as such, a threat to the secularism – laïcité – that stood as 
the guarantor of the Republican values of equality and liberty for all citizens. 
Sihem, the president of NPNS, was as always busy giving interviews to the 
press. A large crowd of mixed age, gender and ethnicity had gathered. I saw 
people from the anti-racist organisation SOS Racisme and feminists of the 
older generation.  

As the demonstration started, a wall of journalists moved in front of the 
marchers. Those at the front of the demonstration carried a large banner 
stretching from one side of the street to the other that read: “Pour Myriam et 
toutes les femmes: Brisons la loi du silence!” (“For Myriam and all the 
women: break the law of silence!”). Myriam was a 17-year-old woman who 
had jumped out of a window from the 4th floor and died, apparently pursued 
by her father and brother, with whom she had been in disagreement 
concerning her choice of boyfriend. The virginity case was thus tied up with 
the death of Myriam; both portrayed two individual victims of sexism 
coming out of Muslim cultures and so-called “archaic traditions” (traditions 
archaïques). 
 
These vignettes from my fieldwork in Paris with three activist groups, 
AFRICA, Ni putes ni soumises (NPNS), and Mouvement des indigènes de la 
République (MIR), describe the groups’ varying and conflicting responses to 
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two events in French public life – a documentary about polygamy in France1 
and a court verdict concerning the annulment of a marriage initiated by a 
husband because his wife had lied about her virginity. Both touch on 
women’s rights issues concerning a particular part of the French population 
– those with a background in Maghreb, sub-Saharan or Muslim immigration 
most often located in the urban margins, or suburbs, les banlieues.2 These 
conflicting positions had emerged out of tensions spanning across a 
continuum of anti-sexist and anti-racist perspectives concerning women’s 
rights in France, and, more specifically, the possibility of an anti-racist 
feminism. As a result of these tensions, political activism dealing with the 
women with a background in colonial immigration (issue de l’immigration 
coloniale) living in the banlieues has ended up focusing either on issues of 
sexism or racism. In fact, anti-sexism and anti-racism have ended up in 
conflict with one another. It is this conflict that is at the heart of this study. 

This introduction is organised as follows. I begin with an overview of the 
tensions mentioned above, which is followed by a short introduction to 
AFRICA, NPNS and MIR. After that I move on to describe the theoretical 
approach of the study. I then discuss how my particular focus on the tension 
between anti-sexism and anti-racism contributes to the study of the banlieue, 
an area and topic that has been widely discussed in France. Finally, I 
describe the methodological issues specific to the study, before providing a 
chapter overview. 

The Republic of Difference  

The tension between anti-sexism and anti-racism 
The conflicting interpretations described above illuminate anxieties and 
debates in French society that came to the fore with the 1989 affaire du 
foulard, the veil affair. In this affaire the role of the Muslim veil was debated 
in relation to one of the French Republic’s core value, laïcité – the explicit 
division between religion and the state – which eventually resulted in the 
2004 law that prohibited religious symbols in French public schools. More 
than a decade later, the conflict over this law continues to divide the feminist 
community in France (cf. Quillet 2015). The veil revealed internal and 
implicit tensions within the history of French feminism but also within social 
movements and the alternative globalisation movement in France. The 

                                                        
1 La polygamie en France, directed by Patrice Rolet, broadcast on France 2 in late May 2008. 
2 The literal translation of banlieues is simply “suburbs”, but it is also variously called les 
quartiers populaires, which literally means “popular neighbourhoods” but in French 
designates lower middle class to working class areas. These areas are also called les quartiers, 
neighbourhoods, or les cités. They all, however, designate working class suburbs.  
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question of Islam entered the heart of social movements and brought up 
questions that had long been abandoned: the colonial past, the question of 
religion and the nature of the Republican school in France.  

Within the feminist movement three different positions emerged that 
came into conflict: one that focused on the question of Republican laïcité, a 
second that strove to preserve the historical heritage of French feminist 
activism, and a third that objected to the law on the grounds that it was a sign 
of a “continuum coloniale,” a colonial continuum, and that the law was racist 
and Islamophobic (Dot-Pouillard 2007). The conflict was sustained and 
expanded by events that developed parallel to the affaire du foulard and that 
gained great media attention, notably Samira Bellil’s (2002) 
autobiographical book on gang rapes in Sarcelles, a northern Parisian 
banlieue, and the rise of the activist group NPNS, which developed in 
response to violence against women in the banlieues and identified Muslim 
men as the main perpetrators. These events were symptoms of a significant 
shift in French discourse in relation to feminism, as the issue of sexual and 
gendered violence was reformulated in terms of race, culture and religion 
(Mucchielli 2005; Tevanian 2005; Dornhof 2011). In this process, gender 
subordination was linked to cultural difference and, in particular, Islam. 
Signs of this development were evident in discourses surrounding practices 
such as polygamy, female circumcision, forced marriages, virginity demands 
and veiling, all considered prevalent in the banlieues.  

The banlieues designate the socially and economically marginalised 
suburban areas of major cities in France that often have a significant 
population of colonial migrants. The banlieues became defined by racialised, 
cultural and religious differences in contrast to a majority society defined 
normatively by its “Frenchness” and secularity. The affaire du foulard, 
Bellil’s book and the creation of NPNS added gendered and sexual violence 
to the representation and understanding of the banlieues. As such, the 
banlieues were constituted as a site of disorderly difference that threatened 
to undermine the core values of the French Republic itself.  

This transformation is not unique to France. After September 11, 2001, 
“images of oppressed Muslim women became connected to a mission to 
rescue them from their cultures” (Abu-Lughod 2013: 6-7). Muslim culture 
was transformed and reduced to something threatening, while Muslim 
women came to symbolise how troubling and alien this culture is to the West 
(Abu-Lughod 2013: 6; or cf. Keaton 2006; Ewing 2008; Jacobsen 2011).3 
This concern with Islam and foreign cultures took a particular form in 
France due to its political, social and demographic history. Difference 

                                                        
3 This tendency in the Western world to reduce people from the African continent, the Middle 
East and Asia to “their” culture or religion, in a way that one would never do when the 
concern is people from the West, has been pointed out by many other thinkers well before 
9/11 2001 (cf. Lazreg 1988; Mohanty 1988; Narayan 1997). 
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constitutes a special problem for the assimilationist ideology of the French 
Republic, which is based on a separation between society and politics. 
According to this model, the nation and the citizen are abstractions rather 
than reflections of societal belonging (cf. Rosanvallon 2004). Abstraction in 
this form is the foundation for French politics and universalism, which is 
conceived of as a guarantor of equality before the law. This means that non-
French religious or ethnic backgrounds cannot be accorded any political 
significance (such as in the case of affirmative action) but must assimilate 
into a singular French standard.  

As Chapter Two will elaborate, beginning in the 1980s with the Parité 
movement that claimed equal representation for men and women in the 
French parliament and followed by the affaire du foulard, tensions between 
difference and equality with regard to sex, gender and religion emerged and 
challenged the Republican ideology. These events resulted in two laws: the 
Parité law of June 2000, which required that half of almost all political 
offices be held by women, and the 2004 law that prohibited conspicuous 
religious symbols in French public schools. Because of these changes, the 
problem of sex and gender in relation to the tension between difference and 
equality gradually became displaced from mainstream French society and 
mapped onto the distinction between the religious and secular Muslim 
woman (Fernando 2014: 215). A new social identity, that of the secular 
Muslim woman, took shape and was personified in the emergence and 
popularity of NPNS. Such women came to be contrasted with those who 
refused to remove their veil or who even started to wear a veil in protest 
against the outcome of the affaire du foulard. What emerged was a version 
of the distinction between what Mahmood Mamdani (2004), in relation to 
the developments in the USA after September 11, 2001, calls a “good” 
Muslim – secular and westernised – and a “bad” Muslim – “pre-modern” 
and fanatical. The “Muslim woman” consequently figures as an entry point 
into other debates concerning issues such as secularism and terrorism 
(Ahmed 1992: 2). These discursive shifts form the basis for the tensions 
between anti-sexism and anti-racism in relation to the definition of an anti-
racist feminism.  

The public attention and concern for the Muslim or immigrant woman of 
the banlieues that had taken centre stage in public life in France by the early 
2000s followed from an inquiry into whether the sexism detected within the 
population of the banlieues radically differed from that of the “French”. A 
sense of the banlieue as a place containing a particular form of sexism had 
been informed by the tendency in the contemporary Western worldview to 
portray Islam as a cultural form inherently oppressive of women (Ahmed 
1992; Jacobsen 2011; Abu-Lughod 2013). This form of reasoning falls into 
the logic of a modernist worldview (Lazreg 1994; Abu-Lughod 1998, 2002, 
2013; Manga 2014), in which “we” (the French) are socially more advanced 
than “them” (the immigrant, Muslim Other) so that “we” need to help 
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“them” (or deport them, as in the case of Front National). This 
dichotomisation, in turn, maps onto the production of spatial difference, to 
notions of an “inside” and an “outside” of the banlieues. 

This study takes the figure of the culturally or religiously different 
woman as a material and symbolic arena of political demarcation and 
contestation (Aretxaga 1997; Mosse 1985); a potent political symbol of 
identity and visions of society and nation (Abu-Lughod 1998: 3). Women 
defined by this figure of cultural and religious difference are simultaneously 
marginalised and silenced and talked about obsessively as individuals in 
need of help or even rescue from “their” culture by the emancipated 
modernity of French republicanism. In a sense, it is precisely because of 
being talked about and cared for that these women become marginalised and 
silenced as their own voices are suppressed in discussions about them.4 
Women with an immigrant and Muslim background living in the banlieues 
have become discursively homogenised to the extent that they have become 
a distinct category, which I term “the Other woman”. As will become clear, 
this did not develop only as a result of the French state and political elite and 
their attempts to uphold a certain notion of the nation, but also out of 
complex grassroots politics informed by perspectives ranging from French 
Republican ideology to post-colonialism politics in which all three groups in 
this study were engaged. 

Lata Mani (1990) points out that the entanglement of gender and 
sexuality within colonial and nationalist discourses of identity make women 
neither objects nor subjects of political dispute but rather the actual terrain 
on which those disputes take place. In this context it is difficult for women to 
find a space from which to assert their own historical subjecthood (Mani 
1990: 165). The same processes are at stake in the French context. The 
struggles of AFRICA, NPNS and MIR can be seen as attempts to assert a 
historical subjecthood and bring about a political agency.  

Inspired by Begoña Aretxaga’s (1997) work on women’s political 
struggle in Northern Ireland, I take political agency to be people’s capacity 
to become historical subjects and intervene consciously in the making and 
changing of their worlds within the constraints of “a cultural repository of 
largely unconscious discourses and images, modes of thinking and feeling” 
(Aretxaga 1997: 8, see also Comaroff and Comaroff 1991). In other words, 
for the activist groups in this study the struggles surrounding the banlieues 
and the Other woman are centered on an attempt to create a form of political 
agency within the historical constraints and anxieties of the French Republic. 

                                                        
4 This is significantly different to how a non-racialised woman is marginalised and silenced. 
Non-racialised women are today not marginalised or silenced because of the care and 
oppressive attention given to them. On the contrary, they are marginalised and silenced due to 
the inattentiveness given to them as individuals, thus subjugating them to various forms and 
structures of oppression. 
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This political agency comes to revolve around how and what differences 
come to matter—most notably those centered on race and gender—and how 
to engage with these difference within the ideological framework of the 
French Republic. 

The Politics of Difference 
The tension between anti-racism and anti-sexism is manifested in the 
political lives of the three activist groups introduced in the previous 
vignettes. Through an ethnographic comparison of AFRICA, Ni putes ni 
soumises (NPNS), and Mouvement des indigènes de la République (MIR), I 
inquire into the specific tensions between anti-sexist and anti-racist politics. 
The three groups cross each other’s political paths and enter into conflict as a 
result of their political involvement with the banlieues and, in particular, in 
relation to the rights of women within the banlieues. Importantly, the study 
focuses on the activists rather than on the women who are the object of the 
groups’ politics, though the two at times coincide. This alternative 
perspective offers a vantage point from which to understand the 
contradictory role of women with a colonial immigrant background in 
French society. For the activists, the understanding of what is at stake for 
these women emerges as complex and often contradictory and forms the 
basis of their contentious politics.  

These groups are set apart from other actors with a non-immigrant/non-
colonial background involved in the struggle surrounding the Muslim 
immigrant woman in the banlieues by the fact that the individuals within the 
groups, particularly the founders, themselves represent the category they 
struggle for, the woman with an immigrant background, the Other woman, 
albeit in different ways. Their struggles thus concern the subjecthood of this 
particular discursive figure and of themselves. Different groups choose to 
accord priority to different aspects of this woman, leading to political 
divergences between them. The political struggles of the groups are 
organised around women, immigrant women, immigrants as racialised 
others, the racialised or culturally different banlieusard/e (the people who 
live in the banlieues), and the post-colonial subject. The groups adopt 
different positions in relation to how subjects are gendered, racialised and 
spatialised. 

The focus of the study emerged out of my own puzzlement at seeing that 
even though AFRICA, NPNS and MIR all agree that differences such as 
gender, race, class, sexuality, and religion intersect in particular ways in the 
subject formation of women with a colonial immigrant background and the 
discrimination they face, the groups nonetheless ended up in conflict with 
each other. My work attempts to understand these different political 
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trajectories by attempting to do justice to the way the groups experience the 
world and what is at stake for them (Jackson 2005: 153). 

Tensions emerge within all forms of politics. Yet what is unique to this 
particular time and place is the content of the conflict – the struggle over 
how an anti-racist feminism should and can be defined. The study takes 
these tensions as a starting point for understanding a broader social and 
political field that extends far beyond the localities and individuals with 
which these politics explicitly engage. The comparison of these three groups 
and the inquiry into the specific tensions between anti-sexist and anti-racist 
activism thus speak to how a political field is transformed, opened up, or 
foreclosed for political intervention and changes of meaning in dominant 
discourses (de Certeau 1984; Aretxaga 1997). More concretely, the 
analytical focus of this study is on the concerns, anxieties and struggles 
concerning notions of difference, and what differences matter in the 
constitution of the figure of the immigrant woman of the banlieue, and 
within French society. 

Practically and analytically, the study focuses on how the production of 
difference became the driving force behind the activism I observed during 
my fieldwork. This is realised through the particular forms of discourse, 
practices and relations that are manifested in the three groups and which also 
constitute them. Difference is thus approached by means of an ethnographic 
inquiry into the continuous and ongoing political formation of the groups or, 
more specifically, by focusing on their political practice, ideological 
formations and goals. 

AFRICA, NPNS and MIR 
AFRICA is a feminist and anti-racist organisation created in 1987 in the 
northern banlieue of La Courneuve, where it emerged as a feminist protest 
against the so-called beur movement,5 and as an anti-racist protest against 
the ever-present violence in this banlieue. Their struggle to survive has been 
marked by chronic financial problems. To some extent, the original activist 
group has been transformed into an organisation focusing on social work in 
an era of cutbacks in the welfare state. As the only organisation of the three 
that at the time of fieldwork was actually located in the banlieues, AFRICA 
offers a good insight into everyday life, the struggles that people face, and 
what it means to be political in the banlieues. AFRICA also sided with the 
supporters of the 2004 law that prohibited conspicuous religious symbols in 

                                                        
5 The beur movement emerged out of the infamous Marche pour l’égalite in 1981. This was 
the first time the so-called second generation of immigrants politically appeared in public 
space claiming certain rights for themselves. The widely celebrated group SOS Racisme grew 
out of this march. I will return to the beur movement in greater detail in Chapter Two. 
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public schools on the basis that the veil cannot be interpreted as anything but 
oppressive of women and that religion in general is a threat to struggles for 
women’s rights. Hence, preserving laïcité within French society is an 
important aim for them. 

Like AFRICA, NPNS defines itself as a feminist and anti-racist 
organisation, but it is of more recent origins. Founded in 2003 in Paris, it 
emerged from within the banlieues as a grassroots movement against the 
sexism that women were exposed to, an issue that NPNS claimed had been 
ignored by French society, and not least by feminists. NPNS was, like 
AFRICA, a strong defender of laïcité, which stands as the guarantor of a free 
and equal Republic, and therefore they also supported the 2004 law on the 
grounds that Islam and the veil are supportive of patriarchy. The group grew 
out of the anti-racist activism of the earlier leader of NPNS, Fadela Amara 
within SOS Racisme, which had emerged out of the beur movement, and the 
Fédération nationale des maisons des potes (FNMDP), created by SOS 
Racisme. NPNS was very successful at spreading their message and gaining 
support in France and internationally. In 2007, NPNS was given a 
consultative status as an NGO by the United Nations in social and economic 
gender and equality issues. Today, it is located in inner-city Paris, with local 
committees across France and Europe. While its initial focus was on the 
French banlieues, it expanded its activities to other countries, including 
Pakistan, Afghanistan, and Morocco. However, the banlieues remained 
central to its political project and self-image. 

The third group, MIR, was created in 2005, in part as a critical response 
to the success of NPNS, but also in response to the more general hostile 
discourses and attitudes that emerged in French society towards Muslims 
and immigrants in general as a result of the terrorist attacks on the Parisian 
métro in the mid-1990s. MIR’s political project is anti-racist and has a 
decolonising ambition since it considers France to be socially and politically 
still operating according to the logic of colonial domination. The banlieues 
are taken to be the most obvious manifestation of this logic. The group grew 
out of an anti-racist feminist group Les féministes des blédardes, or simply 
the Blédardes, which was created in response to the affaire du foulard and 
the 2004 law. With the creation of MIR, which has no feminist ambitions, 
the Blédardes remained a separatist collective within the larger organisation. 
Its separatism lay in the exclusion of men but also of those women who had 
no experience of racial discrimination. At the time of my main fieldwork in 
2007-2008, MIR had not yet established a physical place for their 
organisation. The following year, in 2009, they opened an office in the 
banlieue of Saint Denis, adjacent to La Courneuve where AFRICA is 
located. 

The groups are to various degrees in explicit conflict or disagreement 
with one another. It is this conflict that mirrors the larger conflict between 
anti-sexist and anti-racist perspectives over how to define an antiracist 
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feminism and whether it is possible at all. They do not disagree that the 
banlieues are saturated with problems of sexism, racism, and social and 
economic exclusion. Rather, their disagreement concerns the underlying 
problem in society at large, how to handle this politically and what to 
prioritise. Their different positions in relation to the banlieues thus stem 
from different worldviews and contrasting solutions to the problems they 
identify. 

These groups are suitable for comparison for several reasons. First, all 
three construct their political projects around a specific urban place, the 
Parisian banlieue, which contains an ethnically diverse population. Many 
inhabitants have a background within colonial migration from North Africa 
and sub-Saharan Africa (in French often termed Afrique noir, Black Africa). 
The politics of the groups focus on these particular populations as well as on 
their history. Second, although all three directly engage with the banlieue, 
the way they physically relate to it varies. Only AFRICA is geographically 
situated in the banlieue, a conscious decision on the part of the founders. 
NPNS was created by women from the banlieues, but they almost 
immediately established their head office in the inner city of Paris. MIR 
emerged from within the inner city and remained there until they opened 
their first office in Saint-Denis, a move that was a conscious political 
decision. There is thus an explicit geographical positioning in relation to the 
banlieues. Third, all three groups were largely created by women with an 
immigrant background, mainly from North Africa. The three principle 
founders of the groups – Mimouna Hadjam, Fadela Amara and Houria 
Bouteldja – all have an Algerian background and grew up in France as 
children of labour migrants. Each of them thus embodies the history of 
colonialism and labour migration, which constitutes them as political 
subjects in different but also similar ways. Finally, all three groups 
incorporate anti-sexist and anti-racist perspectives in their struggle. Yet, as 
already stated, they do so in different ways and at times in opposition to each 
other. 

This study tries to understand how the banlieue as a political project, the 
activists’ background within colonial immigration, and the incorporation of 
anti-sexism and anti-racism into the political projects of the groups are 
combined in different ways and generate different outcomes for the three 
groups. This is done by analysing the politics of the groups, as expressed in 
ideology and practice, and the manner in which they place themselves 
politically in relation to the banlieue. What analytically binds these three 
aspects of the groups together is the concept of difference. 
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An Anthropology of Difference 

The radicalisation of the Other’s otherness 
When I finished my fieldwork, I was overwhelmed by how the banlieues in 
France were discursively made into a place of differences, with an emphasis 
on race, culture, religion, national origin, gender and sexuality, while class, 
ethnicity, dis/ability, and age tended to fall away. More specifically, in 
relation to the field of political activism, this was a process that I term a 
radicalisation of the Other’s otherness, of which I saw two different but 
related forms. First, the production of the otherness displaces similarities and 
shared experiences between groups and people, such as between the 
banlieues and the rest of French society, or between people with an 
immigrant background and those with a non-immigrant background. Second, 
otherness potentially constitutes a basis upon which a political identity is 
carved out, most clearly in the case of MIR, and is used as a political 
position from which to criticise society.  

The process of the radicalisation of the Other’s otherness is a broader 
process that all three groups have to relate to. The Other within this process 
was the person with an immigrant and Muslim background, living in the 
urban margins, but also their political opponents who were also engaged in 
debates and struggles concerning the banlieues. In both cases, the Other was 
portrayed as so radically different that there was no space left for notions of 
similarities between the people of the banlieues and the rest of French 
society. The prime examples were issues of sexuality within the banlieues, 
such as polygamy, and female circumcision, but also veiling and forced 
marriages. The banlieues and their inhabitants became a socio-political 
phenomenon defined by their profound difference to mainstream French 
society. The Other’s otherness was not just different, but also constituted a 
separate category of people (Terrio 2009) that demanded particular 
measures to deal with its specific problems. 

The study asks how differences such as culture, religion, class and gender 
come to matter or not matter in the politics of the three groups and thus in 
their understanding of the banlieues as a socio-political phenomenon. The 
study approaches their grassroots politics as continuous and ongoing. 
AFRICA, NPNS and MIR are in a constant process of positioning 
themselves within the political field they inhabit. Emphasising the 
processual character of grassroots politics also relates back to the overriding 
analytical focus of this study: how and what differences come to matter, that 
is the production of difference rather than difference in itself (Moore 1994; 
Gupta and Ferguson 1997; Brah 1996).  
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Difference and feminist theory – intersectionality 
A concern with how to understand and handle difference theoretically 
emerged within feminism in the 1980s and onwards. One such theoretical 
development was the now paradigmatic feminist theory of intersectionality. 
Kimberlé Crenshaw is widely considered as having coined the concept of 
intersectionality (cf. Yuval- Davis 2006; Nash 2008; Davis 2008; Gressgård 
2008) to describe the way gender, race, class and other categories of 
difference intersect in social life (cf. Crenshaw 1991; McCall 2005; Lykke 
2003, 2005; Davis 2008; Nash 2014). The perspective emerged out of the 
epistemological and political content of feminist standpoint theory, black 
feminist thought, feminist postmodernism, and queer theory. It provided a 
critique of the one-dimensionality of identity politics (Hill Collins 2015) that 
privileges but one aspect of who a person is. As a result, many aspects of the 
lives of women of colour cannot be grasped or articulated from within a one-
identity position. In her study of the racial and gendered dimensions of 
violence and discrimination against women of colour, Crenshaw (1991) 
showed that they suffer both as women (gender) and as people of colour 
(race). Keeping the two separate – as identity politics tends to do – is 
problematic as it fails to grasp the full complexity of the situation these 
women face. In response, Crenshaw called for approaches dealing with how 
various categories of difference with discriminatory consequences 
“intersected” in particular ways in women’s lives. She underscored the 
“multidimensionality” of marginalised subjects and their lived experiences 
(Nash 2008: 2), a perspective that had not been adequately taken into 
account in anti-racist and feminist discourses at the time.6 In doing this, she 
also underscored the question of power within political struggles: 
 

The struggle over which differences matter and which do not is neither an 
abstract nor an insignificant debate among women. Indeed these conflicts are 
about more than difference as such; they raise critical issues of power. 
(Crenshaw 1991: 1265) 

  
In other words, non-racialised women are not only different to women of 
colour but also have the power to determine whether the intersectional 
                                                        
6 Crenshaw and scholars such as Iris Marion Young and Patricia Hill Collins used 
intersectionality as a metaphor for the interaction between different power structures (Lykke 
2003; Carbin and Edenheim 2013: 235). Crenshaw (1991) distinguishes between structural, 
political and representational intersectionality. “Structural” relates to the way in which power 
asymmetries are woven together, “political” concerns how resistance to asymmetries of power 
have to be based on corresponding multiple principles in order to be effective, while 
“representational” involves the popular cultural construction of women of color through 
media and art. Crenshaw wrote that “controversies over the representation of women of color 
in popular culture can also elide the particular location of women of color, and thus become 
yet another source of intersectional disempowerment” (1991: 1245). 
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difference of women of colour is to be accorded a place in the struggle at all 
(Crenshaw 1991: 1265).  

Intersectionality serves theoretical as well as political purposes. First, it 
disturbs the binary of race and gender in order to theorise them in their 
complexity. Second, it criticises identity politics that are based on only one 
strand of identity, such as gender, by demonstrating that there are also racial 
variations within gender and gendered variations within race. Third, it points 
to the possible epistemic advantage of marginalised subjects, whose 
perspectives reveal formations of power that are not evident from the 
normative centre of society (Nash 2008: 3). Due to its dual purpose, 
intersectionality moves between academia and activism, a movement evident 
in the groups in my study, as both AFRICA and MIR eventually adopted 
intersectional perspectives in their struggles. (I return to this in the final 
chapter.)  

Intersectionality claims to challenge and dismiss ahistorical, objectivist, 
unitary, totalising, homogenising and essentialising categories used to grasp 
social actors by emphasizing the need for processual categories (Gressgård 
2008: 3). This study will analytically engage with intersectionality in relation 
to how the three groups position themselves within the larger process of the 
production of difference. In the concluding chapter, I will discuss its political 
and analytical relevance. Arguably, on a structural level intersectionality 
affords certain epistemological possibilities, yet on the level of explaining 
how subjects attempt to navigate in a particular manner within different 
structures, intersectionality is more problematic.  

In relation to my material, I am critical of the “epistemic advantage” 
attributed to marginalised subjects within intersectionality. I do not accept 
that subjects are totally marginalised, since there are degrees of 
marginalisation. Assuming that a subject position is totally marginalised, 
such as “the immigrant woman,” serves to reproduce a monolithic 
understanding of who she is (van der Tuin and Geerts 2013: 172). As such, 
intersectionality can obscure more than it reveals when dealing with 
difference (Gressgård 2008). It risks becoming a theory of victimisation (van 
der Tuin and Geerts 2013: 16). My interest lies in how capacities and 
oppression dynamically coincide and inform an individual’s experience. I do 
this mainly in the case of prominent activists in the three groups. Oppression 
and capacities are thus conceived of as complex and simultaneous (Nash 
2008: 11-12).  

As a theory, intersectionality focuses on the differences constitutive of 
disadvantaged and marginalised subjects and theorises the various 
relationships between these differences. Political practice, however, faces 
different challenges. It is often imperative to mobilise strategically around 
the language of commonality in order to construct a coherent political 
project (Nash 2008: 4). Political life thus tends to generate and communicate 
images of subjects as relatively one-dimensional. What the work at hand 
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illuminates ethnographically is the discrepancy between political projects 
and perspectives organised on the basis of one salient difference and the 
direct involvement of these projects with the complexity of lived reality. It 
does this partly by bringing out the nuances and differences in how the 
problems of the banlieues emerge or manifest themselves from different 
situated perspectives (Haraway 1991), a situatedness that in its political form 
necessarily simplifies understandings of the “Other woman.”  

As already noted, intersectionality was formulated as a critique of the 
one-dimensional model of “class” or “gender” or “race” of identity politics, 
or simple add-on or ampersand models of identity categories. 
Intersectionality consequently promises to fill in the blanks that these 
previous models of difference left. In this way intersectionality tends to 
claim a holistic and totalizing ambition in its account of the subject. Yet, as 
Graham (2014: 104-105) asks, is this ambition realistic? This is a question 
that will be addressed briefly in the concluding chapter. 

Anthropology of Public Reasoning 
To understand the activities and the ideas of the three groups, I employ John 
Bowen’s notion of “public reasoning” (2003, 2007, 2010). Bowen analyses 
how people deliberate, debate, reason, persuade, and justify their actions in 
public debates, and takes the study of justification as a critical aspect of a 
study of public reasoning. His study involves looking at how French 
Muslims move and navigate between transnational and national realms of 
justification, in which the former is based on the norms and traditions of 
Islam and the latter on Republican civic values (Bowen 2003, 2007: 3, 2010: 
5-6). 

Bowen’s focus is on disputes and justifications within the domain of legal 
pluralism. This is not the focus of my study. My use of public reasoning is 
primarily within the field of political rather than legal anthropology. More 
specifically, I am concerned with how the banlieue is produced as a social 
category and the role that the three different groups in this study play in the 
production of and mediation of this category. In the context of this study, 
deliberations and debates are prevalent in all three groups and especially so 
in NPNS and MIR. Both came into being as a result of calls, appels, made in 
public space to a larger audience. In France there is a strong tradition of this 
form of political engagement, notably Émile Zola’s famous interpellation 
J’accuse! in the Dreyfus affair at the turn of the twentieth century. This also 
points to the strong liberal tradition that lies at the core of French 
republicanism and the faith in public reason as a societal tool that evaluates 
rules and governs individual conduct (cf. Murphy 2011). Public reason does 
not aim for consensus or truth-claims. It is rather a form of middle ground 
that requires moral and political principles to be justifiable or reasonably 
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acceptable to those committed to the principles (Quong 2013). In this 
respect, the French liberal tradition is different to the Anglo-Saxon tradition. 
In the former, Rousseau’s notion of freedom through the state is at the core, 
and in the latter Locke’s freedom from the state. The former emphasises a 
society of vivre ensemble, “living together,” and the latter a society of 
autonomous rights-bearing individuals (Bowen 2007: 15).  

By situating this study within the analytical framework of public 
reasoning, concepts such as “laïcité,” “whiteness,” “colonialism,” and 
“autonomy” are not approached as analytical tools but rather as ethnographic 
objects. I examine how the groups use these concepts and the manner in 
which they justify their arguments in these terms.  

I find it useful to think of these groups’ interventions in public reasoning 
as attempts to break open a normalised way of thinking. In her study of 
Northern Ireland, Aretxaga examines how women have been excluded and 
effaced by the dominant Republican narratives of the male hero-martyrs and 
instead come to figure solely as the supporters of these men (1997: 80). (In 
my study, the excluded category is that part of the French population with a 
colonial or immigrant background and especially the women within this 
category.) To counteract this exclusion, Aretxaga uses the term 
“interpellation,” not in an Althusserian sense, but rather in the strict sense of 
the word, meaning an appeal, an interruption, a breaking open or a 
disturbance. Thus, it is an eruption in political discourse that disturbs, or as 
Aretxaga puts it, creates “presences that break the order of authorized 
historical narratives and in so doing raise questions about the nature of such 
order” (1997: 6). This is precisely the purpose of the political interventions 
of NPNS and MIR in particular, but in different ways. They amount to an 
affirmation of what Aretxaga terms historical agency (1997: 80). From this 
perspective, it is critical to consider the manner in which the groups engage 
with or avoid the public sphere, and whether or not this constitutes a central 
dimension of their political projects. 

Yet Another Study of the Banlieues? 
The French banlieues have been the object of an extensive body of research 
and concerns, not least in the wake of the 2005 riots, the uprisings that 
commenced in Clichy-sous-Bois following the death of two boys who were 
being pursued by police, but which spread to banlieue areas all over France 
during the course of two months (cf. Ossman and Terrio 2006; Belhaj 
Kacem 2006; Mucchielli and Le Goaziou 2007; Fassin and Fassin 2006; 
Dikeç 2007; Bonelli 2008).7 The banlieues, and other related terms such as 

                                                        
7 The vast literature on the banlieues of France ranges from more general overviews, such as 
Vieillard-Baron’s extensive work (cf. 1996, 2001), and the study by Véronique Le Goaziou 
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les quartiers, les quartiers populaires, or les cités, have come to refer to 
spaces of danger, stigma and violence. The word banlieue is also a 
pejorative euphemism for low-income housing projects characterised by 
widespread poverty, violence and unemployment (Angélil and Siress 2012: 
57), where most inhabitants, les banlieuesards, have an immigrant 
background. However, it should be noted that this study is mainly concerned 
with the area of Seine-Saint-Denis north of Paris, also called le quatre-vingt 
treize (93) or neuf-trois (9.3) after its postal code 93 000. It is a department 
that in popular discourse is known as an area of economic, political and 
social marginalisation.  

Although generally understood as “a problem,” the banlieues are depicted 
in various ways. As a place, they are seen as sexist, racist, violent, 
economically impoverished, criminal, and a breeding ground for radical 
Islamists, that is, as a space containing certain problems in the form of an 
internal threat to or an internal Other within the French Republic.8 Several 
academic studies of the banlieues have critiqued this perspective. Some have 
dealt with the political activities - most often class issues and racialised 
struggles - of immigrants and Muslims.9 Others have dealt with the plight of 
immigrant women, most recently in relation to Islam and the Muslim veil 
and laïcité (French secularism),10 but also in relation to what has been 
deemed a particular and extreme form of banlieue sexism.11 It is within this 
field of study that the current work situates itself and to which it aims to 
contribute.  
                                                                                                                                  
and Charles Rojzman (2006), to specific themes such as Adil Jazouli’s (1992) study that 
underlined that the banlieue was not only a terrain of violence and dysfunctionality but also 
one of political activism and democratic engagement, Loïc Wacquant’s (2008) comparative 
study of the US and French, Avery’s (1987) case study of La Courneuve, the work of 
Stéphane Beaud and Michel Pialoux (cf. 2003 2006, 2012) and Stéphane Beaud and Younès 
Amrani (2005) on issues of class, racism, the second generation, discrimination, education 
and social upheavals in relation to the banlieue, Silverstein’s (2004) study of Algerians in 
France, and questions of Islam (e.g, Demaison 2006). 
8 This function of the banlieue is similar to that of other parts of France that are deemed 
places of unrest, such as Corsica (Candea 2010).   
9 See for instance Wihtol de Wenden’s (1988) work on the politicisation of work migrants 
from North Africa, the book by de Wenden and Leveau (2001) on social advancement of parts 
of the second generation by means of their political engagement, the work of Silverstein 
(2004); Miriam Ticktin’s (2011) work on the political mobilisation of the sans papiers, 
Robert Gibb’s (2008) study of SOS Racisme, and the volume on the history of the politics of 
colonial migration to France, edited by Boubecker et al (2008). 
10 There are many scholars that deal with the relationship between Islam and laïcité in France, 
for instance, Françoise Gaspar and Farhad Khosrokhavar (1995) and Olivier Roy (2009), and 
a number that deal in particular with the controversial role of the veiled young woman, most 
notably Joan Scott (2007), John Bowen (2007, 2010), Bronwyn Winter (2008), Trica Daniel 
Keaton (2006) and Mayanhi Fernando (2009, 2013). 
11 Examples of this extreme sexism deemed specific to the banlieues are the increase in veiled 
women, incidents where women have been burnt to death by close male friends and Samira 
Bellil’s (2003) autobiographical book on gang rapes in a Parisian banlieue. 
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The problems of the banlieues are also understood as developing from 
their continuous economic, social and political marginalisation. They 
comprise a space to which the centre can relegate all that is unwanted, such 
as the poor, immigrants, or industries. In this sense, the banlieues constitute 
a “trash-can of the Republic,” as one of my interlocutors expressed it. It is a 
place endlessly debated and analysed, for which “solutions” are proposed. It 
has a surfeit of meaning, yet receives too little in the way of resources 
needed to solve its problems. A similar process is at work in the 
representation of the Muslim woman who also carries a surfeit of meaning 
but lacks the opportunities and resources needed to solve her problems. In 
both cases, a central issue is that the banlieues and the Muslim woman are 
objects of various interventions, but denied subjecthood in the sense that 
when they set out their own terms they are portrayed as a problem: in the 
banlieues, for example, male riots and violence, in the case of women, for 
example, those who actively choose to wear the veil, which appears as proof 
of their subjugation. 

So while this study ties into themes that have already attracted significant 
scholarly attention, it introduces a different focus. First, it is concerned with 
the relationship between grassroots activism in the banlieues and the politics 
located “outside” the banlieues, rather than with the specific “problems” of 
the banlieue per se. 

Second, this study does not approach the “woman with an immigrant 
background” as a religious woman confronted by French secularism, laïcité, 
as Joan Scott (2007), John Bowen (2007) and others (cf. Keaton 2006; 
Fernando 2014) argue. Nor is it a study of the immigrant woman caught 
“between” Muslim and French culture. In contrast, I focus on the conflict 
between anti-sexist and anti-racist politics that is not in itself reducible to 
any straightforward conflict between the immigrant and non-immigrant 
woman.12 The conflict within activism arises from the fact that the 
experience of being a woman in contemporary French banlieues is complex 
and multifaceted in terms of sexuality, gender, race, class, religion, and 
space. 

Third, much work on migrant activism in France has focused on men. As 
a result, much of the political work of women with an immigrant background 

                                                        
12 In the development of the politics of AFRICA, NPNS and MIR, other actors also align 
themselves with them, such individuals with non-immigrant backgrounds, non-Muslims, and 
non-working class people of both genders. Thus the activist field that this study attempts to 
understand blurs the frequently used binaries of immigrant versus French and Muslim versus 
secular, which are associated with other dichotomies such as tradition versus modernity, 
fundamentalism versus secularism, the private versus the public, and particular versus 
universal (Scott 2007: 5) within popular as well as political discourse in France as well as in 
the West at large. As discourses, these dichotomies are also productive of social and political 
life. This becomes visible in the activists’ political practice and in their attempts to navigate in 
the larger political context in France. 
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has been made invisible to the wider public, that is, until the entry of NPNS 
into public political life in 2003.13 NPNS gave the feminism of the banlieues 
a face that was recognisable to a large audience in France and 
internationally. The feminist struggle of NPNS was made visible in terms of 
certain women’s cultural and religious difference to the French majority 
society and located in a particular place, the banlieue. Through its 
comparison of the three groups, this study also makes the political work of 
women with an immigrant background visible while highlighting the 
inherent complexity of their efforts. 

Finally, this study makes a point of incorporating the researcher into the 
analysis. My ethnographic movement across the political and geographic 
boundaries between the different groups and between central Paris and the 
banlieues offered insights into the political tensions and contradictions that 
informed the formation of political subjectivities and projects. Following and 
engaging with the different actors involved in the conflict led me to new 
forms of identification in line with what George Marcus (1995) shows more 
generally in relation to the rise of multi-sited fieldwork. These forms of 
political and personal identification came out of having to deal with and 
resolve contradictory demands on my personal commitments, as I 
increasingly became an engaged rather than a distant participant observer 
(ibid: 113). My experience of fieldwork revealed clearly how much both 
political activism and academic knowledge depend on particular forms of 
location and perspectives (Haraway 1991). 

Doing Fieldwork in Conflictual Activist Terrain 
As I have already stated, I chose to set up this study methodologically as a 
comparative ethnography. This meant doing participant observation with 
three groups and thus moving between different geographical and 
ideological contexts and through the conflicts that permeated the field. I 
made my first visit to Paris and La Courneuve in the spring of 2006, but the 
bulk of the fieldwork was conducted from August 2007 until July 2008. 
After that, I returned for several short visits until my last trip in May 2015. 

Geographically, I was constantly on the move. My home was in the 
suburb of Saint Denis, an inner suburb (proche banlieue) just north of central 
Paris, within the department of Seine-Saint-Denis. From there, I visited La 
Courneuve where AFRICA was located, the head office of NPNS near 
Jourdain in the 20th arrondissement of Paris, and then to Barbès-
Rouchechuart next to Gare du Nord in central Paris where MIR held their 
meetings. I also travelled to different parts of central Paris as well as to other 
                                                        
13 The main scholarly exception being Claudie Lesselier’s (2008a and 2008b) historical work 
on the political activism of immigrant women. 
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suburbs where the groups held or attended meetings, debates and 
demonstrations. I even made trips outside of France: two trips to Sweden 
with NPNS14 and two trips to Belgium with MIR. Ideologically, I moved 
between contexts that ranged from French republicanism to a postcolonial 
critique of republicanism. These contexts generated different understandings 
for me of the postcolonial situation in France, understandings that were 
mirrored in the conflicts between AFRICA, NPNS and MIR. 

The conflicts between the groups meant that the field of study was 
saturated by a great deal of emotion, strong views and antipathy. This was 
clearly manifested not only among the three groups, but also in French 
society more generally. For instance, intellectuals writing on topics of the 
banlieue, immigration, and threats to the core values of the Republic came to 
organise their positions according to strict binaries. Early in my research it 
became clear that this posed some challenges to the ethnographer as well, as 
I constantly attempted to avoid being drawn into a binary world, while at the 
same time trying to make sense of it. I had entered into the “awkward 
relationship” between feminism and anthropology described by Marilyn 
Strathern (1987). It: 
 

… is lived most dramatically in the tension experienced by those who 
practice feminist anthropology. They are caught between structures: the 
scholar is faced with two different ways of relating to her or his subject 
matter. The tension must be kept going; there can be no relief in substituting 
the one for the other (Strathern 1987: 286). 

 
According to Strathern, feminism and anthropology touch on the same 
grounds in their striving after knowledge. Yet, at the same time, the term 
“awkward” points to “a doorstep hesitation rather than barricades” (ibid) 
between them. For Strathern, the awkwardness stems from the social 
constitution of feminist and anthropological practices, which involves how 
social relations define their respective scholarly communities, and, in 
particular, their respective relationships to the Other. In this respect, 
anthropology and feminism emerge as two very different forms of 
radicalisms. For feminism, the goal is to regain a form of subjectivity that 
has been dominated by men. Anthropology also constitutes itself in relation 
to an Other, but in a radically different way. The most obvious difference is 
that the Other is not the object of critique as it is in the feminist project. 
Instead, a relationship is sought out that enables the anthropologist to gain 

                                                        
14 These were trips where I accompanied Sihem, the president of NPNS, to the Feminist 
Social Forum in Stockholm in 2007 and then to Malmö in the summer of 2008 with Ada, who 
was in charge of the international relations of NPNS, to take part in the Socialist Social 
Forum. Both events were in collaboration with the Swedish committee of NPNS, Varken hora 
eller kuvad, which was based in Stockholm. 
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access to other people that can mediate the alien culture that is being studied. 
And whereas the feminist project seeks to reinsert women into a past from 
which they have been effaced, the anthropological project strives to break 
with the self’s past in order to use the self as a vehicle to represent the Other. 
The two practices are thus structured differently in how they organise 
knowledge and create boundaries (Strathern 1987: 286ff). So what did this 
mean for me in practice? 

I defined myself as a feminist anthropologist, both to myself and to 
people in the field. During fieldwork, both these roles – the feminist and the 
anthropologist – were activated. I was provoked to the extent that I became 
politically radicalised from an anti-racist feminist perspective. Prior to my 
fieldwork, my feminism had been informed by class and sexuality rather 
than anti-racism. Yet as a result of the everyday racialised tensions that I 
detected in Saint-Denis and in Paris and the accounts of all three groups, I 
was gradually drawn into an engagement with the politics of anti-racism. 
However, this also meant that I entered a second awkward relationship, 
between anti-sexism and anti-racism. It was my own experience of and 
attempt to make sense of this awkwardness that prompted me to frame the 
study around the tension between anti-sexist and anti-racist perspectives. 
This meant that I enjoyed different forms of relationships to different groups. 
The “I” that was to gain access was a white, Swedish, female experientially 
situated within an intellectual middle-class living in central Stockholm (even 
though these were not my roots15). Thus I was clearly an outsider to the field 
I was trying to enter. The group that was most accepting of this background, 
and who welcomed me at one level rather easily, was NPNS. The one that 
most resisted giving me access was AFRICA. Somewhere in between was 
MIR. 

The reason why NPNS accepted me so easily was that I fitted into the 
category of people that is constantly entering and exiting the organisation, 
itself made up of students, interns, researchers, and activists that were drawn 
to NPNS. I could easily move around among the volunteers working at 
                                                        
15 I had grown up in the countryside of southern Sweden with a mother who was a social 
worker and a father who was a nurse. My maternal family was from the poor rural south, 
servants of the local aristocracy. My paternal family was from a more entrepreneurial middle 
class in the upper south of Sweden. On both my maternal and paternal family there was a total 
lack of academic degrees. In my late teens and early twenties, in the early 1990s, I had 
worked first as an au pair and later as a model in central Paris. The au pair experience had 
given me an experience of and insight into the upper-classes of Paris and what it meant to be 
judged as having a less civilised background. It furthermore sensitized me to the different 
layers of “servants” – me being on the higher scale as an au pair and the cleaning woman 
from Portugal being on the lower scale. The modelling experience gave me a sense of the 
vulnerability of being born in a female body, which meant being in constant risk of falling 
victim to different forms of sexism. This reality had hit me very hard since I had had less 
experience of this from Sweden. It was with this, together with my undergraduate degree in 
anthropology, that I entered the field. 
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NPNS and attend various meetings. However, I was held at some distance, 
as were other volunteers and researchers, and contact with the NPNS’ 
leadership were highly constrained. This was partly due to the hierarchical 
organisation of NPNS, with its very set and controlled borders between 
different organisational levels, as well as the large workload the staff had to 
cope with. In general, people were very busy, which meant that it was rare to 
sit down for a more extended time just to chat. You had to catch people in 
action or make appointments. I ended up getting close to the international 
sector of NPNS thanks to my acquaintance with the president of the Swedish 
branch, Amineh Khakabaveh at Varken hora eller kuvad (VHEK) in 
Stockholm, who is also a Member of Parliament for the Swedish Left Party 
(Vänsterpartiet).  

At AFRICA, things were very different, as I fitted into the category of 
people that was constantly knocking on AFRICA’s door, most notably 
researchers or journalists. I did not even have to present myself as a 
researcher for them to become suspicious of me. My physical appearance 
was enough to prove that I was an outsider. Since I had not come through 
any recommendation, I was just a stranger and outsider to be kept at a 
distance.16 I was let in thanks to persistence and pure chance. The 
spokeswoman and founder of AFRICA, Mimouna Hadjam, realised that my 
son and her grandson were born on the same day, which immediately 
changed her attitude to me and gave me the opportunity to prove myself as a 
potentially interesting person for her and AFRICA. The organisational 
character of AFRICA was very different to NPNS. First, it was much smaller 
and not as busy as NPNS. Second, AFRICA was not as hierarchically 
stratified as NPNS, which meant that there were no internal thresholds to 
cross. Once you were let in, you were given almost full access to the 
organisation, its activities and the people of AFRICA. At NPNS, I was kept 
at the level of volunteers; at AFRICA I was immediately integrated and 
became something of a friend of the people working there, as well as those 
visiting AFRICA on a regular basis. 

I gained access to MIR through its founder and spokeswoman, Houria 
Bouteldja. I had asked her if we could meet up and talk a bit more about 
MIR and the relationship between feminism and anti-racism after a talk she 
gave, and she agreed. During this meeting, we clicked and she invited me to 
a first meeting at MIR. However, she also made it clear that she would have 
to ask the other people in the core group of MIR if they would allow me to 
                                                        
16 This can be compared with Karima, who was a young film and history student making a 
documentary on the women living in one of the buildings of la cité des quatre milles, la 
grande Balzac, which was about to be torn down in attempts to handle some of the problems 
of La Courneuve. She was asking for access at the same time as me to follow the work of 
AFRICA in order to get access to the women living in la grande Balzac. She had been let in 
without any problem. The reason for this was that, even if she did not live in La Courneuve 
anymore, she had grown up in this suburb so she would forever be an insider. 
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participate as a researcher. After this meeting, I was accepted into the group 
but would constantly be tested, as in the vignette that opened this chapter. 
My place there was never entirely secure. The reason for this was the colour 
of my skin, my background as a “native” European and my role as a 
researcher. What was tested was how “white” I was in my way of being and 
thinking, that is, how much of an “imperial consciousness” I possessed, 
according to MIR. Being defined as a white person, I had to accept a place in 
the background and prove that I had an awareness of how French society and 
Europe at large functioned according to a racialised logic and colonial 
hierarchy of people. 

My own relationship to these three groups was not neutral. To a large 
extent, this had to do with my own political stances and how they either 
converged or conflicted with the political programs of the groups. Even 
though I tried to keep a certain distance to my own feelings and opinions (be 
they of a philosophical or political character), they sometimes surfaced. 

To keep my opinions and feelings in place my overall strategy in 
fieldwork was to say as little as possible about my own views to the people I 
engaged with and instead take on the role of the active and interested 
listener. Some words about my more concrete relationship to each of the 
groups are nonetheless required. 

My relationship with AFRICA developed into one of friendship. 
Mimouna’s and my own interest and involvement in feminism converged 
most of the time. When it did not, we had an honest discussion. At MIR, the 
role assigned to white people was that of staying in the background and 
acknowledging the right of les indigènes to speak and set the agenda, which 
suited me perfectly as an anthropologist. It also allowed MIR to gain 
confidence in me over time. Their anti-racist critique of the French Republic 
also converged with my own convictions and the anti-racist, feminist politics 
that I had adopted. 

My disagreements with NPNS – for example, their tendency to draw a 
very sharp line between religion and feminism, and their, for me, extreme 
focus on the promise of laïcité – meant that I was drawn into the tensions 
prevalent in my field. When this happened, I fell into what Ghassan Hage 
terms an “emotional participation” (Hage 2010: 144). In discussing his work 
with South Lebanese in Sydney, Hage describes how the feelings of anger 
that he shared with them drew him closer to them since it generated “a 
common ground for personal interaction”, as well as giving him 
“participatory access to the mood that prevailed among them collectively” 
(ibid). However, my experience of emotional participation differed from that 
of Hage’s. I was on the move between different positions within a particular 
political field. I was never attached to only one political position or project, 
as had been the case for Ghassan Hage in his study (2000) or Maple Rasza’s 
(2015) ethnography of radical anarchists in the former Yugoslavia. By 
moving around between and within each group, they began to emerge in 



   37  

their full complexity containing unique individuals whom I had come to 
know from the time spent with them. Getting to know them made me feel a 
degree of empathy towards them even when I did not share their views. Thus 
the groups could never be made into abstract entities of “NPNS” or “MIR” 
or “AFRICA” that I could either like or dislike, as Hage says about his 
relationship to Israel (Hage 2010: 145). 
  

I was increasingly imagining it as an “evil person.” […] the Israelis that I 
know and have friendly relations with receded in my mind. I did not want to 
think of particular Israelis. They complicated the emotional picture. I just 
wanted to think of “Israel,” which was easier to be angry with and to hate 
(ibid). 

 
My emotional picture of the groups was indeed complicated by my 
participation in each of the groups and my attempts to understand how they 
saw the world and why, even in those cases when I strongly disagreed with 
their political projects or part of them. Furthermore, I could not pretend that 
the emotions of anger that I sometimes experienced in the field, and through 
which I identified with MIR, were of the same kind as their emotions of 
anger as political actors. At the end of the day, I was still an intellectual 
trying to understand my field. My emotions were thus a mixture of 
intellectual emotions – an anger towards what was to me the more abstract 
cruelty of the colonial system – and my own experience as a young woman 
in France in the early 1990s (see footnote 15). 

As I said above, my own political feelings and opinions did at times 
surface during fieldwork. At one point I even acted on these when I became 
a member of MIR. I had just returned from having spent a whole weekend at 
NPNS’ autumn university, which was a form of conference with all the 
committees of NPNS and invited guests. The experience had been 
overwhelming for me because my own political views disagreed with those 
of NPNS. So in a meeting at MIR just after this I was taken up by a sudden 
urge to take a political stance myself, and in the light of my experience at 
NPNS, MIR’s political project appeared like a relief to me politically and I 
decided to join them. This urge emerged out of a sense that if I did not locate 
myself politically in the conflicts surrounding me I would lose myself as a 
person and become an ethnographic instrument. There was something really 
strange and existentially taxing about my position as an external moving 
figure within these conflicts. 

However, my membership at MIR was not a condition for carrying out 
participant observation of the group. They had already taken me in as a 
researcher when I myself raised the issue of becoming a member. The core 
group was also well aware that I was participating in the work of NPNS and 
AFRICA, such as marching in demonstrations, taking part in discussion 
groups, handing out leaflets, and helping to organise parties. I had also 
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explained to Houria that my views did at times diverge from those of MIR, 
which she accepted as long as there was an open discussion. It took some 
time after the end of fieldwork for me to distance myself from the field and 
the kinds of political emotions that my membership in MIR had entailed, as 
well as to develop the reflexivity needed for my analysis.   

Having framed this study using a comparative method, the aim has from 
the start been to make sense of the relationship between the different views 
that emerge out of different social positions, rather than to see these 
differences collapse (cf. Strathern 1987: 286). More concretely, this meant 
that moving across the conflicts between the groups, and to some degree 
becoming involved myself in these conflicts, helped generate an 
understanding of how political boundaries are produced and the manner in 
which the groups are forced to adopt different positions. It furthermore 
added another dimension to an anthropology of public reasoning. Moving 
within and through the conflictual field of this study provided insights into 
the manner in which the motivating force of emotions shapes the boundaries 
of “activist” identities (Brown and Pickerill 2009: 26; Yea 2013). These 
boundaries cannot only be understood as the result of rational debate but 
must also be analysed in terms of their emotional content, which, in turn 
frames a larger public reasoning. To grasp this affective dimension of 
activist work demands engaged ethnographic work (Juris 2008). It was 
precisely this engagement that enabled me to start to grasp the larger 
questions. (I return to the significance of emotions in Chapter Six.) 

Chapter Overview 
Chapter Two provides some historical background to the ethnographic 
chapters that are at the heart of the study. It offers an overview of how 
certain notions of difference have been written into French Republican 
public discourses concerning the banlieues and the figure of the migrant, 
particularly that of the Other woman. While the banlieues emerged as 
working-class areas, they were slowly transformed into a type of place that 
became increasingly problematic in relation to the Republic, initially as a 
migrant area and then as a container for Islam and particular forms of largely 
masculine violence and criminality. The chapter outlines specific political 
responses to this discourse, most notably the rise of the so-called beur 
movement that transformed former colonial subjects into political agents, 
and which came to form the basis for contemporary struggles that focus on 
the figure of the Other woman. The main purpose of the chapter is to show 
how the production of difference is processual and must be understood 
historically.  

Chapters Three, Four and Five are devoted to AFRICA, NPNS and MIR, 
respectively, and draw the reader into the world of each of the groups. The 
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chapters are organised chronologically, AFRICA was created in 1987, NPNS 
in 2003, and MIR in 2005. The reason for the chronology is to a large extent 
because the groups were created, either directly or indirectly, in response to 
one another and the politics they represent. The three chapters mirror each 
other in their structure, by first giving an account of the formation of the 
groups’ political projects, their ideological make-up and, finally, how this is 
applied in political practice. Due to the differences between the groups, the 
chapter sections – formation, ideology and practice – are accorded varying 
weight and reflect these differences. The historical account of AFRICA is 
much more extensive than those of NPNS and MIR, whereas the ideological 
outline is given greater consideration in the presentation of MIR compared to 
the other two groups.  

Chapter Six brings the three groups into closer conversation with one 
another within a comparative analysis. Of particular importance is the 
meaning given to place, and a focus on how each of the groups relate to the 
banlieues, that is, how they are geographically situated and what this implies 
for their respective relationships to this place. These relationships must be 
understood in the context of their political goals, what drives their different 
projects, the problems of representing and communicating the politics of the 
banlieues, and, finally, how the groups navigate within this political field, 
made visible through their own notions of political autonomy and 
instrumentalisation or co-optation. These foci help to elucidate where the 
different groups place themselves in relation to the embattled figure of the 
woman with an immigrant and Muslim background in the banlieues.  

Finally, in the concluding Chapter Seven, the study summarises the main 
findings, most specifically in relation to the analysis of the tension between 
feminism and anti-racism, and the contributions of intersectionality. In the 
conclusion, I also point to the relevance of this study in relation to a larger 
geographical context today, as the political tension between anti-sexist and 
anti-racist perspectives is prevalent in other contemporary struggles that are 
involved in trying to define the future of Europe.  
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2. The Production of Difference, the Republic 
and the Banlieue 

The Banlieue – Spatialised Difference 
For about three weeks in November 2005, parts of France were ravaged by 
uprisings, clashes between the police and youths, and cars burning in les 
banlieues. The word “banlieue” suddenly became well known 
internationally, filled with connotations of immigrants, violence, failed 
integration, and as a breeding ground for Islamic fundamentalists. Many of 
these associations were already long established in France. 

Since the late 1970s and early 1980s, political parties, intellectuals, media 
and grassroots activists have engaged in attempts to stabilise the meaning of 
the banlieues. The process of making the banlieues into objects of concern, 
debate and struggle has created notions of spatialised difference (Vieillard-
Baron 1996, 2011; Silverstein 2004; Cesari 2005; Ossman and Terrio 2006; 
Bonelli 2008), which form the basis for the struggles of the three groups at 
the centre of this study. The notion of the banlieues as spatialised alien 
difference also translated into urgent demands for a Republican conquest of 
the banlieues to tackle the expanding threats of delinquency, and according 
to the interior minister, Jean-Pierre Chevènement in a statement in 1999 
(Ossman and Terrio 2006) their transformation into Muslim territorialised 
enclaves. For Chevènement, the banlieues stood out as a menace to the very 
existence of the Republic, they threatened the notion of the Republic as one 
and indivisible.  

Class and racial differences have shaped notions of the banlieue 
throughout the twentieth century. Their development follows a trajectory 
from the “Red Belt” to the “Black Belt” (Stovall 1990, 2001), from a history 
of social and political marginality based on class to one based on race and 
citizenship (Stovall 2001: 14). This shift is also visible in the political 
debates surrounding the reasons for the problems of the banlieues, in which 
there has been an explanatory transition from economic and psychological 
causes to culture (Ossman and Terrio 2006). 

This chapter is not a general study of the banlieue per se, but, ultimately, 
of the emergence of a particular figure there: the culturally different Muslim 
woman with an immigrant background. A woman who is in need of care or 
even of being saved from Islamic fundamentalism and other archaic 
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traditions associated with “her” culture and religion. All three of the groups 
under study engage in, are affected by and enter into conflict over depictions 
and understandings of who this woman is and what she needs. The purpose 
of this chapter is to trace the emergence of this particular discursive figure in 
order to help understand how the groups came into being politically. This 
demands an engagement with a complex history that begins with the rise of 
the French Republic and the history of migration whose impact has made 
visible the contradictions of a nationalist ideology with universalist 
aspirations. 

Difference and the French Republic 
The French Republic emerged out of the 1789 Revolution, which aimed to 
do away with the monarchy and the privileges of the nobility and the 
Church. There was a belief that the actions and values of the Revolution had 
a universal bearing and were applicable to the whole of humankind.17 
Republican values could be exported to liberate people in other places in the 
world just as it had liberated the French themselves (Jennings 2011: 145ff; 
Duchesne 1997).  

Universalism also had an impact on the Republican notion of citizenship. 
French Republican universalism repudiates the equation of citizenship with 
nationality and instead emphasises the universal dimension of humanity. 
Specific group belonging is downplayed with the result that citizenship 
becomes decontextualised. In this sense, the citizen is an abstract figure 
without any specific social or cultural characteristics. In France, one is not 
born a citizen but becomes one, and this is done through the French 
Republican school, “the institution that itself has the goal of allowing all the 
young, whatever their social origin, access to the universality of Knowledge” 
(Régis Debray quoted in Jennings 2011: 149; Schnapper 1994). 

It is this notion of universalism that allows for equality before the law for 
the citizens of the Republic (Scott 2005). However, this also means that the 
recognition of difference is made difficult within the Republic. One way of 
solving this is to make the distinction, as Schnapper (1994) does, between 
the “abstract citizen” and the “concrete individual,” and place the former 
within the public and political sphere and the latter in the private and societal 
sphere. However, as Rosanvallon (2004) points out, this creates a 
contradiction between civil democracy and political democracy.18 
                                                        
17 This notion of France as the bearer of universal rights came into being at a time when the 
French language was considered a universal language in Europe and Paris was the centre of 
the Enlightenment. “To speak French was to be a party of the aspirations of humanity as a 
whole.” (Jennings 2011:145) 
18 In civil democracy, the people aspire to construct, for the purpose of emancipation, a strong 
and autonomous civil society that is decentralised and plural. In political democracy, the 



  42  

Rosanvallon’s point about the inherent tension within the French Republican 
model is important since it carries the potential to move away from a 
depiction of French republicanism as a self-evident system about whose 
character everyone is in agreement towards the Republic as an essentially 
contested concept. This study approaches the French model as contested and 
evolving. The central concepts associated with the French Republic, notably 
liberty, freedom, brotherhood, abstract individualism, laïcité, and the one 
and indivisible nation, are all used strategically by different actors and form 
the basis for various ideological models of what the Republic is (Jennings 
2000; Laborde 2001).  

The particularities of French republicanism become evident when 
contrasted with countries such as Sweden, the United States, and the United 
Kingdom, where value is placed on multicultural society, as cultural identity 
in the public sphere is granted a degree of legitimacy and political influence, 
at least in recent decades. This politicised form of multiculturalism stands in 
opposition to the hegemonic understanding of French republicanism (Noiriel 
1996; Jennings 2000; Laborde 2001, 2011; Scott 2005, 2007; Bowen 2007). 
To avoid the threats of multiculturalism, all citizens, irrespective of their 
origins, must assimilate in order to enjoy the benefits of the nation: freedom, 
equality and fraternity.  

Yet, as noted, this position is open to debate. In its responses to 
difference, French republicanism has become increasingly complex and 
contradictory. When faced with multicultural demands from within the 
nation, defenders of the Republican model have tended to emphasise 
universalism and the privatisation of cultural identities. However, when 
faced with challenges to French interests, culture and sovereignty within a 
larger global community, the Republican defenders have leaned towards a 
nationalist response and a commitment to national cultural homogeneity 
(Laborde 2001: 717ff). 

Adrian Favell (1998) points to the changing meaning of difference in 
France over time. During the colonial era, difference, in the form represented 
by immigration, did not matter in political terms within the métropole since 
the focus was on settling immigrants structurally through housing, schooling, 
and wage labour. But in the 1980s, this began to change as the focus shifted 
to cultural and social integration, and to issues of immigration and Islam. In 
                                                                                                                                  
people express an increasing political demand to enforce their capacity to handle a shared 
destiny which thus constitutes a search for a central place in which a communal will can be 
expressed and take form. The various conflicts concerning legitimacy and representation 
within political and public institutions and civil society that we see in France today stem from 
this distinction; conflicts further exacerbated by the transformation of the international 
political sphere. Within French republicanism, political democracy is defined by universalism 
and abstract citizenship. Civil democracy, in contrast, is a space that is open for the concrete 
individuals and hence allows for the notion of difference. This is why the tension between 
political and civil democracy has become radicalised in France (Rosanvallon 2004). 
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an era of globalisation, increasing integration within the EU, and internal 
fragmentation due to a growing regionalism, challenges to the idea of a 
centralised state and national unity grew (Favell 1998; Laborde 2001). Since 
France, as a nation-state, is the historical outcome of the suppression of 
significant cultural difference made possible by a centralised state and a 
Republican ideology (Lebovics 2004; Robb 2007), these changes appear as a 
threat to France’s very existence. The disagreements and debates over how 
to deal with difference and what differences come to matter within the 
French Republic are manifested most clearly in the debates over how to 
solve the “problem of the banlieues”. 

La Banlieue and les Classes Dangereuses 

The creation of the “red belt” 
Debates and public anxieties over the banlieues have historically been a 
subject of concern in France. Etymologically the concept dates back to the 
13th century and meant the place for the banished. To be au ban meant to be 
excluded by law from social life and order, that is, to be expelled from the 
city as a place and its social order. The place of banishment, le lieue 
(literally meaning “league”, approximately four kilometres), lay at the 
margins of the city and signified a form of “liminal space associated with 
social marginality, uncontrolled movement, and spatialized poverty” 
(Ossman and Terrio 2006: 7; Belhaj Kacem 2006; Angélil and Siress 2012: 
57). In Giorgio Agamben’s (2005) words, it made up a “state of exception”. 

What was considered “le ban” during medieval times does not coincide 
with current banlieues. For example, the area St Germain-de-Près, today a 
very exclusive area, was at one point in time a banlieue of Paris. As the city 
expanded, so too did the “ban”. It was not until the mid-19th century that 
central Paris, with its twenty arrondissements, was established. The current 
Parisian banlieue emerged as an effect of this (Stovall 1990) and are the 
result of bureaucratic and geographical division of departments and 
municipalities of greater Paris, Île-de-France.19  

This study is mainly concerned with the department of Seine-Saint-Denis, 
and, in particular, Saint Denis and La Courneuve. Despite their differences, 
Saint Denis and La Courneuve are both typical of the development of the 
banlieues, which from the end of the 19th century became largely working-

                                                        
19 Île-de-France, which is one of the 22 regions of France (the four departments of d’outre-
mer, DOM, is not included here), consists of eight departments with a specific number: Paris 
(75), Hauts-de-Seine (92), Seine-Saint-Denis (93), Val-de-Marne (94), Seine-en-Marne (77), 
Essone (91), Yvelines (78), Val d’Oise (95). Each department then consists of several 
municipalities. For a visual overview of the geography of the departments see Appendix 1. 
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class areas. There were several reasons for this. First, this area developed 
into an important industrial sector. Second, with an expanding industry but a 
shortage of workers the workforce had to be imported from the provinces, 
other European countries and from the colonies, leading to a rapid 
population growth. However, the shortage of low-income housing in Paris 
pushed the poor and the imported unskilled labourers with their families to 
the outskirts of the city, where they came to inhabit large shantytowns, des 
bidonvilles or lotissements, which lacked basic infrastructure. The squalid 
living conditions would eventually become a major political issue.  

French socialists had gained ground and after World War I transformed 
into the French Communist Party (PCF). They made the housing problem 
one of their main political platforms and managed more or less to solve it by 
the end of the 1920s with the construction of public housing. The expansion 
of housing continued and after World War II, during the 4th and the 5th 
Republics, the shantytowns were transformed into HLMs (habitation à loyer 
modéré): large-scale, government-subsidised public housing projects 
(Ossman and Terrio 2006). This success made the suburbs into a political 
base for the PCF, a base that would last well into the second half of the 20th 
century. Hence the term “the Paris red belt”, an expression which also points 
to the spatial and political isolation of the French working class (Stovall 
1990, 2001). 

Saint Denis and La Courneuve followed the same development, but at 
different speeds.20 As the banlieues became the centre stage of class 
struggles, this suburbanisation also reinforced class distinctions (Stovall 
1990: 61). This is when the notion of the “problems” of the banlieues first 
emerged and became attached to conceptions of “les classes dangereuses”, 
the dangerous classes, and is equated with the “classes populaires”, the 
lower classes.21 Only now the danger these classes posed was their political 
orientation towards the communists, whereas before the danger had lain in 
their criminal tendencies (Chevalier 2002 [1958]). 

In time, the demographics of these suburbs changed from a primarily 
French working class to a population of largely poor, southern European 
Catholic labour migrants. By the mid-1970s, however, a growing proportion 
of the labour force came from the colonies, and especially Algeria, which 
transformed many of the northern suburbs as the French working class 

                                                        
20 Saint Denis was already a well-established and developed small town at this time. It had a 
history that dated back to the Middle Ages with a vital and important monastic life and a great 
cathedral where the dead kings of France were brought to be buried. La Courneuve was 
nothing but countryside populated by a few farmers. 
21 According to Louis Chevalier’s (1958) study, the notion of les classes dangereurses 
appeared in Paris already in the mid-1800s with the massive urbanisation of Paris following 
migration from the provinces. These first work migrants to Paris became, according to 
Chevalier, the scapegoats of criminality in Paris and thus les classes laborieuses (labouring 
classes) were made synonymous with les classes dangereuses. 
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increasingly moved away to better housing areas. The banlieues thus became 
“immigrant” areas, with a mainly Muslim, North African but also sub-
Saharan22 population. Thus, by the end of the 1970s the banlieues occupied 
centre stage in debates over immigration and race in France. 

From le travailleur immigré to l’immigré  
The history of the banlieue is also that of the travailleur immigré,23 the male, 
Muslim, immigrant worker from the colonies, who, from the late 19th 
century and throughout the 20th century, played a significant part in the 
economic development of France. The demand for imported labour was most 
intense after World War I, and again in the 30 years following World War II, 
which was a period of sustained economic growth and rapid modernisation 
of France, often called les trente glorieuses, the thirty glorious years (cf. 
Howarth and Varouxakis 2003). This immigrant labour force was largely 
unskilled,24 and recruited for poorly paid jobs in industry, construction and 
agriculture. Initially, its stay in France was seen as temporary but the 
government-sponsored family reunion program during the French-Algerian 
war allowed men to bring their wives and children to France, and make their 
stay permanent.  

The permanency of the work migrants also brought about a change in 
national politics, which focused on their social integration, in particular with 
regard to work, housing and schooling. As permanent residents,25 they were 
                                                        
22 In French, sub-Saharan Africa is often called Afrique noire, black Africa, and is as such 
distinguished from North Africa or Maghrebian Africa, le maghreb. 
23 René Gallissot (2006: 100), who has studied the union movement in France and its 
relationship and cooperation with the immigrant workforce, makes a distinction between main 
d’œuvre étrangère (foreign workforce) and main d’œuvre coloniale (colonial workforce) 
within the imported workforce during the period between the two world wars. The latter, 
which were primarily Algerians and designated as les indigènes, were not entirely French 
citizens but rather French subjects. This distinction refers to the discrimination of the colonial 
system. Other authors (cf. Wihtol de Wenden 1988; Sayad 2004; Pitti 2008) use the concept le 
travailleur immigré, which mainly designates colonial migration. To simplify, I will use this 
latter conceptualisation, but I will return to the discriminatory dimension that Gallissot points 
to in his distinction, in Chapter Five when discussing MIR, since this distinction is central to 
their political project. 
24 This worker was named the OS (ouvrier specialicé, specialised worker). The OS is the 
French equivalent of the so-called ‘unskilled worker’, and is ‘specialised’ in the Taylorian 
sense in that “he ‘specializes’ in doing one task ‘the one best way’” (Sayad 2004: 319). The 
OS stand in contrast to the OQ, which stands for ouvrier qualifié (qualified worker), meaning 
the skilled labour force. By looking at the relationship between the travailleur immigé and the 
OS one can better understand “both the function of immigration, the situation of the 
immigrant worker (his social status, his relationship to his work) and the description of the OS 
(which is social rather than technical)” (Sayad 2004: 162). 
25 When the labour migrants’ stay had been taken to be temporary their lodgings had been in 
simple barracks, so-called foyers, situated close to the workplace. The manner in which the 
foyers were organised meant that they were isolated from the French workers, and closely 
supervised by an appointed foreman (Galano 2002). 
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housed in the newly constructed HLMs, which were also called les cités. The 
cité designates a block of HLMs that is given the name of a famous 
historical individual in France, such as the novelist Balzac. These cités were 
first constructed with the intention of socialising the immigrant workforce 
and their families into French society and facilitating their movement 
between work and home. However, with the economic downturn in the 
beginning of the 1970s and growing unemployment among immigrant 
workers, these areas were transformed into “sites of spatial isolation, 
economic exclusion, and social containment” (Silverstein 2004: 78), which 
made the boundaries – mental and physical – between the inner-city and the 
banlieues even more apparent. Even if the intention of the planners had been 
otherwise, France ended up reproducing its colonial divisions, only this time 
within the métropole (Angélil and Siress 2012: 60; cf. Wright 1991, 
Rabinow 1989, Abu-Lughod 1980). 

Thus in the late 1970s the position of the travailleur immigré and his 
family started to shift in the French imagination and became the focus of 
anxious debates about immigration and particularly the role of Islam in 
France, which previously had been a non-issue (Wihtol de Wenden 1988; 
MacMaster 1997; Wihtol de Wenden and Leveau 2001; Favell 1998; Stovall 
2001). From the 1980s and onwards, integration, which hitherto had mainly 
dealt with social issues, such as housing, also came to include political and 
cultural integration (Favell 1998). There were several reasons for this. 

First, the immigrant worker had emerged as a political force. The 
struggles of les travailleurs immigrés began in the early 1900s, but gained 
momentum from the 1950s in relation to the Algerian independence 
movement. They took the form of workers’ strikes at factories, strikes for 
better housing, and demands for the right to prayer rooms at factories. Most 
of these struggles did not catch the attention of the broader public. The effect 
was a form of spatial and political isolation (Silverstein 2004). However, 
beginning in 1973 different factors served to generate a politically 
mobilising force amongst immigrants and those who supported them, which 
became more visible to the public eye. Among them was the considerable 
presence of immigrants in working-class struggles, the emergence of racist 
violence (such as the so-called ratonnades)26of non-immigrant French 
towards immigrants, a growing resistance against the arbitrariness of state 
administration and police intervention,27 rising unemployment,28 and 

                                                        
26 Ratonnade, or rat hunt, was an expression taken from French soldiers during the Algerian 
war. This meant that a group of European descendants would track down an Algerian man – 
le rat, the rat – coming back from work and then beat him severely. Often his identity papers 
would also be destroyed during the attack. The attack would sometimes have a deadly 
outcome for the victim (cf. Silverstein 2004: 159). 
27 At the end of the 1970s the banlieues were under strict police surveillance. There were 
several incidents of clashes between the police and the youths in banlieues like La Courneuve, 
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conflicts over housing conditions (such as les foyers de Sonacotra)29. All 
these struggles gave rise to debates about the nature of immigrant 
participation in the political life of France (Wihtol de Wenden 1988: 165; 
Vigna 2008). 

Thus, from 1974 onwards, the colonial immigrant population had not 
only become a political actor but also the object of concern and intervention 
within French political life. Three questions became particularly important: 
the redefinition of a politics of immigration by public authorities, the 
participation of immigrants in political and social life in France, and the 
evolution of different forms of politicisation of the immigrant population.30 

From the 1970s onwards, there had been a tendency in French society to 
blame the immigrant for a broad range of socio-economic ills as les trentes 
glorieuses came to an end. This period coincided with the rise of the right-
wing, anti-immigrant Front National (FN). The success of FN can be seen as 
symptomatic of the politicisation of the question of immigration, ethnicity 
and race. It points to how the social and political meaning of immigration in 
France is related to economic cycles. During periods of great optimism it is 
less problematic, but during periods of recession we see nationalist reactions 
and the rise of the extreme right (Gallissot 2006: 101). However, the 
economic dimension is only part of the story. 

Other questions were gaining importance across Europe in the 1980s, 
including the growing power of regionalism, the weakening of the nation as 
a focal point for social solidarity, and the increasing inability of states to 

                                                                                                                                  
Bondy, Vitry in Paris and Vaulx-en-Velin in Lyon. These youths were also becoming more 
political and mobilised, yet were still invisible. 
28 After 1974 when the economic boom had come to a sudden end unemployment rose 
drastically, especially amongst the labour migrants, who by now had settled in France with 
their families. 
29 SONACOTRA, Société nationale de construction de logements pour les travailleurs, 
created in 1956 at the initiative of the interior minister. During the Algerian war there was a 
concern amongst public authorities that the great concentration of Algerians in the 
shantytowns of the banlieues, over which they had no control, would emerge into interior 
frontiers in relation to the Algerian conflict. Thus, the foyers de travailleurs migrant (FTM) of 
the SONACOTRA was created to handle this problem. The SONACOTRA responded to the 
demand on public order by replacing the shantytowns as well as creating more dignified 
housing for the immigrants (cf. Bernardot 1999). In the 1970s, strikes emerged amongst the 
migrant workers living within the SONACOTRA system, which they had come to name 
“foyers prison”, prison housing. They claimed that the system was based on discrimination 
(the segregation of the immigrant workers from the French, the rapid rise of rent, a racist 
leadership, and so on). The housing conditions became attached to the working conditions in 
this strike, which is also founded on discriminatory conditions (Galano 2002). 
30 From 1977 there was less discussion about integration due to a stronger focus on the return 
of migrants. Documented migration slowed down and unregulated migration developed and 
came to constitute a focal point of mobilisation, which was non-negotiable on the political 
scene. The increased politicisation of immigrants became more obvious in public opinion, as a 
result of hunger strikes among illegal immigrants, who demanded to be given legal status. At 
the same time the extreme right grew and became part of mainstream politics. 
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fund welfare programmes. These destabilising developments for the national 
project happened at a time when immigrants had entered the heart of French 
political life, both as actors and as sites of intervention. 

With François Mitterand’s presidential victory in 1981, an experiment 
with multiculturalism was set in motion with policy and judicial 
developments. The major changes within Mitterand’s “new” politics would 
prove to be important for the politicisation of the so-called second 
generation, the children of the travailleurs immigrés. First, the defence of the 
right to difference – droit à la difference – which resulted in a redefinition of 
French national unity explicitly based on its multicultural diversity. Second, 
the abolition of the deportation laws and formal recognition of the second 
generation as fully-fledged citizens. Third, there were large-scale 
investments in the rehabilitation of the banlieues, most notably with regard 
to education with the establishment of what came to be called “Educational 
Priority Zones” (Zones d’éducation prioritaire, ZEP). Finally, the law of 
1981 abolished the 1938 legislation prohibiting immigrant associations. This 
allowed for the provision of public funds for the establishment of such 
associations, something that inevitably admitted questions of difference into 
French public life (Wihtol de Wenden and Leveau 2001; Silverstein 2004). 

In the light of this larger socio-political and judicial change, the question 
of immigrants was but one issue that challenged the highly centralised 
French state’s ability to secure social and political integration in the nation 
as whole. The political factor that made the question of immigrants a 
symbolic threat to the political and cultural unity and integrity of the nation 
was the emergence of Jean-Marie Le Pen and his Front National in the mid-
1980s (Favell 1998). Le Pen had successfully redefined the notion of droit à 
la différence to that of difference as “not one of us”, someone not truly 
French, and therefore not loyal to French territory, culture and history. Le 
Pen’s rhetoric would be taken up by mainstream parties on the right of the 
political spectrum.31  

The political developments around le travailleur immigré created the 
basis for the activism of the second generation, or les beurs. By the early 
1980s, racist and police violence that had previously been directed toward 
first-generation male immigrant workers was now turned toward their 
children, the second generation (cf. Silverstein 2004: 159ff).32 This form of 
violence passed unnoticed and unpunished by the judicial system and was 

                                                        
31 One example was Chirac’s proposal to reform France’s nationality laws. This in turn 
generated a counter-response in the form of massive demonstrations, in which immigrants and 
students joined together, propelled by new form of social movements that were emerging 
during the 1980s. Eventually Chirac had to back down. 
32 This violence took two main forms. On the one hand, there were attacks against youths of 
immigrant background by inhabitants of European background within the cités. On the other 
hand, there was significant and unnecessary force being used against these youths by police 
and security officers (Silverstein 2004: 159-160)  
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thus legitimised. In response to this injustice, the second generation started 
to mobilise collectively in the 1980s.  

The beur movement and the politicisation of race 
In the late 1970s, the so-called “second generation” (la deuxième 
génération33) or les beurs, emerged as a political force. “Beur” is verlan of 
“arabe”. Verlan is a form of word game frequently used in the banlieues, in 
which a French word is rearranged by inverting the syllables. So the word 
“arabe” thus becomes “beur”. The word “verlan” is itself a transformation of 
the French word l’envers, the inverse. Verlan was used by les beurs to 
distinguish themselves from both French society and their parents. The use 
of verlan pointed to les beurs’ attachment to their specific neighbourhood in 
the banlieues rather than a nation, be it France or their parents’ country of 
origin. In this sense, verlan became important in the constitution of the 
political subjectivity of the beur movement. 

The beur movement emerged out of the explosive growth of immigrant 
associations after the 1981 law. The beur generation with a North African, 
mainly Algerian, background had grown up or was born in France. It was a 
generation of immigrants who had been educated in France and had 
linguistic capabilities and knowledge of the French system that their parents 
had lacked. This gave them a form of generational agency as cultural and 
political mediators and translators between their parents and the French state, 
and a form of parental agency as they took on responsibility for guiding their 
younger siblings in the banlieues and French society. The beur movement 
not only expressed a desire to change French society but also to challenge 
the Maghreb community and its traditions, particularly parental authority 
(Silverstein 2004: 153ff). At the same time as this generation had the role of 
mediator between the immigrants and France, it also constituted itself as 
independent of its parents’ home country and France – it was “the new 
generation” (Wihtol de Wenden and Leveau 2001; Silverstein 2004; Fysh 
and Wolfreys 1998: 157ff). Furthermore, having grown up in the banlieues, 
this generation experienced racism early on (Silverstein 2004; Wacquant 
1996; Avery 1987). It was the young men of the second generation who 
came to be associated with violence, delinquency and riots in the cités from 
the late 1970s onwards (Avery 1987; Stovall 2001).  

                                                        
33 The notion of “second generation” of immigrants or the génération issue de l’immigration 
(generation with a immigrant background) refers to those with a background within the 
immigration from Maghreb. The Portuguese immigration on the other hand, which is the 
largest in France, does not contain the notion of a second generation (Wihtol de Wenden and 
Leveau 2001: 22). Even if individuals included in the notion of the “second generation” or 
“génération issues de l'immigration” have themselves not immigrated, but were born in 
France, their life trajectory is closely tied to their parents’ migration (Mélis 2003). 
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What thus emerged out of these socio-political developments was a 
“process of subject formation through direct political action” (Silverstein 
2004: 163). According to Silverstein (2004: 161), through various collective 
and conscious actions the younger North African banlieusards constructed 
for themselves a specific political subject position, namely the “generation-
as-avenger”, which arose from the political rejection and exclusion they had 
experienced.  

The first political manifestation of this “vengeance” was “Rock Against 
the Police” in 1980, which aimed to increase public awareness of racism. A 
second concert was held the following year. At the same time, several 
grassroots organisations were created in response to police and racial 
violence. In 1983, the Marche pour l’égalité et contre le racisme (March for 
Equality and Against Racism) from Marseille to Paris was initiated by a 
group of young people living in Les Minguettes, a suburb of Lyon. The 
march was organised as a non-violent protest against racism,34 police 
brutality and poverty in the banlieues.35 It had started out with around ten 
people but by the time it reached Paris, the demonstrators numbered 100,000 
and it had become a great media and political event that brought the second 
generation, or “les beurs”, to public attention (cf. Silverstein 2004; Gibb 
2008). 

A new era for social movements had emerged in France. The political 
actors were no longer labour migrants but those of the second and third 
generation. The major difference between the politics of these generations 
and the first one was that the struggle was now more focused on social issues 
rather than labour rights. The driving force of the beur generation was: On 
est chez nous ici! (We are at home here!). It was from this social position “at 
home” that they now claimed rights.  

The struggle for citizenship became central to the beur movement, which 
was something that had not been an issue for the first generation. Citizenship 
had not been granted automatically at birth for children with at least one 
foreign parent but could be requested by parents. Yet in the 1980s the 
process of naturalisation was made more difficult36 (Wihtol de Wenden 

                                                        
34 One manifestation of this racism was the notion of “la justice à deux vitesses.” This 
expression signified a criminalisation of petty crimes amongst the youth in the banlieues, at 
the same time as the judicial system was slow to recognise crimes committed by the police 
(Boubecker 2008: 180 footnote 6). Hence, the expression “justice at two different speeds”. 
35 Les Minguettes had in the early 1980s experienced several events of racist violence either 
by police or other residents, resulting in riots and clashes between police and young people, 
mainly with a North-African background, living in this banlieue. 
36 Since 1984 twelve laws were passed over a period of twelve years, making the situation 
more difficult for foreigners in France. Among other things, this meant that family reunion 
would be made more difficult, demanding that housing be arranged prior to application, and 
an application could only be made one time for the whole of the family. Furthermore, parents 
who were not French nationals were no longer allowed to request citizenship for their children 
born in France before the child turned 16. Instead, a request of citizenship had to made 
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1988; Boubecker 2008). From 1986, the situation of immigrants became 
increasingly more precarious, at the same time as a major debate about 
reforming the code de la nationalité, the nationality code, emerged. 

“The new generation” created a political identity in contradistinction to 
the first generation immigrants based on a distinction within beur discourse 
between passivity and agency, a distinction that coincided with how 
differences between the first and the second generation are understood 
(Silverstein 2004: 167). Within popular discourse in France the first 
generation of immigrants is identified as apolitical and the second generation 
as political. The first generation is stuck culturally and psychologically in its 
home country, whereas the second is torn between its parents’ origins and 
the country in which it was born. 

The rupture between parents and their children was also manipulated by 
the French government, which, according to Silverstein (2004), quickly 
stepped in as a symbolic replacement for the biological father, by becoming 
the provider of financial support and the generator of professional 
aspirations and roles that had been filled by the father of the household in 
earlier generations within Algerian culture (Silverstein 2004: 167). 
According to Silverstein, this targeting of the beur generation by the French 
state in order to integrate it into French society followed from two basic 
anxieties. First, the beurs bore the potential for collective action that had 
become evident in the 1981 riots in Les Minguettes in Lyon.37 Hence they 
posed a threat to state security. Second, there were fears that their 
marginalisation could generate and reinforce “sectarian forms of religious or 
ethnic identity and belonging, incommensurable with the social reproduction 
of French national norms” (2004: 167). Consequently, the state support of 
the beur movement was restricted to social and cultural events and activities 
while undercutting attempts at community organisation. Thus, state support 
of the beur movement as a symbol for the new multicultural France was 
reduced to “integration by sports and music,” as one of Silverstein’s 
informants put it (2004: 168).  

This domestication of the movement was far from the intentions of the 
mouvement beur and led to internal differences within it (Fysh and Wolfreys 
1998: 157ff). There was also a sense among some beur activists that certain 
groups that had emerged out of the March for Equality and Against Racism 
were more favoured by the state and media than others. For example, SOS 
Racisme, an antiracist organisation founded in 1984, gained great fame 
nationally as well as internationally with its logo “Touche pas à mon pote” 
(Don’t touch my mate) and its goal to fight racial discrimination. Some of 

                                                                                                                                  
between the age of 16 and 21, and before 16 the child was considered foreign (Libération 
26/08/1996). 
37 These were several large-scale revolts in the banlieues of Lyon in response to police 
brutality (cf. Jazouli 11992; Silverstein 2004; Dikeç 2007). 
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the members of SOS Racisme became the intellectual elite of the beurs, the 
so-called beurgeoisie, as they moved to the higher levels of French political 
life (Wihtol de Wenden and Leveau 2001), while other activists remained 
within the grassroots politics of the banlieues (Boubecker 2008; Wihtol de 
Wenden and Leveau 2001).  

Even if the March enabled the beurs to enter the public sphere and attract 
media attention, the effects on the banlieues were limited (Boubecker 2008; 
Fysh and Wolfreys 1998: 165). In the banlieues there was no transformation 
of the beurs from “villain” (lascar de banlieue) into “protagonist” (gentil 
beur), as had been the case with SOS Racisme. Instead, the beurs remained 
vilified in the eyes of the police and the judicial system. For its critics, SOS 
Racisme was an “antiracisme médiatique” (media anti-racism), which they 
claimed had reduced the beur movement to a product of the “regard franco-
français” (the Franco-French gaze), as the movement became what majority 
French society wanted to it to be (Boubecker 2008: 182).  

Due to these internal differences within the beur movement and the 
monopolisation of the term beur by the beurgeoisie – such as SOS Racisme – 
the term itself soon became a pejorative word within the banlieue and among 
the “lascars de banlieue”. For them, the term “beur” designated a clique of 
inner-city leftists with a migrant background in the Maghreb (Boubecker 
2008: 187). This antipathy made the beurs’ internal conflicts visible: the 
beurgeoisie against the lascars. 

These tensions and differences within the beur movement generated a 
form of counter-activism centred on the notion of autonomy, in the sense of 
political activism that was not subordinated to or co-opted by the existing 
system (Fysh and Wolfreys 1998: 168). The problems with organisations 
like SOS Racisme, according to its critics, were the manner in which it was 
co-opted by French society. Examples of the counter-movements opposed to 
the beurgeoisie were les Jeunes Arabes de Lyon et banlieue (JALB) in Lyon 
and Texture in Lille. JALB strongly emphasised autonomy and self-
organisation and a more restrictive “Maghreb” self-identification within their 
political project as well as the need to anchor politics within the specifics of 
place. For JALB, an autonomous movement for and of the banlieues had to 
be founded on the premise that racism was connected to the banlieues and 
the crimes of the state. Texture was in many ways similar to JALB but 
consciously refused the Maghreb identity in order not to divide the anti-
racist struggle along national and regional lines. For both groups, however, 
autonomy was contrasted to the politics of SOS Racisme.38 The notion of 
                                                        
38 JALB also opened up l’agence IM-média, the first agence de presse for the cité and for 
immigration, with the ambition of creating a national reserve of information on the banlieues 
to enable those with an immigrant background to take control over the production of images 
and representation of themselves. Journalists with an immigrant background, researchers, 
activists (such as those of MIB) that would put a mark on political life in the 1990s had all 
gone through l’agence IM-média.  
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autonomy would be inherited and taken up by later activists, such as MIR, as 
we will see later in this study.39 

JALB and other groups ended up not only criticising SOS Racisme but 
the entire beur movement, and especially the March for Equality and 
Against Racism. In this critique, this new generation was pitted against that 
of their parents. The beurs in the March for Equality and Against Racism 
entered the media spotlight, whereas their fathers, who engaged in industrial 
strikes, remained forgotten and invisible. In response, some groups entered 
into collective actions with their parents. In this process of reconciling the 
two generations of beur activists in the mid-1980s, there was a revival of the 
memories of earlier nationalist struggles and labour activism in France 
(2004: 168-9; Fysch and Wolfreys 1998: 162-168).  

Yet there were also organisations that were less antagonistic towards the 
beur movement, such as Mouvement de l’immigration et des banlieues 
(MIB). As Tarik Kawtari, one of the founders of MIB, put it, the 1983 march 
was the founding political moment which had allowed les beurs to claim for 
themselves: “On est chez nous!” (“We are at home here!” or “This is our 
home!”) (Kawtari in Hajjat 2008a: 207). To Kawtari this was critical in the 
formation of political consciousness and an antidote to feelings of shame and 
“backwardness” that had been so dominant within the lives of labour 
migrants and their families. He also thought it too simplistic to reduce the 
beur generation or movement to a group of Parisian beurgeoisie, and pointed 
to the genuine political sincerity within the beur movement.  

MIB’s focus was on the crimes in the banlieues, by which they meant the 
death of young men in confrontations with the police or racially motivated 
violence. In particular, MIB paid attention to the racist content of the judicial 
processes. By remaining primarily concerned with problems particular to the 
banlieues, MIB remained grounded in the banlieues and with the people 
living there (ibid: 209). MIB was later involved in the creation of the first 
Forum Social des Quartiers Populaires (FSQP), which was organised in 
Saint Denis in June 2007 by almost fifty different political and social 
groups,40 and then again in 2008 and 201141. The aim of the FSQP was to 

                                                        
39 In the late 1990s JALB members diverged into other groups such as DiverCité. There was a 
feeling that certain questions important to the banlieues were no longer taken into account 
within JALB, such as the struggle against precariousness, support for schoolwork and related 
issues. 
40 The participants from 2007 to 2012 were: La Contrebande [Romainville], Frontline [St-
Denis], ATMF,  FTCR, ASAD [La Courneuve], Maison des Tilleuls [Blanc-Mesnil], Vu d'Ici 
[Blanc-Mesnil], Indigènes de la République, Regarde a Vue, Idées-à-coudre [Lille], Article 
1er [Lille], Collectif des sans papiers 59 [Lille], SUD Solidaires, Mouvement de 
l'Immigration et des Banlieues, DiverCité [Lyon], Motivés [Toulouse], Ghorba [Lyon], Agora 
[Vault-en-Velin], Taktikollecktif [Toulouse], Justice pour le Petit Bard [Montpellier], Bouge 
Qui Bouge [Dammarie-Lés-Lys], Agence Im'média, Résistons Ensemble, Collectif Anti-
Démolition, MRAP, DAL, Indigènes du Nord [Lille], Association Synergie [Goussainville], 
Association des femmes des Francs-Moisins [St-Denis], L'Autre-Ment [Villetaneuse], UTIT, 
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give voice to the experiences, histories and memories of their “quartiers 
populaires”. The hope was that this would produce an autonomous discourse 
that emanated from the people of the “quartiers”. The forum also pointed to 
how the inhabitants of the banlieues had an activist history of relevance to 
the whole of France: 
 

Our neighbourhoods and their inhabitants are rich in history and traditions of 
commitment. From the slave revolts to the Paris Commune, from the North 
African Star to the Immigrant workforce (MOI), from the demonstration on 
October 17, 1961 to the struggles to clear slums in the transit areas, from the 
housing strikes of Sonacotra to the March for Equality, from the occupation 
of the Talbot factory in Poissy42 to the movement of the unemployed, from 
the [sans papiers] movement to the struggle against the double penalty43; All 
these fights are constitutive of French political, social and union history. 
(http://fsqp.free.fr/archives-2007-2012/appel.htm, my translation)44 

 
This quotation from the FSQP’s appel in 2007 tries to show how struggles 
that appear to be specific to “immigrants” or to people of the banlieues are in 
fact connected with other struggles and as such tie into the history of France 
as a whole and not only a specific history of immigrants or of the banlieues. 
Yet one particular actor is excluded in the above: women and their 
involvement in the above struggles as well as struggles for women’s rights. 

                                                                                                                                  
Act-Up, AUBE [Venissieux], ASTI [Petit-Quevilly], Quai de la Mémoire [Nantes], Festival 
Permanent Contre les Lois Racistes [Strasbourg], La K-Bine, La Rage du Peuple [Marseille], 
Rebondir [Bondy], CMF, Fontenay Générations [Fontenay-sous-Bois], Génération Palestine 
[Stains], ACTIT [Paris], La Maison Ouverte [Les Ulis], AC le Feu [Clichy Sous Bois], 
Discri'badge [Sarcelles], Centre Malcom X [Fontenay Sous Bois], Le Kartier Genera l [Les 
Ulis], R.E.I.D [Bezon], and several individuals (http://fsqp.free.fr/archives-2007-
2012/participant.htm, June 2014). 
41 There was one FSQP in 2009 as well, yet this one seems to have been held in Montpellier 
(http://fsqp.free.fr/archives-2007-2012/2009.htm, June 2014). 
42 This involved a violent confrontation, which demanded police interventions, between 
striking immigrant workers at the Talbot factory and non-strikers of the Confédération des 
Syndicats Libres (CSL). The confrontation was described by media as tinged by racism (cf. 
http://www.ina.fr/video/CAB8400205901). 
43 The double peine, the double punishment or penalty, consists of the expulsion of a foreigner 
who has been condemned by a court for a crime committed in France, s/he is thus punished 
twice. 
44 Nos quartiers et leurs habitant-e-s sont riches d’histoires et de traditions d’engagements. 
Des révoltes d’esclaves à la Commune de Paris, de l’Etoile nord-africaine à la Main d’Oeuvre 
Immigrée (MOI), de la manifestation du 17 octobre 61 aux luttes pour la résorption des 
bidonvilles des cités de transit, des grèves des foyers de Sonacotra à la Marche pour l’égalité, 
de l’occupation de l’usine Talbot Poissy au mouvement des chômeurs, du mouvement  des 
sans-papiers au comité de contre la double peine; tous ces combats sont constitutifs de 
l’histoire politique, sociale et syndicale de France (FSQP 2007). 
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The Racialisation of Women’s Struggles 
In all the struggles touched upon above, women with an immigrant 
background played a central yet largely invisible role.45 A special feature of 
women in these struggles was that they were both in opposition to French 
society and the French state but also sometimes their own community. They 
may have marched in solidarity alongside their male friends or brothers 
against racism, but their daily experiences were different to those of men. By 
entering into political life, these women, often with a Maghrebi background, 
defied a significant gendered cultural distinction between a female private 
and a male public space. Women entering political activism in a struggle to 
claim public space in French political life thus also challenged the control by 
Maghrebi men over Maghrebi women (Mernissi 2000: 111).  

Women began to organise and take the initiative in emancipatory 
struggles in the 1970s, but the focus of their struggles was on their country 
of origin rather than the situation of immigrant women in France (Benani in 
Srinivasan 2003: 216; Lesselier 2008a). These initial struggles would remain 
marginalised in relation to the masculine character of the le travailleur 
immigré and the beurs and the major French feminist movements, such as 
the Mouvement de libération des femmes (MLF) and later the Parité 
movement that struggled for the equal representation of men and women 
within parliament. 

It was not until the early 1980s that a women’s movement concerned with 
the situation of women with an immigrant background emerged. This 
included groups organised around national or regional lines, often the 
Maghreb46 but also sub-Saharan Africa.47 However, some were locally based 
in a town or a banlieue48 and included women with diverse cultural 
backgrounds. The goal of these local groups was to create solidarity among 
                                                        
45 Historian Claudie Lesselier (2008a and 2008b) is one of the few to have more thoroughly 
tried to portray this history. There is consequently a gap in the knowledge production about 
these struggles. 
46 Examples include Expression maghrébines au feminine (1985-1992), or Association des 
femmes arabes immigrées (1982). The former had been created by young women who had 
been part of the beur march in 1983, and the latter had been created by women within the 
Association des travailleurs Maghrébins de France (ATMF). 
47 Examples include Centre d’échanges et de rencontres des femmes africaines (CERFA, 
1983-1986), Mouvement de défense de la femme noire (1981-1994), and Groupe pour 
l’abolition des mutiliations sexuelles (GAMS, 1982). CERFA had emerged out of Fédération 
des travailleurs d’Afrique noire immigrés (FETRANI). The militants of CERFA would later 
create local associations in the Parisian banlieues. Mouvement de défense de la femme noire 
was created to fight both the racism and sexism black women experienced. GAMS united 
both black women and French non-immigrant women, mainly doctors, performing preventive 
and informative work, and in corporation with associations in Africa that had the same 
working objectives. 
48 These included groups like Nanas Beurs (1985-2002), Voix d’Elles-Rebelles (1995), Voix 
de Femmes (1998) and CERFA (mentioned in footnote 44 above), and they were all situated 
in the banlieue area of Paris.  
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women and work with them in their everyday lives. As we will see in the 
next chapter, AFRICA belongs to this latter category.  

Corinne Mélis (2003) shows how for some of these groups it was critical 
to claim public visibility and to acknowledge the specific forms of 
discrimination these women faced. Yet, at the same time, they situated their 
politics within the more universalist rhetoric of French Republican values, as 
had been the case with Texture and which would also be the case for both 
AFRICA and NPNS, as we will see in coming chapters. It was this appeal to 
Republican values that enabled them to gain public support outside their own 
community. By emphasising Republican values and how these translated 
into rights for women, the groups wanted to make visible a gap between the 
formal rights granted by the Republic and the actual substantive rights 
women enjoyed (or did not enjoy) in their everyday lives (Mélis 2003).  

As in the anti-racist struggles described above, the struggle for autonomy 
was also central to the women’s movement. At the same time as many 
women took part in the working-class, anti-colonial, and anti-racist 
struggles, they also fought to have their cause as women be taken into 
consideration. When they brought up issues such as circumcision or 
polygamy, they often met great resistance from men, who criticised them for 
disrupting whatever movement they happened to be involved with. Their 
struggle for autonomy was also directed against the French feminist 
movement and particularly what they defined as its lack of solidarity, its 
paternalism, and its “voyeuristic, infantilising, and condescending gaze” 
(Lesselier 2008a: 159, my translation).49  

In general, the discourses and practices of feminism appeared conflicted 
for many women with an immigrant background living in the banlieue. 
Souad Benani, the founder of Nanas Beurs, explained that women came to 
their organisation not because of their feminist convictions but because they 
had concrete problems (Srinivasan 2003: 218). As we will see, this was 
evident in my fieldwork as well. Caitlin Killian (2006: 77-78) also shows in 
her work on North African women in France how for some women the label 
feminism did not adequately define the complexity and entirety of their 
struggle. For these women, their lives and struggles were tied up with those 
of their brothers, husbands or sons. For them, feminism was a label that 
separated men from women. In their minds, this was an option for middle-
class, white French women but not for those women who were poor and of 
colour and who depended on their families for protection and support. Yet 
this insight was also matched by an awareness amongst women with a 
Maghreb background that they were generally speaking better off than their 
male counterparts. In Killian’s study of women with a North African 
background she shows how they considered themselves more privileged than 

                                                        
49 “…regard voyeur, infantilisant, condescendant” (Lesselier 2008a: 159). 
 



   57  

Maghrebi men, especially those women who manage and construct their 
gender identities within French dominant culture. Maghreb women in France 
were first and foremost women, and “Arabs” or immigrants second, whereas 
Maghreb men were first “Arabs” (racialised) and second men, which is also 
confirmed in Camille Lacoste-Dujardin’s study (1992). This was particularly 
true of women who identified and performed gender in accordance with 
French gender norms (Killian 2006: 71ff). A young woman in her early 
twenties whom I met at AFRICA expressed a similar experience. She had an 
Algerian background but was born in France and had grown up in La 
Courneuve. I remember my own reaction to her appearance when I first saw 
her. The manner in which she was dressed made me think that she did not 
really fit into La Courneuve – she was simply too French. She also told me 
how she and her friends had always performed better in school than the boys 
and young men around them. She also explained that she had deliberately 
tried to avoid any involvement with the local boys or young men, les mecs 
d’ici, to avoid being drawn into “their kind of living,” that is, a life that 
turned its back on public schools, and any aspirations to make it outside a 
life of drugs, violence and criminality. When I met her, she was in La 
Courneuve on a short visit to her parents as she was herself studying 
commerce at university in London.  

With the emergence of the affaire de foulard in the late 1980s and the 
2004 law prohibiting conspicuous religious signs in public schools (in 
practice the Muslim veil) a new tension emerged within feminism in relation 
to Islam, gender and sexuality. Before we move on to this topic, I want to 
take a brief look at the larger French feminist landscape and the law of 
parité, which brought gendered and sexual differences within the French 
Republic into public debate and set the stage for the tension between anti-
racist and anti-sexist perspectives. 

Sexuality, Gender, Race and Islam 

Sexuality, gender and the Republic 
In the 1980s and 1990s, a series of challenges to the French Republic and its 
notion of universalism emerged in French public life (Scott 2005). The beur 
movement demanded equal rights and gave birth to an activism based on 
racialised differences. These developments were followed by struggles 
relating to gender and sexuality that also challenged the Republic. First, 
women claimed the right of access to elected office, resulting in the law of 
parité in June 2000. Alongside these struggles another challenge emerged 
which in a sense tied together the beur movement and parité – that is, 
racialised, sexual and gendered rights claims – namely the affaire du foulard. 
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The affaire ended up dividing the French feminist movement into three 
different tendencies: a traditional feminism focused on issues such as 
reproductive rights, a Republican feminism and a post-colonial feminism 
(Dot-Pouillard 2007). 

The historical heritage of the feminist movement in France 
The French feminist movement consists of four major actors: the Mouvement 
de libération des femmes (Women’s liberation movement, MLF), the 
Collectif national pour le droit des femmes (National collective for women’s 
rights, CNDF), the Mouvement français pour le planning familiale (French 
movement for family planning, MFPF) and the Collectif d’associations pour 
le droit à l’avortement et à la contraception (Collective of associations for 
the right to abortion and contraception, CADAC). MLF,50 MFPF,51 CADAC, 
and CNDF52 were all part of the second wave of feminism that emerged in 
the 1960s and 1970s. If the struggles of the first wave mainly focused on the 
issue of citizenship for women, the second wave focused on issues of the 
body, sexuality and the domination of women in all domains of life. Of 
central importance to the struggle was the right to abortion and 
contraceptives, and especially so for MFPF, CADAC and CNDF.  

However, this latter direction is not in itself of primary interest here. 
What is of significance was the kind of practical politics in which these 
groups were involved and that many of their feminist activists had as their 
                                                        
50 The name “Mouvement de libération des femmes” was in fact given by the media to a group 
of women on their first appearance in a public manifestation. The name echoed the American 
Women’s liberation movement (Leibovici 2003; Bard 2010). 
51 MFPF was created in 1960 by a group of female medical doctors as a reaction against the 
tragic outcomes of women having performed illegal abortions and the general anti-
contraception propaganda in France at the time. However, MFPF did not see itself as a 
feminist organisation until the turbulent years around 1968 as it engaged in the feminist 
struggles emerging at the time for the right to abortion and contraception, which MFPF now 
also tried to connect with issues of socio-economic inequality. In 1967 it declared itself a 
permanent movement and in addition to the struggle for the right to abortion and 
contraception, it also had the introduction of sexual education the lycée-level in French 
schools as an objective, which was achieved in 1973 (Le Brouster 2008). In 1975, abortion 
was legalised in France up until the tenth week of pregnancy, and extended to week 12 in 
2001. After 1982 the cost of abortion was taken on by the French social security system. 
However, the right to abortion was perceived as being under continuous threat, which was 
why other organisation emerged around this question and women’s rights issues in general, 
such as CADAC and CNDF. 
52 CADAC was created in 1990, on the initiative of the group “Elle sont pour” to resist attacks 
by anti-abortion activists on hospitals or private clinics. In November 1995 CADAC initiated 
a large manifestation in Paris in November 1995 for the rights of women, which drew 40,000 
people, two-thirds women and one-third men. Two months later CNDF was created as a 
cluster of different associations, labour unions and political parties coming together to defend 
the right to abortion which was still under threat, especially with the increasing attacks by 
pro-life associations and the rise of the extreme right, Front National. On the international 
scene, similar tendencies were detected – the rise of religious fundamentalism and the 
extreme right (Trat 2015). 
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political objective the preservation of the heritage of rebellion against the 
authorities in power and the distrust of state-initiated strategies, which had 
been so prominent in MLF (Dot-Pouillard 2007). Furthermore, even though 
both CADAF and CNDF (but also MFPF) had emerged around the narrower 
women’s rights question of the right to abortion and contraception, they all 
came to struggle for women’s rights issues more broadly, such as work and 
employment, education, sexuality and domestic violence. As we will see 
below, this is also where some of the new generation of feminists, especially 
NPNS, enter into conflict with these feminists. 

MLF emerged out of the student movement and the radical left 
(Trotskyists and Maoists) of the 68 movement in France and was internally 
divided53 between radical, revolutionary strands and reformist feminists 
(Bereni 2007: 111-113). Even though MLF was involved with concrete 
questions for women it was also a movement that was highly intellectual and 
theoretical. In fact, theory and practice were considered to go hand-in-hand 
in the feminist struggle (Duchen 1988: 103). MLF was an inner-city 
phenomenon and had no direct connection with the banlieue areas. However, 
some of the feminist women’s groups that developed inside the banlieues in 
the 1980s, such as AFRICA, were influenced by the struggles of MLF and 
its theoretical work (cf. Sellier 2008: 201-203). Despite the internal 
divisions, activists of MLF all shared a strong antipathy towards institutional 
initiatives and formal structures of the women’s movement that had been 
created in the beginning of the 1970s. They also rejected electoral politics. 
The shared conviction was that women’s interests were best defended in the 
margins of political life by feminist, grassroots activism rather than within 
the established political system. However, by the end of the 1970s there was 
a rapprochement between feminist activism and established electoral 
politics, which culminated in the parité movement that emerged in the 
beginning of the 1990s (Duchen 1988: 103ff; Delphy 1991; Leibovici 2003: 
Bereni 2007: 110-113). The special significance of the parité movement was 
that it opened the door to a politics of difference. 

The parité law opens up for minority issues 
Despite having been given the right to vote in 1944, women had limited 
representation within French parliamentary politics. In 1989, a movement 
emerged within France and the European Union calling for equal 
representation of women and men within the French parliament. The parité 
movement criticised the Republican notion of universalism and called for a 
“sexed politique” (une politique sexuée), which would recognise that the 
                                                        
53 Within MLF there was also a rupture in 1979 in relation to notions of difference between 
radical feminist and a psychoanalytical group of women (Psychanalyse et politique, Psych-et-
po). If the former had emphasised non-differentiation and deconstruction of gender, the latter 
affirmed that there were two genders or sexes (il y a deux sexes) to explore. The “feminine” 
was connected with the reproductive power of women and their uterus (Bard 2010). 
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universalist notion of gender-free citizens is a chimera. Their argument was 
that “equality, universalism in the abstract sense, has in fact been used to 
maintain inequality in the concrete sense” (Duchen 2000: 156), in other 
words, women’s subordination. 

Opponents feared that if a parité clause was included in the constitution 
this would open the way for other social groups to demand the same rights, 
and that the Republic would be taken over by American-style identity 
politics (Scott 2005). For the parité supporters, women could not be 
compared with other social groups or categories since they made up half of 
the population. At issue was also whether parité was proposed in the name 
of women’s difference or their equality. The equality-difference divide is 
also present within feminism more broadly: Should women be understood as 
primarily equal to or as different to men? The conundrum is that if women 
are equal to men, then their difference is denied, but if they are different to 
men then sexed differences risk becoming essentialised. Regardless of the 
dilemmas, in June 2000 the parité law was passed (Duchen 2000; Scott 
2005). 

The politicisation of gender issues (des questions sexuelles) seemed at 
first sight divorced from questions of race. Yet the emerging presence of 
women only served to underline the absence of other differences in French 
public life, including race and sexuality. In effect, the parité law injected a 
“minority” logic into a universalist framework (E. Fassin 2006: 239; Scott 
2005). 

Islam, the affaire du foulard and the racialisation of women’s 
issues 
By the early 1990s, Islam had grown into France’s second religion.54 The 
legalisation on immigrant associations in 1981 led to a considerable growth 
of Islamic civil society in France. Within four years, the number of Muslim 
associations had quadrupled to 600. By the mid-1990s, Islam had also 
become a contentious feature of French public life amidst fears of the 
politicisation of Islam within French society, fears most strongly focused on 
the banlieues (Cesari 1994; Silverstein 2004: 129-135).  

Amidst the strikes in the 1970s of labour migrants, factories and the 
housing strikes in the banlieues, demands for prayer rooms had been heard. 
The success of these strikes and the subsequent growing number of Islamic 
associations gave rise to certain anxieties in France at large, in particular the 
concern that Muslim immigrants were taking over the métropole. Especially 
troublesome was the perceived Islamisation of the so-called second 

                                                        
54 In numbers, it was estimated that in the 1990s there were just over four million Muslims in 
France (Kateb 2008: 38), which amounted to around 7 % of the total population of France at 
the time. 
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generation, which was now more politically visible in French public life 
thanks to the beur movement. Two events reinforced these concerns. In 
1994, two young beur men from La Courneuve were involved in an armed 
attack on a tourist hotel in Morocco. This was seen as part of the more 
general Islamist insurgency in the country at the time and the attackers were 
given the death penalty. The other event involved two beur men from Vaulx-
en-Velin, a banlieue just east of Lyon, who were accused of being part of 
bombings connected with Islamists in Paris and Lyon in the summer of 
1995. The banlieues were increasingly seen as places for the recruitment of 
young delinquent men to Islamist causes (Silverstein 2004). 

It was in this context that the affaire du foulard islamique, the headscarf 
affair, developed. With this and other controversies, questions of race, 
sexuality and gender began to merge together in public discourse, especially 
in relation to the banlieues. This affaire was played out over three periods – 
1989, 1990-1995, and 1995-2004 – when the headscarf was identified as a 
symbol of external and internal threats to France. Girls had been wearing 
headscarves since the 1970s but the numbers had steadily increased (Winter 
2008: 183). The significance of the veil was understood in several ways. 
First, the veil was seen as a threat to secularism, laïcité. Second, the veil 
pointed to an insistence by some on differences between citizens within a 
nation considered to be “one and indivisible,” in which differences, such as 
class, ethnicity or religious belonging were subordinated to national unity. 
Third, the veil was seen as a sign of the growth of radical Islamism. Fourth, 
in relation to the welfare of the veiled girls or girls with a Muslim immigrant 
background, the veil was depicted as a sign of the oppression of women, and 
thus in conflict with the basic values of the Republic, notably equality and 
freedom (Scott 2007; Bowen 2007; Winter 2008).  

The first affaire occurred in 1989 when three girls were expelled from a 
junior high school in Creil, north of central Paris. Creil was a so-called ZEP 
area, a priority education zone with a high proportion of immigrants as well 
as high unemployment rates, and with a large turnover of teachers in public 
schools. The expelled girls had refused to remove their veils on demand.55 In 
the 1970s, laïcité was viewed as anachronistic and completely marginal to 
political debate in France, but with the Creil affaire the debate was reborn. It 
became increasingly heated, ignited multiple reactions and came to dominate 
the national debate in France. Laïcité gained renewed relevance but this time 
in relation to Islam in particular and difference more generally. The 1989 
affaire was in itself the end product of a series of events connected with 
Islam56 and its increased visibility in France and particularly in the 
                                                        
55 These girls were not the only ones to be expelled in 1989. There were also other cases of 
expulsions as well, yet these were completely obscured by the public attention given to the 
Creil case (Winter 2008:166).  
56 Internationally this was the year of the Ayatollah Khomeini’s fatwa against Salman 
Rushdie, offering proof to many people that Islam was an intolerant religion. This was also 
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banlieues. 1989 was also the bicentennial year of the French Republic, a 
highly symbolic year that raised the question of French identity and what it 
meant (Winter 2008; Bowen 2007; Scott 2007). 

Within the context of this first affaire, one begins to see the 
contradictions and tensions that would emerge around the issue of the rights 
of women with an immigrant background. Some people supported the 
expulsion of the girls while others opposed it. Within each position, the 
stance taken could be for different reasons. An example of this was Souad 
Benani, the president of Nanas Beurs, and Alima Boumediene, the president 
of Expréssions Maghrébines au féminine (EMAF), who both opposed the 
expulsion but on different grounds. Benani was against the expulsion 
because of her opposition to religious private schools and her faith in the 
secular (laïque) Republican school. The latter was to Benani a neutral space 
for girls coming from conservative religious homes. Expulsion meant that 
the girls would be forced to turn to religious schools. Boumediene, on the 
other hand, was against the expulsions because she regarded the law as 
paternalistic, and a form of infantilisation by the welfare state of the Muslim 
immigrant population in its “care”. In contrast to Benani, she was not against 
religious private schools (Winter 2008: 154-156). 

In 1993 and 1994, there were two more incidents of girls being expelled. 
The media attention and the debates that followed led a deputy to the 
National Assembly (Ernest Chénière, the principal involved in the Creil 
affair) to warn that laïcité was being compromised. The Minister of 
Education, François Bayrou, responded with a directive that required 
principals to ban all conspicuous religious symbols from schools. This led to 
more than one hundred girls being expelled. Among the students, a great 
deal of opposition was making itself visible. Pupils turned up at schools with 
headscarves and demonstrations were organised in front of schools. 
Families, friends, and activists from the radical left also turned up at these 
demonstrations (Bowen 2007: 87-92; Winter 2008: 170ff). 

After 1994, there was a somewhat calmer period with the headscarf 
appearing less frequently in the headlines. But following the attacks against 
the World Trade Center, and France’s 2002 presidential election (which saw 
a runoff between Jacques Chirac and Jean-Marie Le Pen) the debate again 
became heated. When Sohane Benziane was burnt to death by a male 
acquaintance in Vitry-sur-Seine and Samira Bellil’s autobiographical book 
on having been gang raped in another banlieue was published, women of 
“les quartiers” were thrust into the centre of the media’s attention to the 
racialised character of sexist violence (Winter 2008: 203ff). 

                                                                                                                                  
the year of the birth of the Islamic Salvation Front (FIS, Front Islamique du Salut), as well as 
the continuation of the civil war in Lebanon. So, as Bowen puts it: “Religion, but particularly 
Islam, seemed to have crossed into politics in places very close to France.” (Bowen 2007: 83) 
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In June 2003, Chirac appointed the Stasi Commission57 to report on issues 
connected with laïcité and to put forward recommendations. The report 
(Stasi Commission 2004) formed the basis for the law that was passed in 
March 2004, which banned the wearing of “conspicuous signs” of religious 
affiliation in public schools. In the report, the definition and importance of 
laïcité was reaffirmed. The Stasi Commission pointed to the long history of 
laïcité in France, going back to the Revolution, and emphasised that laïcité 
had been made a founding value of the French Republic. As a cornerstone of 
the Republic, it rested on three inseparable values: freedom of conscience, 
equal rights of all spiritual and religious congregations or choices, and the 
neutrality of political power, in short: “liberté, égalité et fraternité”. Laïcité 
was translated into a conception of du bien commun, of how to live well 
together. As Alain Sekzig, also involved in the Stasi commission, put it 
“laïcité is not a prohibition of religions but a notion that everything has its 
own allotted place in the world”. (This comment was made at a workshop on 
laïcité organized at NPNS’s so-called autumn university in 2007.) In other 
words, religion is out of place when it appears in the public sphere and 
threatens the order of laïcité. This was precisely what the Stasi commission 
argued was now happening.  

By looking at schools, hospitals and prisons the commission pointed to 
certain tendencies of behaviour that were identified as threatening laïcité. 
Among them was an increasing variety of religious belonging or degrees of 
commitment expressed, for example, in an increase in veiled women, and 
growing anti-Semitism traceable to intensified Muslim identity. There were 
certain disturbing tendencies in schools, such as students questioning the 
curriculum on the basis that the French history being taught was not their 
history. All these tendencies were seen as particularly prevalent and 
problematic in what were called “sensitive urban zones” (les zones urbaines 
sensible, ZUS), that is, segregated suburban areas. What made these 
tendencies so problematic was that they were seen as developments of 
communautarisme, communitarianism that isolated groups from French 
society, and intégrisme, which referred to fanaticism, particularly religious 
fanaticism. These two tendencies were thought to threaten laïcité, but also le 
bien commun that laïcité was intended to ensure. 

Bernard Teper, who was also involved in the Stasi commission as the 
president of the Union des familles laïques, explained this further in the 
same workshop as Sekzig. Laïcité for Teper was concerned with the right not 
to be stigmatised, the right to “conscience”, and the right of access to public 
spaces like schools, hospitals, and state institutions. It is within spaces like 
these, particularly the school, that the French citizen comes into being, hence 
the need to guard them from religious influence. Laïcité is the guardian of 
these spaces through the strict separation of the public and the private. As 
                                                        
57 The commission was named after Bernard Stasi, its president. 
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such, laïcité works, as Teper puts it, against “extremists” who do not hold 
these two spheres apart. “Extremists” are the “obscurantistes”, 
“communautaristes”, and “intégristes”, those who want their own individual 
or group-specific rules to be implemented in the public sphere. For Teper, 
then, laïcité is a political principle with an emancipatory potential and the 
2004 law defends it. In this reading of laïcité, the veil is in opposition to 
emancipation since it is a sign of the oppression of women (cf. Seksig et al 
2006). Women who veil are not free to express their femininity nor to live as 
autonomous women. What Teper was saying was also that the veil is an 
attempt to divide men and women from each other in public life, so that the 
veil also stands in opposition to égalité in French society. Note here a 
paradox, which inevitably recurs in French feminism, that the struggle for 
women’s rights occurs together with the claim that “we are all the same and 
one under the French Republic”. Teper’s discourse also demonstrates that 
even though the 2004 law was concerned with all religious symbols, in 
debates and sometimes in the legal implementation, the focus is primarily on 
the Muslim veil (cf. Scott 2007). This focus continues to shape the pattern of 
debates and struggles over laïcité today as well as broader political 
developments in France. 

The 2004 law thus managed to establish a dominant secular interpretation 
of the veil and regulated it to the private sphere. As we will see in the 
coming chapters, French society was in no way in agreement over this. 
Along with the affaire du foulard there were other controversies in which 
this was made visible, such as those concerned with prostitution and 
violence against women. From the early 2000s, the debate around 
prostitution and violence against women came to focus on the trafficking of 
women, les tournantes, gang rapes, as depicted in Samira Bellil’s 
autobiographical book Dans l’enfer des tournantes (2002),58 and other forms 
of sexual violence found amongst the youth in the banlieues. The savagery 
with which these rapes had been carried out was explained in public 
discourses as due to the “cultural origins” of the perpetrators, as well as the 
general state of the banlieues as places lost to the Republic (Mucchielli 
2005; Tevanian 2007).  

At the same time as Bellil’s book was published, the first national report 
on violence against women, Enquête national sur les violences envers les 
femmes en France (ENVEFF), was published. What that report most 
importantly showed was that the classes populaires of the banlieues did not 
possess a monopoly on violence. It was present in other parts of French 
society, and it also presented findings that disturbed the racialisation of 

                                                        
58 The book was an autobiography of her experience coming from a dysfunctional home in a 
poor suburb of France, becoming homeless and being repeatedly gang raped. The book was in 
itself part of her struggle in trying to recover from these experiences as she was creating a life 
for herself in Saint-Denis, working as a social worker. 
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violence within public debates. Yet the report did not gain the same kind of 
media exposure as had Bellil’s book. The violent young men from the 
banlieues with an immigrant background were singled out in public debates 
as particularly sexist. This was further magnified by the death of Sohane 
Benziane at the hands of a male acquaintance after an argument in the 
suburb of Vitry-sur-Seine. 

Benziane’s brutal murder and Bellil’s book helped bring about a march in 
2003 (February 1 to March 8), la Marche des femmes des quartiers contre 
les ghettos et pour l’égalité, which followed the same pattern as the beur 
march in 1983. It started in Vitry-sur-Seine in honour of Benziane and went 
from city to city all over France, eventually ending in Paris on the eighth of 
March (International Women’s Day) with 30,000 participants. Ni putes ni 
soumises (NPNS) was born out of the march. It brought about a new focus 
on violence against women, which would become highly racialised and 
localised in the banlieues. Thus, the politicisation of sexual questions could 
no longer be disassociated from the politicisation of racial questions, as 
shown by the rising anxieties concerning polygamy, forced marriages, and 
tournantes. The politicisation of sexual questions, when located in the 
banlieues or within the Muslim population, was done in the name of sexual 
modernity – the liberty of women and equality between the sexes – of which 
French society was representative. Furthermore, particular forms of sexual 
tolerance – such as support for lesbian and gay rights – become a form of 
Litmus test for how tolerant Muslims are in a manner that would never be 
demanded of “French” people (Fernando 2014: 221-225; cf. Puar 2007). 

These political developments and the manner in which they were 
depicted thoroughly divided feminists and other groups in France. Among 
feminists that had been part of the larger feminist movement that came out of 
MLF, there is agreement that the veil is a sign of the patriarchal oppression 
of women. However, this does not necessarily mean that they all support the 
2004 law. There are those who claim “Ni loi, ni voile” (“Neither law, nor 
veil”). For them, the struggle against the veil is not considered an exclusive 
priority but is accorded the same significance as, for example, prostitution 
and pornography. The veil is seen as a symptom of the rise of religion in 
French society because of a more general weakening of collective social 
rights and economic inequalities. However, there were also those feminists 
who strongly supported the law and made a strong defence of the Republic 
and laïcité. One of these was Caroline Fourest, one of the founders of the 
journal Pro-Choix, Pro-Choice, which gave priority to the right to abortion, 
homosexuals’ rights and the protection of laïcité (Dot-Pouillard 2007).  

Within the grassroots of the banlieues, similar divisions also emerged and 
new political formations were made. One such new actor was NPNS, which 
will be examined in detail in Chapter Four, and which had defended and 
supported the 2004 law on the basis of a feminist argument. There were also 
groups created as a reaction against the 2004 law, such as Une école pour 
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tous et toutes (UEPT), Le collectif féministe pour égalité (CFPE), and les 
Blédardes, which I return to in Chapter Five. What divides these groups into 
two opposing camps is the dichotomous framing of the headscarf. For the 
former, the headscarf was a sign of women’s subjugation to male power in 
general and to a conservative Islamist social agenda in particular. For the 
latter, the headscarf was a sign of resistance to the male gaze but also to 
(post-)colonial domination (Silverstein 2004: 148). As Sirma Bilge (2010) 
points out, this particular dichotomy emerged out of colonialism where the 
“woman question” got trapped between colonial domination and anti-
colonial resistance, and would be exploited by both sides. Within anti-
colonial resistance, the veil emerged as a symbol of resistance against the 
oppressor, the colonial power, and was used practically in the resistance 
movement to hide individuals that were sought out by the police or to 
conceal weapons. This meant that for the colonial powers the headscarf was 
a sign of women’s subjugation and the backwardness of Muslim culture but 
also of agency in the form of a threat to the colonial empire. Yet this division 
between a liberal/universalist feminist account and a post-colonial feminist 
discourse, as both Bilge and Saba Mahmood argue, excludes the reasons 
many veiled women themselves give for their veiling, such as issues of 
modesty, morality, and piety (Bilge 2010; Mahmood 2005) even as the 
opposing stances purport to speak for these women. 

The above developments led to a conflict between different feminist and 
anti-racist movements dealing with the immigrant woman in the banlieues. It 
is to the content of these conflicts that we now turn in a comparison of the 
three organisations at the centre of this study. 
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3. AFRICA 

Mimouna, the founder and spokesperson of AFRICA, was often invited to 
feminist meetings and debates within Seine-Saint-Denis, and at times to 
inner-city Paris, other parts of France, and countries across Europe. One day 
in the spring of 2008, I joined her at a large conference organised by the 
Observatoire des violences envers les femmes59 (Observatory of violence 
against women) in Bobigny. As Mimouna was mingling during the break, I 
made my way to the book table. Just as Mimouna came up to me I picked up 
a book by the French Marxist feminist Christine Delphy. Mimouna instantly 
commented that while Delphy’s work had been very important for feminism 
in France, more recently she had divided the whole feminist community. I 
asked her what she meant. She explained that when Delphy opposed the 
2004 law that prohibited conspicuous religious signs, and the Islamic veil in 
particular, she had fractured the feminist community.60 In 2007 Delphy had 
also joined MIR, a group that Mimouna despised because she believed it 
polarised society on the basis of racialised difference, which she claimed 
oversimplified the politics of the banlieues. This had serious consequences 
for the banlieues and even more so for women. To Mimouna, Delphy’s anti-
racist feminism had ignored previous struggles against enforced veiling and 
instead emphasised women’s right to veil in opposition to the 2004 law. 
More generally, she argued that Delphy had betrayed feminism with the kind 
of anti-racism she had adopted. 

This brief discussion about Delphy stayed with me. The division 
portrayed by Mimouna would permeate the totality of my field. Mimouna 
and I would often return to the relationship between feminism and anti-
racism and to Mimouna’s and AFRICA’s relationship to contemporary 
feminism and anti-racism. During these discussions, she would make it clear 

                                                        
59 The Observatoire, which was the first of its kind in France, aims to bring together people, 
groups and institutions working on violence against women in order to develop this work and 
to make the phenomenon of these forms of violence visible to a larger public. It was created at 
the initiative of le Conseil général of Seine-Saint-Denis and is at the same time a space for 
exchange and reflection, a instrument of analysis and a vector of communication and 
information (http://www.seine-saint-denis.fr/Observatoire-des-violences-envers.html, 
25/01/2012). 
60 Delphy was part of a larger anti-racist femininst movement developed in opposition to the 
2004 law from a mixture of influences ranging from post-colonialism, American black 
studies, and the work of Tariq Ramadan, the Swiss philosopher and Islamic theologian. 
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that if she ever had to choose, feminism, that is, the women’s struggle, was 
the priority for AFRICA.  
 
In the short ethnographic vignette above, Mimouna points to the specific 
tension within the feminist community that emerged in relation to the 
debates on the 2004 law that prohibited conspicuous religious signs in public 
schools. Delphy had opposed the law as racist and not just Islamophobic, but 
also colonialist since it targeted the population with a background in colonial 
migration from North Africa and thus harked back to a colonial logic. 
Mimouna rejected the claim that the law was racist, as did many other 
feminists who supported it. To understand these sharp differences, this 
chapter explores why the 2004 law was not considered racist by Mimouna 
and AFRICA and how she and other feminists came to see Delphy as a 
traitor. 

At first glance, the answer would appear to lie in how the above vignette 
ended, when Mimouna made it clear that feminism was AFRICA’s priority. 
One might draw the conclusion that she had simply made a choice when it 
came to the 2004 law. The racism that some considered the 2004 law to 
harbour, or even saw as its driving force, was not an issue for her. It was a 
dimension she simply ignored, having made the choice to stand by the 
women she considered in need of support. Race was a difference that 
mattered less than gender. However, I will argue that this is not the case or 
rather this is not how Mimouna understood her stance. Importantly, 
Mimouna defined AFRICA’s struggle as essentially anti-racist (as well as 
leftist). In fact, AFRICA was created in response to racist acts. If we are to 
understand why Mimouna does not consider support for the 2004 law racist, 
and thus not a form of difference that matters in this context, we must take 
her claim seriously.  

Mimouna’s support for the law must be understood in relation to her own 
lifeworld and the manner in which her experience has become a political 
experience, paving the way for the development of her political subjectivity. 
In short, the manner in which lived experience blends into a political view of 
social relations that amounts to “an engagement to change the world in 
which they live from a particular social position” (Aretxaga 1997: 8). 
Mimouna’s position on the 2004 law was based on her concrete experience 
of being a woman in an immigrant family with a background in Algerian 
Muslim culture and French colonialism, which intersected with her 
immersion in French culture and republicanism in school in the 1970s. Her 
support of the law must also be understood in relation to her experience of 
being politically and socially active in La Courneuve over a period of 20 
years, which points to the significance of being grounded within the political 
practice of a specific place, something which will become clear below in the 
description of the daily work of AFRICA. Women were at the centre of this 
work and this had come to frame AFRICA’s feminism. This does not mean 
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that anti-racist issues had been set aside or ignored, but rather that anti-
racism had taken shape as a result of the experience of women’s lives in La 
Courneuve. Their lives embodied different grounds for discrimination, 
including class, gender, sexuality, race and religion. The manner in which 
these issues came together in women’s lives informed Mimouna’s position 
on the 2004 law. Her position was also based on the changes she had seen in 
La Courneuve during the previous decades. One change was that religion 
had replaced the social role that communism had previously played.  

The purpose of this chapter is to explore the struggle concerning the 
culturally and religiously different woman in the banlieues – the figure of 
the Other woman – from the perspective of AFRICA. This woman stands at 
the centre of AFRICA’s work. But does she do this because she is culturally 
and religiously different or because of other grounds for discrimination that 
are important in the work of AFRICA? By tracing the developments 
described above – Mimouna’s path into political activism, the creation of 
AFRICA and its continuing work in La Courneuve – this chapter will show 
how the production of difference over time shaped the political project and 
agency of AFRICA. 

Having explained the relevance of Bowen’s (2007) notion of public 
reasoning to the understanding of the production of difference in relation to 
the figure of the Other woman, the chapter will explore how AFRICA 
explains and understands its position in relation to the 2004 law and to other 
feminists. In our discussions, Mimouna remarked that in hindsight she could 
see that some of the consequences of the law were very unfortunate and that 
there were arguments against it. It was clear that those young women who 
had refused to take off their veils and been expelled from public school had 
been further excluded from French society. Their only educational option 
was Muslim private schools. This pointed to how the law had pushed society 
towards communitarianism, allowing groups to isolate themselves from the 
general French public. This, in Mimouna’s view, was detrimental to women 
who would have no access to a larger society for support. The dangers were 
particularly obvious if they were pushed closer to “Islam” and practices such 
as polygamy, female circumcision and arranged marriages.  

The chapter starts with a short introduction to AFRICA at the time of my 
fieldwork. It then moves on to an historical account of how AFRICA was 
shaped as an organisation, which is important in understanding its 
ideological make-up as well as how AFRICA is constituted through the lived 
experience of La Courneuve. The historical account is followed by a 
consideration of AFRICA’s ideological basis and how a particular feminist 
political subjectivity emerged out of an anti-racist focus, one that underlies 
the everyday work of AFRICA in La Courneuve. Examining the relationship 
between AFRICA’s practical work, its history and ideological grounding, 
reveals how certain differences came to matter or not matter and provides an 
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answer to why support for the 2004 law was not be considered racist by 
Mimouna. 

Entering AFRICA 
About three times a week I caught bus 256 from my apartment in Saint 
Denis to La Courneuve to visit AFRICA.61 The ride took about 15 minutes 
and went from the vibrant street life and the busy intersections of Saint 
Denis, along a narrow road through a rundown area, before passing into a 
cité area. Leaving the older area and moving into the newer was like having 
the sky open up for you, from dark to light, from narrow to spacious, from 
bricks and cement to light concrete and trees and the promises of modernist 
planning. I passed an open space, a school and a kindergarten and then the 
cité de Franc Moisin and its high-rises. After Franc Moisin, the bus turned 
left. A bit further down the road, just before the roundabout, I entered La 
Courneuve and la cité des Quatre milles (the 4000).62 

The grand ensembles of les Quatre milles consist of a mixture of four-
storey apartment buildings and 16-storey high-rises (les grattes-ciels), many 
of them rundown. The centre of La Courneuve is very different to that of 
Saint Denis. The latter has a quaint historical feel to it, with narrow streets, 
large squares with bustling cafés and restaurants around Hotel de Ville and 
the Basilique, the cathedral and tourist attraction where the kings of pre-
revolutionary France are buried. Several days a week there is a large market 
which people from neighbouring banlieues visit. La Courneuve has none of 
this. There is nothing that draws people to La Courneuve, unless you live or 

                                                        
61 There were other ways of accessing La Courneuve. From Saint Denis and other 
neighbouring banlieues you could either take a bus or the tramway. If you came from Paris, 
you could take the RER or the métro. Using the RER you take line B with the final destination 
of the Charles de Gaulle airport. La Courneuve was one of the first stops after leaving the 
inner city. Not every train going out to Charles de Gaulle airport would stop at La Courneuve 
however. For a long time, it had only been every forth train. AFRICA had been part of the 
attempts to change this. Going to the airport was easy since a train would leave every 10 
minutes or so, yet to go to La Courneuve you had to wait much longer. This was a nuisance to 
the people living there, who were often working in the inner city. Another effect was that the 
population of La Courneuve and similar communes on the way to the airport would be 
separated from the people going out to the airport. This social division was built into the 
system of transport, separating the banlieues areas from the inner city was in this way 
strikingly apparent for the residents of the former. 
62 Later, having settled in into my fieldwork, I would, if the weather allowed it, cover this 
distance by foot, which everyone at AFRICA found strange. It only took five or ten more 
minutes at the most and allowed me to cut through the Parc de Légion d’Honneur and avoid 
the old run-down area and the larger, heavily trafficked area that then followed. Yet to move 
on foot like I did was very rare in these areas. Either you took the public transport or you used 
your car. To walk would have been unthinkable for many, not to mention the total absence of 
bikes, as opposed to inner city Paris. 
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work there. The main square connects different conglomerations of the 
buildings of the cité des Quatre milles. On one side, is the building La 
Grande Balzac,63 separated from the square by Avenue du Général Leclerc, 
and on the opposite side the Mai building. Even though this is one of the few 
squares in the area with shops and restaurants, there is not much street life. 
People come and go to use different services but it is not a public square that 
brings people together socially. 

La Courenuve’s social and medical services are located in between the 
Balzac and the square. Going through these, you enter Place Georges 
Braque, with smaller apartment buildings and a parking lot surrounding a 
small chapel run by nuns. Behind this is the Grande Balzac and to the left the 
small Balzac. Both were in the process of being demolished while I was 
there, and their inhabitants were gradually relocated. After each apartment 
holder had moved out, the door and the windows of the apartment would be 
sealed off with concrete blocks and cement making the building increasingly 
ominous, while life continued as usual for those remaining.64 The destruction 
of these buildings and the later renovation of those remaining was a further 
step in the attempt to reconstruct La Courneuve.65 

AFRICA was at the time of my fieldwork located next to a pharmacy on 
the bottom floor and the basement of one of the apartment buildings of Place 
Georges Braque. On the opposite side of the square there is some kind of 
cultural association. Otherwise, the buildings are solely for apartment use. 
AFRICA’s office was, like the rest of the buildings, totally run down. The 
rent was heavily subsidised by the municipality in La Courneuve as 
compensation for the work the organisation is doing. There were three rooms 
upstairs, two offices and a classroom, where the organisation hold their 
classes of alphabetisation,66 in which adult residents of La Courneuve, 
mainly women, are taught to read and write. Downstairs was a larger room 
used for discussion groups once or twice a week, and “soirées” (different 
festivities) somewhat less frequently. There was politically inspired graffiti 
and posters on the once colourfully painted, but by then peeling, walls. 

                                                        
63 As mentioned in Chapter Two, all buildings within the large housing projects in the 
banlieues have names of historical and famous French writers or intellectuals. It is somewhat 
ironic to think about how differently these names are perceived in these areas. The name 
Balzac contains very different associations for people in La Courneuve than for someone who 
grew up in the sixth or sixteenth arrondissement in main Paris.  
64 This went on for some years, until the building was finally demolished in 2010. 
65 By the time the buildings were destroyed they had passed their best before date by at least a 
decade. The cité des 4000 was like so many other similar building projects of this kind – it 
was meant to last only for about 30 years, due largely to the rapid and cheap construction of 
the buildings. 
66 The cours d’alphabétisation will be elaborated on below. 
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The people of AFRICA67 
Mimouna was AFRICA’s political force and official spokesperson. She was 
the only one of the founders who remained from 1987. Her ex-husband, 
Aïsa, was president of the organisation. They had met through the 
Communist Party and he too had an Algerian background. His main 
responsibility was to run AFI-Com, an extension of AFRICA located in 
Drancy.68 He spent almost all his time there and would only stop by on 
occasions. 

Apart from Mimouna and Aïsa, a number of other people worked and 
visited AFRICA on a daily basis. Those working there were Tarik, Maryam, 
Farah, Yasin, and other individuals temporarily teaching or doing other 
tasks. Tarik was a musician and was in charge of the cultural events at 
AFRICA, as well as dealing with other organisational chores. He grew up in 
Algeria and came to France when his mother left his father and returned to 
France, where she had been born. At the time of my longer fieldwork, Tarik 
was living in the neighbouring banlieue, St-Ouen, but was planning to move 
into central Paris, which he later did. He got a job at AFRICA through his 
mother, Farah, who was responsible for teaching French at the cours 
d’alphabétisation. 

Then there was Maryam, a Senegalese woman,69 who at the time was in 
her 30s. Her main responsibility was administrative, helping people filling 
out various bureaucratic forms and aiding them in their contact with French 
judicial and social institutions and bureaucracy. Maryam had arrived in 
France on her own as a teenager and had come to Paris to study but had no 
political experience. Today, she lives in a middle class banlieue south of 
Paris with her Senegalese husband and their three children.  

Mimouna’s son, Yasin, had a position at AFRICA financed by the 
municipal unemployment service. He had similar responsibilities to 
Maryam. He had a Bachelor’s degree in history and had been politically 
active within the Maoist movement during his time at university. After 
university he had dropped his involvement in politics and travelled around 
the world. In Vietnam, he met his wife. When I met him, he was in his 30s, 
and he, his wife and their son lived in a neighbouring banlieue to La 
Courneuve, Blanc Mesnil. Yasin’s wife and son were always present at 

                                                        
67 All the names of people figuring in this and coming chapters have been changed, with the 
exception of those individuals of the groups who have more public positions. This includes 
the founders of the three groups, leaders, or those members participating in public life through 
their own written material. 
68 In 2011 AFRICA opened up yet another extension in St-Ouen. 
69 In 2011 she became a French citizen. 
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AFRICA. In time, she became more and more involved in the work at 
AFRICA and eventually started working at AFI-Com.70 

The composition of those visiting and working at AFRICA reflects the 
ethnic and cultural heterogeneity of La Courneuve. In her presentation of La 
Courneuve to visitors, Mimouna would often say that people living there had 
a background in over 90 different nationalities. However, the majority were 
from North Africa or sub-Sahara, although immigration from parts of Asia 
was increasing. In the work I took part in at AFRICA, the women came from 
countries such as Algeria, Morocco, Tunisia, Mali, Senegal, Mauritania, 
Nigeria, Poland, Russia, Vietnam, Pakistan, India, and Turkey. Through the 
discussions I had with these women, my field expanded geographically as 
their stories took me on imagined journeys to their countries of origin. They 
were all mothers between the ages of 30 and 65 and despite the diversity of 
their backgrounds were in similar socio-economic situations. They were 
often unemployed or semi-employed in odd jobs such as cleaning, ironing 
and childcare.  

At the time of my fieldwork, AFRICA’s activism was at a low point, 
especially compared to NPNS and MIR. There were several reasons for this. 
Mimouna was the one who most clearly defined herself as an activist, une 
militante. At the time of my extended fieldwork she was having personal 
problems that kept her from working as intensely as she had done 
previously. This became apparent during my subsequent visits over the 
years, when she was much more politically active. Another reason was that 
AFRICA had become an important social institution in the life of La 
Courneuve, supplying services that were no longer available from the 
welfare state. These services tended to take away time and energy from more 
political activist-based work. Yet, as we will see, this had not always been 
the case. 

The Creation of AFRICA 
AFRICA was officially created in late 1987. It is thus the oldest of the three 
groups in this study. It has always been located in the banlieue La 
Courneuve. While the creation of AFRICA is connected with the everyday 
life and social problems of La Courneuve, the group emerged at a time when 
there had been a political shift among the immigrant population with a 
colonial background (described in the previous chapter) from a focus on 
colonial struggles to focus on migration in the postcolonial context, as 
questions of citizenship moved to the centre of political concern. For 

                                                        
70 At this time the whole family had moved out to a house in a banlieue near the airport of 
Charles de Gaulle, and Yasin had found a work at Hotel de Ville dealing with unemployment 
cases. 
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AFRICA, this shift meant that different social and political identities – class, 
race, gender, sexuality, and religion – became increasingly intertwined and 
conflicts developed over what grounds of discrimination were to matter in 
the crystallisation of particular political projects. Individuals or groups of 
individuals were thus forced to make conscious decisions concerning how 
and what differences mattered to them. 

The people who founded AFRICA – the majority of them women 
between 25 and 30 years old at the time – were all so-called second-
generation immigrants. They had an Algerian background and belonged 
politically within the l’extrême gauche, the far left. Some had met in Lille, 
where they had grown up.71 Many were children of parents who were active 
within the labour unions, the struggle for the liberation of Algeria and in the 
Algerian war of independence. This would significantly mark their own 
political developments.  

The founders of AFRICA had come together through the development 
and ensuing conflicts in the beur movement. They had wanted to start an 
association that built on the beur movement but as an alternative to the 
heavily publicised SOS Racisme, an organisation that had emerged out of the 
same movement. The political intentions of the group of women who 
founded AFRICA were thus a product both of the political enthusiasm that 
the beur movement had generated and of their own critical reactions to the 
overall political outcomes of this movement. 

Each of them also had experiences with both the French and the Algerian 
communist party, as well as anti-racist groups such as Mouvement contre le 
racism et pour l’amitié entre les peuples (Movement Against Racism and for 
Friendship between Peoples, MRAP), one of France’s oldest and largest civil 
and human rights associations72. At the time of the beurs march, they had 
started to realise that they could not raise topics that were important to them, 
such as the situation of immigrants and women’s issues, within the class 
struggles of the communist parties or labour unions. While the Algerian 
communists were accused of having “white” sensibilities, the French 
communists were reluctant to take seriously the special political needs of its 
immigrant members.73 The consensus over the class-based struggle was thus 
divided by internal differences pertaining to racialisation.  

                                                        
71 Mimouna was born in Algeria in the early 1960s. She was only three months old when her 
family was reunited with her father in France. Her father had been recruited to work in the 
mines in Lille. This was where he brought his family, consisting of his wife (a housewife, 
femme au foyer), and thirteen children. Mimouna thus grew up in Lille and went to school 
there. 
72 MRAP was created in 1949, and had emerged out of the Mouvement national contre le 
racism, which was created in 1941 in the context of the French liberation movement against 
the German occupation. 
73 The concern about the sensibilities of “whites” shown within the Algerian communist party 
became clear in 1984 when Mimouna and her friends created an organisation in the north (of 
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Within MRAP the rise of the Palestinian cause proved divisive. Since 
MRAP had been created as a response to the Nazi crimes of World War II, 
the struggle against anti-Semitism was central to their anti-racism. For those 
with an immigrant background within the MRAP, such as Mimouna, 
however, there was strong support for the Palestinian cause against what was 
considered Israeli colonialism. The issue of anti-Semitism central to MRAP 
was of marginal importance for Mimouna. The difference in political goals 
and needs between native French activists and those with an immigrant 
background ended up in a conflict over the Palestinian cause and raised 
questions as to what the anti-racist project of MRAP was actually about. As 
Mimouna herself described it, the latter were much more internationalist in 
their anti-racist activism than the former. The politics of those with an 
immigrant background and colonial experience had been inspired by the 
American civil rights movement, the South African struggle against 
apartheid, and the Palestinian cause. MRAP had emerged out of a more 
closed national context than the anti-racism of colonial immigrants. The anti-
racist struggles and priorities of the French MRAP and those of Mimouna’s 
as an immigrant child did not coincide. These contradictions led Mimouna to 
leave MRAP. 

From their experiences in the French and the Algerian communist parties, 
in MRAP, and in the new anti-racism following the beur movement, political 
struggle for AFRICA activists appeared at risk of becoming too selective in 
its practice and worldview. Although other issues were raised within these 
movements, be they anti-racism in the context of class struggles, colonial 
issues within the anti-racist struggle, or feminist issues within both the class-
based and the anti-racist struggles no significant space was made available 
for them. What had appeared to be a larger, inclusive struggle capable of 
accommodating these other concerns turned out to be rather narrow and 
exclusive. This pushed Mimouna and her friends to create something of their 
own.74 Thus the intention to create a new organisation emerged in part out of 
internal tensions within already existing political groups. As we will see in 
                                                                                                                                  
France), because there, as Mimouna put it, the girls were much more motivated. They called 
the organisation the Comité Maghrébin. This had not at all pleased the French and the 
Algerian communists, who termed their organisation communautariste (communitarian), 
arguing that they wanted to organise the Arabs against the French and so on. To the group of 
young women, it was clear that the communists had misunderstood the intentions with the 
Comité Maghrébin. For the women, it was the racist question that they wanted to address in 
its specificity. This had nothing to do with a question of the colour of the skin (a position that 
did also exist within the movement, according to Mimouna). Their struggle went alongside 
with the French anti-racist movements like MRAP. 
74 Mimouna talked about this as a difficult position to take at the time. Trying to steer away 
from the risks they had identified within the anti-racist movement, they would conduct a very 
lonely struggle. Going against two major forces within the anti-racist movement – MRAP and 
SOS Racisme – and against the Algerian communists, they ended up in between. In this way, 
they learnt what it was to create a struggle. 
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the next two chapters on NPNS and MIR, political formation as a result of a 
distancing oneself from previous movements is common to all these 
organisations. 

The meaning of a place 
La Courneuve was not chosen as a location for AFRICA by accident – some 
of the activists lived there or in a neighbouring banlieue. Mimouna had come 
to La Courneuve in 1982 as a social worker. She had seen the difficulties 
that characterised the area (cf. Avery 1987) and met many women who told 
her about their situation. Furthermore, in order to reach out to the people 
living in La Courneuve it was essential that the association be physically 
situated in this particular suburb. The social problems of La Courneuve were 
manifested in the short presentation Mimouna gave of AFRICA’s founding 
to visitors who came to visit the organisation for the first time. In this short 
version, AFRICA was created in response to three racist murders in the 
Quatre milles of La Courneuve, those of Toufik in 1983, Abdel in 1986 and 
Ali in 1987.  

Toufik, who was only ten years old at the time, had been playing with 
firecrackers with his friends below a building on Eid al-Fitre, the end of 
Ramadan, and making a lot of noise. A man in the building found the noise 
intolerable and in anger shot the boy. Mimouna told me how when Toufik 
was killed many other associations in La Courneuve had defended the man, 
condemning the killing as such but deeming the circumstances in which the 
tragedy had occurred “understandable”. As a consequence of this event, 
Mimouna and her friends created a committee called “Justice pour Toufik” 
(Justice for Toufik). It gained a lot of support, especially from women, who 
as mothers, had experienced first-hand the trouble that existed between “the 
young” (les jeunes75) of La Courneuve and the police. 

As I noted in the previous chapter, this was an era of dramatic change for 
immigrants in France. In addition to hostilities against the immigrant 
population with the rise of Front National and the reforms of la code 
national in the mid-1980s, France in 1986 was also facing a large social 
protest movement by students against Chirac’s attempt to introduce a new 
education bill. The students’ revolt spread to other groups and sectors in 
French society and led to uprisings and unrest in the banlieues, creating a 
tense socio-political situation throughout the country. 

After a demonstration against Chirac’s education bill in December 1986, 
a young French student with an Algerian background, Malik Oussekine, was 
killed by special police forces in central Paris. Then, two days later, a young 
man from the Quatre milles, Abdel, was shot dead by a police officer in La 
                                                        
75 The expression “les jeunes” is always used in this context. That is, the young in general. 
Yet, in reality, les jeunes refers to young men. 
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Courneuve. Abdel was from the Quatre milles and not a student. He was, as 
Mimouna phrased it, “a young, lost guy from the Quatre milles” (“un jeune 
paumé des Quatre milles”). Mimouna and her friends wanted to connect the 
deaths of Malik and that of Abdel. They joined the large march that the 
student movement had organised for Malik. The intention had been to 
intervene with a poster with photos of both Malik and Abdel side-by-side, to 
show that the police were shooting both students and suburban youth. They 
wanted to show that the students’ struggles converged with those of the 
people of the banlieues. However, they faced strong resistance from the 
students, who argued that the Abdel’s death was a distinct case. The students 
also feared that their movement would be taken over by other groups, such 
as the anti-racists. Being rejected by the student movement was an important 
political lesson for Mimouna. 

In the spring of 1987, another young man in the Quatre milles, Ali, was 
shot and killed by police. He was on a scooter with a friend and was shot in 
the head. Ali died and his friend was disabled for life. The police initiated an 
investigation into Ali’s death, but in the end his death was seen as that of a 
young guy who had brought it on himself. This conclusion was reinforced by 
his criminal background and frequent encounters with police. The police 
officer was never put on trial.  

In the light of the killings, instead of initiating and engaging in ad hoc 
interventions against racist and police violence in La Courneuve a decision 
was made by Mimouna and her fellow activists to construct a more 
sustainable political project for long-term prevention of this kind of violence 
and discrimination. Thus, Mimouna and her friends decided to create an 
organisation of their own. To formally register it, the organisation needed a 
name. 

What’s in a name?  
The name AFRICA was chosen for three reasons. First, those founding 
AFRICA had all been politically sensitised (sensibilisé) by the discovery of 
what was then claimed to be humankind’s most ancient ancestor, Lucy in 
Ethiopia. As Mimouna put it, “she was a woman, around 21 years of age and 
black! [her emphasis]. It’s enormous! You have to take into account the 
racism and the contempt that was there.” The discovery of Lucy 
communicated to the founders of AFRICA that everyone can trace their 
origins to Africa and that we all share a common ancestry. This appeared as 
a fantastic fact in a time of divisions based on ethnicity and “race” in France. 
Second, at this time the anti-apartheid movement in South Africa had 
become transnational in scope. The activists of AFRICA were “mondiale”, 
global, in their political approach and had been greatly influenced by the 
struggle of Nelson Mandela and the ANC. The year 1987 was critical, as 
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there were several major campaigns in France against apartheid in South 
Africa.  

The name AFRICA, however, shocked a great number of people within 
the North African population, and this was precisely the aim. Struggling 
against South African apartheid, the activists had started to discover signs of 
significant racism amongst the Maghreb population towards “les africains 
noirs”, black Africans. Such racism was made visible in the popular 
discourse that emerged in France, which claimed that Africans engaged in 
polygamy, had too many children and claimed social benefits for their large 
families, as well as being “noisy and smelly”.76 Such a stereotypical 
discourse was found in parts of the Maghreb population. Thus the choice of 
name was also a reaction to racism within “their own” ethnic group, the 
Algerian and Maghreb population, and a message that everyone came from 
the same continent as “les noires”. Furthermore, this was a continent that 
had been ravaged by the slave trade and by colonialism and where colonial 
governments had been replaced by postcolonial governments often in the 
form of authoritarian dictatorships. The history of the slave trade 
complicated the division between “white” (occidental) perpetrators and Arab 
and black victims, because the Arabs themselves had taken an active part in 
the slave trade. 

The choice of “AFRICA” was therefore motivated by anti-racism and as 
a way of emphasising that the activists in AFRICA followed their own path 
as internationalists. The name marked a break with the beur movement, 
which appeared too narrow in its political scope. The politics of AFRICA 
was to be less concerned with identity politics than the beur movement.77 
(As we will see in chapter five, MIR moved in the opposite direction, 
claiming a strong affinity with especially the Maghreb population in 
particular with the name “indigènes”.) 

                                                        
76 This opinion would later appear in a speech by Chirac in 1991 in the form “le bruit et les 
odeurs” (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=e4pun9Cdp6Q, 13/02/2016). This is a telling 
example of what Mary Douglas argues for in Purity and Danger (1966). She shows how 
perceptions of purity and dirt are crucial for the organisation of ideas of savagery and 
civilisation in order to establish social boundaries and formulate cultural classifications. 
77 At the time of my fieldwork the political meaning that the name had intended to convey had 
vanished. Whenever I mentioned the name to people who were unfamiliar with the work of 
AFRICA many imagined them as a cultural group for what is termed Afrique noir, meaning 
black Africa. 
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Ideological Make Up of AFRICA 

The 2004 law – protecting women requires protecting laïcité 
As I explained earlier, two main justifications were made in the French 
public sphere for the 2004 law that prohibited religious signs in public 
schools. First, it was essential to protect one of the core values of the French 
Republic, namely la laïcité, French secularism. In this sense, the 2004 law 
complemented and strengthened the 1905 law that mandated the separation 
between church and state. Second, it was also considered necessary to 
protect another core value of the Republic, namely égalité – equality – in 
this case between men and women. When discussing this law with 
Mimouna, AFRICA’s political position agreed with both these justifications. 
Mimouna’s notion of laïcité was informed by her personal trajectory as a 
young woman, which had led to a politically motivated atheist position. On a 
more general level, Mimouna considered religion in Marxian terms as the 
opium of the people. For Mimouna, only real political work had the potential 
of changing the world and liberating individuals from oppression and 
injustice. Her more specific rejection of religion came out of her feminism. 
For her, religion was patriarchal and often the cause of the oppression and 
violence that women suffered. Her position emerged indirectly in her talks 
with women and was reflected in how many of the women around her drew 
the conclusion that it was impossible to be both religious and a feminist. 
When it became clear that I was both a feminist and had a religious faith, the 
reaction was always one of great surprise. Maryam explained to me how she 
had come to believe that such a combination was impossible as a result of 
her work with Mimouna and the divide between feminism and religion over 
the 2004 law. This attitude towards religion and AFRICA’s support of the 
2004 law had evolved out of the formation of Mimouna’s own feminist 
political subjectivity and in relation to how La Courneuve had changed 
socially over the course of twenty years. 

Formations of a feminist political subjectivity 
Ideologically, Mimouna defined herself as a feminist, anti-racist, communist, 
and atheist. Her self-definition was the outcome of the particular struggles in 
which she had been involved from an early age. However, she stressed that 
women’s struggles had always been at the centre of her political engagement 
and convictions. Looking closer at her feminist political subjectivity, I would 
argue that it was formed by two distinct political trajectories in her life. First, 
her feminist commitment developed from her own personal experience of 
growing up as a woman in a patriarchal French Algerian family in France. 
Second, the American civil rights movement brought her into anti-racist 
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activism and strengthened her feminism. It was from reading Angela Davis 
that she became acquainted with Simone de Beauvoir and French feminism. 
French anti-racism and feminism were simply not available to her prior to 
this.  

Mimouna told me that part of the reason for her not having joined the 
anti-racist struggle via French anti-racism but through reading about the 
American struggle was that she simply did not have any experience of 
racism where she lived or from the media. For example, the 1961 massacre 
of Algerians in Paris was unknown to her at the time. It was not until she 
moved to La Courneuve that she had a more confrontational experience of 
racism and racist violence, when Toufik was killed in 1983. She was living 
and working in the environment where the child was killed, and became part 
of the movement that responded to it. The experience moved her deeply, 
even when she spoke about it 25 years later: 
 

A child had died! You know it was very powerful. I really took it as a very 
serious humiliation, to the point of saying that I can’t live in a country that 
tolerates the death of a child. I really felt ashamed to be French!  

 
Even if she had not experienced racism as a child and young adult, she did 
have the experience of growing up as a woman. She had always considered 
it unjust the way her father and extended family would control and limit her 
movement outside the home. Her brothers never had to deal with anything 
like it. When she reached puberty, there were constant attempts to match her 
with some young man within the circle of family and friends. Mimouna 
described how she and her friends would use a certain form of femininity, 
such as short skirts and heavy makeup, to resist the conditions they faced as 
teenage girls, when young men’s mothers (les bel-mères) attempted to 
recruit them as wives for their sons. Dressing in the way they did made them 
seem like unsuitable partners for the young men around them. As Mimouna 
put it, “we were seen as bad girls, but that was okay, we saved ourselves that 
way”.  

Nonetheless, she was eventually forced into an arranged marriage. She 
ran away and was taken in by her French teachers who had inspired her 
politically in a way that would prove to be highly meaningful in the 
formation of her own political consciousness. At the age of 17, Mimouna 
started to work in a factory. She stayed there for around three years and got 
involved in labour union activism. Her political activism was not well 
received within parts of the Algerian community. Her brothers’ friends 
reacted when they saw her handing out flyers and participating in other 
public political activities. In their eyes she was “a whore” (une pute). A 
respectable woman should not engage in such activities. She experienced an 
enormous social pressure to stop with her activism, but refused to do so; and 
again returned to her teachers. These were people who were themselves 
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highly influenced by the 68 movement and in her view much more 
politically active than many teachers today. They were also very close to 
their students and the community in which they lived. The solidarity the 
teachers showed these young women was not only political but also social. 
In a sense, Mimouna’s life as a woman had been threatened by her Algerian 
past but was saved by France in the form of her teachers. 

The more Mimouna continued to work politically within the community 
where she lived, the more respect she gained from the people living there. 
This made her aware of the importance of being grounded in the milieu in 
which you are politically engaged. The early importance of feminism in 
Mimouna’s activism had also been one of the main reasons why she and her 
friends had distanced themselves from the beur movement, but the dramatic 
political and social events at the time in the banlieue had also pushed them 
towards social and anti-racist politics. Yet when AFRICA was finally 
created, women’s issues remained at the core of their political interest. 

With many of the activists in AFRICA having a background in Algeria, 
their political struggles and goals would always be affected not only by 
events in La Courneuve and France, but also transnationally, especially by 
political developments in Algeria. Abdelmalek Sayad’s (2004) emphasis on 
the importance of understanding the immigrant as also an emigrant is 
relevant for how AFRICA developed. It was within the political context of 
Algeria that the different trajectories of the feminist and anti-racist struggles 
in AFRICA emerged. At home in France and in La Courneuve, the focus 
was on the anti-racist struggle. With the developments that took place in 
Algeria in the late 1980s, it turned to the feminist struggle. 

In 1988, there were youth uprisings in Algeria, which were brutally 
suppressed, leaving around 550 people dead. AFRICA immediately aligned 
itself with the victims. The riots set in motion internal power struggles 
within the Algerian regime. Public criticism led to the fall of the single-party 
system and a move towards a more democratic system. However, these 
developments would also spiral into political instability and the increasingly 
vicious Algerian Civil War, which started in 1991 between the Algerian 
government and Islamic rebel groups, amongst them the Islamic Salvation 
Front (Front islamique du salut, FIS). The latter group had won great 
popularity amongst Algerians since its creation in 1989. FIS had been one of 
the first parties to be formed in the new multi-party system.78 

Mimouna’s interpretation of the events in Algeria was that FIS had 
cleverly exploited the violent suppression of the youth riots in 1988 to 
provoke anti-occidental feelings amongst Algerians. Algerian society was 

                                                        
78 At the same time as these violent and turbulent political events and developments took 
place in Algeria, the trial against the police officer that had shot Abdel was approaching. 
Thus, on both the national and local level of their politics their activism was firmly set within 
the anti-racist struggle.  
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described by FIS as being on the verge of moral ruin. Westerners (les 
occidents) and progressive women were blamed. Mimouna described how 
Algeria previously had been just like France. Women would dress as the 
French and move around freely in public. With the success of FIS, Algeria 
was rapidly transformed, especially for women, who were now forced to veil 
and pushed back into private seclusion. The members of AFRICA 
immediately expressed their solidarity with the women in Algeria and 
opposed the Islamists and their anti-occidental discourse.79 It was not until 
2001 and 9/11 that France, together with the rest of the West (l’Occident), 
started to show concern for women’s rights under Islamist regimes. Activists 
with an Algerian background in and connected to AFRICA knew that the 
developments in Algeria would also have an impact on them and their lives 
in France. Of particular concern were women’s rights. 

Thanks to the larger number of women within the anti-racist struggle 
there was a critical mass of like-minded people among whom they could 
develop a feminist consciousness based on their different personal and 
political experiences. This is similar to what Begoña Aretxaga (1997) writes 
about the formation of political subjectivities among women in Northern 
Ireland: 
 

Women became collectively aware of the power of the state as it manifested 
itself in concrete forms that directly affected their lives, such as arresting 
their sons or their husbands, invading their houses, or withholding their social 
security benefits. In confronting the state, their position in the world as 
Catholic, working-class women in a Protestant-dominated British colony 
acquired new political meanings. The acute inequality of the political system 
of Northern Ireland became both progressively intolerable and progressively 
susceptible to change. This in turn affected other structures of inequality – 
from religion to gender – that women had formerly taken for granted 
(Aretxaga 1997: 79). 

 
Many of the women who took part in campaigns like the one claiming 
justice for Abdel’s death had no previous political experience, just like the 
women in Northern Ireland. Yet the injustice felt and shared by mothers who 
saw how their sons and husbands were treated by the French state drew them 
into a political context and led them to develop an anti-racist political 
consciousness directed against a racist state. They took part in the protests, 
not primarily as women but as mothers of sons victimised by a racist state, to 
claim for themselves and their children the justice and equal treatment 

                                                        
79 This will later emerge as central in MIR’s political project and thus the reason why 
Mimouna so intensely disliked them politically. One could even claim that MIR, like FIS, 
blamed the women, in this case those of NPNS, yet in a different context and manner and with 
a somewhat different meaning and thus with other implications. 
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enjoyed by those with French names and backgrounds. This kind of 
involvement, for some women, developed into a deeper concern with politics 
and could eventuate in the development of a feminist consciousness. 

One such example of this is Farah. Her son, Tarik, was to be expelled 
from France because of reforms to the national code. These legal reforms 
meant that children born in France, but with parents who had not been born 
there, were not automatically given French nationality. Instead, they had to 
apply for citizenship between the age of 16 and 21 to demonstrate their 
willingness to become French. Like many others, Tarik had not done this at 
the required age and was now facing deportation. AFRICA worked to 
prevent this happening. This brought Farah politically into AFRICA. Her 
involvement would form and expand her own political consciousness to 
include feminism. Farah had been subjected to an arranged marriage and had 
then moved to Algeria with her husband. When her husband wanted to take a 
second wife, Farah took her children and left him. Through her involvement 
in AFRICA she was able to conceptualise her experience as the result of a 
system of domination, namely patriarchy. In time, she came to define herself 
as a feminist. 

When talking to Mimouna about the relationship between feminism and 
anti-racism in AFRICA, and the tendency within feminist and anti-racist 
politics in France to choose one struggle over the other, Mimouna said that 
in activism you always have to decide on your priorities. In the 1980s, there 
had been a great need for anti-racist struggles. Yet within these struggles 
there were also problematic elements for women, such as sexism. The major 
role that women played in the activism of the anti-racist movement 
(Lesselier 2008a; Boubeker 2008) also enabled them to work together to 
combat this very sexism amongst their male comrades. In Mimouna’s 
account, it becomes obvious that at an early stage they encountered moments 
of contradiction between the anti-racist and feminist struggles and had to 
learn to balance different priorities in practice.  

La Courneuve - from class solidarity to religious belonging 
In our discussions of the Islamic veil and the 2004 law in France, Mimouna 
would often point to a significant increase in veiled women in La Courneuve 
over the previous two decades. To her, the neighbourhood had changed 
significantly, particularly in relation to how people related to each other. 
Before there were bonds and feelings of solidarity, she explained. Once a 
week, there was a market organised by local women, where they sold clothes 
that they had collected in the neighbourhood. There was also a soup kitchen. 
At the time of my fieldwork, activities like these had disappeared. To 
Mimouna, people now lived in a much more enclosed way and were less 
likely to mix across the internal borders of La Courneuve, borders that had 
become defined by religion and ethnicity. The one reason she gave was the 
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high rate of unemployment. Having a job used to give people a sense of 
pride and belonging, she said. The fact that a job often also meant being a 
member of a labour union also increased feelings of solidarity, according to 
Mimouna. Today, she told me, all this was gone. In Mimouna’s experience 
of the banlieue, religion had taken over the role of communism as a basis for 
solidarity. 

This development was in no way unique to this particular banlieue (Kepel 
2011, 2012). The intensified presence of Islam in La Courneuve expressed 
itself in the increased number of basement mosques, which proliferated in 
the absence of a local mosque. There were also des mosquée sauvages (wild 
mosques), which were different to the basement mosques. The wild mosque 
was a form of temporary male occupation of public space, such as a 
sidewalk, during the Friday prayer. Mimouna, Maryam and I came across 
one when we were handing out flyers one Friday. There was something 
uncomfortable in confronting this practice as a woman. A large part of the 
pavement had been transformed into a restricted zone closed to women, non-
practising Muslims and non-Muslims. We had to circle the group to enter 
one of the apartment buildings, but refrained from doing so because of our 
feelings of discomfort. The fear Mimouna had expressed, of Islam taking 
over public space, appeared very real in this context. 

To Mimouna, these developments manifested obvious threats to laïcité 
and its protection of citizens from the interference of religion in their lives 
within the public sphere. Yet her response was not to eliminate the presence 
of Islam. She was for the construction of new mosques in La Courneuve, 
thinking it was better to incorporate the Muslim presence in an organised 
and institutional form rather than in the more disorganised manner of wild 
mosques. 

The 2004 law – a sign of a continuous colonial logic? 
In the debates surrounding the 2004 law, there were three main positions: 
those supporting, those opposing and those who hesitated to take a stance. 
The hesitant position was, however, hard to sustain as it was attacked from 
both directions for its complicity either with anti-feminism or racism. A 
discursive field had been created that was highly dichotomised, and stifled 
nuanced opinions (cf. Winter 2008; Scott 2007). In the process, social 
categories became increasingly fixed, since each position was constructed 
ideologically against its opponents. This also meant that the agency of the 
veiled woman was viewed through dichotomies. Those supporting the law 
saw veiling as the result of false consciousness. Those opposing the law saw 
veiling as an act of resistance to Western hegemony (Bilge 2010: 14ff). The 
discursive possibilities within public reasoning around the 2004 law were in 
effect exhausted by this dichotomy and incapable of incorporating a more 
nuanced depiction of the situation and the politics involved. 
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As already mentioned, AFRICA supported the law. Those who opposed 
the 2004 law criticised it on the grounds that it was part of a colonial practice 
that France had in actual fact never abandoned. More specifically, it 
represented a continuum between the situation of colonisation and 
immigration. (I will elaborate further on this line of critique in Chapter 
Five.) For AFRICA and Mimouna, however, this was never an issue. They 
considered such a position to be an absurd piece of a rhetoric that reinforced 
the oppression of the banlieue women. How is one to understand this?  

Discussions concerning the racism and the violence of the French 
colonial project would at times erupt at AFRICA. The massacre of 
immigrants in 1961 in Paris and the Algerian war of independence were 
commemorated. Still there was no notion of a “colonial continuum” in these 
discussions. Colonialism belonged to the past. Yet, the colonial heritage was 
present in how Mimouna and women around her talked about their lives. It 
appeared as an identity issue. In their discussions, I could detect a 
generational difference in how people related to and identified with the 
colonial heritage. The older generation within AFRICA, such as Mimouna 
and Farah, had a very strong connection to Algeria.80 They would often 
provide long accounts of their parents’ experiences in France during the 
Algerian war of independence (which in France is called la crise 
Algérienne81). They closely followed political developments in Algeria and 
discussed the events that took place there. It was clear that the experience of 
the colonial heritage, decolonisation and the post-colonial situation all 
played crucial parts in their lives and work. 

The Algeria Mimouna had known, admired and remained attached to was 
an Algeria that had become culturally influenced by France, especially when 
it came to women’s lives. She would often return to how women’s lives had 
changed after independence and especially after the civil war. For Mimouna, 
women during French colonial rule and after independence had been able to 
move around freely and dress just as women in France. They could study 
and build a career. Yet the more the country came under Islamic rule, the 
more these emancipatory tendencies in Algerian society for women would 
diminish. At the same time, Mimouna acknowledged the violence that had 
been involved in the French colonisation of Algeria. She strongly supported 
the anti-colonial struggle, just as she would support other anti-colonial 

                                                        
80 The bond many French-Algerians had to Algeria was often highly emotional in the field I 
engaged with (also including NPNS and MIR). This emotionality had different backgrounds, 
coming from different personal experiences of the colonised and later decolonised Algeria, 
which lead to different political interpretations and positions concerning Algeria in the past as 
well as in the present. 
81 Farah had worked for the Algerian resistance movement in France during this time. After 
the war she was expelled from France for terrorist actions. This was the reason why she could 
never become French. How could she take on the nationality of the nation that she had 
committed “terrorist” acts against, she would say. 
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struggles, such as an independent Palestine. In Mimouna’s view, the Islamic 
state of Algeria had destroyed all that the anti-colonial struggle had fought 
for. 

Mimouna’s own experience of feeling oppressed and vulnerable as a 
woman, yet always having had women around her who supported her 
socially and politically, had a great impact on how her political subjectivity 
was formed. The patriarchal oppression she had experienced came from her 
Algerian family and community. What saved her were the possibilities that 
French society had offered her, such as education, work, access to a political 
identity and the possibility to be politically active as a woman. Faced with 
the developments that occurred in Algeria – the civil war and the effects she 
saw it have on Algerian women – she took a stand for the protection of 
women’s rights against the new power rising in Algeria, the Islamists. 
Mimouna’s views of how the banlieues were being Islamised were thus to a 
large extent informed by her own connections to Algeria.82 

Finally, Mimouna also rejected the argument that veiling was an act of 
resistance to the law, or the subversion of Western hegemony. There was 
certainly a need to resist Western hegemony but veiling was not the way to 
do it. To understand and elaborate further on this position, we must turn to 
the practical work of AFRICA. 

Everyday Life at AFRICA 
The bulk of AFRICA’s everyday work engages with the daily problems that 
people in La Courneuve face. The work includes mundane tasks such as help 
with homework for children, teaching French reading and writing, filling in 
                                                        
82 Another perspective on the rise of a more radicalised form of Islam in La Courneuve was 
told to me by Karima, a young Muslim woman with an Indian background I came to know 
and became friends with during my time at AFRICA. Karima had grown up in La Courneuve, 
in La Grande Balzac. She was in her mid-20s at the time of my fieldwork. She no longer lived 
in La Courneuve but had returned to make a documentary film about the women of la Grande 
Balzac, at the time when it was to be demolished. The film project was for one of her 
university courses at Paris VIII in Saint Denis. Her and my work coincided in time. We would 
thus spend a lot of time together during my fieldwork. As we became friends she told me her 
own story of breaking away from an abusive home, trying to find help, and then slowly 
building a life on her own. I just want to note her experience of forced veiling. Karima, her 
mother and her sister had been among the first in La Courneuve to wear a niqab. However, 
this more radical form of Islam did not come from Algeria or the Middle East but from the 
UK, where Karima’s father had been radicalised. Her parents had migrated from a small 
village in India due to their Muslim faith and the prosecution they had experienced there. Her 
father had at one point started to travel back and forth to the UK. After a while he imposed 
new and stricter rules on his family, of which one was the demand to veil the entirety of their 
bodies. From an early age, Karima had thus worn the niqab every time she left her home. 
Other families would follow in the footsteps of her father. Mimouna’s narrative of how Islam 
came to penetrate life in La Courneuve was thus balanced by Karima’s story. Not only did the 
more radical form come from the UK, but also from within the Muslim Indian diaspora. 
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bureaucratic forms, applying for asylum or French citizenship, and 
supporting women in cases of domestic violence or other forms of sexual 
violence and gender-based oppression. The organisation called for 
improvements in the infrastructure of La Courneuve, such as building more 
day-care centres or development of public transport – efforts that would 
specifically help women to find ways to enter the labour market. It 
campaigned in the cases of individuals who were threatened by deportation 
from France – notably young people affected by the reforms of the national 
code in the 1980s, mentioned in Chapter Two, and the second wives in 
polygamous marriages. It arranged debates and social events for people 
living or working in the area. In fact, the work that AFRICA does is not only 
needed by the people living there, it is also useful to the municipality of La 
Courneuve after the dismantling of the welfare state following neoliberal 
reforms beginning in the 1970s and continued by both the political right and 
left (Wacquant 2009; Fernando 2013: 159). AFRICA’s work has also 
expanded to two other neighbouring banlieues, Drancy and St-Ouen. 

The activities and services of AFRICA were not explicitly gendered, but 
most people visiting and using its services are women.83 When participating 
in the daily activities of AFRICA, it was the complexity and difficulties of 
women’s rather than men’s lives in La Courneuve that were most clearly 
revealed to me. The physical presence of women would also form the 
content of the services, steering AFRICA towards a focus on women’s 
rights. Some of the problems that women in La Courneuve faced were not 
considered different from those suffered by women in French society at 
large, notably domestic violence, rape and sexual harassment, but also 
diseases such as cancer or HIV.84 Yet some were considered to be specific to 
La Courneuve, as well as other banlieue areas that had an overwhelming 
population with an immigrant background: problems such as female 
circumcision, polygamy, veiling and arranged or forced marriages. 
Furthermore, many of the problems dealt with in relation to the women’s 
lives were also considered connected to the precariousness of life specific to 
this urban area – high rates of unemployment, social segregation, poor 
housing, and a lack of social amenities such as shops. These were problems 
common to both men and women. Other problems were also considered to 
                                                        
83 This is very similar to other feminist/women’s associations that emerged around the same 
time within the Parisian banlieues of the Parisian region, such as Nana-Beurs, Voix d’Elles-
Rebelles, and Voix de Femmes (cf. Mélis 2003: 8).  
84 Note that conjugal violence, rape and gang rape tend to be made into specific problems of 
the banlieues when in actual fact they are not limited to these parts of French society. It has 
also been claimed that health problems such as cancer are particular to this area due to poor 
housing. The industrial ground on which residential buildings were constructed was 
previously used for heavy industry and is highly polluted (Benguigui 2010). At one meeting at 
AFRICA an old man who had been living in La Courneuve all his adult life made the 
comment that he wished that researchers would look into the multitude of health problems, 
such as cancer, that he argued were much worse in the banlieues than in other parts of France. 
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be connected with people’s immigrant background in a manner that went 
beyond gendered differences, notably racial discrimination, illiteracy, a lack 
of state-issued documents, poor French language skills, and practising 
traditions and beliefs that are not “French.”  

Central to the work of AFRICA was the cours d’alphabétisation, which 
involved teaching men and women to read and write, and the work on les 
dossiers, which involved compiling the documents needed for an application 
for divorce or French citizenship, as well as the occasional organisation of 
public political debates. The issues debated could be related to a specific day 
of celebration that was coming up. Examples were International Women’s 
Day, the commemorations of the 1961 massacre of Maghreb workers 
striking in Paris, and the Algerian war of independence. They could also be 
held in response to some larger socio-political event in French society, such 
as municipal or presidential elections. All in all, this participation in public 
life signalled AFRICA’s identification with gendered, immigrant, and class-
oriented political issues. 

Many of the events that AFRICA organised had a festive side to them, 
and often included some musical performances. An abundance of food 
would be served, always prepared by women in les Quatre milles. These 
occasions were also moments when women would come together and chat 
about everyday matters in a relaxed but separate space, which allowed them 
to raise difficult issues such as violence in the home, or forced marriage. It 
also gave them a sense of importance, of having contributed to a larger 
social whole. Everybody in the neighbourhood and even people from further 
afield were invited. The intention was to combine politics and entertainment 
in an attempt to attract a large crowd. One such example was the celebration 
of AFRICA’s 20th anniversary in February 2008, to which I will return in 
more detail in Chapter Six. 

The cours d’alphabétisation had been part of AFRICA’s work from the 
very beginning and aimed to teach adults, mainly women, to read and write 
in French. Many who had come from the former colonies knew how to speak 
French, but were often unable to read and write. This was particularly the 
case for women. Almost every day, someone would come in and ask for help 
with reading a piece of paper from government authorities. Saratou, a Malian 
woman in her late 40s who had lived in La Courneuve since she was 14, 
dropped in almost every day. She had never learnt to read or write. Unless 
her children were around, she would often need help to read different 
documents she had received, such as bills or letters from the social services, 
or help filling out forms. One day she came by with money from the social 
services that she had collected at the post office. When Maryam read her 
documents, she immediately saw that the clerk at the post office had stolen 
100 Euro from Saratou. This particular clerk obviously knew that Saratou 
was illiterate, since she had been a regular client for years. The clerk had 
given Saratou only a portion of the money and kept the rest for herself. 
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Saratou got very upset. Maryam explained to Saratou that there was nothing 
they could do now. It was Saratou’s word against the clerk’s. Later, Maryam 
told me that this was not an unusual occurence. Yasin added that such things 
happen when you have poor people with low salaries (around 1,000 Euro per 
month) working as cashiers in post offices. 

There had been a change in the demography of La Courneuve due to new 
waves of immigration from Asia and Eastern Europe instead of North and 
sub-Saharan Africa. This change meant that new cleavages and new forms of 
racism appeared within the population. According to Mimouna, there was an 
unspoken hierarchy between groups of people with different national 
backgrounds depending on how long they had lived in La Courneuve. The 
Maghreb population was considered to have arrived first, closely followed 
by the sub-Saharan population and finally the Asians. La Courneuve had 
thus become more and more segregated internally.85 As already mentioned, 
Mimouna saw this as a development from class-based solidarity to ethnic 
and religious communitarianism. 

Mimouna had introduced a form of cours de civilisation as part of the 
cours d’alphabétisation, as she tried to teach the participants about French 
Republican notions of nationality, citizenship and rights and duties. This was 
considered important and valuable, not only for newly arrived immigrants 
but also for people who had lived in France for years but under isolated 
conditions, notably those who were illiterate or women who had been kept at 
home by their husbands. Bureaucratic and legal illiteracy sometimes had 
serious consequences, as in the case of Oumou.  

Oumou is a Malian woman in her mid-thirties. She came to France at the 
age of 17 when she was married off as a second wife to a Malian man living 
in La Courneuve. She has four children with him, of which only the 
youngest lives with her. The other three were left behind four years earlier 
when she visited Mali with them. They had been denied return to France, 
since Oumou had not applied for a carte républicaine for them. Children 
born in France but whose parents were not would be given a carte 
républicaine until a demand for citizenship could be made, which would 
allow them to leave and enter France freely.86 The carte républicaine has to 
be formally requested, it is not automatically given. Oumou had not been 
aware of this and had left for Mali with her children without the relevant 

                                                        
85 This process can be compared to Wieviorka’s (1996) analysis of the shift in French society 
from an industrial to a post-industrial stage, which politically meant a shift from class-based 
politics to identity politics. 
86 The requirement was that they had lived in France without interruption for five years and 
had not committed a felony. The laws and requirements aimed at the second generation of 
immigrants (those born in France but whose parents were born outside of France) have from 
the 1980s changed a great deal depending on the government in power. For a longer 
discussion and national comparison, see Silverstein (2004: 17-34). 
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documents.87 When the family was to return to France, she had no papers for 
her children. Since then, she has been trying to get papers required to bring 
them back to France. At the time of my fieldwork, AFRICA was helping her 
put together a dossier to bring back her children. 

These dossiers consisted of various bureaucratic papers and forms. The 
dossiers could concern women who wanted to divorce their husbands, 
undocumented foreigners (sans-papiers) applying for a residence permit 
(carte de séjour), and people applying for social or medical benefits or a 
reunion with their children, as in the case of Oumou. The cases mainly 
concerned women, but at times also men or couples. The most difficult cases 
were those of women with children. The stories told by the women about the 
difficulties encountered during the process of compiling their dossiers 
revealed how their lives tended to get stuck in different structures of power 
and “traditions.” (“Tradition” is in France frequently used to describe 
practices such as polygamy, patriarchal violence and oppression.) 
Difficulties of this kind were compounded by problems relating to poverty, 
and illiteracy as well as to corrupt state officials and highly inefficient 
archiving systems in their country of origin, but also problems with French 
bureaucracy and French migration laws. Women, like Oumou were 
“complétement coincée et dans la galère” (“completely stuck and in a total 
mess”), as Maryam put it. The dossiers made it evident how women’s 
problems in their daily lives stretched from the intimate domestic sphere to 
the municipal level in La Courneuve, via the French immigration system and 
its ideologies of nationality, and back to their countries of origin. In the 
dossiers, it is also obvious how these women represent a node for multiple 
forms and levels of oppression. This was the realisation that Mimouna had 
come to as a result of her work in La Courneuve and the encounter with 
women at AFRICA. It was also a realisation that had been carved out of her 
earlier experience within the communist party as well as her later 
involvement in the anti-racist movement. 

The Borders of Political Discourse 
The cours d’alphabétisation always finished with a more informal 
discussion downstairs over tea and coffee, where we talked about themes 
related to living in La Courneuve, being an immigrant, the home countries of 
the participants, motherhood, violence against women, polygamy, or 
arranged marriages. I learned how parents with an immigrant background 
                                                        
87 It should be added here that Oumou had been told about this by Maryam, but had ignored 
Maryam’s advice. I think Maryam felt offended by this but also angry with Oumou for being 
so ignorant and arrogant and then causing all this trouble primarily for her children but also 
for AFRICA. The negative feelings that Maryam felt towards Oumou came up every so often 
when she was dealing with Oumou and her dossier. 
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would send their children back to the country of origin, au pays, to live for a 
period of time. When this pattern had first emerged in La Courneuve it was 
mainly boys who were sent back. This happened whenever something had 
gone wrong, such as prolonged absence from school, hanging out with “the 
wrong kind of friends” or having been arrested for some minor crime. The 
idea was that the youngsters sent back au pays would get back on the “right 
track”. In time, parents also started to send their daughters before puberty to 
protect them from “immoral” living (i.e. losing their virginity) and then 
marry them off to local boys au pays (cf. Keaton 2006, Chapter One). The 
fact that the girl had French citizenship, or was able to apply for it when she 
was of the right age, meant that she would be extremely valuable as a 
marriage partner, since her national status allowed for the possibility of entry 
into France and Europe for the prospective husband. The girl’s parents could 
choose a “good” husband who enabled the family to advance socially. This 
could, however, sometimes mean that a girl missed out on compulsory 
education. When she returned to France with her husband, she lacked 
essential schooling for a life in French society. 

In public discourses these kinds of problems tend to be reduced to a 
matter of culture introduced by “immigrants” with archaic, patriarchal 
traditions. Participating in the daily work at AFRICA made it clear that the 
practice of sending back children to the parental country of origin should be 
understood as a much more complex phenomenon in which cultural factors 
act in combination with the economic and social structures of inequality in 
France and the global community (cf. Ticktin 2011). It was the people in the 
banlieues who tended to pay the highest price for the country’s high rates of 
unemployment and failing schooling systems, for racist police harassment, 
for high levels of criminality and violence, for poor housing conditions, and 
so on. People’s opportunities to prosper and advance socially and 
economically in the banlieues were limited and other routes for such 
advancement were sought out, such as getting your son back on the “right 
track” by sending him back to the country of origin, or improving social 
status by marrying off your daughter to someone “better” au pays. However, 
when AFRICA took part in larger public discourses, this more complex 
understanding of these phenomena was muted. Instead, sending children 
back to their parents’ home country was placed in a hegemonic framework 
of the problem of culture or religion, and with an exclusive focus on sending 
children back au pays and “selling” your daughter to a potential “good” 
husband. That is, it focused on the symptoms rather than the underlying 
structural causes. 

Central to the coffee-table discussions were questions that concerned 
various forms of gendered and sexual violence occurring at the most intimate 
level of these women’s lives. Gendered and sexual violence were often 
approached indirectly through a discussion of an event that had occurred and 
been reported in the media, rather than raising the problem of polygamy or 
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circumcision in the lives of the women themselves. Mimouna tried to steer 
the discussion of such general issues towards actual life in La Courneuve. 
Almost always, the result was that she did most of the talking herself. 
Maryam and Farah made some contributions but the women attending the 
cours d’alphabétisation remained mostly silent. Now and then, some of the 
regular visitors would join in and make a comment. At some point I brought 
up this silence with Mimoun and asked her what was the point of these 
discussions when the women rarely took part in them. Mimouna told me that 
she was aware of this, but to her it was essential to keep pushing the 
discussion towards these issues. Questions like these were very difficult for 
the women to broach. There was so much shame involved and they had lived 
in a “culture of silence” for so long that it would take a long time for them to 
open up. To Mimouna, this did not mean that the efforts were in vain. Just 
being there and listening to other women talking could have an impact on 
women’s lives. It opened up a new way of seeing things for them. 
Sometimes a woman would come up to Mimouna or Maryam afterwards to 
talk about some aspect of her situation that related to the discussion.  

Farah had a somewhat different interpretation of the women’s silence. To 
her, many of the women when they came to AFRICA and the cours 
d’alphabétisation were not interested in talking but rather in doing. They 
wanted to learn French or to read and write to help them get a job, which 
would enable them to create a sustainable life for themselves and their 
family. According to Farah, in their experience the practice of talking did not 
lead to any of this. It only brought up issues that they wanted to leave 
behind.  

What both Mimouna’s and Farah’s interpretation of the situation point to 
is a tension between feminism and the everyday concerns of women. In 
Mimouna’s analysis, feminism confronts what she calls a “culture of 
silence” and feelings of shame, which prevent women in need from seeking 
help even when it is available to them in a safe space. A separatist female 
space is simply not enough. For those who eventually did seek help, it was 
always done in an even more intimate space than that of a small group of 
women. Only when alone with Mimouna or Maryam could they tell their 
stories of abuse and difficulties. The small group of women was after all part 
of the larger social space incorporating that “culture of silence and shame”. 
Being amongst other women was in itself not enough to break the culture of 
silence.88  

In contrast, for Farah women’s reluctance to speak should be understood 
in relation to the fact that they are more concerned with concrete problems 

                                                        
88 One can see this in the case of Saratou’s divorce. Having divorced, she was ostracised from 
the community. Many of her female friends turned their back on her. Divorcing your husband 
was to break with social norms of the community. However, the separatist space did function 
as an arena for raising consciousness, which in itself is a traditional feminist method. 
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such as better housing,89 schooling and employment so they can give their 
children a better life. To do so, they need to learn to read and write in 
French. They need day-care facilities, a functioning school and after-school 
care. Their own situation as women had to be set aside. Some women felt 
that talking did not solve their gender-specific problems. So why talk about 
them at all? From this perspective, what they needed in order to be able to 
take control over their lives was something very concrete, rather than to 
dwell on the past, which only left them immobile and stuck in their suffering 
(cf. Jackson 2005: 147). 

Both Mimouna’s and Farah’s interpretations can be further illuminated by 
the larger issue of how difficult it is to bring up feminist issues within the 
banlieues. Mimouna likened any attempt to raise feminist issues outside of a 
feminist context as akin to entering a battlefield. Corinne Mélis (2003) 
shows how similar difficulties were expressed within contemporary groups 
similar to AFRICA, such as Les nanas beurs and Voix d’elles rebelles 
mentioned in the previous chapter. Activists in Les nanas beurs had seen 
how it had become increasingly difficult to work amongst women and 
families living in the banlieues. The association was always perceived as 
divisive by people around it (Mélis 2003: 11). Unlike class-based and racial 
struggles in which the enemy was external to the banlieues, for feminism the 
enemy is also within. Men and women in the banlieues are both allies and 
foes within everyday life. 

Feminism faces special difficulties. It directs its critique both at the level 
of social structure and of interpersonal and intimate relations. In one sense, 
this goes for other struggles as well, but the problem feminism faces is that 
its critique of patriarchy is also a critique of gender practices and norms 
within one’s own community, in this case the banlieue. Class-based and anti-
racist struggles criticise society at large and not specifically people living 
within the banlieue. The resistance towards feminism in the banlieues can in 
light of this be interpreted in terms of power relations that are internal as 
well as external to the banlieues. In the case of feminism, it is a question of 
power relations within a gendered world. Within a gendered world, men do 
not want to relinquish their position of power and feminist questions are thus 

                                                        
89 Many people living in La Courneuve lived in apartments that were in a terrible condition. In 
the large housing complexes, such as in la cite des Quatre Milles, the lifts were often out of 
order, forcing people to walk up maybe ten to sixteen flights of stairs, regardless of whether 
they were old or young, disabled or abled, with a stroller or with shopping bags, or maybe 
both. In the stairwell it often happened that the lights were broken so that the stairs were in 
darkness, creating an environment of insecurity and fear. Health problems arose as a 
consequence of malfunctioning heating in these buildings, such as colds and bronchitis due to 
dampness and cold. As they were emptying the Grande Balzac before its destruction, some 
residents ended up under worsening conditions as they lived in flats situated between already 
evacuated apartments. The latter had been sealed off with concrete, replacing earlier doors 
and windows to keep squatters from coming in. 
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silenced or actively shunned. The stigmatised position of feminist practices 
in the banlieues is demonstrated politically in the exclusion of feminism or 
women’s issues from such grassroots arenas as Le forum sociale des 
quartiers populaires, which, as mentioned in the previous chapter, had been 
initiated by groups like MIB (Mouvement de l’immigration et des banlieues). 
AFRICA and other feminist groups working in different banlieues would 
never be invited to participate in Le forum sociale since there was simply no 
room available for women’s issues. Within this racialised social world, 
feminism is equated with what is “French”, as we will see clearly in Chapter 
Five. Because of this, it is resisted as “racist” knowledge. Feminism is 
perceived as something of a Trojan horse that smuggles French influence 
into the banlieues. 

The tensions between feminism and everyday life for women, and 
between feminist struggles and perceptions of feminism as stigmatising and 
divisive also meant that Mimouna’s opinions in relation to the 2004 law had 
to be balanced by a more pragmatic relationship to religion in the daily work 
of AFRICA. This meant work that was more responsive to the position of 
women rather than an ideological position. One example is that of Saratou, 
mentioned above, who had been helped by Mimouna to divorce a man to 
whom she had been married at the age of 14 in an arranged marriage, a man 
who had beaten her and their children. I heard Saratou retell her story several 
times, always emphasising that without Allah and Mimouna she could never 
have pulled through and survived. Hearing this, Mimouna would always go 
silent, but she never argued against Saratou’s reference to religion. When 
Saratou was not there, Mimouna joked to me about how it was rather 
agreeable to stand beside Allah as the one who had helped Saratou in her 
struggle. She felt a great deal of warmth towards Saratou and appreciation of 
the existential significance of religion for her. Nevertheless, Mimouna 
considered religion unimportant to the larger political actions that had in fact 
liberated Saratou from her abusive husband.  

Mimouna’s pragmatic attitude was also apparent in other circumstances 
when women’s religious belonging manifested itself. Even though Mimouna 
opposed the veil from a feminist standpoint, she would always welcome 
veiled women to AFRICA without any comment. As we will see, this is in 
stark contrast to NPNS. She was never afraid of bringing up difficult issues 
with the women who came to AFRICA, yet she rarely talked about the veil 
in front of them or argued against women’s religious convictions. She 
combined a strong ideological position with a more flexible and pragmatic 
political practice. 
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Conclusion 
This chapter has shown how AFRICA’s support for the 2004 law was not 
considered racist by Mimouna, and that her support must be understood in 
the light of how her political views were formed, how AFRICA came into 
being, its daily work and ideological position, as well as Mimouna’s own 
position within the Algerian community and French society, her life in La 
Courneuve and the discursive field arising from the affaire du foulard and 
the 2004 law. As we have seen, both the Algerian and French context 
supplied her with a political consciousness. This made it impossible for 
Mimouna to adopt the position of Christine Delphy outlined earlier. 
Mimouna’s support for the 2004 law reflected her complex, contradictory, 
and personal experience of Algerian and French society – an experience on 
which the ideological position of AFRICA was based.  

Added to this experiential complexity is the geographical situatedness of 
AFRICA in La Courneuve and its everyday life saturated by social and 
economic precariousness, as well as by racist and patriarchal violence over a 
period of more than 20 years. The changes that Mimouna identified in La 
Courneuve were due to a large extent to a failing welfare state and a 
weakening of the political left. Islam had moved in, which meant that forms 
of solidarity not based on cultural and religious belonging broke down. 
Women became more and more enclosed in the private sphere and subjected 
to patriarchal oppression in the form of veiling, polygamy and forced 
marriages. These developments formed the basis for her support of the 2004 
law.  

From the very situated perspective of Mimouna and AFRICA, informed 
as it is not only by practical demands but also by profound personal and 
historical experiences, the position of Delphy and others like her who 
opposed the 2004 law appears as an abstract and theoretical affair. From 
AFRICA’s perspective, Delphy’s position is not informed by the kind of 
fine-grained, historical, social, cultural and personal factors as that of 
AFRICA. Delphy’s position tends to fix categories and identities and uses 
concepts in ideologically informed ways (Staunæs 2003: 103). This 
ideological use of categories will become more obvious in the following 
chapters that deal with NPNS and MIR. 

However, when AFRICA engaged in public debate on the 2004 law, there 
was little room for the kind of knowledge that grew out of practical 
involvement with the women who used AFRICA’s services. Instead, 
AFRICA too found itself positioned in relation to relatively fixed categories. 
What this points to is that public space is not open to public reasoning in the 
sense of the enlightenment tradition. Instead, it closes down reasoning in its 
liberal, dialogical form and is marked by political disagreement. In this 
space, there is little room for dialogue or consensus. This casting of public 
reasoning in terms of dichotomies emerges most clearly in contrast to the 
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practical work of AFRICA in La Courneuve, which was defined by 
flexibility and the setting aside of rigid ideological positions. Yet this also 
created a problem for AFRICA, when it tried to move between the local 
context of La Courneuve and the wider sphere of public reasoning. (I return 
to this in Chapter Six.) 
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4. Ni Putes Ni Soumises 

In November 2007, I went to Ni putes ni soumises’s (NPNS) annual 
l’université d’autumn (autumn university) in the south-western Parisian 
suburb of Dourdan, where all of NPNS’s national and international 
committees gathered with invited guests to exchange experiences and ideas. 
Over three days, people interacted in panels, debates, and workshops, over 
breakfast, lunch and dinner or during breaks over a cup of coffee or a glass 
of wine. Each year has a specific theme and this year it was “Femmes en 
résistance, femmes en mouvement” (Women in resistance, women on the 
move/within the movement). 

On the second day, just after lunch, there was a panel entitled “Des 
femmes moteurs de l’émancipation face à l’obscurantisme.”90 There were six 
panellists.91 The first to speak was the Pakistani ex-minister and feminist 
Nilofar Bakhtiar.92 She told the audience how proud she was to have been 
invited by NPNS and how important she thought their work was. She then 
talked a bit about her own country and the current chaos. She had been 
forced to step down from her ministerial post after having been 
photographed hugging a French journalist after a parachute jump. Bakhtiar 
was soft-spoken and appeared moderate in her views, and was also openly 
Muslim. After Nilofar Bakhtiar, Wafa Sultan,93 a Syrian woman living in the 
                                                        
90 “Women as driving forces in the face of threats of obscurantism” (threats to the ideals of 
Enlightenment) (my translation).   
91 Souad Sbaï, Katia Bellillo, Wafa Sultan, Nilofar Bakhtiar, Amina Lofti, and Wassyla 
Tamzali. Tamzali had replaced Taslima Nasrin who had been unable to come. Nasrin had 
however attended the year before. 
92 Nilofar Bakhtiar, a public official in Pakistan had been a Federal Minister for Tourism and 
a Minister of Women’s Affairs in the Shaukat Aziz cabinet. She had joined the Pakistan 
Muslim League (PML) in 1990 and was in charge of PML election campaigns in 1990, 1993, 
and 1997. She is also the president of the Women's Wing of the Pakistan Muslim League in 
Rawalpindi. During Tehrik-e-Nijat she was imprisoned after anti-government protests. In 
April 2007, a fatwa was issued against her by the Red Mosque in Islamabad. The reason was 
her presumed obscene behaviour during a parachute jump in France honouring the 73,000 
victims of the 2005 earthquake in Pakistan. She had also publicly hugged the other male 
parachutist. 
93 Wafa Sultan, a psychiatrist and writer and a harsh critic of Islam, was born and grew up in 
Syria in a traditional Muslim family. Yet at the age of 21, during her university studies, she 
had become critically radicalised against Islam due to the assassination of one of her teachers 
by the Muslim Brotherhood. She migrated to USA and achieved international fame for her 
critical comments against Islam (claiming it was “stuck in the Middle ages”) on Al Jazeera. 
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USA, spoke. She was anti-Islamic and made it clear that one could not be 
both a Muslim and a feminist. Islam for her was not a religion but a political 
ideology. According to Sultan, Muslims want to take over the world and 
must be stopped before it is too late. She received standing ovations from a 
majority of the audience, which was not the case for Bakhtiar. 

Bakhtiar was shocked and infuriated both by what Sultan had said, but 
also by the positive response of the audience. She said that she had not 
thought they had come together in this conference to talk about Islam but 
about women. As a Muslim herself, she found it very offensive to be faced 
with the kind of criticism Sultan so fervently had made, as well as the 
support Sultan had been given from the audience. Bakhtiar went on to say 
that the oppression of women was not only to be found within Islam but 
existed everywhere in society. To her, it was important to respect all 
religions and continued by warning the audience: “Don’t antagonise 
Muslims! It is when you irritate or abuse them that they will retaliate.” 
Someone in the audience told Bakhtiar that she was now in France and that 
here it was permissible to criticise religions. Bakhtiar responded by saying 
that it didn’t seem to her as if people were discussing religion but Islam. 

The other speakers then made some comments but did not get much 
response from the audience. Sultan then responded to what Bakhtiar had said 
earlier. She agreed that the oppression of women is to be found in all 
societies, but to her there was one important difference: America had laws 
against the oppression of women while Islamic sharia supported the 
oppression of women. She went on to give examples from the Quran of how 
oppressed women are within Islam and then concluded emphatically: “I 
cannot be a free woman and a Muslim at the same time!”. Bakhtiar 
responded by saying that she had to borrow one of Sultan’s copies of the 
Quran since her own Quran did not mention the things Sultan had quoted. 
She added that she did not want to see her religion attacked in this way, but 
wanted people to respect her faith.94 She didn’t think this was how one 
                                                        
94 Chahla Chafiq, an Iranian feminist and sociologist living in France who supports NPNS, 
responded by saying that to avoid a war between the religions, one must have laïcité. There 
are different interpretations of the Qurqn but one must have the option of criticising Islam too. 
Bakhtiar responded by saying that she thought “we were here to talk about women and the 
oppression of women and not religion” and rhetorically asked: “If we are to talk of religion 
then why are we only talking of Islam?” A woman in the audience defended Bakhtiar saying 
that if what had been said so far about Islam had been said about Judaism then the journalists 
present here would have attacked them all for being anti-Semitic. After that she went on to 
criticise Sultan’s position harshly, at which point one of the staff members tried to take the 
microphone away from her. But she insisted and was able to finish what she started talking 
about. Wassyla Tamzali, an Algerian feminist and lawyer now living in France and a friend of 
NPNS, then responded to Bakhtiar saying that she wished it was possible to talk about 
feminism and women’s rights without Islam, but this was not the case. Tamzali went on by 
saying that “it was necessary to go via the critique, in a philosophical meaning,” in order to 
combat the tendency that exist in Europe today to avoid criticism of Islam for fear of being 
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treated guests in France, by pushing them into a corner and then 
overwhelming them with an aggressive critique of their faith. The audience, 
sensing that she had had enough, let the issue drop.  
 
Both Bakhtiar and Sultan had been invited because of their critique of Islam 
in the name of feminism, a critique that was at the core of NPNS’s political 
project. The two women had been attacked by Islamic groups because of 
how they challenged Islam in their different ways. Yet this incident 
illustrates that the way people are critical of Islam in different geographical, 
cultural and class contexts can vary enormously, so much so that they end up 
in opposition to each other. There is nothing novel about this, but what is of 
interest to me is how NPNS appeared to have been totally unprepared for the 
possibility. The severe criticism that Sultan made of Islam as a whole 
appeared to have been accepted by the larger audience. This reaction was not 
considered particularly problematic by the organisers and leadership of 
NPNS. Only one woman made a comment in support of Bakhtiar and at the 
very end of the debate Sihem Habchi, the president of NPNS, intervened. 
The members and leading figures of NPNS had not anticipated that Bakhtiar 
would take Sultan’s attack on Islam personally. NPNS did not realise the 
extent to which Islam was a positive part of Nilofar Bakhtiar’s identity. It 
was specific interpretations of Islam that were problematic for Bakhtiar in 
her struggle for women’s rights in Pakistan. I later learned from one of the 
main staff members of the NPNS head office in Paris that she and many 
others did not agree with Sultan’s position, but they had not intervened or 
challenged her opinions.95 

What is manifested in the debate between Bakhtiar and Sultan is precisely 
the larger conflict that is at the centre of this study, namely the tension 
between feminism and anti-racism manifested in a debate between a highly 
critical feminist stance towards Islam and a feminist stance criticising Islam 
from a Muslim feminist point of view. The conflict between Bakhtiar and 
Sultan is marked by a simple binary, Islam versus Republican laïcité, that 
constitutes the foundation of NPNS’s ideological position. Within the 
politics of NPNS there was no room for differences within Islam. Instead, 
Islam as a whole stands opposed to laïcité. The binary relationship between 
Islam and laïcité contributes to the larger conflict between and within 
feminism and antiracism. The opposition between them resonates with and is 
informed by other conflicts that take the form of familiar binaries, such as 
modernity versus tradition, reason versus fundamentalism, and individualism 
                                                                                                                                  
seen as a racist. Instead, people in Europe talk of tolerance, which according to Tamzali was 
not possible in women’s struggle against the obscurantism of Islam. 
95 It is important to note that the panel had not been put together with the purpose of bringing 
about the intense conflict that erupted between Sultan and Bakhtiar. As a feminist, Bakhtiar 
was highly admired by NPNS, as were her actions and work in Pakistan, and it was for these 
reasons that she had been invited. 
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versus collectivism. They generate a polemic that produces a world 
reminiscent of Samuel Huntington’s “clash of civilizations”. Islam is firmly 
anchored on the left side of the binaries – one result of which is to deny any 
notion of complexity within Islam, but also within Republican laïcité.  

Bakhtiar’s position clashes violently with these binaries. Her more 
complex stance in relation to Islam and feminism is impossible for NPNS to 
incorporate, since her relationship to Islam does not rest on the kinds of 
binaries NPNS maintains, even if she does include a feminist critique of 
Islam. It was this critique, and the fact that she had been subjected to a fatwa 
by the Red Mosque in Islamabad because of her “obscene behaviour,” that 
had led NPNS to invite her in the first place. Sultan, on the other hand, 
reinforced the binaries. Not only that, she espoused a form of Islamophobia 
from within her feminist critique that resonated with larger French anxieties 
surrounding Islam and its politicisation. Sultan’s highly confrontational 
stance towards Islam appealed to NPNS, hence the applause after her speech. 
In this chapter, I will consider how and why NPNS came to adopt the 
position it does. In doing so, I will follow the pattern of the previous chapter 
about AFRICA. I will look at how NPNS came into being, the ideological 
grounding of their politics and how they put this into practice in their daily 
work. 

Entering NPNS 
NPNS’ head office is located in Paris, in the 20th arrondissement near the 
metro stop Jourdain. Exiting the metro you enter a quaint street with a 
bohemian feel to it, what the French would call bobo, bourgeois bohéme.96 
The area has been part of a process of gentrification of the 20th 
arrondissement, starting from around Belleville. It still has a slightly rough 
feel, but has at the same time become increasingly expensive. There are 
fancy flower shops, an organic food shop on the corner, a real estate agency, 
a small and inviting bookshop, a typical inner-city corner shop,97 a rundown 
bakery, and a kebab stall. Approaching NPNS you walk past a pet shop for 
small dogs and a small recording studio. Crossing the street, you find the 
office of NPNS on the corner. The building is large and surrounded by a 
fence. On the stairs leading up to the office, you often find staff members 
smoking and chatting, who greet you in a friendly manner. 

                                                        
96 This expression designates people who are economically relatively well-of and whose 
values are that of the left. The archetypal bobo is someone living in a larger urban area, 
ecologically aware and idealist in his/her views. In France the expression is used in a 
pejorative sense. 
97 With a vegetable stall in the front of the shop open every day of the week, except Friday 
(for the Friday prayer), and late evenings and run by people with a Maghreb background. 
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The people of NPNS98 
The staff of NPNS is made up of full-time and part-time employees, as well 
as a number of stagaires – interns – from a wide range of backgrounds. Once 
you have entered the building, you arrive at the reception. At the time of the 
fieldwork, this was managed by Fadiya, a young woman in her mid-20s, 
from a banlieue outside of Paris and with a background in Côte d’Îvoire. 
Sometimes she would delegate the task of running the reception to the 
interns or a volunteer. They were all young women in their early to mid-20s 
and almost exclusively with a North or West African background.  

The president is the public voice and face of NPNS. The first was Fadela 
Amara, from 2003 to 2007. She was replaced in 2007 by Sihem Habchi, first 
unofficially, then officially in November 2008 at the annual autumn 
university of NPNS.99 Both Fadela and Sihem have an Algerian background. 
Fadela’s father was a work-migrant who had settled with his wife in 
Clermont-Ferrand, a working-class town in the region of Auvergne in central 
France, where Fadela was later born. She described her family as very male-
dominated, with her father as the head of the family and her mother a 
housewife (Amara 2003). Sihem was in her early 30s at the time of my 
fieldwork. She was born in Algeria but had grown up just to the south of 
inner-city Paris. She did not have the same cité experience as Fadela, as she 
said to me herself. She describes her upbringing and life as being strictly 
controlled by her father. This, combined with meeting other young women at 
the university in similar situations led eventually to her involvement in 
NPNS. 

Mediating between the president and the world outside NPNS as well as 
the rest of the staff was Samuel, a non-immigrant Frenchman in his late 20s 
who was responsible for all media contacts. If you wanted a meeting with 
Sihem, you had to pass through him. There was also the vice-president, 
Bouchra, in her early 40s. She too had an Algerian background. She worked 
only part-time since she was one of the few people at NPNS who had a 
family.100  

The organisation was run from the top down. Everything, from any article 
or note that was made public, to larger campaigns had to pass via Sihem. 
This was similar to Mimouna’s role at AFRICA, but the top-down 
organisational character was more striking at the larger NPNS and generated 

                                                        
98 As in the previous chapter, all names are pseudonyms. The only exceptions are those with 
more public positions, such as well-known founders or presidents of the organisation. 
99 In 2008 NPNS, included a congress into the conferences of the autumn university with the 
purpose of electing their new president. This would become a standing practice in the 
following autumn universities. 
100 In 2009, after my fieldwork was over, Bouchra left the organisation due to a conflict she 
had with Sihem (cf. http://bondyblog.fr/200912100003/guerilla-a-ni-putes-ni-
soumises/#.V0K1KbSopBw, 9/6/2016). 
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more discontent and a high turnover of staff and interns. One staff member 
complained to me how slowly things were implemented because of this.  

Just before I began fieldwork at NPNS, Fadela’s youngest brother, 
Djamel, who was in his late 30s, had started working there. His role at the 
organisation was to take care of the webpage and other media-related chores. 
Then there was Delphine, a woman in her late 20s with a non-immigrant 
French background. During my time at NPNS she became the economic 
administrator. Edith, who had a similar background, handled the educational 
projects. NPNS also employed a psychologist and a lawyer, both full time. 
Finally, there was Ada, a Spanish woman in her mid-20s, well educated, 
with a French degree in political science, who was in charge of external 
relations. Nessim, a man in his late 20s, was responsible for relations with 
NPNS’s numerous national committees.  

The composition of the staff has changed over the years. The great 
interest that the organisation attracted from the very start would in time also 
change the demographics of the members. From having mainly consisted of 
women coming from poor and lower classes in the banlieues, new members 
were now being recruited from the well-educated middle class in France. 
This also changed the character of the organisation. NPNS had started out as 
an arena for young women in the banlieues, to voice their “temoignages”, 
testimonies. People who had experienced sexism in a banlieue context made 
up the core of the organisation in the beginning. It was their own testimonies 
that NPNS spread further to others. However, once the personnel in NPNS 
changed, the testimonies of women from the banlieues that were collected 
were no longer “their own”, because they no longer expressed what the 
NPNS members themselves had experienced. This was readily 
acknowledged by one volunteer, who told me, “I am one of these people”, 
meaning one of those who talk about the violent sexism of the banlieues 
without having himself any experience of life in the banlieues.  

Breaking the Silence – Women of “les Ghettos” Rise 
Up 
“For a diversity based on respect!” “Women’s struggle, a weapon for 
success and democracy.” These are slogans with which Ni putes ni soumises 
(NPNS) introduced their movement on their webpage in 2008. By this time 
several things had changed within the organisation since its founding in 
2003. Fadela Amara, the founder and president of NPNS, had left to become 
a minister in Sarkozy’s cabinet and had been replaced by Sihem Habchi, 
which had generated an internal crisis within NPNS. The unofficial 
appointment of Sihem as the president was seen as undemocratic by many 
members and in protest several members and national committees left the 
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organisation. One of them was Safia Lebdi who had been one of the original 
founders together with Fadela. There were signs of a new generation taking 
over the organisation. However, NPNS still consisted of 24 national and six 
international committees, and in 2007 the organisation was given 
consultative NGO status by the United Nations for questions of gender and 
sexual equality. Before venturing into these different developments of the 
organisation and its people, however, let us start from the beginning. 

Creating a feminism of the banlieues – a Republican feminism 
The official version of NPNS’ birth appears on their webpage and in Fadela 
Amara’s book, Ni putes ni soumises (2003). According to this version, 
several years of preparatory work preceded the creation of NPNS in 2003 
and several key individuals were involved. Fadela Amara is named as the 
founder based on her own experience of growing up in a poor working-class 
area, a cité, in Clermont-Ferrand and of being a political activist in SOS 
Racisme and the local branch of Fédération National des Maison des potes 
(FNMP). FNMP had been founded by SOS Racisme as a sister organisation 
in 1988, in which Amara became a full-time employed activist. The purpose 
of FNMP was to contest the negative image of the banlieues that had 
become so prominent in the media. It was in one of the local branches that 
she and her activist friends started offering support to young women in need 
and where the ideas that would later give birth to NPNS started to take 
shape. This led to the creation of the “Women Commission” in FNMP in 
1989 for which Amara became responsible. Amara later moved to FNMP’s 
office in Paris. 

It was in her work in the “Women’s Commission” that she became aware 
of what she termed the constantly increasing gravity of the problem of the 
oppression of women in the banlieues and how schools and other social 
services turned a blind eye to their precarious situation. It was obvious to her 
that there was an urgent need to engage with the problem of sexism. In her 
book, Amara describes how she was convinced that by first taking on the 
problem of young women’s situation in the banlieues, they would also be 
able to tackle broader issues pertaining to the so-called “unrest problem” of 
the banlieues. It was a political choice to tackle the concrete problems that 
women were facing. With support from Malik Boutih (the president of SOS 
Racisme at the time) they started to create “Women’s commissions” across 
the country and brought in other groups working on similar issues. They 
organised seminars on feminism and attempts were made to attract the 
interest of local and national politicians, but without much success. One of 
Amara’s central aims was to incorporate both women and men into the 
struggle and to emphasise the need for men to respect women (Amara 2003: 
85ff). 
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The commissions developed into special assemblies with the purpose of 
gathering information about the situation of women in the banlieues. The 
response they received was overwhelming. Over five thousand completed 
questionnaires were offered as testimony of the problems these women faced 
and were compiled into the so-called Livre blanc des femmes des quartiers 
(“White Book of Women of the Quartiers”). The publication of the Livre 
blanc coincided with the death of Sohane Benziane, the seventeen-year-old 
woman from a housing project in Vitry-sur-Seine, who was burned to death 
by a male friend. Shortly after this Amara and six activist friends decided to 
organise a march inspired by that of the 1983 beur movement (Amara 2005: 
81-90). SOS Racisme had grown out of la marche des beurs in 1983, NPNS 
grew out of the Marche des femmes des quartiers pour l’égalité et contre les 
ghettos in February and March 2003.101 The march moved through more 
than twenty cities in France and organised meetings and debates along the 
way. By the time it reached Paris on March 8 in 2003, International 
Women’s Day, the number of marchers had reached 30,000 and went under 
the banner “Ni putes ni soumises”. In the months to come, the organisation 
NPNS was officially created. 

The march had been preceded by an appeal, un appel, which was called 
Ni putes ni soumises. The appel was presented at a conference that the 
“Special Assembly of women of the quartiers” held at Sorbonne in January 
2002 (see Appendix 2). This appel would later form the basis for the work of 
NPNS. The emphasis in the appel is on social issues as the underlying cause 
of the oppression of women and girls in the banlieues. According to the 
organisation’s analysis of the subjugation of women, the reasons for 
oppression are located in the social and economic marginalisation of the 
banlieues, which generates a reinforcement of “traditions” and religion. It is 
the “traditions” and the rise of religion, particularly Islam, in these areas that 
are responsible for the oppression of women of the banlieues. The particular 
feature of this oppression is that women’s lives are reduced to a choice 
between submission to male chauvinist rules or being classified as whores. 
Hence the name of the appel, ni putes ni soumises, neither whores nor 
submissives.102 

The organisation adopted the name of the appel, “Ni putes ni soumises”. 
The name itself attracted great attention. In an early fieldwork conversation 
with a member and volunteer at NPNS, he told me that when NPNS was 
created a media expert had been hired to tighten up the message the name 
                                                        
101 It is unclear whether or not the intention to create NPNS as an organisation was already in 
place before the march or if the group was created post-hoc to the march. 
102 How to translate Ni putes ni soumises into English is not a clear-cut case. It is particularly 
the word “soumises” that is difficult to translate. Sometimes it is translated into “submissive” 
in the singular, Neither whore nor submissive (which is the same as in Swedish, Varken hora 
eller kuvad) and sometimes “doormats,” Neither whores nor doormats. I will use the French 
name, in its abbreviated form. 
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was to suggest. They wanted it to be as sharp and striking as possible. 
Media, politicians and intellectuals were immediately interested in the group 
after their march in 2003. When I asked Sihem, the president of NPNS at the 
time of my fieldwork, about this, she roundly denounced the story saying 
that people were always trying to tarnish the reputation of NPNS and to 
reduce the organisation to a mass-media phenomenon. She claimed instead 
that the name had grown spontaneously out of their experience in the 
banlieues. Whatever the truth, Sihem’s reaction does point to the importance 
for NPNS of portraying itself as having emerged spontaneously out of the 
grassroots in outrage and strong protest against the violence and oppression 
that women in the banlieues faced. This genesis guarantees the authenticity 
and hence legitimacy of NPNS. And as we saw earlier, her reaction can also 
be understood as a reaction to claims that NPNS is merely a phénomène 
médiatique (a media phenomenon) without real political substance.  

Shortly after the march, NPNS mounted a campaign in the form of an 
exhibition together with Jean-Louis Debré, the president of the French 
parliament, called Les Mariannes d’aujourd’hui, hommage des femmes des 
cités à la République (The Mariannes of today, honouring the women in the 
cités of the Republic). It was a celebration of their march “contre les ghettos 
et pour égalité.” The exhibition ended the march, but also coincided with the 
French national day, July 14, 2003. As a joint celebration of the NPNS 
march and the French national day, fourteen portraits of NPNS’s activists 
were posted on the “colonnes” of the parliament. (To my knowledge no 
other feminist group has been given this kind of public attention by a 
political elite.) The campaign emerged at the time when the affaire du 
foulard was particularly intense. NPNS activists agreed to wear the Phrygian 
hat,103 a potent symbol of the French Republic. The intention of the 
exhibition seems to have been to bring together the struggle for women’s 
rights, here in the context of the banlieues, with a celebration of the core 
values of the French Republic and its emancipatory promise for the women 
of the “ghettos.”104 This was most clearly seen in the parliament’s 
introductory text which stated that the fourteen portraits of activists from 
NPNS were a reinterpretation of one of the oldest symbols of the Republic, 
Marianne. The text portrays Marianne as an incarnation of the Republic, 
born during the Revolution, an elite citizen “who rises in courage against 
tyranny, rebels against inequalities, and struggles with force and pride for 
                                                        
103 The Phrygian hat was worn by the liberated slaves of antiquity. After the French 
Revolution it became the symbol of the French Republic and its free and equal citizens. 
104 In this context the word “ghetto” was used for the banlieues. This is also a concept that 
NPNS regularly use to describe this urban space, something that AFRICA and MIR never 
would do. There is a debate concerning whether “ghetto” is really an appropriate term for this 
urban space (cf. Wacquant 2006; Robine 2004). From having been largely absent in public 
discourse, the term “ghetto” entered public debate at the beginning of the 2000s (Robine 
2004: 134-135). 
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liberty and fraternity”. She symbolises power, intelligence, wisdom, freedom 
and generosity, at the same time as she is beautiful. 
 

… she [Marianne] reappears today, citizen mulatto, having decided to defend 
the protective and emancipatory values of our Republic against all the 
attempts to split up the nation, be they discriminatory or communitarian… 
At a moment when integration is sometimes questioned, or the rights of 
women – their freedom, their dignity, their physical integrity or even their 
lives (as the horrible death of Sohane Benziane proves, burnt alive in a 
rubbish room [locale à poubelles] last year) – are threatened, they have 
repeated patiently but forcefully that they are truly French, and that the 
Republic is their best protection no matter what their origins may be 
(http://www.assemblee-nationale.fr/evenements/mariannes.asp, 6/3/2012, my 
translation from French). 

 
Following the publicity given to NPNS in this campaign their strong 
connection to the French Republic and its values was made public, and 
NPNS thus emerged on the public scene as a nouveau féminisme républicain 
(Dot-Pouillard 2007). In the quote, it is clear that by choosing the Republic 
NPNS says no to both cultural relativism and communitarianism and thus 
positions itself in opposition to a multicultural model of difference and 
Islamic influence in French political life. In short, NPNS positioned itself as 
the liberated heir of the Republic and the Enlightenment. Marianne, wearing 
the bonnet phrygien, incarnates the core values of the French Republic, 
laïcité, liberty, equality, and fraternity and universal human rights – in 
contrast to the values attributed to the banlieues, areas taken over by 
lawlessness, religious fundamentalism and the archaic traditions of its 
“immigrant” population. 

“Le nouveau féminisme républicain” versus the “historical” 
feminism 
NPNS portrayed itself as a force of resistance that emerged from within the 
banlieues and was received with open arms by the rest of society. Yet this is 
not the whole story. Just as many other activist groups before them, NPNS 
entered into conflict with other groups, especially within the existing 
feminist community. Mimouna and AFRICA had been acquainted with 
Fadela Amara in her work with Féderation des Maisons des Potes. 
According to Mimouna, AFRICA, together with Fadela Amara and several 
other feminist activists in the banlieues, had attempted to set up an 
organisation in the banlieues to centralise and coordinate the different 
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feminist organisations working there.105 The idea was to create a space for 
banlieue feminism to develop independently of any involvement of 
organisations such as SOS Racisme, which also emphasised the special needs 
of women living in les banlieues. Yet this attempt to cooperate broke down 
when a group under the leadership of Fadela Amara (what was to become 
NPNS) announced the Sorbonne meeting in 2002 where they presented their 
appel. According to Mimouna, they gave no notice to the other feminists 
with whom they had been working. To Mimouna, and others with her, this 
amounted to the kidnapping of the feminist question in the banlieues by 
NPNS. 

The sense of having the feminism of the banlieues kidnapped by NPNS 
was further exacerbated when a conflict erupted in 2004 between the by then 
established NPNS and the Collectif national pour les droits des femmes 
(National collective for women’s rights, CNDF) mentioned in Chapter Two. 
CNDF had been created in 1996 in defence of women’s right to abortion, a 
right that was then under attack in France. Every International Women’s day 
on March 8, the CNDF organised a demonstration in Paris, in which 
Mimouna took part. In 2004, however, the authority and dominance of 
CNDF in this march was questioned by the emergence of NPNS. 

The 2004 march arranged by NPNS clearly competed with the CNDF’s 
demonstration, which was scheduled for the same day. The following year, 
2005, NPNS entered into open conflict with CNDF and CADAC (another 
feminist organisation defending the right to abortion), accusing them of not 
having given enough support to “les filles des quartiers” (girls from the 
suburbs) by their refusal to emphasise the importance of laïcité and “la 
mixité républicaine”. NPNS decided to hold their own march on the 6 March 
instead, and focus exclusively on “les filles des quartiers” and the defence of 
laïcité in the face of Islamic extremism (Dot-Pouillard 2007). The year of 
2005 was also the thirtieth anniversary of the legalisation of abortion in 
France, but NPNS chose to prioritise “les filles des quartiers” over the 
question of abortion – a decision that was not well received by CNDF, which 
saw it as an expression of political narrowness. In a press release the 
following day, which was signed by several other groups, CNDF declared 
that they did not object to NPNS holding their own march but that the 
organisation should not spread lies about feminist activists who have worked 
for years with women’s rights in France and won several victories. 
According to the press release, NPNS falsely claimed that these feminist 
activists had not achieved anything, that they did not fight against religious 
fundamentalism, and that they included Islamists in their demonstration. 
CNDF and the other groups that signed the press release also objected to 

                                                        
105 This was something I had not heard about before until Mimouna told me. There is nothing 
in the official story of NPNS and Fadela Amara’s success with NPNS that points to this kind 
of relationship with other feminists working in the banlieues. 
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how NPNS made this symbolic day of feminist struggles into an exclusive 
focus on the struggle against Islamic fundamentalism, a focus that concealed 
the larger political and economic context and patriarchy.106 As we will see 
below, this was a conflict that would linger on in the activism of NPNS and 
their relations with other feminist groups. 

A universalist feminism: Laïcité, égalité, mixité 
As already mentioned above, NPNS had quickly gained widespread support. 
People and groups had been drawn together from all over France and 
internationally under the banner of NPNS and its intense and insistent 
critique of religion (especially Islam) and of patriarchal, non-Western 
traditions in defence of women’s rights. Three concepts were central to the 
ideological position of NPNS: laïcité, égalité and mixité. These were 
concepts closely associated with the Republic and had been constructed to a 
large extent against the imagined enemy of republicanism: Anglo-Saxon 
multiculturalism, which was believed to be synonymous with cultural 
relativism and the emergence of communautarism (which denotes how 
ethnic and religious groups turn in on themselves and become isolated from 
the rest of society). As we will see below, both cultural relativism and 
communitarianism were judged detrimental to women’s rights by NPNS and 
the banlieues were the place where the injustices were played out. 

Laïcité – the guardian and enabler of women’s rights 
 

Almost immediately the debate turns to the question of the veil. A middle-
aged woman with a non-immigrant background tells us how seeing so many 
veiled women on the streets of Paris disturbs her. She makes it clear to us that 
she would have preferred the veil to stay at home and not enter public spaces. 
This is the starting point of a very lively debate on the definition of public 
and private spheres, and on why “we” [NPNS] always end up talking about 
the veil and Islam when the issue of laïcité comes up. But the woman who 

                                                        
106 http://www.journeedelafemme.com/marchedesfemmes/Communique-La-Marche-8-mars-
2005.htm, 21/3/2016. The manner in which a focus on Islamic fundamentalism hid larger 
economic and political context and patriarchy, had also been raised two years earlier, but then 
against the government after the creation of the Stasi commission: 
“For us, veiling is not an exceptional question for our society, to be treated as an exceptional 
manner: we reject the image of the veiled woman imposed by Islamic radicals, just as we 
reject the image of the half-naked woman offered to consumption by being displayed in 
certain advertisements; as feminists, we reject the totality of sexist ideology, of which 
religions or advertisements are part of, that presents the woman not as an individual but as an 
object of consumption, a sexual object for men’s desire, that one can veil or unveil according 
to preference.” (CNDF quoted in Dot-Pouillard 2007, my translation) 
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started the debate persists and ends up telling us a story of how one day, by 
mistake, she ended up in Ivry [a Parisian south eastern banlieue] on a Friday 
just after the Muslim prayer. She told us how all the women were veiled from 
head to toe, even covering their hands. And she exclaimed with frustration 
and pain: “Ca m’a fait mal à la France! Ca m’a fait mal!!” [“It made me feel 
pain for France! It wounded me!!”]. 

 

The above is an extract from my fieldwork notes made after having attended 
a workshop on laïcité at the annual autumn university of Ni putes ni 
soumises (NPNS) in November 2008. This was the second NPNS university 
I had attended, and just like the year before there was a workshop on the 
question of laïcité. What the woman above was describing was how she as a 
woman who strives for women’s emancipation felt wounded by veiled 
women.  

The support the woman who told this story received from the audience, 
all of which were members of NPNS, illustrated how NPNS constituted a 
space in which feelings and thoughts like the ones the woman above 
expressed could be aired and receive confirmation. During my time at 
NPNS, it became clear that laïcité was a key ideological concept of great 
concern for them, as it was for AFRICA. As I have already pointed out, 
laïcité at its most basic level is about the separation of Church and state. On 
a more general level, it is supposed to handle the inherent tension within 
French republicanism between the universal and the particular, where the 
French Republic stands for universal values, while tradition and religion are 
particular and thus potentially in opposition to the Republic. In order to 
handle this tension, the distinction between public and private is crucial. 
Thus laïcité has two socio-political functions in French society. First, it 
stands as the guarantor of public space, which needs to be kept free from 
religious constraints. Second, by upholding a clear distinction between the 
public and the private, it carries with it an emancipatory potential for the 
citizens of the Republic and ensures equality between citizens. It is in the 
public sphere that the French individual becomes the fully-fledged French 
citizen – the abstract bearer of rights. Anything that threatens to turn the 
public sphere into an arena marked by the specifics of race, ethnicity or 
religion, in particular, also threatens the formation of the citizen. 

Yet when it comes to how the separation between the private and the 
public should be maintained in practice, there is a wide range of 
interpretations in NPNS, from the more liberal to those of a radical nature. 
The way religious symbols and practices are considered to be political and 
social risks in the public sphere varies. NPNS’ official interpretation of 
laïcité is of a more radical kind. Religion or signs of religious belonging are 
clearly out of place in any public space. They must be relegated to the place 
where they belong – the private sphere. However, the definition of public 
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space varies even within NPNS. This was made apparent at the workshop in 
which the woman described above participated. After her lamentation at 
being upset by a veiled woman in public, a discussion ensued concerning the 
borders of the public space. People disagreed with each other. Some saw 
“public” as being everything outside the private sphere of the home. Some 
said that public space in relation to laïcité was limited to public institutions, 
such as public hospitals and schools, and not to streets and squares. Others 
argued that the latter were also included in the public space that needed 
protection from religious signs. Yet they all agreed that the 2004 law was 
necessary to protect public space from religion, and that it gave all French 
individuals access to equality and liberty, especially people of the banlieues. 

Thus, for NPNS, laïcité constituted an essential component in the 
struggle for women’s emancipation and was perceived as under threat and in 
need of protection. The threat came from the growing presence of Islam in 
French society. In general, discussions around the concept of laïcité often 
involved strong attacks on Islam and “archaic traditions and cultures” and 
extreme sexism107 that these are believed to generate. This problem was seen 
as particularly worrying and visible in the banlieues, where the presence of 
basement mosques was growing and calls for the building of large mosques 
were being made more and more frequently. As with Mimouna at AFRICA, 
NPNS believed that there had been a significant strengthening of Islam in 
the poorer and marginalised banlieue areas of larger French cities. NPNS’s 
struggles against these ills had originally emerged out of activists’ own 
experience of living in the banlieues or from hearing testimonies about 
conditions in the French banlieues.  

Islam was identified by NPNS as a central aspect of the patriarchal milieu 
of the banlieues. This was manifested in the demand that women veil in 
order to keep their dignity as women. In their struggle for laïcité and the 
2004 law, the headscarf was seen as a tool for oppression and discrimination 
against women by men.108 When I started going to NPNS I never saw 
women dressed like many of those who visited AFRICA, veiled or in 
traditional clothing from their countries of origin, such as Mali or 
Mauritania. I asked Sonya at NPNS109 about this. She explained to me that 
there was a policy within NPNS to ask any woman to remove the veil before 
entering the head office. She was careful to point out that their demand was 

                                                        
107 In my field I rarely heard people use the notion and concept of “gender” in relation to the 
various forms of inequality between men and women. People talked of “sexism”, and 
“antisexisme” rather than gender awareness or feminism. In Paris there is for example no 
“gender studies”. The closest you get is d’études féminine (feminine studies), which you find 
at Paris VIII in Saint Denis. 
108 This also made them supporters of the proposed law in 2010 on the prohibition of burqa or 
niqab in public spaces. 
109 Being responsible for international affairs, Sonya had been appointed as the one to take 
care of me and give me the information I asked for. 
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not anti-Muslim but, rather, to help women realise that it is possible to be a 
Muslim today without having to wear the headscarf. This was reiterated 
every time there was a discussion concerning the veil outside NPNS, be it on 
TV or in public debates. When confronted with the accusation that they were 
Islamophobic, for example, at public meetings, Amara and Habchi would 
counter that they too were Muslims but did not believe that the veil was 
necessary for them to be true to their faith. 

According to Joan W. Scott, the distinction between public and private 
rests on a prior distinction and arrangement: that of the masculine and the 
feminine. Within this arrangement, women are constituted as the site of 
difference and the private, and men as the universal, the abstract individual 
qua citizens (Scott 2005, 2007, 2011). The campaign Les Mariannes 
d’aujourd’hui communicated how the women portrayed had been liberated 
by the universal Enlightenment values of the Republic from the shackles of 
tradition and religion and from the inherent violence and misogyny of the 
banlieues. It was the Republic that helped them emancipate as “true” 
women: autonomous and free to live out their “natural” femininity, which 
are denied to them by tradition and religion. NPNS’ notion of a natural 
femininity assumes a sexually liberated woman who does not have to hide 
her body, can wear make-up and the clothes she wants, move around freely, 
socialise with whom she pleases and marry the man she desires. This 
emerged in a discussion I had with one of the founders of NPNS, Safia 
Lebdi110 over a coffee in inner-city Paris. Like Fadela Amara, Safia had 
grown up in a cité in Clermont-Ferrand. As we were talking, some young 
women passed by on the street. They were in their teens and wearing tight 
and revealing clothes. Safia said that it was such a relief to see young women 
live out their femininity and sexuality here in inner-city Paris. Out in the 
banlieues it was not possible. There, she claimed, one never sees girls 
dressed like that. This brought us to the topic of the veil. I raised the issue of 
Safia’s own experience and her decision to wear the veil for a while. She 
explained that what had brought about this decision was the death of her 
boyfriend from an overdose. This had made her go on a spiritual quest, on 
which she had taken Islam to her heart. Another reason for veiling herself 
was that she was no longer under the protection of her boyfriend in the cité 
where she lived. No one would touch her if she was wearing a veil, she 
explained, she would be left in peace.111 She made a comparison with nuns. 
It would never be possible to attack a nun, precisely because of how she is 
                                                        
110 As already mentioned, Safia left NPNS in 2007, due to her critique of Fadela’s acceptance 
of entering Sarkozy’s government and the manner in which the leadership of NPNS was 
“undemocratically” handed over to Sihem Habchi. Upon leaving she started up a new 
organisation Les Insoumises, and she would also become very active in the Femen movement 
and within the Greens in France. 
111 This shift in meaning in veiling is not unique to the French context but is also visible in 
other national contexts such as the United Kingdom (Werbner 2012). 
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dressed and the signals she sends out. But after a year, Safia stopped wearing 
the veil. The reason was unclear to her and she had at first felt naked without 
it but had slowly gotten used to it. Today, she abhors the veil. To Safia, it is 
a denial of femininity and women’s right to their own sexuality. Femininity 
to her is being able to dress in a feminine way, to reveal your body and adorn 
it. Safia’s narrative illustrates how the veil can only carry one meaning 
within NPNS: the oppression of women through the denial of living out their 
natural femininity in public. The other existential dimensions that Safia 
herself pointed to in her own narrative are excluded. 

In NPNS’ way of deploying the ideas of “tradition” and “religion”, 
French society emerges as a social form free from “tradition”, thereby 
confirming the universalism of the Republic. Its individual members can 
thus relate to the traditions of their society in a distanced, independent and 
critical way. Religion, too, is seen as something that French society has freed 
its citizens from thanks to laïcité. However, these forms of emancipation are 
not seen as achieved once and for all but as something that has to be 
safeguarded and struggled for over and over again. It is in this struggle that 
NPNS strives to protect the rights of all women.  

From fraternité to mixité 
Within the core values of the French Republic, liberté, égalité and fraternité, 
the latter sits uneasily alongside the feminist struggle. This has been one of 
the aspects of the French Republic that French feminists have struggled with 
since the Revolution (Scott 1996, 2005; Bard 1995). The strategy adopted by 
NPNS is to replace fraternité with the notion of mixité. In essence, mixité 
implies that social and political actors can and should work together for the 
cause of women’s emancipation and anti-racism, irrespective of particular 
differences, whether these are gender, race, religion, nationality, class or 
culture. In NPNS’ political vision these differences are innocuous as long as 
they remain non-political. 

The mixité concept implies two things. It incorporates a struggle that 
includes men as well as women and thus takes a stance against gender 
separatism. Opposition to gender separatism was from the start important in 
the work of Fadela Amara, NPNS’ first president. It entailed a critique of 
earlier feminism that excluded men. 

The concept of mixité also defines the struggle against communitarian 
tendencies – communautarisme – in the banlieues. It is therefore essential 
for NPNS to prioritise women’s rights over cultural rights. The mixité 
concept thus stands in opposition to a multiculturalist perspective on 
diversity, which requires that cultural differences be acknowledged and 
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negotiated.112 In the French Republican notion adopted by NPNS, mixité is 
not based on a multicultural conception of society. The assumption is that 
any socio-political organisation given political rights based on cultural or 
ethnic differences will evolve into communautarisme, where groups are 
closed in on themselves and threaten to divide society. It is primarily women 
who pay the price for this development, an argument similar to Susan Moller 
Okin’s (1999) influential critique of multiculturalism. By contrast, the kind 
of mixité NPNS works for is one in which cultural traditions are restricted to 
the private sphere and not granted political significance. In public, ethnic and 
other differences are mixed together to the extent that they cease to matter. 
This enables anyone, no matter what their cultural or ethnic background, to 
gain access to the rights enjoyed by French citizens.  

Cultural relativism and Republican universalism 
NPNS’ critique of multiculturalism means that the organisation rejects any 
notion of cultural relativism, which, according to them, locks women into 
tradition and religion. It is within this framework of criticising cultural 
relativism that one can understand NPNS’ interpretation of anti-racist 
politics. NPNS sees itself as conducting anti-racist feminism by defending 
the rights of women who have had their rights ignored by feminists, as well 
as by the political establishment, and who are seen as different to “French 
culture” because of their own cultural belonging.113 NPNS argues that 
women’s rights have been ignored because of a de facto multiculturalism 
based on cultural relativism, which, in their interpretation, demands that 
cultures be respected and left to their own devices. NPNS thus distances its 
political project from the past by claiming to be “the first and the only” 
group to stand up for these women, which also amounts to a critique of 
established feminist groups, such as CNDF but also AFRICA. NPNS did not 
acknowledge that their politics grew out of earlier feminist struggles. 

Returning to the critique of communitarian tendencies within 
multiculturalism, NPNS argues that it locks people into their own little 
communities, thus paving the way for the ethnic segregation that we 
supposedly see in Anglo-Saxon multicultural societies today. This form of 
ethnic segregation is a social threat to the Republic and the notion of 
universalism. Central to universalism is the notion of the abstract individual 
that is at the heart of citizenship. By keeping citizenship free from identity 
politics, the Republic guarantees that all its citizens are given equal 
                                                        
112 See for example Scott’s objection to the French Republican model – not being able to 
handle differences democratically (Scott 2007). 
113 This is not an argument that is only specific to NPNS in France but can also be heard in 
Sweden in relation to people working with so-called honour-related oppression and violence. 
This, as well as how NPNS has expanded their organisation, points to a certain 
transnationality in how definitions of “problems” travel, or are exported. 
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treatment and opportunities, by freeing them from the constraints of cultural 
traditions and other social and cultural distinctions. NPNS’ critique of 
multiculturalism is formulated squarely within this framework of French 
republicanism and universalism. It stands for what they term a 
“universalistic feminism,” one that aims to spread the ideals and values of 
the French Enlightenment to the rest of the world under the banner of les 
droits de l’homme. However, this points to a significant blindness towards 
the fact that it is precisely within French republicanism that the segregation 
of the banlieues was created. Yet in public defence of republicanism, 
segregation is blamed on “multicultural tendencies” and not French 
republicanism itself. The French Republic stands as the ideal model to 
handle differences and multiculturalism’s approach to cultural and religious 
difference represents the enemy that undermines this ideal. 

The Practice of Republican Feminism 
At their head office in Paris, NPNS had a plateforme d’acceuil, a telephone 
hotline, and a consultancy unit for both men and women. They employed a 
psychologist114 and a lawyer full-time. The psychologist offered free 
counselling, first over the phone and then in person. Using this service, girls 
or women could be transferred to protected emergency shelters, if there were 
any available. The lawyer’s role was to inform and guide women concerning 
legal issues by clarifying their various rights. 

A central part of the work of NPNS consisted of education. On most 
Wednesdays, they organised debates open to the public on various topics. 
Someone was invited to present his or her work. Examples of topics were 
books on the living conditions of harkis,115 Algerians fighting with the 
French army in France from the late 1950s to the early 1960s, and a practical 
project dealing with people with AIDS in the banlieues. Another educational 
project was concerned with how women and men can live together “in 
respect” and focused on teenage girls and boys in the banlieues. This was a 
critical way of implementing the idea of mixité that had been present from 
the very start of NPNS as a political group. At the core of this project was 
the booklet Le guide de respect and their project tremplin du respect 
(trampoline for respect). This project was designed to be a protest against the 
form of “masculine respect” (un respect masculin) said to be widespread in 
the banlieues, by which NPNS meant a male culture based on sexism and 
machismo bolstered by appeals to Islam as a guarantor of men’s inherent 

                                                        
114 This was Asma Guenifi, who had been with NPNS since the start. She would in 2011 take 
over the role of president of NPNS. 
115 The harkis were hired by France on monthly contracts that did not give them any military 
status. Algerians saw them as traitors. 
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superiority. Men gain respect either through violence and sexism or through 
radical religious conversion. Both these roads to gaining respect were clearly 
gendered and based on the oppression of women. They were seen as the 
dysfunctional results of the banlieues’s own system of laws. NPNS’s goal 
was to introduce an alternative form of respect based on the recognition of 
the other’s bodily and psychological integrity, with a particular focus on 
gender and sexuality.116 The project involved two members of NPNS 
meeting a school class or a group of students to discuss the Guide de respect.  

As discussed in the previous chapter, educational projects are also central 
to AFRICA’s political project. Furthermore, public debates are important for 
all three groups. Yet, when it comes to more explicit teaching, the 
educational projects of AFRICA and NPNS differed both in their content 
and their practice.117 With regard to content, AFRICA taught people in the 
Quatre milles to read and write and incorporated into this was a discussion 
of their rights and duties as French citizens, as well as discussions around 
women’s rights and issues. The educational project of AFRICA was thus 
much more rights-focused and dealt with the relationship between citizens 
and the state. NPNS’s teaching was on a more interpersonal level and 
involved teaching young adults from the banlieues how to behave towards 
each other in a more civilised manner. In terms of practice, there were also 
significant differences. AFRICA never left their office when teaching, while 
NPNS employed outreach work in schools. 

Another part of NPNS’s educational project is their annual autumn 
university, l’université de l’automne, mentioned at the beginning of this 
chapter. In 2008, at the last autumn university I attended, NPNS decided to 
include the general election of their board in the programme. At the annual 
autumn university all national and international committees came together 
which also brought to the fore the organisation’s internal and external 
conflicts and tensions, unlike in the daily work at the main office in Paris. 
One example was an internal conflict that erupted in 2008. It came to the 
fore at the laïcité workshop at the autumn university in 2008. The 
Narbonne118 committee started to question NPNS’s position in relation to the 
veiling debate, following the Narbonnes committee’s own experience of 
outreach work. This local committee had made it their trademark to move 
around in the banlieues on a regular basis in a bus with the NPNS logo on it. 
This enabled them to meet and interact with youth on a more spontaneous 
day-to-day basis, and it had proven capable of generating results in terms of 
                                                        
116 As I was about to leave the field to go back to Sweden, plans were being made to expand 
this part of their project to also include younger children. The organisation wanted to put 
together a new Guide de respect for this particular target group. 
117 As we will see in Chapter Four, MIR had nothing of this particular kind of educative 
practice in their political project. 
118 Narbonne is located in the south of France, between Montpellier and Perpignan, near the 
Mediterranean coast. 
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the quality of the relationships they established. This committee was one of 
the few to have managed this. For many other committees, as well as for the 
head office in Paris, what was most difficult to achieve was precisely that: 
reaching out to the youth in the banlieues. However, with the bus 
interventions the Narbonne committee had begun to notice that their radical 
position against the veil was an obstacle in the way of making contact with 
marginalised youth, because NPNS’ stance was increasingly associated with 
Islamophobia. This was why they raised the issue in the workshop of 
whether or not NPNS should rethink their position on the veil. This initiated 
a very heated and emotional debate. As in other debates on laïcité and the 
Muslim veil, the question of where to draw the line between the public and 
the private was raised. Some claimed that the Muslim veil should be 
prohibited in all public spaces, others that this was an absolutely absurd idea. 
It was at this point that the woman who had found herself in Ivry on a Friday 
mentioned the shock of seeing so many veiled women on the streets of Paris 
and how it disturbed and even wounded her. The result was to silence 
discussion of the question that the Narbonne committee had raised. The 
audience and participants were so taken by the woman’s emotional narrative 
that it was impossible to criticise NPNS’s strong stand against the veil. 
Instead, the members of the Narbonne committee were forced to convince 
everyone that “of course” they were not saying that they thought the Muslim 
veil should be allowed in public spaces, and that they were still against the 
veil from a feminist standpoint.  

There were several reasons why such tensions and conflicts did not erupt 
more often but only came up at events like the autumn university. First, 
NPNS had gained support quickly and widely. Individual persons or groups 
had been drawn to NPNS because of its critique of religion, especially Islam, 
and patriarchal non-Western traditions. Yet the way in which individuals 
related to Islam in everyday life and at times on a deeper ideological level 
was much more complex and multifaceted than the overarching critique 
NPNS authorised. One example of this was the argument between Wafa 
Sultan and Nilofar Bakhtiar in the introductory vignette of this chapter. They 
both worked politically against the oppression that they had experienced and 
identified in Islam, yet from totally different standpoints. Bakhtiar did so by 
remaining a faithful Muslim and Sultan by a total rejection of Islam. Second, 
on an organisational level internal conflicts were kept in check because of 
the limited contacts the NPNS committees had with each other and with the 
main office. Third, the practical work of some of the different national 
committees in local contexts deflected them from what was happening at the 
head office in Paris. The Narbonne committee was an example of this.  

What the conflicts reveal is how more grassroots-based work makes it 
harder to sustain strict and narrower ideological views. (These are obvious 
similarities here to the work of AFRICA.) The strict and narrowly defined 
ideological views emerged out of and were sustained by the dichotomy that 
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structured public reasoning around the affaire du foulard and the 2004 law. 
All the public positions of NPNS were formulated at the Parisian head 
office. Their work concerning women’s rights in the banlieue was also 
organised from within their office. From the Parisian vantage point, it was 
much easier for people to agree on a well-defined problem and respond to it, 
than to tackle the complexity of life in the banlieues and women’s position 
there. 

Les témoignages, victim testimonies and “un féminisme 
d’urgence” 
NPNS came to public attention in the form of a group of women from the 
banlieues who testified to how it was to live in the neglected margins of 
French society. Their testimonies came originally from the activists 
themselves, and later from other women’s experiences that NPNS had 
collected. These personal testimonies, or témoignages, remained central to 
the work of NPNS until 2014. The testimonies are often broadcast publicly 
through mass media, either by the women themselves in collaboration with 
NPNS or just by NPNS. There were many examples of témoignages stories, 
such as the “White Book”, the story of Samira Bellil, a victim of several 
gang rapes, or of Sheherazade and Sohanne, both burned alive, or of the 
mothers participating in the campaign “Les mamans des quartiers”. The list 
could be made longer. Before saying more about témoignages I want to look 
in detail at a particular example, that of Naeema Moghul, a Pakistani woman 
in her late thirties. Her example is interesting, for several reasons, but not 
least because it illustrates NPNS’s transnational feminism.  

Naeema had had acid poured over her by her husband while she was 
sleeping because she wanted to divorce him. She was blinded and her body 
suffered from the enormous wounds the acid had caused. In November 2008, 
she was invited to the autumn congress of NPNS to speak about her case. A 
woman, who accompanied her wherever she went and who was also her 
translator, led her up on stage. It was very moving to see her. Her body was 
completely covered by a niqab to conceal the injuries. She lifted the veil 
constantly in order to wipe her eyes, mouth and nose. Since she had no lips 
left, saliva was constantly seeping out of her mouth. She briefly introduced 
herself and then took questions from the audience about her own situation 
and about the more general situation for women in Pakistan. At the end of 
the question and answer period, Naeema lifted her veil to show us her face. 
The drama of the moment was stunning. You could hear people sigh and 
whisper in horror to each other. The session ended with the audience giving 
Naeema standing ovations. I heard people express admiration for the courage 
Naeema had shown in lifting her veil and exposing the disfigurement of her 
face. Sihem, the president, said that Naeema had been willing to lift her veil 
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because she knew that she was among friends. However, later I would watch 
the same act being performed on the television news in which the whole 
French population could see her injuries. The case was introduced as “a 
difficult testimony but nevertheless essential at the present time” (un 
témoignage difficile mais néanmoins essentiel à present). Fadela Amara, 
who always attended the autumn congress of NPNS despite having left the 
organisation to work in the Sarkozy government, was asked by France 2 to 
comment. She said:  
 

The struggle of women has no meaning if it stays in the margins. To reduce 
violence against women, we need international solidarity to draw attention to 
the struggle. (Quoted from France 2, 02/11/08, my translation)119 

 
Amara, and the whole of NPNS, was calling out to the French people to 
stand up in support of Naeema and against the violence that she, together 
with many other women in places like Pakistan, had experienced. 

After Naeema’s appearance, there was a debate among the committees on 
how best to help Naeema. Through Sihem’s initiative, it was suggested that 
4,000 Euro would be given by NPNS to Naeema personally so that she could 
continue her work and struggle against violence. The money was to be given 
to her immediately to help her tout de suite, as soon as possible. This was 
part of NPNS’ new attempt to form “un féminisme d’urgence”, an urgent 
feminism. Sihem went on to say that as they already were partners with the 
L’Oréal foundation, and that anyone at NPNS who wanted to get a 
delegation together to go to Pakistan to see Naeema, “là ou elle est” (there, 
where she lives), would be funded by L’Oréal. Sihem went on to say that 
there should be a vote concerning the gift of money to Naeema. As they 
were to start voting, some members from the Narbonne committee raised 
their hands and asked to know a bit more about the gift to Naeema. This 
particular committee had previously also questioned why NPNS had become 
so preoccupied with engaging in international work. It argued that this would 
redirect needed attention and resources away from the national context of 
NPNS’ work. Publicity and financing were badly needed by the local 
committees, who felt that the head office in Paris showed a total lack of 
interest in their work.  

Many members of the audience were upset by the Narbonne questions but 
were calmed down by Sihem. When the members of the Narbonne 
committee explained their doubts, it became clear that they saw the gift as 
personal help (aide personelle). For them, this was neither “un féminisme 
d’urgence” nor an “acte de solidarité”. Instead of such personalised 

                                                        
119 Le combat des femmes n’a aucun sens s’il reste dans cette frontière. Il ne peut s’inscrire 
que dans une demande de solidarité internationale, si on veut réussir le pari de faire reculer la 
violence fait aux femmes. 
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donations of a large sum of money, they wanted the money to go to an 
organisation. The audience again became very upset. Philippe, who had been 
active for several years in NPNS in Paris, spoke up. He began a lengthy 
attack on the Narbonne committee and a second committee that had also 
criticised NPNS’s financial gift to Naeema. First, he made the point that they 
represented only a small fraction of all the committees and members. His 
main critique was two-fold. First, the two committees had argued that it 
would be better to direct attention towards women in France and not be so 
preoccupied with international work. This to Philippe was an absolutely 
intolerable position, not worthy of members of NPNS because NPNS stood 
for a universal feminism, which included women around the world and not 
only women living in France. The second internal criticism had concerned 
NPNS’ politics in relation to laïcité and the veil.120 This was also a position 
that Philippe regarded as unacceptable for members of NPNS. NPNS saw 
the rejection of the veil as absolutely central to their work for the 
emancipation of women. Philippe stated that “our movement is a feminist 
and universalist movement.”121 He went on to say that it is absolutely 
essential “to urgently intervene for all women wherever they are, not only 
here in our small French territory.”122 The audience exploded in cries of 
praise for what he had said. At this point, the Narbonne committee asked to 
speak again. They said that they refused to have their questions called stupid, 
as some of the members of the audience had called them. They went on to 
say that they did not do this to damage NPNS, they only wanted to clarify 
what they were about to vote for. They repeated that they did not believe in 

                                                        
120 The day before the election of the new president of NPNS at the 2008 université de 
l’autumn I had been present at a workshop on the issue of laïcité, an issue that constantly 
came up due to its centrality in the movement (the year before I had been present at another 
one on the same issue). At the workshop, this particular committee that was now questioning 
the proposal said that they thought NPNS should soften their stance on the issue of the veil. 
They considered that the way laïcité was now treated had started to damage the reputation of 
NPNS among the people they were to reach out to, that is, the people in the banlieue. 
121 … notre mouvement est un mouvement féministe et universaliste. 
122 “…agir pour l’urgence et dans l’urgence pour toutes les femmes où qu’elles se trouvent, 
pas simplement ici sur la petite point de territoire française…” (my translation). This 
statement follows the rapid expansion of NPNS since its foundation in 2003. Despite the 
internal crisis in August 2007, they still at that time consisted of 24 national committees and 
six international committees and several other co-operative partners in Europe, North 
America, parts of Africa and Asia. Their ambition is to expand even further within France and 
internationally. As Ada, who was responsible for international affairs at the time, said in 
relation to one of their major international projects in 2008, “Civilisation de femmes – vers un 
réseau à l’échelle de la Méditerranée” (A women’s civilisation – towards a Mediterranean 
network): “We want to share experiences, see how we can collaborate, create partnership, 
sensitise, achieve concrete things and now our first step is the Euro-Mediterranean area, but 
we are also working in Africa, and then will come Asia and the Americas… (her English).” 
Philippe’s comment was part of this ambition of the organisation. Yet with the continuous 
instability generated by the internal critique mainly of the French committees, the boat was 
obviously rocking. 
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this kind of personalised help but would gladly give to organisations. At this 
point, Fadiya became very angry. She wanted to know what exactly they 
were asking. If it was whether or not to give 4,000 Euro, the question was 
absolutely preposterous. Again, a large part of the audience exploded in 
applause for what she had said. The audience was calmed down by Sihem, 
and the vote at last took place. A large majority voted for the proposal. The 
Narbonne committee voted against it. 

Let us now return to the testimonies. 
The témoignages, the testimonies of individual women’s suffering, had 

been part of NPNS from its early days. It is an essential feature of these 
testimonies that the suffering they recount ought never to have taken place 
and that the suffering victim could and should be saved. 

The tradition of témoignages goes back to the French enlightenment and 
the notion of “the duty to speak out” (Redfield 2013: 100). This was an age 
defined by reason but also a time when the notion of caring for others was 
established as both a public and a private good. One of Rousseau’s central 
philosophical points was that civilisation had robbed humans of their natural 
being. This had created a human who suffered but who could be saved. 
Misery was historically man-made and not part of nature.123 With the French 
revolution the condition of being a victim was made into a central political 
cause, dividing the population into those who suffered and those who did 
not. The social question was made into a political issue. The human concern 
for misery gave way to “the duty to speak out” (Redfield 2013: 39-45, 100). 
This was how NPNS saw its mission. To speak out for those who had been 
silent, since no one else had told their story of suffering. This came out 
clearly in their first appel (see Appendix 2), in which they declare that they 
were breaking the silence124 that has surrounded and oppressed the women of 
the banlieues.  

NPNS’s political practice in this case can also be seen in the light of 
certain developments in France in the 1990s.125 Didier Fassin (2012) shows 
how at that time a new way of describing social problems emerged, 
especially those of the poor banlieue areas.  
 

                                                        
123 The example used here and with which he debated with Voltaire was natural disasters, 
such as earthquakes. Rousseau’s point was that it was due to how we as humans had come to 
create our way of living, such as within congested urban areas, that we were so severely hit an 
earthquake. Had we instead lived as we were naturally supposed to, spread out in the 
countryside, the disaster would have not been so grave. It was by living in harmony with 
nature that we avoided suffering. 
124 The title of the English translation of Fadela Amara’s book Ni putes ni soumises (2003) is 
Breaking the Silence (2005b).  
125 This was also the time when Rony Brauman, the former head of the French section of 
Médecins Sans Frontières (MSF, Doctors Without Borders), defined a human as “a being who 
is not made to suffer” (Redfield 2013: 41). 
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The problems were related to exclusion, the effects were interpreted in terms 
of suffering, and the solutions put forward revolved around the activity of 
listening (Fassin 2012: 23, my emphasis). 

 
Thus a particular semantic configuration of exclusion, suffering, and 
listening when describing a social reality was generated, to which the 
political call of NPNS manifested in the march in 2003 speaks directly. It 
pointed to the suffering of the women of the quartiers populaires that was to 
a large extent cased by French society turning its back on their plight. The 
call was for French society to start listening to the suffering voices of women 
in the quartiers contained in the témoignages stories. 

Another characteristic of witness accounts is that they always contain a 
certain drama of suffering, which involves a moral cry for help. It so 
strongly appeals to pity and compassion that it becomes difficult to remain 
reflective or critical. The dramatic and violent suffering recounted by a 
witness demands urgency, “faced with such knowledge, how could a decent 
human not act?” (Redfield 2013: 39). This was clearly manifested in the 
testimony that Naeema gave to the NPNS audience at their autumn 
university in 2008. I had seen examples of this before in NPNS, but it was 
magnified here by the victim herself and the scene in which this drama was 
played out. Naeema was sitting there alone (except for her interpreter beside 
her) on a simple chair placed on a grand stage, empty of everything except 
for tables lined up on the right-hand side. The hall was dark. The light was 
focused on her. In front of the scene, the large audience (around 200 people) 
was seated. The situation was very familiar to me. At the time of this event, 
more than a year had passed since I first started studying NPNS and 
participating in their work. It was most often the case of individual women 
that offered, in a dramatized form, an example of the suffering they wished 
to highlight. Central to féminisme d’urgence is the need to act immediately. 
NPNS illustrates something that Richa Nager pointed to in her critical 
discussion on NGOs’ work on “women’s issues.” She wrote that: “NGOs 
find themselves inserted in a race ‘to do’ rather than ‘to reflect’” (Nager in 
Sangtin writers 2006: 146). Any attempt to reflect on a potential action or 
position to be taken was seen as a moral failing, which put your fidelity to 
the organisation into question. In the case of Naeema, this became clear 
when the Narbonne committee started to question the wisdom of the 
donation to her and posed the question of how best to help her and other 
women in situations similar to hers. 

In the drama of the suffering retold in testimonies a moral claim about 
humanity is connected with an emotional response to human suffering. This 
makes it difficult, if not impossible, to remain reflexive and critical of the 
political consequences of the testimonies. Hence, the audience’s moral 
outrage at the Narbonne committee. The committee appeared heartless and 
mean: How could you possibly be against someone that had suffered so 
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much?! Even the feminism of people who asked such questions could be 
suspect. 

I experienced this personally when Sonya, who was responsible for 
international affairs at NPNS at the time, asked me to write a piece on the 
situation of mothers in Sweden living in “les quartiers populaires,” as part 
of NPNS’ campaign Les mamans des quartiers populaires. She wanted it 
done in a week. I objected saying that it was not unproblematic to compare 
the quartiers populaires in Paris with similar suburban areas in Sweden, 
given their different histories and demography. I also said that it was 
impossible to write something like this and do justice to the complexity of 
the situation in Sweden in the poorer suburbs, given my limited knowledge 
of them. My hesitation and objections annoyed Sonya and prompted her to 
ask: “But are you really a feminist?!” 

The victims in this dramatised form of témoignage were also central to 
the figure of what NPNS called une marraine (a godmother). The name was 
given to women who had been victims of the brutal violence I described 
above, but who had struggled to free themselves from this violence and 
continued their struggle together with NPNS against women’s rights abuses 
more generally. The name was also given to women who were prominent 
figures in the wider feminist struggle against violence. These two forms of 
marraines stood together as public symbols for NPNS, the one reinforcing 
the other. These women were often media figures. The marraines often 
made appearances at public events, celebrations, debates and demonstrations 
or took part in campaigns. They lent to these public events the face of 
someone who had suffered but stood up against her oppressor and won.126  

Those marraines who were already engaged in the feminist struggle and 
were public figures bequeathed legitimacy to the NPNS struggle. The 
important symbolism of the marraine position is confirmed by the acts of 
those marraines who later rejected this status. This was the case with 
Mimouna Hadjam, the founder of AFRICA, who had agreed to take on the 
role but who later resigned. Another prominent feminist figure was the 
sociologist, feminist and queer activist Nacira Guénif-Souilamas. She had 
been invited to be a marraine but denounced the use of her name. Without 
the endorsement of these prominent feminists, NPNS found it difficult to 
associate their struggle with that of more established forms of feminism, 
such as that of CNDF and CADAC. 

Testimonies such as that of Naeema also have an effect on the listener. 
They transform the listener into a witness, who in turn will testify to the 
suffering of an individual, such as Naeema, to another audience. Thus, in the 
context of the work of NPNS, the witness becomes a spokesperson for the 
victim who testified in the first place. Central to both the testimony of 
Naeema and that of the listener is experience. As Didier Fassin points out, 
                                                        
126 Sherazade and Samira Bellil are examples of this, both of whom I mentioned above. 
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testimonies in this form are not based on simple observation but on the 
privilege of experience: the actual experience of Naeema and the listener’s 
experience of hearing Naeema speak of her suffering. Thus for the listener, 
who will then become the spokesperson for the victim, it is not their own 
experience of suffering that they are bearing witness to but that of others 
(Fassin 2012: 206). Because of how the demographics of NPNS had changed 
(something I mentioned earlier in this chapter) the testimonies no longer 
expressed the NPNS’ activists’ own experience of life in the banlieues and 
the sexism there, but were the testimonies of others who had told the 
activists their stories. When the witness becomes a spokesperson for the 
victim, the purpose is not so much to reconstitute the actual experience and 
its context but rather to construct a cause. To do this, the spokesperson, in 
this case NPNS, will “illuminate, transform, simplify, and dramatise the 
words of those they represent, in line with their ultimate objective”, which is 
to construct a cause rather than to reconstruct an experience (Fassin 2012: 
221). 

Demonstrations and campaigns 
Demonstrations and campaigns were attempts to make NPNS visible as a 
political force in French public life. The largest and most spectacular 
campaign was Les Mariannes d’aujourd’hui, mentioned earlier in this 
chapter. During the time of my fieldwork, different demonstrations and 
campaigns were initiated. One took place in Villiers-le-Bel on December 8, 
2007 after yet another clash between the police and youth after the death of 
two young men who had been run down by a police car. Violent protests 
resulted in a school and its library being burnt down. NPNS demonstrated 
against the violence as part of a larger campaign Appel des 343 Mamans des 
cités (see Appendix 3). Its name was a reference to the French feminist 
campaign “le Manifeste des 343 salopes”127 in 1971. 

On March 8, 2007, Le Nouvel Observateur wrote that NPNS had 
launched their “appel des 343 mamans des cités.” The appel was 
summarised in the journal and Fadela Amara had been asked by the 
journalist to comment on it. According to Amara, it was essential to give the 
mothers of the quartiers the means necessary for their own emancipation, 
since it was they who tried to uphold social peace in les quartiers. The appel 
of the 343 mothers was launched and published on the same day in Le 
Monde and was signed by “mothers of the quartiers” and aimed at the 

                                                        
127 Le Manifeste des 343 salopes was a list stating: “I have had an abortion.” It had been 
signed by 343 French women. The purpose was to expose the legal penalties for abortion and 
call for a legalization of abortion in France. Several takes would be made on this. Two years 
after the original list medical doctors put together a similar list also calling for the legalization 
of abortion. 
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government. In the appel the “mothers of the quartiers” described how that 
outsiders believed the mothers had given up in the quartiers populaires and 
had abandoned their children to violence. Yet in the riots of 2005 these same 
mothers had been seen as having the potential to bring social peace to the 
quartiers. Despite this, they had not received the support needed to 
ameliorate the situation there, such as childcare, employment and public 
transport which would have allowed mothers and their children to get out of 
the “ghettos”. The demand made in the appel by mothers of the quartiers 
was for the same access to the welfare state as other French citizens.  

In the following year, NPNS continued to work with the mothers of the 
quartiers. The association carried out a survey commissioned by CSA (a 
marketing and survey company) entitled “Les mères des cités sortent du 
silence” (The Mothers of les cités emerge from silence).128 They also 
launched a new campaign “Helping mothers is helping their sons,” which 
continued the dynamics of “L’appel des 343 mamans.” 

In the NPNS press release, the demonstration in Villiers-le-Bel was called 
“Rassemblement des mamans à Villiers-le-Bel”, in which they wrote: 
 

We had already initiated an appeal, “The Appeal of the 343 Mothers,” last 
March. However, nothing has changed since then. The situation has not 
evolved. This is why five mothers decided to make their claims loud and 
clear in the name of all those women who are reduced to silence.  Five 
mothers who like many know the situation of precariousness, unemployment, 
the absence of public spaces, the absence of day-care centres… (my 
translation).129 

 
One striking detail in the press release was the assumption that an “appel” 
does something, words can function as revolutionary or reformative tools. 
Before the debate, I had briefly talked to Sihem130 about the clashes in 
Villiers-le-Bel, but also about the 2005 riots and about how some people had 
attributed a political content to the uprisings. Sihem stated to me in clear 
                                                        
128 The study was commented on in Le Figaro in an interview with Sihem Habchi, at the time 
the president of NPNS. It was described that this was the first time a study of this kind had 
been made. “Pour la première fois, une enquête de ce genre est réalisée. Pour la première fois, 
nous pouvons mettre des chiffres sur ces problématiques, montrant à tous ceux qui ont voulu 
nous décourager à travailler pour l'émancipation des mères, que ces mêmes mères sont bien 
réelles”. (For the first time, we can put numbers on these issues, showing all those who have 
tried to discourage us from working for the empowerment of mothers, these same mothers are 
real.) 
129 Nous avions déjà lancé un appel, l’Appel des 343 Mamans, en mars dernier. Cependant, 
rien n’a changé depuis. La situation n’a pas évoluée. C’est pour cela que cinq mamans ont 
décidé, au nom de toutes celles qui ont réduites au silence, de porter haut et fort leurs 
revendications. Cinq mamans, qui comme beaucoup, connaissent la précarité, le chômage, 
l'’absence d’espace publics, le manque de crèche... 
130 Getting access to her always proved very difficult since she is always so busy. 
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words that she did not see the riots in a political light and totally disagreed 
with such a position. She went so far as to say that she could not see 
anything political whatsoever in the violence. “We are against violence, even 
if we can understand where it is coming from”, she said. In an article in Le 
Monde that same day, one of the members and a marraine of NPNS together 
with four other “mothers of les quartiers” wrote: 
 

Despite our great distress (désarroi), we, the mothers of the cités, will 
tirelessly pursue our role as mediators until we make the voice of reason 
heard in the face of violence, in the face of aggression against the police – it 
is unacceptable! (My translation)131 

 
This was a clear condemnation of the violence of the young men and 
promotion of and faith in the power of “la raison,” words and arguments, 
which is also made visible by John Murphy (2011) in his comparison 
between the “riots” in the banlieues in the autumn of 2005 and then the 
student “protests” in the spring of 2006, both events involved violent actions 
against the police and material property. The “riots” had been sparked by the 
death of two boys in Clichy-sous-Bois trying to escape from the police. The 
“protests” in 2006 were against the suggested Contrat Première Embauche 
(CPE) to combat the high rates of unemployment among the youth of the 
banlieues areas. French public opinion interpreted these two events in 
distinct ways: the former was largely condemned whereas the latter was 
most often supported. Murphy’s argument is that the student protests against 
the CPE followed familiar patterns of public demonstrations that remained 
within orderly disorder and referenced past forms of acceptable protests and 
the making of public claims. The “riots” in 2005, on the other hand, broke 
with these familiar patterns and were politically incomprehensible and illicit. 

The demonstration at Villiers-le-Bel was “against the violence [in 
Villiers-le-Bel] and for the power of words” (from the press release of 
NPNS). The intention had been to gather outside the burnt down school and 
then march over to the city hall, where a debate was to be held. However, the 
second part of the plan was rejected at the last minute by the municipal 
authorities of Villiers-le-Bel. The demonstration ended up being stuck 
outside the school in the freezing cold and drizzling rain. Not very many 
people turned up: only around ten people from NPNS with a banner, four 
“mothers” from Villiers-le-Bel, and a few journalists.132 No one seemed to 
know what to do or where to go. People moved around aimlessly, chatting to 
                                                        
131 Malgré notre grand désarroi, nous, mamans des cités, poursuivrions inlassablement notre 
rôle de médiation afin de faire entendre la voie de la raison, face à la violence, face aux 
agressions contre les forces de l’ordre, qui sont inacceptables! 
132 However, I failed to find any article afterwards mentioning NPNS’s manifestation in 
Villiers-le-Bel. This is not to say that there were no articles that did in fact report on the 
manifestation. 



  126  

each other. Sihem, who was supposed to lead in her role as the president of 
NPNS, was occupied with giving interviews to journalists. 

In June, I attended another demonstration organised by NPNS in central 
Paris, at Place d’Italie, in the early summer. The support and dynamic of this 
demonstration was quite different to that in Villiers-le-Bel. I arrived at 
around half past two when the demonstration was due to start. A large crowd 
had gathered. Everywhere there were posters in pink and black (the colours 
of NPNS) reading: “Ni putes ni soumises – liberté, égalité, mixité”. There 
were journalists circulating everywhere in the crowd. Sihem was constantly 
being interviewed. I too moved around in the crowd taking photos and 
chatting with people I knew. There was also a group of older feminists, some 
of whom I had seen at the feminist event Le Mai des féministes.133 The 
crowd was very heterogeneous in terms of age, ethnicity and gender – it 
embodied one of NPNS’s core ideals, that of mixité . 

The demonstration had been arranged in reaction to the so-called 
virginity debate that had erupted in France and especially amongst feminist 
and anti-racist activists, and which I discussed at the very beginning of 
Chapter One, together with the death of Myriam who fell from a balcony 
when pursued by her father and brother. After about twenty minutes, the 
march started. This time, it was very well organised and was headed by a 
wall of journalists. The train of demonstrators consisted of three parts. The 
first group carried a banner that read “Pour Myriam et toutes les femmes: 
Brisons la loi du silence!”134. On the side of the text there was a photo of 
Myriam with her name and age. The younger generation of NPNS walked 
behind the banner. The next group was the older generation that had been 
with NPNS since its foundation, and included Sihem. They walked behind 
the banner with NPNS’ official and familiar logo. Following them was a 
generationally mixed group, all of them carrying the pink and black sign 
with the slogan “Liberté, égalité, mixité”. The last group was even more 
mixed both demographically and in the messages on their signs. They all 
walked behind a larger banner that read “Les êtres humains ne sont pas des 
marchandises” (Human beings are not merchandise). Though why, I do not 
know. 

The demonstrations made clear what issues NPNS focus on and how they 
frame them. The issues raised in the second demonstration are the most 
typical of NPNS’ political project, namely two forms of abuse, the 
repudiation of a young woman because she lied about her virginity and the 
pressure that brought a young woman to kill herself because the choice she 
had made (to have a French boyfriend) offended what her male family 

                                                        
133 Some of the older feminists (always the same people) would often turn up at NPNS’ events 
but NPNS activists would never go to events initiated by these older feminists. I return to this 
point in greater detail below. 
134 For Myriam and all the women: we must break the law of silence! 
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members considered acceptable. In both cases, the abuse was judged to be 
the sexist product of a particular culture, tradition or religion alien to that of 
France. France has the morals, ethics and political organisation that liberate 
the individual from culture and tradition. The French constitution states that 
the Republic protects individuals from religion through laïcité. NPNS argued 
that the virginity case showed that religion threatened to infiltrate the judicial 
system and undermine laïcité. The French judicial system had accepted a 
groom’s cultural demand that his bride be a virgin. In reaction to this, NPNS 
saw themselves as raising the alarm by drawing attention to issues which the 
Republican state is becoming blind. 

At least on the surface, the first demonstration in Villiers-le-Bel was quite 
different to the second. The issue at hand was not that of sexual violence but 
of the torching of a school and its library by young men in Villiers-le-Bel. 
NPNS warned against the threat that this form of violence posed to the core 
values of the French Republic, namely reason and equality. The violence of 
the young men against reason was a result of their economically and socially 
marginalised position. The state was called on to deal with these social and 
economic problems. The inhabitants of Villiers-le-Bel were called on to 
condemn the violence and use the opportunities they enjoyed as Republican 
citizens to develop their struggle against the inequalities they suffered by 
applying reason. Again, the French Republic is cast as the guarantor of 
liberty and equality for its citizens. Yet, simultaneously, the practice of the 
Republic has strayed from its own central values. NPNS is there to point this 
out and rectify matters. 

These demonstrations and a campaign like Les Mariannes d’aujourd’hui 
are examples of what discursive political practice does in public reasoning. 
The manner in which NPNS’ activists became the new Mariannes as a result 
of the campaign Les Mariannes d’aujourd’hui managed to displace the 
tension between sexual difference and equality that had been at the core of 
Republican universalism. The emancipatory narrative of laïcité as a liberator 
of women and a guarantor of gender equality had always been troubled by 
sexual difference and the difficult “task of assigning ultimate meaning to 
bodily difference between women and men” (Scott 2011: 95). Scott notes 
how France has tried to solve this difficulty by a “displacement of the 
problem onto unacceptable societies with other kinds of social organisation” 
(Scott 2007: 116). As Fernando argues, these new Marianne emphasised 
women’s emancipation as enabled by laïcité and against their Muslim 
oppressors (Fernando 2014: 215). NPNS thus justified the necessity for the 
Republic to reconquer the banlieues, which had been taken over by Islam. 
The reconquest was further justified in order to save the women of les 
quartiers. Just as in the case of the affaire du foulard, saving the Muslim 
immigrant woman of the banlieues was in fact an attempt to save the 
Republic itself. 
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Conclusion 
Let us now return to the conflict between Bakhtiar and Sultan with which 
this chapter began, a conflict that was unintended by NPNS and for which 
the organisation was entirely unprepared and more or less unable to handle. I 
see their debate as part of the larger conflict that is at the centre of this study: 
the tension between anti-sexist and anti-racist perspectives. In the conflict 
between Bakhtiar and Sultan, it appeared as a debate between a feminist 
stance that is highly critical of Islam and a feminist stance criticising Islam 
from a Muslim feminist point of view. I argued that the conflict between 
Bakhtiar and Sultan emerged out of the simple binary of Islam versus 
Republican laïcité that underlies NPNS’ ideological stance. In this binary 
there is little if any room for differences within Islam. Bakhtiar’s position 
clashed with the binary, whereas Sultan’s stand confirmed it and gained her 
appreciative applause from the audience. How is one to understand this in 
the light of the larger analysis of the formation, the ideological basis and 
political practice of NPNS?  

NPNS was formed in 2003 at the height of the affaire du foulard. As I 
explained in Chapter Two, this was a time when the Muslim woman with an 
immigrant background had become the battleground of debate and 
thoroughly divided the feminist community. The affaire ended up being 
polarised between justifications based either on a Republican secular defence 
of women’s rights, which were believed to be threatened by Islam and 
archaic traditions, or on a post-colonial perspective that critiques the 
tendency to stigmatise the already stigmatised and draw attention away from 
the socio-economic problems of the banlieues. Within feminist politics, two 
positions on the veil and what it says about women’s agency emerged. In the 
first, women who veil are seen as submissive or suffering from a false 
consciousness. In the second, it is argued that the veil must be understood as 
a form of resistance by these women. Both sides made an antisexist 
argument based on defending women’s rights to their own body, but with 
different points of departure and with very different consequences. In this 
chapter, we have seen how NPNS, like AFRICA, sided with the first 
position, a Republican secular justification for the law. However, the 
outcome of this position is different in the two groups due to their different 
political philosophies as well as their different approaches to practical work. 

NPNS emerged into public space as a result of a critique and struggle 
against what was understood as the extreme sexism of the banlieues. It was a 
sexism that was defined by the dominance of Islam as a religion and culture 
and that had gained support because of socio-economic marginalisation. The 
banlieues were spaces lost to and abandoned by the French Republic. NPNS’ 
critique was directed at the larger French society and the established French 
feminist movement for having ignored this problem and thus having deserted 
women in the banlieues. NPNS activists entered public space as women who 
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had experienced this sexism first-hand. The testimonies, témoignages, of 
young women from the poor and marginalised suburbs of France rising up in 
protest on their own under the banner of Ni putes ni soumises was 
immediately married with the French revolutionary figure of Marianne in 
the campaign Les Mariannes d’aujourd’hui. NPNS thus positioned itself 
within the conflict of the affaire du foulard as a new kind of feminism, a 
Republican feminism that placed a defence of the Republic and its values at 
its ideological core. 

Claiming the status of a new Republican feminism meant that NPNS 
entered into conflict with organisations within the larger, established 
feminist movement, such as CNDF and CADAC on two issues. First, there 
was NPNS’ refusal to recognise and acknowledge the earlier work of these 
feminists. Second there were the issues of defending the Republic against 
Islam by making the veil the paramount case to struggle against. Even 
though Republican values such as laïcité were considered important within 
this wider feminism, it distinguished itself from NPNS in that the Republic 
was seen as embodying a host of problems for feminism, including the right 
to vote for women, and the right to abortion and contraceptives. As we saw 
in the previous chapter, this was also the reason why Mimouna had 
eventually chosen not to support NPNS. 

The testimonies of NPNS’ original activists quickly gained attention 
nationally as well as internationally. The political practice of témoignages 
spoke directly to a long history in France – the duty to speak out about 
human suffering. In the case of the banlieues, suffering is connected to 
exclusion and is remedied by listening. The authentic experience of the 
activists was public evidence of the problem of the banlieues as spaces lost 
to the influence of Islam (Scott 1991).  

As NPNS expanded from its local context to a larger national and 
international scene their political project moved away from an experiential 
and localised context to a national discursive context of France, and 
eventually to an international context. Still, experience remained central to 
their political practice in the form of témoignage. However, as NPNS 
evolved, grew and the demography of the activists changed, this experience 
became the experience of others not the NPNS activists themselves. The 
testimonies moved from being first-hand to being second-hand experiences. 
The different layers of social life that had generated these experiences were 
forced into the dichotomised framework of public reasoning. NPNS’ 
analysis of the problems of the banlieues gradually marginalised social and 
economic factors. Instead, both discursively and in their political practice, 
the focus moves from the underlying problem of socio-economic 
marginalisation to a focus on the symptom of this particular marginalisation, 
namely the reinforcement of archaic traditions and religion in the banlieues. 
NPNS saw this development as the immigrant community closing in on 
itself, communautarisme, and as a major threat to the French Republic as une 
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et indivisible. Consequently, responsibility for the “problems” of the 
banlieues is shifted from the French state to Islamic fundamentalism 
(Fernando 2009: 382). In the process, the problem of a failing welfare state 
was soon transformed into a problem of the integration of an immigrant 
population with a Muslim background that lacked Republican values.  

NPNS’ Republican feminism locks the organisation into a dichotomised 
view of the world where religion (Islam) is pitted against laïcité, and where 
the banlieues are identified with the former and the Republic with the latter. 
The Republic emerges as the saviour of the subjugated women of the 
banlieues. Complex cultural and religious differences were framed in 
opposition to the emancipatory potential of the Republic, making it very 
difficult for NPNS to incorporate and deal with Bakhtiar’s more complex 
position on Islam and feminism since her relationship to Islam does not 
reflect the same kinds of binaries as NPNS, even if she embraces a feminist 
critique of Islam. Sultan, on the other hand, reinforces and confirms the 
binary position of NPNS itself. 
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5. Mouvement des Indigènes de la République 

In March 2008, Mouvement des indigènes de la République (MIR) organised 
a launch of the book Les filles voilées parlent (The Veiled Girls Speak Out). 
The book was co-edited and co-written by Ismahane Chouder, Malika 
Latrèche and Pierre Tevanian, all supporters of MIR. Chouder and Latrèche 
were both members of Une école pour tous et toutes (A School for All) and 
Collectif féministes pour l’égalité (The Feminist Collective for Equality), 
organisations that were active opponents of the 2004 law and in which some 
members of MIR were also active. Tevanian was a member of MIR as well 
as of Une école pour tous et toutes. The panel consisted of Pierre, Ismahane, 
Malika, and Houria Bouteldja, MIR’s spokesperson and a young woman 
whose story was featured in the book.135 Around 70 people had gathered at 
La maison verte in the 18th arrondissement in Paris. The audience was more 
mixed than at other debates organised by MIR. There was a large proportion 
of women and several participants came from an academic milieu. The 
debate got very heated, to say the least. 

Ismahane, from the Collectif pour égalité, explained how the goal with 
the book was to give voice to those who had been silenced during the 
debates around the 2004 law, namely the veiled young women themselves. 
She also explained how the book was not a political position for or against 
the veil, but a feminist argument that each woman, even one who is veiled, 
has the right to decide over her own body. One young woman, who was a 
member of MIR and whose testimony was in the book, gave us an account of 
how one day when she stepped into a classroom, had been grabbed by a 
fellow female student who pushed her in front of the class and rhetorically 
asked: “So, what do we think of this [the veiled girl]?” “They treated me 
worse than a dog,” she exclaimed. “How do you think this feels for an 11-
year-old girl? They force us to choose between religion and education. I 
chose education, so I would later be able to fight for my religious rights.” 
The book consisted of 44 witness accounts of women’s experiences of 
discrimination and exclusion due to their veiling practice. Ismahane 
explained how for every woman interviewed, twenty had refused to 
participate. “They no longer want to talk about the veil, they don’t want to 
be questioned anymore.” The stories collected showed a variation in the 
women’s backgrounds and histories, yet they spoke as French citizens who 
                                                        
135 All the women in the panel wore the hijab except for Houria, who wore a bandana. 
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are discriminated against as Muslims. The purpose of the book was to allow 
a dialogue that had never been facilitated in the various debates surrounding 
the veil. 

At one point, a French woman in the audience, who MIR would define as 
“white,” asked: “But why do you then continue to veil? Why don’t you just 
take it off if it causes so much pain?” I could feel that the question generated 
emotional reactions from a large part of the audience, members of MIR, and 
the panel itself. People started whispering to each other and Pierre 
immediately spoke up. He replied to her question by asking why no one ever 
asked how these women were coping with the new situation that the 2004 
law had created, or what kind of support they were getting. Another man 
commented by saying that to him the most important question was why one 
would ask such a question at all. Ismahane intervened in similar terms. She 
said that she had expected many questions this evening but never why they 
wear the veil. “This question has for such a long time imprisoned women in 
having to defensively explain their choice to veil,” she said. The problem to 
Ismahane and the organisers of the panel discussion was that explaining your 
practice of veiling tends to get stuck in sentiments such as “No, I am not a 
Muslim fundamentalist who wants to impose Islam on non-Muslims, or to 
carry out a moral crusade for Muslim women to veil,” or, “No, I am not 
forced to veil by my husband/father/brother but have chosen to veil of my 
own accord.” “What we want to talk about is women’s rights to their own 
bodies,” Ismahane continued. The woman’s question about why women 
continued to veil if it was causing them so much pain and humiliation was 
seen as completely missing the point of the debate, which was to show how 
Muslim veiled women are refused rights to their own bodies. The purpose 
was to lift the discussion to a socio-political and structural level instead of 
focusing on the actual practice of veiling. Within the interpretative 
framework of MIR, the woman who asked about the reasons for veiling was 
stuck in the same kind of thinking as those who supported the law: denying 
veiled women control over their own bodies because they were seen as either 
oppressed by “their” men or duped by religious authorities. 
 
In this chapter, we enter a new political territory in relation to the affaire du 
foulard and the 2004 law, namely that of those opposing the law. The 
organisers of the launch of Les filles voilées parlent, MIR and the editors of 
the book – Chouder, Latrèche and Tevanian – were all strong opponents of 
the law. They had all played an active part in the political arguments and 
struggles against it. The founding of MIR by Houria Bouteldja had grown 
out of her engagement in this question and in the groups Une école pour tous 
et toutes and Collective féministes pour l’égalité with which she had 
cooperated. The argument against the law had been formulated from an anti-
racist, feminist perspective. The feminist argument was that a woman should 
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have the right to decide over her own body, in this case whether or not she 
chose to veil. The antiracist argument was twofold.  

First, the fact that the law had been supported by many feminists in 
France, signified that Muslim women were excluded from the feminist 
notion of women’s right to decide over their own bodies. MIR argued that 
pro-law feminists arguing in terms of women's emancipation understood the 
sexism that Muslim and other culturally othered or racialised women were 
subjected to as a culturally different kind of sexism than that suffered by 
European women. As such, it was also seen to be of a different dignity. The 
basic worldview of these law supporters, according to MIR, was that “they” 
(the racialised or culturally different) had not come as far as “us” (the French 
supporters of the law) in their overall development. They were not 
sufficiently modern. It was the role of French feminists to help and save 
these women from the particular oppression that the practice of veiling 
signified.  

Second, that the law could be passed at all was a sign that France was still 
suffering from a colonial legacy, since the practice of forcibly unveiling 
Muslim women went back to the French colonisation of Algeria. On May 
13, 1958 the French colonial authorities had set up a podium at the 
Government Square in Alger. Veiled women mounted the podium to 
publicly unveil and then burn their veils.136 This was and still is interpreted 
by many Algerians as an attempt by French colonial power to distance 
Algerian women from their own struggle, namely that of Algerian 
independence. As a result, many women started to veil in protest against the 
colonial powers. The woman in the audience who asked about the reasons 
for veiling failed to grasp this historical complexity with regard to the 
meaning of veiling and unveiling. 

Based on the above, we can summarise some of the basic ideas of MIR’s 
struggle that touch upon women’s rights. First, France continues to suffer 
from a colonial legacy. The 2004 law is seen as a colonial construction since 
it specifically targets the Muslim population from North Africa, who are 
former colonial subjects. Second, for les indigènes, the veil is both a 
religious symbol and a symbol of female resistance to a colonial order and 
can thus not be reduced to a gendered subjugation. Third, patriarchy is a 
universal system of oppression, but the struggles of women against 
patriarchy are specific to certain contexts. Fourth, racialised women must 
above all defend the dignity of their group and remain in solidarity with the 
                                                        
136 In one sense this practice is similar to that of women burning their bras in the late 60s and 
early 70s. Yet the context is completely different – colonial – which problematises the 
emancipatory meaning that it could be perceived to entail. This points to the difficulty of 
exporting what is seen as an emancipatory practice in one context, the French, to a new 
context and furthermore, having it initiated from above by the French colonial powers, as 
opposed to the Western context of burning bras. However, within the context of AFRICA and 
NPNS the possibility is that some of these women did find the unveiling emancipatory. 
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postcolonial struggle. This means that racialised women cannot follow the 
path laid down by “white” women since it will deflect them from the racial 
system of discrimination that also targets Muslim men (Garcia 2012: 122). 
What does this mean for the politics of MIR and the relationship between 
feminism and anti-racism within their politics? Before inquiring further into 
the ideological basis of MIR, let us take a look at those people who make up 
MIR and how MIR began. 

Entering MIR 
At least once a week, I made my way from Saint Denis to the north of 
central Paris to attend the weekly meetings of MIR. MIR did not have the 
economic resources to have an office of their own, which meant that their 
meetings were held at the premises of the Association des Travailleurs 
Maghrébins de France (The Association of Maghreb Workers of France, 
ATMF), situated in the 18th arrondissement close to the metro stops La 
Chapelle and Gare du Nord. This area is unlike the places where AFRICA 
and NPNS are located. Unlike La Courneuve this area is clearly part of 
inner-city Paris which means that it is an area that people pass through on 
their way to other parts of Paris and tourists walk through the area on their 
way to the more touristy areas such as Pigalle and Moulin Rouge, which is 
not the case for La Courneuve. However, this part of Paris does not have the 
same bobo feel as the area around the NPNS headquarters. It is a much 
rougher, more run-down and a poorer place, and the population has a 
predominantly colonial immigrant background.  

The office of ATMF is rather small and faces the street. The meetings 
were always held in the evenings, when the people of ATMF had finished 
work. Every Wednesday, there was the regular meeting of MIR, but 
whenever big events approached the meetings would become more frequent. 

The people of MIR137 
MIR was from the start a political grassroots organisation made up of people 
highly critical of the French colonial legacy. Most of the core members and 
founders were well educated with a university degree. Some of them had 
extensive experience from political activist work within international 
resistance movements, or in the Communist Party. Others had very little or 
no experience of political work. Some lived in the banlieues, but most of the 
core group resided in inner-city Paris. There were few “blancs” (non-
immigrant French), to use MIR’s vocabulary. What unites the members and 
                                                        
137 As in the previous chapters, names of individual people have been changed, except for 
those people who are public representatives of MIR.  
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supporters of MIR is the idea of an urgent need for autonomous, anti-racist 
politics, anchored in the historical and continued experience of French 
colonialism. 

Houria Bouteldja was the public face of the group because of her status as 
the spokesperson (porte-parole) of MIR. In fact, there was no officially 
appointed leader, unlike both AFRICA and NPNS.138 Yet it was clear that 
some people, such as Houria and Sadri Khiari, a Tunisian man, had more 
authority than others. This was made clear to me during my first visit to one 
of their regular weekly meetings, even if in a joking kind of way. Sadri and I 
were sitting down talking when Houria walked in. “Ahh, I see you’ve met 
our guru,” she exclaimed. Sadri immediately replied by saying: “No, she is 
our guru!” This was not said of anyone else. The longer I stayed with them, 
the more obvious their position of leadership became. One of them would 
take the lead in internal meetings, most often Sadri. In public debates, it was 
almost exclusively Houria and Sadri who took on the role as speaker, panel 
participant or discussant. 

Houria was born in 1973 in Algeria. She came to France at the age of 
one, when her father, who was a work-migrant in France, brought his whole 
family to live there permanently. She grew up in Haute-Savoie, in the Alps 
in the eastern part of France, and came to Paris as an adult. She has a 
university degree and, at the time of my fieldwork, she was working at the 
Institute du Monde Arabe. Her involvement in political activism started after 
the successful rise of NPNS and in reaction to the 2004 law banning the 
Muslim veil from public schools and spaces. 

Sadri Khiari is one of the people in MIR with the longest experience in 
political activism. He was born in 1958 in Tunisia. Both his parents were 
active communists and he was born into a life of political activism. His own 
political engagement followed him through life. He has a university degree 
in political science and did part of his studies in France. In 2003, he moved 
to France for political reasons. Sadri has written several books and articles 
about the politics of MIR. He is one of the organisation's main strategists. 

Among the other core members were Sami, Yaminah, Noor, Malik, 
Youssef, Asra, Kazim and Pierre. Sami and Youssef worked for the pro-
Palestinian movement in France. Youssef was still very active within this 
and divided his time between the two forms of activism. Some of the 
activists had a university degree, and some did not. The prevalence of the 
academic backgrounds, however, contributed to the intellectual character of 
the organisation. Some were still students, others worked full time. Most of 
the people within the core group had a background in Maghreb and were 
between 25 and 45 years old. Within the core group there were a few 

                                                        
138 I think the reason for this was that MIR had not been registered at a prefecture in order to 
be allowed to apply for economic support. 



  136  

“white” people (i.e. non-immigrant French) but no one with a sub-Saharan or 
Caribbean background. 

Since many of the activists who were central to the creation of MIR had 
been part of activist groups working with Palestinians, the Palestinian anti-
colonial struggle was central to the organisation’s ongoing work.139 Many of 
the activists saw themselves as anti-Zionists. Others had been active 
Maoists. This, together with the connections many members had with 
countries in North Africa through their own kinship, lent clear transnational 
ambitions to the organisation’s political work. Like NPNS, they wished to 
expand. During my time in the field, MIR established itself in Lyon and in 
Belgium. 

The Birth of MIR 
MIR developed out of an anti-racist, feminist critique of specific socio-
political developments in France, particularly the banning of the Muslim veil 
in public schools and the accompanying success of NPNS. These 
developments were seen as symptomatic of several underlying problems in 
French society – structural racism and an enduring colonial logic, which 
guided the worldview of the French Republic. Houria Bouteldja, one of the 
strategists behind MIR, had begun her activism with the group Une école 
pour tous et toutes in 2003, in opposition to the veil debate and the rise of 
NPNS. This would eventually lead her to create an anti-racist feminist group, 
the Blédardes, espousing an alternative version of feminism. 

“Blédardes” is the feminine form of someone coming from bléd. 
Etymologically it comes out of the Maghrebian word blad, which means 
land, soil (as in homeland). During the colonial era, un blédard designated 
an indigène. Later, the label was attached to someone with an immigrant 
background, often with the negative connotation of being culturally 
backward and simple.140 The choice of this name was thus clearly political in 
that it referred directly to the colonial and racial backgrounds of women. The 
name was also intended to suggest continuity between contemporary France 
and its past colonial subjugation that is repeated today in its actions against 
the children of former colonial subjects. I will return to the politics of words 
later in this chapter.  

Together with other feminist groups, such as the Féministes pour l’égalité 
and Une école pour tous et toutes, the Blédardes engaged in a counter-
                                                        
139 This was however, not the only reason. The Palestinian cause had always been central to 
the North African population in France in their anti-colonial struggle (cf. Hajjat 2008b), as 
was mentioned in Chapter Three concerning the formation of Mimouna’s political 
subjectivity. 
140 In my field I would often hear people asking each other, particularly at AFRICA, if she or 
he was going back au bléd, meaning going home, or going to their country of origin. 
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feminist struggle against the 2004 law and NPNS. The 2004 law was seen by 
Houria as an expression of the wider anti-Islamic tendencies that had 
emerged after 9/11 the world over, and of the success of Le Pen in the 
presidential elections in 2002. In France, anti-Muslim sentiment had 
increased earlier with the bombings in the Parisian metro in the mid-1990s. 
The 2004 law was also seen by MIR as a continuation of the former colonial 
policies of France. It was Houria’s work within this anti-racist and anti-
Islamophobic feminist field in Paris that later came to generate MIR and 
which left its mark on her feminist activism – which had, in any case, always 
been strongly anti-racist. 

In January 2005, Houria and a large group of people launched the appel 
“Nous sommes les indigènes de la République” (We are the indigenous 
people of the Republic, see Appendix 4), which was signed by thousands of 
people, and which effectively amounted to the creation of MIR. The appel 
starts off by describing the many and specific ways in which les indigènes 
are discriminated against. It then moves on to connect this kind of 
discrimination with the colonialism of France and claims that France is still a 
colonial state. The call to the public was to join in the struggle to decolonise 
France: 

 
The Decolonising of the Republic remains on the Agenda! The Republic of 
Equality is a myth. The State and society must critically examine their 
colonial past and present. It is time for France to question its Enlightenment, 
and that the universal Egalitarianism, affirmed during the French Revolution, 
represses its nationalism based on the legacy of a “universal chauvinism” that 
aims to “civilise” the savages and their children. It is high time to promote 
radical measures of justice and equality to put an end to racial discrimination 
at work in the housing market, in access to culture and citizenship. We need 
to be rid of institutions that confine persons of colonial origin to the status of 
sub-humans. (From the appel, my translation, see Appendix 4) 

 
The word indigène does not have the generalised reference found in the 

English word “native”, but relates specifically to the people colonised by 
France, and has the meaning “native of Algeria” and not “native of France.” 
The concept was first institutionalised in Algeria but was then generalised to 
all of the French colonial empire in 1889. The regime d’indigénat granted an 
inferior legal status to the populations of the French colonies that could be 
compared to a form of apartheid. It consisted of a system of fines and 
punishment. These included arbitrary court judgments, lack of a right to 
appeal and absence of controls against excessive violence by the authorities. 
To this was added a system of taxation and forced labour. The two systems 
of legal and economic control were tightly tied together. The indigénat, in 
principle, ended in 1946, but in some places it applied in practice up until 
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Algeria’s independence in 1962 (cf. Robine 2006; Brower 2009: 19ff; 
Thénault 2012: 200ff; Mussard 2012: 279-281; Sibeud 2012). 

By calling themselves “les indigènes”, MIR wanted to bring to the 
surface how French society had not broken with its colonial past. According 
to MIR, it is in fact still a colonial power. First, and perhaps most obvious, 
France still has colonies, the so-called DOM-TOM, les Départements et 
Térritoires d’Outre-Mer.141 Second, the way France treats the population 
with an immigrant background (particularly those from the ex-colonies) is 
very similar to how it treated les indigènes in its colonies. MIR considers 
this to be particularly evident in the banlieues, and it is there that they 
concentrated their work. However, unlike both AFRICA and NPNS, MIR 
had not grown out of the grassroots of the banlieues. Instead, the group was 
organised around the banlieues as a problem rather than as a physical 
location. MIR’s politics were thus formulated outside the banlieues, and as 
such were not based on the experience of living there. As we will see below, 
this distinguished MIR’s political practice from that of both AFRICA and 
NPNS. 

The concept indigène was also used politically to point to a 
consciousness-raising process among people with a background in post-
colonial immigration, but also those people who share the same living 
conditions as those of the indigènes. For MIR, the concept indigène is an 
expression of a reality. It is not, as their critics claimed, a return to a static 
identity, an ethnic essentialism, or victimisation. The concept is used as a 
political instrument and not as an end in itself. 

In contrast to AFRICA’s strategy of choosing a name, and its attempt to 
avoid identity-based politics, MIR shapes itself on the basis of racialised 
difference. MIR’s argument was that people with an immigrant background 
from North and sub-Saharan Africa are discriminated against in practice on 
the basis of race, a racism that is silenced discursively in French public life. 
The political goal of MIR has been to emphasise the division between les 
indigènes and les français or “les blancs.” From the start, the ideological 
content of MIR was structured around the binary “white” (les blancs) and 
“non-white” (les non-blancs). As we have seen, AFRICA wanted to break 
down boundaries between different African populations, as well as between 
the “French” and the “immigrants” or “Arabs” and “immigrants.” It also 
criticised the racism of the Maghreb population towards black Africans by 
choosing the name AFRICA. MIR proceeded in the opposite direction by 
choosing a name that is particular to the Algerian or Maghreb experience.  
                                                        
141 The DOM-TOM designates the French land that is situated outside of the Métropole. Over 
two and half million people reside in these lands, and include Guadeloupe, Martinique, 
Guyane, La Réunion, Mayotte, Saint-Barthélemy, Saint-Martin, Saint-Pierre-et-Miquelon, the 
islands of Wallis and Fortuna, and French Polynesia (http://www.vie-publique.fr/decouverte-
institutions/institutions/collectivites-territoriales/categories-collectivites-territoriales/quelles-
sont-collectivites-territoriales-situees-outre-mer.html). 
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At one of our first meetings, Houria told me how the interest in MIR had 
been immense after the appel in 2005. She described how a lot of “white” 
people, such as people from the radical left and a group within the lesbian 
and gay movement, Les panthers rose (The Pink Panthers), had also been 
drawn to the movement. However, many of these groups dropped off, which 
Houria said was a good thing. “I’ll explain why”, she said and went on to 
describe two decisions MIR had taken about their choice of allies that had 
made many withdraw their support from the organisation.  

After the appel had been launched, Les panthers rose had wanted to start 
up a joint movement with MIR, a proposition that MIR declined. The 
explanation Houria gave was that as a movement based on exclusion, MIR 
had been created for les indigènes only. The inclusion of diverse groups 
would mean that too many very complex questions would get mixed up. 
“Just handling the whole colonial question is difficult enough,” Houria said. 
Another reason for not wanting to join with the Les panthers rose was that 
MIR risked losing people amongst les indigènes, among whom many 
harbour homophobic views and thus make it even harder to reach out to “les 
indigenes de la République.” As a result, most gays and lesbians left MIR. 
Yet some connections to individuals and other groups within the French 
LGBT movement remained, such as the sociologist and queer feminist 
Nacira Guènif Souilamas, Christine Delphy and the DAWE collective, a 
group of female academics inspired by queer theory and American black and 
postcolonial feminism.142 

MIR also mounted a controversial and radical campaign of solidarity in 
defence of Kémi Séba that led to a large number of “white” members leaving 
along with some of les indigènes. Kémi Séba, a pan-African activist, had 
been imprisoned for a month due to his racist politics. This was a racism that 
was directed against “white” French people, Jews and Arabs. MIR objected 
that this “black” man was put in prison for expressing ideas that were similar 
to those of a figure like Jean-Marie Le Pen, who never risked being 
imprisoned. For MIR, this double standard was connected to the overall 
racism in French society. From the perspective of Houria, Kémi Séba had 
been jailed and not Le Pen because he was black and had attacked groups of 
people one does not attack – white French people and Jews. Houria went on 
to explain that MIR did not support Séba’s ideas, but that either all racists 
should be put in prison or none. For this reason, MIR gave their support to 
Séba. This infuriated part of the white membership, and also some of the 
Maghrebian supporters, who left the group. For Houria this was a good 
thing. There was no point in having people on board who did not understand 
the kind of politics the movement represented and what was at stake in their 
interaction with French society. 

                                                        
142 I do not know whether this collective still exists at the time of writing. 
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It was not only LGBT politics that were excluded from MIR in its 
founding moments – feminism was too. Feminism in general was excluded 
from MIR with the argument that the people for whom MIR had been 
created would turn away if feminism was included because they had been 
raised within a highly patriarchal tradition that remained hostile to women’s 
liberation. In addition, a feminist message had been deployed by the French 
colonial state to divide women from their community heritage. Despite this, 
feminism was included as a separate group, in the form of the Blédardes that 
would later be absorbed into MIR as the Collectif féministes des indigènes 
(CFI), espousing a separatist feminism. Houria explained that they used the 
model of the separatist feminism of the 1970s, which had excluded men so 
that women would be able to speak freely without letting themselves be 
dominated by men. CFI followed this pattern but reinforced their separatism 
by excluding “white” feminists. “White” feminists were defined as women 
who had no experience of racial or ethnic discrimination. It was felt that 
these “white” feminists had too long been speaking for “les femmes 
indigènes” and not so much with them. MIR was to provide an autonomous 
space in which “les femmes indigènes” could freely formulate their own 
position and recount their own experiences of discrimination. After a few 
years, the feminist collective changed its name back to the initial name of 
Houria’s antiracist feminist collective the Blédardes. The collective had 
always been posted on the webpage of MIR, under which articles on 
feminism, anti-racism and the anti-colonial struggle were published. 
However, in 2009, the Blédardes were removed from the MIR’s webpage 
altogether. 

Postcolonial Anti-racist Engagement with Feminism 

The paradoxical feminism of les indigènes 
Even if MIR does not define itself as feminist, but as anti-racist, feminism 
did play a central role in MIR from the start, but in a negative way. As was 
shown above, MIR grew out of Houria’s engagement with the feminist 
groups and individual feminists protesting against the 2004 law. Out of this 
emerged the Blédardes that later became the Collectif féministe des 
indigènes (CFI). From the start, the CFI as well as MIR had been 
hypersensitive to the power structures of the feminist political field around 
them, and to the manner in which they believed that feminism tended to 
align itself with reactionary forces with racist agendas.  

What they most strongly objected to was how caring for the women of les 
indigènes was termed a “feminist” concern. This was a form of paternalistic 
protectionism. They saw it as typical of what they termed “occidental 
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France,” or in its racialised form “white” French people. This form of 
paternalistic protectionism was manifested in different ways in French 
society: by the banning of the veil in public schools, the preoccupation with 
various issues of gender and sexuality related to “immigrants” such as 
polygamy, and by the broad support for Ni putes ni soumises. Important to 
MIR’s political project was the refusal to let “white” people, or people who 
have not been asked, to help, to care and speak for les indigènes. This was 
how they introduced the appel of CFI: 
 

Political, intellectual, feminist personalities, institutional representatives… in 
France, weighed down by humanism and compassion for women with a 
postcolonial immigrant background, the kind of women WE are. 
They encourage us to emancipate ourselves, to dissolve our state of nature, 
or, for those of us who are considered more evolved, to dissolve our lower 
cultural state. They protect us from our husbands, our fathers or our brothers 
who are supposed to be culturally violent rapists who force us to veil. They 
are the shields without which we are doomed to remain submissive, married 
by force to brutes, circumcised… or maybe stoned to death. On their zealous 
vigilance depends our liberation. They speak in our name. For our well 
being… 
Ladies and gentlemen, the collective of the indigenous feminists has the 
pleasure to announce the end of this comedy. It asks you to wipe away 
your tears and to clear away your good sentiments. 
This neo-colonial and paternalistic discourse is a form of violence that we 
will no longer accept. (My translation from French, original emphasis)143 

 
MIR’s stance on white feminism is similar to how Amos and Parmar (2001) 
problematised Western feminism’s portrayal of non-Western women as 
“politically immature women who need to be versed and schooled in the 
ethos of Western feminism” (2001: 20). This kind of care was considered 
disrespectful by CFI and MIR. For them, it displayed the same logic as 
colonialism, a fact that was an important source of critique in their political 
project. They could not see this kind of care as an expression of solidarity 
with them. Instead, they felt dispossessed in their own struggles, which had 
been taken over by self-appointed, well-meaning people. 

MIR’s appel was launched in 2005 – three years after that of NPNS – and 
CFI’s was launched in 2007. The appels of MIR and CFI were to a large 
extent a protest against NPNS and the support that NPNS enjoyed in French 
society. To them, it was that very support that had generated the form of care 
of which MIR was so critical. In all three appels, racialised and cultural 
differences are made into a problem, yet in small but significantly different 
ways. In the appel of NPNS, the basic critique had been of multiculturalism 
                                                        
143 See Appendix 5 for French original of the appel of CFI. 
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and its cultural relativism, which, according to NPNS, left women entirely 
exposed to the sexism of their own community. They called for the world to 
start acting with them and not be stopped by fear of being considered racist. 
For both MIR and CFI, the problem was the manner in which this care was 
framed by white France as helping the racialised and culturally different 
woman escape from her oppressive cultural traditions. 

This sensitivity to what MIR perceived as inequality within feminism at 
large, which meant that they as indigènes or coloured women tended to lose 
their own voices, was most clearly manifested in one of the political 
interventions at a March 8 demonstration in Paris in 2007. In the 
demonstration, feminists had joined up to show their solidarity with Iranian 
women (en solidarité avec les femmes en Iran) and their difficult situation 
under Islamic rule. The Blédardes marched alongside the others. However, 
instead of expressing solidarity with Iranian women, they shouted “In 
solidarity with women in Sweden and Norway!” (“En solidarité avec les 
femmes en Suède et Norvège!”) The other feminists became confused and 
disturbed about why they were shouting out their support for and solidarity 
with Norwegian and Swedish women? The response of the Blédardes was 
that Swedish and Norwegian women also remained exposed to sexism. Just 
as the “whites” stood up for the Iranians, so they, the Arabic and black 
women, stood up for the whites. The Blédardes had ironically reversed the 
direction of solidarity. In doing so they expressed two essential points about 
“white” feminists (féministes blancs). First, according to les féministes 
blanches, “white” women in the North were not the ones in most urgent need 
of acts of solidarity. Second, if such solidarity was to be expressed this could 
not be done by Arabic and black women, such as the members of the 
Blédardes. In other words, the Blédardes tried to convey the message that 
the individual who benefitted from acts of solidarity or who was to act out of 
solidarity was already socially organised according to a logic similar to that 
of colonialism, in which the northern feminists spoke for the victims in the 
south. The positions of supporter and object of support were already taken 
for granted and came to organise the position of each individual within the 
demonstration, but also on a larger global scale within the context of 
transnational feminism. 

What the intervention boiled down to was one simple question: “Why 
should you, white women, have the privilege of solidarity?” (Bouteldja 
2010) From the perspective of the Blédardes solidarity was a privilege and a 
one-way exchange in which whites displayed their solidarity with non-white 
women, but not vice-versa. It implied certain rules, certain ways of seeing 
the world and certain ways of acting. This was what the Blédardes were 
criticising. Houria and the other women in the Blédardes pointed to a certain 
form of racialised inequality, amounting to a lack of reciprocity within 
feminist activism itself. For Houria, Arabic and black women are reduced to 
stereotyped victims who lose their humanity in the white feminists’ project 
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to save them. She also pointed to how this urge amongst “white” feminists to 
help the “other,” the woman with an immigrant and Muslim background 
living in the banlieues, took all attention away from and thus hid the existing 
sexism in “white” society. Instead, sexism was safely located amongst the 
population with a Muslim, immigrant background. In her view, the sexism 
one sees in the banlieues is not a category on its own, but is instead 
embedded in the universality of the patriarchal system. 

If we compare this line of critique of the “well-meaning white feminists” 
with the political project of NPNS, we see how notions of solidarity and 
humanity take on opposing meanings. NPNS’s political project was 
constructed as a critique of how society had turned a blind eye to the women 
of the banlieues with an immigrant background and the particular sexism to 
which they were exposed due to the economic and social marginalisation of 
these areas and the increased presence of Islam and other “archaic” 
traditions. Society had chosen to ignore these women because of a fear of 
being called racist when criticising “other” cultural norms and practice. 
Because of this, these women were being denied their basic human rights 
and thus their own humanity. In a sense, NPNS was arguing that they were 
denied rights as women because of how they were racialised. French 
“respect” for other cultural traditions was at the expense of these women’s 
fundamental rights. And in this sense, multiculturalism was bad for women, 
as Susan Moller Okin argues (1999). MIR, on the other hand, pointed to how 
particular attention was paid to women of colour as part of a structural 
racism similar to that of colonialism. Their claim was that with the rise of 
NPNS and the sudden feminist concern in French society for the Muslim 
woman with an immigrant background in the banlieues, white feminism had 
come to function as a Trojan horse smuggling in a divisive maternalistic 
neo-colonialism into the banlieues. 

The feminism of CFI amounted to what Houria called a “paradoxical 
feminism” (un féminisme paradoxale). This particular feminism emerges out 
of how women indigènes – racialised women – are discriminated against 
both on the grounds of race and gender, something which distinguishes them 
from white women. In an article on MIR’s webpage, Houria quotes a friend: 
“I have never been a feminist, I never even thought about it. For me 
feminism is like chocolate.”144 (Bouteldja 2012, my translation) What she 
meant was that feminism is a luxury that racialised women cannot afford. 
More precisely what they cannot afford is to lose their own community, to 
make “their” men, les indigènes, into an enemy. In the same article Houria 
goes on to say:  
 

                                                        
144 “Je n’ai jamais été féministe. Je n’y même jamais pensé. Pour moi le féminisme c’est 
comme le chocolat” (Bouteldja 2012).  
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To reproach us for not being feminists is like reprimanding a poor person for 
not eating caviar. For what is the margin of manoeuvre for us between the 
white and dominant patriarchy and that of our own, indigène and dominated? 
(Bouteldja 2012, my translation)145 

 
The paradoxical feminism of CFI emerges furthermore out of the time and 
place in which it is situated: feminism has become a racist and imperialist 
project that attributes sexism to colonial migrants. This fact forces women 
indigènes to consciously support “their” men, rather than the white 
feminists. However, they stand in solidarity with “their” men as racialised 
men accused of being sexist because they are Arabs, blacks, or Muslims. By 
contrast, white French women do not have to support their men since they 
are not racialised. What CFI questions are the systems and structures, be 
they the colonial or the patriarchal system, and not individuals. They do not 
question individual French people but the system that makes French people 
into the dominant group, that is the colonial and racialised system. CFI does 
not deny that the culture of origin for les indigènes is patriarchal, but so too 
is the French. Indeed, patriarchy is universal. According to CFI, such a 
struggle should not be carried out in the manner of NPNS, which only 
reproduces racist stereotypes. What the feminism of NPNS boiled down to, 
according to Houria, was forcing racialised women to choose between 
French society, deemed emancipatory and enlightened, and “their” own 
community, deemed barbaric and archaic. As racialised women, they are 
“completely torn” (complètement écartelées) as Houria expressed it, and it is 
this which constituted the particular oppression of racialised women. Thus 
women indigènes were forced to think this situation through and come up 
with solutions. Its answer was the creation of the Blédardes and their 
paradoxical feminism (Bouteldja 2006).  

The “colonial continuum” and the struggle for autonomy 
One evening in May 2008, MIR members and supporters gathered at the La 
Maison Verte146 in the upper part of the 18th arrondissement in Paris. It was 
one of the first public meetings initiating the preparations for their new 
political party, Partie des indigènes de la République. Houria introduced the 
debate. She started off, as she often did, by quoting Abdelmalek Sayad that 
“to exist is to exist politically,”147 and went on to say: “We do not believe in 
                                                        
145 Nous reprocher de ne pas être feminists, c’est commes reprocher à un pauvre de ne pas 
manger de caviar. Car quelle est notre marge de manoeuvre entre le patriarcat blanc et 
dominant et le “nôtre”, ingène et dominé?” (Bouteldja 2012) 
146 La Maison Verte was the house of a Protestant Evangelic church but it was also used as a 
community hall that was open for everyone. It was located on 127-129 rue Marcadet in 
between the métro stations Jules Joffrin and Lamarck Caulaincourt. 
147 Exister, c’est exister politiquement (Sayad 2006b: 13). 
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Santa Claus, we do not believe in the Republic…”. In Houria's view, these 
fantasies become an illusion for innocent believers and come to shape their 
lives even after the illusion is revealed. There is no Santa Claus in the North 
Pole in a sledge drawn by reindeers who brings presents to all the children. It 
is parents who buy their children presents and put them under the Christmas 
tree. Similarly, there is no Republic based on universality and abstract 
individualism that enables its citizens to be equal, free and express solidarity 
with each other. According to MIR, the Republic is instead hierarchical and 
racialised. It creates societal inequalities and divisions based on race. From 
MIR’s point of view, France was not built on the values of liberty, equality 
and fraternity, but rather on the subordination and inferiorisation of a certain 
segment of the population. The “non-white,” “indigenised” people brought 
to France from the colonies to do the work that the “white” French people 
did not want to do, and to live under conditions that no “white” French 
person would have to endure. The labour of colonial subjects thereby helped 
to sustain a “free” and “equal” France in which they themselves had no real 
stake. 

According to MIR, there is a relationship between colonisation and 
immigration, which is apparent today in the way that immigration 
regulations and organisations mirror that of colonialism, a relationship that 
points to a “colonial continuum.” During MIR’s annual May march in 2008, 
several points were raised as proof of the “colonial continuum” of the French 
state. For example, the activists described the Ministry of Immigration and 
National Identity as acting as if their primary duty was to ensure white, 
Christian supremacy. They also interpret the criminalisation of the sans-
papiers,148 the politics of “selective immigration,”149 and the increasing 
precariousness of employment for immigrants as signs of how contemporary 
immigrants are considered to be a flexible and disposable workforce just as 
colonial labour migrants had been before them. France’s security politics are 
accused by MIR of being racialised, with the inhabitants of the banlieues 
defined as des classes dangereuses and as internal enemies of France, 
racailles (scum) and Islamists. MIR also criticise France as an international 
actor. They criticise France for giving support to the warmongering of the 
United States and to what MIR consider the Zionist colonisation of Israel. 
MIR concluded that the presidential post in the French Republic: 
 

… has been and is pursuing and reinforcing a politics of racialised 
preference, which has been kept up more or less discretely by each 

                                                        
148 Illegal immigrants. 
149 This is a translation of the notion “immigration choisie” which means that immigrants are 
selected for entry into the nation on the basis of how useful they are for the country of 
reception, which thus means a preference for work migrants. The opposite would be a 
“immigration subi” which include asylum seekers. 
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predecessor at the head of the State, who is also helped on its way by a 
racialised offensive in the European context, founded on “the clash of 
civilisation.” And in order to neutralise our struggles and resistances, Mr 
Sarkozy exhibits his black, Arab and/or Muslim marionettes.150 (Quoted from 
their flyer that presented the march in May 2008, my translation from 
French)151 

 
MIR consequently argues that it is essential for “indigenised” people in 
France to stop believing in this Republic. They should instead see it for what 
it is: racist and still colonial. This insight will then form the basis for the 
political struggle that is necessary at this time and in this place, a struggle 
marked by autonomous political thinking, beyond the illusions and lies of 
the Republic. This was why they considered it indispensable to organise 
their struggles and resistance autonomously.  

“Autonomy” is not only defined in relation to the Republic, but also in 
relation to some of the earlier struggles that emerged within the immigrant 
population in France. This is most clearly manifested in their slogan “Ni 
potes ni soumis” (Neither pals nor submissives). The slogan refers to both 
SOS Racisme and Ni putes ni soumises.152 According to MIR, both groups 
have swallowed the lies of the Republic and sold out their struggle, 
something that can clearly be seen in their symbiotic relationship with the 
French Partie Socialiste.  
 

…the movements that went before us have let themselves be manipulated for 
twenty years by the Socialist Party. It has stayed in our DNA. (Houria 
interviewed in Bouteldja and Khiari 2012: 35, my translation)153 

 
NPNS and before them SOS Racisme are for MIR prime examples of how 

the colonial immigrant population in France has had its own political 
struggles manipulated by other interests – those of les blancs in France. 
Their interpretation of NPNS and its success in spreading its message is that 
the feminist struggle amongst immigrant women living in the social margins 
                                                        
150 They are here referring to Rachida Dati, Fadela Amara, and Rama Yade. These were 
women of colour with a colonial immigrant background who made it into the political elite in 
France as part of Sarkozy’s government during my fieldwork. 
151 Le président de la République poursuit, renforce et assume une politique de préférence 
raciale maintenue plus discrètement par ses prédécesseurs à la tête de l’État, aidé en cela par 
une offensive racialiste généralisée en l’Europe, sur fond de « choc des civilisations ». Et pour 
neutraliser nos révoltes et nos résistances, Mr Sarkozy exhibe ses marionnettes noires, arabe 
et/ou musulmanes. 
152 The slogan is written in the same way as Ni Putes Ni Soumises but with different content 
by exchanging just the word “putes” with “potes.” “Potes” refers to SOS Racisme’s slogan 
“Ne touche pas à mon pote”, represented visually by a yellow hand. 
153 …les mouvements qui nous ont précedés se sont faits manipuler pendant vingt ans par le 
PS. C’est resté dans notre ADN. 
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of the banlieues is being used for other purposes. From MIR’s point of view, 
when you see public personalities who have never been close to any feminist 
political position before suddenly standing up in support of NPNS’s struggle, 
this must be interpreted as a means to some end that has nothing to do with 
women’s liberation and protests against patriarchy. Its only purpose is to use 
NPNS as a vehicle within which they can stigmatise the immigrant 
population as sexist and extremist. This is where the racism and colonial 
thinking of these “feminists” is revealed, according to MIR.154 The fact that 
individuals within grassroots politics use the “success” of their movement to 
advance themselves within party politics155 only proves in the eyes of MIR 
their close ties to the already established order. Finally, both SOS Racisme 
and NPNS use the Republican ideology and its values as a basis for their 
own politics. To MIR, this could only mean the total exclusion of any 
possible independent thinking or analysis of the French Republic’s 
subjugation of its colonial descendants. Thus distancing themselves from 
and protesting against these two organisations was considered by MIR to be 
absolutely essential to achieve an autonomous struggle for les indigènes. 

The lack of autonomy amongst les indigènes was also evident in the fact 
that it is generally taken for granted that all women, and in particular 
indigenised/racialised women, have to sign onto occidental or “white” 
feminism. In the French context, this is exemplified by the position of 
Simone de Beauvoir’s work The Second Sex as a classic within feminist 
theory. Houria recounted how Fadela Amara, the creator and the ex-
president of NPNS, had said in an interview that she wanted to bring de 
Beauvoir to the banlieues to teach les banlieuesards about feminism and 
how to treat each other with respect, in the spirit of NPNS. Houria asked 
why the people of the banlieues should read de Beauvoir? What about the 
rest of French society? To her, this was a sign of how the “white” part of 
society was already considered enlightened on this issue, whereas this was 
not the case for people living in the banlieues. “Muslims, blacks and Arabs 
must be educated! However, the education of these groups cannot be done 
by an Arab or a black but by a white [de Beauvoir].” What this means, 
argues Houria, is that feminism has become a weapon in the hands of the 
dominant against the immigrant population. 

From the perspective of MIR and the feminist collective, certain forms of 
othering are being played out in the banlieues, that is, a production of 
                                                        
154 Similar claims are made within MIR concerning public figures’ and politicans’ support of 
the LGBT-movement. Their support of this movement only further stigmatise the Muslim 
immigrant population in France (cf. Éwanjé-Épée and Magliani-Belkacem 2012). 
155 This happened both within SOS Racisme and NPNS. Harlem Désir, of SOS Racisme, left 
the organisation to start to work for the Socialists and from there continued her political 
career. Fadela Amara and Safia Lebdi, both part of the foundation of NPNS, left the 
organisation in 2007. Amara joined the government of Sarkozy and Lebdi became part of the 
Green party. 
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difference in which racialised, cultural and religious difference stand out as 
problematic. This process creates a specific image of “us”, in which the use 
of feminism is absolutely central. The “others” – the Muslim, the Arab, the 
banlieuesards, the immigrants, etc. – all need to be enlightened, and “their” 
women similarly need to be liberated or saved from the barbarism of their 
men using “our” feminism. This specific gendered and ethnic other creates 
an image of a French “us”. “We” are already there, as enlightened and 
civilised and thus non-gendered and non-ethnic. This was what Houria 
pointed to when she rhetorically asked why there is apparently no need for 
the rest of France to read de Beauvoir. Houria was making two points similar 
to Huibin Amelia Chew’s (2008) analysis of the “imperial feminism” of the 
US war in Iraq and Afghanistan. According to Chew, there is, first of all, the 
creation of a special self-image of many women in the US today from the 
standpoint of “imperial feminism.” The care shown for the women of the 
global South does not take into consideration how racist, economic and 
colonial exploitation have played a considerable role in these women’s lives 
(Chew 2008: 82). Second, with a focus on care for women of the global 
South, the gender inequalities and sexism that women suffer in the US at a 
systemic level are, according to Chew, made invisible (ibid: 88). Houria and 
the other women of CFI constantly made similar points emphasising that 
patriarchy has to be seen as systemic, and that locating patriarchy in the 
banlieues and within specific groups of people is nothing but a racist 
practice and thus part of a colonial system based on racial discrimination and 
economic exploitation. CFI even went so far as to claim that solidarity with 
women of the South was anti-feminist if it did not make explicit the 
connection between patriarchy and imperialism. CFI and MIR argued that 
imperial feminism refused to consider the full complexity of women’s 
experiences around the world. 

The attempt by the feminist collective of MIR to claim and recuperate a 
certain form of autonomy within the postcolonial context of contemporary 
France was also manifested in the separatism of the feminist collective 
described above. Their separatism was part of their refusal to have other 
people [read: white people/women] speak for them. “We can speak for 
ourselves”, as Houria said. The separatism of CFI was thus an organisational 
and a practical strategy to create an autonomous space.  

The intellectual sources of inspiration for MIR had been figures like 
Frantz Fanon, Albert Memmi and Abdelmalek Sayad, and their research was 
grounded in forms of political activism. Both Fanon (1952, 1963) and 
Memmi (1990 (1957)) also considered the subjectivity and the psyche of the 
colonised to be formed by the colonial ideology that casts them as lower 
creatures, less developed, and in need of being civilised, educated and, in 
Sartre’s words in the preface to Fanon’s The Wretched on the Earth, 
“whitewashed” (1963: 7). It is this that MIR wants to break with. Houria’s 
story about her father displays this most clearly. He had come to France as a 
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work migrant. Her image of him when growing up was that he was totally 
subdued by France, having incorporated the French image of the Algerian as 
inferior. What was worse, she said, he admired the French Republic and its 
culture, and strove from this inferior position to embody French values. The 
struggle against this kind of subjugated psyche is what MIR’s interpretation 
of Sayad’s “to exist is to exist politically” amounts to. To create their own 
political struggle, formed out of their own particular experiences, is a 
struggle to become fully human. A struggle based on who you are and where 
you come from, instead of being conditioned to become French or to become 
“white” to gain access to a fully-fledged humanity. In order to further clarify 
the racial side of the separatism of CFI, as well as their interpretation of 
being “whitewashed”, an elaboration of the concept “les blancs”, the whites, 
is called for. 

Whiteness and issues of race: “La place des blancs”156 
The antiracism of MIR involves naming that which has remained unmarked, 
namely les blancs, by racialising those who have not been racialised. The 
issue of whiteness is therefore central to MIR’s antiracist and anti-colonial 
struggle.157 Their use of ”white” denotes people who are not normally 
subjected in any way to ethnic or racial discrimination. To denote a “white” 
person, the term blanc or blanche (in masculine and feminine form) would 
most often be used. “White” could also be exchanged with “the occident” or 
“occidental”. If the individual in question was a “white” French person, then 
the expression “les français de souche” which MIR transformed into “un/e 
souchien/ne” could be used by them. Yet this usage was rare, and if the 
expression was used it was usually intended as a provocation.  

The expression “français de souche” in French means someone who has 
French roots from French soil, preferably stretching back several 
generations. The concept stands in opposition to the “immigrant.” “Un 
souchien” denotes a person that is “français de souche”. Yet it is a neologism 
formed by les indigènes after having themselves been defined by expressions 
such as “French Muslim” (Français musulman), “north African” (nord-
africain), “second generation” (deuxième génération), “with an immigrant 
background” (issue de l'immigration), or, in pejorative and racist forms as 

                                                        
156 “The place of whites.” 
157 There is an extensive literature within the field of whiteness studies. The studies of 
whiteness go back to W.E.B. Du Bois (cf.1920), James Baldwin (cf. 1963), and Theodore W. 
Allen (cf. 1976). As it developed, whiteness studies came to cover a wider field including 
areas such as philosophy (cf. Alcoff 2006; Frye 1983), history (Frankenberg 1993), literature 
and cinema (cf. Roediger 1998; Morrison 1992), psychology (Helms 1990), education 
(Ellsworth 1997), to more personal narratives (Pratt 1988). For an extended overview of 
whiteness studies see Engles (2006). MIR was inspired by some of this literature, especially 
that of Du Bois and Baldwin. 
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“rats” (rats), “wogs” (bougnoules), and “negros” (négros). As Houria 
explained it somewhat sarcastically, “…the adjective ‘souchien,’ created in 
correct French from ‘Français de souche,’ constitutes a first contribution by 
les indigènes to enriching the language that those who come to live in 
Paradise [the Republic] must be able to handle.” The neologism of 
“souchien” from “souche,” caused outrage amongst some people in French 
public life and media, since “souchien” is an intentional pun on “sous 
chien”, which means “less than a dog.” Les indigènes themselves use the 
term “sous-souchien” to denote themselves and the social reality in which 
they live, one that is below those that are less than a dog, that is to say at the 
very bottom of French society. 

Yet within MIR there were at times lively discussions around the use of 
the term “blanc,” pertaining to the legitimacy of using such a concept or the 
tendency amongst some members to use it in a more essentialising way. 
Here I will only focus on the latter: those who tended to essentialise 
distinctions between les blancs and les indigènes or les immigrés. It was 
around this notion that they built their political position. During one such 
discussion, Sadri Khiari, one of the founders and intellectual leaders of MIR, 
objected saying that racial categories are not clear-cut. At one point, he made 
a comment that surprised many: “We have to be aware that we are all white, 
all of les indigènes have some whiteness in them. So we cannot be puritans!” 
What he meant was that no one is only an Algerian, or a European, but that 
such categories have through history and socialisation merged with each 
other as their histories and lived experiences have been intertwined. He also 
pointed to the need to be aware of how such terminology and rhetorical tools 
can be potentially dangerous. “They are like double-edged swords,” he said. 
What he meant was that MIR’s political use of racialised difference – to 
racialise those, les blancs, who are not normally racialised but who racialise 
others – could just as well backfire by cementing racialised difference. 
MIR’s use of les blancs was one such example. Yet, in practice, he was quite 
a fervent user of the term “blanc”. In all the talks by him that I heard, he 
used the term frequently. Through my encounter with this kind of discourse 
in Sadri’s talks I had my first experience of what it is like to be racialised 
and furthermore to be in a minority. This experience gave rise to a number of 
reactions, including vulnerability, injustice, and anger. 

In relation to their use of and position on the issue of “whiteness,” and 
especially the notion of “souschien,” MIR would constantly be accused of 
displaying racism against “white” people, “racisme anti-blanc” or “racisme à 
l’envers”, reverse racism. According to MIR, such a phenomenon is 
impossible, due to the more structural or systemic organisation of racism in 
France and the world, since les indigènes are not a community of power. 
Any prejudices held by les indigènes towards “the whites” are not sustained 
by institutional structures in the same way as “white” racial attitudes and 
practices directed at les indigènes. For MIR, only the prejudices of the 
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“whites” can be termed racist, since only people in power can be racist.158 Or 
as Houria puts it: 
 

A black person or an Arab that says “dirty white” to someone expresses in 
the worst case a sentiment of intolerance or of hatred in reaction to the 
humiliations he has suffered, a white person that says “dirty black” or “dirty 
Arab” expresses necessarily a racist sentiment. (Translation from French)159 

 
Thus MIR’s deployment of the concept of “race” was informed by its 
historical and political heritage. 

Despite the centrality of a critique of “white” people for MIR, whites 
were to some extent welcome in the organisation. “White” women were 
excluded from CFI but within MIR “whites” were welcome but never 
allowed to occupy a prominent position, and never as a spokesperson for the 
movement. As Houria expressed it: “White people are welcome but they 
have to prove themselves by acknowledging their privileged place in society 
as a white person, and the cost of it for non-white people.” What “prove 
themselves” meant became clear when I first made contact with them and 
tried to gain entry into the group in order to study it. One example of this 
was a discussion over a suitable logo for MIR.  

The suggested logo was a big fingerprint in black with the text Les 
indigènes de la République below it. One of the core members, Yaminah, a 
woman in her 30s with a background in Maghreb, did not like it at all. She 
wanted a boomerang as the logo for MIR, because she felt this carried a 
much clearer and better meaning. I could understand what Yaminah’s idea 
meant – you throw something at someone and it will then come flying back 
to you at some point. But the fact that this symbol was so closely associated 
with the aboriginal struggle in Australia seemed to me to work against MIR. 
Yet this did not seem to bother Yaminah or Malik, a young man who also 
thought a boomerang was a suitable symbol for them. Sadri and Houria, 
however, did not like the boomerang.  

Houria asked me what I thought about the fingerprint logo. I said that I 
read it as a symbol for immigrants coming to France who must have their 
fingerprints taken by the state in order to be allowed into France, something 

                                                        
158 This does not mean that MIR does not consider les indigènes to be incapable of racism. 
Part of their analysis, but to a much smaller extent, is the racism occurring between for 
example North Africans and people from sub-Sahara regions (Afrique Noire) or the Antilles. 
This was however an issue that would never be raised at internal meetings. The only time this 
came up was when there were larger events and there was a population of black Antillean 
attending. 
159 Un Noir ou un Arabe qui dit “sale Blanc” exprime au pire un sentiment d’intolérance ou de 
haine en réaction aux humiliations qu’il subit, un Blanc qui dit “sale Noir” ou “sale Arabe” 
exprime forcément un sentiment raciste (www.indigenes-republique.fr/article. 
Php3?id_article=1345, March 2012). 
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that a white person would never have to do this. Houria cheered and raised 
her hand in a ‘give-me-five’ gesture. It felt a bit as though I had passed a 
test. Not everyone was impressed. The young man, Malik, said: “She is only 
saying that because she knows that that is what we want to hear!” This was 
the first time I met Malik but throughout my time in the field he would 
continue to keep his distance. 

Is feminism universal?  

“Les blancs,” universalism and modernity  
The racial category of les blancs was also an important weapon in the 
struggle against a specific rhetoric – that of French universalism that ignores 
and denies the presence of racist structures in French society. The notion of 
the universal, which is constantly present in both feminist and antiracist 
contexts, according to MIR, is a “white” universalism that masks the 
structural hierarchies of the French Republic. As Houria said in a talk at the 
4th International Congress of Islamic Feminism in Madrid in October 2010: 
“For me [the question “Is feminism universal?”] is the question of all 
questions when adopting an anti-colonial approach and when attempting to 
decolonise feminism.” She went on to explain that the importance of this 
question did not lie in its answer but rather in the act of posing the question 
as such. It alerted French feminists to the possibility that their concepts, 
ideas and political projects do not necessarily apply to everyone. 
 

… if we take as our criteria the simple notion of well-being, who in this room 
can state that the women of those societies (who might know nothing of the 
concept of feminism as we conceive of it) are less well-off than European 
women? The former not only took part in the struggles but also made 
available to their societies these invaluable social gains? (Boutledja 2010) 

 
For Houria there are important gains to be made from posing such a question 
because it stops us from mistaking our own norms as universal and from 
trying to fit the realities of others into our own. As such, the question raises 
the possibility that the “Occident” is a specific position and not a universal 
one, which, according to MIR, is the dominant assumption. 

What the critique of the term “universalism” involves can be further 
exemplified by Houria’s comment at a debate concerning the question of 
universality within feminism in March 2008 in Brussels, where I joined her. 
This particular debate was held at Univérsité libre de Bruxelles (Free 
University of Brussels, ULB) and organised by Le Cercle des Étudiants 
Arabo-Européens (The circle of Arab-European students, CEAF). The title 
of the debate was “Feminism puts Universality to the test – do current 
feminists conceal the true problems of women? Historical bearings of 
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feminist struggles,”160 organised in connection with ten days of actions 
against racism at the university (March 13-22). This was the second time I 
joined Houria in Brussels for a debate during the days of actions against 
racism. The first debate had dealt with the relationship between race and 
feminism under the heading “Racism, ideology, post-colonial… and the 
women in all of this?”161 There must have been at least 500 people at the first 
debate, largely because of the presence of Tariq Ramadan. It was equally 
divided between men and women, but the majority had a Maghreb or Middle 
Eastern background. Many of the women attending wore a hijab. The 
audience at the second debate was much smaller.162 There were fewer men 
and more “white” women than in first debate. The debate consisted of two 
panels. In the first, the Belgian feminist Nadine Plateau and the Tunisian-
born philosopher Mohamed Tahar Bensaada talked about the history of 
feminism and feminism in the Arab world. The second panel was advertised 
to include Houria, as a representative of CFI, Cathérine Francoise of the 
Belgian NPNS and Valérie Lootvoet from Vie Feminin (Feminine Life). 
Cathérine Françoise did not turn up so Malika Hamidi from Femmes 
musulmanes en Belgique (Muslim women in Belgium) stepped in instead. 
The debate dealt with feminist activism and the actual work of existing 
feminist groups from Belgium and France. At the end of this, the audience 
was given the opportunity to debate with the panellists. 

In the debate, Houria highlighted the importance of understanding the 
Arab world as part of the modern world and not as “traditional,” a distinction 
that underpinned Western feminists’ desire to help Arab women struggle 
against backwardness and extreme patriarchy. For Houria and MIR, the 
discourse that makes a distinction between the modern and traditional world 
is clearly part of an imperialist project, making it imperative to understand 
how imperialism affects feminism today.  

After Houria’s statement, an interesting exchange took place. There was a 
very clear divide in the audience between “white” feminists and those who 
did not explicitly belong to this camp. Attempts were made to point to this 
division both in form and content, but at no point did these attempts succeed 
in bridging the divide. First, Bensaada intervened by saying that it is also 
necessary to emphasise that the dominant “machismo”, as he termed it, is 
white. One consequence of this is that, for example, Palestinian women live 
under a form of double “machismo,” that of Palestinian men and white men. 
Their situation is therefore different to that of “white” women, and must be 
analysed as such. 
                                                        
160  “Le féminisme à l’épreuve de l’Universel – les féministes actuel jettent ils le voile sur les 
vrais problèmes des femmes? Repères historique des luttes feminists.” 
161 “Racisme, idéologie, post-coloniale… et les femmes dans tout cela?” 
162 This was partly due to the fact that there was a bus and metro strike in Brussels. It was 
very difficult to get from one side of the town to the next (which I had experienced when 
trying to get to the university from the train station). 
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Next, it was Nadine Plateau’s turn to speak. She first addressed Houria’s 
comment on modernisation and the Arab world, agreeing that one could 
view feminism as an instrument for the modernisation process, but, she 
added, feminism is also an instrument for women. The question of 
something being an instrument for something or somebody was not by 
definition negative. It was important to keep this in mind. She then went on 
to say that she thought it was a mistake to polarise different feminisms, such 
as les féministes laïque against les féministes réligieuses. Plateau here 
directed a gentle critique at the content of the debate and at Houria’s own 
position. Plateau ended her contribution to the discussion by commenting on 
Bensaada’s view that the dominant machismo is “white.” She did not agree. 
It is important, she said, not to make the same mistake as the political left in 
relation to the class struggle, where you first deal with class before you 
handle sexism and gender inequality. For Plateau, it was absolutely essential 
to handle both class and gender at the same time. However, she never 
mentioned race or ethnicity. 

A woman responded to Plateau. She was in her mid-20s and of a non-
“white” background. She said that no one speaks about the divisions among 
women. “We all have to sign up on occidental feminism!” There was anger 
in her voice, which made her tremble and stumble over her words. A “white” 
woman in her 30s from the Green Party responded. In her view, it was 
essential to see that feminism as a whole always tends to be set aside and be 
marginalised in political life. Therefore, it is a mistake to create animosity 
between women. Women must cooperate in order to fight the 
marginalisation of the feminist struggle. The first woman’s attempt to raise 
the issue of silence concerning internal inequality amongst feminists was 
effectively silenced with the Green party woman’s response.  

The division within the debate was striking. The problematic relationship 
between different feminist struggles lay in their own diverse relationships to 
the universal and was played out in the exchanges and comments between 
the young woman and the woman from the Green Party. From the 
perspective of MIR, silencing the critique of the dominance that occidental 
feminism enjoyed within feminism exemplifies the difficulty dominated 
people face when criticising the dominators. It also clarified MIR’s reasons 
for not letting un blanc/une blanche take on any leading position within MIR 
and why the feminist collective of MIR had excluded “white” women (i.e. 
women who had no experience of discrimination due to ethnicity or race) 
together with men (white as well as non-white). This was also why they felt 
it necessary to have an autonomous struggle for les indigènes. 

Furthermore, for MIR, the notion of universalism is also strongly 
connected, if not legitimised, by the belief in modernity, evident in Houria’s 
comments above. Modernity is a “white” ideology according to MIR, or, as 
formulated by Sadri, “La civilisation blanche, c’est la modernité” (White 
civilisation is modernity). By this he refers to a certain model of society that 
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is constructed around and by the domination blanche. According to Sadri, 
the name of this kind of society is “modernity.” Everyone, he argues, is 
convinced that “white” civilisation, that is, “modernity”, is superior to any 
other civilisation – even the indigènes tend to think so even when they affirm 
the contrary. Outside Europe itself, everyone is striving towards this model 
of society in the belief that if it is achieved then they will prosper. When this 
happens, according to MIR, the indigènes find themselves completely bereft 
of any possibility to radically contest the racial domination that modernity 
entails. The goal of MIR’s anti-colonial political project is thus to construct 
an alternative to this model of society. This entails thinking critically about 
what is taken for granted. I quote Sadri: 
 

I know very well that modernity has a good reputation; that one often thinks 
of it as neutral; that it is synonymous with progress for all and with well-
being. It is because of modernity that humanity has science, liberty, values of 
equality and human rights […] [but] it disguises the reality of what modern 
civilisation is in practice. (Sadri Khiari 2012b, my translation)163 

 
 
In the above quote, Sadri makes a distinction between the dominant idea of 
modernity and what modern civilisation amounts to in practical terms. The 
positive ideas of modernity are progress, scientific development and human 
rights, which all advance humanity as a whole morally, economically, 
socially, culturally and politically. But modernity in practice has meant a life 
permeated by violence and inequality for the majority of the people on Earth. 
He went on to say: 
 

The concreteness of modernity, that which is behind the iPhone and 
Facebook, is a political, social, economic, cultural mode of organisation that 
constituted itself 500 years ago, in 1492, with the colonisation of the 
Americas and the beginning of transatlantic slave trade. 
It is a political, social and cultural system that rests on the political, economic 
and cultural supremacy of the Whites over other people. It is a profoundly 
unequal economic system for all, which is married with a global racial 
hierarchy. (ibid, my translation)164 

                                                        
163 Je sais bien que la modernité a bonne réputation; qu’on pense souvent qu’elle est neutre; 
qu’elle est synonyme de progrès pour tous et de mieux-être. Ce serait elle à qui l’humanité 
devrait la science, la liberté, les valeurs d’égalité et de droits de l’homme. […] 
indépendamment de la petite part de vérité que peut avoir le discours optimiste sur la 
modernité, il vise à masquer la réalité de ce qu’est concrètement la civilisation moderne 
(Khiari 2012b s, my emphasis).  
164 Le concret de la modernité, ce qu’il y a derrière l’i-phone et facebook, c’est un mode 
d’organisation politique, sociale, économique, culturelle qui a commencé à se mettre en place 
il y a cinq siècle, en 1492, avec la colonisation des Amériques et le début de la traite négrière 
transatlantique. 
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The purpose of MIR is to formulate such a diagnosis of modernity and to 
develop a political project to struggle against the model of society that 
modernity has created in practice. Let us now move on to see how MIR does 
this in practice. 

The Political Practice of Discourse 
Let us return to the debate at ULB in March 2008 to which Houria had been 
invited as a CFI activist. Debates like this were typical not only in the 
Belgian context but also in France. In the context of this study, they 
illustrated something important about how anti-sexist as well as anti-racist 
perspectives are formulated in public.  

The second panel had dealt with contemporary feminist activism and the 
actual work of existing feminists groups from Belgium and France. At one 
point during this panel, Houria and the other representatives of feminist 
activism were asked by someone in the audience what they did in concrete 
terms within their activism. As I listened to the two other participants in the 
panel describing their more welfare-oriented activities, I wondered anxiously 
how Houria would answer this question. The other two panellists had 
explained quite clearly how their efforts were really very concrete 
contributions to the feminist movement. I knew that CFI could not make the 
same claim. The question from the audience and my reaction to it suggested 
that there was the expectation that there really should be a more concrete 
way of doing politics within feminism, of immersing oneself as an activist in 
the “real world.” Houria’s response was simply to say: “Rien!”, “Nothing!”. 
She then went on to explain that in the context where CFI worked, it was 
enough just to raise the kind of issues that they did. To raise the colonial 
question and the need to decolonise France was difficult enough in 
contemporary France. To be involved in actual social or outreach work at the 
same time would be impossible. To exemplify CFI’s work, she gave the 
example of the intervention of the Blédardes at the March 8 demonstration 
in Paris in 2007, where they had expressed their solidarity with women in 
Sweden and Norway instead of with women in Iran as the other feminists 
around them were doing. 

As Houria made clear in the debate in Brussels and as the example of the 
intervention of the Blédardes shows, most of what MIR does politically is to 
intervene discursively in French public life. To intervene discursively, as 
                                                                                                                                  
C’est un système politique, sociale et culturel qui repose sur la suprématie politique, 
économique et culturelle des Blancs sur les autres peuples. C’est un système économique 
profondément inégalitaire pour tous et qui est, de surcroît, couplé à une hiérarchisation raciale 
mondiale (ibid). 
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MIR did, required careful preparations within the organisation. When I 
joined MIR, their activities consisted mainly of les permanences, the weekly 
meetings, and occasional debates. As already stated, MIR did not have an 
office of their own, but held their meetings at the Maghreb’s workers’ 
association (ATMF) in the 18th arrondissement. The simple fact that MIR did 
not have an office limited their activities and availability to potential 
members.165 

Not many people came to the first permanence that I attended – only the 
core of the organisation was there, which at the time consisted of around 
eight people. Other meetings I attended attracted more people, usually 
around twenty. Most of the time, they were already members of MIR, but 
occasionally there were new faces. Some had travelled all the way from 
Reims to take part. All the people attending the meetings either had a 
Maghreb, sub-Saharan or Antillean background. The only “white” people 
there were Pierre, a man in his early 60s, who often attended, myself, and 
occasionally Christine Delphy. 

The meetings were always poorly organised and often lasted up to four 
hours. People turned up late, individuals dropped in continuously during 
meetings, and discussions would be interrupted and tended to go in different 
directions. The activists were all doing this in their spare time after work. 
Most were young and had no family to take care of, but some did. Putting 
aside the time required must have been hard on both them and their families. 
After the march, the poor organisation became an issue and attempts were 
made to create a tighter structure and discipline at meetings. The intellectual 
level of the discussions was intense, and marked by a strong tendency to 
analyse problems and formulate them in political and sociological terms. 
This was all very different to NPNS. The latter had much more practical “to-
do” focus whereas MIR focused on creating political messages that had been 
carefully and analytically crafted to be put forward in public. After 
demonstrations and debates organised by MIR, or in which they had 
participated, these events would be carefully evaluated at follow-up 
meetings both on an ideological and practical basis. The evaluations decided 
the direction for future initiatives.  

MIR produced an enormous volume of written material, articles in 
newspapers, journals, books and social media, as well as publishing books of 
their own, and their webpage. MIR also published a monthly paper called 
“L’indigène de la République”. The paper was sold for two Euro at public 
debates and at other events they attended or set up. It could also be ordered 

                                                        
165 In 2009, they opened an office in a rented apartment in Saint-Denis, just around the corner 
from where I had been living. This office was however held in the name of their party, Partie 
des indigènes de la République (PIR), which developed out of their march in May 2008. At 
the time of writing, this office appears to no longer exist, and they have instead gone back to 
using the office of ATMF.  
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online on their webpage. Strikingly, it was read “backwards,” according to 
European reading conventions. As with the demonstration in which they 
supported Swedish women, this too was an attempt to undermine the 
European way of seeing the world. 

In addition to the permanent meetings, MIR also organised public 
debates. Among them were debates about the future of MIR, and the annual 
demonstration they were organising together with other associations for May 
8. At the end of my fieldwork, the first public meetings were held 
concerning their plan to start a party, le Partie des Indigènes de la 
République, PIR. This meant that core concepts such as “autonomy” and 
“whiteness” were again brought up for discussion, together with the role of 
the banlieues in their politics, with whom to cooperate and the internal 
organisation of the movement. The purpose of these debates was to 
formulate the first draft of a party program for PIR. These debates drew a 
crowd of 50 to 80 people, mainly Maghreb, sub-Saharan and Antillean, 
mixed in terms of gender and between 25 and 50 years old. There were 
always some non-immigrant French people attending as well. The more 
significant presence of people with an Antillean and sub-Saharan 
background also meant that the issue of “internal” racism was brought up, 
since they had experience of racism not only from “white” French people but 
also from North Africans. They argued that if MIR avoided this issue and 
preferred to “forget” the problem then the Antillean and sub-Saharan 
populations would feel excluded. The existence of “internal” racism might 
have complicated MIR’s notion that “white” people were the only ones 
capable of racism due to their position of power in the world, yet MIR did 
not change their position or analysis of the structural racism of “white” 
French society, which meant that the problem of internal racism never 
received the attention some considered it deserved. 

Debates and demonstrations also demanded a great deal of preparation, 
especially the annual march in May. The immense work behind the march 
started as early as February and accelerated during the final month. It 
involved several brainstorming sessions to come up with slogans, flyers and 
posters, as well as the handing out of flyers to the general public and putting 
up posters in Paris and in the banlieues. I got involved as much as I could in 
the preparations. I took part in meetings, handed out flyers and put up 
posters in central Paris and in the suburbs. The two latter activities were 
always carried out in groups, to ensure efficiency and safety in case outsiders 
behaved in a threatening way. When it came to putting up posters, at least 
three people were needed. The first held up the large posters against the wall, 
the second put the glue on, and the third person was on the lookout for police 
or any other kinds of security personnel. The posting of posters on public 
walls was in fact illegal. 
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La bataille des mots et des idées within public reasoning166 
As Houria stated at the panel of feminist activism at ULB, the activism of 
MIR relies heavily on discursive interventions into public life. One example 
of this was the appel. The faith in discursive interventions as political 
practices is made clear in the MIR appel itself: 
 

We, descendants of slaves and deported Africans, daughters and sons of the 
colonised and immigrants, we, French and non-French living in France, 
activists engaged in the struggles against oppression and discrimination by 
the post-colonial Republic issue a call to all those who have taken part in the 
battle to gather together an anti-colonial audience with the goal of 
contributing to the emergence of autonomous politics that call on the political 
system and its actors, and, beyond it to the whole of French society, in the 
name of a common struggle for all the oppressed and exploited for a social 
democracy that is truly egalitarian and universal. (http://www.indigenes-
republique.fr/article.php3?id_article=6, my translation, emphasis in the 
original)167 

 
The purpose of the appel was to invite the political system and its actors, as 
well as the whole of French society, to adopt the perspective of MIR. 
Through their discursive interventions, MIR hoped to reveal the paradoxes in 
French society, and to reveal the contradictions in the idealised story of the 
French Republic and thus make it clear that a change is inevitable. This was 
most clearly manifested in the feminist collective’s intervention in the 
demonstration on International Women’s Day in 2007, described above. 
They showed that expressing solidarity was not open to just anyone, but was 
in fact normally reserved for white women expressing their solidarity with 
women of colour, such as les indigènes. This form of public intervention 
relies on the belief that if contradictions within a system of thought are 
exposed, then the opponent will come to accept the necessity for change or 
reform. The same kind of reasoning was manifested in MIR’s annual march 
on May 8, and is also apparent in their appel: 

                                                        
166 The literal translation would be: the struggle of words and ideas within public reasoning. 
The meaning, as I interpret it, is that there is both a struggle over words and a struggle that is 
made through words in the case of MIR. 
167 Nous, descendants d’esclaves et de déportés africains, filles et fils de colonisés et 
d’immigrés, nous, Français et non-Français vivants en France, militantes et militants engagé-
es dans les luttes contre l’oppression et les discriminations produites par la République post-
coloniale, lançons un appel à celles et ceux qui sont parties prenantes de ces combats à se 
réunir en Assises de l’anti-colonialisme en vue de contribuer à l’émergence d’une dynamique 
autonome qui interpelle le système politique et ses acteurs, et, au-delà, l’ensemble de la 
société française, dans la perspective d’un combat commun de tous les opprimés et exploités 
pour une démocratie sociale véritablement égalitaire et universelle (http://www.indigenes-
republique.fr/article.php3?id_article=6). 
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On the eighth of May 1945, the Republic revealed its paradoxes: the same 
day when the French celebrate the Nazi capitulation there was an 
unprecedented crackdown on the colonised Algerians in North Constantine, 
which ended in thousands of Algerians dead. (My translation)168 

 
The march on the 8th of May is the most important event for MIR. It is 
organised jointly with several other organisations in the so-called collectif de 
8 Mai.169 May 8 is a day of celebration in France. It commemorates the end 
of the war against Nazi Germany during World War II. What few people 
know, however, and what is rarely talked about in France, is that the very 
same day in 1945 was the starting point for a massacre in Algeria that went 
on for several days. It was brutally perpetrated by the French gendarmerie 
after people in the towns of Sétif, Guelma and Kherrata in Constantine had 
demonstrated peacefully for their right to independence. The demonstrations 
were violently suppressed and led to the deaths of several thousands of 
Algerians and around one hundred Europeans. 170  

Les indigènes objected that this day was solely seen as a day of 
celebration, when for a large part of the French population with an Algerian 
background, the day has much more ambiguous significance. Sadri Khiari 
writes: 
 

“8 of May 1945. A day of celebration, a day of sorrow” you could read on the 
banners of les Indigènes. A day of celebration, for France, at last liberated 
from Nazi occupation; a day of sorrow for the colonised Algerians destroyed 
by the thousand for having demonstrated against the French occupation. A 
day of sorrow for all the colonies. With the awful Vichy regime swept away, 
the soldiers of the Republic rediscovered their colonial aggressiveness in 
Madagascar and elsewhere. (Khiari 2012a, my translation from French)171 

 

                                                        
168 For French original see Appendix 4. 
169 Together with fourteen other organisations, they formed the Collectif de la March 
décoloniale du 8 mai. 
170 According to French authorities at the time, 1,500 dead were reported. On the Algerian 
side, 45,000 were claimed dead. Even today there are no certain numbers of the total number 
of dead in the clash between Algerian independence fighters and French gendarmerie. The 
number is estimated to 8,000-10,000 on the Algerian side and around one hundred on the 
European side. The significance of the event is however that it is considered as the starting 
point of the Algerian war of independence (even if it did not start officially until 1954). 
171 “8 mai 1945. Jour de fête, jour de deuil”, pouvait-on lire sur la banderole des Indigènes. 
Jour de fête, pour la France, libérée enfin de l’occupation nazie; jour de deuil pour les 
colonises algériens, anéantis par milliers pour avoir manifesté contre l’occupation française. 
Jour de deuil pour l’ensemble des colonies. L’infâme régime de Vichy balayé, les soldats de 
la République retrouvent leur hargne colonialiste à Madagascar et ailleurs 
(http://lmsi.net/spip.php?article748, May 2012). 



   161  

The aspiration of les indigènes is to take an active part in the reformulation 
of the symbolism of 8th of May by putting the colonial history of France and 
its crimes on the agenda. 
 

In France, the nostalgics seem to mourn the good times of the colonies… But 
rest assured! Those times are far from dead! The French state is in actual fact 
their guarantor: it maintains the French form of colonial continuity: the 
Republican form of racism. (From the flyer distributed before the march, my 
translation)172 

 
MIR’s annual demonstration on May 8 is an attempt by the members to 
intervene in public deliberations concerning French history. What MIR 
wants to demonstrate with the march is a particular problem that arises in the 
métropole, the society of the colonisers. How can you bring together the 
contradictory experiences and narratives of the postcolonial population in the 
old métropole? The contradictions that remain within French society cause 
harm to France as a whole, such as the problems in the banlieues. According 
to MIR, the contradictions are like wounds within the nation and society that 
need to be healed. To start the process of healing demands an 
acknowledgment of the contradictions, including the whole of the story of 
France of today.  

Abdellali Hajjat (2008a) shows how this particular type of discursive 
politics is a form of “bataille des mots et idées”, a struggle of words and 
ideas, typical of the new form of political activism arising in France. The old 
movements, he argues, were much more practical in their political activism 
(Hajjat 2008a: 259). This was evident in the creation and practice of 
AFRICA. I termed the discursive mode of MIR (and to some extent also that 
of NPNS) a form of playing with words. What does this playfulness or 
bataille des mots et idées mean in practice? What is the meaning given to 
words and their political effects? It is clear that MIR try to provoke using 
language, both in the case of the March 8 intervention mentioned earlier and 
in their annual march, as well as in the name they picked for themselves. 
Their political practice relies entirely on intense participation within public 
reasoning using a struggle of words. Involvement in public reasoning 
demanded an analysis of the world around them rather than the kind of day-
to-day practical engagement with life in the banlieues, as we saw in the case 
of AFRICA. I will return to this in Chapter Six, but for now I want to point 
to how such discursive interventions into public space constitute an attempt 
to break open a normalised way of thinking, an eruption in political 

                                                        
172 En France, des nostalgiques semblent regretter le temps béni des colonies… Mais qu’on 
les rassure! Ce temps-là est loin d’être mort! L’État français s’en porte en effet garant: il 
entretient la continuité coloniale à la francaise: le racisme républicaine. 
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discourse that disturbs and breaks with the authorised historical narrative. 
They raise questions about the very nature of that order.  

The discursive practice of MIR demands a broad knowledge of the 
complexity of French culture and history. This is most obvious in concepts 
such as indigène or blédarde, explained above, but also in a slogan like “Non 
à l’intégration par le jambon”, which literally means “No to integration by 
ham.” The literal translation of these concepts or the slogan would not make 
much sense to someone unfamiliar with French culture and history. They 
would most definitely not grasp the political meanings of the concepts or the 
slogan. The slogan points to how Muslims are integrated by forcing them to 
let go of their own Muslim culture and faith and then start to eat pork, which 
is not halal for a Muslim. MIR’s political practice of playing with words and 
ideas in a manner that makes sense to a larger social whole points to the 
degree to which those who are termed immigrants or people with an 
immigrant background are in actual fact highly integrated into the larger 
social fabric of French society. Moreover, geographically and historically 
their place in France is extended to France’s colonial heritage, without 
whose legacy contemporary France would not have been possible. Their 
contribution to the France of today therefore includes their current position 
and contribution to French society from within, but also the contribution of 
French colonialism from without, to which they are intimately connected.  

Conclusion  
This chapter has dealt with the part of the political movement that emerged 
in protest against the 2004 law that is based on a post-colonial critique, 
namely MIR and its feminist collective. It is distinguished from Republican 
feminism (NPNS) and the more equivocal position of AFRICA. In the 
introduction to this chapter, I asked what this position meant to the politics 
of MIR and how they constituted themselves in relation to the relationship 
between feminism and anti-racism. From MIR’s standpoint, feminism is 
“white” and as such it has come to function as a form of Trojan horse for 
neo-colonialism. The inclusion of feminism within the politics of MIR was 
thus unthinkable. The feminism that they saw growing and gaining support 
around them, of which NPNS was the prime example, was to them one side 
of the racist coin in France and the colonial continuum that still defined the 
country. In practice, this meant that the feminist collective of MIR be 
transformed back into the Blédardes, which excluded the concept 
“féministe” in the previous name “Collectif féministes des indigènes,” to 
then vanish altogether. The transformation of its name in the process also 
reflected their critique of “feminism” as a concept and ideology. Feminism is 
“white” and cannot be used in an anti-racist struggle.  
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It took a while for me to understand this transformation within les 
indigènes and thus their argument against feminism in France. What had 
confused me, and what I had been wondering about, was how Houria, who 
had started out being active within different feminist movements such as the 
Blédardes, Une Ècole pour tous/-te and Les féminstes pour Égalité, could 
just abandon the feminist struggle. When I asked her about this, she said that 
the Blédardes was primarily an anti-racist movement. It was a protest against 
a feminism that had become popular and was used as a pretext to further 
repress certain groups of people in French society, namely people in les 
quartiers, “the blacks and the Arabs” (les noirs et les arabes). According to 
Houria, support for NPNS gives rise to a normalisation of racism in French 
society. The Blédardes represented what they called a féminisme paradoxale 
(paradoxical feminism), in which they chose solidarity with their men in les 
quartiers who were under attack by NPNS. These men were racialised just 
as the women themselves were and the manner in which men were racialised 
affected “their” women on a profound level that could not be ignored.  

At first it seemed to me that what Houria was saying was that the 
feminism of NPNS and its “success” had made it impossible for the 
Blédardes to be feminists or at least first and foremost indigènes feminists if 
they wanted to retain their anti-racism. Instead, the Blédardes as indigènes 
were forced to accord priority to the anti-racist struggle, since French 
feminism had become an instrument that legitimised the stigmatisation of 
racialised people in French society. After having gone over this argument 
several times in my head, it appeared to me that there was another dimension 
to it, which in fact contradicted the above interpretation. Since the problem 
of racism was most clearly manifested within the feminist field and struggles 
dealing with women’s issues in the banlieues, the anti-racism of Houria and 
the Blédardes had been forced to engage with feminism in their struggle. As 
a result, they also had to engage with the debates and issues brought up 
within the feminist field. However, this does not mean that there was no 
feminism in Houria’s life, but rather that the political struggle to which she 
gave priority was that of anti-racism, not feminism. What becomes critical to 
realise is that the anti-racism of the Blédardes, after having been forced into 
the feminist field, was obliged to move within the feminist field as a feminist 
actor, as an anti-racist feminism, even though there were no feminist politics 
within MIR. Yet, the interventions of Houria as a political actor within a 
feminist field are taken to be feminist. This is where the confusion emerges.  

Many events that Houria was asked to participate in were within feminist 
debates and conferences. But they were either of a more post-colonial 
character or took the form of Muslim feminism. This was the case with the 
events at ULB mentioned earlier in this chapter, as well as the book launch 
of Les filles voilées parlent, which had emphasised the right of all women to 
decide over their own bodies, regardless of whether they veiled or not. The 
2004 law on veiling was criticised by MIR and others because it denies 
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women control of their own bodies. Thus, part of MIR’s goal in relation to 
the 2004 law was a struggle for women’s rights to decide over their own 
bodies. “A classic feminist position”, as Houria put it. Yet, on this occasion 
it was about women’s right to wear the veil, which is anathema to the 
feminist community in France, be they guardians of a historical feminist 
heritage or the new Republican feminists. As a symbol of and mechanism for 
the oppression of women, fighting for the right to wear the veil poses certain 
challenges for these feminists, hence their refusal or reluctance to support it. 
For MIR, on the other hand, the veil is fraught with other meanings and 
implications, among them anti-colonialism and current opposition to the 
racism and Islamophobia of the French Republic. It is a symbol of 
resistance. MIR’s support of the right to wear the veil places them in conflict 
with French feminist orthodoxy and raises the question of whether or not 
they can be classed as a feminist organisation at all.  

Despite MIR’s success in attracting the attention and support of 
prominent French feminists, such as Christine Delphy, their “feminism” is 
perhaps best understood as a feminism by association. That said, because 
MIR points to problems within mainstream French feminism, such as its 
neglect of racism and its tendency to speak for immigrant women rather than 
listen to them, some feminists argue that MIR nonetheless performs a service 
for feminism. In this sense, they can be classed as feminists. Still, MIR’s 
position is a critique of the feminist community rather than of the patriarchy, 
a critique that emerges from their position as racialised women. Herein lies 
the meaning of CFI’s paradoxical feminism. To fight for their rights as 
women indigènes, they also had to maintain their focus on this racialised 
position, since this is precisely how they were being subjugated, as 
racialised women, and as such they had much more in common with 
racialised men, “their” men, than with “white” feminists. 
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6. Place and the Politics of the Other Woman 

So far this study has focused on how matters of difference are produced, 
contested, reproduced or resignified through AFRICA’s, NPNS’ and MIR’s 
distinct processes of formation, their ideological basis, and their practical 
work. However, to understand the nature of the conflict between anti-sexism 
and anti-racism that has emerged out of the production of the figure of the 
Other woman, attention must also be given to the meaning of place within 
the politics of the three groups. In this chapter, I will consider how each of 
the groups situates itself in relation to the banlieues, either primarily in 
discursive terms or through practical involvement with everyday life there. 
These different relationships frame the groups’ politics as well as how their 
political projects are communicated to a broader public sphere.  

As Chapter Two showed, the banlieues have come to signify a particular 
kind of place. Its specific character emerges out of the production of 
difference over time and is informed by historical shifts in the status of 
France, from a colonial empire to a post-colonial nation-state, from a global 
empire to diminishing national sovereignty within the European Union, and 
internally towards growing regionalism and the emergence of neoliberal 
politics. The banlieues became a place defined by a population that was 
increasingly considered a problem due to its religious and cultural 
differences and especially with regard to the status of women. However, as 
we shall see, the details of everyday life in the banlieues do not easily fit into 
this discourse, if at all. It is within this complex and contradictory socio-
political field – the day-to-day existence of individuals in the banlieues and 
the dominant discourse surrounding the problems of this place – that the 
groups try to navigate. The extent to which this is a question of navigation is 
visible in how all three groups constantly referred to questions of autonomy 
and co-optation (or instrumentalisation as they termed it) in political 
struggles.  

In early 2008, both AFRICA and NPNS celebrated their 20th and 5th 
anniversaries respectively. Seven years later, in 2015, MIR celebrated their 
10th anniversary. Each event expressed what the organisations had become 
and how they hoped to inscribe themselves into a broader political 
landscape. The location of the events, the guests, and the themes were self-
commentaries on their politics and the world in which they operate. In this 
chapter, I use the celebrations of the three groups as an ethnographic point of 
departure for a broader analysis of how the banlieues as a place matters in 
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the political projects of AFRICA, NPNS and MIR. The analysis is organised 
around how they relate to the banlieues as a specific location, their 
respective political goals, how they represent the banlieues to the wider 
society, and how they navigate within the politics of the banlieues. 
Depending on whether groups engage with the banlieues politically at the 
level of day-to-day interactions or as a political question debated in the 
public sphere generates different representations of the banlieues by the 
groups and different strategies for how they communicate with others. The 
first, based on practical involvement, is messy and complicated, the second, 
which is largely discursive, is more rigid and one-dimensional. The latter 
representation is the easiest to communicate to a larger public sphere, the 
former is more difficult to convey to an outside audience. To some extent, 
success in public reasoning demands that the message reproduces and 
reinforces the more simplified discourses surrounding the banlieues. The 
purpose of the chapter is to compare and contrast the three groups with each 
other and how they produce difference within the politics of the Other 
woman. It further addresses how the production of difference serves to 
reproduce spatial boundaries in the banlieues and how this shapes the 
political options for the groups themselves and more generally the politics 
focused on the banlieues. 

Celebrating Women’s Struggles 

AFRICA – celebrating immigrant women and La Courneuve 
The celebration of AFRICA’s twenty years of activism took place over a 
whole day and evening of festivities and debates in February 2008. Except 
for meals at AFRICA, the celebrations were held at La Courneuve’s cultural 
centre situated just across the square. Invitations had been sent out to friends 
and members of AFRICA and to residents in La Courneuve. Together with 
Mimouna and Maryam, I walked from building to building within the cité 
des Quatre Milles to put invitations in everyone’s postbox. But an invitation 
was not in fact necessary as everyone was welcome to attend. 

The celebrations were organised around panel discussions, a photo 
exhibition, a dance performance and meals. “Trace et mémoire des 
mouvements de femmes de l’immigration” (Traces and memories of the 
movements of immigrant women) was an exhibition of photos and political 
posters portraying immigrant and exiled women and their political struggles 
in France going back to the 1970s. Claudie Lesselier, a feminist, queer 
activist and historian, guided us through the exhibition. There were photos 
and posters of different groups marching together against violence and 
poverty in 1984, such as Femmes Latino-Americane (Latin-American 
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women), the Collectif féministes contre le racism (The feminist collective 
against racism), the Collectif femmes immigrées (The immigrant women’s 
collective), the Mouvement pour la défense des droits de la femme noire 
(The movement in defence of black women’s rights, MODEFEN) and the 
Femmes solidaires (Women in solidarity). There were also images of women 
walking in antiracist demonstrations prior to the famous beurs march in 
1983, and posters from the late 1970s calling for meetings of black women 
who had been circumcised, raped, beaten, or who were working as 
prostitutes. All in all, the exhibition portrayed a history of immigrant 
women’s political struggles for rights essential to their lives in France. What 
came out most clearly was the sheer number of organised political struggles 
that had taken place in France since the 1970s and how women were actively 
involved in them. 

The day began with the photo exhibition. After this, breakfast was served 
at AFRICA where well over 100 people from La Courneuve and 
neighbouring banlieues gathered. After breakfast, everyone returned to 
Centre Culturel and took part in a debate on “L’Emploi et la formation des 
femmes” (Employment and professional training for women).173 Around 50 
local women had gathered. The few comments from the audience came from 
feminist activists in the banlieue area. All the women remained until the end.  

After the debate, it was time for le couscous géant (the giant couscous), 
which had been prepared by women living in les Quatre milles. As always, 
the mayor of La Courneuve, Gilles Poux, was there. Hundreds of people 
came and went while children played freely. The atmosphere was loud, 
festive, friendly and relaxed. 

After lunch, two more debates took place. The first, featuring Ernestine 
Ronay, the director of a network against violence towards women within the 
whole of Seine-Saint-Denis, dealt with how to stop violence. The second, in 
the evening, was on urban and social violence (violences urbaines, violence 
sociales). The main speaker was the sociologist Stéphane Beaud, whose 
work deals extensively with the banlieues. The first panel attracted around 
80 people, mostly women, and the second, the most heated debate of the 
two, a more mixed group of 120 people. It was clear from the comments that 
the audience was mainly local and that its lives and living conditions were at 
issue, not least in relation to the upcoming municipal elections. 

The evening ended with a dance performance by Ethiopian feminist 
activists who were in La Courneuve thanks to a cooperative venture they had 
with Femmes solidaires in Seine-Saint-Denis in their work against female 
circumcision in Ethiopia. Three women danced and a man played the drum. 

                                                        
173 This panel was led by Nicole Martelli who was in charge of employment issues within le 
territoire de Plaine Commune (the larger area of which La Courneuve and Saint Denis are 
included). Martelli had a long history within the Communist party and the women’s 
movement in La Courneuve. 
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They were all dressed in traditional clothing and sang Ethiopian songs. The 
tempo was subtle and provided a soothing end to an animated, intense and 
long day of celebrations and discussions. 

NPNS – celebrating their expansion 
In May 2008, a few months after AFRICA’s celebrations, NPNS celebrated 
their 5th anniversary. The party, for invited guests only, was spectacular. It 
was held at Musée de l’Homme,174 a grandiose building next to the Eiffel 
Tower. It was hard for me not to be reminded of a vast and triumphant 
colonial French empire. Those queuing to be ticked off from the guest list 
were elegantly dressed. The guests were mixed in terms of age, ethnicity and 
gender, as was usual at NPNS events. 

As I made my way up the giant stairs, there were guards positioned along 
both sides in front of the museum’s exhibition cases. The event itself was 
hosted in one of the large exhibition halls. A photo exhibition by Titouan 
Lamazou175 – Femmes du monde (Women of the World) – was displayed in 
honour of the NPNS celebration. The exhibition was enormous, mixing the 
artist’s photographs and drawings from his trips around the world. Most 
photos were very large, measuring around one by two meters. The majority 
of the women portrayed were between 20 and 35 years old. The photos had a 
specific aesthetic. The artist wanted to portray women’s beauty in difficult 
living conditions, such as slums, garbage dumps, or refugee camps. Many of 
the women were revealed in partial nudity. I could hear people admiring the 
images. I spoke about them to Ada and Djamel, two of the full-time 
employees at NPNS. They loved the exhibition, particularly the artist’s focus 
on a pure conception of female beauty that transcended the differences and 
difficulties of specific women. 

We were served champagne and appetisers by male waiters dressed in 
white shirts and black trousers. Djamel and I ended up talking briefly again 
and I asked if they had prepared for this event for long. He told me that it 

                                                        
174 The museum is the successor of the Musée d’Ethnographie du Trocadéro and one of the 
seven departments of the Muséum national d’histoire naturelle. The original purpose of the 
museum was to focus more broadly on the human being in its evolution, unity and diversity, 
and the cultural and social expressions of human existence. The ethnographic collections have 
since then been taken over by the Musée du quai Branly. 
175 Titouan Lamazou was born in Morocco, but grew up in France. He is a navigator, artist 
(photo and paintings) and a writer. He has been travelling the world since he was young. 
Documenting his trips is what brought him into photography and painting. His focus has long 
been on women. In 2001 he started his project, Femmes du monde, which the end result was 
exhibited at the Musée de l’homme. He was nominated him an artist for peace for UNESCO in 
2003 as a result of this work. It was a recognition of how his personal engagement and the 
quality of his art was performed with the aim of “the promotion of women and the affirmation 
of their rights”  
(http://www.unesco.org/new/fr/goodwill-ambassadors/artists-for-peace/, October 2015). 
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had all happened really quickly and was sponsored by the cosmetics 
company l’Oréal. At one point, Djamel’s sister, Fadela Amara, the ex-
president of NPNS, made a grand entrance with bodyguards. Everybody 
rushed up to greet her. Wherever she went, a crowd from NPNS and 
journalists surrounded her. 

After the speeches, a statistical survey176 carried out by NPNS on the 
situation of mothers in the banlieues was presented. It showed the obstacles 
mothers faced in their daily lives in the quartiers in which security issues 
and access to housing, employment, and day-care were problematic. The 
purpose was to show the enormity of the issues these mothers were fighting 
against each day in order to emancipate themselves and their children. After 
a short break a racially mixed group of ten women in their early twenties 
appeared in a dance performance. They had elaborate make-up and hair-
arrangements that made it hard for them to move freely. They wore tight 
jeans or a short black skirt and a white loose singlet that had been cut from 
the armpit down to their waist. Some wore nothing under the singlet, which 
left their breasts visible. Following the women was a young man of North 
African origins wearing only a pair of jeans. One woman circled around him, 
caressing his naked chest while the other women hovered around them.  

I left shortly after the dance performance. As I was waiting for my train 
in the Metro, I spotted some people from the party sitting on the platform 
opposite. They each carried a fancy black bag of stiff shiny paper and nylon 
straps. Out of the bags they pulled different beauty products from l’Oréal. It 
struck me that they must have been given these as they left the party and that 
I had missed mine. 

MIR – celebrating the political autonomy of les indigènes 
On May 8, 2015 MIR celebrated its tenth anniversary177 at La bourse de 
travail, in Saint Denis. The guest of honour was Angela Davis, the US 
feminist and antiracist activist and academic who had been a member of the 
Black Panthers during the civil rights movement in the 1960s. She appeared 
together with several other French activists and academic women. 

The event was open to everyone and the hall was packed with around 800 
people. The crowd was mixed in terms of gender and a number of people of 
Maghrebian, sub-Saharan and Caribbean backgrounds and a small minority 
of white people were in attendance. The feel was intellectual. In the entrance 
hall, various texts of MIR were posted on mobile panels. As guests 
approached the stairs, two guards inspected their bags. The second floor was 
                                                        
176 “Les mères des cités sortent du silence” (The mothers of the cités are no longer silent) was 
to be published in Le Parisien. The survey had been subcontracted to the company CSA 
(Comprendre pour mieux décider). 
177 By this time MIR was using the name of their party, Partie des indigènes de la République, 
PIR. Yet to avoid confusion I will continue to use MIR throughout. 
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filled with tables selling food, MIR’s own T-shirts, books, Palestinian 
shawls, bags and handicrafts. The core members of MIR were spread around 
the room, welcoming everyone to the event. Once in the main hall, a MIR 
member helped me find a chair. On stage, comfortable chairs were placed in 
a semi-circle with a coffee table in the middle. To the side there was a small 
podium. On the walls of the stage were projected images of victims of 
colonial violence in Africa and Asia, with a soft and melancholy tune 
playing in the background.178 There was also a painting of a young Angela 
Davis and Malcolm X. Between the stage and the audience there was a row 
of people with cameras photographing and filming the audience. Some were 
members of MIR but most were journalists. 

Then the core members of MIR made their entrance together with Davis. 
The audience screamed and applauded and gave them standing ovations. 
Every camera in the hall turned to Angela Davis. At one point, the guards 
had to move people away from her so she could sit down. She was definitely 
the star of the evening.  

Houria appeared on the stage and started her talk on “What will become 
of all this beauty?”, a quote from James Baldwin, in which she referred to 
his concern for the humanity of racialised people. 
 

He is worried about our beauty. He is worried because he feels that the 
system wants to devour us, putrefy us, and corrupt us. He is worried because 
he questions our capacity to remain human, to respect and to love one another 
without turning the other cheek (From Houria’s speech, translated by 
Fatimata Vétu, http://indigenes-republique.fr/what-will-become-of-all-this-
beauty/, 23 June 2015). 

 
The reference to Baldwin was meant to raise the question of how to struggle 
while maintaining one’s humanity. This meant placing an emphasis on 
constructing a political struggle that refused simply to accept racial abuse but 
did not end up promoting violence. She paused her speech for a performance 
from an elderly man, the celebrated flute-player Saïd Akhelfi.179 Together 
with him, Houria said, we were all going to pay tribute, in Fanon’s terms, “to 
the wretched of the earth.” 

                                                        
178 The title of the series of images was “8 mai 1945/ 8 mai 2015: 70 ans après les massacres 
coloniaux de Sétif and Guelma, jour de deuile pour les indigènes de France. Recueillement 
pour les morts des crimes coloniaux (Algérie, Madagascar, Cameroun, Vietnam…) (8 May 
1945/8 May 2015: 70 years after the colonial massacres in Sétif and Guelma, a day of sorrow 
for les indigènes of France. Contemplation over the deaths of colonial crimes (Algeria, 
Madagascar, Cameroun, Vietnam…)). 
179 Saïd Akhelfi, a Berber from Algeria, had played the flute since he was eight. In the 1960s 
he had come to France to work in a factory. Many Algerians consider him as one of the major 
representatives of traditional Algerian music today. 
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When I first saw the program for the celebration, I was surprised that 
only women had been invited to speak. In her speech, Houria explained why. 
She made it clear that the celebrations honoured the struggle of women with 
a colonial history for two reasons. First, their struggle had been invisible and 
to a large extent unknown. Today, they wanted it to be recognised. Second, 
women with a colonial history refused to have their struggle co-opted. She 
went on to say that this was why MIR was honoured that more than twenty 
female activists with a colonial background, and especially Angela Davis, 
had accepted the invitation. Houria ended her speech by saying:  
 

I said at the beginning of my speech that P.I.R [MIR’s political party] wishes 
to celebrate its 10th anniversary with dignity. We do not know how we could 
have celebrated this anniversary with more dignity than today. Indeed, a very 
important woman, a powerful activist, a woman who ignites pride in millions 
of people around the world, has agreed to join us, to celebrate our activism, 
our political commitment […]. This woman, this beautiful woman, in the 
sense that James Baldwin meant, is Angela Davis (http://indigenes-
republique.fr/ quadviendra-t-il-de-toute-cette-beaute-2/, 23 June 2015, my 
translation). 

 
With this Angela Davis was welcomed on to the stage to give her speech 
entitled “Race and Imperialism,” which she gave in English and which was 
simultaneously translated into French by a MIR member. Davies praised 
MIR for constructing an antiracist struggle that France had been in need of 
for so long. After her speech the evening continued with the three panels – 
“Crimes et violence policières, Banlieue” (Police violence and crimes, the 
Suburb), “Racismes d’Etat” (State racism) and “Impérialisme/mémoire et 
histoire” (Imperialism/memory and history) – with six to nine women in 
each panel. The program was packed and did not end until midnight with 
Houria’s concluding speech. In contrast to AFRICA or even NPNS’ 
celebrations, this evening had been entirely focused on lectures and witness 
accounts, rather than any form of social interaction or dialogue with the 
audience. 

The Banlieues and the Politics of the Other Woman  

The significance of place and political goals 
The celebrations of the three groups were hosted in different kinds of places. 
AFRICA held its celebrations at the very centre of the cité des Quatre milles 
of La Courneuve, NPNS at a grand museum in central Paris, and MIR at the 
Bourse de travail in Saint Denis. The choice of these places reflects their 
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symbolic meaning for the groups’ politics and what they consider to be 
“their” rightful place in the political landscape of France in relation to the 
people and public they seek to reach.  

Hosting the celebrations at the centre of les Quatre milles was significant 
for AFRICA’s conscious choice to base their work in La Courneuve and be 
in immediate contact with its inhabitants. It was an event that celebrated the 
work of AFRICA but it was primarily for people in the area. For AFRICA, 
the purpose was to bring local people together to learn and discuss problems 
and issues relevant for the area, and to celebrate together. Because it was 
open to anyone, it was possible for people, and especially women who had 
never visited AFRICA, to take part in the festivities and provide them with a 
glimpse into the work of the organisation. 

When AFRICA was officially created in 1987, they had registered and 
opened an office in central Paris so that they could apply for subsidies from 
the prefecture. After two months, this proved unsustainable for the work they 
had set out to do. Experience in the campaigns for Toufik, Abdel and Ali 
showed that issues of racism were most urgent in the banlieues. In order to 
reach out to the people living there, AFRICA needed to be located in the 
midst of their lives. This latter need was even more important in AFRICA’s 
outreach work with women. Many of the women who came to AFRICA 
would not have sought help outside of the neighbourhood, especially not in 
central Paris, and it was also very difficult to approach these women if one 
came from outside the neighbourhood.  

There are three main reasons for suspicion towards “outsiders” among 
people in La Courneuve. First, as we have seen, there was the general 
unwillingness to speak about intimate issues, such as gender and sexual 
violence and the social stigma attached to practices such as divorce. Trust 
and a supporting network had to be built up over an extended period of time. 
Second, there was a suspicion towards feminism in general amongst many 
women, since it was seen as grounded in a hostility or even aversion towards 
men and Islam. The very public success of NPNS and its political message 
further magnified this suspicion. Third, there is the special character of the 
place, the banlieue. Due to stigma and stereotyped representations, many 
people in La Courneuve believe that unless you live in the banlieues it is not 
possible to understand the complexity of women’s experiences and the 
multiple layers of oppression and violence they are subjected to – something 
made evident in AFRICA’s work on the dossiers. There was a fear that 
women’s stories would be interpreted by outsiders within a framework made 
up of simplified and negative images of the banlieues. AFRICA’s work was 
always based on an insider position in relation to the banlieue, something 
that emerges in the celebrations. 

NPNS chose to host their celebration far removed from those whom their 
politics supported. After their founding in 2003, NPNS had registered in the 
prefecture of Paris but unlike AFRICA they remained there and expanded 
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nationally and internationally. This meant that their political project 
concerning the banlieues, and culturally oppressed women in particular, was 
exported to other places, both in practice and in terms of how NPNS came to 
define problems. Consequently, NPNS’s political project came to include 
women around the world. This was part and parcel of their intention to make 
the voices of women heard outside of the banlieues, or “les ghettos,” as 
NPNS phrased it. The gendered subjugation of the women in the banlieues 
had been ignored by the French majority society. The goal was for these 
voices to be heard by the political elite in Paris. Central to this goal was the 
strategy of working with the state and the municipalities, as well as other 
well-established political actors, such as international organisations and non-
governmental organisations. It was also important for NPNS to establish 
themselves on the public political stage.  

NPNS and their supporters saw their own expansion as a sign of success, 
most notably when in 2007 they were given consultative status in social and 
economic gender issues in the United Nations. In only five years they had 
gone from the banlieues in France to the international community.180 Their 
anniversary celebration was hosted in the place they had aimed to reach, the 
centre of Paris and home of the political elite. Here the invisible – the sexism 
that women of les quartiers are exposed to – could be made visible. The 
exhibition of photos under the heading “Les femmes du monde” further 
underlined the transition NPNS had made from the banlieues and its 
“ghettos” to the world at large. In terms of “place,” NPNS was clearly 
expansionist unlike AFRICA which emphasised the need to remain 
physically within a local context.  

The geographical expansion of NPNS meant, however, that the group’s 
access to the banlieues became more difficult and restricted. During my 
fieldwork, there was only one NPNS committee in a more segregated 
banlieue area, in Fontenay-sous-Bois, while a second later opened in 
Villiers-le-Bel. A few years later, however, both had ceased to exist. The 
only access to NPNS was therefore through their head office in inner city 
Paris. The limited access NPNS had to the banlieues was also manifested in 
the demonstrations described in Chapter Four in Villiers-le-Bel, against 
violence by young men in and after clashes with police, and in central Paris 
at Place d’Italie, following the court case of the virginity affair. At the 
demonstration in Villiers-le-Bel, no one from the immediate neighbourhood 
took part. Around 20 people were there from NPNS and nearly as many 
journalists. The contrast to the demonstration held at Place d’Italie was 

                                                        
180 Their expansionist ambitions were not always welcomed. In 2009 NPNS had tried to 
establish a branch in Marrakesh, in Morocco. However, the Moroccan interior minister put a 
stop to it, on the basis that he had great respect for the movement’s work in France but that 
the organisation’s strategies to handle women’s issues did not suit Moroccan society. 
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striking where a train of around 500 marchers filled the streets, preceded by 
a moving wall of journalists.  

In fact, NPNS’s attempts to engage with the banlieues encountered the 
kind of problems mentioned above for “outsiders”. As Chapter Four spelled 
out, NPNS was perceived as Islamophobic by many of their critics. Their 
politics were believed to reproduce the religious and social stigmatisation of 
the banlieues (cf. Macé and Guénif Souilamas 2004). 

This distance from its object of concern – the women in the banlieues – 
was further magnified by the hierarchy of the NPNS organisation, with all 
public statements and engagements passing through the president at the head 
office. The work concerning women’s rights in the banlieues was organised 
and localised from within their central office. This made it easier for people 
to agree on a well-defined problem that did not have to confront the 
complexity and messiness of life in the banlieues. However, it also resulted 
in conflicts within NPNS when it encountered the work of committees that 
were more locally involved in their practical work, as we saw in the case of 
the Narbonne committee in Chapter Four. NPNS dealt with this conflict 
largely by trying to silence dissenting voices.  

NPNS’ distance from its object of concern tended to decontextualise its 
politics, especially those emanating from the central office of Paris. This was 
evident in their use of witness accounts, témoignages, which were used to 
communicate the authentic “truth” about the banlieues to an audience 
unfamiliar with what actually goes on there, and which is therefore unable to 
assess the veracity of these testimonies. Because these testimonies come 
from the victims themselves their truth was simply assumed. Témoignages 
became mobile accounts able to transcend the specific contexts that 
generated them as they were communicated by NPNS to the wider world. 

Like AFRICA, MIR held their celebrations in the banlieues, in Saint 
Denis at the Bourse du travail. The Bourse du travail was originally a form 
of employment service for workers run by labour unions and is found in 
most major cities in France. In time, they were transformed into meeting 
places for labour unions, as well as providing social services and cultural 
activities. They are also called Maisons du peuple (“House of the people”). 
For MIR to host their celebrations at the Bourse du travail had a symbolic 
relevance since it is strongly associated with les classes populaires and their 
political struggles. Yet, at the same time, the situatedness of their celebration 
in Saint Denis was very different to that of AFRICA. This was not “their” 
place because MIR’s political practice was not explicitly concerned with 
Saint Denis. Instead, the place arguably functioned primarily as a signifier. 
In 2008, MIR had been organised around the banlieues as a discursive and 
structural problem rather than as a physical location within which they lived 
and worked. Their politics of the banlieues were thus formulated from the 
outside and not from practical engagement in situ, as was the case for 
AFRICA (and NPNS initially) despite the fact that some members of MIR 
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came from the banlieues. As mentioned in the previous chapter, at meetings 
discussions would every now and then arise concerning the problem of MIR 
not being securely based in les quartiers. After one of these weekly 
meetings, Sadri, Sami, Houria and Yaminah ended up in a discussion with 
one of the members of ATMF (the office of the Maghreb workers’ 
association in France, which MIR used for their meetings) concerning the 
upcoming Forum Sociale des Quartiers Populaires (FSQP) that was to be 
held during the summer of 2008. The man from ATMF was part of the 
organising committee. MIR saw the FSQP-event as an opportunity to expand 
their organisation and asked about the possibility of being included. Their 
request was declined by the man at ATMF because of MIR’s limited 
connections with people in les banlieues. He explained how people in les 
banlieues considered MIR to be an inner-city phenomenon with a suspect 
political message and too intellectual. Sadri immediately acknowledged and 
accepted this. Even seven years later, when they held their celebrations, the 
banlieues remained the object of their discursive political intervention rather 
than of practical involvement for the organisation. 

This predominant focus on a discursive involvement in the banlieues 
generated a dissonance between MIR’s polemical political discourse and the 
lived reality within the banlieues. For example, people got angry and upset 
during a meeting in a banlieue when MIR had claimed that “whites” enjoy a 
superior and oppressive position in French society. The reason for this was 
that in les quartiers there was a sense among people that the situation was 
equally bad for everyone, regardless of whether they are “blanc,” “arabe,” 
or “noire.” An understanding of the problems of the banlieues as a result of 
structural racism in France had no resonance with them, hence a comment 
made at the meeting: “ici nous sommes tous dans le même bateau”, “we are 
all in the same boat here.” Houria recognised that MIR’s racialised discourse 
had little resonance in the banlieues, but she did not think that MIR should 
abandon the notion of “whites”. As Houria put it, “We cannot stop using one 
of our core political concepts!”. MIR was able to recognise that the banlieue 
was a complex place that did not really fit within the ideological parameters 
of their political project and its structural critique. Consequently, they made 
a distinction between the banlieues as the result of colonial repression and 
the banlieues as understood and experienced by the people living there. In 
MIR’s view, the experience of banlieues residents was so embedded in the 
day-to-day problems of the banlieues that they were unable to adopt a 
politically aware perspective as that of MIR, which was essential if the 
banlieues was to be fully understood and transformed. 

The above examples show how situating oneself outside of the banlieues, 
as MIR and NPNS did, resulted in a tense relationship between their 
ideological positions and the complexities of the banlieues as lived 
experience. Furthermore, MIR’s work is sustained by a political practice 
deliberately based on public reasoning rather than practical work and 
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intervention in the banlieues. They were fully aware of the consequences of 
this choice, such as the difficulty reaching out to people living there, but they 
considered it inevitable if they were to create a strong oppositional political 
force in France for les indigènes. Furthermore, because the political projects 
of MIR and NPNS rest on politics defined by either race or gender, the 
complexity of the banlieues tended to be viewed through one dominant 
perspective: race for MIR, gender for NPNS. It is in this process that the 
production of polarised difference becomes possible. 

As stated in the conclusion to Chapter Three, as a result of its situated 
political engagement in La Courneuve, AFRICA has developed a more 
flexible political practice, which was necessary for practical feminist work. 
The work of AFRICA is one of place-based, civic activism that operates 
with the contradictions of everyday life. For example, the insight that Islam 
can not only be understood as oppressive but also as liberating, as in the case 
of Saratou’s divorce, when she said that she could never have managed to 
leave her abusive husband had it not been for Allah and Mimouna. In stark 
contrast, at NPNS Islam and the secular Republic were absolute 
dichotomies, the former the oppressor of women, the latter the emancipatory 
solution to Islam and other archaic traditions. This meant that there was little 
room within NPNS for an understanding of how religion could support and 
sustain individuals and how Western norms of gender and sexuality could be 
oppressive. Instead, the West constituted the sole emancipatory force for 
women.  

At stake within these positions are notions of how certain differences 
come to matter. In the case of AFRICA, categories of difference matter in 
complex and contradictory ways that demand flexibility from the 
organisation in its practical work. The flexibility emerges out of how its 
place-based, civic activism links issues of race, gender and class in various 
ways inside the struggle around place (Boggs 2000: 19-20). AFRICA’s 
place-based struggles obliged them to confront the lives of real people on the 
ground who did not represent single strands of discrimination, disadvantage, 
or even identity. 

By contrast, NPNS and MIR use categories that are more ideologically 
informed (cf. Staunæs 2003: 103). Both MIR and NPNS each work with a 
specific collective identity. For NPNS, it is women with an immigrant 
background from the “ghetto”, while for MIR it is the racialised colonial 
subject, the indigène. Consequently, the politics of NPNS and MIR are 
comprised of and made meaningful through a discourse of largely one-
dimensional differences (Brah 2005: 124), and there is a tendency for them 
to frame the world in terms of their own understandings of which differences 
matter the most.  

Importantly, however, and as I noted earlier, the more simplified the 
model used in the representation of the banlieues, the easier it is to 
communicate a political message to a larger audience. A more complicated 
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representation arising from the messiness of practical involvement is 
arguably more difficult to translate and communicate and harder for an 
outside audience to grasp. In short, how the groups attempt to convey their 
definitions of the banlieues to a wider audience differ significantly. It is to 
this theme we now turn. 

Representing and communicating the politics of the banlieues 
As part of the preparations for AFRICA’s 20th anniversary celebration, 
Mimouna sent out a press release. However, only one journalist from the 
local paper, Le Regard, turned up. Mimouna remarked jokingly that if she 
had thrown a Molotov cocktail and then called the media, the place would 
have been flooded with journalists. There was a great deal of seriousness in 
what she said. The mass media was far more interested in NPNS’ and MIR’s 
celebrations. At both of these celebrations, photographers visually 
documented the events and journalists interviewed activists from the two 
groups. Both NPNS and MIR also covered their respective events with their 
own visual and written recordings, which were published on their websites 
after the celebrations and spread in social media. It was a conscious choice 
by both groups to rely not only on public debates but also on the mass media 
to reach a broader audience. As we will see below, this strategy stood in 
contrast to AFRICA’s largely ambivalent and suspicious relationship with 
journalists.  

As participants in political activities centred on the banlieues, the groups 
partake in processes of representation involving how they convey their own 
political message and how they themselves are represented and sought out as 
representatives. As we will see, the groups’ different relationships to the 
mass media arise in part from their different involvements with place. Their 
ability to communicate a political message to a larger public demands a form 
of translation. The possibility and limitations of communicating and 
representing the banlieues reveal the political possibilities of partaking in 
and making an impression on the larger public discourse on women’s rights 
in relation to racial discrimination and place-based marginalisation. To bring 
out these aspects of communication and representation, it is important to 
understand the groups’ different relationships to the mass media, but it is 
also important to look at how other groups and individuals supported, 
contacted or sought out alliances with AFRICA, NPNS or MIR. 

Both MIR and NPNS relied on the mass media to reach out to a larger 
audience and take part in public debate. Representatives of the two groups 
were also sought out by TV media in debates or news forums to comment on 
themes and events in French public life. Both groups also managed to gain 
supporters nationally as well as internationally, but in somewhat different 
contexts due to their different political goals.  
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From the start, NPNS has sought out and nurtured proximity to the 
media, just as the media had responded to their call. At NPNS’ celebrations 
in 2008, there was a noticeable media presence from print media and 
television. They had also invited significant figures within France’s political 
and cultural elite, such as the then interior minister, Rachida Dati, the 
journalist Claire Chazal, and documentary filmmaker Yamina Benguigui 
who had made several films about marginalised life of the immigrant 
population in the banlieues. 

This capacity to communicate their political project and gain a voice as 
representatives of women from the quartiers had been present since NPNS’ 
creation. The campaign Les Mariannes d’aujourd’hui was but one example. 
At the inauguration on 8 March 2006 of la Maison des Mixité, where the 
head office of NPNS is located, the president of France, Jacques Chirac, 
François Holland, the first secretary of the Socialist Party, and the mayor of 
Paris, Bertrand Delanoë, were all present to support NPNS’ struggle. 
Important too was the international attention NPNS attracted. One example 
was the use of NPNS as the source of information for an internal report on 
the gendered violence of the banlieues made by the Swedish embassy in the 
aftermath of the Paris riots in late 2005. NPNS also appeared in a cultural 
exchange between France and Sweden at the Swedish cultural institute in 
Paris, again as a representative of life in the banlieues. Swedish NGOs, such 
as Kvinnors nätverk (Women’s network) and a group of Swedish youths 
(with immigrant background) working on a democracy project in Stockholm, 
came to Paris to visit NPNS for educational purposes. They wanted to see 
how the organisation worked with the “problems of the banlieues,” which 
were framed in line with NPNS’ own definition of the “problem”: the 
emergence of a different form of sexism due to the ethnic and religious 
difference of the inhabitants. The reason for this interest was that the 
Swedish groups believed that Sweden was now facing similar problems to 
those NPNS was combatting in the banlieues of Paris (due to new waves of 
immigrants to Sweden from countries like Iraq and Somalia). The “problems 
of the banlieues” could thus easily be translated to a Swedish context.  

NPNS also had several volunteers and trainees (stagaires) from Spain, 
the USA, Sweden and other countries working for them in Paris. The 
national and international attention was also evident at the annual autumn 
university of NPNS. In 2005,181 both the Egyptian feminist activist and 
writer Nawal El Saadawi and the Bangladeshi writer Taslima Nasrin, who 
had gained international fame for her feminist writings and her critique of 

                                                        
181 During the 2005 university the president, Jacques Chirac, sent NPNS a message in which 
he saluted “their exemplary struggle against discriminations of and all forms of violence 
towards women” (http:// 
www.niputesnisoumises.com/mouvement.php?section=historique_2005, 6/08/2008, my 
translation). 
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Islam, participated. El Saadawi returned to the university again in 2007. But 
also well-known French feminists from the MLF generation, such as Liliane 
Kandel and Françoise Picq, participated several times at the NPNS 
universities. The political message of NPNS was not confined to France. 
Fadela Amara’s book Ni putes ni soumises (2003), which was awarded the 
“Best Political Book of 2004” prize by the French National Assembly, was 
also translated into Swedish, Spanish and English. The English translation 
was published by the prestigious academic publisher, University of 
California Press (Amara 2005b). 

MIR was also sought out by the mass media, and MIR’s own events, such 
as the celebrations and their annual march, were also covered. While 
NPNS’s appearance in public media was in support and defence of a 
Republican model in the face of challenges from Islam and the 
dysfunctionality of the banlieues, MIR’s position was the opposite. Their 
self-assigned role was to provide a post-colonial critique of the myth of the 
French Republic. Houria appeared several times on the national television 
programme Ce soir (ou jamais!)182 to debate with figures such as Alain 
Finkelkraut, a controversial and conservative defender of French 
Republicanism and laïcité. MIR’s political message had quickly gained a 
place within university debates about postcolonial theory in France and 
abroad. This presence was thanks to the extensive written material MIR 
published in more intellectual forums, such as Les mots sont important,183 but 
also through their publication of books and articles on their website. Houria 
was frequently invited to give lectures not only in France, but also in 
Belgium, Norway and Spain, as well as across the Atlantic at universities 
such as the University of California, Berkeley. Her talks concerned anti-
racist struggles from a post-colonial and anti-imperialist perspective, Muslim 
feminism and rights issues, and the struggles of indigenous people, “the 
Occident’s” military interventions in Iraq and Afghanistan, and, not least, 
MIR’s critique of the colonial and imperialist tendencies within certain 
strands of feminism and developmental work. During MIR’s celebrations, 
their connections to the academic world were visible from the invited 
panelists. Along with Angela Davis, these included the historian Françoises 
Vergès, the sociologist Nacira Guénif-Souilamas, Maboula Soumahoro (a 
public intellectual and activist with a PhD in English studies), the historian 
Sarah Carmona, the sociologist Soraya el Kahlaoui, and the daughter of 
Franz Fanon, Mireille Fanon Mendès-France. All of these individuals marry 

                                                        
182 Ce soir (ou jamais!) is a daily program on France 2, in which around six invited guests 
debate a theme chosen for the evening. 
183 Les mots sont important was initiated by the sociologist and feminist activist Sylvie Tissot 
and Pierre Tevanian, an activist, writer and philosophy teacher, and published articles by 
different activists and intellectuals that contradicted figures like Alain Finkelkraut, Caroline 
Fourest, Philippe Val and so on. 
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intellectual and academic work with anti-racist, anti-imperialist and post-
colonial activism. 

The political messages of MIR (and NPNS) were carefully crafted and 
developed on their websites and in their use of different visual media. MIR 
(and NPNS) always had their own film crew to record their events, which 
they then broadcast on their own TV channel. French and non-French news 
articles were circulated on MIR’s internal mailing list to show how the 
organisation was being represented. By the time of the celebrations in May 
2015, MIR was also a frequent user of Twitter.  

Presenting their political projects on the stage of public debate did, 
however, mean that both MIR and NPNS had to position themselves within 
the polarised public discourse surrounding the banlieues and Islam’s role in 
French society. The immediate “success” of NPNS in reaching out to the 
political elite and constructing a political project that stretched far beyond 
the national borders of France owes much to this polarised context. The 
testimonies of banlieues residents, upon which NPNS’ political project was 
based, fitted neatly into the larger script of the violent and sexist Muslim 
man imprisoned in archaic modes of thinking. The testimonies confirmed 
how the banlieues were already perceived. 

Three different forms of testimony can be identified. First, there were the 
stories of individuals like Naeema, the Pakistani acid-victim, Shérazade 
Belayni, who had been set on fire by her male suitor when she refused to 
marry him, Samira Bellil who had been gang-raped in a northern banlieue in 
Paris, and the mothers of les quartiers testifying to the problems they face. 
These were all first-hand accounts of the experience of the suffering victim 
herself. Second, there were witness accounts of figures like Sohane, the girl 
who had been burnt to death by a male friend and which had inspired the 
march that gave birth to NPNS in 2003. Her death itself was the testimony of 
a martyr. To some extent, Samira Bellil also came to inhabit this position in 
NPNS after her death from cancer in 2004. Finally, there were testimonies 
based on observation or a third-party witness. 

That these testimonies could be so readily communicated and find a place 
within public discourse can be understood in the light of how, as Didier 
Fassin expresses it: “The witness has become a key political figure of our 
time” (2012: 220). According to Fassin, the practice of bearing witness 
inscribed itself within dominant discourse where it was no longer sufficient 
to save the victims but there was also an urgent need to plead their cause – 
the very role that NPNS had taken upon itself for women in les quartiers. By 
bearing witness to the suffering of victims, a cause is constructed.  

Fassin goes on to argue that this practice of witnessing, experience is 
privileged over observation. What makes these stories of suffering so 
compelling is that they speak directly to emotions and empathy.  
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In the testimony that is brought to the world’s awareness, affect is present 
both as that which bears witness (people’s suffering) and as that which is 
produced by the testimony (the compassion of the public). The truth sought is 
not the objective truth of the events that occurred, but the subjective truth of 
the experience of them. (Fassin 2012: 208) 
 

The case of Naeema at the autumn university in 2008, presented in Chapter 
Four, is one such example. It was compassion that moved NPNS to donate 
4,000 Euro to Naeema. To question this compassion, as the Narbonne 
committee did, caused moral and emotional outrage amongst the other 
members.  

As noted above, the mass media interest in AFRICA’s celebrations was 
almost non-existent, with the exception of a local journalist. Yet in the 
everyday life at AFRICA there was a steady flow of visitors ranging from 
those interested in the banlieues, to those attracted to the politics of 
AFRICA.184 During my fieldwork, journalists contacted AFRICA to make a 
documentary film on polygamy and at other times to interview Mimouna 
about developments in La Courneuve.185 These journalists were mainly 
interested in the banlieue itself and not in the politics of AFRICA. Two 
groups from Sweden also visited AFRICA while I was there. Although 
primarily interested in the banlieue, they also hoped to learn from AFRICA 
in order to develop their own work in suburbs in Gothenburg and Stockholm 
with similar problems to those of La Courneuve.186 Finally, there were those 
whose interest was primarily in the activism of AFRICA itself. Among these 
were a group of Palestinians from Gaza and the group of feminist activists 
from Ethiopia who performed at the anniversary celebrations and who were 
working against female circumcision. What set these latter two groups apart 
from the others was that the relationship was based on exchanges of 
experiences in political activism and a reciprocal interest in the other’s 
lifeworld and political work. Both parties stood to gain from the encounter.  

                                                        
184 This kind of split of interest in AFRICA was not present in relation to NPNS and MIR, 
which was mostly due to how they were not physically situated in the banlieues. NPNS and 
MIR were not part of the banlieues but rather commentators on this place. 
185 For example, a war photographer contacted AFRICA to gain access to people living in la 
Grande Balzac. He had among other things documented the war in Chechnya. The first time 
he attempted to enter the building he was attacked and severely beaten and his camera was 
destroyed. The second time he came he had been promised that someone at AFRICA would 
escort him. It happened to fall on Maryam and me to escort him to Saratou, who was the one 
of the inhabitants of the Grande Balzac to be portrayed. 
186 One group was from Hjällbo, a poor suburb of Gothenburg. This group consisted of 
several young people who lived there and people working with housing issues within the 
municipalities of Gothenburg, together with a Swedish journalist and photographer 
documenting this encounter. Another group was a sub-division within the Swedish police 
force called Dialogpolisen (literally meaning the Dialogue Police). 
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I now turn to AFRICA’s relationship to groups or individuals that 
approach it to gain access to people in La Courneuve rather than having an 
interest in the work of AFRICA. It is here that the difficulty of making life in 
the banlieues communicable to outsiders is most clearly illustrated. 

Many visitors used AFRICA in the same way as I had, as an entry-point 
into the banlieue that offered access to the people living there. Journalists 
would arrive, ask their questions and then leave, never to be seen again. The 
issues that almost always interested them concerned the various kinds of 
problems that characterised a banlieue like La Courneuve, such as 
criminality, terrorism, polygamy, and general social misery.187 During the 
riots in 2005, journalists swamped AFRICA. According to Mimouna, the 
journalists’ need to write about violence led some of them to pay young men 
in La Courneuve to stage riots that could then be filmed. Whether true or 
not, this story points to the extreme suspicion that journalists provoke in the 
banlieues. 

To AFRICA these journalists did not appear to have any real interest in 
the complexity of life in the banlieues or how the problems of the banlieues 
were connected to the larger socio-political whole of French society. The 
lack of interest among journalists in local experiences beyond violence and 
criminal activities resulted in a strong reluctance amongst people in the 
banlieues to talk to journalists and researchers. When they did, their words 
tended towards a black and white representation of the place, peopled by 
victims (teenagers and young men) and villains (the police). This was very 
obvious in my first interactions with Saratou.  

A group of women had gathered in the basement for their regular 
Monday meeting with Mimouna and Maryam. We were talking about the 
upcoming municipal elections in which the women showed very little 
interest. The discussion turned to Sarkozy. Somehow we ended up talking 
about the recent riots in Villiers-le-Bel following the deaths of two boys 
there. Mimouna said that it was typical how Sarkozy would first talk about 
how the police had been attacked, then about the buildings. Only after that 
did he mention the two victims. This really got Saratou going. She started to 
tell us how it was all the fault of the police. The police, she said, were 
always harassing “their” boys and causing trouble for the good families (les 
bonnes familles) instead of getting the real criminals. According to her, the 
criminals and the police were working together. She told us how it had been 
when Sarkozy came to La Courneuve after the shooting of a young man in 
July 2005: “They always come when someone has been killed here, never 
                                                        
187 There is a scene portraying this particular relationship between media and people living in 
the banlieue in the film La Haine. In the wake of riots in the banlieue, two TV journalists 
come driving through. The car slows down almost to a stop. Through the open windows the 
journalists point a camera at two of the local young men and yell out some question to them. 
The young men get angry, they stand up in a slightly threatening way and the car quickly 
takes off, thus effectively reproducing particular stereotypes. 
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when the boys have won at football or something like that.” Karima asked 
about the event that preceded Sarkozy’s visit. Saratou explained that a boy 
had been caught up in a shoot-out between two gangs and killed. Karima 
then asked: “How come guys here are walking around with guns?” Saratou 
again blamed the police. A Mauritanian woman and the other Malian woman 
agreed. Saratou had now really worked herself up emotionally.  

I was amazed to find myself hearing the same story that the media 
delivered after interviewing people from the banlieues during and after the 
2005 riots. When Saratou blamed the police, Mimouna intervened and 
contradicted her. She asked why Saratou was telling us all this and said that 
it sounded as if she was talking to a journalist. Saratou answered, pointing at 
me, “But she is a journalist, isn’t she?” Everybody laughed, including me, 
and everyone said in one voice that, of course I was not a journalist! The 
effect this revelation had on Saratou was immediate. Her earlier agitation 
immediately vanished. She smiled a bit embarrassed, and said “Ah, all 
right”, and then went silent. Mimouna said that it was just because I was 
white and did not look like I was from here that I was assumed to be a 
journalist. It was clear that to Saratou that anyone who came to visit 
AFRICA from the outside was a journalist and only interested in getting the 
story of the relationship between “their boys” and the police. In other 
contexts, Saratou could provide a less defensive and far more nuanced 
account of life in the La Courneuve where the roles of victims and 
perpetrators were far more blurred. When Saratou and I became more 
acquainted, she told me that when the boy got killed in the crossfire between 
the two gangs, she had been pregnant with her last child and that the only 
thing she could think of was how she did not want the child to come into this 
world. Instead, she wished to keep him inside her to protect him from the 
violence of gangs and the police and the risk that her unborn child would end 
up on the “wrong” side. In her account, there was none of the defensiveness 
of the first telling when she thought I was a journalist, but instead a deep 
sadness and sense of hopelessness about a situation where there are no clear 
boundaries between the victim and the villain. 

Sometimes AFRICA did deliberately reach out to the mass media to 
plead the cause for certain individuals when other channels to get help had 
been exhausted. The violent drama of suffering in certain life stories, for 
example, could be told in order to help individual women get a residence 
permit, a carte de séjour.  

The way in which AFRICA sometimes used the mass media to help 
women who had asked for assistance moved the organisation into the same 
kind of territory as NPNS’ political project of giving a voice to and pleading 
the case of the voiceless. Yet the difference was that Mimouna stated 
explicitly that she deliberately simplified these women’s stories in order to 
reach out to a larger audience. Here too the objective was not to reconstitute 
an experience but to construct a cause by appealing to people’s emotions. 
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The effectiveness of the testimony was not based on its analysis of violence 
but on a common understanding of suffering (Fassin 2012: 221-222). 
Mimouna employed drama and emotions in a similar manner when 
describing the founding of AFRICA for journalists and visitors as a result of 
the deaths of Toufik, Abdel and Ali. It is not that the dramatic story is not 
true but rather that the creation of AFRICA was in fact more politically 
complex. The dramatic narrative was reiterated by Mimouna and by the 
people who heard it. It was the kind of story many visitors were looking for 
when they came knocking at AFRICA’s door.  

The visibility of the banlieues in media representations is something of a 
double-edged sword for AFRICA. Representation made the situation in the 
banlieues visible, but what is made visible is limited and to some extent 
framed according to the familiar binaries within the discourses around the 
banlieues. The banlieues becomes a place that is defined by its difference, a 
difference that is constituted as a negative image of the Republic: non-
European traditions and culture, Islam, criminality and violence. To 
communicate anything outside of this simplified discourse was very 
difficult. Taking part in public reasoning means acquiescing to the binaries. 
It also demanded a specific kind of actor. In witness accounts, people are 
reduced to the simplified status of suffering victims. These are victims that 
have been emptied of their own specific historicity (Fassin 2012: 222).  

A central challenge for all three groups was thus control over the manner 
in which representations of the banlieues and the people who live there are 
used. It is to this I now turn. 

Navigating within the politics of the banlieues 
As I have already mentioned, Houria’s introductory speech at the 
celebrations was entitled “Qu’adviendra-t-il de toute cette beauty?” (What 
will become of all this beauty?), a quote from James Baldwin’s book The 
Fire Next Time (1963). Beauty in this context signified the capacity for 
racialised people to remain human and thus beautiful despite racial 
discrimination and violence. At issue was the question of whether people of 
colour would be able to remain human and not let themselves be soiled and 
corrupted by the system. According to MIR, the only way for “les noires” 
and “les indigènes” to remain dignified was to struggle for political 
autonomy. MIR claimed that the struggle of groups like NPNS and SOS 
Racisme had been instrumentalisé, that is, manipulated or co-opted for other 
purposes and “whitened” in the process.  

The use of the concepts l’autonomie and l’instrumentalisation or 
instrumentaliser pertained to activists own perceptions of owning or being in 
control of their struggle or of seeing it manipulated or co-opted and used for 
other purposes by external actors. Even if instrumentalisation and autonomy 
are not easily separated but exist in tension, the manner in which they were 
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used in the field gave direction to the groups’ struggles. My understanding of 
the concepts was that they were indicators of how the groups navigated 
within the political field of the banlieues, their practical involvement in the 
banlieues, their political goals and how they communicated these to others. 

Of the three groups, MIR was the one that most explicitly used the 
concepts l’instrumentalisation and l’autonomie, and most often as total 
dichotomies. As the previous chapter showed, autonomy was a core political 
concept for the group. Neither AFRICA nor NPNS had made “autonomy” 
into a political concept that defined who they were. Yet, like MIR, they were 
aware of the issue of autonomy, and the importance of not having your 
struggle co-opted or manipulated for other purposes. This was encapsulated 
within the notion d’être instrumentaliser, to be instrumentalised, which all 
three groups referred to and which designated a sense of failure or of not 
being true to your struggle and the people one struggles for. The concept was 
also often levelled as an accusation against other groups to delegitimise their 
struggle, as in the case of MIR’s critique of SOS Racisme.  

As mentioned in Chapter Two, the concepts l’autonomie and 
l’instrumentalisation had also been present within the beur movement. The 
concept of autonomy was especially significant amongst groups like JALB 
and Texture, and was used to distinguish themselves from groups like SOS 
Racisme which was considered to have been manipulated and totally co-
opted by the political establishment. MIR followed in this tradition. Its 
celebration in 2015 was in honour of the colonial and contemporary political 
struggles of women indigènes. In the first panel discussion, the struggle of 
women in the banlieues was at the centre. But it was not their gender or 
sexuality that mattered politically but the manner in which these women and 
their families were racially discriminated against. Racialised women had 
worked and fought side-by-side with “their” men against a racist state. This 
emphasis on race and racism explains why MIR held feminism, with its 
emphasis on gender and sexuality, at arm’s length. To have joined with 
feminism risked undermining the autonomy of an anti-racist struggle. 

Another way in which MIR claimed to maintain their autonomy was to 
refuse funding from the government and thus avoid the kind of economic 
dependency that both NPNS and AFRICA had created for themselves in 
seeking economic support for their activism. Funding is a risky issue for 
activists, who are often trapped between being burned out because of a lack 
of resources and becoming dependent on powerful external funders (cf. 
Friedman 1999: 375). Funding also ties them to complex and at times 
contradictory relations to the state, donors and clients (Chowdhury 2011: 2). 
MIR had deliberately avoided these dilemmas.188 

                                                        
188 Houria also made a comment at a debate in spring 2016 that one reason why it was so 
difficult for PIR [MIR] to reach out to the grassroots in the banlieues because most groups 
working there were subsidised by the state or local municipalities and to invite MIR to their 
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MIR’s emphasis on the need for autonomy in the political struggle can be 
understood as a way to avoid what Ghassan Hage describes as a “political 
necrophilia” of multiculturalism. According to Hage, multiculturalism 
amounts to a political practice in which you kill “the others” politically and 
then live with them in peace (Hage 2009). This is done by co-opting “them” 
into your political system and circumscribing their ability to think and act 
outside of the system of which they are now part but which they neither 
created nor control. Only when this is done are their political projects 
accepted but they are, in fact, no longer political because they have become 
part of the system. From MIR’s perspective, this was the fate of groups like 
SOS Racisme and NPNS. Another way of “killing the Other politically” was 
by defining them as criminals and fanatics as in the case of religious 
terrorism or the sexist violence and criminal activities of the banlieues. 
MIR’s mission was precisely to combat this political necrophilia and to 
struggle against the criminalisation and demonisation of the banlieues. 
However, constructing a political project so strictly around a notion of 
autonomy also generated a very clear boundary between one’s allies, who 
remain autonomous, and one’s foes, who have been co-opted or sold out. 

Unlike MIR, AFRICA did not use autonomy as a central political 
concept. The political struggle of AFRICA had always been a matter of 
balancing a sense of autonomy, of not having your struggle manipulated by 
others for their own purposes, with the need to cooperate with others. This 
was most obvious in AFRICA’s creation, its relationship to the municipal 
authorities and the mass media.  

AFRICA emerged out of a project to create an autonomous, local 
feminist and anti-racist struggle that would not be co-opted by communism, 
French anti-racism or the beur movement. It was constructed for the people 
in La Courneuve in response to the continuous occurrence of racist crimes 
against the local population and the particularly precarious situation of 
women there. At the same time, AFRICA chose to establish a symbiotic 
relationship with the local municipality, which necessitated ongoing 
negotiations between the organisation’s own interests and relations of 
dependency on others. In the wake of the dismantling of the French welfare 
state, NGOs and other grassroots organisations such as AFRICA had stepped 
in when social services (such as after-school care or adult literacy and 
language classes) were no longer adequate. According to Mimouna, this 
gave AFRICA a certain power in relation to the municipalities when 
negotiating subsidies. AFRICA could strategically threaten to withdraw their 
services unless they received economic compensation and were also able to 
negotiate what kind of work they were to perform. 

                                                                                                                                  
organisation meant a potential loss of these subsidies 
(https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ikio87lRwfs, 29 April 2016).  
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As we saw above, being constructed around a place-based, civic activism 
had generated a highly ambivalent relationship between AFRICA and actors 
outside La Courneuve and the banlieues more generally. Their relationship 
to the mass media and researchers described earlier illustrates this well. The 
kind of access and information these outsiders received was in some respect 
controlled by insiders like AFRICA, but the insiders were nonetheless 
obliged to provide the kinds of access and information the outsiders desired, 
such as stories about violent events as we saw earlier. 

At NPNS there was very little mention of instrumentalisation and 
autonomie. The only time the theme of instrumentalisation came up was as a 
critique of other groups, especially MIR, which Sihem accused of having 
kidnapped and exploited the colonial heritage. “I too have a colonial 
background. My father fought in the Algerian independence movement,” she 
said, and went on to express her dislike of having “her” heritage stolen by 
MIR for political ends that she fervently opposed. She also accused MIR of 
creating a divisive hierarchy of victims (concurrence des victims). At other 
times, the term d’être instrumentaliser was used when countering 
accusations that NPNS was letting itself be co-opted by those in power. 
NPNS countered by saying that these critics were people who just wanted to 
destroy NPNS’ struggle by claiming that it is politically vacuous. “But we 
know who we are fighting for, les femmes des quartiers.” 

In their struggle for les femmes des quartiers, NPNS had chosen to take 
their activism out of the banlieues and into central Paris, where they gained 
support from the political elite. As we have seen, this enabled them to 
receive funding from state institutions and the Parisian municipality as well 
as from companies like L’Oréal. Unlike MIR, NPNS had chosen to work in 
cooperation with the state and other authorities and relied heavily on the 
mass media to communicate their message. This enabled NPNS to expand 
their political project and leave the banlieues and merge with a specific form 
of transnational feminism. This feminism relies on a discourse of 
development and modernisation that sees Western feminism as universal and 
superior. This message made it easier to reach out to political institutions and 
NGOs in other national contexts. Within the context of transnational 
feminism, the figure of the “woman of les quartiers” merges with that of the 
“Third world woman” who is to be “empowered” by Western feminists and 
experts (Chowdhury 2011: 129). The discourse of development and 
modernisation promises agency to the emancipated local women, such as 
NPNS activists from the banlieues who rose up in protest against the sexism 
of the quartiers and its neglect by French society, but these women are 
simultaneously represented as the beneficiaries of modernity (Chowdhury 
2011: 130).  
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Conclusion 
Within the politics of AFRICA, NPNS and MIR, the banlieues as a place 
matters in different ways and for different reasons. The work of AFRICA 
was that of place-based, civic activism in a practical day-to-day involvement 
with people in La Courneuve and the contradictions of everyday life. This 
demanded a certain flexibility from the organisation in its practical work. 
NPNS and MIR both situated themselves outside of the banlieues and in 
mainly discursive terms. This resulted in a tense relationship between the 
complexities of the banlieues and the ideological positions of these two 
groups, where the politics of MIR defined the banlieues in terms of race and 
NPNS defined the banlieues in terms of gender. The more simplified 
representations of MIR and NPNS are also what made it easier to 
communicate their political projects to a larger audience outside of the 
banlieues and to leave the banlieues physically in the case of NPNS. NPNS 
was very successful in spreading their message to a political elite both in 
France and internationally. This was partly explained by its extensive use of 
witness accounts, which confirmed an already perceived image and 
discourse of the banlieues. MIR had no intention of reaching out to a 
political elite but rather to a transnational community of activists and 
academics involved in various post-colonial, anti-colonial and anti-racist 
struggles. For AFRICA, on the other hand, the practice of communicating 
the banlieues to an outside audience was fraught with ambivalence and 
suspicion. There was a clear sense among activists at AFRICA and people 
living in La Courneuve that the interest of the mass media in the banlieues 
was mainly in sensationalist stories. These were stories that AFRICA was 
for the most part very reluctant to participate in, which meant that its larger 
political project remained enclosed within the banlieues. Thus AFRICA, the 
one group that avoids many of the binaries surrounding the banlieues – 
laïcité versus Islam, modernity versus tradition, “les blancs” versus “les 
indigènes, gender equality versus gender inequality – was also the group that 
was unable to reach out to the sphere of public debate beyond its immediate 
context. Instead, women with an immigrant background living in the 
banlieues were represented to outsiders by NPNS and MIR and those 
associated with them. 
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7. The Republic of Difference 

 
The Republic of Difference has shown how the figure of the immigrant 
woman is a critical starting point for understanding the politics of anti-racist 
feminism in contemporary French banlieues. Through discursive distinctions 
evolving around laïcité versus Islam and “modernity” versus “tradition”, the 
Other woman and the banlieues became a political battleground on which 
social relations, political debate and practice, and identity have become 
increasingly polarised. I have termed this process the radicalisation of the 
Other’s otherness.  

The radicalisation of the Other’s otherness emerged historically out of the 
figure of the male foreign-born worker (le travailleur immigré issue de 
l’immigration coloniale) living in a particular type of neighbourhood (les 
foyers, les bidonvilles, les banlieues, les quartiers, les cités). This figure was 
formed at the confluence of national origin, economic function and urban 
geography (Murray and Perpich 2011: 5). However, as Chapter Two 
explained, over time this figure developed other characteristics under the 
influence of the beur generation and broader social transformations in the 
banlieues. If the original figure of le travailleur immigré was defined in 
terms of economic function, his children were defined by social dysfunction 
and political marginality. Les beurs became enmeshed with emerging forms 
of identity politics and claims for citizenship, but were also identified 
increasingly with violence and criminality. These attributions were clearly 
spatialised, as les beurs became closely associated with the banlieues. 
Simultaneously, there was a sense among les beurs themselves that they 
were constantly faced with the risk of having their struggles co-opted by the 
French political elite. With the affaire du foulard, the publication of Bellil’s 
(2003) book on gang rapes in the banlieues and the emergence of NPNS, 
issues of sexuality and gender were also added to the picture.  

It is within these processes of difference-making, that the divergent 
politics of the three groups under study here – AFRICA, NPNS and MIR – 
developed. Ethnographically, this study has shown how difference is 
reproduced, contested, and resisted at the level of grassroots politics by all 
three groups. Yet, as we have seen, they engage with and contribute 
differently to this process of difference-making, which in effect has created 
the basis for political conflict between them. Within the context of activism 
that emerged in relation to the affair du foulard, NPNS reproduced and 
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defended a discourse of laïcité against Islam and modernity against foreign 
traditions. Opposed to them was the feminist collective of MIR, the 
Blédards, and in particular Houria Bouteldja, who introduced a critical post-
colonial, anti-racist perspective into the French public debate. Between the 
two lies a complex mixture of perspectives dealing with feminist and anti-
racist issues in the banlieues, which tend to be less heard and seen, and of 
which AFRICA is one example.  

As the previous chapter showed, the political positions of the groups must 
be understood not only through their own self-definitions, but also with 
reference to how they relate to the place that is at the centre of their politics, 
the banlieue. Both NPNS and MIR opted for a strategy in which they 
constructed their projects around the politics and discourses surrounding the 
banlieues rather than a day-to-day engagement with people living there. In 
this process, a form of co-dependency developed with actors such as 
journalists, social media and researchers trying to depict the banlieue 
experience. Being reliant on public reasoning as a political practice and 
detached from everyday life in the banlieues generated certain rigidities in 
the ideologies, politics and messages of NPNS and MIR. They occupied 
polarised positions within the tension between anti-sexism and anti-racism 
surrounding the politics of the Other woman. Arguably, they both became 
part of the reproduction of that tension and the radicalisation of the Other’s 
otherness, but in different ways. Located between NPNS and MIR, AFRICA 
gave priority to a local struggle in close proximity to the everyday life of La 
Courneuve that demanded a certain flexibility from the group, both in 
ideological and practical terms.  

If this study has made anything clear it ought to be how complicated the 
banlieues are at all levels: historical, political, social, cultural, economic, and 
moral. These are places that are overdetermined in the public and political 
eye. They have too much of everything, whether it be problems, conflicts, 
crimes, religion, prejudice, associations, fanaticism, or culture (of the wrong 
kind). Among other things, this means that the banlieues can be understood 
from any number of perspectives, thus inviting a multitude of political 
solutions and interventions. Clearly, however, the complexity of the 
banlieues and the numerous competing visions of what has shaped it, what is 
actually happening there, and how best to deal with it means that any 
position – political, social or moral – will inevitably be partial and 
incomplete.  

From this multiplicity of perspectives, the three groups in this study have 
drawn out different strands to develop their own diagnosis of the situation in 
the banlieues and how best to engage with it. As we have seen, NPNS 
privileges gender, MIR race, while AFRICA combines both in a pragmatic 
and flexible manner. But not only have the three groups chosen to give 
priority to different explanatory factors and attendant political struggles, they 
have also developed these in divergent ways. In doing so, they have radically 
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parted company over the “true” problem of the banlieues and not least the 
status of the immigrant women within them. Their respective political 
positions are in conflict with and to different degrees opposed to each other. 

In Chapter One, I wrote of my puzzlement at finding three political 
groups located in Paris that, on the surface, want to help the same people in 
the same place but ended up at loggerheads with each other. How was this 
possible? My fieldwork experience helped me to understand some of the 
reasons.  

My fieldwork had as its ‘object’ the banlieues and attempted to make 
sense of them, just as the three groups at the centre of this study also attempt 
in their different ways to make sense of the banlieues, though, in their case, 
to solve or at least ameliorate the problems found there, especially those 
facing Muslim women. The three groups have pursued political projects that 
have by their nature forced them to be selective and led them to diverge from 
each other. The aim of my fieldwork, by contrast, was to grasp as much as 
possible of the banlieues and to maintain a comprehensive picture of the 
situation I found there. While each group drew out specific threads that make 
up the social weave of the banlieues, my fieldwork attempts to grasp them in 
combination. Although my project and fieldwork have obviously been 
heavily influenced and shaped by my contacts with AFRICA, NPNS and 
MIR, they have also, from the start and throughout the duration of fieldwork 
and the period of analysis and writing, been continually informed by my 
contacts with people in the banlieues outside of the three groups and my own 
understandings and experience of what goes on in places like La Courneuve. 
Fieldwork therefore obliged me to confront the divergent and contrasting 
approaches of the three groups. Faced with the emphasis on race one day at 
MIR, I was then obliged to try and understand the world through a gendered 
lens at NPNS the next, and then work with a more composite picture at 
AFRICA. The result, to summarise it very briefly, has been a trajectory in 
which my relationship to the banlieues has been mediated by my sequential 
involvement with and back and forth movement between AFRICA, NPNS 
and MIR, but has also remained informed by an attempt to gain and 
maintain, as far as practically possible, an overall picture of the complexity 
of the banlieues. Phrased differently, unlike the three groups, who see and 
approach the banlieues from vantage points that tend to emphasise their 
mutual differences, my approach has been a more anthropological ambition 
to provide a rounded (holistic if you will) picture and understanding that has 
drawn the three groups together (if only in theory and analysis) even as it 
recognised their important differences. Working with AFRICA, NPNS and 
MIR proved so challenging because their mutual differences continually 
threatened to undermine this holistic ambition. However, apart from the 
stress this entailed, and which I discussed in Chapter One, the experience 
also had some valuable consequences to which I now turn.  
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The Lessons of Ethnographic Mobility 
My movement between and participation at AFRICA, NPNS and MIR, but 
also between different banlieues and between the banlieues and central 
Paris, gave me the privilege of mobility, which allowed me to see what was 
going on from a perspective that none of the actors in the field themselves 
could or wished to adopt. This privilege refers to being an outsider who was 
not compelled to position herself politically within the activist field she 
studied (for most of the time). This led me to certain analytical insights that 
all follow from this general methodological advantage. 

First, ethnographic mobility between the groups allowed me to move 
beyond the dichotomies that characterised the field (although not totally as at 
one point I did join MIR). If I had remained focused on a specific group 
within public debates, the analysis might have reinforced ideological 
oppositions and most likely would have led me to give one side analytical 
primacy over the other.189 Movement also allowed me to assess the groups’ 
mutual criticisms of each other. One example is the feminist criticism 
AFRICA and NPNS direct at Islam, which is neither an example of Western 
feminists speaking for them, nor the position of “whitened” subjects, as MIR 
argued. They are speaking for themselves and from the political subjectivity 
that they have shaped through their lives in France and their background 
within colonial migration. 

Second, by examining three distinct groups I have shown how certain 
forms of difference were excluded from public debates concerning the 
politics of the banlieues. As we have seen, participation in public reasoning 
demanded a message that did not raise certain issues, for example, the socio-
economic causes of religious fundamentalism. NPNS and MIR were the 
most willing to conform to this demand, whereas AFRICA was reluctant to 
do so as they felt it was unhelpful for the women they were trying to aid. 

Third, the tension between anti-sexist and anti-racist perspectives within 
the struggle over women’s rights issues within the politics of the banlieues 
simultaneously moves within and across racial boundaries and 
secular/religious boundaries. The conflicts between the groups could neither 
be reduced to secular values versus religious values, as in the case of NPNS, 
nor to “women of colour” versus “white feminists/feminism,” as in the case 
of MIR. Moving between the three groups over an extended period of time 
revealed how the people involved with AFRICA, NPNS and MIR did not 
always fit into such polarised categories. While all three groups have a 
background within colonial immigration and Muslim culture, other people 
with different backgrounds, including individuals with non-immigrant 

                                                        
189 Indeed, the general academic critique of laïcité, such as Joan Scott (2007) and John Bowen 
(2007), is arguably an example of this in its focus on the 2004 law that prohibited religious 
symbols in schools. 
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backgrounds, non-Muslims, and non-working class people of both genders, 
also aligned themselves with them. 

Fourth, and following on from the above, it would be an analytical 
mistake to conflate the formation and politics of the groups with the 
discursive field they inhabit. A fine-grained ethnographic approach reveals a 
more complex reality than the polarised content of public reasoning.   

Finally, my fieldwork had consequences for how I understood 
intersectionality, a point to which I turn next.  

Intersectional Dilemmas 
In its continual mixing of the different groups and their respective emphases 
on the different problems in the banlieues and the reasons for them, from 
religious misogyny to the legacy of French colonialism in North Africa, the 
fieldwork itself could be termed “intersectional”. It involved, as already 
stated above, moving from a focus on race when with MIR, gender when 
with NPNS, and practical involvement with multiple grounds for 
discrimination – class, gender, race, religion, sexuality and place – when 
with AFRICA. As an ethnographer obliged to combine their different 
positions within my everyday fieldwork, I found it difficult to adopt their 
more single-stranded involvement and understanding. Even my membership 
of MIR did not cancel out my contacts and attempts to understand the other 
groups. 

As I made clear in Chapter One, I consider intersectionality to be a theory 
of difference that offers certain analytical gains when studying the structural 
factors that cause disadvantage and oppression. From an ethnographic 
perspective, however, intersectionality faces difficulties in explaining how 
individuals navigate within different structures and concrete contexts and 
how class, race, and gender become relevant for individuals in concrete 
contexts (Mazouz 2015). As we saw in the case of AFRICA, Mimouna 
explained how she had consciously given priority to the antiracist struggle 
when faced with frequent racist crimes in La Courneuve. However, the 
impact on her of developments in Algeria placed the feminist struggle at the 
fore. In the work of MIR, it was clear how their structural analysis of racism 
and perceptions of the world did not always match those of people living in 
the banlieues. As we have seen, the concept of blanc fitted poorly into 
everyday experiences in the banlieues. And NPNS’ feminist critique of men 
in the banlieues was not widely accepted by people living there.  

Because intersectionality tends to reduce human life to power-relations 
and structures and thus flattens social worlds, its potential to explain how 
and why people make certain choices in formulating a political position is 
limited. This is where ethnography can render intersectionality more 
complex. Indeed, I would argue that intersectionality needs ethnography in 
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order to avoid the flattening of social worlds. In relation to this study, 
however, this also means that intersectionality’s intention to fill in the blanks 
of more one-dimensional or ampersand models of difference are difficult to 
translate into practical politics because the latter are always situated in a 
specific time and space. In a sense it is difficult to be in several “places” at 
once (which in some respects was the goal of my fieldwork). In other words, 
this means that the relationship between discursive categories and everyday 
forms of activism are constantly shifting.  

Changing Fields of Activism and Intersectional Politics 
Today, AFRICA has its grassroots intact, as it continues to work in La 
Courneuve and Mimouna is as active as ever in questions of women’s rights 
and life in La Courneuve and Seine-Saint-Denis. The organisation has 
moved to a newly renovated building within the Quatre milles, which, like 
their previous office, is owned and subsidised by the municipality. Mimouna 
has also expanded her activist work to the neighbouring banlieue of St-
Ouen.  

Of the three groups, NPNS is the group that has changed the most. It is 
not as visible as it used to be in French public life and is poorly funded. 
When I met Linda Fali, the president of NPNS, over a coffee in Paris, she 
told me that they had lost most of their economic support. Even her 
presidential post had been reduced to voluntary work. She had to share her 
work at NPNS with fulltime employment as a social worker. In Fali’s 
opinion, the loss of economic support from the Paris prefecture and private 
companies was because the previous president, Asma Guenifi had focused 
too much on the international level and lost contact with the local context – 
meaning France and the banlieues – thus making NPNS “irrelevant”. 
Another contributing factor is NPNS’ focus on the Muslim woman. Whereas 
in France today the urgent issues are refugee immigration and national 
security concerns.  

NPNS had also changed in their political practice. According to Fali, the 
role of witness accounts was no longer central. She even considered the 
testimonies to be useless from a practical perspective. She told me how 
NPNS received many calls from journalists who wondered if they could 
supply them with a woman who had lived through “this and that” in terms of 
sexual violence. All they wanted, she said, was to have the story of this 
woman. In her view, “to testify for the sake of testimony itself is useless for 
the woman, but if it is for a project that would actually try to help the woman 
and others like her in a more sustainable way, then it is different.” While 
testimonies had previously been very important to the struggle of NPNS, a 
change had to be made to mature politically, according to Fali. 
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Today, MIR has become Partie des indigènes de la République, PIR, and 
has more support nationally and internationally than when I participated in 
their work. However, their “success” is not comparable to the previous 
success of NPNS. They continue to oppose the political elite in France and 
espouse a structural, anti-racist critique of French society. Together with 
similar groups, PIR has managed to insert the question of colonial heritage 
and the post-colonial situation into public debates. At the same time, the 
issue of race and PIR’s use of les blancs remain controversial in France and 
have led to accusations of racism and anti-Semitism because of their 
criticisms of Israel’s treatments of Palestinians, which they call a Zionist 
colonial project. Still, like AFRICA, PIR’s “grassroots” are intact, with 
ongoing support from academics and activists, be they from the banlieues, 
other parts of France or internationally.  

Both AFRICA and PIR have managed to remain securely attached to 
their grassroots, in the local context in the banlieues in the case of AFRICA 
and in the intellectual post-colonial activist field in the case of PIR. Both 
groups have even expanded their work within their own field, within the 
larger Seine-Saint-Denis department in the case of AFRICA and within an 
international activist arena in the case of PIR, which connects them with 
similar activist forces such as Black Lives Matter in the USA. NPNS, on the 
other hand, has lost its former political significance within French public 
debate. In a sense, NPNS has moved closer to the kind of work that AFRICA 
is engaged in, that is, a shift from an emphasis on engaging with public 
reasoning to a more grounded activism with local women in the banlieues.  

As we have repeatedly seen during the course of this study, the 
vocabularies and diagnoses of the three groups were selective, and in the 
case of NPNS and PIR largely single-stranded. There was little to suggest an 
intersectional basis to their work. Not surprisingly, perhaps, at the time of 
my more extended fieldwork none of the activists in the three groups 
referred to intersectionality. However, when I returned to Paris in spring 
2015, intersectionality had become an emic concept for both AFRICA and 
PIR. This might be because intersectionality had entered academic 
discourses, especially feminist researchers, in France around the time of my 
fieldwork (Jaunait and Chauvin 2012; Dorlin 2012), and has since then 
spread to the wider society, debates and activist groups. 

At AFRICA, Mimouna referred to intersectionality in discussions with 
me as a way to describe women’s situation in the banlieues. This did not 
come as a surprise. What she said about these women’s situation was not 
different to how she had talked about it earlier during my main fieldwork. 
She used intersectionality as a term that could summarise their situation in 
the banlieues.  

PIR’s use of the term, however, did surprise me. During her speech at the 
10th anniversary celebration, Houria referred to the importance of having an 
intersectional political approach and Angela Davis supported this in her 
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speech. In practice, however, PIR seems to have faced the same difficulty of 
maintaining all “sections” at once as I experienced in a different form in my 
fieldwork. In an article in Libération (2/7/2015), the comedian and activist 
Oceanrosemarie, who is a supporter of PIR, was quoted as saying that the 
term intersectionality often hides a form of hypocrisy amongst “white” 
feminists: 
 

Many white feminists reclaim this trendy concept, which does not pose any 
problems for them when they march with homosexuals for gay marriage. But 
their intersectionality ends when it is about demonstrating against 
Islamophobia, together with – granted problematic – associations like 
l’UOIF.190 Being intersectional from my point of view is about priorities: 
Today it is the struggle against Islamophobia. And therefore, at times it is 
necessary to accept being next to people with whom one would have 
preferred not to hang out. (Oceanrosemarie quoted in Libération, 2/7/2015.) 

 
Oceanrosemarie criticises “white” feminists who refuse to stand in solidarity 
with oppressed groups with whom they find it difficult to be associated. In 
this example it is Muslims who may harbour views that go against white 
feminist politics, such as opposition to gay marriages and supporting 
restrictions on liberal abortion laws. Yet what these white feminists fail to 
see, according to Oceanrosemarie, is the necessity of certain kinds of 
priorities; at this particular juncture the urgent need to fight against 
Islamophobia and support Muslims, even if their views are antithetical to 
feminism. For Oceanrosemarie, to be intersectional demands that one accord 
priority to a certain factor or factors in your political struggle. 

Unlike AFRICA and PIR, NPNS had not adopted an intersectional 
perspective in their politics and I was curious to know why. When I asked 
Linda Fali about this, she told me that she was not acquainted with the term. 
After having explained what this perspective implied, she first labelled it a 
perspective that causes hierarchy and competition between victims 
(concours des victims), then called it “cultural relativism”, before finally 
deciding that it was a perspective that locks people into preconceived 
categories. She explained that she preferred to set aside assumptions of 
marginality and disempowerment based on categories such as race, ethnicity 
or class in her meetings with women from different backgrounds. From 
personal experience, she had seen that women’s problems did not always fit 
into such categories, a conclusion that strikes at the heart of NPNS’s earlier 
position and brings it closer to AFRICA. 

What my ethnography therefore shows is that even those who 
consciously use the term intersectional – AFRICA and PIR – nonetheless 
                                                        
190 UNOIF stands for Union des Organisations Islamiques de France (The Union for Islamic 
Organisations of France). 
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advocate opposing political projects and explanations. In part, the conflict 
between them is because their understandings and uses of intersectionality 
are rather different. AFRICA’s use is largely descriptive, while PIR’s is 
more analytical. NPNS rejects the term outright. These differences are also 
the result of their different analyses of power, as well as of their personal 
experiences growing up as migrant children in France and their enduring 
connections to Algeria. The priorities they make in their day-to-day activism 
and their political visions and overarching projects arise out of these 
fundamental and opposed understandings of the world. The difference 
between PIR and AFRICA over the meaning of intersectionality, and NPNS’ 
reluctance to use it, is also probably symptomatic of an overall tendency in 
academia, activism and governmental work to use the term in so many 
different ways that it is difficult to grasp in common terms.  

Finally, these difficulties also raise the question of to what extent 
intersectionality can work as a political practice. 

Anti-racist Feminism in France after 2015 
In 2015, as Europe faced the greatest refugee crisis since World War II, 
France was rocked by several attacks in the name of radical Islam. The first 
against the satirical magazine Charlie Hebdo in January, and in November 
two simultaneous attacks at a concert at Bataclan in the 11th arrondissement 
in Paris and at a football match at Stade-de-France in Saint Denis, as well as 
several attacks on restaurants in Paris. Several of the perpetrators grew up in 
the French banlieues, others in similar economically and socially segregated 
areas with a high proportion of immigrants in Belgium.  

After the attack in Paris in November 2015, I had an email exchange with 
Mimouna at AFRICA to see how they were doing. She responded: 
 

We are profoundly shocked, upset and angry in the face of all this. We are 
now paying the price for disastrous public politics, a lack of confidence in us, 
feminist activists. We get to play the social firebrigade in les quartiers, and 
for years we have tried to alert people to the situation in the banlieues. 
We discover with horror that they [the terrorists] were young French men and 
women who all hate the place where they have gone to school, where they 
have grown up and worked. How did we arrive at this point?! (My 
translation) 

 
Both NPNS and PIR issued press releases condemning the attacks, and 
expressing their condolences and solidarity with the victims and their 
families. NPNS emphasised that it was an attack on all of France and the 
Republican values it stands for and that the group supported the “decisive 
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action of France to deal with this event”. 191 The press release also 
emphasised NPNS’ desire to sustain the Republic and its values “in every 
corner of the territory”. NPNS claimed that is was now more important than 
ever to fight against an ideology of hatred, Islamic fundamentalism, and to 
struggle for emancipation, secularism, equality between men and women and 
diversity (mixité).  

Like AFRICA, PIR expressed shock but not surprise at what had 
happened. Unlike AFRICA, however, their lack of surprise did not stem 
from their experience in the banlieues, but from their analysis of French 
“hawkish foreign policy in Libya, Mali, Syria, Iraq ... driven by the strategy 
of the ‘clash of civilizations’ and its internal correlate of a racist and 
Islamophobic State”.192 Furthermore, in contrast to NPNS’ support for the 
“decisive action of France to deal with this event”, PIR strongly condemned 
the response of the French state and its continued repressive policies against 
Muslims, refugees and people in the banlieues made worse by the current 
state of emergency. 

A striking feature of the comments is how much they reproduce the 
standard response of the groups, which we have seen in previous chapters. 
AFRICA remains concerned with the everyday situation of the banlieues 
(and its consequences), NPNS defends Republican values, and PIR 
condemns the repressive role of the racist state 

Arguably, an anti-racist feminism must move beyond dichotomies such 
as these. To do politics it is thus not enough to stay at the level of 
polarisation of “us” and “them”, but rather to understand the processes that 
make a polarisation of a particular kind possible: how difference is created, 
what defines it and what is excluded. Arguably, the attacks in 2015 and the 
reports the 2015 New-Year’s celebrations in Cologne in Germany, when 
around 1000 women reported having been sexually assaulted by men 
described as of North African or Arab descent, only serve to worsen the 
polarisation. This raises the question of how much groups like AFRICA, 
NPNS and PIR can do to lessen the divisions, and to answer Mimouna’s 
question: how did we arrive at this point? If nothing else, the findings of this 
study suggest the critical importance of understanding how discursive 
binaries are shaped in an ongoing production of difference and how the 
possibilities in between are closed down in the process. It is from this 
position that a new conversation and politics might emerge.  
 
 

                                                        
191 http://www.npns.fr/actualite-npns/communique-du-mouvement-ni-putes-ni-soumises-
suite-aux-attentats-du-13-novembre-2015/, 5/6/2016, my translation. 
192 http://indigenes-republique.fr/attentats-de-paris-communique-du-pir/, 5/6/2016, my 
translation. 
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Sammanfattning på svenska 

 
Skillnadens Republik 
Feminism och antirasism i den parisiska förorten 

Skillnadens Republik är en etnografisk jämförelse av tre aktivistgrupper 
baserade i Paris – AFRICA, Ni putes ni soumises (Varken hora eller kuvad, 
NPNS) och Mouvement des indigènes de la République (Rörelsen för 
Republikens ursprungsfolk,193 MIR). De tre grupperna hamnar i konflikt med 
varandra rörande deras respektive engagemang i frågor om rättigheter för 
kvinnor med invandrarbakgrund i socialt och ekonomiskt marginaliserade 
förorten till storstäder i Frankrike, så kalladde banlieues eller quartiers 
populaires. Även om AFRICA, NPNS och MIR är överens om att genus, 
ras, klass och sexualitet spelar en roll i en förståelse av dessa kvinnors 
situation, så hamnar de i konflikt över hur dessa olika skillnadskategorier ska 
ges betydelse i gruppernas olika politiska projekt. Konflikten växte fram ur 
den så kallade slöj-affären (affaire du foulard) som utmynnade i en lag 2004 
som förbjöd utmärkande religösa symboler i offentliga skolor. 
Positioneringarna kring lagen rör sig från de som såg den beslöjade kvinnan 
som förtryckt av ett muslimskt patriarkat och de som försvarade kvinnans 
rätt att bära slöja och såg lagen som ett uttryck för en rasistisk politik i ett 
Frankrike som fortfarande präglas av kolonialism. Konflikten mellan 
grupperna handlar därför mer specifikt om hur en antirasistisk feminism ska 
definieras och om en sådan överhuvudtaget är möjlig, vilket genererar 
spänningar mellan antirasistiska och feministiska/anti-sexistiska perspektiv.  

Striden kring kvinnan med invandrarbakgrund i förorten blir en 

                                                        
193 Den bokstavliga översättningen av indigène är ”ursprungsfolk,” eller native på engelska, 
men en sådan översättning fångar inte den politiska betydelsen i begreppet. Indigène syftar på 
den koloniala användningen av begreppet, vilket var en juridisk kategori i första hand i 
Algeriet men sedan generaliserad till hela det franska koloniala imperiet. Den designerade den 
algeriska befolkningens (koloniala subjekt) underordnade juridiska status i jämförelse med 
franska och utländska individer i Algeriet, och kan likställas med en form av apartheid. 
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utgångspunkt för att förstå och tydliggöra de olika gruppernas sätt att se på 
världen och vad som står på spel i deras aktivism. Spänningen mellan 
antirasism och antisexism blir mer generellt ett sätt att närma sig ett socialt 
och politiskt fält som sträcker sig bortom de parisiska förorterna i en tid då 
Europa starkt påverkas av migration. Mer konkret fokuserar studien på en 
upptagenhet, oro och kamp över skillnader – framförallt ras och genus – det 
vill säga hur och vilka skillnader som tilldelas betydelse i kvinnan med 
invandrarbakgrund, förorten och det franska samhället. Mer generellt 
handlar studien om att analytiskt förstå hur skillnader produceras och 
upprätthålls genom en etnografisk undersökning av gruppernas historiska 
framväxt, ideologi, praktik samt deras relation till förorten.  

Studien tar bilden av invandrarkvinnan i förorten som en materiell och 
symbolisk arena för politisk kamp och gränsdragning, som en kraftfull 
politisk symbol för den franska nationens identitet och vision. Denna kvinna 
är definierad av en tillskriven kulturella och religiösa annorlundahet och 
hamnar i fokus som på en och samma gång marginaliserad och tystad och 
ständigt synliggjord och omtalad. Hon är den som behöver hjälp eller bör 
räddas från ”sin” patriarkalt förtryckande kultur genom hänvisning till de 
ideal som den franska Republiken uppbär. Utifrån en diskursiv polarisering 
mellan laïcité (fransk sekularism) mot Islam och ”modernitet” mot 
”tradition” blir kvinnor med en invandrarbakgrund från förorten diskursivt 
homogeniserade, till den grad att de har blivit en egen distinkt kategori, som 
i studien benämns som den Andre kvinnan. I denna process blir sociala 
relationer, politisk debatt, praktik och identitet alltmer polariserat, en process 
som jag kallar radikaliseringen av den Andres annorlundahet.194 

Radikaliseringen av den Andres annorlundahet är en bredare process 
inom vilken alla tre grupper tvingas engagera sig. Den Andre är dels en 
person med Muslimsk invandrarbakgrund i förorten men också en politisk 
motståndare i debatten och kampen om förorten. I båda fallen så görs den 
Andre så annorlunda att det inte lämnas något utrymme för bilder av likheter 
eller dialog. Detta framträder som tydligast i sådana praktiker som polygami, 
gängvåldtäkter, kvinnlig omskärelse, bärandet av slöja, och 
arrangerade/tvångsäktenskap som definieras som specifika för förorten på 
grund av invånarnas muslimska invandrarbakgrund och därmed kommer att 
producera en särskild form av sexism särskiljd från det franska 
majoritetssamhället. Denna process av annorlundagörande skapar också en 
utgångspunkt från vilken en politisk identitet kan formas och från vilken 
samhället kritiseras. Detta är som mest tydligt i MIRs politiska projekt. 

I kapitel två diskuteras hur radikaliseringen av den Andres annorlundahet 
identifieras som historiskt framvuxen ur bilden av arbetsmigranten med en 

                                                        
194 Den Andre används här utifrån sin ursprungliga filosofiska (Emmanuel Levinas, Simone 
de Beauvoir, och Edward Saïd) betydelse (från franskans l’Autre och på engelska the Other) 
som definierad som den avvikande, den underlägsna och i utanförskap. 
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bakgrund i de franska kolonierna i framför allt Nordafrika, som i Frankrike 
levde i utkanten av stora städer, och kom att definieras utifrån sin nationella 
härkomst, ekonomiska funktion och plats i den urbana geografin. 
Arbetsmigrantens barn, den så kallade beur-generationen, kom också att 
definieras av sina föräldrars nationella, kulturella och religiösa härkomst och 
urbana marginalitet, men den ekonomiska funktionen ersattes med en social 
disfunktionalitet och politisk radikalism. Med slöj-affären i slutet av 1980-
talet, som utmynnade i lagen mot religiösa symboler 2004, så lades frågor 
om sexualitet och genus till bilden av förorten och banade vägen för den 
Andre kvinnan. Det är ur denna skillnadsskapande process som konflikten 
mellan antirasistiska och antisexistiska perspektiv tar form och som 
AFRICA, NPNS och MIR växer fram och tar plats som politiska aktörer. 

Kapitel tre, fyra och fem fokuserar etnografiskt på gruppernas 
individuella värld och visar på hur skillnader reproduceras, ifrågasätts och 
utvecklas på olika sätt i de tre grupperna. I det politiska sammanhang som 
växte fram ur debatten och praktiken kring slöjan så träder NPNS fram som 
försvarare av den franska republiken och dess centrala värden – frihet, 
jämlikhet, solidaritet, och fransk sekularism (laïcité). I opposition till NPNS 
skapas MIR och deras feministiska kollektiv och som introducerar ett kritiskt 
postkolonialt antirasistiskt perspektiv i den offentliga debatten. Däremellan 
finns dock en komplex blandning av olika perspektiv och praktiker rörande 
feministiska frågor i förorten som inte blir synliga i debatten. AFRICA är ett 
exempel på detta. 

Kapitel sex argumenterar för att gruppernas politiska positioner inte 
enbart kan förstås utifrån deras egna definitioner av sin politik utan måste 
också innefatta deras relation till förorten. Både NPNS och MIR har valt en 
strategi där de konstruerar sina politiska projekt kring förorten som en fråga 
snarare än på basis av ett dagligt engagemang med vardagslivet där. Det 
innebär vidare att deras politik förlitar sig på ett deltagande i den offentliga 
debatten kring förorten, som därmed skapar ett ömsesidigt beroende till 
journalister, social media och forskare som förmedlar förortserfarenheten. 
Studien visar på hur detta skapar en viss rigiditet för NPNS och MIR, där 
ideologin sätter ramverket för praktiken, tolkningen och berättelsen om 
förorten. AFRICA, å andra sidan, har valt att prioritera ett politiskt projekt 
baserat på en lokal civil aktivism i en specifik förort, La Courneuve. En 
sådan politik står i ett nära förhållande till vardagslivet där, vilket kräver en 
större flexibilitet i hur gruppen hanterar relationen mellan det ideologiska 
och det praktiska i mötet med lokala kvinnor. Att vara lokalt placerad 
innebär också ett ambivalent förhållande till journalister och forskare som 
aktörer i den större offentliga debatten kring den Andre kvinnan, vilket gör 
det ytterst svårt för gruppen att nå ut till en publik utanför förorten.  

I konklusionen beskrivs hur studien analytiskt har undvikit ett 
ställningstagande i relation till fältets dikotomisering utan har istället har 
visat hur gränsdragningar kring skillnader skapas. För varje grupp blir frågan 
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vilka typer av gränser rörande skillnadskapande som de är beredda att 
acceptera politiskt. Det finns inget slutgiltigt svar på denna fråga, istället 
måste produktionen av skillnad förstås som en historisk process. Denna 
studie har visat på hur det är av ytterst vikt att förstå hur diskursiva binärer 
skapas i en kontinuerlig produktion av skillnader och hur andra möjligheter 
därmed utestängs i denna process. Det är utifrån denna position som en ny 
politisk diskussion kan växa fram. 
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Appendices 

Appendix 1 
Map over the different departments of Île-de-France, the Parisian region. 
The department is a level of government located between the administrative 
region and the commune. (The numbers on the map indicate the postal code 
for each department.) 
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Appendix 2 

Appel – Ni Putes Ni Soumises! 
We the women of the quartiers, living in housing projects on the outskirts of 
the city, with different origins, believers and nonbelievers, issue this appeal 
for our rights to liberty and to emancipation.  
 
Socially oppressed by a society that confines us in ghettos, which increase 
our poverty and exclusion. Smothered by the sexism of the men of our 
neighbourhoods, who deny our basic rights in the name of “tradition.”  
 
We hereby unite for the first “Special Assembly of the women of the 
quartiers”, affirming our will to reclaim our rights, our freedom, our 
femininity. We refuse to be constrained by a false choice either to be 
submissive to the shackles of tradition or to sell our bodies to a consumer 
society. 
 
No more moral preaching: Our condition has deteriorated. The media and 
politicians have done little or nothing for us.  
 
No more victimization. We have fed up with others speaking for us and 
treating us with scorn.  
 
No more justifications of our oppression in the name of the right to 
difference and of respect for those who make us bow our heads. 
 
No more silence during public debates over violence, poverty, and 
discrimination. 
 
The feminist movement has deserted the quartiers. The situation is urgent, 
and we have decided to act. 
 
For us, the struggle against racism ad exclusion and the struggle for our 
freedom and emancipation are on and the same. No one but ourselves will 
liberate us from this double oppression. 
 
We are speaking out and launching this appeal so that in each housing 
project in France, our sisters and our mothers will hear this cry for freedom 
and join our struggle for a better life in our neighbourhoods.  
 
Help us be heard. Distribute our call as widely as possible, and take in the 
feminist and antiracist initiative that are at the heart to our struggle! (From 
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the English translation in Murray and Perpich 2011: 61-62, see also the 
English translation Amara’s book Breaking the Silence 2006: 163-164). 
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Appendix 3 

L’appel des 343 mammans des cités 
Lorsque les émeutes éclatèrent en banlieue, c’est vers nous, mamans des 
quartiers, que vous vous êtes tournés. C’est à nous, mamans des quartiers, 
que vous avez demandé de trouver les mots pour panser les maux de nos 
enfants. C’est à nous, mamans des quartiers, que vous avez demandé de 
calmer une rage qui, partout, allumait des feux. C’est à nous, mamans des 
quartiers, que vous avez demandé d’expliquer que la violence ne réglerait 
jamais les problèmes du chômage, de l’exclusion et du racisme. C’est à nous, 
mamans des quartiers, que vous avez demandé de faire preuve d’autorité. 
C’est à nous, mamans des quartiers, que vous avez demandé de garder à la 
maison nos petits souvent bien plus grands que nous. C’est à nous, mamans 
des quartiers, que vous avez fait appel pour que cessent, partout dans le 
monde, ces images d’une France en état de guerre civile. 
 
En ce mois de novembre 2005, vous avez su reconnaître en nous des 
mamans, quelque soit notre pays d’origine. Vous avez saisi le rôle précieux 
qu’en tant que telles, nous pouvions remplir, et nous avons rempli ce devoir, 
notre devoir de « maternité ». Mais avez-vous oublié, mesdames et 
messieurs les Politiques, qu’avant d’être des mères, nous étions des 
femmes ? Alors parce que, d’où que nous venions, nous sommes d’abord des 
femmes, nous, les mamans des quartiers, nous vous demandons aujourd’hui 
d’être traitées comme toutes les autres citoyennes de la République. Nous 
vous demandons de mettre un terme aux conventions bilatérales qui 
préservent les lois d’origine et qui nous exposent aux violences de la 
polygamie, de la répudiation et du mariage forcé. Nous vous demandons des 
places en crèches et en garderie pour cesser d’être cantonnées à la sphère 
privée, et pour en finir avec une situation d’enfermement qui nous rend 
vulnérable à toutes les violences sexistes. Nous vous demandons de lutter 
contre l’ethnicisation des métiers qui nous oblige, même lorsque nous 
sommes hautement diplômées, à accepter des tâches difficiles et à trop 
souvent subir un harcèlement au travail contre lequel nous ne pouvons rien. 
Nous vous demandons de développer les transports publics qui nous 
permettraient de sortir de ces ghettos où les seuls endroits de rencontres sont 
des cafés réservés aux hommes. Nous vous demandons de faciliter notre 
accès à la culture comme notre apprentissage de la langue française afin que 
nous puissions acquérir les outils de notre émancipation. 
 
Parce que nous sommes de véritables actrices d’intégration, nous vous 
demandons, mesdames et messieurs les politiques, de cesser de nous 
maintenir en marge de la citoyenneté. Ce n’est que libres et émancipées que 
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nous pourrons remplir pleinement notre rôle de mère, et faire de nos enfants 
des citoyens. 
(Published in Le Monde 8 March, 2007)  
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Appendix 4 

L’Appel des Indigènes 
NOUS SOMMES LES INDIGENES DE LA REPUBLIQUE ! 
Rendu public en Janvier 2005, cet appel à été signé par des milliers de 
personnes. 
 
Discriminés à l’embauche, au logement, à la santé, à l’école et aux loisirs, 
les personnes issues des colonies, anciennes ou actuelles, et de l’immigration 
post-coloniale sont les premières victimes de l’exclusion sociale et de la 
précarisation. Indépendamment de leurs origines effectives, les populations 
des « quartiers » sont « indigénisées », reléguées aux marges de la société. 
Les « banlieues » sont dites « zones de non-droit » que la République est 
appelée à « reconquérir ». Contrôles au faciès, provocations diverses, 
persécutions de toutes sortes se multiplient tandis que les brutalités 
policières, parfois extrêmes, ne sont que rarement sanctionnées par une 
justice qui fonctionne à deux vitesses. Pour exonérer la République, on 
accuse nos parents de démission alors que nous savons les sacrifices, les 
efforts déployés, les souffrances endurées. Les mécanismes coloniaux de la 
gestion de l’islam sont remis à l’ordre du jour avec la constitution du Conseil 
français du Culte Musulman sous l’égide du ministère de l’Intérieur. 
Discriminatoire, sexiste, raciste, la loi anti-foulard est une loi d’exception 
aux relents coloniaux. Tout aussi colonial, le parcage des harkis et enfants de 
harkis. Les populations issues de la colonisation et de l’immigration sont 
aussi l’objet de discriminations politiques. Les rares élus sont généralement 
cantonnés au rôle de « beur » ou de « black » de service. On refuse le droit 
de vote à ceux qui ne sont pas « français », en même temps qu’on conteste « 
l’enracinement » de ceux qui le sont. Le droit du sol est remis en cause. Sans 
droit ni protection, menacées en permanence d’arrestation et d’expulsion, 
des dizaines de milliers de personnes sont privées de papiers. La liberté de 
circulation est déniée ; un nombre croissant de Maghrébins et d’Africains 
sont contraints à franchir les frontières illégalement au risque de leurs vies. 
 
La France a été un Etat colonial… Pendant plus de quatre siècles, elle a 
participé activement à la traite négrière et à la déportation des populations de 
l’Afrique sub-saharienne. Au prix de terribles massacres, les forces 
coloniales ont imposé leur joug sur des dizaines de peuples dont elles ont 
spolié les richesses, détruit les cultures, ruiné les traditions, nié l’histoire, 
effacé la mémoire. Les tirailleurs d’Afrique, chair à canon pendant les deux 
guerres mondiales, restent victimes d’une scandaleuse inégalité de 
traitement. 
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La France reste un Etat colonial ! En Nouvelle Calédonie, Guadeloupe, 
Martinique, Guyane, Réunion, Polynésie règnent répression et mépris du 
suffrage universel. Les enfants de ces colonies sont, en France, relégués au 
statut d’immigrés, de Français de seconde zone sans l’intégralité des droits. 
Dans certaines de ses anciennes colonies, la France continue de mener une 
politique de domination. Une part énorme des richesses locales est aspirée 
par l’ancienne métropole et le capital international. Son armée se conduit en 
Côte d’Ivoire comme en pays conquis. 
	 
Le traitement des populations issues de la colonisation prolonge, sans s’y 
réduire, la politique coloniale. Non seulement le principe de l’égalité devant 
la loi n’est pas respecté mais la loi elle-même n’est pas toujours égale 
(double peine, application du statut personnel aux femmes d’origine 
maghrébine, sub-saharienne…). La figure de l’« indigène » continue à hanter 
l’action politique, administrative et judiciaire ; elle innerve et s’imbrique à 
d’autres logiques d’oppression, de discrimination et d’exploitation sociales. 
Ainsi, aujourd’hui, dans le contexte du néo-libéralisme, on tente de faire 
jouer aux travailleurs immigrés le rôle de dérégulateurs du marché du travail 
pour étendre à l’ensemble du salariat encore plus de précarité et de 
flexibilité. 
	 
La gangrène coloniale s’empare des esprits. L’exacerbation des conflits dans 
le monde, en particulier au Moyen-Orient, se réfracte immédiatement au sein 
du débat français. Les intérêts de l’impérialisme américain, le néo-
conservatisme de l’administration Bush rencontrent l’héritage colonial 
français. Une frange active du monde intellectuel, politique et médiatique 
français, tournant le dos aux combats progressistes dont elle se prévaut, se 
transforme en agents de la « pensée » bushienne . Investissant l’espace de la 
communication, ces idéologues recyclent la thématique du « choc des 
civilisations » dans le langage local du conflit entre « République » et « 
communautarisme ». Comme aux heures glorieuses de la colonisation, on 
tente d’opposer les Berbères aux Arabes, les Juifs aux « Arabo-musulmans » 
et aux Noirs. Les jeunes « issus de l’immigration » sont ainsi accusés d’être 
le vecteur d’un nouvel anti-sémitisme. Sous le vocable jamais défini d’« 
intégrisme », les populations d’origine africaine, maghrébine ou musulmane 
sont désormais identifiées comme la Cinquième colonne d’une nouvelle 
barbarie qui menacerait l’Occident et ses « valeurs ». Frauduleusement 
camouflée sous les drapeaux de la laïcité, de la citoyenneté et du féminisme, 
cette offensive réactionnaire s’empare des cerveaux et reconfigure la scène 
politique. Elle produit des ravages dans la société française. Déjà, elle est 
parvenue à imposer sa rhétorique au sein même des forces progressistes, 
comme une gangrène. Attribuer le monopole de l’imaginaire colonial et 
raciste à la seule extrême-droite est une imposture politique et historique. 
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L’idéologie coloniale perdure, transversale aux grands courants d’idées qui 
composent le champ politique français. 
	 
La décolonisation de la République reste à l’ordre du jour ! La République 
de l’Egalité est un mythe. L’Etat et la société doivent opérer un retour 
critique radical sur leur passé-présent colonial. Il est temps que la France 
interroge ses Lumières, que l’universalisme égalitaire, affirmé pendant la 
Révolution Française, refoule ce nationalisme arc-bouté au « chauvinisme de 
l’universel », censé « civiliser » sauvages et sauvageons. Il est urgent de 
promouvoir des mesures radicales de justice et d’égalité qui mettent un 
terme aux discriminations racistes dans l’accès au travail, au logement, à la 
culture et à la citoyenneté. Il faut en finir avec les institutions qui ramènent 
les populations issues de la colonisation à un statut de sous-humanité. 
 
Nos parents, nos grands-parents ont été mis en esclavage, colonisés, 
animalisés. Mais ils n’ont pas été broyés. Ils ont préservé leur dignité 
d’humains à travers la résistance héroïque qu’ils ont mené pour s’arracher au 
joug colonial. Nous sommes leurs héritiers comme nous sommes les héritiers 
de ces Français qui ont résisté à la barbarie nazie et de tous ceux qui se sont 
engagés avec les opprimés, démontrant, par leur engagement et leurs 
sacrifices, que la lutte anti-coloniale est indissociable du combat pour 
l’égalité sociale, la justice et la citoyenneté. Dien Bien Phu est leur victoire. 
Dien Bien Phu n’est pas une défaite mais une victoire de la liberté, de 
l’égalité et de la fraternité ! 
 
Pour ces mêmes raisons, nous sommes aux côtés de tous les peuples (de 
l’Afrique à la Palestine, de l’Irak à la Tchétchènie, des Caraïbes à 
l’Amérique latine…) qui luttent pour leur émancipation, contre toute les 
formes de domination impérialiste, coloniale ou néo-coloniale. 
 
NOUS, descendants d’esclaves et de déportés africains, filles et fils de 
colonisés et d’immigrés, NOUS, Français et non-Français vivants en France, 
militantes et militants engagé-es dans les luttes contre l’oppression et les 
discriminations produites par la République post-coloniale, lançons un appel 
à celles et ceux qui sont parties prenantes de ces combats à se réunir en 
Assises de l’anti-colonialisme en vue de contribuer à l’émergence d’une 
dynamique autonome qui interpelle le système politique et ses acteurs, et, 
au-delà, l’ensemble de la société française, dans la perspective d’un combat 
commun de tous les opprimés et exploités pour une démocratie sociale 
véritablement égalitaire et universelle. 
 
Le 8 mai 1945, la République révèle ses paradoxes : le jour même où les 
Français fêtent la capitulation nazie, une répression inouïe s’abat sur les 
colonisés algériens du Nord-Constantinois : des milliers de morts ! 
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Le 8 mai prochain, 60ème anniversaire de ce massacre, poursuivons le 
combat anticolonial par la première Marche des indigènes de la République ! 
 
Nous sommes les indigènes de la République! 
 
(From: http://indigenes-republique.fr/le-p-i-r/appel-des-indigenes-de-la-
republique/, 24/02/2016)  
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Appendix 5 

Appel des Féministes Indigènes 
Janvier 2005 
Par Collectif des féministes indigènes 
 
Sous le Haut Marrinage de Solititude, héroine de la révolte des esclaves 
guadeloupéens contre le rétablissement de l’esclavage par Napoléon, de 
Djamila Bouhired, révolutionnaire algérienne et de nos mères immigrées. 
 

Appel des Féministes Indigènes 
 
Personnalités politiques, intellectuel-le-s, féministes, représentants 
institutionnels…en France, se penchent avec humanisme et compassion sur 
le sort des femmes issues de l’immigration post-coloniale que NOUS 
sommes. 
 
Ils nous encouragent à nous émanciper, à nous défaire de notre état de 
nature, ou, pour les plus évoluées d’entre nous, de notre état de sous-culture. 
Ils nous protègent contre nos maris, nos pères et nos frères supposés 
culturellement violents, violeurs et voileurs. Ils sont les boucliers sans 
lesquels nous sommes vouées à demeurer soumises, mariées de force à des 
brutes, excisées..., et peut-être même lapidées. De leur vigilance zélée 
dépend notre libération. Ils parlent en notre nom. Pour notre bien... 
 
Messieurs-Dames, le Collectif des Féministes Indigènes a le plaisir de 
vous annoncer la fin de la comédie. Il vous prie de ravaler vos larmes et 
de remballer vos bons sentiments. 
Ce discours néocolonial et paternaliste est une VIOLENCE que nous 
n’acceptons plus. 
 
Nous vous refusons la dépossession et l’instrumentalisation de nos luttes. 
 
Nous refusons catégoriquement que des personnes non concernées par des 
discriminations racistes et sexistes parlent en notre nom. Comme nous 
refusons le discours stigmatisant et essentialisant des femmes issues de 
l’immigration, qui prêtent leurs voix au discours dominant, structurellement 
raciste et opportunément féministe. Parler à notre place, c’est nous spolier de 
nos vies, nous déposséder de nos parcours et de notre vision du monde.  
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Nous ne sommes pas dupes de cette instrumentalisation qui fait de nous 
des victimes idéales. 
 
Les discours dominants à la fois racistes et sexistes confisquent notre parole, 
réduisant notre complexité, nient nos résistances. Ces procédés s’enracinent 
dans les systèmes esclavagistes et coloniaux qui, déjà, contraignaient les 
femmes à une double expropriation de leurs corps (à la fois, force de travail 
et objet sexuel). Nos mères, loin des stéréotypes du féminisme blanc, ont 
toujours su résister. Nos résistons. 
 
Notre démarche est féministe, spécifiquement indigène… 
 
Nous, en tant que femmes vivant en France, héritons des acquis des luttes 
des féministes françaises. Mais en tant que femmes racialicées, nous 
remettons en question les diktats de l’universalisme blanc et masculin et du 
féminisme blanc qui dénient toutes autres visions du monde ou vécues. Le 
féminisme occidental n’a pas le monopole de la résistance à la domination 
masculine. 
 
Nous refusons l’injonction à la déloyauté envers les nôtres avec tous les 
sacrifices que cela suppose : rupture familiale, guerre et concurrence des 
sexes, mise à distance de nos cultures chaque jour mises en accusation.  
 
Nous interpellons nos communautés et l’ensemble de la société. Nous 
dénonçons et nous nous battons conter les systèmes d’oppression. Nous ne 
voulons pas « conscientiser » les femmes issues de l’immigration, dont nous 
sommes, ni les juger sur des critères « d’émancipation » subjectifs. Chaque 
femme est en droit de choisir son mode de vie en continuité, en composition 
ou en rupture avec sa culture, sa tradition ou sa religion. 
 
Nous revendiquons l’autonomie de nos luttes et de nos trajectoires. 
 
…et anti-impérialiste 
 
Nous exigeons désormais des mouvements politiques occidentaux qui 
pensent les rapports Nord/Sud qu’ils cessent d’ignorer les conséquences de 
l’impérialisme et du libéralisme dans le maintien et le renforcement des 
systèmes patriarcaux. Nous considérerons désormais comme anti-féministe 
toute solidarité avec les femmes du sud qui n’intègre pas le rapport étroit 
entre patriarcat et impérialisme. 
 
Nous exigeons une égalité réelle  
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Dans notre société, racisme et sexisme sont intimement imbriqués. Nous 
subissons des oppressions de classe, de genre et de néo-indigénat qui se 
renforcent mutuellement. Notre parole est seule légitime pour faire état de la 
réalité de ces oppressions croisées. Cette parole est radicalement anti-raciste 
et anti-sexiste. Nous n’établissons pas de priorité entre ces luttes 
intrinsèquement liées. Nous dénonçons catégoriquement toutes les violences 
sexistes et racistes que nous subissons quelles qu’elles soient et d’où qu’elles 
viennent. Nous ne tairons pas notre combat féministe sous prétexte que la 
lutte anti-raciste est prioritaire. De la même façon nous ne tairons pas notre 
combat anti-raciste pour servir de relais, au nom d’un pseudo-féminisme à la 
diabolisation des noir-e-s, des arabes, des musulmans-e-s et d’autres 
populations stigmatisées racialement. 
 
Nous refusons d’être l’enjeu de la concurrence et de la bataille que se livrent 
le patriarcat des dominés et celui des dominant. 
 
Par conséquence, nous nous inscrivons dans ce féminisme paradoxal 
afin de ne plus jamais être le cheval de Troie de la suprématie blanche 
ou les traîtresses à l’ordre communautaire. 
 
C’est à ce prix que l’on pourra se battre contre les représentations coloniales, 
indigénisantes et folklorisantes des femmes noires, arabes et musulmanes, 
véhiculées dans les discours dominants, les politiques publiques et les 
espaces médiatiques.  C’est ainsi que l’on pourra casser les stéréotypes de la 
beurette, de la maman-nourricière et infantilisée, de la musulmane manipulée 
ou de l’africaine exotique. 
 
Dans une société « francepaysdesdroitsdel’homme », structurellement 
inégalitaire et patriarcale, NOUS, descendantes de colonisé-e-s et 
d’immigré-e-s lançons un appel aux femmes et aux féministes qui 
s’estiment victimes de violences sexistes et racistes à nous rejo9ijndre en 
vie de contribuer à l’émergence et à la construction d’une parole 
FEMINISTE POLITIQUE, égalitaire et autonome qui interpelle 
l’ensemble de la société française dans sa gestion des questions 
concernant les femmes venues ou vivant dans les pays du sud.  
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